
5 WAYS TO USE MUSIC

MOOD CHANGER
Grace Meadows, Music for Dementia Campaign Director 
and music therapist 
Music is our emotions put into sound. It sets off a series of chemical reactions in our brains, 
altering how we feel about ourselves and the world around us and helps to manage and 
regulate behaviour. Use familiar up-tempo music to lift mood and distract, or soothing 
music to calm and reassure. 

MAKING NEW MEMORIES
Catherine Loveday, Professor of Cognitive Neuroscience 
When we think of music, memories are often evoked. However, when we experience music, 
both old and new, in the here and now, we’re also making new memories. For family and 
carers of someone living with dementia, that’s happening across generations and those 
memories can be treasured for many years to come - remembering the person you care 
for through music, for who they are beyond their dementia.

PHYSICALLY CONNECTING
Sophie Scott CBE, Professor of Cognitive Neuroscience 
Music that we love affects us  - emotionally, physically, spiritually. Music can reach parts of 
the brain that are unaffected by dementia, and be a source of connection, reduce stress, 
and help improve everyone’s mood. Ways to enhance this can include moving to the music - 
especially dancing together, where possible. Music and affectionate touch (like a hug) 
are both ways of expressing and communicating love, compassion and comfort.

CREATING CONVERSATION
Lauren Laverne, broadcaster and Music for Dementia Ambassador 
Music is a conversation and there are many ways we can have those musical 
conversations. Be it with words, through eye contact and gestures, singing along to songs 
or listening to favourite music together, these can all spark moments for connection. 
Music is a powerful means of communication - use it as your bond to enable people to 
share and express feelings and emotions beyond the spoken word.

EXERCISE & MOVEMENT
Dame Arlene Phillips, choreographer, theatre director, 
TV presenter, and former dancer 
We are musical beings, with rhythm built into us through our heartbeats. Whatever our 
age, music increases motivation, reduces feelings of fatigue, helps motor and movement 
co-ordination. The link between our auditory and motor neurons means our bodies and 
brains respond to what we hear. Choose music that motivates you to help you incorporate 
exercise and movement into each day.

Music is a powerful tool in dementia care - from entertainment to activity to therapy, 
it can help with daily tasks, provide meaningful stimulation and health and wellbeing 

benefits. Use our handy tips from experts and celebrities to make music a part of your day. 

For more tips on music in 
dementia care, visit 
musicfordementia.org.uk m4dradio.com



HOW TO USE MUSIC 
Practical tips for carers for every day, whether at home or in a care setting

VOLUME AND HEARING 
✓ Check whether you are playing music at the right volume. Ask if the level is ok - 

too loud can overwhelm, too quiet can frustrate. Try to reduce competing noises. 

✓ Think about positioning. How far away is the speaker from listeners? Consider moving 
speakers or people to accommodate different hearing levels.

✓ Hearing loss and impairment is often associated with dementia. If someone appears 
to be having diffi culties with hearing, help them get it tested. 

✓ Dementia impacts each person uniquely and, depending on the type of dementia, 
can affect how they process and hear music. Previously pleasurable sounds may no 
longer be enjoyable. 

WHICH MUSIC?  
✓ Musical memories endure when much else is lost - music familiar and personalised

will be most effective. If possible, ask friends and family to suggest music.

✓ Find out popular songs, TV theme tunes or music from key moments in the person’s life.

✓ Pay attention to their responses - see what other music this might suggest they
would like.

TIMING 
✓ What are the best times of day for music to aid you and/or engage someone 

you care for? 

✓ Start the day by playing music that motivates and helps to stimulate and invigorate.

✓ In the evening, help wind down by playing music to relax to. 

PERSONAL CARE   
✓ Use music while delivering personal care to provide a useful distraction, making it less 

embarrassing or awkward while putting some fun into a daily routine.

✓ Can you fi nd a favourite song that you can both sing to get dressed to or wash hair to? 

ROUTINE AND RITUAL   
✓ Use music to help create routine and familiarity e.g. favourite music for mealtimes to 

support nutrition. Try different genres and artists to see which work best.

✓ Ease transitions with music or singing to provide a bridge between different activities 
in the day or when moving from room to room.

TOGETHERNESS    
✓ Try to listen together to create a shared experience and fi nd your way of 

connecting - hold hands, tap your feet, singalong or dance together. Encourage 
movement if you can.

✓ Perhaps talk about the music or ask a few questions when you see someone
responding to it.
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Music Social Prescriptions

Social prescribing is not a new idea, and schemes have been running in different areas of 
the country for a number of years. But now there are more social prescribing link workers 
than ever before.  

This is because the NHS has made a commitment to ensure that all areas of England 
have access to a link worker. This is part of a commitment that care will be personalised 
around the needs and experience of each individual

Your role as a Link Worker is invaluable in building trusting relationships with the people 
you visit.  The time you spend listening carefully to what matters to people and what 
motivates them is crucial in creating a shared plan.

We believe that being connected to music-based activities is one kind of 
social prescription that will help to improve the quality of life for people 
living with dementia. Your expertise in helping people to connect with their 
community and signposting them to activities is key to this.

There are many areas in someone’s life where music might have played an 
important role, their love of sport, their faith or spiritual life, their work, their 
relationships with family and friends.

During your conversations you can ask 
questions about the person’s interests 
and taste in music to help create a music 
social prescription. This approach ensures 
that their general wellbeing is included 
alongside any medical and social care.

Low cost

The cost of providing music-based activities within a care plan can be 
low or negligible so this should not be a barrier to including music, as 
appropriate, as an eligible need. 

Care workers supporting people in their own homes or providing care in a 
residential care setting may be able to provide some of the music-based 
activities identified in the care plan at negligible cost and in a very short 
amount of time such as tuning in the radio to a favourite radio station, 
playing a favourite musical DVD, or putting a pre-recorded playlist of 
favourite music on the CD player or smart speaker. 

A shared experience

Ultimately, music is a tool to enhance relationships and quality of life. In 
whichever music activities are included in someone’s social prescription, it 
is vital that the music isn’t something that is done to the person, rather it is 
something that is about being with and experienced together to support 
relationships and enhance quality of life.

Singing Group

Playlist

Live Music
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Conducting a conversation about music

Below are some suggestions about how you might conduct a conversation about music 
to see if it would interest and support them:

Having more than one conversation

• The conversation about a person’s music preferences could take place 
over more than one occasion and over a period of time.

• The conversation might happen after the relationship between you and 
the person has developed through informal visits and chats about music 
beforehand.

Keeping a record

• The music preferences and the benefits achieved through a music social 
prescription for a person living with dementia will change over time so the 
early record of music interests and preferences you write may be useful 
to refer to at later stages in the person’s ‘dementia journey’.

• You will routinely keep a record of what is said and what happens during 
the meetings and conversations. This record should include any music 
preferences and outcomes identified and initial ideas about how they 
might be achieved. Appendix C is template record sheet that you could 
adapt for use during the process.

Using non-verbal prompts

• It may be appropriate to use alternative approaches to gain an 
understanding of an individual’s musical preferences. Examples 
include observing their response to different types of music you play to 
them, or watching their behaviour in a group musical activity such as 
singing together.

Involving paid and unpaid carers

• You could ask family members and friends, or carers working for 
residential care and domiciliary care providers to have some preliminary 
conversations about music in the life of the person before you discuss 
and develop a music social prescription.

Looking out for ‘red flags’

• Watch out for ‘red flag’ songs or music that might trigger unpleasant or 
unwanted feelings or memories.

• There are some rare forms of dementia that may make listening and 
processing music difficult. You should also take into account any existing 
medical conditions, such as hearing loss.

Playlist for Life has a variety of resources to help people develop a collection of songs - 
a ‘soundtrack of your life’ - including conversation starters and prompts about musical 
memories, how to access music tracks online, and creating a music journal.
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For more tips on music in 
dementia care, visit 
musicfordementia.org.uk m4dradio.com




