Music for

mental health

Harnessing the power
of music to improve
mental health

Engaging with music has proven positive impacts on mental health and well-

being, yet musical interventions are rarely used in healthcare settings. Professor
Gilles Comeau, from the University of Ottawa in Canada, hopes to change this.
He has established the Music and Mental Health Research Clinic to explore the

relationships between music and mental health and to develop ways of integrating

music into healthcare services.
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ave you ever felt happier after listening to music,
playing an instrument, singing a song or dancing
along to your favourite tunes? Interacting with
music can have significant benefits for both
your physical and mental health, meaning music can play an
important role in your well-being. “Participating in musical
activities can help cognitive function, reduce the risk of
developing mental illnesses and reduce the severity of existing
mental health conditions,” says Professor Gilles Comeau,
Director of the University of Ottawa’s Music and Health
Research Institute and of the Music and Mental Health
Research Clinic at The Royal, a specialised mental healthcare
centre. Gilles is convinced of the power of music for improving
health and well-being. His mission is to make healthcare-
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related music participation accessible to all
who will most benefit from it.

The benefits of music

“Music is particularly powerful because

it is a complex, but accessible, activity,”
explains Gilles. “Music is complex because

it involves multiple senses. For instance,
sound, vision and touch are integrated
together when playing an instrument.” The
benefits of music are spread across the
spectrum of physical and mental health.

For example, engaging with music triggers
the release of dopamine, the ‘feel-good’
hormone that elicits feelings of pleasure and
reward. “Music is also a powerful tool for
promoting cognitive well-being,” Gilles adds.
“Introducing new skills and new knowledge
ignites curiosity and cognitive growth, which
can be especially valuable for older adults.”
Collective music-making can be a form
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of social cohesion. It has the power to
connect people, which helps to combat
social isolation. However, many individuals
who could most benefit from such music-
making activities are commonly excluded
from mainstream music participation.
“People with mental health issues, physical
limitations or cognitive impairments often
experience an unwelcome reception when
trying to involve themselves in musical
activities, even if their impairments do
not hinder their ability to participate in
collective music-making,” says Gilles.
“Bringing music to these vulnerable
populations can help overcome feelings
of exclusion and isolation.” This is not

Jjust about improving the well-being

of individuals; it is also supporting a
fundamental human right. “The Human
Rights Act emphasises the need to provide
equal opportunities for engagement in



the arts,” says Gilles. “That means all people,
including marginalised populations, should have
the chance to foster their artistic aspirations and
take advantage of the health benefits of music
participation.”

The Music and Health Research
Institute

The Music and Health Research Institute aims
to increase the body of research into the links
between music and both physical and mental
health, and to provide ways to implement these
research findings. “We explore interactions
between music and health with the aim of
developing solutions to improve well-being for
individuals and communities,” explains Gilles.
“Our vision is to increase our understanding
about how best to integrate musicians and music
educators into healthcare and social settings.”

In practice, this takes a variety of forms. The
institute develops music programmes for
vulnerable populations and individuals with certain
mental health conditions, ranging from mood
disorders to substance dependencies to dementia.
“We also provide best-practice guidelines and
strategies for training musicians and music
educators, so they can bring their skills and
knowledge to healthcare settings,” says Gilles. “On
the healthcare side, we raise awareness among
health and social care professionals about the
benefits of community-based musical activities.”

Gilles’ own research focuses on how music can benefit
older adults and combat age-related health conditions.
“Playing music can help combat conditions including
dementia, depression, anxiety and signs of physical
decline such as frailty, loss of balance and poor
posture,” says Gilles. “Moreover, collective music-
making combats social isolation and loneliness, which
are often serious issues among older people.”

Moving to music

Research has demonstrated that music
participation involving movement is especially
impactful for improving physical and mental
health. “We are using a method of interactive
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All people, including
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populations, should
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foster their artistic
aspirations and take
advantage of the
health benefits of
music participation.

music education called Dalcroze Eurythmics,
which focuses on body movements to music,”
says Gilles. “A typical class involves participants
moving to music, using a mix of improvised
movements alternating with structured,
choreographed rhythmic sequences, and
sometimes featuring props such as balls or hoops.”
Dalcroze Eurythmics has promising health
benefits for many different populations, including
children, adults with post-traumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) and older adults with cognitive
impairments. “Musical activities that involve
movement also build strength and motor control,”
says Gilles. “The dual tasks of listening to music
and translating what is heard into movement have
benefits to physical and cognitive health.”

Gilles emphasises that programmes such as
Dalcroze Eurythmics are not necessarily a one-
size-fits-all solution, and that research is needed
to show what works best for different people. “It is
important to test each programme multiple times
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with different people experiencing various mental
health conditions to establish its full benefit -
what works, for whom and in what context,”

he says. At the Music and Mental Health
Research Clinic, the team is now developing
additional interactive music-making programmes,
including percussion ensembles and drumming
improvisation workshops.

Exploring the science behind music
for mental health

It is important to provide evidence that musical
intervention programmes, such as Dalcroze
Eurythmics or percussion ensembles, are actively
benefiting their participants. “Research into
music and mental health requires expertise

from many fields,” says Gilles. “This is why the
Music and Mental Health Research Clinic has
established partnerships with a wide range of
researchers across Canada and beyond.”

For instance, some researchers are measuring
physiological markers to quantitatively assess
individuals’ well-being before, during and after
participation in musical activities. “Physiological
markers of anxiety include breathing rate, heart
rate, sleeping patterns and levels of the stress
hormone, cortisol,” says Gilles. Other techniques
measure participants’ physical capabilities, for
example by conducting tasks to assess motor
control or using thermal imaging to measure muscle
inflammation. Cognitive tests, such as puzzles,

and electroencephalography (EEG) can measure
participants’ mental performance. “We also use
qualitative measurements, including questionnaires
to ask participants about their moods, such as
feelings of depression and anxiety, and their overall
sense of mental well-being,” explains Gilles. “In
combination with interviews and focus groups, we
can gain an understanding of how our programmes
benefit participants’ mental health.”

Through these research efforts, Gilles hopes that
the benefits of music will become available to
everyone to improve health and well-being.



Pathway from school to
music for mental health

« “It is important to note that you do not have to choose
between studying music and science,” says Gilles. “Many
students think that they must make a decision to study one or
the other, but if you are interested in music and science there
are a number of university programmes that now allow you to
combine both.”

+ Gilles emphasises that the broad range of careers available in the
field of music for mental health means you can pursue
whichever subjects most interest you (e.g., psychology,
rehabilitation, biomedical engineering, etc.) and integrate these
with music, allowing you to tailor your study programme to lead
to your desired career.

« Studying social sciences, health sciences, biology, medicine
or engineering, as well as music itself, could lead to a career
using music to improve people’s mental health and well-being.



http://www.uottawa.ca/research-innovation/music-health/training-mentoring
http://www.uottawa.ca/research-innovation/music-health/training-mentoring
http://www.careerexplorer.com/careers/music-therapist
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I have always had a passion for music and teaching. | am fascinated
by how people learn and how teachers develop teaching strategies,
and | have played music from a young age. | started teaching piano
lessons when | was in my late teens. Then, while | was at university, |
established a community music school for preschool children and a
summer music programme for children of all ages. After graduating, |

organised a programme to train music teachers.

My career has been driven by my strong desire to always learn new
things and to develop initiatives with real impact. When | was hired at
the University of Ottawa, there was no research into piano pedagogy
(the theory and practice of teaching) and most piano teaching was
based on traditional methods along with trial and error. This led me to
establish the Piano Pedagogy Research Laboratory, a long and fruitful

partnership with colleagues from across scientific disciplines.

When | became aware of the physical and mental health problems
that many musicians experience, which often begin at a young age,
| established the Musicians’ Wellness Centre to educate, conduct

research and provide treatment related to musicians’ wellness.

Recently, | have become interested in the health benefits of music-
making. | began to research how musicians and music educators

can be integrated into healthcare settings so that music can be used
to provide health benefits. | have a fundamental belief that music
can make a unique and positive contribution to the well-being of

individuals and communities.

We are seeing a move towards a more holistic approach to health.
This is leading researchers and healthcare practitioners to investigate
alternative approaches to aiding well-being. One such therapy, which

is in increasing demand, is music-making.

Interestingly, sport is widely recognised as an important platform
for inclusion and well-being for people with impairments. Sport has
played a key role in advancing equity, through programmes such as
the Paralympic Games. However, nothing similar exists for music,
despite music being arguably just as universal and as important for
health and well-being. | hope to see music-making positioned in a

similar way.

I have a sincere hope that young people can help bring about an
increase in music accessibility. Equity, diversity and inclusivity should
be the new face of music-making. These increase the potential for
rich and meaningful interactions and contributions to self-expression,
as well as connections to self, others and the community. | hope that
the next generation will work to make it possible for all people to have

equal opportunities to foster their musical aspirations.



