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| am a cultural sociologist who ‘discovered’ the field of music therapy in the late 1990s when conducting
research for Music in Everyday Life (Cambridge 2000). At that time, Music Therapy seemed like an
excellent area in which to investigate music’s role as a ‘technology of health and wellbeing’ and as a
medium of psycho-social agency. | knew from the start that there would be a lot to learn from music
therapists and - | have indeed learned a /ofl

For the past twenty years, I've had the privilege of working collaboratively with music therapists. The
major projects | have been involved with are: (1) the SMART Project, associated with Nordoff Robbins,
Hampstead (Ansdell and DeNora with Wilson, 2016) (2) the Care for Music Project which was supported
by the UK Arts and Humanities Research Council (Ansdell and DeNora, Forthcoming; DeNora et al 2022)
(3) IMAGINE with Wolfgang Schmid and Maren Metell at the University of Bergen and (4) Sounding
Relation with Claire Ghetti and Team also at the University of Bergen.

In this lecture | will speak about how perspectives from my home discipline have supported my work with
music therapists and, how, conversely, perspectives from music therapy have greatly enriched my thinking
sociologically. This mutual engagement makes use of shared conceptual and methodological standpoints.
Those standpoints involve commitment to the values of participatory design, local knowledge, and lay
expertise. They employ concepts such as music ecology, musical affordances, ecological validity, capability,
and distributed creativity. And they are characterized by a specific methodological inclination (‘Gentle
Methods’) which | will illustrate with material from our Care for Music project (Ansdell, DeNora, Schmid, &
Simpson).

Gentle Methods is a term from the German poet and philosopher Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (Pavlicevic
and Ansdell 2010). It involves a commitment to close observation of phenomena (e.g., plant life), and with
minimal intervention. It examines those phenomena as and where they actually live, grow, adapt and
change. Phenomena are not removed from their habitats to remote study environments (such as labs or
assessment centers) nor are they described or assessed by ‘proxy’ instruments that remediate people’s
behaviors or experiences (e.g., test scores, scan results or retrospective and third-party assessments or
accounts (Atkinson 2017)). In cultural and human studies, including socio-musical studies of music
therapy, Gentle Methods employs an ethnographic lens, i.e., a focus on the meaningful, situated practices
of research participants - their actual practices in real time.
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In the Care for Music project, the methodological ‘toolkit’ for ethnography of musical activity included data
elicitation techniques such as: (1) ethnography and fieldnotes (2) in-depth interviews and focus groups (3)
field drawings and (4) visual and material recordingd (audio, video and photographs). Techniques of
analysis included: (1) ‘slow’ (DeNora 2014), split-second analysis of video and audio recordings (repeat
viewings, analysis of split second intervals, triangulated interpretations for validity checks) (2) close, split-
second transcription of gesture, music and talk (3) line drawings and tracings from still video frames and
photographs, attention to material culture and features of a setting, and the use of the ‘music event’
scheme to trace and track music as it enters into action and experience over time, from scene to scene,
person to person (DeNora and Ansdell 2017).

| will suggest that, if the ‘benefits’ of musical engagement can be understood as change or enhanced
relations or some form of adaptation (e.g., shifts in mood or orientation, diminishing pain, enhancing
perceptions of positive identities, behavioral changes in relation to habits, development of social bonds),
then music-supported change should and can be documented as it arises in and from music, in and over
real time in actual settings. The focus, in other words, is on the processes that produce change — change
as it is happening - not on change as something that is measured externally, and retrospectively. And this
is, | will suggest, the only way to develop ecologically valid theory on the topic of music’s so-called
‘mechanisms’ of operation or, in different words, what it is about music that ‘helps’ (Ansdell 2015).

| conclude the lecture by considering the practicalities involved for music therapy practitioners who might
want to use this Gentle Methods toolkit to learn more about the processes and effects of their ongoing
practice when resources and time for research may be scarce or perhaps entirely lacking. And | ‘sing the
praises’ of music therapy, its practitioners and researchers for what they have taught me about how music
gets into and shapes action — how we feel, what we do, and who we are able to become.
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