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Play ing a musical instru ment is linked to bet ter brain health in older adults, includ ing bet -
ter memory and prob lem-solv ing cap ab il ity, accord ing to new Brit ish research pub lished
Sunday.

Ana lysis of the data of 1,000 people over age 40 enrolled in the 10-year PROTECT demen tia
study of 25,000 older adults found play ing an instru ment was asso ci ated with improved
memory and super ior exec ut ive func tion — the abil ity to solve com plex tasks.
The PROTECT study is being run by Exeter Uni versity and Kings Col lege Lon don in part -
ner ship with the National Health Ser vice.
The peer-reviewed study, res ults of which are pub lished in the Inter na tional Journal of
Geri at ric Psy chi atry show that con tinu ing to play an instru ment or sing in a choir as people
move into the later stages of their life con fers even greater bene �ts, the research ers said in
a news release.
The team com pared study par ti cipants’ engage ment level with music throughout their
lives to cog nit ive test res ults to �g ure out whether being hands-on with music helps slow
cog nit ive decline that com monly a�ects older people.
Singing with other people was also linked to bet ter brain health, but the sci ent ists were
unable to sep ar ate out the e�ect from the over all bene �t con ferred by being socially act ive.
Anne Corbett, an Exeter Uni versity pro fessor of demen tia research said that while the
study was not the �rst to explore the impact of music on brain health, the PROTECT data
had provided an unpre ced en ted oppor tun ity to research the link between cog nit ive per -
form ance and music in a large sample of older people.
“Over all, we think that being musical could be a way of har ness ing the brain’s agil ity and
resi li ence, known as cog nit ive reserve,” Corbett said.
“Although more research is needed to invest ig ate this rela tion ship, our �nd ings indic ate
that pro mot ing musical edu ca tion would be a valu able part of pub lic health ini ti at ives to
pro mote a pro tect ive life style for brain health, as would encour aging older adults to return
to music in later life.” she added.

Music ally inclined people over 40 may do bet ter on cog nit ive tests
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Given the con sid er able evid ence of the thera peutic bene �ts of “music-for-the-brain” type
activ it ies for demen tia su� er ers, Corbett said music train ing could incor por ated as part of
a healthy aging pack age for older adults, enabling them to “pro act ively reduce their risk
and to pro mote brain health.”
The paper cites the case study of Stu art Douglas, a 78-year-old lifelong accor dion player
who per forms with the Cober Val ley Accor dion Band and the Cornish Divi sion of the Royal
Scot tish Coun try Dance Soci ety.
The Scot says that after learn ing the instru ment as a child grow ing up in a min ing vil lage in
his nat ive Fife he kept up with play ing throughout his career as a police o�cer and into
retire ment.
“These days I still play reg u larly, and play ing in the band also keeps my cal en dar full, as we
often per form in pub lic,” Douglas said.
“We reg u larly play at memory cafes so have seen the e�ect that our music has on people
with memory loss and, as older musi cians ourselves, we have no doubt that con tinu ing
with music into older age has played an import ant role in keep ing our brains healthy.”
This study was fun ded by the National Insti tute for Health and Care Research, Applied
Research Col lab or a tion South West Pen in sula and NIHR Exeter Bio med ical Research Cen -
ter.
“Over all, we think that being musical could be a way of har ness ing the brain’s agil ity and
resi li ence, known as cog nit ive reserve. ”


