
·         WHAT IS SOUNDBEAM? 

Soundbeam is a highly accessible musical instrument which uses movement sensors and wireless 

touch switches to enable individuals and groups at any level of cognitive or physical ability to 

become expressive and communicative using music and sound. Unlike simpler interfaces 

Soundbeam offers the user the opportunity to personalise the material using sophisticated yet easy-

to-navigate composition functions, but there is also a wealth of pre-loaded activity for users who 

aren’t ready for this and the interface can be easily calibrated to accommodate the level of 

confidence and playing skill that the user has reached. Soundbeam has evolved over a period of 

thirty years. During this time it has established itself as the pinnacle assistive technology resource for 

music for people with learning and physical disabilities, with over  5000 passionate user 

organisations in more than twenty countries. Soundbeam 6 is the latest iteration of the technology. 

Launched in 2017 it represents a massive leap forward from its predecessors: easy to use with a 

minimum of wires and connections, and with hugely enhanced functionality.  

 

·         WHY IT WOULD BENEFIT OUR RESIDENTS?  

For anyone with compromised physical or cognitive function, providing activity that people can 

actually do – but which is at the same time age-appropriate, non-patronising, challenging and 

consistently enjoyable – has to be of value. 

 

 

·         IMPACT MEASURES  

Evidence for the efficacy of Soundbeam is primarily anecdotal though there is a substantial body of 

academic research (see bibliography) notably by Professor Phil Ellis at the University of Sunderland 

and Dr Kim McCord at the University of Illinois, as well as numerous Master’s and PhD theses. 

 

“We love our Sound Beams! That’s probably the best way to start this thank you note. We have had it 

now for just over two months and residents, staff and families are all enjoying it! It is absolutely 

incredible to watch the residents open up and engage in its use. Some of the residents using it had 

been quite passive residents before and are now fully engaged when they use it. We do appreciate 

your co-operation in seeing that the staff were trained to use it and your willingness to come back 

and give updates. It’s nice to know that if we have any problems, you’ll stand behind the product. I 

have received only positive feedback from the Sound Beam and would definitely recommend it to 

others. Thank you so much for all of your help!” 

Shari Ecclestone, Program Manager, Leisureworld Caregiving Centre,  Muskoka, Canada 

 

 



 

“Before I go about blogging about my gadget and gizmo Xmas presents, I shall tell you the story that 

bought a little bit of magic to my festive period. 

The Tunbridge Wells Care Centre is a recently built nursing home, housing around 70 beds, and is 

situated in Tunbridge Wells in the UK. 

Alongside local charity Compaid, those lovely so-and-so’s at the care centre arranged some for 

cutting edge music technology Soundbeam sessions, including some jazz, classical and easy-listening 

for residents. 

Soundbeam devices allow people to make music, regardless of their level of cognition and mobility. 

The ‘touch free’ apparatus uses sensor technology and beams of light to translate body movement 

into music and sound. 

Throughout the sessions, instructors assisted some of the residents in using the touch free device, 

with the nature and sensitivity of the beam allowing even the most immobilised residents to ‘play’ 

independently. 

Activity manager at the care home, Bill Blackford, praised the use of Soundbeam technology: 

“This technology liberates participants from both the expressive limitations and the physical 

challenges of more traditional percussion-based approaches.” 

 

Lovely ladies at the care home using the touch free device to make their own music 

When further discussing the benefits of Soundbeam for his residents, Bill stated: 

“It is particularly applicable for those with dementia.” Adding “Music triggers our memories and has 

the ability to transport us back to emotive times in our lives, which can really give everyone a boost.” 

http://www.tunbridgewells-carecentre.co.uk/
http://www.compaid.org.uk/
http://www.soundbeam.co.uk/
http://technarti.com/2012/12/27/christmas-care-home-harmonies/soundbeam1/#main


With all the recent negative press about the state of carers and care homes in the UK, this little story 

bought some joy to my heart, and some faith in the kindness and ingenuity of those who are 

entrusted to look after our disable and elderly, especially after seeing this little quote on their 

website: 

“This provision of our meaningful activities is all about enabling rather than disabling.” 

Keep it up team!” 

https://technartidotcom1.wordpress.com/ 

 

Transcript of interview with Chris Lees, Soundbeam musician 

q. Have you had many opportunities to be creative? 

CL: when I was of school age, when most people are thinking about being creative….my whole life 

was focussed on getting me to walk. Music or intellectual creativity didn’t come into it, because the 

general philosophy of the public was that I wasn’t going to have anything like a social life, attending 

concerts or anything of that sort because the general public were of the opinion that I should be put 

somewhere and looked after, in terms of my physical condition.. and the emphasis was that one day, 

when you’ve learned to walk, you can start to have a life; until then you put it on hold until that 

magic button gets pushed by somebody somewhere, whereby you are a fully functional human 

being…… 

q. tell me about the first time you played Soundbeam? 

CL: …on the first occasion that I played it….it took me a long time to actually trust it and realise that 

you can make proper music with it rather than an uncoordinated musical noise…. 

q. If I came from Mars, how would you explain SB to me? 

CL: to look at it, it’s not very interesting, not like a Stradivarius violin or a harp….the thing that 

entices you to try to get some decent noise out of a Soundbeam is the fact that you don’t have to 

argue with yourself to make it work. You see, when I’m living my normal life there is always a sort of 

inner conflict which says ‘what I want to do is a good idea but it won’t work because my body won’t 

cooperate’….there is always a gap between what goes into my head and my physical ability to get 

my body to behave itself, but with SB all that can disappear, cos you’ve only got to wave your arm in 

any way that you’re physically able to, and this conflict disappears, which is one of the joys of using 

the damn thing, and that’s what makes it a joy to use, after a while. 

q. how does it feel when you’re playing? 

CL: when I was a lot younger there was this magic idea that if I could only relax then my body would 

start to be a little more cooperative …… with Soundbeam I don’t have to have that argument with 

myself…because as soon as I wave my hand under the beam it starts to work all by itself and I don’t 

have to go through this internal frustrating turmoil to kick the thing into gear. If I were for example 

https://technartidotcom1.wordpress.com/


to pick up a recorder and expect my fingers to hit the holes in some sort of coordinated fashion, it’s 

never going to work.  

q. in the time you’ve been playing SB is it something you’ve got more skilful at? 

CL: I’ve been told by other people that I have become more skilful and I have to think back to what it 

sounded like when we started which was an uncoordinated row….I was told to move my arm 

about…and it sounded awful…couple of six year olds would be able to produce a more cohesive noise 

than we were able to produce at the beginning, but as we learned to settle down and relax, because 

we don’t have to fight with it, we just have to use it and begin to enjoy it. When you get rid of that 

argument that’s inside your head it all starts to come together and achieve the kind of noise that you 

wanted in the first place. 

q. would you describe it as therapy? 

CL: No…it’s a bit synthetic with somebody standing in the background saying ‘what you have to do is 

this’. The reason we get most joy out of it is because there’s no script to it, there is when we attack a 

concert, but we can have the most marvellous time just doing our thing. 

q. concerts? 

CL: We’ve done one or two concerts, the audiences haven’t been vast, but on the occasion that we’ve 

done concerts at the Birmingham Conservatoire…the noises we produced were not at all unpleasant. 

It hasn’t got the depth and intensity of a full-blown orchestra but if you learn to be happy with it you 

can make some quite passable noises. 

q. sounds like playing in a group has been exciting? 

CL: you don’t have to work to a script and that again means that…none of us can actually read music 

because when you have got a disability your possibility of doing two things at once – keeping your 

body under control and coping with the beam would be too much of an effort if it was too 

complicated. For a moment when it really comes together you can almost forget that you’re in a 

wheelchair, and that is the most marvellous thing on the planet. I can forget about all the junk that I 

have to live with….in those terms what I have to live with might seem quite substantial to you…what 

you seek to do is forget about the fact that you’re surrounded by a lump of metal, that – like all the 

gadgets you have to use, will take up quite a much of your life …personally I regards it as a lump of 

junk that I’ve got to have….. 

q. what have you learned through playing SB? 

CL: it may sound a bit extreme but I’ve learned that it’s perfectly legal for me to just sit here and 

enjoy myself, I don’t have to ask anybody for any help, I don’t have to justify the kind of noises I’m 

getting out of the thing, I can just enjoy it, without any (?) trimmings of somebody saying ‘you’re not 

doing this properly, or ‘it ought to be louder or softer’…it just works. 

q. have you discovered any new music? 

CL: before I got involved with the Soundbeam, my musical taste and appreciation of music was fairly 

static, in that the only music that to me made any sense was classical music, I have to reluctantly 



admit that it’s not to everybody’s taste. What I was taught through the Soundbeam and the people I 

used it with is that other people’s music is just as valid as my own, but I couldn’t have reached that 

point unless I had used the damn thing without too much tension running through my body. Because 

I don’t have to write a script and say ‘ that turned out not quite as I wanted it but it sounds almost 

right and I promise the next time I do it I’ll do it properly’. You see, you don’t have to worry about 

that kind of thing when you’re just playing around with it and enjoying it. 

q. can you see a time when you start to compose with SB? 

CL: I’ve no wish to compose. What I appreciate most is the absolute freedom it gives me, I can make 

it work with very little effort, and the kind of level of relaxation and comfort that it gives me even for 

a brief couple of hours is absolutely fantastic. If I could bottle it – I would! 

q: do you prefer playing in a group or solo…… 

CL: I get most of my pleasure I prefer to use it in a group because my previous experience of music 

other than classical has been so structurally tight that it takes me a little longer to learn that I can 

bounce off other people, if you’ve got one person playing the guitar and another person playing the 

cymbals or whatever they happen to have, recorder or tin whistle, whatever, the fact that I can just 

join in when I feel like it and the whole thing is so loose and relaxed –  

it’s magic, like I said if I could bottle it I would. 

 

 

Links, 

Chris Lees - 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jjoIGyKnsvQ&index=10&t=120s&list=PL3577B28918C5D460 

Phil 1 –  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-fCoEp4pFv4eUpGcWlUQUFuUDA/view?usp=drive_web 

Phil 2 –  

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-fCoEp4pFv4VGRxZWtEYlExUkk/view?usp=drive_web 

I’m Soul Inc –  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7J0AWLvxI8Q 

Etta – (watch from 0.30-0.45) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FtSt3Rnncrs 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jjoIGyKnsvQ&index=10&t=120s&list=PL3577B28918C5D460
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-fCoEp4pFv4eUpGcWlUQUFuUDA/view?usp=drive_web
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B-fCoEp4pFv4VGRxZWtEYlExUkk/view?usp=drive_web
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7J0AWLvxI8Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FtSt3Rnncrs
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This is an extract from ‘ Improving Well-Being and Quality of Life for the Elderly through 

Vibroacoustic Sound Therapy’ by Professor Phil Ellis, Sunderland University: 

A was 96 years old, and had low mood and depression.  She was mobile with a Zimmer 

frame, quite hard of hearing and maintained as much independence as possible. It is quite 

extraordinary to see the transformation in her during the sessions. There were numerous 

episodes of infectious laughter, smiles and real appreciation of the music – both from the 

beam and the pre-recorded music.  These sessions also caused her to reminisce - the 

remembrance of family and the war being very precious to her - and she obviously enjoyed 

the opportunity to speak about them. Many residents with a variety of conditions have reacted 

in a similar way following, or during, listening to the music tapes, often talking about family 

and experiences from their past. 

 

D was 76 years old, with manic depression and independent mobility. She had short-term 

memory and obviously experienced extreme highs and lows. Her mood affected her decision 

whether or not to come to the sessions. She would frequently talk obsessively and until 

recently it would appear that she was paying little attention to the sound or music, and had no 

interest in playing the beam at all. However, she really enjoyed singing with the microphone. 

 

Towards the end of her programme of VAST she demonstrated enjoyment of both the music 

tapes and the vibration. She has been eager to attend the sessions, and most recently has sat 

quietly, albeit fidgeting, for several minutes. She frequently maked positive comments about 

her feelings at the end of the sessions. 

 

M was 80 years of age with dementia and very little in terms of quality of life – limited sight, 

quite deaf, totally dependent, with swallowing difficulties, being physically ‘rigid’ and often 

awkward with the staff. 

 

It was established quite early on that M would only benefit from the effects of the relaxation 

tape and vibroacoustic chair, and so this was his experience each week.  Anecdotal evidence 

suggested that on occasions his lunch time meal was more easily accepted, and that he became 

relatively more alert and amenable following VAST.  

 

 

Results 

 



After therapy sessions all those involved would often seem happier and would smile more, 

with greater awareness of other people. This affect could last overnight and sometimes for 

some days. When talking with residents at the conclusion of therapy sessions they would 

often make positive comments, saying that they felt better, happier, generally more 

comfortable, and that physical aches and pains were reduced. 

 

Careful observation of the video recordings of individual’s VAST experiences extending over 

several months, and in some cases in excess of two years, indicates improvement in: 

 

 mood 

 level of distress 

 level of depression 

 level of aggression 

 level of anxiety 

 level of relaxation 

 

and also has been seen to: 

 

 encourage eye-to-eye contact; 

 develop vocal communication, both verbal and through inflection; 

 improve hearing ability, sometimes beyond the immediate Sound Therapy 

environment; 

 develop listening skills; 

 encourage and develop physical movement; 

 provide opportunities for individual exploration and control; 

 enable deep relaxation and pleasure; 

 provide opportunities for cathartic recollection and happy reminiscence; 

 promote a general feeling of physical and mental well-being; 

 re-energise and motivate; 

 develop positive self-esteem; 

 produce smiles, happiness and a positive outlook which can permeate other 

aspects of experience. 

 

It is possible to mark progression over time. From the tapes produced through Layered 

Analysis, there are often gradual changes in behaviour and response revealed, and there may 

be a change from dependency, to becoming responsive, leading to a more independent form 

of behaviour where the resident takes some control and initiates activity. We can trace 

changes over time which show this gradual process: 

 

 

 

Progression Observed 
 

 

Dependent Responsive Independent 

isolated aware contributing 

indifferent reactive expressive 



frowning smiling laughing 

crying laughing expressing 

silent content receptive 

withdrawn thoughtful communicative 

inward poised interactive 

 

These data are of course qualitative. By contrast, a recent short study of five residents over 

the final ten weeks of a series of VAST sessions was conducted by Stephen Dennet of ATH 

Consultancy Ltd. This study was based on the Well and Ill Being Scales (WAIBS) devised by 

the Bradford Dementia Group. It was a very small-scale project, partly designed to see 

whether this data collection methodology would further validate the therapy, and 

consequently the results can only be seen as indicative, although they certainly support the 

evidence from video analysis and day-to-day observation. 

 

 

Table 1: Summarized WAIBS well-and ill being scores for five participants (average age 82) 

over 10 weeks in which VAST was provided.  

 

Stage ONE (Sessions Running) 

Well-being Scores Summary Table 

 

 Participant 

Number 

Period 1 

Mon 

Period 2 

Wed Pre 

Period 3 

Wed Po 

Period 4 

Wed En 

Period 5 

Frid 

 1 51 59 64 38 68 

 2 30 53 81 82 69 

 3 21 15 25 26 27 

 4 29 38 71 72 66 

 5 17 24 68 72 59 

Total  148 189 309 290 289 
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Figure1: Total of summarized well- and ill being scores for five participants (average age 82) 

over 10 weeks in which sound therapy was provided. 

 

From this we can see that there was an overall increase in well-being in the hour after the 

sessions for all participants. There was also an unexpected indication of expectation.  A 

reading of the total scores over the ten weeks reveals that this positive change effect remained 

high and only dropped off over the following days. 
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