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Abstract

This report describes a music-based, insight-oriented, online group program for
supporting the wellbeing of early career researchers during the global pandemic. A
substantial body of research illuminates the wellbeing challenges faced by university
students, notably PhD researchers. This context, coupled with the author’s significant
experience and leadership roles within a tertiary research and teaching environment,
and with a key responsibility for student wellbeing, led to the opportunity to conceive
of a novel online program designed specifically for PhD researchers. Students were
invited to engage in an 8 week, online group program, incorporating a range of
theoretical perspectives and disciplinary approaches influenced by the author's specific
experiences as a music therapist, Guided Imagery and Music (GIM) therapist, lecturer and
transformational coach. The use of self-revealing storytelling, alongside guided, creative,
experiential activities, with a strong emphasis on music listening was fundamental to
supporting participants in recognising both the shared nature of the external conditions
they were grappling with as early career researchers, as well as the internal barriers to
personal flourishing that they might benefit from understanding. Evaluation of the group
involved narrative feedback through participant self-report in week four of the program,
with typical feedback including descriptions of how the group afforded reconnection
with their research aspirations, perspective and insight into their current personal
challenges and strategies for better supporting oneself. Although this program was
created specifically to respond to unexpected conditions, some aspects may be useful
for future program design.
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Introduction

The program reported on in this paper was designed rapidly during the desperate days of
2020 when my city moved towards extended lockdowns in response to the threat of the
COVID-19 global pandemic. At the time, I was the Dean’s delegate responsible for student
wellbeing in my faculty. My role meant that I had been asked to facilitate several student
forums to determine what students might need for their wellbeing during this time and as
a result, I heard many PhD researchers describing the particular challenges they were
facing. As part of the university-wide Mental Health Advisory Group, I also learned that
the counselling service had seen an unprecedented level of mindfulness podcast downloads
and pre-recorded programs around managing anxiety by postgraduates. I had been
running a research project with colleagues and people from the disability sector
investigating the practicability of online music therapy groups and there had been some
interesting outcomes related to how accessible and safe it felt for participants (McFerran
et al.,, 2022). I was simultaneously conducting another research project about the
feasibility of Guided Imagery and Music (GIM) for university students, and that project
had also transitioned online successfully (McFerran & Grocke, 2022). Finally, my large,
university-wide music and health subject had also commenced online instead of face-to-
face, incorporating an array of experiential activities with hundreds of students. I began
to wonder if there might be some kind of support program I could offer.

However, as a music therapist, my work had privileged interactive methods such as
improvisation and song writing, although my research had led to a greater interest in the
music young people listen to. This had eventually led to my advanced training in GIM,
since I wanted to incorporate the knowledge held in the practice wisdom and literature of
those who used recorded music as fundamental to their practices. GIM is a
transformational therapy that involves a music-centred exploration of consciousness,
traditionally practised in a series of sessions for the resolution of life issues (Grocke & Moe,
2015). Although my practice as a music therapist had mostly been with young people, this
had gradually extended to include young adults in university contexts. In addition, from
2019-2023, I was leading a masters coursework program in dance and drama therapy and
had discovered a number of new methods through my colleagues in that teaching. I was
also undertaking advanced training in transformational coaching after a decade of
personal development work with an American company called Feminine Power, and ideas
from that training were at the forefront of my thinking.

After some consideration, I decided that the conflation of all these experiences and
positions afforded me the opportunity to conceive of a novel program designed for PhD
researchers, which is the basis of this report. After introducing the program and
participants, I will describe aspects of the program that felt different from my usual
approach to practice that had been positioned within either music therapy or GIM, and of
course, had been face to face rather than online.

Program Overview

The purpose of the “Navigating Uncertainty” program I designed was to support
participants in recognising both the shared nature of the external conditions they were
grappling with as early career researchers, as well as the internal barriers to personal
flourishing that they might benefit from understanding. The goals emerged from week to
week, but in retrospect can be seen as supporting graduate researchers by fostering clarity,
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identifying resources, building courage and moving into an empowered position in regard
to their research careers. All of this was in the context of a global pandemic, with a high
proportion of international students either being trapped in home countries and wanting
to get to Australia, or trapped in Australia and wanting to get home to their families. It
was an unsettling time.

Participants in the program were all doing graduate research degrees enrolled at The
University of Melbourne. It is a comprehensive research university with a vast number of
disciplines grouped into eight faculties, listed in size order: Medicine Dentistry and Health
Sciences, Science, Arts, Engineering and Information Technology, Fine Arts and Music,
Architecture Building and Planning, Education and Law. I did not collect any information
about the participants’ age, gender, research focus or other identity markers. I was able to
view their login names and had access to their email addresses. Most were associated with
the university, however some registered with their Google Mail or other provider addresses,
making it possible that other people joined the program, although more likely that they
simply used a different login for the event.

The number of people who responded to this recruitment process is captured in Table 1
along with additional information about attendance. The actual numbers gradually
decreased over the weeks with 235 people registering to participate and 166 who attended
at least one session, meaning that 79 people never attended despite registering. People
were not regular in their attendance during this tumultuous time and there was a core
group of around 30 people who attended the majority of sessions. I considered stopping
the sessions after 4 sessions and undertook evaluation, but the feedback led me to continue
for the 8 weeks (details reported below).

Table 1. Session Attendance Numbers.

Session 1 133
Session 2 72
Session 3 68
Session 4 48
Session 5 45
Session 6 36
Session 7 29
Session 8 25

The program was run online using the standard Zoom platform since this was widely used
in the university even before the pandemic, and most people were familiar with it. My
research, teaching and GIM practice had all transitioned online from the beginning of 2020,
and therefore I felt comfortable with using the share features of Zoom, including sharing
audio and PowerPoints. I felt I could move fluidly between talking to camera, presenting
slides and sharing sound without being too distracted by the technological demands. The
sessions were not interactive, and I asked people to use the chat to communicate to me
and others. I often asked people to share their thoughts or experiences and the chat was
frequently active. I stayed in the Zoom meeting for 30 minutes after the formal session
ended and made myself available for interactive discussion and dialogue. A small group
of people often stayed behind, usually about a third of the people attending, and some
people would turn on their videos and ask questions about the content or experientials.
This dialogue was usually very positive, and people would gradually drift away leaving
goodbye messages, often within 15-20 minutes.

The program structure comprised 2 x 4-week blocks with sessions that ran for 1 hour.
The first four weeks introduced a range of techniques for personal self-discovery and the
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second four weeks repeated some of the techniques, with new themes that built upon
topics that emerged in the process. Table 2 provides a summary of these. Each session
began with an acknowledgement of country and then an overview of key ideas that were
going to be covered, as well as connections to material from previous weeks.
Approximately half the time was spent on my verbal presentation, mostly at the beginning,
and the rest was spent being guided through experientials that always involved some kind
of music listening.

The use of music listening as the basis of insight-oriented activities was informed by
receptive music therapy principles, which have been defined by McFerran & Grocke (2022)
as “inward looking, where the benefit is gained from embodied experiences of deeper
relaxation, or insight into life problems” (p. 12). Bruscia (2014) suggests that “the listening
experience may be focused on physical, emotional, intellectual, aesthetic, or spiritual
aspects of the music, and the client’s responses are designed according to the therapeutic
purpose of the experience” (pp. 134 - 135). Typically, in music therapy, the therapeutic
purpose is usually connected to the needs that have been identified, either by the client,
carers and/or the professional support team. Music listening is then considered an active
ingredient used to achieve that purpose (McFerran & Grocke, 2022) and the selection of
music that matches the purpose is critical, sometimes broadly classified along a continuum
that includes supportive, re-educative and reconstructive foci (Summer, 2015). Although
therapy goals were not developed for this program, it was designed in response to a
broader need that had been identified and music was selected to match this influenced by
Wirja and Bonde’s (2014) taxonomy. In the early stages, supportive music was used to
create a safe framework with security provided through the stable and predictable music.
As the weeks progressed, greater depth was promoted using a mixture of supportive and
challenging music, where security was provided at the beginning and ends of pieces, but
within the piece, there may be changed mood, tempo, volume or higher intensity. By the
second half of the series, more challenging music was selected which was sometimes
powerful and dramatic and invited people to explore more complex issues.

Table 2. Session Outlines for Program.

Strategy

Arts-Based Experiential

Focus

1. Reconnecting to
Intentions: Repeated
Listening for
reconnecting to
intentions and
remembering what you
are aligning with as
your North Star

Nigel Westlake's Antarctica Il:
Wooden Ships

Why are you here?
Reconnecting to your original
intentions

2. Pushing Through:
Reviewing own
motivational songs to
identify what kinds of
messages you are
sending yourself and
whether they are
aligned with values

Hall of Fame
This is Me: Greatest Showman

Connecting to dreams and
aspirations as a way of
navigating through difficulties

3. What You Can’t See:
Using an array of
creative strategies as a
way of seeing barriers
that are not visible to
your conscious mind

Grieg: Cradle Song with
Phenomenological Circling -
imagining, drawing on paper,
tablet or computer, writing a
story about what you have
drawn, giving it a title

Making barriers visible and
recognising they exist both
internally and externally, in
the past and present
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4, MY Songs: Using your
songs for identity work
and noticing what
parts of you are
privileged and what is
missing; thinking
about the differences
in music you would
use for distraction and
for doing insight-work

Looking through music to
notice which artists, styles
and memories are present
there. Using music to distract
from upsetting thoughts or to
process them. Create a
playlist for each - differently

Recognising that as needs
and conditions change, so
should your habits and it is
important to revisit and use
cognitive regulation
strategies if needed to avoid
unhealthy patterns

5. Hero’s Journey:
Recognising the Hero's
Journey that is
required to complete a
PhD and exploring
where you are
currently: Crossing the
threshold; Surviving
the ordeal, on the
Road Back

Stage 1: Across the Stars
Stage 2: Duel of the Fates
Stage 3: Princess Leia’s Theme
(williams, 1977; 1999; 2002)
Accompanies imagery work
using drawing or art making if
desired

Learning to navigate
uncertainty and embracing
change. Perhaps being in
control is only feasible in the
ordinary world where the
variables are familiar and can
be somewhat managed

6. Recognising Emotions:
Using musical prompts
to recognise different
emotions, interpret
their meaning and
understand what we
can learn from them

Observe how we feel
emotions in our body, where
we feel it, what imagery
arises, and acknowledging all
its different dimensions and
intensities while listening to
different musical pieces:
Anxiety — Schoenberg

Anger - Lisa Solokov

Joy - Congratulations by CLiff
Richards

Guilt and Shame - Blues

Acknowledging emotions and
how they influence our
experience of the journey,
and how they are better
navigated in consciousness
than repressed

7. Hero’s Journey 2:
Connecting emotions
to more detailed steps
of the Hero's journey
by developing a
personal narrative

Narrative story telling -
illustrated example provided
and use of intermediate
objects - props, fabrics,
puppets/dolls, masks and
other objects - to enact the
unfolding drama. Prompt to
create a video narrative of the
story

(Re)telling your story in
greater depth to identify
mentors; tests allies and
enemies; the central ordeal;
the reward; the road back and
resurrection. Weaving
together increased awareness
of a more complete
explanation for current
situation

8.  Closure: Gentle
reflection and
celebration using
music and imagery to
consolidate learnings
and look forward

Why did | come?

Porgy and Bess: Summertime
What do | need?

Arvo Part: Spiegel im Spiegal,
Where am | going?
Sculthorpe: Little Suite - Left
Bank Waltz

Exploration and integration of
what has become conscious
during the past 7 weeks and
what parts need to be
celebrated as learnings that
might benefit future career
behaviours and decisions

The selection of music predominantly from the Western Classical Canon was informed by
the studies of Helen Bonny (Bonny, 1976) and subsequent leaders in the Bonny Method of
Guided Imagery and Music that have influenced my understanding (Bruscia & Grocke,
2002; Goldberg, 1995; Grocke, 2019; McKinney & Honig, 2017; Summer, 2015). Bonny
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and her successors were musicians trained in the performance of western classical music
and were able to draw on their intimate knowledge of the genres contained within it to
create programs for specific purposes, such as nurturing, exploration, peak experiences
and many more (Bruscia & Grocke, 2002). They also argued that classical western music
has particular qualities that promote creative imagery, memories, emotions or kinaesthetic
responses. Chenoweth (2009) makes a more carefully located argument for the value of
western classical music, acknowledging that many feel alienated by the assumption of
universality and associate this genre of music with elitism. Nonetheless, Chenoweth argues
that “it has been a remarkably adventurous, ambitious, eclectic, influential, and well-
documented phenomenon” (Chenoweth, 2009, p. 130). Although this program was not
considered to be a GIM program of any adaptation, the music selections were influenced
by my intimate knowledge of the GIM repertoire.

I believe that my GIM training has deepened my practices in receptive music therapy. I
have learned how to better appropriate the affordances of the music to create space and
shape for people’s imaginations to reveal an idea that was not available to their conscious
mind. The online participants were encouraged to surrender to the music, which Blom
(2017) describes as opening possibilities for transcending everyday thoughts and
connecting to a more unconscious wisdom. In some sessions they were then invited to
listen to one piece of music repeatedly, drawing on Scott-Moncrieff’s (2019) idea that
repeated music listening illuminates implicit knowing which can hold solutions to people’s
confusion. In different sessions participants were guided to focus on a particular prompt
such as “identifying resources” or “life purpose,” and then asked to notice what the music
might suggest to them in this state. In this program, the focus was on their careers and
identifying barriers and enablers that they might not be consciously aware of. Table 2
shows the sequence by which ideas were introduced, demonstrating how the ideas built
upon one another. For example, in Weeks 5 and 7, Joseph Campbell’s (1990) meta myth
of the Hero’s Journey was used as a dramatic structure through which participants might
identify what stage of the journey they were in currently. This myth has been described as
a map for navigating trials and challenges (Williams, 2019) and was introduced after
participants had developed some insights into their own journey so that they could begin
to piece things together and to see their life as both similar to others, but also unique.
Three pieces of music from the Star Wars movies (Williams, 1977; 1999; 2002) were used
to structure their reflections in Week 5, representing the three stages of the journey, and
then intermediary objects were introduced In Week 7 to enact a more detailed exploration
of the steps of the heroic journey.

In these ways, the program drew strongly on my practice experience as a music therapist.
However, in other ways the program was different to the way I would normally practice.
In the following sections I will highlight those areas that felt influenced by my
transformational coaching training, my experience as a supervisor of graduate researchers,
as a university academic, and my understanding of the context, rather than the individual
situation of each person.

Recruiting Participants

I reflected on how to describe the program to potential participants for some time. The
descriptions provided by the early career researchers in discussions suggested that the
words uncertain and stressed may be recognisable to the current experiences of the early
career researchers for whom I was designing the program. I also felt it was important to
highlight the contextual influences at play and to note strategies people may have already
tried. I wanted to conclude by articulating a solution that could lead to survival, discovery
of new capacities, and flourishing. The reference to new capacities was related to
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developing self-insights, and the removal of hidden barriers referred to unconscious
barriers that limited flourishing. The short version of the text that was distributed to
student groups through university channels such as the graduate student union and faculty
newsletters read as follows:

Feeling uncertain and stressed about whether you are ‘good enough’ to succeed in your
graduate research? The university can be an extremely competitive environment, with high
expectations requiring enormous commitment and resources. Working harder and longer
doesn’t always address the sense of pressure or constant self-questioning that leads to feelings
of lethargy, despair and harsh self-critique. But creative strategies can help. Professor Katrina
McFerran is delivering a free, 8-week program with more depth and detail about creative
strategies to gain clarity about your future and confidence about your current situation. Each
week will focus on providing information and practice opportunities to work with creative
strategies that provide a foundation for perceiving new possibilities, rediscovering hidden
capabilities, and transcending barriers to full flourishing.

One of the distinctions I have observed between describing therapy and describing
transformational processes to potential participants, is the difference between describing
the goal or the outcome. Although I have never read a direction about it, in my experience
therapists place a strong emphasis on developing and communicating goals, both in the
expert model and more collaboratively in participatory programs. I suspect this may be
related to the intended audience for the information. For clinical music therapy, the
audience is usually the multidisciplinary team or other carers, often within a system that
is referral based. The goals say what we are going to work on. When recruiting participants
from within a coaching paradigm, people are less interested in descriptions of what they
are going to do in a program and more interested in the results. Being able to clearly
articulate the desired results that people wish to achieve allows them to identify whether
they choose to participate, or not. In addition to my recruitment materials and the
introductory seminar I ran before the program (attended by 445 people), I focused on this,
as well as in the first half of each session. I reinforced the results that could be achieved
and the self-direction that would be required to do so. I shared stories that illuminated my
understanding of their situation in order to illustrate that I was directing the program
towards the results they wanted to achieve. The intention was to reinforce the need for
their agency in achieving the results.

Challenges of University Environments

There is a range of literature describing the wellbeing challenges faced by university
students (Browne, 2017; Larcombe et al., 2016; Sanci, 2020) and PhD researchers have
featured in several recent studies where authors have made reference to the imposter
syndrome (Cope-Watson & Betts, 2010; Nori et al., 2020; Perez, 2020). This concept was
coined in the 1960s but has reached prominence in the last decade according to a
systematic review conducted by public health researchers, Bravata and colleagues (2020b).
They define it as “a condition that describes high-achieving individuals who, despite their
objective successes, fail to internalize their accomplishments and have persistent self-
doubt and fear of being exposed as a fraud or imposter” (Bravata et al., 2020b, p. 1252).
The imposter syndrome is not a diagnosis, but these authors wish it to become one,
particularly because it often co-exists with depression and anxiety (Bravata et al., 2020b).
However, most people with lived experience identify with the Imposter Syndrome at an
uncomfortable but not pathological level. Two women doctoral students who researched
their own lived experience described it as “characterized by an inability to internalize
academic success” (Cope-Watson & Betts, 2010). Other authors have used the language of
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feeling inferior (Nori et al., 2020) or that they don’t belong because of their lack of true
ability (Ivie & Ephraim, 2009). These ideas correlate strongly with the feelings described
by graduate researchers in the student forums I hosted, as well as my ongoing experience
with the 25 creative arts therapy PhD researchers I have supervised to completion. These
feelings were worsened by the pandemic and lockdown conditions, as Bravata et al.’s
commentary article (2020a) suggested may occur, but they were not new feelings or
experiences.

A more contextually sensitive understanding than the imposter syndrome (which in
typical psychological fashion locates the problem within the individual and their
perception of their environment), is the recognition that external conditions can be
oppressive. The university where I work is currently the leading research academy in our
country, ranked #34 globally in the Times Higher Education World Rankings (Times
Higher Education, 2023). This is appealing to people pursuing PhD studies because of the
flourishing research culture and inspiring supervisors. However, it is also intimidating and
competitive for the same reasons and many people who have been the highest scoring
student in previous university studies suddenly find themselves being ranked against
people of similar capacities. This comparison is not always comforting, and when
combined with receiving rigorous feedback from supervisors and journal reviewers about
writing ability and quality of ideas, plus the pressures of meeting progress expectations
within the PhD, it can be exhausting.

In addition, critical theorists also remind us that people with different identities have
different experiences of external conditions such as these. Crenshaw’s (2006)
intersectional identity theories illuminate that marginalised people face additional barriers
that multiply exponentially. This was likely compounded by the pandemic conditions in
this study which meant schools and child-care centres were closed, with research
suggesting that the higher burden of domestic load would be shouldered by women
compared to men (Zamarro & Prados 2021). For example, being a mother and person of
colour in a white colonised culture such as Australia results in numerous biases that are
not experienced by a local white man in the same conditions. Not surprisingly, the number
of participants in the program who were either women or international students, or both,
appeared to be high (based on the names of people registered as demographic data was
not collected).

Emphasising External Conditions as well as Personal Experiences

This acknowledgement of context, and diverse experiences of those conditions, also
contrasts sharply with the trends in psychology that locate the cause of problems internally.
This has been critiqued for several decades, as Rose (2001) brilliantly describes:

Therapies take problems that are the consequence of the damage wrought by social and
political disadvantage, by familial and sexual pathologies, by cultural or ethnic
discrimination or oppression, and construe them, intentionally or unintentionally, as private,
individual difficulties amenable to solutions by working upon the damaged individual rather
than the things doing the damage. (Rose, 2001, para. 10)

Rose builds on a long tradition of social critique of what he calls the therapeutic sciences.
Another example is Foucault’s (1961/2001) critique of Madness, which suggests that what
is considered mental ill health is constructed by reaching a consensus about what is normal
and then making others defective. A similar critique has come from critical psychology
scholars who also question the assumption that the source of an individual’s problems are
located within themselves and need to be described to another to bring about relief (Parker,
2007). This is particularly relevant in the current project, where participants were not
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referred to participate within a health context, but rather, self-nominated to join the
program in order to grapple with a challenge they were facing. Although research into the
mental health of PhD researchers suggests that several of them may have also been
diagnosed with mental ill health (Delderfield et al., 2020; Naumann et al., 2022), this was
not the participant’s focus and therefore it was important not to pathologise their attempts
at self-care.

As evidenced in the recruitment information, this contextual awareness was strongly
emphasised throughout the program. Rather than asking people to share their own
experiences as would be typical in an interactive therapy or support group, I used
storytelling to emphasise how different people experience the oppressive university
conditions. This served the purpose of being able to point to intersectional factors without
delivering a theoretical lecture, and importantly, enabled people in the program to identify
with the main characters. For example, I used the following story in the first week.

I can tell you that Priscilla had already done everything within her power to work harder and
more efficiently. She had moved from India to do her PhD in Engineering and had always
been top of her class in previous studies. But somehow, she didn’t feel this was enough in her
PhD studies. So, she completed a number of academic skill development programs about
managing workload, having difficult conversations, taking notes efficiently, how to maximise
your memory, and strategies for improving your academic writing. And she also recognised
that her increasing anxiety levels were not helping, so started working with a psychologist to
address emotion regulation, with a focus on behavioural changes like reducing
procrastination and distracting herself from worrying thoughts — the kind of work that is
typical of CBT and DBT. Other people I’ve worked with have used mindfulness and meditation
as a way of taking their mind off their worries. And these things had helped. She felt
supported. Her performance had improved. She wasn’t missing as many deadlines. But
somehow, the underlying sense of insecurity and concern was not moving. She still felt
stressed and disconnected from her peers and unable to contribute to her full potential.

Self-Disclosure

Another aspect of storytelling that I employed to demonstrate how it was possible to
flourish in these conditions was to integrate my own story of survival, despite challenges.
This contradicted my training as a therapist, which emphasises maintaining clear
boundaries (Fronek et al., 2009) and traditionally prohibits personal disclosures in order
to maintain focus on the client and avoid complicating unconscious dynamics (Levitt et
al,, 2016). However, my critical perspective suggested that maintaining an expert,
hierarchical position serves to benefit the maintenance of the status quo which locates
some as superior to others (Thomas & Norris, 2021). This perspective has been increasingly
represented in the literature since the 1960s, where the challenge to maintaining a
distance in favour of enhancing safe intimacy in relationships has been promoted for a
range of reasons, including technological influences, trends toward self-disclosure in
society and research (Farber, 2006). Some research has demonstrated better outcomes
associated with self-disclosure, particularly when it is used for conveying similarities and
humanising the therapist (Levitt et al., 2016). Others have suggested that disclosing
feelings was positively related to clients rating the therapeutic relationship as real (Pinto-
Coelho et al., 2016)." The judicious use of self-disclosure was even recommended on the
basis of a qualitative meta-analysis, quoting improvements in mental health, helpfulness
of therapy and enhanced therapeutic relationships (Hill et al., 2018).

In this program, the use of self-revealing storytelling acted as a substitute for the kind of

! Please note this article has been retracted so read with caution.
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personal connection that could be built in a face-to-face encounter through eye contact,
listening and reflective body language. It served the purpose of building trust with the
large number of participants in the online groups because they could identify with me as
an insider to the phenomenon being discussed. The first time I chose to share a story, I
prefaced it by explaining that I was about to share something from my experience but that
I would not overindulge and had a good understanding of why I was sharing this, both as
a psychotherapist and a qualitative researcher. There were many dimensions to my story
that might connect with group participants, from my arrival at the university having
studied music by correspondence in a small country town, only to realise that many others
in the Bachelor of Music were extremely competent musicians; through to the early years
of my academic career, that did not go exactly as planned.

For example, after I finally got my tenured position, I immediately got pregnant after years
of trying unsuccessfully. Two babies, still working half time, the pre-school years were not
smooth or easy. To make things more complex, I finally came to the decision that my marriage
was not the right container for my future, got divorced, moved houses, and realised I couldn’t
take up overseas opportunities and I would be here for the next 15 years because my children
needed to be in proximity of both their Dad and me...

This disclosure was followed by an explanation of why I had spent so much time
discovering the best ways to flourish in academia. Not only did I have a professional
interest in practising and researching the value of music therapy, but I had also used my
research skills to investigate different strategies through reading, experimenting, and
developing novel approaches; identifying which ones were more or less helpful. My offer
to participants was to share what had worked for me and to encourage them to discover
what might work for them.

Managing Safety

During the program, I asked people to manage their own safety. As the sessions progressed
and the work became more insight oriented, I would ask people to consider whether they
were feeling safe enough to do the experientials. I made explicit reference to the ways that
the exercises might connect to unconscious material and if anyone was sitting with trauma,
that it might be triggered. I emphasised that I was relying on people to self-identify
whether it felt right to engage with the materials and to adjust if it did not feel right. This
included leaving the zoom meeting, keeping their eyes open, intentionally not engaging
their imaginations or other strategies that they knew worked for them. I explained that
people had self-nominated to participate and that I trusted they were able to self-manage.

This contrasts with traditional psychotherapeutic ideas within the expert model where
safety is managed through therapists’ decision making and environmental control.
Although safety is largely undefined in the music therapy literature (Lai et al., 2020),
general concepts such as having a safe place to address issues is considered critical (Allison
& Rossouw, 2013) and the assumption is that this is a room managed by the therapist that
cannot be interrupted. The professional relationship between the therapist and the client
is also considered to be essential (Siegel & Hilsenroth, 2013) whereas in this program, I
was not aware of people’s names and faces. A commitment to long term process is also
considered important for providing safety, but university students are less likely to engage
with and adhere to long-term psychotherapeutic regimens and typically only engage in
therapy for a short time, often attending only one or two sessions (Hopkins et al., 2017).
We have explored this through a single session art therapy program for students in our
faculty previously (Wilson, 2021) and discovered that students demonstrated high levels
of agency in managing their own trauma. This was based on solution-focused frameworks
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that are thought to empower people to operationalise their own solutions rather than
traditional models that assume therapists need to be protective (Lethem, 2002). Therefore,
safety was an important consideration, but responsibility for safety was treated differently
in the context of this program with early career researchers.

Evaluation

The program focused on self-empowerment through increased insight into the
combination of external and internal barriers to personal flourishing that are typical in a
research university setting. The insight-orientation was influenced by psychodynamic
understandings of the unconscious that are usually linked back to the ideas of Freud
(Trosman, 2013). More directly, this focus was informed by Jung’s strategies that use
active imagination, which have continued to be influential in the creative arts therapies
(Chodorow & Jung, 2015). These kinds of processes are best evaluated by participant self-
report and therefore narrative feedback was solicited via email. I chose to do this
thoroughly at the end of Week 4 as attendance numbers dwindled and I considered how
to proceed. The evaluation request was structured differently depending on how many
sessions each person had attended, so that each person received an email saying how many
sessions they had attended and asking for more feedback about why they chose not to
attend if that was low. I was not familiar with other tools for gathering feedback and so I
chose to use emails, which meant that people were identifiable. In retrospect, this may
have skewed the answers toward the positive, but I believed that people might appreciate
the opportunity to contribute to the content and structure and asked from a position of
being interested in that.

I asked a number of questions to probe reasons for disengagement or invite further
feedback:

I have also assumed you are struggling with some kind of uncertainty as you progress. My
preparatory research suggested this would include things like not feeling good enough,
questioning whether you are doing the right thing, and if you want this anymore. Is that true
for you? I would love to know if this focus was right.

Some illustrative answers include:

e I have never felt like a “proper” student nor a “proper” early career researcher
and now more than ever am questioning if I have done the right thing in terms
of a career pathway.

e Ihave felt myself getting frustrated — with everything — and getting myself into a
rumination pattern over it all that is not really helpful.

e I am struggling with the uncertainty of what’s ahead - not just because of the
Covid time.

Can you tell me what worked for you? And if you don’t mind, I would also learn a lot from
hearing about what you hoped for but haven’t yet received. What didn’t work for you and
what do you need more of?

Typical feedback included:

e I was able to reconnect with some of the aspirations I had when starting out my
PhD.

e Itreally helped me remember the joy of what I'm doing.

e  Space to gain some perspective and insight into what’s going on for me.

e  Learn more about how I could better support myself with my studies as I try to
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juggle many things.

I also asked for feedback about the structure and any other dimensions of the program,
with several people pointing to the value of interdisciplinary and authentic connection
with the facilitator and others. This was particularly interesting given the limited dialogue
that that had been incorporated.

e  Great to be part of a group of people who I got a sense were just like me—this is
not something that is a part of my university experience outside of these
sessions—at least it’s not something that people readily speak about.

e  Your presence and your human-to-human acknowledgement in an incredibly
empathetic way was very soothing and healing to a nervous system under
extreme duress.

e It has been really helpful for me to take part in this group program with other
PhD students from the same university. I have enjoyed the program, and although
I have found the process of “getting out of my head / the analytical/critical mind”
and into my imagination challenging.

e Thank you for offering this course and for creating a space where we can reflect,
feel nurtured and supported.

Participants frequently used the chat to send private messages, often at the beginning and
end of sessions and this was often evaluative in nature, although skewed towards the
positive. Feedback was identifiable in all cases, since email was used for longer requests
as it felt more intimate than using a survey tool. Again, this will have skewed results
positively.

Conclusion

This music-based, insight-oriented, online group program appeared to meet the needs of a
sub-group of PhD researchers during a period of great uncertainty. The use of creative
strategies provided an alternative to other programs that were available, and which largely
focused on cognitive strategies. The program was influenced by a range of theoretical
perspectives, disciplinary approaches, and my specific experiences as a music therapist,
GIM therapist, lecturer and transformational coach. Music listening was fundamental to
the experience for participants and was my greatest resource in designing the program. I
resonate with Kenny’s description of its affordances:

Music is a resource pool. It contains many things — images, patterns, mood suggestions,
textures, feelings, processes. If selected, created and used with respect and wisdom, the clients
will hear what they need to hear in the music, and use the ritual as a supportive context.
(Kenny, 1982, p. 5)

Although this program was created specifically to respond to unexpected conditions, some
aspects may be useful for future program design. The integration of different training
backgrounds felt particularly novel, since I would usually work within one modality or
another, but not at once. One study in the music therapy literature suggests that including
multiple creative modalities within sessions might diminish the quality of programming
(Gold et al., 2007). However, when professionals have training in different approaches,
the outcomes might be better. In addition, the success of online programs is increasingly
recognised, following the enormous influx that resulted from the recent global pandemic
and this program provides further support. This combines well with the increasing
attention being paid to the personal development needs of university students, and my
experience suggests this is important. Graduate researcher wellbeing is particularly low in
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many universities (Larcombe et al., 2016; Stallman & Shochet, 2009) and the challenging
conditions do appear to warrant specific support programming (Egan et al., 2022;
Fernandez et al., 2016). My approach utilised the musical, therapeutic, coaching, and
lecturing skills I had, but others could use different activities within the same structure if
the outcomes were of interest.

This report documents a novel program that was contextually sensitive as well as
emphasising the value of personal insight and self-understanding. This did not suit all
those who responded to the call out in the initial recruitment stage, and the decreasing
numbers suggest that graduate researchers were able to self-select for the depth of process
they were interested in. For the approximately 10% of people who attended regularly, the
benefits reported were powerful. This was palpable in the chat messages and emails
received from participants, as well as visible in those who had their videos on during the
Zoom meetings. The times were very difficult, and I was personally buoyed by having the
opportunity to feel connected in such a creative and meaningful way on a weekly basis. In
fact, I frequently considered whether I benefited most from the opportunity. Being able to
facilitate creative, insight-oriented experiences online while being housebound and
surrounded by anxiety in the community is not something I would have considered
without the pandemic conditions. However, I have since run a number of online groups
where I follow similar principles and have found the experience to resonate with other
groups of university students. This program report might therefore be useful for other
facilitators.
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