InnOVATIONS:

Recognizing Advances in Health Care
An Issue Brief from the St. Louis Area Business Health Coalition

Improving Cancer Treatment with Patient-Centered Music Therapy
To soothe both mind and body, approximately 80% of patients diagnosed with cancer use complementary and alternative medicine (CAM)
therapies to ease physical pain and distress.1 Music therapy, one such CAM intervention, has gained significant acceptance from the mainstream
medical community thanks to growing evidence over the last two decades demonstrating it can improve the quality of life for patients.
Inspired by the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra’s successful program, St. Louis University Cancer Center began providing music therapy services
to cancer patients in June 2011. In addition to two full-time music therapists, the Center also works in partnership with professional musicians
from the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra and amateur musicians from the St. Louis University School of Fine and Performing Arts to provide
services to patients. Together they are helping cancer patients cope with their diagnosis and treatment. Music therapy provides solace and
comfort. It can also offer patients a way to express themselves, giving them a voice and connecting them with their inner selves, allowing others
to see that there is more to them than just their disease.2

James Garrett and his wife Vickie live in Evansville, Indiana. In March
2013, when he was diagnosed with tonsil cancer, he was the head of
the southern division of a regional petroleum company, where Vickie
was also employed. He received his initial surgery and radiation
treatment at a hospital near his home. Later, a PET scan indicated
the cancer was growing again. In December 2013, his doctor
determined he needed more advanced treatment than he could
provide in Evansville and referred him to Dr. Mark Varvares, Director
of Otolaryngology and Director of the SLU Cancer Center.

based committee to look at alternative therapies for cancer pain
management.
The group included chaplains, physical and occupational therapists,
and the communications director of the St. Louis Symphony
Orchestra, Mark Thayer, among others. Thayer began talking about
developing a music therapy program similar to the one created by
the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra. The idea quickly took off.

In February 2014, Garrett was having difficulty resting because of
headaches and pain in his jaw from a feeding tube placed after
surgery for recurrent tonsil cancer. A patient at St. Louis University
(SLU) Cancer Center, Garrett received a visit from Crystal Weaver, who
leads the Cancer Center’s Music Therapy program. James told her he
liked spirituals so Weaver played the guitar and softly sang a religious
song to him. “When Crystal played the guitar and sang, I
relaxed and dozed off,” Garrett said.
“Crystal has the remarkable ability to keep a tune with a very
soft voice,” Vickie Garrett said. “It gives you a break from the
hospital noise and makes you feel like you are someplace
else. It makes the care provided more personal.”
The SLU Cancer Center Music Therapy program provides music
therapy services to people diagnosed with cancer.
Five years ago Dr. Philip Alderson, Dean of St. Louis University
School of Medicine, asked head and neck surgeon and Director of
the SLU Cancer Center Dr. Mark Varvares, to develop a community1
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Crystal Weaver, M.A., CRC, MT-BC, Senior Music Therapist (Photo courtesy of St. Louis
University Cancer Center)
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“At SLU Cancer Center, the focus is treatment of disease aimed at
getting the patient back to the life they had before,” Weaver said.
Thus, the goals of music therapy complement and enhance the
treatment the patient receives.
In June 2011, the Center began providing music therapy sessions
one-on-one to individuals diagnosed with head and neck cancer
after surgery and during chemotherapy treatments. “Initially, we
hired Crystal Weaver who grew the program with her own interns
from Maryville University,” Dr. Varvares said. Since then, the program
has expanded to provide music therapy for patients with all forms
of cancer the Center treats and throughout an individual’s course
of treatment. For example, services are also provided to patients
undergoing radiation treatments and bone marrow transplant.
In inpatient and outpatient care settings, patient satisfaction is
becoming more important and the use of music therapy is another
indicator of how health care is changing to a more holistic approach.
The clinical environment often is noisy, not very patient-friendly and
makes constant demands on patients’ time and energy. By accepting
visits from a music therapist, the person gets the opportunity to
have some choice and control over his or her environment which
fosters autonomy and independence.
It also has proven value from a clinical perspective. During a session
the patient relaxes, his or her heart rate slows and blood pressure
falls. Also, blood vessels tend to open up a little more, delivering
pain medication more quickly, making it work faster. In addition to
relaxation, anxiety and pain management, music therapy also helps
to motivate the patient to be more engaged in other aspects of
his or her treatment such as physical and occupational therapy.3 At
SLU Cancer Center, music therapy services are provided to patients
to achieve these goals and to increase socialization, stimulate the
senses, elevate mood and assist in identifying appropriate coping
skills. Mood and emotions may affect the intensity of pain that a
person experiences. Music helps to direct a person away from his
or her pain, reducing pain perception, research shows.4 The goals
of music therapy for hospice care are geared toward palliative care
for the patient at the end of life, focused on pain management and
making the patient as comfortable as possible.
Outcomes of music therapy interventions are measured in three
ways. The first is observational. Is the patient more relaxed, less
anxious, seem more at peace or did they fall asleep? “Unlike most
musicians, music therapists are not offended if the audience
falls asleep. That is a good thing!” Weaver said. The second is
clinical. The patient’s vital signs - heart rate, blood pressure and
breathing - are measured both before and after the music therapy
session. The third is self-reported. After the session, patients are
encouraged to express how they feel.
Music therapists design programs depending on the patient’s
needs and the environment. Music Therapists are credentialed
professionals who have completed an approved program and create
individualized treatment plans for patients. The music therapist
assesses the patient’s physical and emotional needs and designs
an individualized therapy plan. They may also work with patients in
groups. There are hundreds of interventions that can be employed
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Dr. Mark Varvares, M.D., Director (Photo courtesy of SLU Cancer Center)

Measuring Music Therapy Outcomes
· Observational: Does the patient appear more 		
relaxed, less anxious?
· Clinical: Did the patient’s vital signs improve
post-therapy?
· Self-Reported: Does the patient feel the therapy
was helpful?
such as song writing, music improvisation, lyric discussion, music
and imagery, and music performance. Therapists also participate in
interdisciplinary treatment planning, evaluation and follow up.
At some facilities, doctors must write an order for a patient to receive
music therapy services and reimbursement scenarios vary. At SLU
Cancer Center, music therapists’ salaries are part of the budget and
are paid by the Cancer Center operations fund. There is a standing
order that every patient can get services by the music therapist if
they want them. The Center also receives grants to buy instruments
and fund research. The St. Louis Men’s Group Against Cancer and
the St. Louis University Hospital Auxiliary are two of the Center’s
supporters.

M Clayton, R Sager, U Will. “In Time With The Music: The concept of entrainment and its significance for ethnomusicology,” ESEM CounterPoint, Vol.1, 2004.
W Igawa-Silva , S Wu, R Harrigan. “Music and cancer pain management.” Hawai’i Med J 2007;66:292–29

Issue Brief 8, March, 2015 • St. Louis Area Business Health Coalition • Improving Cancer Treatment with Patient-Centered Music Therapy

SLU Cancer Center’s Music Therapy program also established a
partnership with the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra (SLSO) and the
SLU School of Fine and Performing Arts. These partnerships have
allowed professional and amateur musicians to come to the Center
and perform for patients during their chemotherapy treatments
in the Infusion Center. Recently, the partnership with the SLSO has
expanded to the Center’s outpatient Bone Marrow Transplant Center
to provide professional music performances in that area.
Andrew Dwiggins was a professional musician playing in a band
signed to a recording contract, living the dream and touring the
country. Yet it did not last. “I wanted to find something more stable
and, in addition to music, the profession attracted me because of
the caring aspect of it,” Dwiggins said. In January 2013, Andrew
began working at the SLU Cancer Center as a music therapy intern.
When he completed his internship in July 2013, he was hired as a
full-time staff member. Dwiggins focuses his attention on providing
music therapy to individuals diagnosed with leukemia. These
patients receive services as inpatients and also in the outpatient
Bone Marrow Transplant Center.
“Some patients will welcome you and are excited about your
instrument and some will give you a weird look when you walk
into the room,” Dwiggins said. “When you tell them the physician
ordered it they accept it better.” Any kind of music can be played
such as hard rock, country, spiritual, R&B or rap. Music therapists
are very versatile. “Sometimes you get to know the family and
one of them is into bluegrass. You just determine what the
patient wants to hear and take it from there,” he said.

Andrew Dwiggins, Music Therapist (Photo courtesy of St. Louis University Cancer Center)

The program has also improved physician satisfaction at the Center. “Music therapy helps to humanize the relationship with the physician,”
Dwiggins said. “The interaction helps the physician build rapport with the patient.”
The SLU Cancer Center’s Music Therapy program is currently working on two research projects. The first study is looking at the impact of
music therapy on patients receiving chemotherapy in the Infusion Center. The second project is studying the impact of music therapy on
patients’ anxiety just prior to undergoing surgery. It will compare a number of physiologic parameters before and after the music therapy
intervention.
“Cancer is a very difficult disease for patients to deal with and so many of us find comfort with music,” Dr. Varvares said.
“Combining the difficult journey of cancer treatment with the expertise of a trained music therapist, who provides the best music for the
best outcome, has become an important part of how we treat patients at the SLU Cancer Center.”
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