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Key findings 
 

 Music composition enhanced a group of older people’s sense of 
identity, belonging and well-being 

 Music composition can be used in research to represent people’s 
feelings, experiences and stories 

 
 

What the research has added 
 
Music composition is a worthwhile addition to current arts-based 
occupations. When combined with other research methods, music 
composition can also be used in arts-based research. 
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Introduction 

 
In this project, you – the participants – had the opportunity to compose 
individual pieces of music interactively with professional musicians. 
Coventry University, Manchester Camerata (a chamber orchestra), 
Blacon Community Trust and yourselves all contributed to the project. 
This report is a summary of the research that Coventry University carried 
out. 
 
 

Method 
 
You, the project composer and the musicians from Manchester 
Camerata came together to get to know each other and share 
experiences. We listened to each other, read poems, wrote poems and 
stories, drew pictures and talked about their meanings. In particular, we 
asked you to imagine how your experiences might sound. You made 
storyboards like this one: 
 

  
 
Fig. 1 A storyboard, which became the basis for musical improvisation 

 
 
A string quartet from Manchester Camerata improvised on the 
storyboards and made them into pieces of music. You told us what you 
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thought and asked the musicians to change things. This way, the pieces 
sounded as you wanted. The project composer wrote down the music so 
the musicians could perform the pieces later. The musical scores mixed 
traditional and more creative ways of writing music:  
 
 

 
 
Fig. 2 An example of one of the scores, showing different ways to write music 

 
The project composer encouraged you to use your existing musical 
knowledge and to develop new skills.  
 
We interviewed you about your experiences during the music project. 
We then used an arts-based research method to put your words (the 
research findings) into a group composition. You worked together with 
Manchester Camerata musicians and the project composer to achieve 
this. 
 
This table shows in more detail the different stages of the music project 
and the research process. Events from the music project are in brackets. 
Table 1: the music project and research process 

(Music composition project – each participant composed a piece 
with help from the string quartet and project composer) 
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Interview 1 
 

We asked you about your experience of 
music composition 

Analysis 1 
 

We analyzed your responses  

Interview 2 We checked with you that we had 
understood you correctly. Musicians from the 
string quartet helped to express your feelings 
and thoughts in music  

Focus group 1 
 

We got together as a group and we checked 
with you that the musical themes were what 
you wanted 

Analysis 2 We analyzed what you had said in the first 
and second interviews 
 

(The project composer worked your themes into a single piece of 
music) 
 
(Final performance) 
 

Focus group 2 We got together once more to check that the 
music represented your experiences and 
wishes  

 
The music project took place on six full days, over two months. We met 
twice more for the extra interviews, to work on the group piece and to 
hear the final performance.  
 
We asked your permission to interview you, to use audio and video 
recording and to share what you said with others. You gave us 
permission to do these things and to use your names.  
 
 

Findings 
 
After the first interview we split your comments into three themes (or 
groups). Each theme deals with a different set of feelings or 
experiences. We gave each theme a name and the first two names 
came from your responses in the interviews: 
 

 An incomplete book: challenges, fear of the future and discovering 
new creative skills 
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 A lark ascending: the confusion of composing leading to triumph; 
giving value to the experience 

 Constructing a musical edifice: working together to weave strands 
into a whole piece 

 
The themes are detailed below. Here is what you said, in your own 
words: 
 
An incomplete book: challenges, fear of the future and discovering 
new creative skills 
 
This theme grouped together your thoughts and feelings about coming 
to the project and finding out about composing. Bob talked about his 
past. He identified the loss of identity he felt when he retired and entered 
the residential home. He associated his memories and reflections with 
the sounds of a quarry near his childhood home: 

  
‘There was a great clanging sound always when I worked. This 
cylinder that never stopped...after you stop being a cylinder you 
became silent.’ 

 
Edna described her fears about participating in the project as well as her 
reasons for deciding to join: 
 

‘[I was] feeling daunted...entering the home [but things get more 
positive as you get older], you don’t feel that you have to be 
someone else.’ 
 

Overall, you said that you had benefited from working together and that 
social interaction had reduced fear. You also acknowledged that people 
participated at their own ability level. You seemed to feel privileged to 
share memories, experiences and emotions. Louisa described this 
feeling: 
 

‘I love listening to people about their lives, and everybody’s life is 
like that, and this project gave me permission not to hold back.’ 

 
A lark ascending: the confusion of composing leading to triumph; 
giving value to the experience 
 
Some of you said that you found the first stages of the music project 
surprising and sometimes confusing. It challenged your perceptions of 
how composers worked. However, it also involved reflection on past life 
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events. There were many challenges, such as working with unfamiliar 
musicians and translating events and feelings into sound. This provided 
a rich source for creative work and reward, but was not always easy. 
 
Edna acknowledged her role in composing and said that disability was 
not important. She came to value the ability of individuals to contribute at 
their own levels: 
 

‘I helped [to compose]...you can dream emotions... [composing] 
was something different... wonderful… [composing was] chaotic 
[and] triumphant...[we] make the most of what we have.’ 
 

Over the course of the project you started to acknowledge your skill and 
took ownership of the compositional process. Barbara identified herself 
with the bird in Ralph Vaughan Williams’ famous piece The Lark 
Ascending. She said: 
 

‘I feel like the lark.’ 
 
Eric was initially humble about his contribution, but he acknowledged his 
skill through describing the response he expected from his wife: 
 

‘My wife would be really surprised if she hears I’ve composed a 
piece of music...my son, he’s a real musician.’ 

 
Constructing a musical edifice: working together to weave strands 
into a whole piece 
 
The last theme is to do with a sense of group belonging, your sense of 
self, creativity and independence. Eric came to re-evaluate his current 
situation: 
 

‘It was a blank what I could see before...I like living in this place 
now.’  

You also described the experience of the project as a way to make 
personal contributions. Eric said: 
 

‘...[the experience was] quite refreshing...fun times...It’s become 
more of the music side of me, a new part...the musicians have 
been inspirational, and having people interested in my ideas...I’m 
in the autumn of my life now; I must do something before I go...you 
must continue [in life and with the project]. You can’t just leave it 
there.’ 
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Some of you talked about your self-worth coming back and recognizing 
skills that you thought you had lost. Brian said: 
 

‘I’ve made the title Moments in Time…because all of these things 
I’ve done are incidents, things that occurred. I'd like them to 
compose something for me. I’ve got a book here somewhere on 
my experiences on the railway...I’ve only written half of it, but when 
I had this accident it finished me off...they’re only trying to 
compose something we want...because I think I could compose a 
bit they could play.’    

 
Barbara’s words summarized aspects of the whole group’s feelings: 
 

‘I feel like a window’s been opened.’ 
 
Summary of findings 
 
Group music composition gave you opportunities to: 
 

 Be creative in a musical way 

 Learn new skills 

 Overcome challenges 

 Share your identity and your ‘story’ 

 Value yourself and be valued by others 

 Socialize with the group and professional musicians.  
 

 
Conclusion 
 
This project was a positive event for you as well as the project 
composer, musicians and researchers. The findings show that it enabled 
you to engage in creative activity beyond your everyday experience and 
added significant meanings to your identities. The project encouraged 
ongoing productivity, contributing to quality of life and enabling a more 
robust belief in the self. Composing music also developed your sense of 
themselves as learners and contributors to a creative medium. This was 
a role that you had previously not considered an option at this point in 
your lives.   
 
The findings support the idea that occupation is essential to health and 
well-being in the later stages of life (Erikson et al 1986). You 
acknowledged increased confidence and a strengthening of identity, 
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even though this was a short-term project. Whilst we cannot predict the 
longer-term impact on individuals, or how a longer-term group 
experience would influence the findings, you all wished the group to 
continue and openly expressed the value of your involvement.  
 
The findings also highlight the innovative aspects of this project:  
 

(i) The use of music composition as an arts-in-health occupation for 
older people 

(ii) The arts-based research method of group composition.  
 
The focus on music composition enabled participants. It offered you a 
chance to ‘compose’ your identities and ‘make worlds’ with music 
(DeNora 2000). The findings support existing research that has shown 
similar benefits of arts-in-health initiatives for older people, such as a 
‘heightened sense of control’ and ‘meaningful social engagement and 
interchange’ (Cohen 2009). 
 
The project helped you to engage across perceived community 
boundaries and to make new relationships. You all wished the project to 
continue and were eager for ongoing input. The opportunity to compose 
music had empowered you. The project appears to have contributed to 
your well-being and quality of life, at least in the short term. 
 

What happened next? 
 
After completing the research we presented it at these events: 
 

 Well-being 2011 – Birmingham City University (19 July 2011) 

 Striking a Chord: Music, Health and Wellbeing – SEMPRE at Canterbury 
Christchurch University (10 September 2011) 

 College of Occupational Therapists 36th Annual Conference – SECC, 
Glasgow (12 June 2012)  

 Dalcroze International Summer School – Canterbury Christchurch 
University (03 August 2012)  
 
We have also written a more detailed article, which has been accepted 
for publication by the British Journal of Occupational Therapy. 
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Further information 

 
For more information about Manchester Camerata, please see the 
enclosed brochure, call 0161 226 8696, or visit their website: 
http://www.manchestercamerata.co.uk/. 
 
For more information about the Paths to Peace research project, please 
contact John Habron (details on page 2). 
 
About the authors 
 
Dr John Habron (Senior Lecturer in Music), Annette Roebuck (Senior 
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Occupational Therapy) and Felicity Butterly (PhD candidate in 
Occupational Therapy and Psychology) are part of a research team at 
Coventry University that is dedicated to the transdisciplinary evaluation 
of arts-in-health initiatives and the development of arts-based research 
methods.  
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Thank you! 
 
For your participation and for taking the time to read this report. 

http://www.manchestercamerata.co.uk/

