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The role of musical possible selves in supporting subjective well-being in 

later life 

 

Abstract 

There is now an accepted need for initiatives that support older people’s well-being. 

There is increasing evidence that active engagement with music has the potential to 

contribute to this. This paper explores the relationship between musical possible selves 

and subjective well-being in later life.   The research reported here formed part of a 

larger project that focused on how active music-making could support positive 

cognitive, social and emotional outcomes. The research comprised three UK case study 

sites, each offering diverse musical activities. A sample aged 50+ (total N = 398), some 

of whom were novices and others who are more experienced, was recruited to complete 

questionnaires that included open questions and measures of well-being. In addition, 

individual interviews (n = 29) and focus groups (n = 15) were carried out, where 

participants in musical activities reflected on the meaning and function of music-

making in their lives.  The interpretation presented here suggests that through music 

many older people found a means by which they were able to formulate well 

understood and highly esteemed versions of their possible future selves.  This, in turn, 

may have been a significant factor in helping to navigate the process of ageing in later 

life with enhanced subjective well-being, including a sense of purpose, a significant 

degree of autonomy and a strong sense of social affirmation.  
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Introduction 

This paper explores how the development of possible selves (Markus and Ruvolo, 1989) 

within the context of active music-making may contribute to sustained well-being in later life.  

There is a growing body of compelling evidence that in the latter part of our lives 

participation in music may provide a source of enhanced social cohesion, enjoyment, 

personal development and empowerment (for example, Creech et al.,, in press; Coffman, 

2002; Cohen et al., 2007; Sixsmith and Gibson, 2007).  According to Iwasaki, Coyle and 

Shank (2010) music is one of several culturally meaningful and creative leisure activities that 

are ‘spiritually refreshing’ and promote self-expression, positive health and well-being.   

 

The issue of whether older adults derive enhanced subjective well-being through formulating 

possible musical selves is relevant within our current demographic context, characterized by 

an ageing population.  In the UK, the number of people over 65 is projected to double by 

2071, reaching 21.3 million (GOScience, 2008), while in the USA the proportion of the 

population in this age bracket is projected to reach 13 per cent by 2030 (Coffman, 2002). 

Amongst our ageing population the ‘oldest old’, the so-called Fourth age (i.e. over 75 years 

of agem according toLaslett, 1989) comprise the fastest growing group. In England and 

Wales the number of centenarians is rising by eight per cent per year (Office for National 

Statistics, 2011), while it is estimated that globally this group will reach the one million mark 

by 2030 (Yong, 2009).   

 

These extraordinary demographic changes have raised many challenges.  For example, the 

UK based Relatives and Residents Association (R&RA, 2010) estimates that at least eight per 

cent of older people in care in England are living in social isolation.  Within a context where 

the number of old people suffering from depression is increasing (Age concern, 2008) there is 
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an accepted need for initiatives that support older people’s well-being and productivity 

(Jamieson, 2007).  The potential for music-making, in particular, to support positive health, 

well-being and quality of life amongst older adults has generated much interest and is a 

growing research area (for a review of relevant literature, see Creech et al., in press). The key 

messages from this body of research are that 1) music-making is a joyful and creative activity 

that all humans, regardless of age, have an entitlement to, and 2) engagement with music 

continues to contribute to quality of life throughout these latter stages of the life-course, 

regardless of cognitive capacity (Bailey, Nilsson and Cohen, 2002) or musical background 

(Hays and Minichiello, 2005).   

 

In this paper, we explore the idea that active music-making may act as a medium through 

which older people may develop possible musical selves with the potential to contribute to 

underlying dimensions of subjective well-being that have been identified as 1) a sense of 

purpose in life, 2) a sense of autonomy in goal pursuit and 3) a sense of social affirmation, i.e. 

validation as a valued and worthwhile member of a social network (Creech et al, 2012) ). 

 

The universality of music and its relationship with well-being 

Music is at the very essence of our humanity. Along with language, music distinguishes us 

from other species. For many thousands of years music, and in particular singing, has had an 

important role to play in the functioning of society. There is now general agreement that 

music is a universal trait of humankind (Blacking, 1995). Furthermore, there is strong 

evidence that, just as with language, a normal distribution of musical proclivity may be found 

amongst the human population.   This evidence suggests that the vast majority of us is 
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musical and that from infancy and subsequently throughout the life-course we actively 

engage with music in our everyday lives (see Creech and Ellison, 2010, for a review). 

 

Some have argued that music, along with the other arts, has no evolutionary significance or 

practical function and exists simply because of the pleasure that it affords (Pinker, 1997).  

Others, though, have suggested a range of evolutionary purposes (Huron, 2003). For example 

Cross (2009) noted a close link between music and social behaviour.  Music is seen as being 

significant because of its bonding effect and its association with cooperative, communicative 

within group interactions (Hagen and Bryant, 2003). Furthermore, the communicative power 

of music is thought to be complementary to that of language, rather than as a substitute for 

language (Cross, 2009).  Underlying these debates is the assumption that homo sapiens as a 

species has the propensity for musical development and that musicality is as universal as 

linguistic ability (Blacking, 1971; Wallin, Merker and Brown, 2000).  It may thus be argued 

that music has a central role to play in maintaining well-being amongst humans, across 

cultures and contexts. 

 

The responses of human beings to music go beyond ‘sound’.  Music can be experienced 

physiologically (e.g. changes in heart rate); through movement; through mood and emotion; 

and cognitively (through knowledge and memories, which may be personal, or related to the 

music itself, e.g. its style or period). The fact that music has physical, emotional and 

cognitive effects may be the key to its powerful relationship with well-being (Hallam, 2010).  

Possible selves 

The idea of ‘possible selves’ (Markus and Nurius, 1986) refers to ideal and hoped-for selves 

or alternatively selves that are feared and dreaded.  These future oriented selves comprise the 
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‘motivational component of the self system’ (Frazier et al., 2002: 308).  Possible selves are 

domain specific, guiding action and influencing decisions with regard to what to expend 

effort on and what to abandon (Smith and Freund, 2002).  Possible selves are also dynamic, 

in the sense that individuals are thought to reframe their possible selves in response to life 

transitions, motivated by the desire to preserve well-being (Cross and Markus, 1991). 

 

Some myths about old age, including the notion that older people do not like change and that 

they are not interested in learning anything new have been documented and critiqued by 

Withnall, McGivney and Soulsby (2004) and Withnall (2010).  Smith and Freund (2002) 

applied a possible selves perspective in exploring such myths, focusing on whether the 

motivational orientations of possible selves amongst older people would indicate desires for 

self-improvement or, alternatively, would be concerned with efforts to prevent losses. 

Positive and negative possible selves were collected via face-to-face interviews from a 

sample of 206 people aged 70 – 103, drawn from the Berlin Ageing Study. Four years later 

the possible selves interviews, whereby participants were asked to generate two hoped-for 

and two feared possible selves, were repeated. Across all ages of participants, the dominant 

motivational orientation for hoped-for selves was the desire to attain, achieve or re-

experience something, while for feared possible selves the dominant orientation was 

avoidance.   The recorded possible selves were found to be highly personalized, dynamic and 

varied, covering a range of domains, even amongst the oldest old.  This research thus 

suggested that ‘the future-oriented motivational system associated with possible selves 

functions relatively well into very old age’ (Smith and Freund, 2002: 498).  The view put 

forth by Withnall, McGivney and Soulsby (2004) is thus supported; late adulthood need not 

be interpreted as a period of disengagement from planning for new possibilities and 

experimenting with new possible selves. 
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Frazier et al (2002) suggest that future oriented images of self amongst older people are 

underpinned by identity relevant goals. Their research focused on the hoped-for and feared 

possible selves reported from 151 residents, aged 60 to 96, of senior residential communities 

in Florida. Overall, leisure, health and enhanced abilities/education were found to be the most 

important hoped-for possible selves.  When age differences were examined it was found that 

while abilities/education were the most important domain for possible selves amongst those 

aged in their 60s and 70s, health was the most important domain for those aged 80+.  The 

researchers concluded that through pursuing goals associated with possible selves, 

individuals continued to construct their own development through the latter stages of life. 

Thus, possible selves were interpreted as having the potential to provide insight into how 

goals can shape the process of ageing. 

 

King and Hicks (2007: 626) gathered responses to quantitative quality of life measures and 

analysed written possible self narratives from adults who had experienced major life 

transitions. The potential ‘crisis of goal change’ was conceptualised as leading to ‘lost 

possible selves’. Significant life transitions may constrain possible selves (Smith and Freund, 

2002) and involve disengagement from valued and cherished goals.  These lost possible 

selves, according to King and Hicks (2007: 626), lead to a re-evaluation ‘of one’s place in the 

world’ and thus play an integral role in adult ego development and attainment of subjective 

well-being.  

 

For possible selves to support positive well-being, they must be salient, in the sense that they 

are both psychologically accessible and personally meaningful  (Rossiter, 2007). Ibarra 

(1999) suggests that this salience is strengthened when possible selves are constructed 



Creech, A., Hallam, S., Gaunt, H., Pincas, A., McQueen, H., & Varvarigou, M. (in press). The role of 
musical possible selves in supporting subjective well-being in later life. Music Education Research. 

 

7 

 

through the observation of role models, experimentation with provisional selves and 

evaluation of new conceptions against internal and external standards. The more vivid the 

possible selves become, the more they motivate individuals to strive towards narrowing the 

gap between the current self and the possible self.  

 

King and Hicks (2007: 627) emphasized the importance of salience and elaboration in their 

discussion of how adaptive possible selves may influence adult development. By salience 

they referred to the extent to which the possible self is chronically available and the 

individual is engaged with the associated goals. The concept of elaboration refers to the 

richness of the narrative individuals can generate when asked about their possible selves, 

including the vividness, detail and emotionality. Highly elaborated possible selves allow the 

individual to vicariously experience the desired or feared self.  Leondari, Syngollitu, and 

Kiosseoglou (1998) added that individuals with well-elaborated possible selves are not only 

better able to face failures but they also have access to more strategies to avoid failure.  A key 

point proposed by King and Hicks (2007) is that positive subjective well-being requires that 

lost possible selves cease to be salient to individuals.  However, healthy ego-development has 

been associated with elaboration of lost possible selves.  In other words, adults need to 

relinquish the emotional investment in previously cherished possible selves yet also retain an 

elaborate understanding of those lost selves, in order for new salient possible selves and 

personal growth to emerge. 

The research reported here intended to address the following questions: 

 Do older people rediscover or generate possible positive musical selves when actively 

engaging in making music with others? 
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 Does the generation of positive possible musical selves relate to the enhancement of 

self-reported well-being?  

Methods 

The research reported in this paper formed part of a larger project that investigated the 

relationship between active engagement in music-making and psychological well-being, 

amongst older people (Hallam et al., 2013). The overall aim of the project was to investigate 

the role that participation in creative musical activities had in the lives of older people, the 

extent to which this may have impacted upon their social, emotional and cognitive well-

being, and the particular processes through which this occurred.  

 

 In addition to the in-depth interviews, focus groups and written responses to open questions 

that form the basis of the analysis presented here, participants in the study completed 

quantitative measures of subjective well-being, conceptualised as basic needs (Deci and 

Ryan, 2008) and quality of life (Wiggins et al., 2007; 2008).  As reported in Creech et al. 

2012 three underlying factors contributing to subjective well-being were revealed when these 

quantitative subjective well-being measures were combined in a principal components 

analysis.  The first factor related to a sense of purpose and a positive outlook on life. The 

second showed high ratings on statements relating to autonomy and control, while factor 3 

focused on positive social relationships, competence and a sense of recognized 

accomplishment. Accordingly, the three factors were labeled as 1) purpose, 2) 

autonomy/control and 3) validation/social affirmation (see Creech et al., 2012for elaboration 

of these underlying constructs). 
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Procedures 

Only the methodology relevant to the findings reported here is included in this paper. Data 

were collected from three case studies of musical community involvement based at: the Sage, 

Gateshead; the ‘Connect’ programme of the Guildhall School of Music and Drama; and 

Westminster Adult Education Service.  

 

The Sage Gateshead: The Silver Programme at the Sage Gateshead aims to develop the 

broadest possible range of musical opportunities for people over the age of 50, by providing a 

programme of supported daytime music workshops and events in a structured, relaxed and 

enjoyable atmosphere. Participants have the opportunity to perform regularly in public 

concerts. The weekly 'Silver Programme' actively involves 1000  people aged 50 and over in 

an eclectic spread of music activities including singing of many kinds, steel pans, guitars, 

recorder, folk ensemble and samba.  

 

The Connect Programme of the Guildhall School of Music and Drama: The Guildhall School 

of Music and Drama Connect Programme runs community projects with people of all ages in 

East London. ‘Connect’ music projects are distinctive in that their focus is on activities where 

participants create and perform music together, linking story-telling and reminiscing to 

creative music-making. The programmes run by ‘Connect’ to date have largely focused on 

young people.  For the ‘Music for Life’ research project the musical activities with older 

people took place in the community rooms of sheltered housing accommodation in East 

London.  These musical activities included intergenerational music sessions involving the 

older people making music together with children from local primary schools.   
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The Westminster Adult Education Service: Westminster Adult Education Service 

(WAES) music department runs a wide range of musical programmes catering for 

students at all levels of expertise. Courses in a range of musical genres are offered, 

specializing in singing, playing instruments, sound engineering and using sequencers, 

music theory and composing. In 2010-11, older learners participated in courses as 

diverse as singing, music technology, radio production, piano, music theory, guitar and 

ukulele. The WAES music department is distinctive in that it operates satellite centres 

in residential care homes where older people participate in choir and music appreciation 

classes.  

 

The data that were interrogated for the purposes of this paper were drawn from the sources 

outlined below. 

Questionnaires – open questions 

Participants in the music activities completed questionnaires at the beginning and end of the 

period of the research.  The questionnaires included open questions relating to participants’ 

views about the benefits of active music-making as well as barriers to participation.   

Focus group interviews with participants 

The focus group interviews explored issues relating to the experience of being a member of a 

musical group. Participants in focus groups were asked to describe the best aspects of 

participating as well as the challenges.  Issues were also raised relating to how they became 

involved, any access or provision issues, what they enjoyed or would like to change, their 
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expectations of the activity and the facilitator/leader’s expectations of them, and their views 

on performance.  

Individual semi-structured interviews with participants 

The questions that were asked during individual interviews focused on the individuals’ 

involvement in music, their musical preferences, their experiences from music sessions and 

performances, their perception of what makes a ‘good leader’ of musical activities, their 

thoughts on the role of musical activities in their local communities and possible connection 

between music participation and wellbeing.  

The sample 

Questionnaires were distributed to participants on all three sites through the facilitators of the 

music groups. 398 questionnaires were returned to the researchers, representing a response 

rate of 56 per cent.  

 

A smaller sample of participants took part in individual semi-structured interviews and focus 

group interviews.  In total, 29 individual interviews and 15 focus group interviews (n=76 

participants) were carried out.  Interviewees were identified via questionnaire responses, 

where individuals indicated whether they would agree to be interviewed.  Members of the 

focus groups were selected in consultation with the music facilitators and on the basis of their 

willingness to participate. Participants provided informed consent prior to the interviews and 

focus groups.  They were assured that they were under no compulsion to participate and 

could withdraw at any point. Assurances were also provided with regard to anonymisation of 

the data.  

 



Creech, A., Hallam, S., Gaunt, H., Pincas, A., McQueen, H., & Varvarigou, M. (in press). The role of 
musical possible selves in supporting subjective well-being in later life. Music Education Research. 

 

12 

 

Of the whole sample (n=398) who filled in the project questionnaires, eighty per cent of this 

sample was female and the majority was white, despite attempts of the research team to 

recruit members of a range of ethnic minority groups. The age range was 43-92 with 92 over 

the age of 75. The majority had been involved in professional occupations. 

 

Seventy-six per cent of the music participants had some kind of prior musical experiences. 

Twenty-nine per cent classed themselves as musical beginners. Only 4 per cent described 

themselves as ‘very good’, while the remainder described themselves as either average or 

good. Seventy three per cent indicated that they could read music but for most this was at a 

basic level. Only 8 per cent reported that they had ‘very good’ reading skills. Eleven per cent 

reported that music played a central role in their lives; for the remainder music had ‘no 

importance’ or they ‘listened to music from time to time’. The participants had a wide range 

of musical preferences, the strongest preference being for classical music, the least popular 

being reggae and electronic music.  

 

A total of 29 individuals were interviewed, including 16 females and 13 males.  Their ages 

ranged from to 59 – 92 (M = 76).  Fifteen focus group interviews were carried out, ranging in 

size from four to eight participants.  The gender and age of focus group participants were not 

recorded. 

Analysis 

All of the qualitative data were transcribed in full and analysed using a process devised by 

Cooper and McIntyre (1993). The process involved: 

1. Reading a random sample of scripts; 
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2. Identifying points of similarity and difference among these transcripts in relation to 

the research questions; 

3. Generating theories against a new set of transcripts; 

4. Testing theories against a new set of transcripts; 

5. Testing new theories against transcripts that have already been dealt with; 

6. Carrying all existing theories forward to new transcripts; 

7. Repeating the above process until all data have been examined and all theories tested 

against all data (Cooper and McIntyre, 1993).  

NVivo was used to support this process. Two researchers undertook the initial analysis, 

generating a thematic coding structure.  This coding structure was then monitored by two 

additional researchers.  The four researchers met as a team and discussed areas of similarity 

and difference in interpretation, before finalizing the final set of emergent themes, organised 

as a set of ‘free nodes’.  Following this, an inductive approach was taken, organizing themes 

around the overarching concepts of ‘possible self’ and ‘lost possible self’.   These 

overarching concepts were then interrogated for qualitative evidence of a relationship 

between possible selves and underlying components of subjective well-being that were 

identified as ‘purpose’, ‘autonomy/control’ and ‘social affirmation’ (see Creech et al. 2012; 

Hallam et al., 2013)  

Results 

Several themes emerged relating to the participants’ development of self-concept as 

musicians, their engagement in music as a new life opportunity and redefining lost musical 

selves through reminiscing about past musical experiences. The data below show how these 

themes may be interpreted as linking with the construct of possible selves and the three 

factors of well-being; purpose, autonomy and social affirmation that emerged from the 
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analyses of the quantitative measures of subjective wellbeing in the questionnaires (see 

Figure 1).  

Figure 1: Possible selves and the three factors of well-being  HERE 

 

 

Rediscovering and generating possible musical selves 

At first when I started playing this – because I have never seen a ukulele before – I 

had played guitar years ago but I taught myself. So at first it was like this foreign 

object and it was so difficult and suddenly one day I thought ‘it feels like part of me’ 

and I don’t have to look any more.  

For some, music was a vehicle for redefining one’s identity as a musician or rediscovering a 

lost possible musical self.  Through music-making, participants developed or, in some cases 

rekindled a strong musical identity.  Some participants now considered themselves to be 

musicians.  This musical self-concept was bolstered by a sense of being part of a community 

of musicians, by having performed with their professional musician facilitators and because 

they spent many hours making music and practising. Participants also referred to how they 

thought others perceived them; being a ‘musician’ was a new role, bringing with it interest 

and affirmation (Table 1 HERE 

).  

Table 1 HERE 

 

For ‘novices’ who had no early experience of music-making, participation in community 

groups now provided a second chance to ‘be a musician’, which in some cases was something 

that had never previously been considered (Table 2). 
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Table 2 HERE 

 

During the interviews and in their questionnaire responses many participants talked in detail 

about early memories – both positive and negative – in relation to music in their life. They 

reminisced about the role of music in their family life as children as well as some of their 

music-teachers’ influence on them. In some instances childhood experiences had influenced 

the extent of their lifelong engagement or disengagement in active music-making. It was 

evident that music was a powerful medium through which participants could discover a sense 

of continuity in their lives, reconnecting with some of their earliest memories and 

experiences.  Through engagement with music individuals, in some cases, sustained possible 

musical selves, while in others they re-discovered lost musical selves (Table 3). 

Table 3 HERE 

Musical possible selves and subjective well-being 

Analysis of quantitative well-being measures reported elsewhere (Creech, et al. 2012)  

suggested that subjective well-being could be conceptualized as comprising three 

underlying constructs: purpose, autonomy/control and social affirmation.  The 

qualitative data presented in this paper strongly indicated that highly valued possible 

musical selves provided a sense of purpose in the lives of many participants. This 

concept of ‘purpose’ was underpinned by the notion that music-making provided 

structure in daily and weekly routines and that it was the medium through which 

participants worked towards goals and acquired new skills (Table 4).  Participants 

placed a high value on their music-making and understood the detailed steps that 
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needed to be undertaken in order to develop as musicians.  For example, they organised 

other activities around this commitment, including time for practicing.  Through music, 

participants developed possible selves as skilled musicians who belonged to a 

community characterised by both an individual as well as a shared sense of purpose. 

 

Table 4 HERE 

 

Possible musical selves were also related to a sustained sense of autonomy and control in 

individuals’ lives.  Some participants spoke of having the freedom, in later life, to explore 

these possible musical selves. Others spoke of how ‘being a musician’ provided the 

opportunity for self expression and individual creativity.  Many participants spoke of having, 

through music, developed confidence; being a ‘musician’ was linked with growing 

confidence and control over life, both in musical and non-musical contexts (Table 5).   

Table 5 HERE 

 

For many participants performances offered an important opportunity to receive social 

affirmation and validation as a ‘musician’, sharing the results of their hard work with friends 

and relatives.  Some did not enjoy performances when they perceived their contribution to be 

a limited, token gesture. On the whole, while performances seemed to be a significant part of 

the participants’ possible musical selves, it was important that participants perceived their 

contribution to be valued and meaningful and not short ‘token’ gestures (Table 6). 

 

Table 6 HERE 
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The qualitative data suggested that developing musical possible selves provided a means by 

which participants could make a highly valued contribution to their communities. In this vein, 

possible musical selves provided individuals with a medium through which they could 

support others and provide pleasure and enjoyment for others.  In turn, these individuals 

experienced a strong sense of affirmation as a valued member contributor within their 

immediate social context. 

 

Discussion 

This paper explored qualitative data generated from older people who participated in active 

music-making, focusing on whether the development of musical possible selves in later life 

may contribute to satisfying three underlying dimensions of subjective well-being: 1) 

purpose, 2) autonomy/control and 3) validation through social affirmation (see Creech et al., 

2012).  

 

The data presented here suggest that domain-specific musical possible selves may function, 

as Smith and Freund (2002) claimed, as a guide to actions and choices with regard to what to 

expend effort on.  For example, participants in music-making structured their time around 

their musical commitments and engaged in self-directed practice in order to pursue desired 

musical outcomes.  For some participants, experimentation with provisional musical selves 

was understood in terms of commitment, routine and application to practising in pursuance of 

new skills. 

 

The participants in this study demonstrated how their musical possible selves were in some 

instances made accessible through life transitions such as retirement.  This resonates with the 
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view put forth by Cross and Markus (1991) who suggested that possible selves are dynamic 

and that major life transitions may offer the scope and space for new possible selves to be 

formed.  Music participants’ responses also suggested that their musical possible selves were 

underpinned by the motivation to improve oneself, to gain new experiences and new skills. 

This supports the views put forth by Cross and Markus (1991) and Withnall, McGivney and 

Soulsby (2004), who challenged the view that later life is characterised by a drive to simply 

prevent losses, suggesting that possible selves in later life may be focused on experimentation 

and embracing changing identities (also see Brookfield, 1986).   

 

It was striking that many participants formed future oriented images of their selves that were 

framed by the idea that ‘I am a musician’.  For many, this was a new identity and one that 

they experimented tentatively at first but with growing confidence.   Markus and Nurius 

(1986) suggest that possible selves may be derived from past selves.  In this sense, some 

participants may have drawn on past experiences, rediscovering lost possible selves. This 

may have involved a reinvestment in previously cherished possible selves (King and Hicks, 

2007). Through access to musical engagement in a social context, these lost possible selves 

may have become imbued with the salience that King and Hicks (2007) and Rossiter (2007) 

refer to, whereby the possible self is a valued, personally meaningful and psychologically 

accessible.  Furthermore, active engagement with peers and expert facilitators, musical 

possible selves could be constructed in elaborate detail and evaluated through self and peer 

feedback and social affirmation.   

 

Participants in this study who claimed to have little or no previous experience of active 

music-making, alongside those who had some prior identity as a musician, were able to 

access and experiment with provisional selves in the domain of music.  It may be that the 
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power and universality of music (Blacking, 1995; Hallam, 2010) is such that, irrespective of 

early opportunities, throughout the life-course humans sustain the capacity to respond in 

powerful ways to music and develop a musical self concept. In particular, the link between 

music and social bonding (Cross, 2009; Hagen and Bryant, 2003) may help to explain the 

relationship between engagement in group music-making, an enhanced sense of well-being 

and the development of possible musical selves.  

 

Do musical possible selves contribute to subjective well-being, in later life?  The evidence 

presented in this paper suggests that older people who became actively engaged in music-

making could, through the medium of music, formulate future-oriented identities that 

provided a sense of purpose in later life, some extent of sustained autonomy and control and a 

strong sense of social affirmation.  As such, musical possible selves, for these participants, 

could be interpreted as a mechanism through with individuals could not only sustain but also 

develop enhanced subjective well-being.  Through the context of music-making, individuals 

could freely experiment with provisional musical selves, which in turn provided structure, a 

framework for new skills, enhanced confidence, the scope for creative expression and the 

scope for making valued contributions to the wider community.  

 

These findings have implications for older people themselves as well as for carers and 

agencies whose focus is the well-being of older people.  The findings suggested that even 

those with little musical background could develop well understood, rich musical possible 

selves that provided structure, an outlet for autonomous learning and creativity as well as a 

social context where individuals derived self confidence and self esteem. Moreover, music-

making was not simply a time-filler or token gesture.  Rather, the elaboration of musical 

possible selves was accompanied in many cases by the acquisition of new skills and 
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progression routes in music.  Thus, the potential for engagement in music-making to 

contribute to sustained well-being is clear, suggesting that it is incumbent upon all those 

concerned with well-being in later life to ensure that appropriate musical opportunities are 

widely available. 

 

The analysis presented here is limited in scope, particularly as the number of interviewees 

was relatively small, with little ethnic diversity amongst the sample. An in-depth examination 

of ‘possible selves’ was further limited as the interviews did not specifically focus on this 

construct.  It is possible that had the participants been asked specifically about their possible 

selves a different interpretation would have emerged.  Nevertheless, the interpretation 

presented here suggests that through music many older people found a means by which they 

were able to formulate well understood and highly esteemed versions of their future selves.  

This, in turn, may have been a significant factor in helping to navigate the process of ageing 

in later life with a continuing and even enhanced reservoir of subjective well-being.  
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Table 1: I am a musician 

(11 sources; 16 references) 

 It has made a big difference to my life. After retiring at 59, I now (65 now) consider that I have 

become a musician. I write songs, I perform and I play guitar.  

 Relatives, friends, some of them are quite intrigued. Particularly when you mention the Sage they 

think you are a wonderful singer. 

 ...if you are there playing along with the other musicians, playing along the tune and you are, 

probably, knowing the tune, as well you are still reading. So, that [learning how to read music] 

would be nice, yea... 

 It’s good being with people who appreciate music and we can talk about it, because lots of 

people they aren’t really that much interested in it, do they? So, it is good doing that down here, 

yes. 

 It is brilliant now, because we gave a concert just before Christmas and the audience were 

amazed. My daughter was there and she couldn’t believe it. Because they encouraged us, you 

know, to dress like rock in leathers and other stuff and you should see the pictures. 

 You stop counting your rhythm you feel it in your blood. 

 Do you see yourself as a musician? – Yes, I do 

 I think if I was doing that on my own I wouldn’t feel like a musician but when I hear the sound 

of everybody playing together [I feel]. 

 In the beginning I was very embarrassed about singing and anybody hearing me sing. So I 

always chose a good singer next to me so that she would carry me along, you see. But now, no, I 

am not embarrassed any more. I feel my voice has developed.  

 The guitar is always in the ring now. It’s always around the house. I will pick it up and play. 
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Table 2: Music as a new opportunity 

(31 sources, 40 references) 

 This is the first time in my life that I have played an instrument with a group. 

 My life before retirement was rarely my own. I was always at someone else’s bidding and on 

a strict time schedule. In the last 3 years I have claimed back my life. I decided, amongst 

other things, to start to learn about music and start to play an instrument, something I had 

always wanted to do. There have been real changes trying to learn the piano from scratch and 

the theory is mentally exercising. The real FUN for music however has come from the 

Ukulele group where I enjoy the social contacts, the thrill of making music in a group and, of 

course, the challenge of having to play an instrument.  

 I have always wanted to learn to play a musical instrument and I feel so pleased and satisfied 

that I am here learning to play instead of just listening. 

 I think that it gives people an opportunity then to see where they might get and give them a 

sort of target – ‘I could get this, couldn’t I? 
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Table 3: Rediscovering lost musical possible selves 
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Connection with positive memories and past musical possible selves  

(23 sources; 38 references)  

 

 From a very early age music was always in my life. My father had his own dance band, my 

mother played the piano. 

 Both my parents could sing, in fact my mother went to the Royal College of music with her 

sister. My father had a nice light baritone voice and they did a lot of amateur musicals, 

musical performances, you know. Gilbert and Sullivan things. So, there was a sort of feeling 

of music although I fell foul of a music teacher at boarding school with who I did not get on 

with and I dropped the piano and I always rather regret it. I wish I had learned the instrument 

properly then. But I think I sort of caught up a little bit. 

 Involvement and interest in music. Forever. Well if you start with say 5, 6, 7, me and my 

sister used to go to bed not with bedtime stories but with the National Song Book, and we 

used to sing the ones we knew, we’d learned at school, we used to sing those till we went to 

sleep, if we didn’t know what the tune was we made one up. 

 I started piano when I was about 13, 14, something like that and carried on until, more or less 

until I left school. And I did a little bit of evening class when I was about 25, I did a duet class 

but that sort of folded, when I got married. And I promised myself when I was 60 I would 

restart learning the piano because I wouldn’t be able to sing any more but because I can still 

sing I haven’t started to play the piano! 

 I played when I was very young. I played in a group and then I played in a band until my 

early twenties. But then I had the guitar around more like an object and played a bit but not 

played with any discipline for years. Not played with rhythm, drums and all these things you 

need. 

 I have had a love of music all my life from a very young age. During my school years and 

early adulthood I was always part of a choir. After marriage this was stifled somewhat. But 

now that I am divorced and I have a partner of similar interests the doors are once more 

opening to me. My partner and I watch a live band every week. We are proof that over 50 

isn’t the end of life and enjoyment. 

 

 

 

Redefining negative memories and lost musical possible selves 

5 sources; 15 references 

 

 My mum used to sing and my grandfather used to sing and I used to think ‘I can’t sing like 

them’. So I didn’t. 

 We meet a lot of older people who say ‘oh, I can’t sing like I used to’. They feel like they lost 

their confidence with their voice and they might say ‘I’d love to sing but, you know, it’s not 

very good these days’.  And I have met a lot of people like that who just think ‘I am too old, I 

can’t sing anymore’. 

 The other thing I find is when I tell my friends about here, the thing I get back is ‘I can’t read 

music’ and I try to explain to them that you don’t have to for a lot of the groups.  

 At primary school I have been told that I could not sing and so had never attempted to do so. 

After taking singing lessons for 18 months I joined a choir and can honestly say that it added 

a new dimension to my life. I could never call myself a singer but I love singing and I know 

the joy I feel spills over to all areas of my life.  
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Figure 1: Possible selves and the three factors of well-being 
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Table 4: Purpose 

 

Structure 

(17 sources, 23 references) 

 

 I look forward to my three singing groups each week and while a commitment I loved 

attending. 

 The thing I liked about this is that all people who really enjoyed it and wanted to be there 

were very determined and they were there every Tuesday come day in come out. They always 

had it in their diary – I am coming down for the music classes.  

 It has also taught me to arrange my other activities in such a way that I can fit in time for 

practice and consolidating my skills.  

 You need to have some new routine if you stop working every day, and so on Tuesday 

mornings I go to music, and I’m amazed, actually, at how much everybody knows.  

 

 

New skills 

(38 sources, 43 references) 

 

 I have a sense of achievement at learning something new. 

 I get a feeling of doing something better each week and definitely feel I am learning and 

improving while enjoying myself. One of the best things I have ever taken part in. I love it! 

 I have heard many of the pieces before so it’s very interesting for me to be able to play them 

myself. 

 Making progress and learning new skills helps overcome feelings that I am no longer capable 

of doing certain things. 

 Has helped me to know that whatever age you are there is still something new and magic out 

there to enjoy. 

 Has helped me to stay open minded, take risks and form new friendships as of which continue 

to be important in older age. 

 You feel ‘Oh, yes we have accomplished something’.  

 

 

I have to practise 

(5 sources, 5 references) 

 

 I would like to practise more. 

 I find it hard to learn the tunes and have to practice a lot. I wouldn’t want to stop singing in a 

choir. 

 I practise every day for half an hour – my wife practises at one end of the house and I practise 

at the other. 
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Table 5: Autonomy/control 

Freedom 

(2 sources, 2 references) 

 

 The freedom to enjoy and participate in music has changed my life dramatically. 

 My life before I retired was rarely my own. I was always at someone else’s bidding and on a 

strict time schedule. In the last 3 years I have claimed back my life. I decided, amongst other 

things, to start to learn about music and start to play an instrument, something I had always 

wanted to do. 

 

Self expression 

(8 sources, 9 references) 

 

 I enjoy the opportunity to sing, express myself and be creative.  

 Very important as a means of emotional expression and as a mood enhancer, especially in 

winter. 

 

Confidence 

(32 sources, 44 references) 

 

 It has given me more confidence in singing occasionally on my own as well.  

 You Rock and Roll and you come out thinking ‘that’s quite good. I have never done that’ and 

it broadens your horizons. 

 It’s made a tremendous difference to my life; absolutely amazing. Yesterday I lost my bus-

pass. Now, before I started coming here, you know, I don’t have depressions anymore which I 

used to have. Before it would be like ‘I lost my bus-pass? Panic attack! I would freak out’ but 

I just thought ‘ok, I lost my bus pass, never mind, I’ll ring up in the morning and go and do 

what I have to do. That’s what I thought quite calmly.  

 I would never sing in front of anybody but now I just simply head up.  

 I have confidence now that with the help of the teacher tutoring me, that one day I’ll be able 

to play. 

 I used to sit outside the door listening to the music until I got caught! (The facilitator) said 

come in. 

 Sometime you can go to a bar and sing some karaoke or something, once you’ve got the 

confidence. 

 You’re not shy or anything because we’re doing a practical together. 
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Table 6: Musical performance as a source of affirmation and validation 

Social affirmation through performance 

(23 sources, 28 references) 

 

 I can now sing in tune and I am so excited and longing for our gala concert and to hear my 

family’s reaction. No one else in the family has done anything like this. 

 First we sing as a choir, then on our own. It gives me, at my age [tearful] I’m 85, it gives me a 

great feeling inside me that I can sing.  

 I get a sense of achievement from participation especially when we perform for an audience. 

 You feel that it’s a nice ending to weeks and weeks of hard work, you know. You feel great! 

That’s good. I feel satisfied now, you know. That you’ve done something and somebody else 

has appreciated it.  

 [On ‘token’ performances] To do the performances here I’ve often found frustrating because 

they are often very brief. We are coming from a long way away and we play for ten minutes, 

you know. Why are we bothered?, you know. There is always a lot of people to fit in and the 

other thing is they are usually put in a noisy environment…Now, recorders are quiet 

instruments. If we had trombones we could dominate but with recorders… 

 [On ‘token’ performances] I am not interested in going out, I wouldn’t want to go out and 

have a performance to an audience. To the group or if for argument’s sake there was an old 

people’s do and we went down to sing and they wanted me to do a solo, I’d do a solo. If it’s 

one that’s within my repertoire – good God, using that word! That’s funny.  

  

 

Giving back to the community 

(12 sources, 22 references) 

 

 I have made new friends, I am able to support people less experienced in their music-making 

and enjoy teaching beginner recorder to adults. 

 It proved that I can do it and elevated my self-esteem. And has given pleasure to others. 

 you are allowing people to hear you; you want to give a rendition of yourself ... You want to 

feel that what you’ve learnt is going to be enjoyed by someone else.  

 It makes me feel good as well. I like to make people feel good, I like the audience to be 

happy, that’s it, an entertainer.  

 It means a lot to us, it means a lot to our group leader, and when we go out from here 

sometimes to hospitals or other old people’s homes and we sing to them, it’s marvellous.  

 I get a wonderful feeling inside me to see, me singing or the group singing, the happiness it 

gives to these other people. 

 It’s a wonderful feeling that you could still sing a song and entertain people. It just does, it 

does me a world of good. Sometimes I sit here with the window open and ladies on the other 

side say I heard you singing this morning, Harry, it was lovely.  

 


