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Abstract 

This is a phenomenological study of the significant music events (SMEs) in the lives of 

music therapy graduate students and new professionals. Four participants were chosen using 

purposive sampling, and interviewed about their experiences in music that have been significant 

to them in their lives. Data were analyzed using qualitative hand coding and thematic analysis as 

outlined by Rubin (1995) and Saldaña (2013). The researchers conducted a self-inquiry prior to 

data collection, in addition to conducting ongoing self-inquiry through journaling and analytic 

memos. Codes were grouped into categories within each interview, and then categories were 

compared across interviews to develop major overarching themes. The four final major themes 

found were connection, elements of the music, identity, and engagement with multiple levels of 

being. Issues related to small sample size, researcher-participant relationship, and the role of two 

researchers are discussed.  
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Significant Music Events in the Lives of Music Therapy Graduate Students and New 

Professionals 

 This is a phenomenological study on Significant Music Events (SMEs) in the lives of 

music therapy graduate students and professional music therapists who are new to the field. 

Specifically, we asked the question: “What is the experience of music therapy graduate students 

and new professionals of significant music events in their lives?” We, the researchers, were 

struck by how clearly certain moments and experiences in music had affected our lives, our 

relationships to music, and ultimately our decision to pursue music therapy and the way in which 

we approach our practice. The purpose of this study is to provide rich, deep descriptions of key 

moments in a music therapist’s personal relationship to music, with the awareness that the music 

therapist’s relationship to music is most likely informing clinical work. In choosing a 

phenomenological approach and honing in on specific events of a small number of participants, 

we aimed to provide the opportunity for new insights or possibilities to arise. We have come to 

understand how the significant music events of others can provide insights into relationships 

with music of which we were not previously aware. This research has opened our eyes to a wider 

range of possibilities as to how people relate to music, and how this may or may not inform their 

clinical perspectives.  

Background 

 Musical identity.  According to Hargreaves, MacDonald, and Miell (2017) “[within the 

last decade or so], different writers’ uses of the concept of musical identity have broadened 

substantially, many empirical studies of musical identities have been conducted, and the field as 

a whole has become increasingly multidisciplinary in character” (p. 3). Identity, musical or 

otherwise, is subjective (Ruud, 2017), and develops from infancy through old age, leading to 

myriad opportunities for learning, growing, healing, and being in relationship with self and other 



SIGNIFICANT MUSIC EVENTS 5 

(Malloch & Trevarthen, 2017). Musical identity may be enacted through an individual’s 

experiences, perceptions, and interactions with others (Elliott & Silverman, 2017; Winter, 2013). 

At any given point, musical identity may be defined or described by the complex interaction of a 

person’s ideas, perceptions, prior experiences, and ongoing performance of identity in 

relationship with self and others. One way to track this broad and complicated concept of 

musical identity is through the memories that a person uses to illustrate their own concept of 

musical identity for themselves (Ruud, 2017; Elliott & Silverman, 2017).  

 Musical identities of music therapists. The music therapy literature is clear about the 

importance of music therapists attending to their musical selves, and not just in terms of concrete 

musical practice (Abrams, 2011). Attending to one’s musical practice is important in a traditional 

sense - to be able to play, sing, lead, or support musically in sessions with clients. Attending to 

one’s musical self should also extend beyond this level of physical practice. Music therapists are 

required in their work to be fully present with clients in music in ways that are not always 

necessary for musicians in other contexts. In order to facilitate experiences in music that may be 

significant, music therapists themselves should have some practice in these types of experiences 

personally. Hesser (2001) presented a case for taking the initiative to continue exploring and 

deepening one’s personal relationship with music as a part of professional development. In 

particular, she encouraged music therapists to participate in various forms of music therapy for 

themselves, and to use music in supervision. As she pointed out, “Too many music therapists 

have never explored themselves in ways that they ask their clients to do. To fully understand 

music therapy, we must also find ways to personally explore music as a transformative 

experience in our own lives” (p. 54). This is consistent with similar ideas in the related field of 

music education (Varkoy & Westby, 2014). 
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 While Abrams, Hesser, and others have addressed the importance of music therapists 

attending to their musical selves in direct relationship to clinical work, not many have explicitly 

addressed the musical identities that music therapists bring with them as they enter clinical work, 

or the personal events that lead to this type of identity development. Hadley (2001, 2003) 

explored the relationship between personal history and clinical work in her articles on Mary 

Priestly and Clive Robbins, leaders in the development of approaches of music therapy. She 

noted that, “Theory is not a body of knowledge that is produced ahistorically and decontextually: 

rather, theory develops out of an articulate personal and socio-historical context, with its unique 

norms, assumptions, and value positions” (Hadley, 2001, p. 117). Gonzalez (2011) provided one 

example of direct inquiry into the past musical experiences of music therapists. Gonazalez 

defined music culture as “the acquisition of values, beliefs, and behaviors resulting from a 

person’s musical relationships with a person, group, institution, and/or style of music” (p. 2). 

Gonzalez pointed out that while multiple sources recommend music therapists participate in 

various therapeutic and non-therapeutic forms of music activity, “the literature falls short in 

examining the ways that music therapists integrate their self-concepts into their professional 

identities” (p. 4). Gonzalez concluded that “the results of the study suggest that therapists’ music 

cultural experiences do have an impact on their professional identities” (p. 28) and noted a 

relationship between individuation from parents in adolescence and development of music 

culture throughout life (pp. 28-29).  

 Significant moments and experiences. There is not one way to define, describe, or 

categorize moments and experiences that end up becoming significant in people’s lives. In trying 

to describe events and perceptions that border on the ineffable, many different terms have been 

used to define different types of significant experiences. Perhaps one of the best known is 

Maslow’s (1968) concept of the peak experience. Maslow identified characteristics of particular 
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types of experiences described by clients and research participants as being similar to those 

described by mystics throughout history. Peak experiences involve a suspension of time and 

space, a sense of extreme objectivity, and often a heightened sense of emotion (which is mostly 

positive in nature). Peak experiences tend to result in a shift in awareness and understanding 

about the world (Maslow, 1968). Other types of significant experiences can be those described as 

pivotal or transformative. Grocke (1999) described one particular definition of “pivotal” 

moments in Guided Imagery and Music (GIM) therapy, in which:  

clients experience moments of insight into their therapeutic process or their 

understanding of themselves. In the literature these moments are referred to as significant 

moments, critical moments, key moments or the “aha” experience. I prefer the term 

“pivotal” to describe these moments as they are “turning points” where the client 

understands an issue of problem from another perspective. (p. 203) 

 From philosophy, Paul (2014) described what she considers to be definitive aspects of a 

transformative experience: “Having a transformative experience teaches you something new, 

something that you could not have known before having the experience, while also changing you 

as a person” (p. 17). Peak, pivotal, and transformative experiences serve as examples of some of 

the types of significant moments and events people may encounter in their lives. The consistent 

factor is that a person gains new knowledge, usually involving a before and after perception of 

the world.  

 Significant music events. When looking at significant events in music, there are those 

that fall under a therapeutic or clinical heading, and those that do not. Within the music therapy 

literature, much of the research on particular moments and experiences focuses on the 

experiences of clients, or the therapist perception of client experiences. Much of this literature is 

focused on GIM. Grocke (1999) and Lin et al. (2010) investigated pivotal moments of clients in 
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the Bonny Method of Guided Imagery and Music (BMGIM). Abrams (2002) used qualitative 

interviews and computer modeling to develop definitions of music therapists’ transpersonal 

experiences as clients in BMGIM. While Abrams did interview music therapists about their own 

experiences, the emphasis was on still their experience as clients. Gavrielidou and Odell-Miller 

(2017) investigated pivotal moments in psychoanalytically-informed music therapy in adult 

mental health settings. When focusing on the experience of the therapist, there is research that 

required music therapists to self-select particular types of experiences and talk about them in the 

interest of investigating a particular theme. This was the case with Brescia’s (2005) inquiry into 

music therapists’ experiences of intuition. Muller (2008) conducted phenomenological 

interviews to examine music therapists’ experiences of being present to clients, and found 

themes regarding both client and therapist experience. Marom (2004) used a phenomenological 

approach to explore spiritual moments in music therapy as defined by the therapist, discussing 

both client and therapist experience. 

 Research specifically devoted to music therapists’ own significant experiences as defined 

by the therapist is more rare. Nicholson (2015) conducted a grounded theory study on music 

therapists’ peak experiences in music. While not explicitly asked to do so, all of the participants 

chose to discuss peak experiences that had occurred in a clinical context. Nicholson found that 

peak experiences in music can be “personally and professionally meaningful” (p. 68) for music 

therapists, and concluded that this may prevent burnout and lead to longevity in the profession.  

 There are examples of research from across different fields investigating different types 

of significant events in music outside of a clinical or therapeutic context. However, none of these 

focus on the experiences of music therapists. Collins (2010) used a mixed methods approach to 

examine music’s role in peak experiences and flow states, particularly related to live music. 

Freinkel (2011) investigated the transpersonal experiences of singers, including peak and plateau 
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experiences, and found that singing did facilitate spiritual or transpersonal experiences within the 

participant sample of classically trained singers. Gabrielsson (2010) prompted participants to 

describe “the strongest or most intense experience of music that [they had] ever had” (p. 551) 

and developed a “descriptive system for Strong Experiences with Music (SEM)” (p. 554) by 

analyzing hundreds of qualitative interviews and written reports. Schäfer, Smukalla, and Oelker 

(2014) investigated what they called intense musical experiences (or IME’s). Their criteria for an 

IME was inclusive of Maslow’s peak experiences, Gabrielsson’s strong music experiences, and 

instances of music in altered states of consciousness. They focused specifically on the long term 

effects of these experiences, finding, through grounded theory, that: 

IMEs had a very strong impact on [the] interviewees; having an IME left them with a 

clear conception of a state of harmony. They gained many resources from the experience 

and were motivated to reach the same feeling of harmony in their daily lives. (p. 541) 

Research Questions 

 After our initial process of literature review, bracketing, and self-inquiry, we asked the 

research question: How do music therapy graduate students and new professionals identify and 

describe Significant Music Events (SMEs) in their lives? The words “identify” and “describe” 

were chosen to denote the exact process of inquiry as we saw it at the time. However, toward the 

conclusion of our data analysis, with advisory input, it became clear that we were really asking 

something more broad. During this time, different research subquestions emerged as well. Our 

final research question and subquestions are as follows: 

 Research question: What is the experience of music therapy graduate students and new 

professionals of Significant Music Events (SMEs) in their lives? 

 Sub questions: 

• What makes these moments significant for the participants? 
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• Are there common themes that emerge, and, if so, what are they? 

• Do the participants relate these experiences to music therapy and clinical work? If 

so, how? 

Method 

Phenomenological Approach 

 Qualitative research can be difficult to define or ascribe standards to, as it includes many 

different types of research and ways of studying phenomena across the human experience 

(Wheeler & Kenny, 2005). In qualitative research, specifically phenomenological research, “each 

research project holds its own integrity and establishes its own methods and procedures to 

facilitate the flow of the investigation and the collection of data” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 104). 

Here we present our own philosophical background and reference points for developing our 

project.  

 During our initial stages of study design, data collection, and data analysis, we relied 

heavily on Moustakas (1994). However, partway through the analysis process, we realized that 

our research was more accurately described by the philosophy and methods of interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA), as described by Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2012). One key 

difference is the emphasis of IPA on analyzing third-person data, which is the focus of our 

research. As such, while we have retained references to Moustakas’s work, we have also added 

descriptions and references to IPA where appropriate.  

 According to Creswell (2014) there are three primary components that make up an 

overall research approach: philosophical worldview, research design, and research methods. In 

the case of our present study, our philosophical worldview is constructivist. According to 

Forinash and Grocke (2005) “most phenomenology comes from a constructivist stance, which 

holds that there is no absolute reality. Rather, reality is constructed by those experiencing it, so it 
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becomes important to examine reality through our shared experiences with others” (2005, p. 

325). When studying phenomena from a constructivist philosophical worldview, it is important 

to prioritize the voices of the participants involved in the research (Creswell, 2014).  

 We have chosen a qualitative, phenomenological research design for this study. 

Phenomenology is the study of lived experience (Creswell, 2014; Forinash & Grocke, 2005). 

Phenomenology is particularly suited to studying concepts, feelings, and experiences that can be 

difficult to capture through other means, such as grief, love, intuition, or listening to music 

(Forinash & Grocke, 2005, p. 321). According to Moustakas (1994), “The aim [of 

phenomenological inquiry] is to determine what an experience means for the persons who have 

had the experience and are able to provide a comprehensive description of it” (p. 13). Smith et al. 

(2012) also pointed out that “participants should [be] granted an opportunity to tell their stories, 

to speak freely and reflectively, and to develop their ideas and express their concerns at some 

length” (p. 56).  

 Beginning with our own experience through self-inquiry and moving outward, our goal in 

this project was to explore what other music therapists, also new to the field, identify as SMEs in 

their lives. We came to each interview essentially asking the question, “What is your 

experience?” in an effort to determine what possibilities are out there, what stories might emerge, 

and what might be meaningful to different individuals. Phenomenology seeks to understand and 

synthesize the “essence” of an experience – first for each individual participant and then across 

participants, if possible (Moustakas, 1994; Forinash & Grocke, 2005).  

 We have demonstrated a constructivist worldview and qualitative, phenomenological 

research design in our research methods through the study design, the data collection process, the 

data analysis process, and the methods we used to evaluate our research.  
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Bracketing 

 During the study design process, we employed phenomenological methods of bracketing 

or epoche. According to Forinash and Grocke (2005), this is a process in which “the researcher 

must let go of preconceived notions and beliefs and be fully present with the experience as it is 

being revealed” (p. 321). While this was ongoing during the research process, we utilized formal 

methods of examining our own biases and putting aside assumptions at the very beginning in 

order to develop our research topic, question, and methods. This included review of literature 

and a reflective self-inquiry of our own SMEs and relationship to this topic. Excerpts from this 

self-inquiry are included in in Appendix A. In conjunction with the methods described above, we 

took great care in formulating the research question so that it did “not seek to predict or to 

determine causal relationships” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 105), and we carefully formulated it to 

describe the exact phenomenon being studied and data we would be collecting. Another key 

feature of our initial study design was “emergent design flexibility” (Wheeler & Kenny, 2005, p. 

64), in which the details of the study design are allowed to shift and change as indicated by the 

emerging data. During the data collection and analysis processes, we had protocols in place to 

allow us to adapt as new information surfaced. 

Refining the Topic 

 In a qualitative, phenomenological study, the wording of the research question must be 

precise in describing exactly what is being researched (Moustakas, 1994). When deciding on the 

language to describe this study, we initially used “transformative music experiences.” Upon 

further reflection, it became clear that this held an assumption that for a music experience to be 

important in a person’s life it would have to have a transformative quality. Once this assumption 

was identified we explored other terms in an effort to remove our own biases. We considered 

studying “transpersonal music experiences.” This was based on the fact that our respective self-
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inquiries had brought up experiences in music with clearly transpersonal components that greatly 

interested us. The music therapy literature on transpersonal experiences in music is mostly based 

in Guided Imagery in Music (GIM). As we did not have extended training or experience in GIM 

we felt it irresponsible to study transpersonal music experiences in depth. Finally, we chose 

“significant” as the adjective to describe the music experiences we wanted to study. The phrase 

“significant music experience” indicated the level of importance we wished to convey while 

being inclusive of a variety of experiences. Allowing our terminology to be inclusive of as many 

different experiences in music as possible was intentional, as it helped to remove many of our 

personal assumptions and allowed participants to discuss any moment they defined as important, 

or significant.  

 In examining our own biases and assumptions, we realized that we wanted to study how 

experiences in music and relationships with music affect the ways in which music therapists 

move into clinical work. Our desire was to explore the topic of significant music experiences in 

the personal realm, not necessarily in the clinical space. However, we did not want to explicitly 

prohibit participants from choosing a clinical experience as the moment to discuss. In choosing 

the questions to ask and the words to use, our intention was to leave out as much of our personal 

biases and desires as possible, leaving ourselves open to whatever the participants brought to us.  

 To ask how participants identify or select experiences, and then how they describe them, 

is clearly answered by our data - the interview responses. To ask, “What makes music 

experiences significant?” for example, is not a question we can necessarily answer. We can only 

work with the data the participants provide.  From all of the above exploration and critical 

thinking we derived our initial research question: How do music therapy graduate students and 

new professionals identify and describe significant music experiences? Consistent with the 

concept of emergent design flexibility, and in continuing to bracket our work throughout this 
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process, we revised the research question following the conclusion of the data analysis, when it 

became clear that the initial research question was narrowing the focus in a way that was not 

consistent with what we were truly asking. Our final research question became: What is the 

experience of music therapy graduate students and new professionals of significant music events 

in their lives? 

Participants and Materials 

 Part of our interest in studying this topic was to explore the relationship of music 

therapists to music outside of their clinical experiences. We decided on music therapy graduate 

students and new professionals to give voice to a population that is not well represented in 

research. Studies of professional music therapists do not often focus on those new to the field, 

and graduate students are typically not isolated in the literature.  

 The population parameters set for this study were new music therapy professionals and 

music therapy graduate students. We defined new music therapy professionals as people who 

currently have 5 or fewer years of experience in working in the field of music therapy. We 

determined a population of at least four participants would be ideal for the scope of our study, 

allowing each researcher the experience of interviewing two participants. Because of the low 

number of participants it was not considered practical to attempt to find representatives of a large 

cross section of our chosen population. We chose our participants using purposeful sampling, a 

method common to qualitative research (Wheeler & Kenny, 2005). After careful consideration 

and with input from peers and our advisor in our thesis seminar, we chose to reach out to 

potential participants with whom we were already acquainted within our graduate school and 

wider professional circles. Again, with advisory input, we decided that having existing 

relationships with the participants would aid in facilitating rapport that would help us to pursue 

rich interview stories. We chose the first four potential participants to contact mostly intuitively, 
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briefly discussing who we thought might be interested in sharing their stories. Although we 

never considered these hard guidelines, we gave some consideration to varying the participant 

sample by gender, and also between graduate students and new professionals. We reached out 

through email to prospective participants inquiring about their interest. All four participants 

responded that they would like to take part in the study, so we did not contact any additional 

participants at that time. Once the four participants had agreed to take part in our study, we 

began to set up interviews. Table 1 displays the division of participants between men and 

women, graduate students and new professionals, and which researcher conducted the interview.  

Table 1 
Characteristics of Participants 

 
 Note. All are board-certified music therapists (MT-BC) having fewer than five years working 
professionally in the field. 
Data Generation 

 Each researcher took on the responsibility of two interviews.  We decided that for 

continuity we would follow our two interviews through setting up the interviews, conducting the 

interviews, transcribing the interviews, and analyzing the data. As novice researchers with no 

prior experience in phenomenological interviewing, we wanted to gain the full experience of 

following an interview from the start of the research process to the end.   

 We followed a semi-structured interview method common in qualitative research 

(Moustakas, 1994; Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Smith et al., 2012). We hoped that this would allow 

participants to lead the interview while giving the researchers the role of guide. We used an 

open-ended interview structure as indicated by Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2014), with one 
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essential prompt: “Please describe a significant experience in music you have had in your life,” 

and subsequent, optional guiding questions to facilitate greater description of the experience on 

the part of the participant (Appendix B). We met with participants in settings and at times 

designed to facilitate open, comfortable conversation, as recommended by Moustakas (1994, p. 

114). We estimated that interviews would take from one to four hours, allowing for flexibility in 

conversation and time to fully explore all aspects of the significant music experiences of the 

participants.  Interviews were audio recorded once informed consent (Appendix C) was received 

from the participants.  

Data Analysis 

 During the data analysis process, we tried multiple methods of qualitative coding and 

thematic analysis before arriving at a system that we felt best fit the data and our interpretation of 

it. This is consistent with the concept of emergent design flexibility, described above. According 

to Forinash and Grocke  (2005), in phenomenological analysis, “the search for meaning units or 

descriptions comes about not necessarily through a rigid protocol, but rather by allowing the 

natural unfolding of data to guide the research steps” (p. 325). Of the strategies we attempted, all 

were within the same general framework: breaking out salient information, coding small units of 

meaning, grouping codes together into themes, and arriving at an overall essence for each 

individual participant experience. This is consistent with phenomenological data analysis 

methods outlined by Moustakas (1994), and Forinash and Grocke (2005). During the processes 

of data collection and analysis, we prioritized the voices of the participants as much as possible, 

by giving participants the opportunity to review interview transcripts, and by using in vivo 

coding whenever possible. In vivo coding refers to coding using the participants’ words. 

(Saldaña 2013).   
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 After all four interviews were complete, each researcher listened to and transcribed the 

two they had conducted. We listened to the interviews multiple times to ensure accuracy of the 

transcriptions. While transcribing we took care to omit any identifying information that had been 

shared during the interviews. At this time we emailed each participant the transcription of their 

interview and asked that they communicate if there was anything they wanted omitted from the 

data analysis or anything they felt was identifying information. Our goal in doing this was to 

provide the participants an opportunity to review what they had said and feel comfortable in 

knowing what parts of their statements would be included in the final project.  

 Initial coding strategies. After we received replies from all participants we moved onto 

coding the interviews. At first we followed methods laid out by Rubin and Rubin (1995). Both of 

us went through all four interviews, underlining key statements and recording any emerging 

codes we could identify. We compared these emerging codes with one another and compiled 

master lists with which to move forward. At this point in the coding process we individually took 

ownership over the interviews we had conducted and began a more formal “coding for themes.” 

For this we utilized the highlighter function in Microsoft Word, assigning a different color for 

each identified code.  The next step we took was to create a document for each code with the 

highlighted parts of the interview in it. We hoped that doing this would allow us to carefully 

consider what should be included under each code and solidify the definition and understand of 

the individual codes.  

 Final coding strategies. It was at this point in our research process that we took a step 

back from the work we had done. After reflecting on what we had accomplished so far and 

pausing in our forward momentum we agreed that the process of coding we had been following 

didn’t accurately represent the participants’ experiences. We felt that it focused too much on 

minute details and wasn’t giving us an accurate and authentic representation of the interviews. 
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We took time to review different coding approaches and decided to try following the steps 

outlined in Saldaña (2013). We listened to each interview again to gain insight from tone of 

voice and patterns of speech. Our goal in this was to honor the participant’s voice as much as 

possible. It is important to note that our familiarity with the codes we’d already chosen was 

impossible to ignore and possibly influenced our choices in this second attempt at coding for 

themes. We did our best to separate the experiences and start the process with a fresh approach, 

while acknowledging and examining our already formed expectations that existed for each 

interview.  

 In our first cycle coding, we used eclectic coding with an emphasis on in vivo codes 

whenever possible (Saldaña, 2013). In vivo codes were given preference to preserve the 

participants’ words. Once we had gone through our initial coding for our interviews we 

compared processes to make sure we were on the same page. We also wanted to gain a clear 

understanding of each individual approach and challenge our biases by questioning code choices 

and sharing our individual perspectives. After this initial coding was complete, we separated the 

codes from the text of the interview and categorized them. It became clear that although we were 

keeping the interviews separate from each other, there were overarching themes emerging across 

the project. Our intention throughout this process was always to honor and represent the lived 

experiences of each individual before attempting to find commonalities between the four 

interviews. The final step consisted of reviewing categories to find major themes, and then going 

back through the codes, transcripts, and categories to ensure that the final major themes 

accurately represented our original data. Moving back and forth between the data, the codes, the 

categories, and the final themes is consistent with the use of the hermeneutic circle as described 

by Smith et al. (2012). Our data analysis process can be summarized in the following steps: 

• Recordings of interviews were transcribed, word for word. 
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• Filler sounds (e.g. “um”) were removed, and identifying information was omitted.  

• Initial codes and themes were brainstormed using methods described by Rubin and Rubin 

(1995). Although these codes and themes were not used in the final analysis, we include 

this step as we believe the influence of this process on the final themes is unavoidable. 

• Transcripts were re-coded, line by line, using eclectic coding with emphasis on in-vivo 

codes (Saldaña, 2013). 

• Codes were grouped into categories, with different categories emerging for each 

participant/transcript. 

• Categories were compared across interviews, and grouped into eight major themes. 

• Eight major (across-participant) themes were compared back with original transcripts, 

codes, and categories and distilled into four final major themes. 

• Definitions of the four major themes were constructed. 

• Interview transcripts were reviewed through the lens of the four final major themes. 

Excerpts from the transcripts and parts of the data analysis process were selected to 

demonstrate the presence of the major themes in each interview, and were included in the 

final presentation of results. 

• Definitions of the four major themes were reviewed again, and adjusted to ensure that 

they best described the presence of the major themes as represented by the data. 

HREB and Ethical Criteria 

 HREB process. When beginning our Human Research Ethics Board (HREB) paperwork 

to gain approval for this research project it became clear to us that our project could be 

considered exempt from human research guidelines. Due to the fact that our research project 

posed little to no risk to our participants we utilized the ‘Application for Interview Research 

Exception’ paperwork.  Included in our application were our ‘Interview Protocol’ (Appendix B) 



SIGNIFICANT MUSIC EVENTS 20 

and ‘Informed Consent’ paperwork (Appendix C). Our research project was approved by the 

HREB and we began to select participants.  

 Dual relationships. We had to consider the potential for dual relationships to emerge as 

we took on this research project.  Because we chose to interview people with whom we had prior 

relationships it was important to consider the ways in which these relationships could affect our 

interview process. In discussions with our initial research advisor, we determined that while our 

pre-existing relationships would certainly have an effect on our interview process they would not 

be a hindrance in discussing our chosen topic.  

 Both researchers had existing relationships with all four participants, varying in levels of 

familiarity. We believe it would jeopardize confidentiality to divulge the exact nature of these 

relationships. However, all relationships were of an academic or professional nature. No 

significant others, family members, or individuals with similarly close relationships to the 

researchers were invited to participate in the study. Our two main considerations with regard to 

dual relationships were confidentiality and integrity of the data.  

 To protect confidentiality we took standard precautions, such as keeping all electronic 

material with identifying information on password protected computers and only sharing through 

private emails (see Appendix C). In addition, we took extra precautions regarding the issues 

posed by dual relationships. Outside of the interviews or any private phone or email 

communication directly related to the project, we did not initiate discussions or any type of 

disclosure with participants regarding the project. When asked by third parties about our project 

(usually general inquiries about how far along we were in the process) we took care to never use 

names or divulge the nature of our relationships to the participants. As a rule, we kept 

conversations of this nature as general as possible. In some cases, the participants were present 

when a third party asked us about our project. In this case, we kept the conversation as quick and 
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general as possible without disclosing the participant’s identity. In at least two cases, the 

participants self-disclosed their participation in our study to a third party, in our presence. In this 

case, we allowed the participant to guide the conversation, and still took care not to divulge the 

nature of the data, other than describing the general topic of SMEs.   

 With regard to integrity of the data, we had to consider that our existing relationship with 

the participants might affect the interview, in terms of how we asked questions and also how the 

participants chose to relay information. We conducted our own process of bracketing and self-

inquiry as described above, to put aside or acknowledge our own biases and pre-existing ideas as 

best as possible. We also followed an interview protocol (Appendix B) to help maintain 

consistency of approach across interviews. We endeavored to make the participants feel as 

comfortable as possible, in terms of location, interview approach, and by clearly communicating 

verbally and in writing that the participants were under no obligation to continue participation in 

the study if at any point they decided to remove themselves from the project (see Appendix C). 

However, it is possible that the participants at any time may have edited or otherwise shifted 

their disclosure of information based on our prior relationships. We do not believe that this has 

adversely affected the data collection process. As we have suggested above, prior relationships 

may have enriched the data. However, this remains a factor worthy of note with regard to dual 

relationships and the data collection process.  

Results 

 Four themes emerged from the four participant interviews. These themes were 

connection, elements of the music, identity, and engagement with multiple levels of being. To 

arrive at these four final themes across interviews, we first coded each interview transcript 

individually and then grouped codes into categories specific to each participant. Then we 

reviewed the categories across all four participants to find major themes. We reviewed the major  
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themes in light of the original transcripts, codes, and categories to refine their definitions and 

ensure that they accurately represented the participants’ experiences as they were relayed to us. 

Figure 1 demonstrates the process of comparing across participant-specific categories to find 

major themes. 

 The four themes of connection, elements of the music, identity, and engagement with 

multiple levels of being can be found across all four interviews, with individual differences in 

emphasis and description of how each theme impacted the participant’s SME. Each theme will  

be briefly described, and then explored through the lens of individual participant experiences. In 

this way we hope to demonstrate the commonalities throughout while giving space for each  

participant’s voice and story to be heard. We have chosen to assign each participant a 

pseudonym to reinforce the human aspect of these experiences. 

Theme 1: Connection 

 Connection was an integral part of all four participant’s experiences. For some 

participants connection was about feeling closer to loved ones during a music experience. For 

others it was about deepening a connection to themselves. Two participants discussed connecting 

to a transcendent or spiritual place, and one participant talked about her ability to connect a piece 

of music to her personal life.  

 Alice. For Alice, much of the theme of connection revolved around relationships with 

friends and loved ones. She talked about the process of preparing for a performance of 

Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 2 in C Minor (Op. 18). She herself is a pianist, and she 

helped her boyfriend prepare for a performance of this piece. Alice talked about how inserting 

her interpretation of the piece was an important aspect of the experience: 

My school performed it, actually it was my ex-boyfriend that played the piano for it. I 

coached him through the interpretation and some of the performance aspects. I think that 
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I . . . was making him just feel it. Just to have more of a buildup, and to feel the aches and 

pains of that build up. So that when you got to that joyous release part it really had that 

contrast. 

Alice recognized that being part of the preparation for the performance was an important part of 

her SME, noting that helping her ex-boyfriend prepare to play the piece allowed her to have her 

personal interpretation realized on stage. This connection to the performer and to his playing of 

the music may have deepened Alice’s experience of listening to the piece.  

 Alice explored the specific point in her life that her SME occurred, connecting the 

intensity of the experience to the transitional period occurring in her personal life: “I think it was 

my senior year, so I was leaving pretty soon going to grad school, having some of those 

transitions and moving on. And leaving the closeness of that relationship too, from every day to 

distance.” Watching someone perform a piece of music while knowing she would soon be 

leaving the “every day” aspect of the relationship added a level of connection to the music. 

When reflecting on this particular piece of music, Alice came to recognize that it not only 

connected to her life when she heard her ex-boyfriend play it, but that this particular music has 

been important to her during different moments throughout her life: 

I think maybe that’s one of the beauties of the piece for me is that it’s kind of timeless for 

me. I don’t feel like it relates to one specific moment in my life . . . every time I listen to 

the Rachmaninoff it’s a new experience for me . . . it’s not really a story in my life as 

much as it’s a story in the music that has come through in all these different ways in my 

life.  

This ability to feel that the story in the music can relate to her life at many times has given Alice 

a more permanent connection to the piece. Alice also talked about different ways in which she 

has experienced Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 2 in C Minor, further demonstrating the 
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many different areas of her life she has found a connection with the piece. Below, Alice 

discussed bringing this music to her friends for a shared listening experience: 

I’ll take them through the third movement . . . And it’s kind of like I’m interpretive 

dancing with it . . . I’m like, “Oh, and look at this! And oh! And the heart wrenching 

part.” And I rise with my arms and I do this kind of dancing thing and people laugh but 

they also get it. They get it when they get that visual description and the emotional 

content . . . it’s almost like analyzing to an extent that everybody can understand. . . . In 

some ways it’s sharing part of my relationship with music . . . and sharing a part of 

myself or part of my background with somebody in a way that they can really grasp. And 

we can all be on the same track. I guess that’s a good way to say it though, being on the 

same track.  

In describing the way she shares this music with her friends, Alice demonstrated with her arms 

and her body how she visually dances with the piece. Alyssa, as the interviewer, could see 

Alice’s passion for this experience and the care she took to get everyone “on the same track”. It 

seemed that in sharing this piece of music with friends Alice was finding a way of sharing part of 

herself with those friends; finding a way to share her relationship with music, the emotional 

aspects of this piece of music, and bringing friends together in a deeply connected experience.  

 Elizabeth. The theme of connection for Elizabeth encompassed many different ways of 

connecting with people. She explored how it is to connect with loved ones through music, a 

feeling of being connected to strangers, as well as how it is for her to connect to herself in her 

own inner world. The following excerpt shows how Elizabeth felt a strong ability to connect 

music to her emotions: 

I’m a very emotional person. And I think I connect with music mostly on an emotional 

level . . . Having music to validate feelings, connect to them on a personal level . . . I 
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know Joni Mitchell talks about the feeling of, there’s that magical moment when a certain 

line of a song will connect personally. So that’s a beautiful thing when that happens. But 

then a certain chord progression or a certain chord, anything musical can connect 

emotionally. 

These “magical moments” that occur in music experiences are a big reason of why Elizabeth is a 

musician, as explored below, when discussing the song “You and Me” by Neil Diamond: 

It’s also one of those songs that you can connect at any time really, it’s just about, certain 

lines are so, it’s about life, it’s about not knowing. So it brings you to a space like: 

“Where am I?” Time is flying and I need to let the light in. You feel alive. Sometimes 

even if it’s a little sad you feel alive. It’s hard to explain. It really is hard to explain 

because it’s such an emotional thing. But I want that, I love when I can get that 

connection with music . . . for me it’s more emotional, for validation and feelings like 

you’re not alone.  

For Elizabeth, these moments of emotional connection in a piece of music lead to feelings of not 

being alone. It seemed that having her emotions validated in music allowed her to feel connected 

to the greater collective of the human experience. In this way not only was Elizabeth connecting 

to the music and her internal emotions, she was also feeling a sense of connection to humanity as 

a whole.  

 Another important aspect of the theme of connection for Elizabeth was in sharing music 

with others. She discussed playing her original songs for an audience and what that experience 

brought to her, as well as sharing music listening experiences with her father and her significant 

other. Below Elizabeth described an experience of connecting with strangers and other musicians 

through her live performance of original songs:  
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I go up there and I try to do it with pride and just hope that people like it. I just have to 

hope that they like it. And hope that they can connect in some way, the way that I do with 

songs and songwriters that I love. I can only hope that they would really latch on to a 

certain line of a song that hits them . . . another musician who I really respect a lot told 

me that my music was . . . Elegant . . . it was a musician that I respect, and so it was 

validating in the way that I’m like okay, so this is good. I am making beautiful music. It’s 

almost like having that really, I felt like he was really listening. At one point I looked out 

in the crowd and he was sitting there with his eyes closed, really listening, and it just felt 

good. I felt like he was touched by my art . . . like he got it. 

Here Elizabeth communicated a desire for others to connect to her music in the way she has had 

those “magical moments” of connection in music. She talked about feeling validated, really 

heard, by another musician she respects, and how encouraging that connection was for her. 

Elizabeth spent a significant amount of time describing how she uses music listening experiences 

to connect with her father and her significant other. She reflected that the first time she 

remembered hearing the song “You and Me” by Neil Diamond was in her father’s van, and how 

she “was always searching for acceptance and connection with my dad too.” Below is an excerpt 

of an exchange between Elizabeth (E) and Alyssa, the researcher (R) in which Elizabeth 

explored this searching for connection with her father through shared music listening: 

E: It’s like my way to kind of say, “Dad, I’m here, let’s bond.” And so he turned me on to 

Marvin Gay and Bob Dylan, Steely Dan, a lot of Steve Earle. And I turn him on to music, 

Billy Preston. Growing up he always had music playing while he was cooking, and he’d 

blast it. It’s definitely a way to bond. And (significant other) and I too really bond with 

music . . . That’s the glue of our relationship, I mean look it’s like: record player, tons of 

records. 
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R: So you find that with these people in particular is it the act of listening to music that’s 

connecting or making music? 

E: With Dad and (significant other) it’s definitely like active listening. Sitting and 

listening, pointing out a certain part that you like. Pointing out a certain lyric. It’s such, 

it’s magical. I love that, when you can share. And my dad’s like, “Listen to this part 

coming up! Listen to the background singers!” . . . I would say that’s very significant, 

music sharing with loved one.  

In this conversation Elizabeth described the deep connection she has found through active 

listening with her dad and with her significant other.  Reflecting that her dad always ‘blasted’ 

music while he was cooking, Elizabeth showed how her interactions in music listening with her 

dad has evolved as she’s gotten older. They have formed a kind of music sharing relationship, 

each introducing the other to new music and pointing out what about that music is special to 

them. Elizabeth has taken this same approach as a way of connecting with her significant other, 

pointing out the record player and shelves of records they have in their home together. This 

appears to be a nonverbal way of asking to spend time and connect with her loved ones; to ask if 

they want to put a record on and really pay attention to the music.  

 Eric. Eric’s SME was clearly a solitary experience. Unlike our other three participants, 

Eric described a situation in which the solitary nature of the experience is necessary for the focus 

and absorption that allowed him to enter a relaxed and meditative state. However, in entering 

into an immersive, meditative musical experience, inspired by the minimalist music of Steve 

Reich, Eric described a connection, not to other people, but to something else - perhaps a deeper 

level of the self, or to knowledge or understanding that transcends the self. Eric described a sense 

of presence, and “fundamental” aspect of this experience. In relating his impressions of the 

music and of his corresponding visual imagery, he noted:  
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I think of it as a purer kind of engagement . . . It’s about shapes, it’s about patterns, it’s 

about rhythms, sort of the more fundamental aspects of life . . . Stories are sort of 

complicated inventions that we make up, to understand how we think things are working, 

and stories are about something. But patterns and rhythms - they just are.  

Eric went on to discuss how he experienced a state of “being, as opposed to doing or thinking 

about” during his SME. Eric described his experience in terms that other people have used, 

referring to Freud’s “oceanic feeling . . . the idea that your ego sort of dissolves and you sort of 

get sucked into this thing that’s bigger than yourself”. Eric also more directly compared his own 

experience to meditation:  

Around that time [of the SME] I was curious about Buddhism, and I was completely 

undisciplined about meditation, but - and I know that people who are hard core Buddhists 

will disagree with me on this - but I believe that the experience of listening to music in 

this deep way has a lot of the same effects as meditating. 

 While this did not emerge in the initial analysis, we noted after comparing across 

interviews that Eric also has a deep connection to this piece of music, which has been consistent 

throughout his life. In Eric’s words: “[Music for 18 Musicians is] a piece that [has] just become 

part of who I am. I feel like I know [it] so well, [it’s] a part of my life.” 

 James. James described connection on multiple levels in his interview. Across three 

distinct SMEs, James talked about connection at the one-to-one level, at the level of community, 

and at a spiritual or transcendent level. James explicitly noted harmony as a musical vehicle for 

connection with other people, which can also be expanded metaphorically to include all types of 

connections with individuals, community, and the universe. At one point, James described the 

act of sharing music as “breaking bread” in the sense of communion.  
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 James described the resonant connection he feels with his “musical soul brother,” a friend 

with whom he has had the opportunity to perform over many years: 

I can almost anticipate what he’s going to do and he knows what I’m going to do . . . if 

we start singing the same line in unison, one of us will drop out and do the harmony . . . 

and we’ll get it, right away. 

 He expanded on this when describing his experience of vocal harmony in general: “You 

can feel it resonate and then you can feel it click with another voice. It’s different on other 

instruments . . . with the voice you feel it right away. It’s like we’re locked in.” His ability to feel 

“locked in” in this way with his friend brings a particular quality to this friendship, this 

connection.  

 James pointed out that family and community have played a major role in his SMEs. He 

described the audience that was present when he and his friend got to play together: “His whole 

family was there, other lifeguard families were there. We sang happy birthday to one of the 

lifeguard’s kids.” Similarly, during an SME when a different band got to play, James talked 

about playing with his cousin, “My best friend, my cousin, my blood.” In this instance, the band 

recorded an EP in the studio, and then distributed it to family and friends. At the time of the 

concert, the audience, which included many of these family and friends, showed their support by 

singing the whole first verse to the opening song. James spoke with delight of this experience: 

“Everybody, like everybody, in unison [was] singing the whole first verse of this song.”  

 When talking about an SME from early in his life, at an eighth grade choir concert, James 

elaborated on a type of connection that bridges community and a more transcendent, spiritual 

feeling: 

I felt . . . a collective energy . . . I felt like everybody was feeling what I was feeling, and 

you could just look around and people would make eye contact and make connections 
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and it was just like you’re like in love with everything almost . . . like it was just pure 

love. 

James described how the experience at the choir concert early in life has influenced him 

throughout life, caused him to “seek harmony, with people . . . communion with people, and 

expression with people that vibrates in a particular way where individuality is maintained, 

uniqueness is still present, but . . . the whole is greater than the sum of its parts”.  

Theme 2: Elements of the Music 

 To discuss SMEs without discussing the music involved would do a disservice to the 

totality of the experience. All four of the participants brought up different specific elements of 

the music involved in their experiences that impacted and supported the experience they had. 

Balance, harmony, texture, tension and release are all aspects of the music discussed by the 

participants. Each discussed the music involved in specific ways, indicating that had the music 

been different it would have greatly shifted the experience they had.  

 Alice. For Alice, the theme of elements of the music encompassed feelings of tension and 

resolution in the music and the orchestration of the piece. Alice discussed how these contributed 

to an overall effect of yearning and were important to holding her SME: 

I think it’s just something about that orchestral music too. I’ve never even played in an 

orchestra, but it’s something I just enjoy, the piano solo and then the background. It’s 

maybe suspensions and certain tensions that release. I know that the release comes at the 

top of the scale…it’s like it builds. . . . and when the pattern hits the top it falls from 

there. And there’s this weaving effect of layering of sounds and patterns I guess . . . it’s a 

scale going up and then you hit the chords at the top. And even on the piano you feel like, 

or listening, you feel like you can never hit those notes as loud or as big as you want them 
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to be or as you feel it . . . So it’s like that balance of tenderness amidst the big glorious 

part.  

In this excerpt, Alice talked about the feeling of never quite hitting the notes loud enough in the 

climactic moment of Rachmaninoff’s second piano concerto. She noted that this lack of 

satisfaction adds to the emotions evoked in the moment. It seemed that balance and contrast in 

the music were important in facilitating Alice’s experience. 

 Elizabeth. Elizabeth described the ability of music to hold difficult, intense emotions. 

She talked about what musical elements are present in the music of “You and Me” by Neil 

Diamond, as well as similarities in other music she is drawn to and her own compositions: 

E: It’s in drop D guitar which is something I’ve always been very attracted to. It’s very 

holding and, it has this sort of feeling about the song that’s exploring regret, exploring 

sadness, exploring doubt but also a love for somebody? 

R: Do you think, is there something specific about this song in particular that allows you 

to want to go to that place when you hear it? What is it about that song? 

E: I really think it’s the music . . . that drop D and there’s that one part that’s like 

(singing) buh dum bum. Just the simplicity of the chorus. I mean, the guitar work is 

beautiful and it brings out the, it’s like a searching feeling. . . . I’m attracted to music with 

drones. A lot of Irish music has that, I love sitar music, there’s a lot of drones, and I guess 

you could say it had that really strong tonal center and holding, and it sounds beautiful to 

me. So some of it’s aesthetic, but the songs I’ve written in drop D are definitely not 

happy songs. 

Elizabeth went on to demonstrate one of her original songs written in drop D, playing on guitar 

and singing. She focused on the consistency of the drop D note as a holding tone for the feelings:  
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E: So you hear that, it’s really (strum) so it always comes back to that, it has that same 

feeling of, but the drop D is always there. So it’s (singing) I thought about it, I thought 

about it good. I thought as deep as initials carved in wood. And I chased that dream up 

an old dead hollow tree. It faded away to just a memory.  

R: I hear what you mean about, you said the drop D is always there. It’s just this constant 

throughout the rest of the change. 

E: And it goes, minor to major. So it’s a good way for me to process feelings. 

Songwriting when it happens and it’s good. 

For Elizabeth, the space created in music by drop D tuning or drones feels like a place to hold 

feelings. She identified that not only is this tuning present in the song “You and Me,” it is also 

present in many of her original songs. She expressed that she tends to use drop D in songs she 

writes that are “definitely not happy songs,” indicating that for her, it is a space utilized in 

expressing less blissful emotions.   

 Eric. The specific composer and piece of music played an important role in the 

significance of Eric’s SME. Eric had an experience of what he called “deep listening” to the 

piece Music for 18 Musicians by Steve Reich. Eric introduced the piece: 

Around that time I was just discovering a piece by Steve Reich called Music for 18 

Musicians, and it’s minimalist music and it goes on for an hour and it’s lots of mallet 

instruments and bass clarinet and repetitive . . . harmonically rich.  

 Eric noted that the minimalist elements of this piece had a significant impact on his 

experience, including the visual imagery he experienced while listening. Eric would often 

experience rich visual imagery when listening to music, but in most other cases there would be 

stories, narratives, and specific images. As he described: 
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That was what was interesting about the Steve Reich piece . . . I don’t remember having 

imagery that related to the real world. I imagined geometric shapes. I mean, there’s 

something about the nature of his music that . . . is much more mathematical, and not in a 

bad way.  

 While the minimalist style and elements of this piece contributed to Eric’s experience, he 

pointed out that he does not particularly love minimalism, and even finds some of it hard to listen 

to. He emphasized that it was this composer and this piece in particular that produced this 

experience for him. While he elaborated on some of the musical elements involved, there 

appeared to be an ineffable uniqueness about Steve Reich’s music. Eric has had many similar 

experiences of “deep listening” to all different styles and genres of music from an early age, but 

this experience stood out. He noted that the sheer length of this particular piece may also have 

had something to do with it standing out in his memory. He remarked that it was “such a long, 

sustained experience” with “a piece of music that lasted for two sides of an album.” 

 Eric talked about how this one particular piece allowed him to have his first visceral 

experience of “music as medicine,” in that he “could perceive it reducing anxiety and bringing 

[him] into a focused, meditative state.” He noted that, “There’s the idea that there’s a recurring 

pulse throughout the piece, so I think there is sort of a bio-physiological thing that’s happening 

listening to this music, having to do with heart rate.” He pointed out that the forward movement, 

rhythmically and harmonically, helped him to have this experience of relaxation: 

Steve Reich relaxes me . . . One of the things I find so annoying about relaxation music is 

that it’s just a lot of diatonic arpeggios, so there’s no forward movement . . . So, for me, 

the exact opposite would be [for example] a Bach chorale, where you have constant 

resolution from the VII to the III, and that’s what makes the music move forward. And 
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it’s like having a massage . . . in order to have the relaxation you have to go into the point 

of tension and resolve it. 

Eric continued to elaborate on the specific elements in this piece that create movement and 

interest for him, having the effect of tension and release: 

Although [Steve Reich’s] music doesn’t have those resolutions in the same way [as the 

Bach chorale], it’s just a movement from one sonority to the next . . . there’s rhythm, but 

one of the ways he achieves the same effect is he’ll have a major chord, and then he’ll 

add a relative third in the bass - you know, the relative minor, so that [you go] from 

thinking it’s one thing and then suddenly, just with a light shift, [it creates] a “hmmm” . . 

. casting what you’re looking at in a new light. 

In addition to some of the more general elements of minimalist style and the overall magnitude 

of the piece, Eric clearly identified very specific compositional aspects of Steve Reich’s music 

that were important to his experience of listening.  

 James.  Harmony, particularly vocal harmony, played a major role in James’s SMEs. The 

harmony between people is more clearly addressed in the theme of connection, and so the 

musical elements are discussed here. This includes musical resonance, including physical and 

aural sensations, vibrations, and pleasure. James described experiencing “tight vocal harmonies” 

with his close friend: “[With] the direct feedback you get because your voice is the instrument, 

you can feel it resonate and then you can feel it click with another voice . . . We’re locked in.” 

James even described other musical experiences that are “like harmony” to him, including the 

layering of multiple tracks while recording an album in the studio, and the interconnection of the 

audience singing and the band playing during a live performance.  

 James also discussed many specific structural or observable aesthetic aspects of each 

musical experience that contributed to the significance of the experience. James talked about 
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playing “some obscure stuff” with a band and some that’s “not obscure, but only fans would 

know it.” As he noted, “We would play Pink Floyd songs. We wouldn’t do “Wish You Were 

Here”, or anything like that. We’d do something off of Meddle or one of the earlier albums.” 

This was an important part of the band’s approach, and what surfaced as significant here was the 

connection this forged with audience members. James relayed one example in which the band 

played “a Lucinda Williams song, and [an audience member came out and said] ‘Nobody plays 

Lucinda Williams live! I haven’t heard Lucinda Williams live since I saw her live!’” As James 

described: “We do some of the stuff that’s lesser known, [and] it connects with people.” This 

connection added to the picture of warmth and good feeling of the SMEs. This pride and sense of 

accomplishment in having broad musical knowledge, picking out the “lesser known” songs, and 

performing them well, also played a role. Over the whole of James’s story, the specifics of the 

music - style, genre, type of musical experience, and quality of the experience - served as critical 

building blocks holding the space for the deep, universal elements of connection, communion, 

and pride to emerge.  

Theme 3: Identity 

 For our participants, exploration of identity was a key aspect of their SMEs. Moving 

inward and experiencing different levels of themselves and emotions was important for two of 

our participants. Three participants identified finding aspects of their purpose in life and 

development as professionals as key to their SME, and two participants discussed the importance 

of particular pieces of music in their development as teenagers and young adults.  

 Alice. In her interview, Alice discussed feeling a connection to the composer of the piece 

with which she experienced her SME. This connection seemed to foster an understanding of her 

own identity, as she identified some similarities in their life experiences:  
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I’ve learned that Rachmaninoff’s career didn’t take off until that second piano concerto. 

Which is really interesting. I think that was significant to my place in life at that time. 

That he was unrecognized. Not that I’m anything like Rachmaninoff but that feeling of 

working hard and not having anybody notice. 

In this excerpt it is evident that her connection to Rachmaninoff allowed Alice to identify aspects 

of her life that she was struggling with at the time of her SME. In the following excerpt, Alice 

continued to describe how she identified with Rachmaninoff’s story:  

So he kind of became famous out of that piece, and it was so personal to him. I think that 

transition of using the music to get out of, or to work through something, that’s why I’m 

in music therapy. 

Here, Alice has related the ways in which music can be used to “work through something,” a 

process both she and Rachmaninoff utilized during their lives. Alice recognized that this ability 

to use music in this way has, in part, led her to the current track of becoming a music therapist:  

I think that throughout my life, and maybe one of the things that drew me to music 

therapy was being able to go to the piano and play a piece of music, and just be able to 

play it a different way each time. Each way I could play it in a way that could be an outlet 

or a kind of release for me. 

This except shows a glimpse into a way Alice has used music to work through things in her life. 

Being able to express an emotion on the piano reinforced Alice’s decision to study music 

therapy, having identified this aspect of her life that has helped her cope. This seemed to be a key 

aspect of her identity formation as she continued to learn about the different ways music can be 

utilized in music therapy.  

 Elizabeth. Elizabeth talked about her identity throughout the interview, beginning with 

how she experienced listening to the song “You and Me” as a 6-year-old, and connecting her 
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SME to ways she attempts to facilitate those moments of connection with clients she sees as a 

music therapist. She described her early experiences with the song and her emotional connection 

to it: 

I think it was this song called “You and Me” from the album Harvest Moon. And I 

remember just feeling this kind of sadness and kind of desire. And when I look back on it 

I feel like it was my little emotional being sort of developing, and connecting with music 

that way . . . Remembering that, it was kind of a sad feeling. My parents were really 

unhappy at that point, and it’s kind of a song about breaking up. I really think it was me 

developing as an emotional being. 

Elizabeth reflected on the development of herself as an emotional being, considering how the 

theme of this song related to a hard time in her childhood: 

We talked about me exploring romantic love and feeling, maybe feeling sad that my 

parents were unhappy. And it’s a man and woman singing kind of connects to that . . . the 

opening line is, “Open up your eyes, I see how lifetime flies. Open up and let the light 

back in.” I mean, woah. As a 6-year-old, you’re like, “What? How do I deal with that 

feeling? What are these feelings I’m feeling?” . . . It’s almost, it’s kind of spiritual. You 

think about life and your relationships and your, who I am as a person and who I love. . . . 

We’re surrounded by music but those special moments when you feel alive, you connect 

to it personally on a personal level. You’re like, “That’s why I’m a musician. That’s why 

this is such a part of who I am.” 

This excerpt shows how much this moment and others like it have impacted Elizabeth’s life. She 

expanded on being a 6-year-old developing emotionally, relating it to spiritual experiences, and 

examining who she is as a person and as a musician. These are significant areas of a human’s 

identity development, all being impacted and shaped by Elizabeth’s SME.  
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 Elizabeth also discussed how her experiences in music impact her work as a music 

therapist. Having had moments with music during which she feels an emotional or personal 

connection and a sense of validation, Elizabeth hopes to facilitate these moments for the people 

with whom she works. She related that she pays particular attention to those moments in clinical 

work: 

I started off talking about those magical moments when you have a certain line in a song 

or a certain feeling that connects to you personally, so when you can facilitate that with 

somebody you’re working with, or if it comes up and they want to talk about it for them, 

I just want to latch on to that. Because I know from my own experience how significant 

and therapeutic it is.  

This illustrates that Elizabeth’s SME has impacted her formation of identity as a music therapist. 

In her work she looks for significance in the music experiences of her clients, hoping to foster 

deeper meaning and understanding for them.  

 Eric. Eric identified multiple traits about himself that have had an important impact on 

this experience. Eric’s understanding of his own attributes and identity seemed to contribute to 

the experience. He described himself as a “deep music listener.” When asked to explain what 

that means to him, Eric elaborated and compared the experience of listening to the experience of 

reading: 

I think that I’m an auditory learner. I think that I have a hard time reading quickly and 

really retaining. I have to read things multiple times in order to get them. On the other 

hand, when I hear things, I get it, automatically. It’s instantaneous. And I feel that I hear 

things with a great deal of nuance. I have a great aural memory. So the experience of 

listening is just fundamental to who I am. It’s the way that I’m wired . . . and I know that 

there are people . . . [for whom] the experience of reading for them is transformative at 
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the physical level . . . and transporting them to some other sort of state when they read. 

But for me [that happens] when I’m listening. 

In addition to identifying himself as a deep music listener and an auditory learner, Eric also 

described himself as “solitary” as a listener. He related this back to spending a lot of time 

listening to music by himself when he was younger.  

 Eric brought up contextual information around his SME that related back to identity in 

terms of self-concept, clinical identity and larger identity as a musician. While Eric’s SME 

occurred in his early twenties, he later found out that Steve Reich and Philip Glass were 

revolutionizing certain aspects of the music and composition industry right around the time that 

Eric was having the SME and going through some major shifts in his own musical identity: 

At this time in my life I really wanted to be a composer, and . . . I believed I didn’t have 

the chops, for one, and two, I hadn’t put the work in to really feel like I could succeed, 

and the idea of making your money as a composer seemed just ludicrous. And this was at 

a time when new composition in America was completely dominated by sort of 

academic, atonal stuff . . . . and there was a sort of an orthodoxy. If you weren’t part of 

that world, it was very hard to break through and to make a career. But somehow, those 

guys, Steve Reich and Philip Glass, both figured out that if they took control of the means 

of production, if they formed their own groups and booked their own concerts, they 

[could] change the paradigm. So they . . . brought back this current era where accessible, 

vernacular music has a place . . . . So, if I had been hip to that, what was really going on 

in that way, I think I would have chosen that route. 

Looking back on his SME, the immersive experience of deep relaxation while listening to Music 

for 18 Musicians, Eric singled out this piece of knowledge that added another layer to the 

experience in retrospect.  
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 Eric’s first recognized the power of “music as medicine” as a result of his SME. This 

deeply resonant experience had a long-term impact on his career choices and relationship to 

music. As he explained: 

I found myself listening to this [piece] on a daily basis with headphones, really being 

drawn to something about it. At that moment I also had a friend who was deeply musical 

- a very skilled guitar player, and he was also listening to this same piece of music. He 

said for him it was medicine. This was the first time I had really thought about music in 

that way, but it completely resonated with my experience of it. 

He noted that his experience of deep listening combined with his friend’s words caused a shift in 

his perspective: “I guess it sort of . . . changed my understanding of what music is. It . . . added 

this dimension that music is therapy”.  

 Eric’s SME has also informed his research interests and potential future clinical work. He 

described a particular interest in Guided Imagery and Music (GIM) as a result of his experiences 

with deep listening. He mentioned that, in playing Steve’s Reich’s “Music for 18 Musicians” for 

other people, he realized that it can actually have a visceral non-relaxing effect, and can even be 

anxiety-inducing. This comprehension that each person’s reaction to music is individualized led 

him to become interested in better understanding the phenomenon. In looking at his own 

associations with this piece and others, he has also explored the idea of composing new music 

for GIM.  

 Essentially, over the long term, Eric’s initial experience and subsequent relationship with 

this piece have both been informed by his identity, and have influenced aspects of his 

professional and musical identity since that first SME. 

 James. James’s SMEs were related to identity in multiple ways. James discussed music 

and associations that helped him to define himself. As an adult, James played in a band with 
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friends who are older than he is. He described his influence in bringing some of his own music to 

this band, and sharing it: 

The songs we do are songs I grew up loving, and that were major, major moments in my 

life as a teenager and musician . . . . I feel like I introduced [the guys in the band] to a 

whole new genre, or at least a generation of music. So that’s nice for me to think, too. 

These songs have personal meaning to me, outside of this, and then I was able to share 

that with these guys in a really intimate way, and now it’s become part of their 

experience, too. 

The sense of pride that started to come through here is also a part of how James’s story related to 

the theme of identity. James described pride in his work, often in collaboration with others 

musically. This included the long awaited culmination of an experience, as in the case of 

completing an EP in the studio, or presenting a choral performance after a lot of work, but it also 

included pride in the spontaneous elements of musical performance, such as when the quality of 

James’s vocal connection with his friend resulted in harmonies that deeply affected the audience. 

Within this, there were elements of an intrinsic sense of accomplishment, as well as positive 

feedback from other people, including friends and relatives. Some of this feedback was explicit, 

as in compliments, whereas some of it was implied or apparent, as in the case of hundreds of 

people singing along to James’s band’s original work during their concert.  

 James described his purpose as being all about music, about harmony - about sharing 

music with the world in his own way: “As quick as our lives are and as insignificant as they are 

in the context of the universe or the cosmos, there’s still something really important that happens 

and that’s worth noting. I think everybody wants a piece of that.” James talked about music as 

being “so ingrained” in his being and his life; “It’s my leisure. It’s my passion. It’s my 

everything.” In being asked to reflect on any new insights brought about by the interview 
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process, he said that there are no new insights, but brought up that each of these experiences, and 

talking about them, is a “reminder of why [he’s] here.” In reflecting on his experiences, James 

talked about purpose as channeling source energy in a particular way and then sharing that 

knowledge. In particular, he referred to playing a live gig in which the audience listened to the 

band’s EP and then sang along to the song: 

[It’s] the sharing of the fruits of your labor . . . but the fruits of your labor wouldn’t exist 

without the source, the universal energy; it’s just channeled in a particular way. Think 

about a tree and where it grows - depends on the soil and the type of tree, but it’s still 

channeling that energy. And here we are, as four different guys, bringing our unique 

contexts and our musical experiences together to create something, and then sharing that 

with people we love, and there’s nothing better.  

 James’s sense of purpose, as a musician channeling source energy in a particular way and 

sharing that with the world, seemed to be a key part of his musical identity.  

Theme 4: Engagement with Multiple Levels of Being 

 This theme encompassed many ways of being in a SME. The participants described the 

physicality of their SMEs and feeling vulnerable and open to a more primal or simple way of 

being. For two participants, experience of being transported to another place (in time, in space, in 

realm) was a key aspect of their SME. An important element of all SME’s was that the 

participants discussed being engaged or affected on multiple levels, with elements of immersion 

or otherwise becoming completely absorbed and present in the music experience.  

 Alice. For Alice, the theme of engagement with multiple levels of being was a 

combination of the physical and the emotional. In the following excerpts it is clear how these 

two ways of being intertwine throughout her SME to intensify her experience. The emotional 

aspect was expressed here: “You don’t want to experience those hard feelings, but that somehow 
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makes the best music, which is hard”. The physical aspect was expressed here, when Alice 

shared an experience of going to the piano feeling angry. She described the physicality of the 

music and how she was able to move through her anger:  

I had gone to the piano and I had played out all my frustrations and because playing at the 

piano at that advanced level is a physical exertion a lot of the times…that sense of just 

getting it out and being able to move on. 

In revisiting her experience of listening to the performance of Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto 

No. 2 in C Minor, Alice noticed that she was able to “not be in [her] head so much”:  

I think I cried when I heard it, when he performed it, I think it really…that’s a rarity for 

me because I’m never able to cry at movies or music and I was able to just get that 

overwhelmed…in this instance it was just enough that I could have just, not be in my 

head so much. 

This separation of cognitive thinking and emotional experiencing allowed Alice to release and 

cry during the performance. This seemed to be the essential component of the SME that stood 

out to Alice. She talked a lot about how rare it is for her to be able to release into her emotions, 

and that she was proud of herself for being able to let go in this SME.  

 Elizabeth. For Elizabeth, the theme of engagement with multiple levels of being revolved 

around her emotional, internal world. She felt that she was sometimes transported in time back to 

her 6 year old being when returning to listen to the song “You and Me,” and found a way to sit in 

a deep place of emotions. The following exchange illustrates the emotional power that the song 

still holds for Elizabeth: 

E: It was a really significant moment, but it really has always stuck out to me, whenever I 

hear that song I’m transported back to little 6-year-old sad me . . . it’s one of those songs 

that always brings me to a contentment kind of place and always brings me to the here 
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and now. And it’s a great song to drive to. But it definitely creates a space, always. It’s a 

song I can’t ignore.  

R: How would you describe the space that it creates for you? 

E: Contentment. Reflective. It’s like melancholy but a little hopeful. You know even 

though it’s technically a break up song it brings up so many things. So many things, so 

many feelings. There’s hope, there’s sadness. You know, you’re like, “Where’s my life 

going?” It funny, it touches me deeply but I always want to go to that place. 

This song allowed Elizabeth to find an internal space to explore complex, evolving emotions. In 

addition to returning to her experience as a 6-year-old, Elizabeth expressed that she always wants 

to explore the space this song creates for her.  

 Eric. Eric described aspects of his experience that occurred on physical, mental, and 

possibly transcendent levels, resulting in an all-encompassing, visceral, immersive experience.  

 Throughout the interview, Eric referred to immediate, felt, physical sensations during the 

SME, and also research and thought around what was really happening on a bio-physiological 

level that lead to the powerful effects he has felt. He introduced this concept early on: 

I think there is a sort of bio-physiological thing that’s happening listening to this music, 

having to do with heart rate [and recurring pulse throughout the piece]. I haven’t really 

analyzed this in particular with this piece, but it was an immersive experience. I was so 

deeply immersed that I believe it was altering my brain waves. And we know that there’s 

research that shows music does this. I had such a visceral experience that I think that has 

to have been what was happening. And I don’t even understand the brain science of alpha 

waves and beta waves, but I experienced it as very calming . . . and very, very focused. 

Eric discussed the wider value of music’s bio-physiological reach, and related it back to his own 

experience: “Music has direct access to your body; not only your mind . . . What we know now 
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about how your heartbeat entrains to music, I was experiencing it then. . . . What we’re 

beginning to understand now, through research - I’ve experienced it.” He continued to elaborate 

of the experience of lowered heart rate: 

Let me put it this way - I felt calmer. I never actually took my pulse, but, you know, when 

you’re an anxious person you definitely have this sense of racing, and then when 

something calms you down you feel that you’re moving more slowly, and I think that’s 

probably because your heart rate is slower. 

Eric described how he “could perceive [Music for 18 Musicians] reducing anxiety and bringing 

[him] into a focused meditative state.” He noted that listening to this piece was “definitely 

something that was therapeutic.” In elaborating on how anxiety is reduced while listening to this 

piece, Eric talked about “shutting off” critical voices in one’s head, and noted the perceived 

lowering of heart rate and possible altering of brain waves. He believes that deep listening in this 

way may have some of the same effects as meditation.  

 Eric was immersed in this experience on physical, mental, and possibly even spiritual 

levels, leading him to be completely absorbed in the experience. This immersive aspect resulted 

in a sense of connection to a fundamental state of “being, as opposed to doing or thinking about.” 

Eric used an analogous concept in reading to describe his experience: 

I know that there are people who have the same physical response that I’m talking about 

when they’re reading - I don’t have that - people who don’t even really remember what 

they’ve read, but somehow the experience of reading for them is transformative at the 

physical level . . . and transporting them to some other sort of state when they read - but 

for me it’s when I’m listening.  

 James. During his interview, James identified elements of physical and emotional 

intensity that contributed to the power of his SMEs, as well as a spiritual element of connection. 
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Intensity was a key factor in the significance of James’s experiences. James described the 

excitement and build up to a powerful moment singing in all-county choir in eighth grade: 

Being in the chorus was fun, and I enjoyed it, but when I went to all-county, it was 

like…”Whoa!” . . . What an unbelievable experience. It felt like a hundred people singing 

. . . You have three days to learn your part . . . and then all of a sudden it just started to 

come together. Then, there was a moment when we were doing the song . . . and it was 

one of the most powerful harmony singing moments in my entire life - sitting in this 

room, where finally all the different parts got together. . . . It was all of a sudden, a 

hundred kids singing this song and . . . you were just surrounded by [a feeling that is hard 

to describe], but it was definitely spiritual, cosmic. 

James talked about his heart “fluttering” and feeling “full” with a “lightness” in his chest. He 

described a “collective energy”, and the intuitive knowing that “everybody could feel what [he] 

was feeling.”  There were feelings of “pure love”, and of being “in love with everything.”  He 

also described applause after the choir performance that was “like an ocean” that “went on for 

days.” In talking about another concert playing with a band, James described the whole crowd 

singing the first verse of his band’s original song, followed by the powerful entrance of the band, 

as an “explosion:” “Talk about the energy - we were a full band, mic’d, going through the PA, 

and with [maybe sixty to a hundred] people singing. It was just so big, so powerful.” In both of 

these cases, it appeared that the sheer volume and energy - the magnitude of the experience, had 

a direct physical and emotional impact. In the case of the choir concert, James described this 

experience affecting him on a spiritual level as well.  

 As discussed in the theme of elements of the music, James also noted the physical 

sensation of vibration and resonance when singing harmony: 
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I think those are the moments that stand out the most for me in any of the shows - when 

the vocal harmonies are tight. . . . There’s something about vocal harmony that I love. I 

don’t know if it’s the direct feedback you get because your voice is the instrument, and 

you can feel it resonate and then you can feel it click with another voice. It’s different on 

other instruments [like] guitar, piano, even stringed instruments and horns . . . with the 

voice you feel it right away. . . . It’s resonating in you.  

 In addition to the pleasant or positively charged intense, multi-level aspects of these 

experiences, James talked about the emotional intensity of dealing with the knowledge that his 

close friend and “musical soul brother” had been diagnosed with a terminal illness. The feeling 

of sharing a beautiful experience of playing music together with this close friend came through 

as bittersweet. James reflected on having the memory of this experience, of playing on stage 

together:  

It’ll be a moment that resonates for a long time, if not forever, because he’ll be gone 

someday. We don’t know how long. There’s no way to know, really. Could be a couple 

years, could be ten, fifteen - who knows, but I’ll always have that memory. 

Discussion 

Four Themes 

 We asked, “What is the experience of music therapy graduate students and new 

professionals of significant music events in their lives?” Each of the participants provided a 

unique story, told in their own way, on an experience, or multiple experiences, in music that was 

significant to them. Alice discussed a relationship with Rachmaninoff’s piano concerto and the 

complex experience of sharing her interpretation through the performance of another. Elizabeth 

talked about the power of memories elicited by songs from childhood, music in a folk tradition 

infused with love passed down to her by her father. She reflected on this music as the emotional 
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container and vehicle for the development of her own growing emotional being. Eric recounted a 

deep meditative experience listening to Steve Reich, which, combined with synchronistic 

environmental factors, lead him to the understanding of music as medicine. James talked about 

the power of sharing his music with friends, family, audiences, other musicians, and the 

universe. His story followed the themes of harmony, sharing, and transcendent experience 

through three vignettes of extraordinary and memorable performances in his life.  

 Throughout the data collection and analysis process, layers of meaning and material 

presented themselves. These layers provided us with many different levels of understanding as to 

the significance of these experiences to the participants, and practically innumerable directions in 

which to take our focus. We chose to honor the voices and experience of the participants by 

starting small, in the details of the data, coding for categories that were specific to each 

participant’s story. We then brought everything together to look for major themes that were 

consistent across the interviews. Most of the answers to our research questions were contained in 

an examination of the final results - the four major themes. We have begun with a discussion of 

these themes before addressing any outlying elements or other issues pertaining to the research 

questions and their answers.  

 Theme 1: Connection. 

 Summary. Connection was a major theme that stood out as contributing to the 

significance of each participant’s experience, and it manifested differently through each 

interview. Alice described a connection with others through sharing her emotional connection 

and interpretation with a piece of music. She also discussed the value of the connection to the 

piece itself. Elizabeth talked about connecting with family and with people who hear her music. 

She described a connection to her own internal world and emotional being. James also talked 

extensively about the connection between family, friends, audience members, and other 
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musicians. Being in music with others provided deep connections on multiple levels - with self, 

others, and with a more ineffable universal or cosmic force. Eric’s experience was unique in that 

it did not involve connections with other people. The nature of the experience itself required it be 

solitary. However, the meditative, deep relaxation of this solitary experience led Eric to “tune 

in,” finding a deep connectedness inward with the self and possibly with other transcendent 

layers of being.  

 Triangulating literature. In this study, the theme of connection emerged in different 

ways and on multiple levels. This is consistent with other music therapy literature that describes 

the different ways in which people can be connected, particularly in relationship. In her essay on 

the role of music therapy in end of life care, Clements-Cortés (2010) described three levels of 

relationship that are negotiated at end of life: intrapersonal relationship refers to relationship with 

the self, interpersonal relationship refers to relationships with other people, and transpersonal 

relationship refers to a connection at the level of spirit. Spirit in this case can refer simply to 

something larger than oneself, including but not limited to God, nature, and the world at large. 

When interviewed regarding music and spirituality, Bonny (2001) described spirituality in terms 

of a search for meaning that can be either internal or external, and stated that progressing along 

that path of understanding oneself in this way can lead love and connection with self, other, and 

eventually the whole of the world. In a phenomenological study of music therapists’ experience 

of spiritual moments in clinical work, Marom (2004) noted that music facilitates many different 

connections, including experiences of group bonding and “soul connection” (p. 50) between 

people. Nicholson (2015) found connection to be a major category in his study on music 

therapists’ peak experiences. Consistent with James’s experience, Austin (2001) singled out 

vocal harmony as an opportunity for being in relationship and forging connections in therapy. 

Geeves and McIlwain (2016) conducted a phenomenological study of professional musicians’ 
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experience of performance, and found connection as the single overarching theme of the study. 

Gabrielsson (2010) found many participants described the development of community through 

music experience, as well as connections on intrapersonal and transpersonal levels. Music has 

long been considered a connecting force, in many ways throughout all different world cultures 

(Aldridge, 2006; Pavlicevic, 2013). Trevarthen and Malloch (2017) considered the 

communicative nature of music to be an inherent part of human development. Our findings in 

this study reflected the literature, in that they illustrated how music is a medium for connection 

in many different ways.  

 Theme 2: Elements of the music. 

 Summary. Each of the participants clearly identified aspects of the music that stood out 

to them and were hallmarks of their experience. In each interview participants discussed the 

significance of musical elements and how they impacted their SME. In Alice’s interview, the 

rising scale, crescendo, and other factors, led to feelings of tension and release, creating a 

powerful cathartic aspect to the experience. In Elizabeth’s case, drop D tuning created a holding 

container for feelings, particularly those that are “not happy”, providing a safe place for the 

expansion of her emotional being through creativity. Eric identified minimalist elements such as 

structure, recurring pulse, and forward movement through subtle harmonic shifts. These elements 

in the music allowed him to access a deep, relaxed, meditative state and reduced anxiety, thus 

leading him on a journey of understanding “music as medicine.” James elaborated extensively on 

the relationship between vocal harmony and an intangible harmony between beings and within 

the cosmos. He identified vocal harmony as a major aspect of his experiences that facilitated 

connection and transcendence. He also noted that choosing music to perform by particular 

criteria - “not obscure but only fans would know it” - allowed his band to connect with fans in a 

more surprising and sometimes intimate way.   
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 All four of the participants also commented on the quality of the music as being 

significant. They identified a particular piece or composer as being good, masterful, or high 

quality; or expressed pride and validation at the sharing and recognition of their own quality 

performance on some level. For our participants, the specific elements of the music had a marked 

impact on the significance of their experiences.  

 Triangulating literature. Aigen (2007) called attention to the importance of the aesthetic 

experience in music therapy and also acknowledged music as a medium for the cathartic release 

of emotions, similar to that described by Alice and Elizabeth. Austin (2001) discussed the use of 

music designed as “holding” for use in therapeutic contexts, although she did not use the dropped 

D guitar tuning described by Elizabeth. Austin (2001) also discussed the use of vocal harmony as 

a force for relationship and connection. This is consistent with much of James’s experience and 

his emphasis on vocal harmony. Marom (2004) found the music itself to be a factor in a 

participant feeling loved and held during a spiritual experience. While Csazbó (2006) linked 

shifts in consciousness to monotonous drumming, Fachner (2006) stated that certain altered 

states of consciousness (e.g. trance) are not dependent on any particular type or quality of music. 

Eric described his experience of deep relaxation being dependent on the minimalist elements of 

the music, but also noted in his interview that this type of music produced markedly different 

reactions from other people in his life. This points to the role of a kind of personal resonance. 

Gabrielsson (2010) found that participants’ experiences of Strong Experiences with Music were 

dependent on “the interaction between musical, personal, and situational factors”(p.569). 

Participants cited specific musical factors as being important to the experience, but the exact type 

(e.g. timbre, rhythm, tone) and quality of these factors varied greatly across participants. All of 

this is consistent with the understanding that it is often best to use client-preferred music in 



SIGNIFICANT MUSIC EVENTS 53 

therapy (Summer, 1992), as different people will resonate differently with different types of 

music and this is often intertwined with personal or situational factors and familiarity.  

 Theme 3: Identity. 

 Summary. Our participants discussed various aspects of identity and identity 

development that have played a key role in the significance of their SME’s. The theme of 

identity emerged in different forms across interviews, including adolescent identity development, 

continued growth and inward knowledge of self, and life purpose and professional identity.  

 Alice discussed her identification with Rachmaninoff as a composer, finding resonance 

with her own life in his initial lack of recognition and the fact that he was able to work through 

challenging circumstances in music. She saw this as part of what put her on her current trajectory 

as a music therapist, and described awareness of the development of her own musical coping 

skills and identity as a musician throughout life. Elizabeth talked about the development of 

herself as an “emotional being” in and through music from a very young age. Her experiences in 

this area have also impacted her approach to clinical work. As part of her professional identity, 

Elizabeth strives to foster the same types of experiences for her clients. Eric discussed traits and 

parts of his identity that led him towards having the deep meditative experience that he did. He 

also discussed resonance with the composer and the interconnection between his SME and his 

identity as a musician and composer. Lastly, he discussed the impact that this and other deep 

listening experiences have had on his professional identity - in particular, an interest in GIM. 

James talked about the role of particular songs and artists in his identity development during 

adolescence. Music from this time in his life continued to resonate with him through adulthood 

and he found pride in sharing it with other musicians later in his life. He also talked about the 

sense of accomplishment he felt in a good performance. James has a deep sense of identity as a 

musician - “channeling” the “universal energy” in his particular, musical way gives James a 
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sense of life purpose that guides and fulfills him. His SME’s have played a crucial role in helping 

him to understand that life purpose as he sees it.  

 Triangulating literature. Elliott and Silverman (2017) situated identity within the larger 

context of personhood, and argue that both of these are performative, fluid, and context-

dependent. The participants’ discussions of identity development as influenced by music and 

musicking reflected this. The theme of identity that emerged in this study focused mostly on 

what Hargreaves et al. (2017) term Identities In Music (IIM) (p. 4). That is, the participants 

spoke about how they view themselves as musicians, music therapists, composers, and 

songwriters. Their SME’s were largely intertwined with these aspects of their identities. Music is 

highly linked to identity development in adolescence (Lonsdale & North, 2011). According to 

Dys, Schellenberg, and McLean (2017), commitment to particular genres or styles in 

adolescence and emerging adulthood, combined with exploration and openness to experience, 

can be reflective of a robust musical identity. James’s discussion of the importance of particular 

music, and of sharing music from “milestones” in his life as a “teenager and musician” was 

reflective of this; his musical identity is clearly well-considered and an important part of his life 

purpose. According to Trevarthen and Malloch (2017), human musicality is an important part of 

building relationships from infancy onward, and of exploring one’s ability to communicate and 

to become part of a community. Consistent with this idea, Elizabeth’s musical relationship with 

her father informed much of her identity later in life. Gonzalez (2011) found that music 

therapists tended to rely on music as an emotional resource early in life. This is consistent with 

Elizabeth’s discussion of the development of her “emotional being”, as with Alice’s and Eric’s 

descriptions of using music in various ways for emotion regulation.  
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 Theme 4: Engagement with multiple levels of being. 

 Summary. All four participants described aspects of their experiences that occurred on 

multiple levels. The participants were affected physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. 

The sense of the SME occurring on multiple levels lent a power to the experience, often resulting 

in an “intense” or “immersive” quality. There tended to be a strong visceral component to the 

experience. Even when described as primarily mental, emotional, or spiritual, there were direct 

references or allusions to strong sensations felt within the physical body.  

 Alice described the physicality of the music and its assistance in helping her to release 

feelings. Elizabeth experienced a deep emotional connection to her inner world through music, 

including the feeling and processing of “raw” emotions. The physical vibration and tone 

provided the space for her to sink back into a place of nostalgic reflection, and also assisted in 

the development of her emotional self from a very young age. Eric described “bio-physiological” 

phenomena that he observed in himself as a result of the deeply relaxing quality of his 

experience. He also noted a sense of presence and “pure engagement” through deep music 

listening. James expressed the visceral components - “heart fluttering”, “lightness in the chest”- 

of an experience that he described as “spiritual, cosmic.” He also discussed the powerful range of 

emotions - from harmonious connection to fear of loss - that were tied up in his experiences of 

musicking. 

 Triangulating literature. It is well established that the human experience is complex, and 

can be described as occurring across many different levels or facets (Wilbur, 2000; Elliott & 

Silverman, 2017). Experience in music is no exception (Gabrielsson, 2010; Pavlicevic, 2013; 

Fachner, 2006). Music therapists and music psychologists have stressed the importance of 

including spiritual, transpersonal, or transcendent domains alongside physical, mental or 

cognitive, emotional, and others (Gabrielsson, 2010; Potvin & Argue, 2014).  Marom (2004) 



SIGNIFICANT MUSIC EVENTS 56 

described moments of spiritual or transcendent moments in music accompanied by strong 

physical sensations, emotions, and imagery. Geeves and McIlwain (2016) also found that 

performance musicians described multi-sensory music experiences. Similar to Eric’s experience 

of deep relaxation, Csazbó (2006) found that some university students reported a sense of time 

slowing, attention to heart rate, increased relaxation, and transcendent feelings in response to 

monotonous drumming. Nicholson (2015) found “strong positive feelings and significant 

physiological reactions” (p. 68) to be a major category in music therapists’ peak experiences in 

music. In a phenomenological study on the lived experience of music listening, Pate (2013) 

introduced the concept of “embodied resonation” (p. 193), to describe the participant’s 

experience of multifaceted sensory-emotional phenomena during leisure music listening. In his 

extensive research on strong experiences in music, Gabrielsson (2010) identified elements of 

experience as falling into six overall categories: general characteristics, perception, cognition, 

feelings/emotions, existential and transcendental aspects, and personal and social aspects (p. 

555). While these studies found reactions or phenomena in music occurring on multiple levels, 

none cited multilevel engagement as a major theme or category. This differentiated our current 

study from the existing literature. Gabrielsson (2010) noted that while the collective responses 

fell across multiple categories, no one participant described experiences spanning all final 

categories or levels.  

Connections to Clinical Work 

 When we initially designed our study, we intentionally did not include research questions 

related to music therapy and the participants’ clinical work. In considering our 

phenomenological approach to the question of participant experience, we decided that to ask 

about clinical work would be to prematurely assume a relationship between clinical work and 

SMEs. However, during data collection, all four participants brought up connections between the 
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SMEs and their clinical perspectives without any prompting from the researchers. Once the topic 

was broached by the participants we did sometimes ask follow up questions in this area. After 

data collection and during the analysis, we added a research sub-question regarding connections 

to clinical work to reflect what we felt was an important aspect of the data as it relates to our 

original research question.  

 Alice and Eric directly stated that their SME was related to their desire to go into music 

therapy as a profession. Alice found it meaningful that Rachmaninoff wrote his second piano 

concerto during a difficult period in his life and was subsequently successful because of that 

piece. She identified a connection between Rachmaninoff’s composition and her own 

experiences playing the piano to release emotions, and noted that this type of musical release 

may be what drew her to music therapy. Eric cited his SME as his first understanding that music 

could be therapeutic, and believes this may have been one of the early events that pointed him 

toward a career in music therapy. Eric also described his experiences with deep listening as the 

inspiration for potential future research interests and clinical composition. 

 James and Elizabeth directly talked about their own meaningful experience as an impetus 

for wanting to provide the same opportunity to clients. Elizabeth described holding space for a 

client’s connection to a particularly emotional line in a song during lyric analysis, and how this 

felt important to her because of her own experience emotionally resonating with a particular 

song. James talked about wanting to provide opportunities for clients to lose themselves in the 

music, and to have the feelings of transcending their physical bodies. He also viewed vocal 

harmony as a way to provide clients the opportunity for vulnerability, intimacy, and feeling the 

power of connection in music.  

 While we did not ask this directly of the participants, it is clear that the participants 

identified a relationship - even a potentially causal one - between their SMEs and their clinical 
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work. This relationship includes the decision to pursue music therapy, the ways in which the 

participants try to provide opportunities to clients, and philosophical and research orientations.  

Implications for the Participants 

 The participants seemed happy to relate their experiences. In talking about the nature of 

our study after data collection, we encountered many advisors and peers who eagerly volunteered 

to participate, wanting to share their stories. Interestingly, when asked, the participants did not 

relate any new learning regarding these experiences as a result of the somewhat reflective 

interview process. James noted that it was good to be able share his experience with someone 

whom he felt could understand the importance and various elements of it (e.g. another music 

therapist), but that there had been no new insights gained. The overwhelming sense is that these 

experiences are quite strong for the participants in and of themselves, and that, while interesting, 

the process of relaying one’s own story did not necessarily provide new insights into the 

experience. Elizabeth spoke about the validation she felt when a fellow respected musician heard 

her original music. This validation appeared to be present for all of our participants as they 

shared their SME’s with us.  

Implications for the Researchers 

 In contrast to the experience of the participants, we as the researchers feel that we gained 

a great deal of insight and learning as a result of hearing what the participants had to say. We 

embarked on this project with only our understanding of our own SMEs, and were met with new, 

previously unconsidered possibilities as to what an SME could look, feel, and sound like. The 

process of listening to, reading, and analyzing the data caused us to continually reexamine our 

own experiences, and opened our minds as to what might be significant for different people 

during a music experience. The process of revisiting our own SMEs allowed us to understand 

these moments in new lights. This research project has caused us to consider our own music 
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experiences in a deeper way, including the many ways in which they have impacted our lives and 

identities.  

Implications for Music Therapists 

 All of the participants related their SMEs to their clinical work, sometimes citing a direct 

causal relationship between elements of the SMEs and decisions regarding their music therapy 

practice. We believe it is likely that many music therapists will find similar connections in their 

own relationships with music and music experiences. Hesser (2001) has already made a case for 

music therapists to examine their own responses to clinically oriented experiences. Based on our 

findings, we believe it might also benefit music therapists - especially those new to the field - to 

examine their personal relationships to music, paying attention to significant experiences in their 

personal lives.  

 This research brings many questions to mind regarding the training and continuing 

education of music therapists. Continued self-inquiry affords music therapists the opportunity to 

have a clear understanding of the personal motivations at work in clinical practice. 

Understanding the function of meaningful, transformative music experiences in their personal 

lives will most likely be helpful in facilitating these types of experiences in sessions with clients.  

 Music therapists reading this study may find that the four major themes that emerged, 

connection, elements of the music, identity, and engagement with multiple levels of being 

resonate with their own personal experiences. Whether or not this is the case, we hope the results 

as we have presented them will serve as an example of what can comprise the essence of a 

significant music event.  

 Based on our experiences as researchers gaining many new insights from listening to the 

stories of the participants, we believe it may also be beneficial to music therapists to listen to 

other people, particularly music therapists, tell their stories of SMEs. True to our constructivist 
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philosophical worldview, we believe that hearing stories of SMEs continues to add layers to any 

one person’s concept of what is possible and what constitutes an SME. This understanding can 

help music therapists understand what is possible in the realm of SMEs for clients, as well.  

Evaluation of the Research 

 Reflexivity.  

 Reflexivity is a key component of qualitative research (Creswell, 2014; Stige, 2009). 

Researchers must examine their biases and backgrounds and reflect on how these factors affect 

the study design and relationship to the topic (Creswell, 2014). Researchers must also continue to 

reflect on these factors throughout all stages of the study, through the presentation of the results 

in a final report (Stige, 2009). As well as the personal background and bias of the researchers, it 

is also important to consider multiple levels of interpretation of the data, and to maintain an 

awareness of the effects these might have on the final results (Stige, 2009).  

 We followed established phenomenological approaches of bracketing and self-inquiry in 

order to maintain a reflexive stance as researchers, which we have clearly articulated throughout 

the report. Due to the scope of this study as a master’s thesis, we interviewed four participants, 

and conducted only one interview with each participant. It is possible that repeated or prolonged 

engagement, such as in the case of interviewing more participants over time or conducting 

follow-up interviews, would have strengthened our level of reflexivity with regard to the 

phenomenon of SMEs. 

 During data analysis, we attempted multiple coding strategies, rejecting those that we felt 

left us with an inaccurate or inadequate representation of the participants’ experiences. In our 

chosen strategy, we used a systematic approach of coding, grouping codes into categories, and 

comparing across interviews for major themes. This in itself was a reflexive process in which we 

continually went back to the data and previous levels of analysis to ensure that our final themes 
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best represented significant themes in the participants’ stories, as we understood them. We have 

done our best to precisely articulate this process in the report.  

 In this study, the phenomenon of SMEs has been processed through three levels of 

interpretation. First, the participants experienced the SME. Second, the participants interpreted 

their own experiences and relayed them to us. Third, we interpreted the participants’ accounts. 

At the final level of interpretation, we also engaged in review of each other’s work. One could 

argue that a fourth level of interpretation arose at this point. At each level of interpretation, the 

selection of material to include and to focus on is highly subjective. It is highly possible that 

different researchers, working with the same data, might find different themes. We were able to 

see this as two researchers working collaboratively, in which we clearly agreed in some areas of 

the data analysis, and differed in others. There are multiple possible meanings, themes, and 

layers of significance that could be gleaned from the data. We have endeavored to provide the 

reader with enough material to see how we have derived our own interpretations from the 

possibilities available.  

 Limitations of the study. 

 This was a phenomenological study designed to honor the voices of four participants and 

to showcase their stories in depth. The results demonstrate possibilities for major themes within 

SMEs. However, as a result of the small number of participants, other music therapists may not 

find that the four major themes of connection, elements of the music, identity, and engagement 

with multiple levels of being apply to their own experiences. 

 We utilized a purposive sampling method in which we chose participants with whom we 

were already acquainted within our academic and professional circles. While we did interview 

two men and two women, we did not otherwise prioritize diversity of the participant sample in 
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designing this study. As a result, the stories of the participants do not represent a diverse 

demographic range of perspectives in terms of demographics. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 Given that all four participants related their SMEs to clinical work, it would be 

interesting to see if this connection holds up when greater numbers of participants are involved. 

Approaching the relationship between personal experience and clinical work from a different 

angle might be helpful, as in asking the question, “What do music therapists cite as reasons for 

entering music therapy as a career?” or in some other way more explicitly asking about the link 

between personally significant music experiences and clinical work. A grounded theory study on 

the nature of SMEs, similar to Gabrielsson’s inquiry into Strong Experiences with Music, but 

specifically targeted to music therapists, would also be helpful in establishing whether the four 

major themes of connection, elements of the music, identity, and engagement with multiple levels 

of being hold up when applied to greater numbers of participants.  Due to the term of this 

research project as a master’s thesis, follow up interviews were not conducted after data analysis. 

We believe it would be beneficial in future research to involve the participants more in the 

process by conducting more comprehensive member checking, and by asking whether any new 

insights or developments had occurred as a delayed result of the interview process. 

Conclusion 

It was our goal to explore significant music events in the lives of music therapy graduate 

students and new professionals. Through the interview process and data analysis, it became clear 

that these events have had a marked impact on the lives of our participants, including the ways in 

which they use music to interact with loved ones, strangers, and in their profession as music 

therapists. We encourage further studies be done on the subject of SMEs in the lives of music 

therapists to better understand the ways this phenomenon can influence identity, relationships 
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with music, and professional practices in the field of music therapy. We also suggest music 

therapists engage in self-reflection and peer discussion on SMEs to better understand ways of 

being in music.   
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Appendix A 

Self-Inquiry 

 While we did not formally include ourselves as research participants, both authors delved 

into our own cache of musical experiences to sift through and look at some of those that have 

been most significant to us in our lives. We have included details of our own process here as a 

necessary part of situating ourselves, the researchers, within the research, and to give the reader a 

clear picture of our starting point for this research. 

 Alyssa. 

 Background. 

I had a hard time deciding on a topic for my thesis project. At first I was interested in topics 

related to identify of music therapists. Because we exist in two fields difficult to define; music 

and therapy; I was curious to see how music therapists themselves defined their professional 

identity. I quickly realized that the scope of this project would have to be smaller in order to 

achieve more than a superficial understanding. I soon became curious about a more personal 

aspect of a music therapists identity: transformative moments in music. Research has been done 

on moments in clinical music, but I haven’t come across much in relation to personal music of 

music therapists. In talking to professors I realized that my use of the word ‘transformative’ was 

assuming that in order for a moment in music to be important it had to be transformative. This is 

certainly not essential to my definition of important moments in music.  It was suggested that I 

meet with Kristin Ryan, a fellow student at SUNY New Paltz and an intern at the same facility as 

me. She was interested in similar aspects of a music therapist’s life and we discussed what led us 

to this topic.  This started me thinking about moments in my life in music that I consider to be 

significant and what about those moments stood out to me. 
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Significant musical experiences. 

The experience that stands out most to me when thinking about significant moments in music is 

singing with choir in undergrad.  We sang a piece called “In Remembrance” (words are a poem 

by Mary Frye, set to music by Laura Farnell).  

Here are the words: 

Do not stand at my grave and weep. 

I am not there; I do not sleep. 

I am a thousand winds that blow. 

I am the diamond glints on snow. 

I am the sunlight on ripened grain. 

I am the gentle autumn rain. 

When you awaken in the morning's hush 

I am the swift uplifting rush 

Of quiet birds in circled flight. 

I am the soft stars that shine at night. 

Do not stand at my grave and cry; 

I am not there; I did not die 

Singing this piece in rehearsals I remember feeling a bit silly. The song itself is fairly simple for 

a select university choir to do, and we focused so much on our vowel sounds and blending that it 

became a bit repetitive and boring.  In performance the experience was completely different.  

It’s important to understand the majesty of the venue. The auditorium is in the Setnor School of 

Music, the second oldest building on campus and a castle looking building made of red stone. 

It’s set atop a hill and greets you as you climb the many stairs to the front door. The choir I was 

in rehearsed in this auditorium multiple times a week, and as with anything I got used to the 



SIGNIFICANT MUSIC EVENTS 72 

crazy beauty that I was surrounded with. The stage is surrounded by beautiful, honey colored 

wood covered in delicate carvings. The backdrop is an enormous old organ.  There’s a balcony 

for the audience members and the seats are all covered with a rich, deep red fabric.  The whole 

environment feels opulent and warm; if you take a moment to appreciate it you can feel a 

connection to the many hands that created this space.   

I don’t  remember feeling a deep connection to the audience. I was briefly aware of their 

presence but I think the experience became bigger than them, bigger than the space we were in.  

Out of body experience; my voice is not my own but part of the whole group. 

I felt as if I was floating out of my body.  I was aware that I was singing but somehow not 

making any effort to do it. It was as if the music was just floating out of me to join it’s 

counterparts. There was a sense of being in a bubble, surrounded by safety and warmth; none of 

the naked, exposed feeling I often associate with performing.  It was as if my voice, my very 

bring, was at once all of me and not belonging to me. As if I was part of this whole energy that 

was building as we sang.  

When the song ended it hung in the air for a moment. It felt like the room was buzzing, alive 

with our collective energy. The applause of the audience broke through and sent me crashing 

back into my body. I remember feeling pretty disoriented at first. Looking back I wish there had 

been more time after the song to just exist in the space and the quiet.  

 Kristin. 

 Background. 

 At first I wanted to study transpersonal musical experiences.  The key element for me 

was that kind of ethereal quality of transpersonal music – dropping into another zone. Off the top 

of my head, I thought of moments listening to Correlli’s violin concertos with afternoon sunlight 

streaming into my living room, and having this incredible feeling of gratitude and connectedness 
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– truly profound, connected to the whole, the universe, just feeling in this place of peace and 

aesthetic joy. In talking with Alyssa and professors, we discussed different terms and ideas. We 

realized that while we each may have considered our own musical experiences as transpersonal – 

and that connection to the “whole”, universe, other people and humanity was a key component of 

the experience for us – that making the assumption that other people had transpersonal 

experiences might limit our research unnecessarily. Also, neither of us had the research or 

clinical experience to adequately address the topic of “transpersonal”. Our next step was in 

identifying a focus on people’s relationship to music. It was brought to our attention that this 

assumed relationship. In the end, we realized that in interviewing music therapy students and 

new professionals, we would possibly come up against various categories of experiences. During 

an informal discussion of the topic during thesis seminar, people brought up experiences related 

to identity, transpersonal moments, and other areas of growth and development.  

 Significant musical experiences. 

 Writing a song.  

 I had recently ended a very serious romantic partnership when I started developing strong 

feelings for an acquaintance. I think a part of me was trying to fill a void, but there was also a 

strong, genuine pull of chemistry towards this other person. At first, I was just flirting, and really 

enjoying it. In some ways it was so what I needed after the last relationship and breakup. I had 

thought that I just wanted this person’s attention, that I wanted something fun and impermanent.  

At some point, though, I realized I was more attached than I had intended. I eventually realized 

he was just flirting with me and that there might have been some very real affection, but that it 

appeared his more “serious” intentions, if in fact there were any, lay elsewhere. I actually got to 

meet “elsewhere” and see how he interacted with her differently – took her more seriously. I was 

devastated and furious. I can’t remember exactly which night I started writing… but I was lying 
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in bed, and started crying, just letting all of it out. I remembered thinking, I never asked you for 

anything at all, and then like some kind of magic the next line was “I didn’t ask to fall”.  Those 

two lines with a hint of melody came bubbling up out of some deep or channeled place. “I never 

asked you for anything at all, but more than anything, I didn’t ask to fall.” I had never intended 

to fall in love with him. I’m not sure if it was love, per se, but I had definitely fallen. I continued 

to work on the song – I can’t remember if it was that night or the next day. It allowed me to give 

such grace and dignity to the situation. I went from feeling like a stupid, silly girl to being this 

kind of eternally wise master of emotion. With creative license I could even paint myself in more 

of that light, in the song. I could hold on just a little to this idea that I was all cavalier to start and 

that he drew me in. Now as I sing that song it just becomes more rich with experience as there 

are layers of irony piled on – I realize to what extent I was throwing myself out there to have my 

heart broken, so desperately trying to fill this need, but also so strangely disciplined in holding 

on to this kind of illusion of competence and distance in what I perceived to be a more mature 

emotional arena. At any rate, by the end of this process, I had this beautiful, dignified, quite good 

work of art that I could share.  Playing the song itself was so cathartic – it took the pain out of 

me, brought it outside of myself, and gave me my power back. And there was just this huge 

ineffable, visceral, all level learning that took place in this process - a transformation of the self. I 

was reading a lot about alchemy at that time, and I started to think of songwriting in that way – 

there was this connection to the continual process of forging and reforging the soul, through 

these fires of emotional expression and experience, parallel to the writing process, in which I’d 

keep coming back and tweaking this or adding that or thinking about something in a different 

way. I felt so connected to all the other musicians - all the wise ones, those souls throughout time 

who, with a sense of humor and humility, had poured their hearts out, had made their 

experiences of brokenheartedness into beautiful works of art. When I listen to Billy Joel, or 
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Sarah McLachlan, or Etta James, I hear the stories of other people who have had their hearts 

broken and lived through it - come out on top even - like spirit guides or something, showing the 

way and saying, “Hey, I’m here. We’ll all here. You’re not alone.” Obviously I’m quite 

committed to music therapy – and the focus of music and healing is something I feel very called 

to, but I do intend to continue with my personal music, preferably recording and performing it, 

getting it out there, a little. I’ve thought recently that that’s what I want to be to people. That’s 

really one part of a legacy I’d like to leave. So, if someone hears my voice, singing a song, what 

they hear is that in the darkest part of whatever it is that they’re going through – or even that 

awful gray purgatory place where nothing’s really wrong, but there’s like an existential crisis 

going on – that they know and feel that they are not alone. I’m here, we’re all here, all the 

musicians and lovers throughout time who stumblingly tried to put some words and music 

together to exorcise some feeling that seems, at the time, like some terribly difficult part of being 

human.  
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Appendix B 
 

Alyssa Courter and Kristin Ryan Final Project Interview Protocol  

1. All interviews will take place in a location agreed upon by participant and researcher.  
 

2. Before recording begins, research participants will be read an informed consent form,  
given a copy to sign, and given a copy to take home. Please see additional document  
titled “Courter-Ryan Informed Consent.”  
 

3. Researcher will ask research participant if they have any questions about the informed  
consent form. Signed copies will be kept in a locked safe for 3 years after the research  
project is completed.  
 

4. Researcher will inform research participant that recording is about to begin and will ask if  
research participant has any questions before the interview starts.  
 

5. Researcher will start recording and follow a semi-structured interview, allowing the  
research participant to guide the direction of the interview. Questions to ask throughout 
the interview are as follows:  

a. Please describe a personally significant moment in music you’ve had in your life.  
 

b. After this question has been asked, the researcher will ask clarifying questions  
such as, but not limited to:  

i. What about this moment is significant for you?  
 

ii. What was this experience like for you?  
 

iii. What was the music like?  
 

iv. Were other people involved in this moment? How?  
 

v. How is it for you to reflect on this moment in the here and now?  
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vi. In what ways do you think this moment did or did not change you?  
 

6. Once the researcher and research participant feel the experience has been explored fully, 
the researcher will thank the research participant for their time and stop the recording.  
 

7. The researcher will verify the contact information of the research participant and remind 
them that they will have the opportunity to give feedback on the written transcription to 
ensure their words are accurately recorded.  
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Appendix C 
 
 

Alyssa Courter and Kristin Ryan Informed Consent Form  

1. Title of the research project: Significant Music Experiences in the Lives of Music Therapy 
Graduate Students and New Professionals.  

2. Names of the researchers:  

Alyssa Courter, MT-BC Kristin Ryan SUNY New Paltz SUNY New Paltz  

3. Description of the research:  

The purpose of this research project is to investigate the ways in which music therapy graduate 
students and new music therapy professionals identify and describe significant moments in their 
personal music experiences.  

4. Descriptions of human subject involvement:  

Approximately 4 participants will be involved in this research project. Participants will be asked 
to provide one in-person interview lasting from 1-4 hours.  

5. Risks and discomforts of participation:  

We do not anticipate any risk in your participation other than that you may become 
uncomfortable answering some of the questions.  

6. Measures to be taken to minimize risks and discomforts:  

During the course of this interview, you may ask to stop or take a break at any point. You also 
have the ability to leave the interview and/or study or request that audio recording be stopped.  

7. Expected benefits to subjects or to others:  

Although you may not receive direct benefit from your participation, others may ultimately 
benefit from the knowledge obtained from this research. You may gain additional insight by 
reflecting on your experiences during this research study.  

8. Confidentiality of records/data  

All information obtained in this study is strictly confidential unless disclosure is required by law. 
In addition, the Human Research Ethics Board, the sponsor of the study (e.g. NIH, FDA, etc.), 
and University or government officials responsible for monitoring this study may inspect these 
records.  

Recordings and transcriptions of interviews will be kept on the password protected computers of 
researchers and only shared through private emails.  

9. Audio Recording of Subjects  



SIGNIFICANT MUSIC EVENTS 79 

Please sign below if you are willing to have this interview audio recorded. You may still 
participate in this study if you are not willing to have the interview recorded.  

Participant Signature:_________________________________________________  

10. Contact information  

Alyssa Courter 
Phone: (518)330-5685 
Email: bella1@hawkmail.newpaltz.edu  

Kristin Ryan 
Phone: (203)470-1753 
Email: ryank1@hawkmail.newpaltz.edu  

Academic Advisor: John Mahoney, PhD Phone: (845)257-2709 
Email: mahoneyj@newpaltz.edu  

One copy of this document will be kept together with the research records of this study. Also, 
you will be given a copy to keep.  

11. HREB Contact Information and Human Rights Statement  

For questions about your rights as a research participant, contact the State University of New 
York at New Paltz Human Research Ethics Board (which is a group of people who review the 
research to protect your rights) at 845-257-3282.  

The Human Research Ethics Board of the State University of New York at New Paltz has 
determined that this research meets the criteria for human subjects according to Federal 
guidelines.  

12. Voluntary nature of participation  

Your participation in this research project is voluntary. You may choose to not answer any 
questions asked during the interview and you many end the interview at any point.  

13. Withdrawal of subjects and data retention  

If, after participating in this research study, you wish you withdraw, the researcher will honor 
your request to destroy the data collected from your interview and/or exclude your data from any 
analysis.  

14. Consent of the subject  

Your participation in this project is voluntary. Even after you agree to participate in the research 
or sign the informed consent document, you may decide to leave the study at any time without 
penalty or loss of benefits to which you may otherwise have been entitled. I will retain and 
analyze the information you have provided up until the point you have left the study unless you 
request that your data be excluded from any analysis and/or destroyed.  
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By signing below, you indicate your agreement to all of the above statements, that any questions 
you have in regards to this research project have been adequately answered, and that you have 
been given a copy of this statement for your own records.  

Print name: ___________________________________________________________  

Participant Signature: ________________________________________________  


