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Summary  

Playlist for Life is a national dementia charity that provides vital support to 
families living with dementia by using music to improve their quality of life.  

As set out in the initial consultation; risk of      
dementia, person centred care, home and a 
community first approach were highlighted as 
important factors to people living in Scotland. 
Music (and in particular music that is personally 
meaningful) can have a hugely positive impact 
on the lives of older people living with dementia 
and their carers which can enable them to live 
well at home in their community for longer.    

In June 2017, there were 90,000 people living 
with Dementia in Scotland, with an estimated 
20,000 being diagnosed every year. (Scotland’s 
National Dementia Strategy 2017-2020). Given 
the rising costs of dementia care and the burden 
of care on caregivers, a low cost, non-invasive 
intervention like a personalised music playlist 
must be considered into the Health & Social 
Care Strategy for Older People in Scotland. 

Benefits of using a personalised music 
playlist:  
  
• Reduce changes in behaviour and emotion 

that may cause distress  
 
• Reduce health risks (falls, decreased nutri-

tion)  
 
• Greater focus while doing tasks  
 
• Reduced burden on caregiver and provide 

opportunity for respite  
 
• Low-cost and non-invasive  
 
• Promotes connection and reduces social  

isolation  
 
• Requires minimal training  
 
• Can be used in times of crisis to calm and 

build trust   
 
• Can be used at all stages of dementia   

What’s at stake?  
  
Dementia is a long-term condition with more care 
required as the disease progresses. Dementia can 
lead to the loss of ability to speak, difficulty walking 
or participating in daily activities and inability to        
recognise people, places and/or time.   
  
Furthermore, a survey by Alzheimer’s Society 
showed that the pandemic had a negative impact on 
the people living with dementia and their carers. (1) 
They show a worsening of functional independence 
and cognitive symptoms and also exacerbated             
agitation, apathy and depression, along with the            
deterioration of health status and increased used of 
antipsychotics or related drugs. (2)  
  
In terms of carers, dementia caregivers spend more 
hours per week providing care than nondementia            
caregivers. They also report greater impacts in terms 
of employment complications, caregiver strain,            
mental and physical health problems, time for leisure 
and other family members, and family conflict. (3).   
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Why personally meaningful music?   

Playlist for Life has seen tremendous success 
through our model of community empowerment: 
cascading the knowledge and skills needed to 
use playlists through existing community and 
health and social care networks.  

A recent large scale study set in a U.S. nursing 
home, using the MUSIC & MEMORY program 
with a sample of 25,716 participants showed that 
there was decrease in antipsychotic medication 
used and reduction in frequency of behavioural 
problems. (4) The U.S. State of Wisconsin has 
rolled out the MUSIC & MEMORY programme in 
nursing homes across the State and many              
facilities found it valuable.   

A recent cost analysis of implementing personal-
ised music for people in care in Australia showed 
the cost of implementing this intervention was 
relatively low compared with the overall cost of 
residential care for older people with dementia. 
(5)  

Similarly, a small-scale study in a U.S. hospice 
revealed that that the expense of the music            
therapy program is greatly offset by the cost  
savings seen in other areas of care. The               
reduction in anxiety and distress can lead to              
reduction in falls, further reducing costs. This can 
also reduce the burden on caregivers and care 
staff. (6) Following a personalised music              
intervention, caregivers have not only felt less 
overwhelmed but also increased their bonding 
and relation with the people living with dementia. 
(7) It also focused attention of the people living 
with dementia and enabled carer respite. (8)   

 

Playlist for Life in Scotland   

In Scotland we are working to ensure people  
living with dementia can access music at all 
stages of their dementia journey. We have a  
network of 500 Help Points (based in places 
well known to local people) providing free               
resources and guidance to people living with                  
dementia at home in the community. This                
provides them with the skills and resources to 
make and use music at home when they need it 
most. We have trained Health and Social Care, 
Care Homes, NHS Wards, Emergency services, 
Housing Associations across different areas of 
Scotland.  

We also have over 12,000 Health and Social 
Care and nursing students signed up to com-
plete a simple e-learning course, educating the 
future generation of carers about using music. In 
2018 music helped bring about a 60% drop in 
the use of sedative drugs at Lillyburn Care Home 
proving the powerful effect personal playlists had 
on residents’ moods. (9)  

In an NHS dementia ward in Fife researchers 
found the use of music as a diversion technique 
significantly reduced levels of agitation and led 
to them becoming markedly less stressed during 
clinical procedures in 96% of cases. (10)  

  
 
 

 

At the point of  
Diagnosis 
 
Post diagnostic 
support workers 
informing families 
on how music can 
help in the early 
stages 

 
 
 

 

Care  
at home 
 
Playlist for Life is 
person centred.  
Music integrated 
into care plans to 
make daily care 
tasks easier and 
improve day to day 
wellbeing 

 
 
 

 

At point of 
Crisis 
 
NHS, Police and 
other emergency 
services knowing 
how music can help 
prevent crisis or 
help during crisis 

 
 
 

 

Dignity at  
end of life 
 
Music used to help 
connect at the end 
of the life, reduce 
anxiety, distress 
and provide             
comfort 

1 2 
 
 
 
 

Within the 
Community 
 
Free resources and 
support in the com-
munity from Help 
Points and volun-
teers to create and 
use a personally 
meaningful music 

3 4 5 

Diagram 1: music used at all stages of dementia 
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“It's (using Playlist for Life) probably one of the very 
few positive things that has happened in my                
husband's life since his dementia took over.” 
Wife and carer 
 
“The power of person centred playlists to support a 
person’s identity and connection with family and 
friends is incredible”  
Heather Edwards, Care Inspectorate  
 
“We used to sing songs from childhood, during              
college and school life and that made me remind me 
of that time and restored my memory that was getting 
weak, I felt that it’s improving”   
Person living with dementia  

There is currently enough evidence to show that 
personalised music playlists are non-invasive, 
pose little to no risk to patients, require                
minimal training, and offer large potential for im-
plementation in various settings. (11)    
 
While many older people living with dementia in 
Scotland are benefitting from personalised music 
playlists there is significant variation in access 
across Scotland. Recommending the use of mu-
sic as part of a national strategy could dramati-
cally increase the number of those benefiting.    
 
Recommendations  

Use of personalised music can benefit people 
living with dementia in multiple ways. There is 
currently a window of opportunity for music to be 
inducted into the standard care strategy that can 
have an immediate effect on the mental health 
and quality of life of older people living with         
dementia in the community. It can reduce carer 
stress and has the potential to offset costs                   
associated with long term dementia by reducing 
dependency on antipsychotic medication and 
increasing ease of doing daily tasks. Playlists 
can be incorporated from the time of diagnosis to 
various stages of care and end-of-life care.             
Resources for families on making playlists can 
be provided through various health & care pro-
viders.   

We believe all older people living with dementia 
should have the right to have music as part of 
their health and social care and therefore we     
recommend you incorporate this as a beneficial 
intervention within the Health and Social Care 
Strategy for Older Adults.  

We were so impressed with Playlist 
for Life’s incredible impact helping 
people with dementia. It has taken a 
simple concept and used it to            
deliver profound results, providing a 
way to connect to the past and help 
families living with dementia. Its            
evidence-based approach is highly 
impressive, with trials in hospitals 
and care homes showing that people 
with dementia need less medication 
when Playlist for Life is included in 
their care.  
 
Katie Pinnock  
Director of UK and Ireland  
Charitable Partnerships, GSK  
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Playlist for Life 
The Pentagon Centre 
36 Washington Street 

Glasgow G3 8AZ  
 

0141 404 0683 
info@playlistforlife.org.uk 
www.playlistforlife.org.uk 

 


