
The benefits of music start to make 
impressions on people at a young 
age. Whether it’s utilized to enhance 
a workout or to relax, various types 

of music can spark various emotions. 
The Music & Memory program, founded 

by Dan Cohen, recognizes the important role 
music plays in mood and quality of life. The 
non-profit organization brings personalized 
music into the lives of the elderly living 
with dementia in nursing homes and care 
facilities. 

In 2017, Brown University’s Center for 
Long-Term Care Quality and Innovation 
landed a $3.7 million grant that would 
allow them to research the outcomes of the 
Music & Memory program in as many as 60 
nursing homes.  

Brown University then reached out to 
Southlake Village Rehabilitation and Care 
Center in Lincoln and partnered to begin 
the Music & Memory program in August.  

“The goal of Music & Memory truly is 
to help folks with dementia who have what 
we call ‘out of character responses,’” said 
Jen Wolf-Wubbels, Public Relations Coor-
dinator for Southlake Village. 

Those responses could be seen as verbal 
outbursts and showing nervous or aggressive 
behaviors. 

Gayle Resh, Life Enrichment Coordi-
nator at Southlake Village, added, “It’s a 
non-pharmacological intervention, which 
is huge.” 

Brown provided South Lake Village 
with iPods, headphones, music, training and 
support. In August, they began their first 
phase, which consists of eight participants 
in the program. 

Each participant is provided with their 

own iPod and individualized playlist that 
features music that they enjoy. 

“Somebody born in 1930 has very differ-
ent musical interests than somebody born in 
1950,” Resh said. 

To find the right music, trained personnel 
first reference the person’s age and then talk 
with family to learn important songs from 
throughout the person’s life, such as their 
wedding song. 

“Families do have to be a part of this. 
Some folks are unable to tell us what types 
of music they like,” Wolf-Wubbels said. 

After that, workers simply play music for 
the participant and record their reactions. 

“By using their reminiscence bump, their 
era that was from about 13 to 27-years-old, 
we can begin to target in on when real mem-
ories were encoded.” 

Old radio shows or calming sounds can 
also be utilized if it creates a positive re-
sponse with the participant. 

Once the music is downloaded and the 
playlist is created, both Wolf-Wubbels and 
Resh both noticed an immediate change in 
behavior. 

A research team led by J.H. Jacobsen 
found that musical memory is considered 
to be partly independent of other memory 
systems in the brain. Even in subjects that 
showed the progression of dementia or 
Alzheimer’s Disease, the areas of the brain 
associated with musical memory were rela-

tively well-preserved. 
“When someone is emotionally healthy, 

they do pleasurable activities. Someone who 
has dementia and cognitive decline doesn’t 
have the ability to make those independent 
and personal choices,” Resh explained. 

Music gives participants the ability to 
express and feel emotions they otherwise 
have trouble expressing due to dementia. 

“All out of characters are an unmet need. 
It’s just somebody trying to find a way to 
feel okay and they can’t express it, and this 
gives them the opportunity to,” Resh said. 

The music has helped participants focus, 
calm down before getting ready for bed and 
become excited to eat a meal. 

One of the hardest times that participants 
often struggle with is bathing. 

Resh said, “We know that when we’re 
happy, we’re a little more likely to go along 
with something. We have found with the 
headphones, bathing becomes a positive 
experience.” In October, researchers from 
Brown University will come to Southlake 
Village and observe the eight participants to 
see how behavior has changed with the help 
of personal, individualized music playlists. 
At the same time, they will begin pre-obser-
vations on the second phase, or the next set 
of eight to 12 participants.  

Wolf-Wubbels’ grandmother is expected 
to be included in the second phase. 

“I’m really excited for that. She loves 

music and when we have a performer here, 
it’s when she’s at her happiest,” Wolf-Wub-
bels said. 

Wolf-Wubbels will often visit her grand-
mother and play music that she enjoys and 
Wolf-Wubbels is excited to see how her 
responses change in a more personalized 
experience with the headphones.  

In total, Brown University will provide 
20 to 24 iPods. If Southlake Village would 
like to expand the program beyond a limited 
number of participants, they would need to 
raise their own funds. 

Wolf-Wubbels said, “If we wanted every-
body in the building who had some form of 
dementia to have this, we would then rely 
on donations.”

In addition to monetary donations, those 
who would like to help with the program 
have a variety of options. People can donate 
their CDs, iPods/mp3 players or Itunes gift 
cards. To become even more hands-on, 
Southlake Village is always looking for vol-
unteers to come into the program and play 
music and record responses of participants. 

So far, ongoing research and evaluation 
of Music & Memory’s work in care organi-
zations shows consistent results including: 
participants are happier and more social, 
relationships among staff, participants and 
family deepen, everyone involved benefits 
from a calmer, more supportive social en-
vironment, staff regain valuable time previ-
ously lost to behavior management issues 
and the program gives professionals one 
more tool in their effort to reduce reliance 
on anti-psychotic medications.

Resh said, “People come here to have 
quality of life. We want every single person 
that’s here to have things that bring them 
joy and happiness. This is an opportunity 
for quality of life with non-pharmacological 
interventions.”
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Brown University’s landed a $3.7 million grant that allows 
them to research the outcomes of the Music & Memory 
program in as many as 60 nursing homes, including 
Southlake Village Rehabilitation and Care Center in Lincoln. 
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