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Introduction

What is Playlist
for Life?
Playlist for Life is a
music and dementia
charity that aims to
enable everyone with
dementia to have
a unique, personal
playlist of songs that
are meaningful to
them and for everyone
who loves or cares for
them to know how to
use their playlist.
A personal playlist is
made up of the tunes that
give you that ‘flashback
feeling’ whenever you
hear them; that take you
back to another time,
person or place. Together,
this music creates the
soundtrack of your life.
The tunes that give you
that ‘flashback feeling’
can be a lifeline for people
living with dementia.

Playlist for Life is an
absolutely wonderful thing.
You can pick songs from
your own life – it can be
any song that you like that
means something to you
and brings back a memory.
When I’m sad or low or
grumpy, Malcolm puts
my playlist on and I’m up
dancing and jumping and
it’s absolutely wonderful.
– Carol Topper
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Benefits of
Personal Playlists
In September 2019 the World Health Organisation
undertook a major study investigating the evidence
for the health benefits of the arts1. A section on
dementia found evidence of multiple specific
benefits including reducing anxiety and depression,
supporting cognition, speech and memory,
reducing the need for antipsychotic drugs, and
fewer and shorter stays in hospital.
Many musical interventions available involve specialist expertise, live
music and/or groups settings. Playlists have many of the same benefits
but are different because they can be used anytime, anywhere and do
not require a highly trained musician to administer them.
Playlist for Life’s practices are based on the Gerdner Protocol 5th
Edition2 developed at Stanford University, which describes how the
correct use of playlists is proven to bring about reductions in (1) use of
psychotropic medication, (2) use of restraints, (3) stress and distress
and (4) wandering.

1

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/329834/9789289054553-eng.pdf

2 https://sgec.stanford.edu/content/dam/sm/sgec/documents/education/Evidence-Based%20Guide
lines_Linda%20Gerdner.pdf
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People have reported that
using a personal playlist can:
			
		

1

.3

2

Reduce
anxiety

			

3

Make difficult
tasks more
manageable

5

Bring back abilities
thought to be lost

3

Improve mood
and happiness

4

Evoke memories
that can help families
and carers connect

6

Reduce medication At a care home in Glasgow,
GPs prescribing playlists witnessed a 60% reduction in the
need for ‘as required’ psychotropic medication with some
care home residents. 3

https://www.playlistforlife.org.uk/playlists-reduce-medication-lillyburn-care-home/
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Playlist for Life’s
Enabling Strategy
Armed with the
knowledge that music
helps, Playlist for Life
has two simple but
ambitious aims.

O

Everyone living
with dementia in
the UK should have
access to a personal
playlist

O

People with
dementia and the
people that support
them know how to
build and use that
playlist

There are 850,000 people living
with dementia in the whole of the
UK, with 90,000 living in Scotland.
Making playlists for every one
of these people would be an
impossible task for a small charity.
Instead, we have established an
enabling approach to service
delivery with two strands of work.
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We develop evidence-based
models that empower people
to create and use playlists
and we provide training and
resources that can be adopted by
other organisations to allow them
to independently use playlists
in their work. Key partnerships
models include training
healthcare establishments
and partnering with existing
community organisations to
establish Playlist for Life Help
Points to promote the power of
music to the people affected by
dementia that they work with.

This enabling model allows the charity to reach a higher number of
people and target our information to the people who need it most.
In 2018 Playlist for Life was awarded two years of funding by the Life
Changes Trust to help us get closer to achieving these aims by:



Expanding the number of Help Points hosted in third
party organisations to 300. To reach more people with
dementia and give host organisations a powerful new
dimension to the skills and knowledge of their volunteers
to enrich their existing services.
Establishing ‘Playlist for Life Music Labs’ for people living
with dementia and unpaid carers to test and invent tools,
training and other forms of practical support to create and
use personal playlists.
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Playlist for Life
and the Scottish
Dementia Strategy
As the diagram below shows, the work of Playlist for Life contributes to
the outcomes of the Scottish Government’s Third Dementia Strategy
and supports people living with dementia throughout their dementia
journey.
Dementia
Strategy
Outcomes

How playlists can help

More people have
increased say and
control over their
dementia diagnosis
and are diagnosed
early enough that
they can take as full
a part as possible
in their own care
planning

Building a playlist gives
a person with dementia
an active role in creating
something that can help
them throughout their
dementia journey

Delivered talks to a wide variety
of groups encouraging the
creation of a playlist as part of
ageing

More people get
earlier access
to good quality,
person-centred
post-diagnostic
support in a
way that meets
their needs and
circumstances

A personal playlist is unique
to each individual. Creating
a playlist and recording
the associated memories
ensures better personcentred care further along
the person’s dementia
journey

Set up Help Points in community
organisations across Scotland,
trained their staff to roll out
playlists, and created high-quality
materials for them to distribute
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What Playlist for Life has
done

Involved people with dementia
as testers and inventors in Music
Labs to give them ownership
of improving resources that
can help them and others with
dementia

Partnered with people and
organisations that offer
post diagnostic support, e.g.
Alzheimer Scotland, community
nurses, GP surgeries

Dementia
Strategy
Outcomes

How playlists can help

More people with
dementia are
enabled to live well
and safely at home or
in a homely setting
for as long as they
and their family wish

Playlists can reduce stress,
anxiety and wandering.
These effects can in turn
lead to reduced falls and
improved continence. These
results can enable people to
be able to stay longer in their
own home

Designed Help Points specifically
to raise awareness of playlists
among those living at home and
provide them with the helping
hand they need to make and use
their playlist

More people get
timely access
to good quality
palliative and end of
life care

Music can reduce pain,
anxiety and stress at every
stage of the dementia
journey

Trained hospice staff to integrate
playlists into end of life care

During the process
of diagnosis and
through all parts of
the care journey, the
critical input of family
carers is encouraged
and facilitated, and
carers’ own needs
are recognised and
addressed

Creating a playlist together
empowers carers, providing
them with a tool to help
their loved one, strengthen
relationships, and promote
positive conversations.
Supporting a loved one to
use a playlist can also allow
carers much needed respite
and personal time

Delivered regular courses to give
carers the knowledge and skills to
create a playlist for their loved one

What Playlist for Life has
done

Trained care professionals
supporting people in their own
homes to use personal music
with patients

Delivered keynote speech on
the use of playlists in palliative
care at world’s first International
Dementia and Palliative care
conference

Involved carers in testing projects
and learned from their experience
Created a film highlighting the
experience of dementia carers
and included it in our Help Point
training
Ran a social media campaign
highlighting the value and
contribution of carers
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Dementia
Strategy
Outcomes

How playlists can help

People with
dementia’s right
to good quality,
dignified, safe
and therapeutic
treatment, care and
support is recognised
and facilitated
equally in all care
settings - at home,
in care homes or in
acute or specialist
NHS facilities

Based on Gerdner Protocol
research, Playlist for Life
recommends that playlists
should be integrated into
every part of a person’s care

Trained care professionals in a
range of Health and Social care
settings to fully integrate the use
of playlists into every area of their
care

Benefits include:

Provided certification for care
establishments demonstrating
excellence in their work

Coordinated motor
movements
Change of mood
Reduced need for drugs

What Playlist for Life has
done

Encouraged and facilitated
research into the use of playlists
in Accident & Emergency, hospital
wards and care homes

Stimulated memory
Enabling a connection
between the person
with dementia and the
caregiver

There are more
dementiafriendly and
dementia-enabled
communities,
organisations,
institutions and
initiatives
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Playlists can be added to
existing music interventions
and can help to build
relationships between
people with dementia and
groups in their community

Created a network of community
Help Points in organisations
supporting people with dementia
and supporting non dementia
specific organisations to support
their community through the use
of music
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Playlist for Life
Help Points

Playlist
for Life
Help
Points
Around 60% of people with
dementia live at home in the
community. There are many
organisations working to
support these people. Some of
these are specialist dementia
organisations. Others are broader
community organisations, such
as libraries or faith centres, who
support people with dementia
and unpaid carers directly or
indirectly through their wider
community work.
Playlist for Life partners with
these organisations to set up
Community Help Points. The
Help Point network ranges
from grassroots community
organisations and social groups
for people living with dementia
and their carers, to larger
regional partnerships. Playlist
for Life’s Communities Team do
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seek out potential Help Points to
engage in partnerships, but any
relevant organisation can apply
for the opportunity online.
The role of a Help Point is to
raise awareness of the power
of music in the community
by actively promoting Playlist
for Life. Some Help Points do
this by sharing our materials
and resources, while others
incorporate Playlist for Life into
the package of support they offer
their community.

Playlist for Life provides a
free support package to help
organisations get started
Free Support Package includes:






Playlist for Life
resource pack
Regular newsletters
from Communities
Team



Free Help Point
training covering:

O

How to set up a Help
Point and share the
power of music with
your community

Ongoing support
from a Playlist for Life
Communities Officer

O

How personalised
playlists can benefit
people living with
dementia and the

Access to closed
Facebook group for
networking

people who support
them

O

Music Detective4
training – skills used to
track down personally
meaningful playlist

O

Helping people with
dementia access their
playlist

O

How to use
playlists safely and
therapeutically

4 Learn how to use Music Detective skills at
https://www.playlistforlife.org.uk/the-right-mu11
sic/

The outcomes we wished to achieve through expansion of the Help
Point approach were:
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O

More dementia
services (formal and
informal) are using
music to support
engagement with
people affected by
dementia

O

Greater knowledge
among community
volunteers of dementia
and how to connect
with people living with
dementia

O

Increased support
and improved mental
health and wellbeing
for people living with
dementia and unpaid
carers through Playlist
for Life involvement

Memories Tearoom
Help Point

Case
Study

Leigh Anne Lyon, Community Psychiatric Nurse on
setting up a Help Point

We launched the café a little over two years ago as there was a
need for social support in this area for people living with dementia
and their unpaid carers. It’s a fantastic environment that helps us
provide support for those living with dementia, as well as a place
where they and their carers can socialise and provide peer support.
We thought that Playlist for Life would fit in well with our tearoom
as we are quite music focused. We attended the Help Point training
and decided we could amalgamate the two together and it’s
working out a treat.
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We have worked closely with Playlist for Life and engage with local
schools to develop personal playlists. We have 12 children from St
Cuthbert’s Primary who participate in arts and craft activities as
well as pupils from John Ogilvie High School who attend to assist
people with playlists.
From a nurse’s point of view, I feel we can be very medication
focussed and I think this is a different side to how we can help
someone who is maybe agitated, anxious or isn’t interacting
and isolating themselves. The minute you put the music on it’s
a different person you see in front of you. Music is just such a
fantastic way to go about helping people, it makes everybody’s
mood brighter.
It has raised an awareness that when you are at home caring
for someone with dementia, you don’t always have to look for
medication…it’s something as simple as “play that song”, and it’s
a different side to the person that you see. It’s the reactions of the
people listening to music at the tearoom that’s actually made their
carers realise that music is powerful and is something that can be
used in a therapeutic way.”
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Dementia Friendly
Lochwinnoch Help Point

Case
Study

A volunteer’s view of a Help Point by
Steven Forbes

As a Help Point volunteer it
has been an entertaining,
educational and at times
emotional journey thus far.
I have had the honour and
privilege of being asked to be
a pallbearer at a funeral after
helping the family to create a
playlist for the service.
Through the Help Point I have
accompanied a local resident
living with dementia to the
dental clinic, taking along
their personalised playlist to
help calm the nerves that
many of us will experience
with a trip to the dentist.
There have been hospital
visits, afternoon teas, 80th &
90th birthday parties, games
& quiz nights, a personalised
music theme and even a
silent disco!

The collaboration with other
community groups has
included gently cycling along
the local cycle paths on a
trishaw with the passenger
listening to their personalised
music playlist, resulting in
an eclectically wonderful
soundtrack of conversation,
laughter, birdsong and ABBA!
Since becoming a Help Point
volunteer I have experienced
at first hand the wellbeing
benefits of identifying
and listening to personally
meaningful music. From
a personal perspective,
spending that time with
purpose and meaning has
been incredibly rewarding
and I am immensely proud of
Lochwinnoch for embracing
the spirit of community and
grateful to the continued
support and guidance offered
by the team at Playlist for
Life.”
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Expanding the Help
Point Network and
the importance of
partnership working
Prior to receiving Life Changes Trust funding in July 2018 there were 68
organisations signed up as Playlist for Life Help Points, and we aimed
to expand to 300 Help Points by June 2020. The expansion project
helped us reach 273 Help Points by June 2020 and we are confident
that the target of 300 would have been achieved, were it not due to
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in the last three months of the
project.
While many individual groups have signed up as Help Points and
been very successful, we found that establishing partnerships with
larger organisations was key to driving the expansion of our network in
Scotland.

Number of Help Points

People reached through
the Help Points

June 2020

July 2018

68
16

273

12,476

Volunteers trained
to use playlists
to support their
service users

384

Our work with Alzheimer Scotland has resulted in eight Resource
Centres signing up as Help Points and 100 Helpline and frontline
staff receiving training on Playlist for Life and Music Detective skills.
This relationship is crucial in the aim to include Playlist for Life as a
recognised tool in post diagnostic support services, which people with
dementia in Scotland are entitled to following their diagnosis.
This support is delivered by a post-diagnostic support worker, often
called a Dementia Link Worker, who is allocated to you for at least one
year5. Including Playlist for Life resources as part of this support would
enable people with dementia to
take a more active role in creating
their playlist.
Partnerships with libraries have
resulted in 79 Help Points across
eight Local Authorities. Libraries
have been identified as key Help
Point locations, given that many
of them provide much needed
digital support and, through their
Freegal service, a free method of
downloading music.
A partnership with Trust Housing
Association has resulted in the
setup of 68 Help Points across
Scotland. The wide geographical
spread of these Help Point
locations has brought Playlist for
Life resources to more remote
areas of the country.

5 https://www.alzscot.org/sites/default/
files/2020-02/Making%20the%20most%20of%20
your%20post%20diagnostic%20support.pdf

After attending
the Playlist for Life
training our Glasgow
Life Staff were really
enthused about
the service. Each of
them now appreciate
the benefits that
music can have on
individuals who are
touched by Dementia
and they want to
ensure that they
are spreading the
word. Staff promote
the service to our
customers within our
community centres
& libraries which are
situated in the heart
of every community
across Glasgow.
– Nicola Byefield
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Developing a support package
for Help Point
In addition to growing the
network of Help Points, funding
has been used to enhance the
resources and support materials
that staff at Help Points can
access to gain the knowledge
and skills to use Playlist for Life.
An online Volunteer Zone was
created to augment the face-toface training already provided to
Help Point staff and volunteers,
enabling more of them to access
the skills required to support
people at their Help Point.
The Volunteer Zone included
e-learning for new Help Point
volunteers, additional resources
to advertise the Help Point
and feedback on how they are
supporting their community.
Feedback from Help Points
showed that in many cases it took
some time for the community
to engage with the new service.
Organisations who had started
running Playlist for Life drop-ins
were initially experiencing poor
attendance.
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Help Points based in
organisations supporting the
wider public were struggling to
engage people with dementia
specifically and volunteers who
were keen to make playlists were
still nervous about putting their
skills into practice. In order to
get a better understanding of
these challenges and share best
practice within the network, we
set up our own Help Point, run by
Playlist for Life staff. We partnered
with a local church that ran a
coffee morning predominantly
attended by older adults. We
created playlists for some of
the members, tested musical
activities that we then rolled
out to other Help Points, and
hosted a musical quiz for BBC
Music Day. We also learned about
the challenges of engaging the
community first hand, which
allowed us to give better advice
and support to our Help Points.

Top Tips from Playlist for Life
Staff Help Point

6

O

Help Points are best set up in organisations that already
support people living with dementia and unpaid carers. If
you are setting up a Help Point from scratch, then partner
with an established group

O

Launching your Help Point with an event will highlight
the new service to your users and engage new members.
We suggest hosting a Playlist for Life Musical Tea6

O

Find the person at your Help Point who is an influencer for
the members and get them on board to help encourage
others

O

When offering to make playlists for people, start small and
build up. Create a playlist for one person to allow yourself
practice and for others to see the benefits

O

Having a regular group of volunteers that people
recognise helps to establish consistency and build
relationships between the Help Point and members

O

If introducing music to your service for the first time, start
by adding it to an existing service. For example, introduce
a musical memories activity to a reminiscence session

O

If members are apprehensive about introducing playlist
into your service, then start slowly and use musical
activities as icebreakers

O

Do not be deterred by a fluctuation in interest from
service users. People have many commitments and you
are there to support them when they need it

https://www.playlistforlife.org.uk/musical-tea/
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COVID-19 Impact on Help Points
We were working towards a target of setting up 300 Help Points by the
end of the funding period in June 2020. The COVID-19 pandemic that
hit the UK in March halted the growth of the Help Point network,
resulting in a total of 273 Help Points established by the end of June. It
is likely that the target of 300 Help Points would have been easily
reached under normal circumstances.

Create the
soundtrack
of your life

A workbook to help you tell the
story of your life through music
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The nationwide
lockdown forced
the majority of
organisations hosting
Playlist for Life Help
Points to shut down
indefinitely, leaving
some of the most
vulnerable and isolated
people in society
without the support
they regularly rely
on. Many Help Point
organisations found
ways to continue their
support and new
organisations sprang
up to fill the gaps in
support, but all these
groups were under
enormous pressure
to provide new ways
of reaching isolated
people.

Help Points found that issues
predominantly faced by their
target demographic, such as
digital exclusion and lack of
access to technology, made
connecting with people remotely
challenging.
In response to this we introduced
a simplified resource pack for
existing Help Points and new
organisations. The resources
could be sent electronically or
delivered by post or hand to those
who were digitally excluded.
The resources gave people with
dementia and their families a
simple and engaging way to start
building their own playlist and
connect during a difficult time.

Our face-to-face Help Point
training was remodelled as a
one-hour webinar. This meant
that new Help Points could
still access the learning but
also allowed some of the more
remote Help Points to attend
a training session that they
previously would not have been
able to access. This webinar
focused on using playlists in
lockdown, including guidance
on how to run music themed
sessions online and over the
phone.

Excellent webinar,
resources, and
interaction. I am
recommending
the webinar to my
colleagues and key
volunteers. Thank you!
– Webinar Attendee
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Case Study:
Partnership working

Case
Study

Ceartas is an independent advocacy service for
adults in East Dunbartonshire. Their journey
shows that the benefits of a partnership approach
flow both ways. By setting up a Playlist for Life
Help Point, Ceartas were able to deliver playlists to
their members, enhancing their wellbeing. But the strong partnership
allowed us both to test new ways of working when COVID struck,
developing effective ways to help people that were then rolled out
more widely across the country.

Ceartas supports
96 people with
dementia across
their groups

Ceartas signed
up to become a
Help Point
(Oct 2019)

Ceartas Staff
members
attended a
Training session

Ceartas referred
9 members to
the Playlist for
Life Music Labs

When COVID hit
they shared
Playlist for Life
resources in their
newsletters and
introduced musical
activities into their
online De Café
groups

Ceartas started
introducing
Playlist for Life to
their De Cafés

Ceartas staff can
support these 9
participants to
continue using
playlists

Ceartas use this
project to
encourage other
members to
make playlists
and support
them at a
monthly Playlist
for Life webinar

Playlists were
made for 9
members
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Our members are thrilled with their
playlists. This not only benefits the
person living with dementia but also
their caregiver as the music takes
them back to happy memories whilst
enhancing quality of life and wellbeing.
One of our members borrowed the
playlist from her husband and played
it whilst ironing. You can almost hear
the smile on people’s faces when they
are talking about their playlist over the
phone. The playlist made whilst someone
is alive can be a treasured memory for
family to cherish, of their musical story
when they die.
– Michelle Candlish, Ceartas
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03
Music Labs

Music Labs
Music Labs were created as an opportunity for
people with dementia and unpaid carers to have
their say on how Playlist for Life creates and
develops its resources.
Outcomes from Music Labs

O

People with dementia
and unpaid carers
have a significant say
in how Playlist for
Life and its resources
develops

O

People with dementia
and unpaid carers
feel less isolated and
lonely and experience
improved mental
health and wellbeing

Through participating as testers and
inventers, 83 people with dementia and 60
unpaid carers have been supported to use
playlists. Their valuable input has created
resources that can be used by others living
with dementia.

83

people with
dementia

60
unpaid
carers
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The Music Labs evolved
considerably over the funding
period. The original model
envisaged two small groups
of people with dementia and
their carers testing a range of
technology and resources. Initial
attempts to engage participants
proved challenging. We found our
original approach of advertising
the opportunity through social
media, was not localised enough
and leafleting in general public
spaces was not reaching our
target audience. Through a
partnership with a local Carers
Centre a core group of four
participants was established.
However, we struggled to
maintain this already small
group as the advanced nature
of participants’ dementia meant
they were unable to commit to
attending regular group sessions.
After these initial challenges, the
concept of the Music Labs was
adapted to make it easier for more
participants to engage and ensure
we gained feedback from people
with a wide range of perspectives
and experience.
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In this revised model, Music
Labs activities could take place
in the community, people’s own
homes, over the phone and via
the internet, through a mix of
discussion groups, user testing
and surveys while continuing to
meet the original outcomes.
Using existing networks, we
developed a user panel of
180 people from a range of
backgrounds who were open to
taking part in Music Lab projects.
This allowed us to engage suitable
participants for specific larger
scale testing projects and has
allowed us to approach engaged
participants for flash feedback
on new pieces of technology and
materials.

Key Music Lab
testing projects
Testing the best portable music players for people
with dementia
Existing feedback showed that
the main barriers for people
accessing a playlist are a lack of
understanding of technology
and lack of internet access. While
Playlist for Life encourages people
to listen to their playlist in a way
that is easiest for them, there are
significant benefits to being able
to carry a playlist with you on a
portable device.
31 people with dementia and their
carers in Scotland tested a range
of portable MP3 players to
understand which, if any, could be
recommended, what
improvements might make them
better, and what guidance people
might require to enable them to
use the devices effectively.

7

The participants’ experiences
were presented in a simple guide7
to help people with dementia or
their carer choose a suitable MP3
player. A more in-depth report8
was published to enable partners
and technology providers to
understand the results of the
research in detail.

Choosing
a music
player

A guide to MP3 music players

https://www.playlistforlife.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Choosing-an-MP3-Player.pdf
for people living with dementia,
based on research conducted

8 https://www.playlistforlife.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Testing-portable-music-playby Playlist for Life
ers-for-dementia-web.pdf
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In addition to the report, the
project resulted in further useful
insights and outcomes.
Spending one-to-one time with
participants and observing them
using the players gave us a
deeper insight not only into their
ability to operate the devices,
but their more general reaction.
One participant, whose face lit
up when her music came on,
reported that she would be scared
to use the player on her own
and would put it away for safe
keeping so as not to damage it.
Facilitators were able to explain to
her that the player was robust and
inexpensive which gave her more
confidence to use it. Cost is often
a barrier, and this highlighted
the importance of having an
inexpensive option available to
people.

A carer said that through using
the playlist as part of the testing
process she found it could help
her to support her husband who
struggles with managing time.
She was able to give him an idea
of how much time he had to wait
for something by telling him how
many songs would play:

[He] has no
concept of time
and I could put
on the music and
say things like
‘we’ll be leaving
after a couple of
songs.’
– Anonymous
carer
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Learning
The learning report can be found here: https://www.playlistforlife.
org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/MP3-players-for-dementia_
infographic.pdf

All players could be
recommended for
someone with dementia,
with 74% of people
recommending the
player they used

Continued
support from a
carer is essential:
94% of people
needed at least a
little support
from their carer

74%

Specific improvements
could be made to make
the players more
dementia friendly,
including a simpler
method of charging,
improved on/off
mechanism and more
recognisable words or
symbols on the
buttons.

Each player suited different
people based on the stage of
their dementia and their
experience with technology

29

Case Study: Peter and
Helen9
Testing MP3 players

Case
Study

Peter lives with dementia and is registered blind.
Helen is his wife and main carer. She said that Peter has become isolated
and less social due to his dementia.
Helen chose five songs for Peter’s playlist which were loaded onto an
MP3 player designed for people with a visual impairment.
Helen and Peter tested the player in a Music Lab session with Playlist
for Life staff. Peter was very enthusiastic, both about the player and the
music on the machine.
With help from our MP3 player guide, Helen started to build Peter’s
starter playlist. She had a few hiccups to begin with but was able to add
more tunes to the player.
Their son Colin got involved to help download more tunes, which was an
opportunity for Peter and Colin to connect.

9

Names in this case study have been changed to protect confidentiality
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Helen’s sister, Ann, also lives with dementia and is being cared for in
France. Helen thought she would also benefit from a playlist as one
of the few things Ann could remember was the songs their father had
sung to them.
Helen made a playlist for Ann on the simplest MP3 player which was
recommended by participants in the project. She took it with her on
her next visit to France. As the player was very simple, Ann could use it
quite well.
In 2020 Ann was moved to a care home as the convent she lived in was
no longer able to meet her care needs. Luckily, the playlist went with
her. One of the carers at her new home has told Helen that her sister
still listens to the music and sings all day. The songs she sings are ones
from her life in the UK.
This brings Helen comfort that her sister is happy and enjoys her time
with the music. Ann has forgotten a lot of her French language skills
– so the songs are a great reminder of her early life at home with the
family.
Helen said:

It was great as it gave my
husband [Peter] and [my
son] some time together. It
brought them together, not just
talking about the music but
about life experiences. Peter
would share memories about
the songs that I don’t think he
would have been able to recall
if it wasn’t for the music.”
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Music Store Testing
Downloading music onto a
device means that people can
listen to their playlist on the
go and without an internet
connection. But there are a
number of barriers that prevent
people with dementia, carers and
professionals from downloading
music for playlists. Online music
stores are often too complicated
for those who are digitally
inexperienced, and all are
designed for individuals to buy
music for home use rather than
catering to organisations buying
music for residents and patients.
To help address these barriers we
designed an online Playlist for Life
Music Store to help us understand
the barriers in detail and validate
solutions to overcome them. With
support from key partners in the
music industry, we were able to
build a fully functioning prototype
containing millions of songs
that people could purchase and
download.
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The Music Store was designed to:

O

be simple and
accessible for people
living with dementia
and carers unfamiliar
with the internet

O

facilitate the purchase
and management
of music for care
organisations buying
music for multiple
people

We tested the prototype Music
Store with people living with
dementia, unpaid carers, and
professionals in care home and
NHS settings. Users reported
that the store successfully
helped them overcome many of
the issues they faced in buying
music online. We demonstrated
the prototype to leaders within
the Department of Health and
Social Care and the NHS and will
continue to use it to demonstrate
to industry what a simple, legal,
playlisting tool for dementia looks
like.

We investigated the option of taking the Music Store to market and
launching it publicly ourselves but decided that other organisations
would be better suited to do that from a commercial perspective.

Learning
Many carers are wary
of buying music
online, but with
support and good
design, can be
helped to overcome
their concerns

The design of an
online Music
Store must be as
simple as
possible, with
functions clearly
sign-posted

Including ready-built
playlists will help
people find music
and create a more
meaningful playlist

In order to use an online
Music Store in a care setting,
organisations require a way
to manage the playlists of
multiple residents from one
account and a simple way to
pay for music that does not
rely on each resident or staff
member using their own
credit card

People in the middle to late
stages of dementia still need
support from a carer to
download music
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Patricia, who lives with dementia, was a huge
classical music fan and had been in choirs all
her life. Her husband John was a country and
western fan and did not know where to start
when making a playlist. Through the readymade
classical music playlist on the store, we were able
to play Pat some of the tunes she recognised, and
she was singing along at full volume. We have
recognised the importance of that feature and
expanded it in our Spotify page, which now has 173 playlists based on
genres, locations, hobbies and more.

Case
Study
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Developing skills and knowledge
of unpaid carers
The majority of people with
dementia need help to create their
playlists and this help often comes
from a family carer. Creating a
playlist together is an opportunity
for families to connect but many
carers also need support to get
started.

I think being in a small
group discussing our challenges
was most beneficial. It also made
you aware that it’s not just you
that is dealing with this cruel
diagnosis with a loved one.”

We created a course aimed at
teaching carers how music can
help their loved one, how to use
Music Detective skills to track
down the best music for a personal
playlist, and how this can open up
conversations and ways to listen to
the personal playlist.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic we
remodelled this course as a onehour webinar open only to families.
The webinar acts both as an
opportunity for carers to build the
skills to make and use a playlist with
their loved one, but also gives time
for participants to share their story
and discuss the barriers they each
might face.

The sample course was tested
with a group of four carers. Their
feedback allowed us to improve the
course for carers to get the most
out of it. The carers unanimously
shared the view that having a place
to share their experience with other
carers was one of the highlights of
attending.

– Carer attending the course

The subject matter was
beautifully and compassionately
handled and the expertise
and insight shown was much
appreciated. I was touched by the
videos shown and have already
started having conversations
with my family about playlists
for life. Thank you for investing
in this vital service and support,
it means a huge amount to our
family.
– Carer attending the Family and
Friends webinar.
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Playlist Request Service
When the COVID-19 pandemic
arrived, all our face-to-face Music
Lab activity stopped. Help Points
that would normally be delivering
support also had to shut down.
We identified that we would
need to create a new model for
Help Points to support people
to use playlists remotely. We
worked with members of our Help
Point network and other partner
organisations to identify 42
people with dementia who were
shielding and could benefit from
support to make a playlist.
Two methods to make a playlist
for someone remotely were
tested: an indirect service where
people could request a playlist to
be sent to them by filling out an
online form; and a more direct
service, based on a telephone
befriending model, where people
could receive a phone call from
a volunteer Music Detective who
would help build their playlist over
a series of calls. In the majority of
cases the carer was the person
filling in the form or speaking to
the Music Detective.
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Engagement numbers for each
service showed that participants
preferred to speak to a Music
Detective. Volunteer feedback
suggested that this method
created more meaningful playlists
as volunteers could ask questions
and hear participant’s memories
as well as the list of the tunes.
Having a Music Detective to build
the playlist with made people
with dementia and carers feel less
isolated and they enjoyed having
someone to speak to.
After initial testing we rolled
the Playlist Request Service out
across the UK over the summer,
eventually making playlists for
almost 200 people. We have
since used the learning from
participants and volunteers to
create a guide that Help Points
can use to run their own Playlist
Request Service with the people
they support.

Findings





The majority of
participants needed
support from a
Music Detective to
build their playlist
Phone calls are
a simple and
effective way to
stay connected
with users that are
digitally excluded
The majority of
participants prefer
to receive a playlist
on an MP3 player
rather than an online
streaming link

“I absolutely love my playlist.
It goes on for 30 mins
and I just love it. I lie on
the couch and listen and
it makes a difference.
It’s ideal and it’s my time for
listening to music. It makes
a real difference to my
wellbeing.”
– Playlist recipient





Many participants
reported that the
process of speaking
to a Music Detective
in order to build a
playlist for them or
their loved one was
equal to the benefit
of the finished
playlist
The majority of
participants told us
that creating and
using the playlist
had improved their
life during the
pandemic

“Mum loves her playlist. Her
carers put the headphones on
her every day, and always used
to stop her getting agitated, and
it works. Would recommend to
anyone caring for someone with
dementia. Thanks to all of you for
the opportunity, you have given
Mum to a have a little bit of peace
and pleasure in her sometimes
stressful life.”
– Carer
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Case Study: Sean and
Catherine
Getting started with the playlist

Case
Study

“Sean, my husband, never engages in anything to
do with dementia. Our wonderful Alzheimer’s Link
Worker recommended him for the Playlist Request
Service and I was sceptical that he would participate. We met a lovely
staff member and Sean got on really well with her right from the start.
From the first few minutes of chatting to her on Zoom, he was relaxed
and cheerful. We had three sessions and we ended up with 3 or 4
great big playlists, which have actually transformed Sean’s experience
for listening to music and having his music with him when he’s
exercising and going for a run.

Sean’s
Playlist
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Spanish is the
Loving Tongue,
by Bob Dylan



Let it Rain, by
Tom Waits



Our Song, by
Willie Nelson

Music has been quite important in our
lives and we’ve always listened to lots
of different genres. We originally got
started with a playlist following a talk
from Alzheimer Scotland. We had put
lots of Sean’s favourite songs onto an
Alexa device and some of them went on
to the Playlist for Life to get us started
but then, it was funny, we started to talk
lots about gigs we’d been to and albums
we’d liked going back decades, right
though our whole lives. Sean started to
remember more and more about songs
he’d liked and the artists, so it’s a very
random varied playlist that has come out
of this experience.

Getting others involved in the process
The playlist allowed us to think about memories from earlier times
before I knew Sean, so we got in touch with an old friend and asked
him what songs he could remember from when they were teenagers
in Millport. He gave us another big load of suggestions, so we
managed to make another playlist. What was wonderful is it’s made
us go through all these memories together and it’s given the music
Sean has on his playlists more significance because we’ve picked all
of them and they’re actually songs that he likes. It got us talking and
laughing and we included our family, asking our sons if there were any
songs that they remember listening to with their Dad when they were
younger and they both gave us a few songs to add in as well.

The experience
What’s been brilliant about the experience of doing this is that
whenever we’re asked to do anything that’s connected to Sean’s
Alzheimer’s, it’s always a bit depressing. There is never anything really
positive about it, but I think we both really loved the conversations that
we had with Playlist for Life and it encouraged us to talk right back
through our lives. We had a good laugh about it and we don’t have a
lot of laughs nowadays. It’s not so much a nostalgia associated with
it for us, it’s more about the vibrancy of all the experiences that we’ve
had. We’ve been able to remember them and rekindle the excitement
of them and it’s brilliant that both of us still remember stand out gigs
with the same level of excitement.
A few months on from the experience the playlist is still the one and
only shining star in Sean’s Alzheimer’s existence for sure.”
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Case Study: Anne and
David

Case
Study

“Anne has Frontotemporal Dementia which has
been very aggressive and progressed rapidly such
that a year after being on holiday and touring round wineries in the
Troodos Mountains in Cyprus she was confined full time to a care
home on 22nd March 2020. This was also only eighteen months after
her diagnosis and in a matter of a few weeks she had lost her ability to
walk, talk and feed herself.
The staff at Whitefield Lodge, in Lennoxtown, are very good and
sympathetic with Anne’s condition. Because of the Coronavirus
restrictions I had been unable to see Anne for just over three months
and in recent times only for 15 then 30 minutes per week outside. Anne
is confined to a wheelchair and cannot
communicate with us except through
her eye movements and expressions and
tends to cry a lot.

Anne’s
Playlist
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Sylvia’s Mother,
by Dr Hook



Release Me,
by Englebert
Humperdink



He’ll Have to Go,
by Jim Reeves

Angela, one of the activities ladies that
looks after Anne joined her in listening to
the music. Anne smiled for the first time
in ages and seemed much more relaxed;
when Angela’s Granny’s favourite song
came on Angela cried and Anne stroked
her arm to comfort her!

You have no idea how this news has uplifted me, now that we seem
to have communicated with her, even if it is only through music. I am
so pleased that she has brightened up and cannot thank you enough
for this wonderful gift that has given joy to Anne and to us who grieve
for her every day. Angela at Whitefield Lodge is so impressed that she
considers another 3 or 4 residents would benefit from this and will
probably be in touch.
I took the liberty of adding another ten of Anne’s favourite tunes to
the MP3 player (took me a while to master it) and I think that has also
helped.”
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Music Lab
Partnerships
Partnerships were also a key
area of our Music Lab work. We
used Help Point partnerships to
engage participants for projects
but also worked with groups to
explore how we could improve
our resources for specific harder
to reach groups. Discussions with
LGBT Age Scotland members
highlighted how questions on
our Music Detective prompts
could be more inclusive and
resulted in our first LGBT specific
Help Point. Advice from REACH
Dementia Project highlighted
how we could improve our
resources for ethnic minorities
groups. Staff shared that many
musical interventions focused
on playing traditional Scottish
music, which is not personally
meaningful to people who did not
grow up here.

10

https://open.spotify.com/user/playlistdementia

11 https://musicmemories.bbcrewind.co.uk/
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Our own Music Detective
resources were also
predominantly western focused
and we realised we needed to
create more resources for people
to access non-British music.
We made developing our Music
Detective Resources a key focus,
with a Communities Officer
focusing on the development of
these resources. Thanks to this
initial Music Lab work we have
now created 242 Spotify playlists10
showcasing music related to
a range of countries, hobbies
and faiths, consulted with the
BBC archive on their BBC Music
Memories tool11 and published
Music Detective resources in five
different languages.

04

Overall findings
of Music Labs
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Overall Findings of
Music Lab projects
Participation is key. Playlist for Life can only be effective in promoting
the use of personal playlists if we understand real-world barriers and
work with the people directly affected to design solutions to overcome
them. The Music Lab programme, made possible by the Life Changes
Trust, has been crucial in allowing us to do that and to develop better
services and resources.

Successes
Having access to a playlist of personal music continues to enrich
the lives of people with dementia and those caring for them.
Having access to playlists has had a positive impact on wellbeing for
the majority of participants. Using a playlist has helped many of the
families to connect and has encouraged more positive relationships
between people with dementia and their wider support network. The
majority of participants who have tested devices and services in the
labs have continued to use the playlist after the project has ended.
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Working directly with people with dementia allows us to share
resources and testimonies influenced by the real experts. Each
Music Lab project has produced useful resources developed with
the people they aim to help, and learning from participants across
all Music Lab activity will continue to shape future resources. We
are now in a position that we can advise partners providing support
and services to people living with dementia on how to improve their
services.

Learning
Participants are more likely to engage in Music Labs for short term
projects with an incentive. It was far easier to engage participants
once we moved to the specialist projects model and people only had
to commit for a short period of time. Across all Music Lab projects
higher numbers of participants opted to receive their playlists on
physical listening devices, such as MP3 players rather than streaming
links.
Technology can help people to access a playlist, but there is no one
piece of equipment that meets every need. It is clear from the MP3
testing project and Playlist Request Service that different methods for
listening to a playlist should be recommended for people based on
their preferences, previous experience, and stage of dementia. Digital
exclusion continues to create barriers preventing people accessing
technology that could otherwise benefit them.
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While people with dementia should be encouraged to take an
active role in building a playlist, many people will always need extra
support. People living with more advanced dementia will need help
across various stages of building a playlist: from choosing the right
music to finding a way to listen. Even where participants were given
access to a ready-built playlist, many needed help to use it or to be
prompted to use it by a carer.
Unpaid carers may also need support to build a playlist. Many
carers, especially those caring for a spouse, do not have the technical
expertise, free time or headspace to work on a playlist. This is where
external help from another family member or Playlist for Life Help
Point can provide vital support.
Building a starter playlist for someone can help them to access
music but ongoing support may still be needed to grow the playlist.
The majority of participants who were helped to make a playlist were
still listening to them after the specific Music Lab project ended.
Some were happy with the number of songs but others felt the small
number of songs stopped them from listening more regularly. A small
number of unpaid carers managed to add more songs, some engaged
the help of family members but many were unable to build on the
starter playlist.
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Looking to the
future
The expansion of the Help Point
network has allowed us to
introduce the power of playlists
to a wide range of communities
across Scotland. We will continue
to develop and strengthen
existing partnerships and identify
new top-level partnership
opportunities to expand the
network further.
Music Labs have developed
beyond the boundaries of one
project to form an integral part
of Playlist for Life’s culture. This
model of user testing has become
standard practice as a way of
involving people living with
dementia and carers in shaping all
our services and resources.

The support of the Life Changes
Trust has been vital in enabling
us to carry out this work. Being
part of their incredible network
has allowed us to make wider
connections and we are now in
a far stronger position to provide
meaningful support to people
with dementia, unpaid carers and
to the organisations that support
them.

There are still clear challenges
and barriers to people accessing
a playlist that must be explored
and Playlist for Life will continue
to use Music Labs to test new
technology, resources and advice.
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