
 

 

 

MUSIC 102 

Music & Memory: Music Therapy for 
People with Alzheimer’s Disease 
By Emma Theis 

 

 

Introduction 

What is Alzheimer’s disease? 

According to the Alzheimer’s Association, Alzheimer’s disease is “a type of dementia that 

affects memory, thinking, and behavior. Symptoms eventually grow severe enough to 

interfere with daily tasks.”¹ The CDC states that in 2020, 5.8 million Americans were living 

with Alzheimer’s disease, and this number is projected to triple by the year 2060.² 

Alzheimer’s disease is one of the top ten causes of death in the United States. One of the 
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most well-known symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease is memory loss; other symptoms 

progress over time and may include “disorientation, mood and behavior changes; 

deepening confusion about events, time, and place; unfounded suspicions about family, 

friends, and professional caregivers;” and eventually, “difficulty speaking, swallowing, and 

walking.”¹ 

Causes 

Alzheimer’s disease takes a long time to develop before any symptoms appear. By the time 

memory loss and other symptoms are seen, significant damage has likely already been 

done.  

Nerve cells, or neurons, are the main functional unit of the nervous system and brain. 

When they are damaged, messages cannot be sent and received throughout the brain, and 

eventually these neurons will begin to die. Plaques and tangles are thought to be 

responsible for this neuron damage and death, according to the Alzheimer’s Association.¹ 

Plaques occur when “deposits of a protein fragment called beta amyloid [builds] up in the 

spaces between nerve cells,” and tangles occur when “twisted fibers of another protein 

called tau [builds] up inside cells.”¹ The image below shows the differences in brain activity 

between various degrees of cognitive decline.³  
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According to Science Direct, “Brain weight is typically reduced in Alzheimer’s Disease by 

100-200 g.”⁴ These changes can be shown in the image below, which reflects the differences 

in size between the brain of a healthy person (left) and the brain of a person with 

Alzheimer’s Disease (right).⁵ 

 

 

Disease Progression 

People with Alzheimer’s disease follow a progression through the early, middle, and late 

stages. Each stage can vary in amount of time, and the average person with Alzheimer’s 

disease will live 4-8 years after receiving a diagnosis; however, some live significantly 

longer.¹ The longest stage is typically the middle stage. 

In the early stage, individuals may struggle with coming up with the right words, lose or 

misplace things, and have difficulty at work. Most people in this stage are still able to live 

independently and take care of themselves. In the middle stage, confusion and memory 

loss increase, while behavioral and physiological symptoms also emerge. Individuals in this 

stage may forget their own life story, and become increasingly unaware of their 
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surroundings and circumstances. They may become moody and angry, as well as paranoid 

or suspicious. In this stage, control of bladder and bowels is also lost over time. People in 

this stage will need assistance or caregiving as the disease progresses. In the late stage, 

individuals are completely unable to care for themselves, and eventually lose the ability to 

talk, walk, sit, and swallow.¹  

Treatments & Outlook 

There is currently no cure for Alzheimer’s disease. Symptoms can be managed by some 

drugs or therapies to improve the quality of life.  

What is music therapy? 

According to the American Music Therapy Association, “Music Therapy is the clinical & 

evidence-based use of music interventions to accomplish individualized goals within a 

therapeutic relationship by a credentialed professional who has completed an approved 

music therapy program.”⁶  

Music therapy is most often used for people with “cardiac conditions, depression, autism, 

substance abuse, and Alzheimer’s disease.” Some of its benefits include “lowering blood 

pressure, improving memory, enhanced communication skills, self-reflection, reducing 

muscle tension, self-regulation, increasing motivation, managing pain, [and] increasing 

joy.”⁷ 

History 

The music therapy profession first began in the United States after World War II, when 

musicians would visit veterans in the hospital. They were received well by doctors and 

nurses, who wanted to hire these musicians. Shortly after, formal education was developed 

at universities for music therapists, and nowadays music therapists can opt to become 

board certified.⁶  
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Strategies 

Music therapy is designed to be individualized. Therefore, it may look a little different from 

person to person. Some strategies of music therapy include “creating music, singing music, 

listening to music, moving to music, discussing lyrics, and playing an instrument.”⁷ In 

nursing homes, “Music is used with elderly persons to increase or maintain their level of 

physical, mental, and social/emotional functioning. The sensory and intellectual stimulation 

of music can help maintain a person's quality of life.”⁶ 

Some approaches to music therapy include analytical music therapy, Benenzon music 

therapy, cognitive behavioral music therapy, community music therapy, Nordoff-Robbins 

music therapy, the Bonny method of guided imagery and music, and vocal psychotherapy.⁸ 

Effectiveness 

Music therapy has been shown to be effective in improving function in people with 

schizophrenia, mental disorders, Parkinson’s disease, depression, and trouble sleeping.⁹ 

Insurance companies, as well as Medicare and Medicaid, recognize the effectiveness of 

music therapy and offer reimbursement when the therapy meets their criteria.⁶ 

The inexpensive and low-risk nature of music therapy makes it an attractive treatment for 

Alzheimer’s disease.  

Education 

Education for music therapists include one or more of the following: a bachelor’s degree, 

master’s degree, and doctoral degree. Undergraduate coursework in a music therapy 

program may include “music therapy, psychology, music, biological, social, and behavioral 

sciences, disabilities, and general studies.”⁶ Students then complete internships and 

trainings and take a certification exam in order to be approved by the Certification Board 

for Music Therapists.  
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Research on Music Therapy for Alzheimer’s Disease 

Introduction 

In this section, I will examine and evaluate multiple types of peer-reviewed research articles 

regarding the effectiveness and methodology of music therapy for people with Alzheimer’s 

disease. The first article was a randomized controlled trial, while the second and third are a 

metanalysis and review, respectively. Evidence-based research is essential to the field of 

music therapy.  

1. Music therapy and Alzheimer’s disease: Cognitive, 

psychological, and behavioral effects (2017)¹⁰ 

In this study, the investigators aimed to measure the clinical improvements in Alzheimer’s 

patients who have undergone music therapy. To accomplish this, they had 42 people with 

Alzheimer’s disease of mild and moderate severity go through music therapy for 6 weeks. 

Results were measured by performance on the Mini-Mental State Examination (MMSE), the 

Neuropsychiatric Inventory (NPI), the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS), and 

the Barthel Index (BI), which evaluates physical ability to complete daily activities.  

All of the patients completed two 45-minute music therapy sessions per week for a total of 

six weeks. In these sessions, they did a “welcome song, rhythmic accompaniment, moving 

to background music, guessing songs and interpreters, and farewell songs.” Tests were 

administered at baseline, 3 weeks, and 6 weeks. Patients saw statistically significant 

improvements in the MMSE and HADS, especially in the symptoms of delusions, 

hallucinations, irritability, and agitation. The image below comes from the study and shows 

results from the moderate dementia group. No improvements were seen in physical 

abilities for activities of daily living, as measured by the BI. 
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2. Music Intervention Approaches for Alzheimer’s 

Disease: A Review of the Literature (2019)¹¹ 

In this study, the investigators looked at the differences between using music therapy vs 

music listening and the music type used for people with Alzheimer’s disease. To do this, 

they looked at six different studies that met their criteria and evaluated the effects on 

cognitive and behavioral outcomes. One of the main findings of this study was that self-

selected music was more beneficial regardless of the type of intervention, compared with 

music selected by the experimenter. The reason for this, as stated by the investigators, is 

that “more than arousal is involved in improving cognitive and behavioral outcomes for 

patients.”¹¹ 

3. Are We Doing More Than We Know? Possible 

Mechanisms of Response to Music Therapy (2018)¹² 

In this review, researchers aimed to evaluate various responses and mechanisms of music 

therapy approaches. They identified a 4-level model of responses, as shown below.  
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For each level, they identified and reviewed studies that include these responses. One of 

their main findings is that levels 3 and 4 “need to be embraced, studied, and applied by 

music therapy practitioners.”¹² Level 3 involves the technique of Rhythmic Sensory 

Stimulation (RSS), which in simple terms is using vibrations to stimulate the brain. This 

technique was found to improve “cognition, clarity, and alertness” in Alzheimer’s patients.¹²  

 

Examples & Experiences 

“Everywhere At The End of Time”¹³ 

 

Click the image to view the video. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wJWksPWDKOc
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“Everywhere At The End of Time” is a 6 hour 30 minute piece by The Caretaker, which aims 

to “explore dementia, its advancement and totality.”¹³ It is broken into six different stages, 

each with a description of what is going on. In the first stage, the very first signs of memory 

loss appear. The music is upbeat and pleasant, with the sound of static in the background. 

In the second stage, there is more awareness of memory loss, and a fight to try and 

maintain memories. In the third stage, some of the last coherent thoughts are experienced. 

In the fourth stage, “confusions and horror” replace memories, and reality begins to fade 

away.¹³ In the fifth stage, there is more confusion, but also occasional moments of 

calmness. In the sixth stage, no memories or thoughts, or even confusion is left, and only 

static remains.  

I find this piece to be a chilling reality of what life with Alzheimer’s disease is like. It shows 

how peaceful memories are slowly replaced by deep confusion and fear.  

An Example of Music Therapy  

 

Click the image to view the video. 

In this video,¹⁴ a board-certified music therapist named Maureen Bosch shows and 

describes how music therapy impacts some of the residents of a Brookdale Senior Living 

community called Clare Bridge of Vero Beach. At the beginning of the video, you can see 

many residents with Alzheimer’s disease and dementia singing, dancing, and playing 

instruments. Maureen is seen interacting with both groups of residents and individuals.  

Maureen then goes on to describe her role as program coordinator, and explains how the 

therapy works. She states that “multiple areas of the brain get activated,” and even when 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4V5U9jUt0_E
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someone loses the ability to speak, you can still reach them through music and teach them 

to speak again because the music creates a new pathway in the brain which allows them to 

re-find the words. 

Later in the video, a man named Larry is shown, and his wife describes what he has been 

through after suffering a severe seizure. Maureen then talks about how music has helped 

him improve, and how he was able to rediscover his passion for music through playing 

instruments and singing. She describes how it gives him a sense of control once again, and 

improves his self-confidence.  

I think that this video provides an excellent example of how music therapy can be used to 

restore a person’s sense of self when they have Alzheimer’s disease or other neurological 

damage. By engaging the person in music, both their physical and mental abilities can 

improve and make for a better quality of life.  

Interview 

On November 9, 2021, I had the opportunity to interview a fellow Music 102 student about 

her experiences with playing the piano in a nursing home. This student’s name is Megan, 

and she is a freshman majoring in finance at Iowa State. Megan explained that she has 

played piano in two different nursing home memory care units. She said she mainly plays 

classical music or well known pieces.  At the first facility, she volunteered once or twice a 

week and played for about an hour at a time. At the second facility, she had a paid position 

as an activities coordinator, and would play at least twice a week.  

When I asked Megan specifically what motivated her to play the piano at nursing homes, 

she said she just loves the piano and started doing it mainly as an excuse to play, and didn’t 

realize how impactful this would be to the residents. She said when she played, most of the 

residents would sit and listen, or clap and sing along when they knew the words of the 

pieces. She said others would walk away or fall asleep while she played, but one thing she 
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noticed was that the music seemed to keep the residents engaged the longest compared to 

other activities.  

Megan shared a couple stories with me, including one about playing “When the Saints Go 

Marching In.” At one of the facilities she played at, there was a resident who would come up 

to her and tell the same story every time she played it, and would start crying every time. 

Megan said she pretended she had not heard the story before whenever he told it, and he 

reacted the same every time, like she had never played it before. 

When I asked Megan what the most memorable part of the experience was, she said that 

when the residents could recognize her, even without remembering her name, she knew 

that she must have produced a lot of joy for them. She said that “the music seems to get in 

the right part of your brain and trigger something good.” 

My personal connection 

From July 2019-August 2021, I worked in a memory care unit of a nursing home as a nurse 

aide and got to personally witness the effects and progression of Alzheimer’s disease. Every 

week, we would have someone come in and do music therapy for the residents. She would 

play the guitar and sing for them, and the residents seemed to truly enjoy it and connect 

with the music. One thing that I noticed from this was that our residents seemed to be a 

little more focused and grounded after the sessions, which may not seem like much, but in 

the world of memory care was a very big deal.  

Other less structured musical activities were beneficial to the residents as well. One of our 

nurses would always play Bob Marley on the radio, and dance around and sing to the 

residents. Every time, he brought so much joy to the residents, and was able to distract 

them from their confusion, anxiousness, and paranoia. Some of the residents that were 

able to would get up and start dancing with him.  

One of my residents was in the middle stage of Alzheimer’s disease, and was extremely 

confused all of the time and had essentially no short-term memory left. However, she still 
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remembered how to play the piano, and was able to play beautifully, even though she 

didn’t realize that she knew how to play. We would encourage her to play the piano when 

she was sad or confused, and it seemed to really help. Sometimes she would talk about her 

children after playing, because it reminded her of teaching her children to play the piano.  

As a student in Music 102, I have gained much more knowledge of and an appreciation for 

music, and am not surprised in the slightest how much of an impact music therapy can 

have for individuals with Alzheimer’s disease.  

 

Conclusion 

After investigating the role of music therapy as a potential treatment for Alzheimer’s 

disease, I believe that it can be very impactful and beneficial. I had no idea how advanced 

music therapy was as a profession, and it is clear that music therapists are very well-trained 

in their abilities as they are board certified and go through rigorous training. Since music 

activates so many areas of the brain, it makes sense that music therapy could stimulate the 

brain in ways other methods could not within the plaques and tangles of the brain of 

someone with Alzheimer’s disease. After hearing from Megan and comparing her 

experiences with my own, I think that all people with Alzheimer’s disease would find joy, 

comfort, and improvements in quality of life with music therapy. 
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