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Abstract 

This thesis presents a theoretical argument and practical possibilities for engaging with 

chaos as a resource in short-term music therapy groups with young people, based on my work 

with young South Africans who have committed offences. 

Chaotic experiences of confusion, destructiveness and disintegration I experienced 

with groups of young people were regularly accentuated through musicking and left me feeling 

despondent. Many therapists anecdotally report that the chaotic nature of groups with 

adolescents is challenging, yet this has rarely been explored in the music therapy literature. 

Authors who have described chaotic experiences with groups predominantly considered that 

these experiences required minimisation, modification or resolution. In my work I experienced 

moments where the chaos in groups was a necessary expression of young people’s lives, 

reflecting the chaos of a country struggling with racism, inequality and violence. It did not feel 

appropriate to attempt to resolve or minimise this chaos.  

In the first part of my research, I explored how a music therapist could understand 

chaos as a resource in short-term music therapy groups with young South Africans attending a 

diversion programme for committing sexual offences. I utilised crystallisation, drawing from 

different research methods to make meaning of my field notes documenting my work in this 

context over time. My analysis suggested that chaotic experiences sometimes preceded group 

transformation and were interconnected with moments of order required for group formation. 

This aligned with a paradoxical approach to group work explicated primarily in literature 

published within the fields of drama therapy, psychoanalysis and organisational studies. I 

integrated this literature with my research to propose that chaotic experiences could be 

welcomed into music therapy groups and harnessed to support young people’s engagement 

with the paradoxes of creativity and destructiveness. In this way, chaos could support young 

people to recreate their lives within complex contexts.  
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In the second part of my research, I expanded on the practical applications of a 

paradoxical approach to music therapy practice. I explored how a music therapist and group 

members could engage with chaos as a resource, together with members of two short-term 

music therapy groups with young South Africans referred to diversion programmes for 

committing drug-related or general offences. I drew upon methods from constructivist 

grounded theory to analyse video material, group member feedback and my session notes.  

I presented my findings in the form of a group matrix. The matrix illustrated how 

engaging with chaos as a resource both freed and pressured each group member to explore 

group activities, musicking and relationships through a unique variety of active and 

observational, integrative and disintegrative styles. Those focused on participating in and 

opposing group activities tried on roles that might influence their engagement in their 

communities beyond the group. Group members focused on musicking embodied personal 

and social expressions through dissonant and resonant, tentative and versatile music 

creations. The communicative nature of musical expressions supported some group members 

to connect and conflict as they recreated their identity in relationship to others.  Group 

members who remained static in their group interactions appeared to struggle to access the 

transformative potential of chaotic experiences. My role as the music therapist was to 

accompany the movement of group members across the landscape of possibilities I observed 

in the matrix. I provided a holding environment (offering a safe space and waiting before 

intervening); resourced group members (offering support and challenge); intervened (taking a 

directive lead or initiating chaos); or co-explored through partnering or witnessing the group.  

The theory developed through this research illuminates and legitimises a paradoxical 

approach to group music therapy theory and practice with young people. The matrix serves as 

a tool that may support music therapists to maximise possibilities for engaging with chaos as a 

resource.  
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Preface 

Parts of this thesis have been published or are under review. Three publications have 

been included in the thesis in their entirety. The introduction chapter includes lengthy 

quotations from a third publication, and the context chapter draws some material from a 

chapter under review. 

Publications 

Portions of a publication describing my work with young people who have committed 

offences (see Oosthuizen 2019b) are included in the introductory chapter. These quotations, 

placed in boxes through the chapter, illustrate aspects of my clinical work on which this 

research is based. The entire chapter is included in Appendix A1. 

The third and fourth chapters have both been published as papers (see Oosthuizen, 

2018, 2019a). The fifth chapter has been published as a co-authored paper (see Oosthuizen & 

McFerran, 2020). Although the chapter is primarily my own work, Katrina McFerran offered 

significant feedback on aspects of the paper. In the main text, these chapters have been 

formatted to fit with the overall structure of the thesis. However, their content matches the 

published versions exactly. The publications in their original format are included in Appendix 

A2, A3 and A4. 

Chapter Under Review 

A large portion of the content of the second chapter was drawn from a chapter I co-

authored with Ndumiso Mdaka, a social worker I worked with at the Teddy Bear Clinic. The 

original paper was written as a submission to a book on colonisation and music therapy edited 

by Susan Hadley, Alex Crooke and Marisol Norris. Although the original chapter is co-authored, 

the majority of the material included in the thesis was from parts of the chapter that I 

authored. Where I draw from Ndumiso’s work I have referenced this as such. The original co-

authored book chapter was reviewed by all three editors (that include two music therapists 
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and a musicologist), and their comments have influenced some of the information presented 

in Chapter 2. However, this text was edited significantly as relevant for the current research. 

Funding 

My doctoral studies were made possible by a Melbourne Research Scholarship that 

provided a full tuition fee remission for up to four years of study, awarded in February 2017. 

Editing 

Fiona Krige, an English teacher, offered guidance regarding possible grammatical edits 

to be made on the final draft of this thesis. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction: Stepping Into Chaos 

This research was motivated by my work over ten years at the Teddy Bear Clinic in 

Gauteng, South Africa, where I facilitated music therapy groups with young people who have 

committed offences. I could share many personal stories of powerful transformation that 

emerged through music therapy groups with these young people. And yet, I was interested in 

the multiple layers of chaos I often experienced in this work. There were moments when I 

entered the clinic questioning what I was doing or what I could achieve. There were unfinished 

processes, groups that felt so manic or lacking in energy or motivation that I felt as if I could 

not do anything of value. When it did not feel like my music therapy services were helpful, I 

wondered why I stayed. The clinic put aside valuable time for music therapy groups. If music 

therapy did not offer group members opportunities for rehabilitation and transformation, 

perhaps they needed an alternative programme. I had to choose whether to continue my work 

under the auspices that music therapy groups had value as they were; embrace the chaos of 

this work with the possibility that I might need to make significant changes to the way I 

practiced; or leave the clinic. I decided to undertake this research project to delve into the 

chaos and complexities of this work. To step into the chaos, I have begun by situating myself, 

my practice and research within a complex South Africa.  

My Self, My Practice and My Research 

A White South African Music Therapist 

I am a White1 female South African music therapist who benefits from unearned 

privilege. I was raised through the system of Apartheid, alongside the violent oppression of 

Black people. I now live in a country where oppression remains, still predominantly based on 

 
1 Through this thesis I have chosen to capitalise words referring to the races of South Africans, often divided into groups we refer as White, Black and 

Coloured. This choice was made to highlight that the constructs of belonging to one of these race groups moves beyond a mere skin colour but refers 

to the personhood and histories of groups of people in our country (Childers, 2019; Tharps, 2014; Yin, 2017). Chapters already published may not 

reflect this decision 



 

 

2 

race. I am a person grappling with the awkwardness of acknowledging the part I play within 

colonising and decolonising practices in my country. My own racialised assumptions are deeply 

ingrained from many years of growing up in a segregated nation. There are assumptions which 

I have yet to challenge. Assumptions that assign me more power than I deserve due to my 

white skin pose the danger of replicating colonial, oppressive narratives still so familiar within 

my country.  

At the same time, my life experiences crafted within a segregated South Africa have 

left me feeling unskilled in interacting with the ‘Other’, those of different race groups in 

particular, which in South Africa still predominantly aligns with people of different geographic 

location, language and socioeconomic resources from my own. Currently, I work and interact 

with people of different races. The young people I work with are often Black people who I 

cannot engage with in their first language (which could include any of the 11 national South 

African languages, or those from our neighbouring countries). I also struggle to fathom their 

contexts and lifestyles removed from my own. The very requirement that those with whom I 

work, both colleagues and clients, engage with me in English due to my lack of fluency in any 

other South African language reinforces colonial constructs.  

As a practitioner and researcher struggling to understand the contexts of clients and 

colleagues, I have to confront my own unsettledness and discomfort of being a White person. 

Straker (2011) has noted that the changes in South Africa have led many White people to 

reconsider our relationships with ourselves. There is an emerging “sadness, confusion and 

melancholia consequent to an experience of whiteness” (p. 12). Although it might seem an 

indulgence for White people to focus on ourselves at a time of continuing oppression, it is a 

consideration of our limitations that confronts our relationship to Apartheid and our part 

within this. Straker (2011) continues, saying that “it is unsettledness of whiteness that I believe 

holds hope for our future. I stress, however, that I believe that it is an unsettledness and not a 
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total rejection that holds out hope” (p. 23). Confronting our experiences leads to growing 

insights as to our limitations and roles as White South Africans.  

In confronting my own Whiteness, there is a sense of chaos within me. How do I do 

this work? How could I possibly get it right?  Holding these questions and my discomfort, I 

developed a music therapy programme complementing the Teddy Bear Clinic’s SPARC 

(Support Programme for Abuse Reactive Children) diversion programmes, based in 

Johannesburg, Soweto and Krugersdorp. These programmes served young people from the 

inner city, townships and informal settlements. Young people were referred to SPARC by the 

courts for committing sexual offences. As part of the research I also facilitated short-term 

music therapy groups for young people referred by the courts for committing drug-related or 

general offences. These diversion programmes were facilitated by the NICRO (National 

Institute for Crime Prevention and Rehabilitation of Offenders) organisation serving urban and 

peri-urban areas surrounding the Pietermaritzburg area in KwaZulu Natal, South Africa. 

SPARC and NICRO Music Therapy Programmes 

My facilitation of SPARC music therapy groups drew from an eclectic approach, to 

complement the goals of the overall diversion programme and serve the needs and potential 

of each group. For example, I found a broadly psychodynamic approach intended to “foster 

understandings” to “promote resilience” (McFerran, 2010, p. 46) best suited programme goals 

such as assisting young people to gain insight into how they could cope with difficult life 

experiences, emotions and develop helpful social relationships. A humanistic approach, geared 

towards “offering acceptance” (McFerran, 2010, p. 46) supported young people through 

affirming their potential. My approach was ecological in considering every person as situated 

within a broader social system, from “friends and family…the culture and community that they 

exist in, as well as the expectations of adolescence that they are subjected to” (McFerran, 
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2010, p. 54). My focus in facilitating the music therapy groups at NICRO was guided by the 

paradoxical approach I developed through the research.  

In a chapter I wrote for the book, Handbook of Music, Adolescents, and Wellbeing 

(Oosthuizen, 2019b)2, I described techniques I drew from when facilitating music therapy 

groups that complemented the SPARC programme. I will draw on the chapter (p. 198 – 203, 

citations placed in boxes) in this section to provide context for this thesis. 

The SPARC music therapy programme draws from an eclectic approach, including both 

active (drumming, improvising, or songwriting) and receptive (music listening along with 

reflection or exploration of imagery) music therapy techniques to address similar goals that 

also align with themes covered within the cognitive behavioural programme. Whether our 

music sounds like a product of accomplished musicians or more like a deafening noise, the 

focus is on para-musical affordances such as the potential of musical experiences for enabling 

and containing the release of powerful emotions or exploration of social interactions (Ansdell, 

2014a). In this way, the overall diversion programme motivates young people to engage 

cognitively, physically, emotionally, and socially, without being limited by what they can 

verbalize (Omar et al., 2012). As the therapist I facilitate music-based activities and encourage 

contributions that support, challenge, and offer insight to group members. These experiences 

may help to transform how participants construct their lives both within and beyond the 

programme. Further, SPARC participants, perhaps awaiting a ‘punitive’ programme, have 

expressed that they particularly enjoy creative programmes such as music therapy that focus 

on their strengths and potential apart from their offence (Omar et al., 2012).  

 

 
2 The complete chapter has been included in Appendix A1. The chapter describes the music therapy process for one group I facili tated as part of the 

SPARC diversion programme. This process is closely aligned to those included in the research. 
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In the chapter I highlighted the value of various activities offered through the 

programme, as I will describe below.  

Drumming 

Structured drum beats can offer a predictable and thus safe space to begin our process 

as group members focus on their own beats as well as entraining to the sounds and 

expressions of others (Camilleri, 2002). As a therapist I carefully time my beating, decreasing 

the tempo to include a group member struggling to manage a beat, increasing dynamics to 

meet the spiralling energy and excitement of the group. Participants are physically, mentally, 

and emotionally drawn into a musical community, necessitating the contributions of every 

member, regardless of prior musical training or skills. 

The opportunity to contribute a new beat offers each member a non-verbal means of 

introducing themselves. This introduction is a culmination of both personal characteristics and 

learned cultural norms (Stige, 2002). …I listen, and reflect. Taking into account musical ability 

and learning, these musical introductions offer important feedback about who and how these 

young people are.  

 

Music Listening While Exploring Imagery and Stories 

Young people are generally familiar with the way music works in movies. The music 

elicits a wide range of imagery (Wesley, 2002). Some excerpts offer a spacious palette to work 

from, others suggest an entry of more intense or emotional content, before progressing 

towards a comforting or triumphant resolution. The music calls the group to embark on their 

own hero’s journey along with challenges and rewards.  
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Working through stories “became a means through which group members gained 

deeper insight into aspects of themselves and their past experiences. They could also help one 

another as peers grappling with similar issues” (Oosthuizen, 2019b, p. 200).  

Music Improvisations 

Music improvisations offered a non-verbal way to explore aspects of the programme. 

In referring to a group improvisation, I noted that: 

I am not sure whether this group may have explored this sequence of events in such 

depth cognitively as they did non-verbally; individually as they did collaboratively. Music- 

making is a flexible means of communicating ourselves to others, enabling adolescents to 

express themselves honestly. Through music this group could physically re-enact and work 

through the awkward internal experiences surrounding their offences without necessarily 

disclosing ‘secret’ information (McFerran, 2010; Skaggs, 1997).  

 

Song-Writing 

For some groups, activities such as song-writing were significant parts of the process. I 

explained:  

Some therapists challenge the use of rap music in a therapeutic context due to explicit, 

violent, or negative content. However, these lyrics articulate difficult life experiences or 

feelings about sexuality that a number of young people connect to (Tyson et al., 2012). The 

content of some raps also express healthy values and themes such as hopes for the future, joy, 

“the importance of family, positive role models, perseverance/resiliency,” or “positive self-

image,” among others (Yancy & Hadley, 2012, p. xxvii). The group find support beyond the 

context of this group through their music. 

The rhythmic structure of a rap serves to organize ideas offered by young people into 

an aesthetic and clear format. … Perfecting and then performing a rap offers an experience of 
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mastery within a medium many young people share and connect with deeply (Lightstone, 

2012).  

 

Most importantly, music therapy group processes were co-created with participants. I 

had to adapt group activities, processes and my role, dependent on the preferences, potential 

and struggles of group members. This was not always easy.  

Research Participants: Young People Who Have Committed Offences 

Young people attending the SPARC and NICRO diversion programmes represented the 

diverse spectrum of South Africans of all genders and race groups (that we refer to as White, 

Black3, Coloured4, Indian or Asian); faith groups; abilities5; struggles; socioeconomic and 

geographic contexts. The majority of young people attending diversion programmes were from 

communities with a scarcity of resources such as amenities like electricity and water or access 

to adequate schooling (sometimes insufficient to prepare young people for tertiary learning 

they may have wished to engage in) (Amnesty International, 2020). These were often young 

people grappling with the political instability of an unequal society as a consequence of many 

years of colonisation. Sajnani (2012) has highlighted how cultures who have suffered 

“collective trauma” have to navigate the ramifications of this trauma across generations. Not 

only did many of these young people lack resources within their communities, but some 

belonged to families enmeshed in experiences of intergenerational and often ongoing trauma. 

Some had experience of fragmented families (sometimes as a consequence of the need for 

parents to move from their families to seek work); neglect and abuse; psychosocial, learning or 

behavioural struggles. Some faced isolation or stigma as people who had committed offences.  

 
3 South Africans and people across Africa with black skin colours (differentiated from Coloured people with lighter skin colours) 

4 Includes people of mixed race, Xhoi-San and Cape Malay people 

5 Some group members attended special remedial schooling, or schools for young people with disabilities, all had different musical skills 
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I (Oosthuizen, 2019b) have explained that the offences committed by these young 

people “may have been motivated by concurrent drug or alcohol abuse, peer pressure, an 

exploration of sexuality, or even a learned normalization of…inappropriate behaviour” (p. 198), 

for example. These young people chose to offend, and yet their actions could not be viewed 

apart from unjust political and social environments within which they had to forge their 

identities (Sajnani, 2012). As a result, the diversion programmes at the Teddy bear Clinic and 

NICRO do not only focus on the offence committed. Through my work at the Teddy bear Clinic 

I stressed that “SPARC is not just about a sexual offence; it’s about supporting young people 

struggling to define their identities and relationships within challenging circumstances” (p. 

197). 

Experiencing Chaos in Music Therapy Groups 

It is not surprising that the complicated struggles these young people faced infiltrated 

our short-term music therapy groups. I regularly felt overwhelmed in groups. Some group 

participants might arrive extremely early and want to make music immediately, while others 

arrived very late or did not attend sessions at all. Some who did not attend explained that they 

had to look after younger siblings in the afternoons as there was no-one else around. Some 

had issues with transport and others had to stay in after school for “detention.” Still other 

participants said they did not “feel” like coming (even though attending the diversion 

programmes was compulsory). I was never certain who I would see or how many might be in a 

group. Some of those who did come did not participate at all, while still others participated in 

ways that felt overwhelmingly dominant or excessively energetic.  

At times my experiences of chaos were accentuated by the music we made together or 

listened to. I have found that “young people are generally intrigued to encounter music in our 

diversion programme” (Oosthuizen, 2019b, p. 198). They entered a music therapy space (often 

a boardroom where I had shifted the furniture to accommodate instruments and a circle of 
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chairs). In the space they saw instruments some had never seen before, including instruments I 

had found in music shops (or that were given to me) that I had not seen myself before 

practising as a music therapist. There was an amplifier that they could use to play their own 

music (often exceptionally loudly), and sometimes a microphone for them to beatbox or sing 

into. For some the music group seemed incredibly exciting. Others seemed daunted and still 

others confused. Group members were told that we could use musical activities to explore 

what they were learning in the rest of the diversion programme. Regardless of the time I took 

to explain this, some seemed to understand and commit while others did not. I think some 

found it ludicrous that a music group should ever be a place where they needed to explore 

their offences! The concept of music therapy added complexity to groups. Some colleagues 

and group members found music itself to be healing and struggled to identify why a person 

with my training might be necessary.  

During group discussions I regularly felt bombarded with opinions about our groups. 

Group members held strong opinions often reflecting internalised discriminatory and 

oppressive constructs regarding race, gender, language, culture or geographical location. In 

this respect, as a White person and therapist I had to be particularly aware of the power I 

sometimes held in groups. These dynamics shifted when I was viewed primarily as an older 

person who did not know the right music, and someone who could not understand the 

language participants chose to speak. In a healthy way this presented opportunities for 

participants to exercise their own control.  

Young people also brought with them remorse because of what they have done, and 

intense feelings of anger, sadness, and hurt – sometimes without the capacity to communicate 

or understand where these emotions originated. Sometimes they shared personal experiences 

of trauma and abuse they had faced in their past, which they felt had not been considered. 

Some of their experiences of criminal acts committed against them emulated the very criminal 
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acts they had committed. Young people came with set ways of getting through a day: “You 

can’t cope with things,” “You need to take revenge – it is the only way,” or: “Just do the right 

thing.”  

It was with the chaos and unsettling of being a White music therapist working with 

young people from different race groups and complex life experiences in the context of the 

Teddy Bear Clinic that I stepped into this research. 

The Research 

To begin the research, I scanned through session notes I had kept from approximately 

17 groups I had facilitated in the SPARC programme over 10 years (a process I describe in 

Chapter 3). My experiences of chaos throughout my notes were consistent. However, there 

often appeared to be moments of growth and transformation that emerged within this chaos. 

It appeared as if chaos might sometimes be a resource in groups. My research process 

included two phases. 

My research question for the first phase of the research was: 

How does the music therapist understand chaos as a resource within short-term music 

therapy groups with young offenders in South Africa? 

With this question in mind, I explored my experiences of past groups that were 

recorded in my session notes over time.  

The second phase of my research emerged from the first. I facilitated two additional 

groups to explore how my findings might be practically applied in music therapy groups.  

My second research question was: 

How do the music therapist and group members engage with chaos as a resource in 

short-term music therapy groups for young people who have committed offences? 

Through the research I sought to give voice to young people who committed offences 

who often aren’t always afforded a voice of their own. Their contribution to the research 
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might support young people attending similar programmes as well as those facilitating groups 

in the future to utilise chaos in groups as a resource supporting their transformation, rather 

than a hindrance. I also sought to offer a fresh perspective and affirm the work of music 

therapists who have found working with young people chaotic.  

However, it was a challenging venture to step into the chaos I experienced, not only as 

a music therapist facilitating groups, but also as a researcher and a research participant. This 

included engaging with my own experiences of chaos and experiences of those with whom I 

worked within the context of an unsettled country. I employed reflexivity as a participant, 

therapist and researcher to ensure that this research might best serve research participants 

and my colleagues.  

The Therapist-Researcher-Participant 

Finlay (2015) aptly describes research as an adventure. And yet, this is a rigorous and 

reflexive adventure. As researchers, we might consider multiple ways of exploring areas we are 

interested in, but are required to map the research process reflexively and rigorously so that it 

honours the participants and holds value for the music therapy community beyond the 

research context. Finlay (2002b) has argued that “to increase integrity and trustworthiness of 

qualitative research, researchers need to evaluate how intersubjective elements influence 

data collection and analysis” (p. 531). A researcher needs to position themselves clearly in 

relation to participants and data throughout the research process, with an understanding that 

this positionality can strongly influence the research findings and process. As a researcher, 

therapist and participant, my different roles in the study supported my capacity to engage with 

the research groups and data from multiple perspectives. This might deepen findings, and yet 

each of these roles influenced the way I engaged with the research. I employed reflexivity to 

ensure that my engagement with the research served as a resource rather than an adverse 

bias “where preconceptions are confused with findings” (Stige et al., 2009, p. 1510).  
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Reflexivity as a Music Therapist Participant 

As a research participant, my engagement within the research required that I 

reflexively critique the possibilities and limitations of what my personal experiences could 

offer within this particular research project. For me to attempt to co-construct meaning with 

group members when facilitating sessions and analysing my past field notes required an 

acknowledgement of the many differences and power imbalances between myself and groups. 

Throughout my clinical practice in South Africa, and through this thesis, I have consistently 

explored the challenges and potential of working in multi-racial, multi-cultural, multi-lingual 

contexts within this country (see for example Oosthuizen, 2006, 2009, 2018; Oosthuizen & 

Hadley, 2013). These experiences potentially bolstered my awareness of, and capacity to 

engage reflexively with, contextual dynamics.  

Although I remained sensitive to context, the decisions I made within groups and my 

actions as a music therapist through the second part of this research were sometimes contrary 

to my instinctive ways of working based on my training and experience. There were no 

specified guidelines for how group members and I could engage chaos as a resource. This felt 

exciting and yet also risky. How could I serve as a competent therapist in trying a new way of 

working with a group of young people? Exploring chaos meant, as highlighted by Reichertz 

(2019), giving up logical explanations to trust what might emerge. As much as I hoped the 

therapy and research process would support group members and myself to explore different 

ways of utilising chaos as a resource, it was imperative to ensure that my primary role during 

group sessions was that of a music therapist. If a group member seemed overwhelmed or 

posed a danger to themselves or others within a chaotic group experience, I would need to 

intervene directively, possibly curbing our explorations of how we might find alternative ways 

of engaging within this chaos. If a group accessed transformative experiences through a 

therapy process without encountering chaos, I would need to continue the process, even if 
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there appeared no possibilities for engaging with the research questions. My expertise in 

offering therapy groups that were beneficial and not harmful to group members was crucial, 

even in the event that this may slow the research process (Thompson & Russo, 2011). 

Reflexivity as a Researcher 

In addition to my role as a therapist, I was afforded power as someone engaged with 

group members as a researcher. I held the title of a PhD candidate conducting research 

through the internationally acclaimed University of Melbourne. This potentially afforded me 

access to contexts I may not have had otherwise. I was granted consent to work with young 

people who had committed offences and to share this work with an international community. 

Besides ensuring that this research benefitted participants, it was important that my voice as a 

researcher did not override the primary importance of the lived experiences of my research 

participants. 

The way I used language to explore chaos as a resource might have influenced the 

research process and participants. The discursive positions embedded within language go “a 

long way towards creating a person’s understanding of their world” (McLeod, 2000, p. 21), and 

could highlight my positionality as a person with power as a researcher and White South 

African. As a first language speaker, the use of English privileges me in my capacity to express 

myself through the PhD. Through the process of this PhD, my language has changed. This has 

supported me to articulate myself better. It is my hope that my use of language might also give 

voice to participants and those who might benefit from this research. For example, my use of 

the term “offender” changed over time to “young people who have committed offences.” This 

was due to my growing awareness of how labels influence how young people might be 

perceived and thus stigmatised, as argued by Fairchild and Bibb (2016). I felt that my use of the 

term “young people who have committed offences” valued each person as a whole. Their 

offence committed was significant as it would have severely impacted the lives of others, but 
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this was only one part of their life story. As the PhD was emergent, and some papers were 

published along the way, terms such as “sex offender” have remained as part of the thesis. 

It was not only the language I used that might privilege my voice as the researcher. 

Although I attempted to co-construct the research with group members as much as possible in 

the second part of the research, Finlay (2002a) has pointed out that “the supposedly 

egalitarian rhetoric which disguises what are often essentially unequal relationships” might 

mean that I consciously or unconsciously used “participant validation to fortify my own 

arguments” (p. 220). In addition, Mruck and Mey (2019) asserted that I had to be aware of 

“secret audiences” that I felt needed to be convinced of the value of my research. When 

researching the construct of chaos that might often be perceived as negative, I sometimes felt 

the need to present a strong argument for my therapeutic decisions through the process and 

for what I considered as more or less valuable in groups (Mruck & Mey, 2019). I was wary of 

interpretations that highlighted clinical practice that might be viewed as problematic by 

colleagues and peer researchers. I was aware that the struggles found in my research that I put 

down to chaos might have only reflected my lack of skills in working with a particular group. 

Given chaos had rarely been explored, I still felt it important to highlight my own uncertainties, 

or the chaos I felt through the process.  

This thesis focuses on my experiences that might not be aligned to those of group 

members or music therapists working in different contexts.  However, through doing this 

research I was privileged to have work experience, group participants, placement staff, music 

therapy colleagues and supervisors willing enough to offer their knowledge to support some 

part of this work. In addition, through a rigorous analysis of varied research data, I have sought 

to present a quality account offering perspectives and practical possibilities that music 

therapists, diversion programme participants and facilitators may draw from when challenged 

by chaotic experiences. 
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Research Quality 

In considering the integrity of qualitative of research, Bruscia (2005) has suggested 

that the “goal of research is to move us beyond our past and present experiences of a 

phenomenon to new constructions of what the phenomenon can be when we experience it 

differently” (para. 55).  Bruscia (2005) described such an enlightening study as: 

one that helps the researcher, participants, and/or audience to develop an expanded 

consciousness, new insights and understandings, more varied and informed 

perspectives, enlarged constructions, more vivid values, more deeply felt experiences, 

clearer connections, greater creativity, more significant meanings, and greater 

appreciation (para. 55). 

Through considering novel concepts arising through my exploration of chaos within music 

therapy groups, this research study sought to present such insights. The research focuses on 

an underreported area within the music therapy literature. Given there are other music 

therapists who experience group work with adolescents as a challenge, this theory may hold 

much relevance in contributing to the field. The focus on the practical application of how 

therapists and group members utilise chaos as a resource, is also useful in that the results 

might be applied by music therapists in their practice.  

However, Finlay (2002b) has argued that “carrying out reflexive analysis is always 

problematic, as such understanding is difficult to unfold – our experiences are invariably 

complex, ambiguous, ambivalent” (p. 541). To ensure the quality of a constructivist study, 

Stige et al. (2009) stressed that processing of data “requires precision, thoroughness and 

systematic effort” (p. 1509). This involves “systematic and precise processing,” alongside the 

“reflexive acknowledgement of the partiality of any account, for instance because of 

theoretical and pretheoretical assumptions” (p. 1509). 
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As a researcher, therapist and participant in this research, I hope to present my 

construction of a theory based on a rigorous and systematic research process. Further, I hope 

that my own reflexivity through this PhD will continually unsettle and challenge my own voice, 

so that I and others for whom this research is of value can learn through my experience and 

those of the research participants. 

Thesis Structure 

The thesis is divided into four parts that map my construction of a paradoxical 

approach to music therapy practice that encourages music therapists and group participants to 

utilise chaotic experiences as a resource. The first part of the thesis contextualises my 

experiences of chaos within South Africa and the SPARC diversion programme. Parts 2 and 3 

describe two research phases that explore each of the two research questions presented 

above. Finally, Part 4 synthesises the research to present a paradoxical approach for music 

therapy practice with young people. Throughout the thesis, when I present case vignettes or 

refer to participants, I have used pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality and anonymity of 

the young people involved in the research. 

Some chapters in the thesis have been published. Given each was published separately 

these might repeat information from other parts of the thesis, especially related to context. 

These publications were also geared towards different readers and might not fit neatly into the 

flow of the thesis overall. I have thus included short bridging paragraphs between these 

chapters to situate them within the thesis. The chapters have been included in the text 

without abstract or reference lists, but copies in the format of the original publications are 

included in Appendix A.  

I turn to present an overview of the thesis, beginning with Part 1, that situates my 

experiences of chaos in context. 
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Part 1: Chaos in Context 

My experiences of chaos in my work with young people who have committed offences 

were strongly influenced by the complexities of the South African context within which this 

work is situated. Therefore, I felt it was fitting to contextualise this research and my position 

through considering this context in more depth in the second chapter. The chapter highlights 

the dissonance and disintegration inherent within post-colonial South African society. Through 

the chapter, I examine the role of music therapy in South Africa, stressing the need for South 

African music therapists to reflexively navigate through the possibilities and limitations of our 

work. In the conclusion to the thesis, I reflect back on this chapter, offering a different 

perspective to our practice and profession in this country.   

A large portion of Chapter Two draws significantly from a chapter under review for a 

book on music therapy and colonialism edited by Susan Hadley, Mike Viega and Marisol Norris. 

This chapter was co-authored by myself and my colleague, Ndumiso Mdaka. For the thesis, 

however, I have only drawn from and adapted my own sections of the paper, acknowledging 

Ndumiso’s input when this has informed my argument. The editors offered detailed comments 

on a previous draft of our submission to the book on colonialism and music therapy that has 

supported the development of this chapter, along with many discussions I had with my 

colleague, Ndumiso.  

The third chapter contextualises the SPARC music therapy programme within the 

broader context of the diversion programme and communities to which group members 

belonged. In the chapter I considered the challenges and accomplishments I experienced in 

developing the SPARC music therapy programme based on an initial scan of my field notes 

collected over 10 years of work at the Teddy Bear Clinic. The chapter reveals the construct of 

chaos as prominent and yet potentially valuable within this research, which is what inspired 

the first phase of the research process. The chapter was published in a special edition focussed 
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on child welfare, for the journal Voices: A World Forum for Music Therapy (Oosthuizen, 2018, 

see Appendix A2). 

Part 2: Research Phase 1: A Tentative Theory for a Paradoxical Approach to Chaos in Music 

Therapy Groups With Young South Africans Who Have Committed Offences 

The second part of this research explored my experiences of chaos as a potential 

resource in group work with young people who have committed offences. The fourth chapter 

presents my research study focussed on the first research question. After a brief review of 

literature related to music, adolescents and music therapy programmes for young people who 

have committed offences, the chapter details my analysis of field notes from groups I had 

facilitated as part of the SPARC programme. I selected three group processes I had found 

particularly chaotic. I utilised crystallisation, through combining grounded theory techniques 

and the use of coloured patterns that I constructed and explored, to analyse these notes. 

Through this research I found that, paradoxically, chaotic experiences in groups enabled 

transformation alongside more ordered experiences that enabled group formation. This 

chapter was published in the journal Qualitative Inquiries in Music Therapy (Oosthuizen, 

2019a, see Appendix A3) and urged that music therapists reconsider how we engage with 

chaos in music therapy groups, based on these findings.  

As I continued to explore group music therapy literature, I found that the construct of 

chaos was often overlooked. In the fifth chapter, I synthesised descriptions of chaos I found in 

literature from group music therapy and related disciplines along with my own experiences of 

chaos. In this way I presented a more detailed account of how chaos might be understood 

within groups. Based on my search of the literature, I described different ways in which music 

therapists approached chaos in groups. For many music therapists, chaotic group experiences 

required management, modification or resolution. Based on my research to this point, the fifth 

chapter then argues for a paradoxical approach to music therapy practice that utilises chaos as 
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a resource to support group transformation. The chapter cites literature from the fields of 

drama therapy, studies of groups in organisations, studies of creativity in groups, 

psychoanalysis, and philosophy to support this paradoxical approach. This chapter, that has 

been published in the journal Music Therapy Perspectives (Oosthuizen & McFerran, 2020, see 

Appendix A4) encourages music therapists to consider ways of inviting chaos into groups and 

setting appropriate boundaries within which groups can engage playfully with chaos. Although 

the chapter covers a broad and detailed search of the literature, the chapter was shortened to 

accommodate for the stipulated paper length required by the journal.  

Through these two chapters, Part 2 constructs a tentative theory supporting a 

paradoxical approach to music therapy practice with groups of young people, drawing from my 

own data as well as relevant literature. As this approach to music therapy practice appeared to 

be missing in the literature, I was interested in exploring how music therapists and group 

members could best engage with chaos as a resource.  

Part 3: Research Phase 2: Engaging With Chaos as a Resource in Music Therapy Groups With 

Young South Africans Who Have Committed Offences 

The third part of this research details a study guided by the second research question. I 

explored how group members and I might practically engage chaos as a resource in music 

therapy groups with young people who have committed offences. I conducted this research at 

NICRO, where I facilitated two music therapy groups from a paradoxical approach as I 

understood this. 

Chapter Six describes the methodology for this study. As for the first phase of the 

research, I situated this study within the philosophical framework of crystallisation that 

supports drawing from different research methodologies to best support the research 

question, data and process. In the chapter I describe the methods of constructivist grounded 

theory and abduction that I drew from throughout the study. The sixth chapter then provides a 
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rigorous account of the research method. After detailing the process of recruiting participants 

and data collection, I describe the process of Abductive Video Analysis that I employed. 

Throughout the analysis process I moved between the data and developing theory to present a 

more substantive account regarding how chaos can be used as a resource to support young 

people’s transformation within music therapy groups. The chapter highlights how I engaged 

with challenges and possibilities I encountered through the process and presents limitations of 

the research. In this way, Chapter Six presents an account of my research process that others 

might follow to ascertain the value this research may have within their own contexts.   

The findings of the research are presented in the form of a group matrix. The matrix 

provides a tool that I could utilise to map how group members utilised chaotic group 

experiences to explore different styles of engaging with group activities, musicking and 

relationships. Chapter Seven describes these findings through vignettes from the research data 

that highlight group members’ engagement with chaos depicted through different areas of the 

matrix. The chapter also describes movements of group members through the matrix, that 

might have highlighted how the group supported their transformation through the therapy 

process. I describe my roles as I understood these through the data analysis, and how these 

connected to the activities of group members. This chapter concludes the third part of the 

thesis. The implications of these findings are discussed and integrated with the research 

process thus far in Part 4. 

Part 4: A Paradoxical Approach to Music Therapy Practice With Young South Africans Who 

Have Committed Offences 

Part 4 synthesises the research through presenting a substantive theory for a 

paradoxical approach to music therapy practice as I constructed this through the research. The 

discussion in the eighth chapter defines this paradoxical approach, highlighting how group 

members could utilise chaos in groups as a resource supporting their transformation. The 
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possibilities for group members to engage in different ways within group activities, musicking 

and relationships are discussed alongside music therapy approaches that support aspects of 

my construction of a paradoxical approach. The similarities and differences between common 

roles of music therapists described within the literature and those I took on through the 

research are also presented. The matrix is centralised as a tool that can support music 

therapists to gain a partial understanding of how young people utilise chaotic experiences in 

therapy groups. In this way music therapists can accompany young people to maximise their 

use of music therapy groups to support their transformation. 

Finally, the ninth chapter takes the paradoxical approach constructed through the 

research back to the context of music therapy groups for young South Africans. After circling 

through the research process, I could view some of the current music therapy practice in South 

Africa from a new perspective. I became aware that many South African music therapists 

might have approached our work from a paradoxical approach regardless of whether this was 

explicitly stated or conceptualised. The theory developed through this research affirms this 

work and provides practical tools that might support music therapists and group members to 

enhance their utilisation of chaos as a resource. 

I begin by stepping into the chaos I have experienced as a White, privileged music 

therapist within the South African context. I considered this an important starting point.  
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Chaos in Context 
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Chapter 2  

Crossing Divides: Music Therapy in South Africa and the Teddy Bear Clinic 

South Africa brings together a diverse group of people. From early wars between 

tribes and nations to apartheid and xenophobic violence, ours is a history of oppressors and 

oppressed people conflicting over power and resources (Hart, 2002). It was the British (in 

particular) that arrived with strong military force, illnesses foreign to many African people, and 

the colonial notion that Europeans were required to teach a “savage people” superior colonial 

values through providing education and religion (Hart, 2002; Lester, 2001). Considered as 

people of less value, Black people were fit to serve the “white man” as low paid servants or 

labourers (Pechey, 1994).  

When South Africa gained independence from the British Colony, this was merely 

political – a victory for White people who continued to live privileged lives in protected 

enclaves that espoused colonial values. Colonial subjugation was entrenched through the 

system of apartheid (Pechey, 1994). The Group Areas Act of 1950 ordered that racial groups 

live separately (Johnson-Castle, 2014). Black people were forcibly removed to “Bantustans” 

(also called homelands), often far from places of work (Hart, 2002), or townships - informal 

settlements closer to their workplaces. This disrupted families and traditional African societies 

(South African History Online (SAHO), 2017). Nayar (2013) highlights that removal of people 

from their land is a violent act that “alters, and even destroys the land, the individual body of 

the colonised and his psyche” (p. 83). Those whose lives were disrupted, whose cultural 

heritage and selves were negated, whose skin took on more meaning than their personhood 

were silenced (Fanon, 1967). Those who challenged or critiqued the status quo faced 

potentially severe consequences. Through propaganda, heavy restrictions and violent military 

control, our public stories of privilege and power or poverty and oppression were bestowed on 

us. This chapter presents parts of my public and personal story (placed in boxes) within the 
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broader history of South Africa, also challenging the practice of music therapy (and thus my 

practice) within this country. 

Privilege and Poverty Within a Segregated Nation  

Many generations of my family have only known South Africa as home, although we 

can vaguely trace our origins to European countries such as the UK, Germany and Holland.  

I grew up in a wealthy suburb in Johannesburg. 

English was my first language and I learnt Afrikaans6 at school as a compulsory subject. 

In high school I chose to take isiZulu as a subject, but even now I only manage to put together 

fragments of isiZulu sentences. I don’t speak any other South African languages. I 

communicate with my colleagues and groups with whom I work in English. In speaking English, 

one of the languages of the oppressors, I have the advantage of articulating how I am feeling 

and what I want with ease. 

My father was a civil engineer, earning enough that my mother was able to stay at 

home to raise me and my brother, and work on a voluntary basis. My parents moved to areas 

where I could attend good schools, gifted me with my first car and flat7, and paid for my 

university tuition, enabling me to complete my master’s degree. I was free to choose where 

and what to study, to follow what I thought would be the best future for me.  

 

In 1994 apartheid was abolished from a political perspective and Black people received 

the right to vote for the first time. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was 

constituted soon after to begin to break what Maldonado-Torres (2016) referred to as “the 

hierarchies of difference that dehumanise subjects and communities” (p. 10). South Africans 

from all race  and gender groups, both victims and perpetrators applying for amnesty, gave 

 
6 Afrikaans and English were the languages spoken by the majority of White people in South Africa 

7 Flat is equivalent to apartment 
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accounts  in many different home languages of lived experiences of trauma of the oppressed 

and the dehumanising violent acts of oppressors, as a means of bringing about restorative 

justice (Krog, 1998). Dullah Omar, the Minister of Justice at the time of the TRC, supported the 

notion that both oppressors and oppressed share their stories, saying that “to humanise our 

society we had to put across the idea of moral responsibility – that is why I suggested a 

combination of the amnesty process with the process of victims’ stories” (in Krog, 1998, p. 5). 

Rev Desmond Tutu, the prominent South African religious leader and chair of the TRC 

stated that “God has given us a great gift, Ubuntu” (Mail & Guardian, 17 March 1996, in 

Wilson, 2001, p. 9). He shares his struggle to translate what “Ubuntu” means in a Western 

language, but notes that: 

It speaks of the essence of being human. …It is to say “My humanity is caught up, is 

inextricably bound up, in yours.” We belong in a bundle of life. We say “a person is a 

person through other persons.” A person with ubuntu…has a proper self-assurance 

that comes from knowing that he or she belongs in a greater whole and is diminished 

when others are humiliated or diminished, when others are tortured or oppressed, or 

treated as if they were less than who they are” (Tutu, 1999, p. 31). 

“Ubuntu” portrays a beautiful picture of what a postcolonial, post-apartheid society might be. 

And yet, over 25 years after apartheid was abolished, there are some who claim that little has 

changed (Heleta, 2016). Colonialism and apartheid have impacted every aspect of our lives, 

through structural and systemic imbalances, inequalities and injustices that still subjugate 

Black people (Nwadeyi, 2016).  

Growing up, almost everybody I interacted with was White.  

It was normal, in our house, that the domestic workers, gardeners, street sweepers, 

shop assistants and so on were Black. They spoke English or Afrikaans to me. As a little girl, it 

was a family taboo to point out any blatant differences between Black people and White 
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people that sounded belittling of Black people. I heard once that my grandfather was founding 

mixed race schools, and so his phone was tapped. At one point, we weren’t allowed to watch 

TV because of what my parents described as propaganda. I didn’t ask more questions. I 

remained hardly aware of my many privileges juxtaposed with the stark realities of the very 

people that bordered my small White community. Through the height of the struggles of 

apartheid I grew up in a ‘safe’ space, protected through acts of structural and criminal violence 

and oppression that I did not see.  

I first began to encounter townships and Bantustans through working as a volunteer in 

my local church. We would collect clothing and toys to send to “people in need” or set up 

programmes for spending time with children. Later, when I lived in what was historically a 

designated zone for Coloured people with my husband in 2007, some members of the 

community initially thought that my husband was a drug dealer. Even many years after 

apartheid was abolished, it was the only plausible reason they could find for a White person to 

stay in a Coloured community. To watch gang violence and drug deals happening within this 

community was traumatic, even as this gave me insight into the lives of those with whom I 

worked. While crime impacts all South Africans, here it happened regularly outside my 

window. 

I first travelled in a minibus taxi in 2017. This is the cheapest form of transport, used 

mostly by low-paid to middle class Black people. The taxi was overcrowded and not necessarily 

roadworthy and everyone spoke isiZulu. I didn’t always understand how payment worked or 

where to change taxis. These experiences were unfamiliar and overwhelming.  

At such times, it was all too easy for me to return to my familiar context, to interact 

with others (albeit a diverse group of people) only from my own perspective. Even now I 

sometimes don’t notice the racial and conjunct wealth/poverty divisions that appear normal to 

me. 
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Nayar (2013) notes that “the myths of white man’s superiority and the black’s 

inferiority are part of the socialisation of the black from his very childhood…the black child 

(unlike the white child for whom the family extends and fits into the social) sees a disconnect 

between his family and the larger social order, which is racist” (p. 47). Such narratives are 

powerfully embedded not only within the present, but also within the descendants of the 

oppressed and oppressors. As a post-apartheid, postcolonial country with an emergent 

identity, South Africa navigates the fragile spaces and fissures of continuing and increasing 

inequality (still predominantly connected to race); multiple identities and political instability. 

The structural violence that draws unequal lines between those who have and those who do 

not accentuates political and criminal violence. Nzewi (2002) explains that in traditional African 

society, human health is inextricably linked to the environment. He notes: “When the group 

spirit is polluted, the minds of individuals become infected, the human sphere becomes sick” 

(para. 3). The health of South Africans requires that both oppressors and oppressed people 

find new ways of being (Nayar, 2013). 

By the time I commenced my music therapy studies in 2004 I regularly interacted with 

wealthy and poor Black and White, Indian and Coloured people. Many of my acquaintances 

and friends challenged my own implicit assumptions about race and power. It was awkward 

and embarrassing at times. I had much to learn. 

After I qualified and began to work at the Teddy Bear Clinic, my role was to support 

young people to consider alternative ways of being and make changes within their lives. But 

what alternatives might they consider as citizens of a country shrouded within a history of 

struggle? How could I, as a White person, an oppressor, support young predominantly Black 

people with personal and family histories of oppression, to make changes in their lives? 

Further, if I considered our political stories as oppressor and oppressed, what role might I have 
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played in the offences committed by these young people? Everyone in the room potentially 

had to consider alternative ways of being in the world, including me. How could my use of 

music contribute to formulating new worldviews rather than supporting our country’s norms 

that perpetuate inequalities and oppression? 

 

Music for Healing and Music Therapy 

When discussing musicking and music therapy, my colleague, Ndumiso Mdaka made it 

clear that South Africans engage in musicking for numerous occasions and have a strong 

understanding that music can heal and transform. Ndumiso explains: 

South Africa is a very musical country. Everything that we do has an element of music, 

especially in the Black community. Any social gathering, in the taxis, there should be 

music. Whenever we protest, we use music. In our village, when there is a 

bereavement, there’s more singing than any other thing. Singing and dancing is like 

our day to day lifestyle. It’s something that actually connects South Africa. In as much 

as we have individual preferences on various genres, somehow we relate. Most of the 

time when the boys we work with are in the waiting room they have their earphones 

in, and it tells you how musical the children are.  

… For me, music and performing arts are healing. We use it to show our love, our hate, 

our comfort, even rest. I personally use it as a coping mechanism. Music connects me 

with a lot of people…and that’s where I find my confidence. Recently, I chatted to this 

other young lady and she said to me: “Ndumiso, I prefer you when you sing than when 

you speak, because when you sing you provide this healing.” Through my singing, 

people feel something inside them, they can connect to the Divine. 

(Ndumiso Mdaka, personal communication, March 2017) 
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My experiences growing up with music shared some similarities. There were also 

differences in our experiences. 

I loved music from when I was little. At Christmas time especially, my family would all 

take their instruments out and we’d sing Christmas carols. My love for music was nurtured 

through an opportunity to take lessons – recorder, then piano and flute. I joined an Orff music 

group and sang in school choirs. As a young person, I had my own band and wrote songs. I 

went on to study (Western Classical) music and a bit of jazz to learn to improvise. I listened to 

rock music. Most of my favourite artists were based in the UK or USA.  

Music was a powerful support for me, a means through which I built friendships, a 

comfort through difficult experiences, even a safe way to release anger or hurt. I dreamed of 

enabling others to use music in similar ways. Studying music therapy offered this opportunity. 

 

Music has been used through most of human history as a means of healing and 

transformation (Ansdell, 2014a). Bonde (2011) suggested that “health musicing can be 

understood as the common core of any use of music experiences to regulate emotional or 

relational states or to promote well-being, be it therapeutic or not, professionally assisted or 

self-made” (p. 121). These uses of music are familiar to both myself and Ndumiso.  

Nzewi (2002) has suggested that in African society, music is “the art of living with 

health” (par. 9). In South Africa, many groups of people use music within healing, celebratory 

or communal events. For example, Edwards (2011) described how a group of isiZulu women 

would begin “singing and rhythmically clapping” along with a healing dance that enabled 

people to confront “the uncertainties of their existence” (p. 338). Similarly, Lebaka (2013) has 

described how music presents a significant part of the indigenous healing practices of the 

South African Pedi society, as a means through which people can express concepts beyond 

what might be verbalised or written down. During apartheid and even to the present time, 
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music has played a powerful role for many Black, oppressed people. Fanon (in Nayar, 2013) 

noted that an oppressed person needs a way to expend their frustration, and tribal and 

community dances are one way in which this is possible. Collective music-making and 

affiliation to specific genres or artists offered an accessible means of expressing resilience and 

resistance “…while simultaneously receiving affirmation from a group”  (Allen, 2004, p. 5).  

Young people have access to a broad range of music through technology. Many 

adolescents express how music makes them “feel better” (McFerran, 2019, p. 4), and might 

select music to listen to with this purpose in mind. Young people can utilise music to express 

intense emotions or to (intentionally or unintentionally) generate powerful group experiences 

of connection, or opposition. Saarikallio (2019) highlights that for young people “music 

engagement is considered as an act of creating, reconstructing, and cultivating the self and the 

social world” (p. 89). Young South Africans can use music to voice their stories, find 

affirmation, and resist establishments that control their lives (Magubane, 2006; Steingo, 2005).  

If young people already used music as a resource within their everyday lives, I 

questioned my role as a music therapist working with groups of young people. Whilst 

community musicians8  with whom I have worked found it easy to identify their roles as 

teachers or mentors, it was more difficult to represent the work of a music therapist, which 

may be more implicit, collaborative and flexible (Oosthuizen et al., 2007). Gary Ansdell (2014b) 

has suggested that there are some contexts in which the roles of community musicians and 

community music therapists might even be hard to differentiate. Given their musical and 

contextual knowledge, musicians from the communities in which we work, or young people 

themselves, may sometimes be better qualified to promote wellbeing through music. In the 

South African context, my colleagues and I (Oosthuizen et al., 2007) admitted that “as white, 

 
8 Through this chapter, musicians who work in communities as freelance musicians, music mentors or educators are grouped together under the 

term “community musicians.” 



 

 

31 

female music therapists who struggle to come to terms with the complexities of communities 

who share different languages, socio-economic circumstances and cultural nuances to our 

own, we cannot presume to offer optimal services to these communities alone” (para. 36).    

In many cases, Bonde (2011) has suggested that there is room for a range of people 

working within the broad area of health musicking. Just as working in multi-disciplinary teams 

with related health professionals can support our work, our practice can be enriched through 

collaborating with other musicians. However, rather than mutually sharing our skills a danger 

within these collaborations would be my temptation to consider myself as ‘the’ qualified 

person to do (or supervise) health musicking work that others (without formal music therapy 

qualifications) may have already been doing for a number of years. An assumption that music 

therapists’ academic skillsets might be superior to the practical experience of South Africans 

who appropriate music for a myriad of purposes would fit neatly within colonial discourses. 

And yet, our degrees separate us to some extent from the ‘Other’ – in this case the music 

healer or community musician (or even private music user) that does not hold a degree 

registered by the HPCSA (the Health Professions Council of South Africa). Our degree has 

certified us with privileges and limitations. 

The Power of Our Music Therapy Degree 

I could only follow my dream to study music therapy in South Africa because I was 

White, which presented me privileges not accessible to people of other race groups. It was my 

degree and the practical and academic opportunities this opened up that enabled me to 

undertake doctoral research with the University of Melbourne in Australia, further 

accentuating my privileges. 

In most cases, someone of my age who was Black would not have been afforded the 

same education or resources. My history and Whiteness within a racially segregated country 



 

 

32 

(even many years after apartheid) situates me as a person bestowed privilege within colonial 

constructs that continue to permeate every aspect of our country.  

Currently, in much of the work that I do, one of my greatest limitations is my 

Whiteness.  

It seems sometimes as if I know so little about my home. I move in spaces where I 

don’t understand the languages I hear, where I am the only White person I see, where I 

struggle with ‘norms’ that do not feel ‘normal’ to me at all.  

My music therapy does not always fit. Sometimes I feel as if I’ve bombarded a group 

with my apparent expertise without sufficient regard for dynamics that I don’t fully 

understand. Through my doctoral studies I have been able to engage with an international and 

more diverse group of creative arts therapists who have challenged and expanded my 

viewpoints and practice. However, this is predominantly still a wealthy and privileged group of 

people and in some ways even further removed from those with whom I work in South Africa. 

I have felt able to negotiate a practice that has potential and value in many spaces in 

South Africa, and yet still have many questions. How do group members and colleagues 

experience my work, and what could they offer that might help me to negotiate this work 

better in context? How might my views be skewed by my internalised assumptions as a 

university qualified professional and as a White person? 

 

The University of Pretoria boasts the first music therapy master’s degree in South 

Africa where graduates are registered with the Health Professions Council. Although the 

degree was initiated based on music therapy approaches nurtured within predominantly 

European contexts, it is exhilarating to participate in a profession that is both developing our 

own uniquely African practice and gaining recognition, in Southern Africa and amongst the 

international music therapy community. However, like much of the music therapy profession 



 

 

33 

internationally (Hadley & Norris, 2016), our profession is still dominated by White, female 

practitioners and educators. That White people make up only 8% of the South African 

population (Statistics South Africa, 2020) speaks to the inequality this represents in this field. 

South African music therapists must also have the privilege of access to academic and financial 

resources, as to study to the master’s level and gain certification is both costly and without 

promise of full-time employment on completing the degree. The past inequalities of our 

country thus play a dominant role in who is able to benefit from this training.  

As a result, Meyer (2014) has highlighted that the professionalisation of the arts 

therapies in South Africa has led to much tension and the potential exploitation of power 

through decisions regarding who can and cannot take on the title of “arts therapist.” I have 

highlighted that “in a socially unequal society such as South Africa, the collective cultural 

backgrounds of music therapists and the choices we make in terms of our particular work 

contexts become political statements” (Oosthuizen, 2006, para. 19). 

Further, a growing diversity amongst music therapy students does not necessarily 

challenge the assumptions that inform the profession of music therapy (Hadley & Norris, 

2016). Through the “Fees Must Fall” movement, students in South African universities 

protested against a lack of access to knowledge through high tuition fees, but also against the 

colonial discourses that still determine what knowledge is taught and how knowledge is 

constructed (Garuba, 2015; Maldonado-Torres, 2016; Modiri, 2016). In referring to his music 

training, my colleague Ndumiso explains: “In a village, we don’t have schools for music, so one 

guy will learn from wherever, and then come back and you’ll have to learn from him. So it’s 

really not about the theory, it’s just about the practical” (Ndumiso Mdaka, personal 

communication, March 2017). Similarly, in the Pedi society, Lebaka (2013) explains that the 

training of music healers is informal. As this training has not been documented in a written 

(Western) format, sometimes it is ignored or considered as inferior to Western training models 
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provided in universities. Lebaka (2013) asserts that the notion of referring to “formal” or 

“informal” training in itself is more a statement of who has control over learning, rather than 

what is being taught.  

It is pertinent to consider colonial constructs imbibed through the development of our 

profession and what changes are possible. Creativity in the arts (potentially including music 

therapy) can take the forefront in decolonisation as “in decolonial artistic creation, the 

embodied subject emerges as someone who can not only reflect about but also mould, shape, 

and reshape subjectivity, space, and time”(Maldonado-Torres, 2016, p. 27). If music therapy is 

to participate in the process of decolonisation, however, we have to rethink implicit 

assumptions regarding who owns music (as therapy) for what purposes, when and how.  

Music Therapy in a Postcolonial South Africa 

In challenging colonial practices, Letsekha (2013) notes that developing a practice 

“relevant to the material, historical and social realities of the communities in which universities 

operate” does not implicate an exclusion of Western knowledge but is rather “an 

encouragement to learn from the West, but in a selective and constructive manner” (p. 14). As 

a music therapist I intentionally provide musical spaces that enable young people to explore 

varied ways of releasing difficult emotions, practise building meaningful social relationships, 

work through life experiences that can be traumatic, consider alternative ways of being and 

develop hope for the future (Oosthuizen, 2018). I bring my training, expertise and difference 

into a group so that together we can negotiate and co-create musical experiences that support 

these aims.  

Ansdell (2014a) has suggested that “music therapists have built up a body of 

experience and expertise in working with pathology and its manifestations in the service of 

giving people access to musicking. This skill is relevant across the individual-communal 

continuum” (p. 38). Similarly, O’Grady and McFerran (2007) note how community musicians 



 

 

35 

and music therapists offer valuable services to people in different situations. Music therapists 

offer a certain reflexivity and awareness of the inherent capacity for all people to 

communicate ourselves through musical gestures and sounds (Ansdell, 2014a). This 

accompanies our ability to be flexible in negotiating possibilities for enhancing wellbeing 

through the affordances of music. While some group members might have easily accessed 

wellbeing through the group and music, sometimes my role in groups I facilitated was to notice 

and support the ‘Other’, the disconnected person struggling to utilise music as they might 

hope.  When I was the person disconnected to the group or if my support was not needed, this 

might have meant stepping aside to allow the group to explore the affordances of music 

without me. My “stepping aside” might have enhanced my ability to offer my reflections to the 

group, as an observer, witness, or someone bringing an alternative perspective.  

Fanon (1967) asserts that to decolonise a space requires an attempt to understand the 

Other, rather than feeling a need to hold on to some form of control. Decolonising music 

therapy practice requires breaking down assumptions and carefully delineated boundaries 

regarding where to practise or what our roles are. We need to hear new voices. We need to 

dialogue. Together with my colleagues, I described a project where the collaboration between 

community musicians and music therapists in Cape Town enabled a balance between working 

on aspects such as working towards a music product and group processes, cultural knowledge 

and interpersonal dynamics (Oosthuizen et al., 2007). This supported the optimal wellbeing of 

the community. At the Teddy Bear Clinic, my work has to be co-created with group 

participants, my colleagues and the broader community who have a say in where and how my 

work might be of value. 
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Discomforting My Multiple Identities as a White South African, Music Therapist and 

Researcher 

“What am I doing here?” is still a question I ask myself, and others, daily. I hope this 

will always be the case, otherwise my ‘normal’ might colonise and limit the potential I have for 

supporting the transformation of those with whom I work. 

It’s not only my music, but maybe I’ve also got to be ready to turn music therapy 

theories with which I am familiar upside down as I discover new ways to be within a post-

apartheid, postcolonial South Africa.  

 

As White music therapists in South Africa, there is an urgency to reconsider our 

practices. We have questions to ask: 

- What “music therapy” is relevant? What needs to be changed or put aside? 

- In a society in which the therapist participates as oppressor or oppressed (Fanon, 

1967), how do we practice in such a way that does not merely “recreate racialised 

realities and inequities…and …does more than merely recognising and acknowledging 

the reproduction of privilege?” (Meyer, 2014, p. 314).  

- When do I need to step aside, recognising that there are others who offer more value 

than I can in context?  

Music therapists in South Africa might remain within the frame of our colonial 

(academic and/or White, privileged, familiar) practices, regardless of the contexts in which we 

work. Or we can move out, awkwardly, grappling continually with unsettling, uncomfortable 

questions.  We might need to keep upturning our theory to explore what music therapy might 

be, even if sometimes we find that it doesn’t fit (Oosthuizen, 2006).  

In this chapter I situated myself as a White South African music therapist. The chapter 

accentuated the importance I have placed on considering my identity, practice and 
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experiences of chaos reflexively in context, noting the necessity of continually re-evaluating 

music therapy practice in complex and evolving contexts. The research presented in this thesis 

offered me an opportunity of re-evaluating music therapy practices with which I was familiar, 

through delving into my experiences of chaos. I began the process through reflecting on my 

past work with young people who had committed sex offences attending the SPARC diversion 

programme at the Teddy Bear Clinic. The chapter that follows describes the process of 

scanning my session notes from seventeen groups I had facilitated in this programme. In this 

way I became aware of challenges and positive accomplishments as I developed the music 

therapy programme together with colleagues over time. This chapter has been published in a 

special issue of Voices: A World Forum for Music Therapy (Oosthuizen, 2018, see Appendix A2). 
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Chapter 3 

Working With and Within Chaos: The Development of a Music Therapy Programme for 

Young Sex Offenders in South Africa 

In over 10 years of music therapy work experience in a diversion programme for young 

sex offenders, the first word that still comes to mind after almost every session is: chaos! I am 

repeatedly baffled by sudden outbursts of loud, dissonant music-making (or surprising non-

responsiveness), a lack of consistency in participation, and sometimes blatantly destructive 

interactions within the group.  

Rather than merely disorder or meaningless ‘mayhem’, within the field of physical and 

mathematical sciences, chaos can be defined as “the property of a complex system whose 

behaviour is so unpredictable as to appear random, owing to great sensitivity to small changes 

in conditions” (Lexico, n.d.). Music therapy groups offer structures and boundaries that can 

draw us together into constructive experiences. However, multiple, complex interactions 

among individuals, sub-groups, the group-as-a-whole, the context, and music can destabilise 

the apparent order of a group. Unpredictable group experiences can be intense and confusing 

for me as well as group members. There are moments when I feel unable to contain a group 

that appears to have disintegrated and this challenges my sense of competence as a therapist. 

Social worker Malekoff (2014) concurred with similar experiences of chaos in groups with 

young people, noting that this might turn some therapists away from this work. 

To some extent, my experiences of chaos in groups reflect the reality of those with 

whom I work. Within the South African context, “adolescents are often confronted with 

different and contradicting pathways presented by a multicultural and diverse society” (Arndt 

& Naudé, 2016, p. 267). In addition, in music therapy groups with young people who have 

committed offences, I encounter adolescents required to define their identities within 

personal and social contexts permeated by structural violence (through poverty and a lack of 
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access to resources) and criminal violence (Mathews & Gould 2017). Some grapple with past or 

recurring experiences of trauma, and concurrent learning or psychosocial disabilities (Prentky 

et al., 2009). Many have had little intervention to deal with past trauma. These young people 

negotiate their lives within transient, complex and often unsettling contexts.  

When our work is experienced as chaotic, Malekoff (2014) stresses the importance of 

looking beyond the uncertainty to consider patterns that may appear to have “vanished” in the 

midst of such intense experiences. Ongoing reflection is pivotal for any music therapy practice 

to gain a deeper understanding of group dynamics, guide therapeutic decisions and offer 

glimpses of the importance of this work (Pavlicevic, 2002).  Session notes that document my 

experiences of music therapy groups that I facilitated within the SPARC programme (the 

Support Programme for Abuse Reactive Children), offer me the opportunity of reflexively 

considering not only my current practice, but the development of patterns that may have 

evolved within this work over time. This would serve to guide my own practice in the future 

and may support others working in similar contexts, particularly those who find this work 

challenging. 

The Support Programme for Abuse Reactive Children (SPARC) 

SPARC was initiated by the Teddy Bear Clinic (a Non-Government Organisation offering 

support and mediation to children who are abused and their families) in response to the 

increasing numbers of child-on-child offences reported within South Africa (Hirschowitz et al., 

2000). The programme aims to divert young people who have committed minor sexual 

offences from the court system and provide them with skills to prevent re-offending (Teddy 

Bear Clinic, 2014). This is based on the premise that whilst the majority of young sex offenders 

will not commit further sexual crimes, they may commit non-sexual crimes, and the criminal 

histories of many adult offenders originated in adolescence (Rothman, 2016). Early 
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intervention programmes have been reported to have some success in reducing recidivism 

amongst young sex offenders (Prentky et al., 2009). 

SPARC is a multi-systemic programme that combines cognitive behavioural therapy 

and psychoeducation facilitated by social workers alongside creative programmes, one of 

which is music therapy. The focus is not only on the offence committed, but also aims to 

address the multiple personal and social factors underlying offences. The programme is 

compulsory and includes 12 weekly 2-hour group therapy sessions for between five and 12 

group members, who remain in their home communities over the therapy process. This offers 

the advantage that participants can directly transfer skills gained into their everyday life 

experiences (Jaffé, 2010). Music therapy has been included in the programme since 2006.   

Documented accounts of music therapy (or music education) programmes for young 

offenders highlight the use of similar music activities and goals for both sexual and non-sexual 

offenders, also reflecting those of the SPARC programme. Activities might include drumming 

(Rio & Tenney, 2002; Wyatt, 2002); listening to music (De Carlo & Hockman, 2004; Ierardi & 

Jenkins, 2012; Wyatt, 2002); learning musical skills, writing and sometimes performing songs 

or raps (Ierardi & Jenkins, 2012; Lotter, 2011; Smeijsters et al., 2011), and improvisation (Rio & 

Tenney, 2002; Skaggs, 1997; Wyatt, 2002). Goals include the development of a positive self-

image, exploring alternative ways of being, finding ways of coping with emotions, and 

developing social skills (Ierardi & Jenkins, 2012; Skaggs, 1997; Smeijsters et al., 2011; Wyatt, 

2002). Goals of the SPARC music therapy programme are directed to complement those of the 

CBT (cognitive behavioural therapy) component of the programme. These emphasise 

supporting young people to deal with difficult past life experiences, exploring healthy ways of 

building social relationships,  expressing emotions, taking responsibility, and fostering hope for 

the future.  
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Literature advocating for music and music therapy programmes for young offenders 

predominantly focuses on long-term, supportive programmes within residential centres or 

prisons that complement multiple therapies (Baker & Homan, 2007; Rio & Tenney, 2002; 

Skaggs, 1997; Wyatt, 2002). Articles describe goals, activities and sometimes outcomes of 

these programmes (for example, Woodward et al., 2007; Wyatt, 2002). There is a sparsity of 

literature exploring the challenges of this work or the development of programmes over time.  

Drawing from my session notes, this article considers my experiences of the challenges 

and development of music therapy groups for young offenders as part of SPARC. This might 

offer insights to music therapists facilitating similar programmes. 

A Review of the SPARC Music Therapy Programme 

In order to explore how my experiences of music therapy groups reflected the 

development of the SPARC programme from 2006 to 2016, I engaged in the following process: 

1. I chronologically reviewed my own recorded session notes from 17 music therapy 

groups that I facilitated between 2006 and 2016.  

2. I marked statements regarding my experiences of challenges, my approach, what 

worked well, and what did not within group activities and processes.  

3. Through this process, I noted recurring concepts. 

4. Concepts were grouped into categories, from which emergent themes highlighted 

specific points of focus in the work, as well as changes occurring over time. 

Emergent Patterns 

Chaos was the most prominent thematic idea that permeated every part of my 

reflections of this work. My session notes are full of questions: “What am I doing here, and 

why?”  

A closer look revealed distinct patterns woven through the chaos, both within group 

sessions and processes, and through the project over time. Although difficult to discern in the 
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midst of chaotic experiences, these patterns offered insights into the potential and challenges 

of the SPARC music therapy programme. Emergent themes map four broad patterns reflected 

through my session notes.  

Importantly, these themes reflect my personal experiences. My session notes included 

reference to comments and opinions of group members, but these were articulated from my 

viewpoint. Thus, a discussion of each theme indicates how I engaged with challenges through 

my approach and practice. Continuing challenges within this work are also noted.  

I felt that the four themes were best depicted through titles from some (currently) popular 

hip-hop songs my group members enjoyed:  

1. “Come to my Kasi” (Priddy Ugly, 2016): In South Africa, a ‘kasi is a popular shortening 

for the word “location,” where black people were forced to live during the years of 

apartheid. Many impoverished to middle class black people still reside in townships 

that can be characterised by a high population density, violence, and crime (Findley & 

Ogbu, 2011). Through the South African genre of ‘kasi rap, hip-hop artists use their 

music to convey some of their personal lived experiences in townships, rapping in a 

blend of English and vernacular languages such as Zulu or Tswana (Sithole & 

Stockenstroom, 2014). Young people in my groups made use of songs from this genre 

(most often performed by male artists) to articulate aspects of their lives. Whilst I 

understood this as providing group members with a sense of agency in exploring their 

experiences, this music also accentuated my alienation from these young people, as a 

white, female therapist from the vastly contrasted social and economic reality of the 

“suburbs.” In addition to my struggle to conceptualise the life worlds conveyed 

through the lyrics, I often did not understand the language and metaphors used. As 

such, this theme highlights my struggle to connect with therapy groups and the Teddy 
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Bear Clinic Organisation, to some extent also reflecting the contemporary residue of 

the historical weight of apartheid in South Africa.  

2. “…It’s not that easy…” (Shane Eagle, 2016): In his song, “Cutting Corners,” Shane Eagle 

talks about his struggle to start a new life, though he is invested in making this change 

a reality. One of my groups particularly enjoyed Shane Eagle’s music and noted that 

both the lyrics and “chilled” beat helped them to become calm and not to give up 

when things were difficult. This theme considers how the balance between doing and 

reflecting musically and verbally and viewing group members as experts could best 

support group members through the process.  

3. “All eyes on me” (AKA, 2014): This song was a favourite in many groups I facilitated, 

motivating young people to dance and sing along loudly. Many young people enjoy 

AKA’s catchy music and outspoken attitude as someone with loads of money and fame 

(and women). This theme highlights challenges around how group members perform 

their identity through the therapy process within a community. 

4. “Am I ever gonna quit? Hell naw” (Nasty-C, 2016): Nasty-C wrote the song “Hell Naw,” 

saying he will never quit what he does because he loves it. Just as this song 

strengthened group members’ determination to hold on to the good things they had in 

their lives, so it resonated with some of my personal experiences as a music therapist 

working with young people.  

Discussion 

Theme 1a: Come to My Kasi: Moving From an Awkward Outsider to an Outsider Inviting 

Moments of Connection   

Excerpt 19. The group's music was chaotic…My keyboard was slower than the group 

beat… and did nothing to draw group members together. 

 
9 All excerpts are quoted from my session notes. No dates or details about groups are included to respect the confidentiality of participants 
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Part of the chaos of forming SPARC music therapy groups was precipitated through 

many disconnections, misconnections, and sometimes surprising connections between the 

group members and me. As shown in this excerpt, my notes highlight numerous experiences 

where I musically and verbally felt unable to connect to often fragmented and awkward 

groups. On reflection, there are multiple factors which contribute to this. I am a white woman 

from a well-resourced and relatively wealthy community and I work with groups of young men 

of mixed races, some of whom reside in impoverished communities fraught with violence or 

instability. Our separate life histories and world views show very few commonalities that might 

connect us. Whilst I can only speak English and Afrikaans, these young people speak any 

number of languages including Zulu, Xhosa, Sotho, Tswana, Afrikaans, or English. Their fluency 

in English or Afrikaans (or other languages spoken by individuals in the group) varies and this 

impacts on our ability to communicate adequately. In addition to the complexity of connecting 

with such diverse groups, these are young people in a compulsory programme. Thus, their 

motivation for connection may be limited. Furthermore, some of the young people struggle to 

connect with others in healthy ways, and some show little interest in connecting with others in 

this context. The mere prospect of trying to meet one another often feels daunting and nearly 

impossible! 

Based on my session notes, however, even within diverse or resistant groups, making 

music together instigated powerful experiences of connectedness. Many young people already 

participate in a musical culture that is both a highly significant part of their individual and 

social lives and often shared among members of the group (Miranda, 2013). If I, as the 

therapist, managed to play some good music, I was sometimes tentatively invited into this 

culture, even if I was the strange white lady who listens to hip-hop! When young people bring 

and share their own music, they seem to invest in therapy processes more openly (Rio & 

Tenney, 2002; Wyatt, 2002).  
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Most group members are also drawn to trying out music-making. Drumming or playing 

the same instruments with set, repeated beats can offer a powerful sense of belonging 

(Watson, 2002), that may motivate a strong desire to work together. This was a common 

experience in groups I facilitated. When this did not happen, I documented how the 

disconnections highlighted in music-making were often addressed through simplifying rhythms 

and encouraging group members to teach one another (and me) how to play them, 

simultaneously finding healthy ways to collaborate. Even in the most chaotic of sessions, my 

notes include statements such as: “the drumming really worked” or “drumming just brought 

us all together.” 

We may have the capacity to connect through making music, but this capacity has 

been formed within diverse cultural contexts. A culture-centred approach to music therapy, 

where relationships, music, and music-making are considered as culturally situated, highlights 

the importance of considering what every group member (and I) bring to the group (Stige, 

2002). The co-creation of a musical culture that draws from the affordances each of us bring is 

pivotal. As the therapist, this often requires me to find innovative ways to invite group 

members to allow me into their worlds. 

Over time, I have emphasised the importance of situating ourselves within context 

before even attempting to make music. I begin groups saying that it may feel strange to 

encounter this white lady coming along with her drums, a direct introduction that can bring 

some relief in groups. It invites group members to situate themselves.  In turn, some have 

shared more openly, sometimes ‘”using phrases like: ‘For us black people, it’s like this’…” 

(Oosthuizen & Hadley, 2013, p. 55).  

I also clearly state the group purpose: “Right, you are here today because you’ve hurt 

some children…or (depending on the ages and offences committed by group members) 

because of sex.” This places music therapy as a complement to the overall SPARC programme, 
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rather than an optional extra. This also brings group members honestly into our space so that 

when we write songs I can encourage them not to pretend their lives are all about fancy cars 

and good-looking women (emulating lyrics of some artists they enjoy), and when we play 

music that enables the release and exploration of difficult feelings such as aggression, these 

feelings can be named and owned. In this way, groups begin with an invitation. My invitation 

presents who I am, why we are here, and what we might do together. I invite group members 

to contribute willingly to our process.    

A continuing challenge is just how far to extend this invitation. Given struggles with 

transport and activities at school that compete with group time, how do I negotiate 

boundaries such as attendance and timeliness? And what about the music? In early groups I 

spent hours searching for popular hip-hop music with lyrics that were not degrading or explicit 

and might be useful in therapy. In agreement with some other music therapists working with 

young offenders, it felt important to set a standard (Skaggs, 1997; Wyatt, 2002). But this music 

excluded a large part of what young people were listening to outside sessions. In choosing to 

work with music young people shared, should I simply acknowledge the great beat to affirm a 

group member, or should I challenge the lyrics? My notes record how these questions had to 

be reconsidered for each group.  

The chaos of connecting within groups is also situated within and influenced by the 

broader context of the Teddy Bear Clinic. 

Theme 1b: Come to My Kasi: Moving From My Music Therapy in Your Organisation to Our 

SPARC Music Therapy Programme 

Excerpt 2. (Due to renovations we had to work outside): … the only space we had to 

work would be next to two large rubbish containers…And then, the social worker 

informed me – there was no way they could get electricity to here – I'd have to leave 

the keyboard out… He said, “Ja, we can just do some drumming.” 



 

 

47 

 Ansdell (2004) described a “circumstantial” community as a grouping of 

people who happen to be in the same place at the same time, sometimes for different 

reasons. Music therapy is very visible (and audible) at the Teddy Bear Clinic. Most members of 

this circumstantial community (including staff and social workers co-facilitating groups with 

me, passers-by, student volunteers, or children receiving therapy) notice the enjoyment and 

positive energy expressed by group members. It suggests that this therapy may offer 

something important. My perception is that they also notice the chaos and noise, and some 

query my aims or competence.  

I find starting as a music therapist in any organisation difficult. The fact that clinic 

managers had accepted my proposal for this work did not imply that those I co-facilitated 

groups with initially had any knowledge and interest in what I was doing. There seemed to me 

a disconnection between many colleagues’ concepts of what a music person should do, and 

what I considered to be music therapy. Social workers required to accommodate my groups 

may have seen no issues with changing session times or venues. After all, can’t you make 

music anywhere? On the other hand, as a newly qualified therapist I found it unsettling to 

move away from strict boundaries regarding my practice, such as creating a contained 

therapeutic space next to rubbish containers with only a few drums to go around! As a 

sessional worker, I also had little time to engage with staff casually and talk through my roles. 

Misunderstandings led to some conflicts that impacted my work with groups. When 

relationships with staff were more strained, my notes reflected far more on negative aspects 

of group processes. I questioned my presence in the organisation and found the work less 

rewarding.  

Within the chaos of misunderstandings and miscommunications, my music therapy 

might often have been a misfit. I had to decide whether to quit or find ways of working as a 

professional within this system, forming a unique SPARC music therapy programme. This 
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meant loosening my boundaries. Closed groups might include interns or siblings in negotiation 

with group members. I collaborated and offered training rather than vociferously defending 

boundaries between what music therapy is and is not and who can or cannot do it. I offered 

experiential debriefing workshops for the staff, presenting and talking about music therapy to 

anyone, anywhere. Slowly, the organisation has come to know me, and the programme has 

become ours. Social workers follow up and offer me feedback when I experience difficulties 

with group members. They stress the importance of music therapy, particularly for children 

who struggle to participate in CBT due to hyperactivity or concurrent disabilities. In this way 

our collaborative expertise enhances the programme overall. 

The process of negotiating a practice within the Teddy Bear Clinic requires me to 

continually move and improvise along with SPARC programme developments and the 

transience of the community. On a parallel track, my work has had to adapt to meet the 

changing needs and potential of each group.  

 Theme 2a: It’s Not That Easy: Moving From Just Doing Music Towards a Balance Between 

Musical and Verbal, Doing and Reflecting 

Excerpt 3. I've never heard my instruments played with such energy, almost aggression 

and fire before in my life. It was awful to be in the room it was so loud. 

Music is a powerful means of enabling simultaneously physical, emotional, and social 

experiences of aspects that group members are dealing with in other areas of the programme 

(Skaggs, 1997). I graduated from a music therapy training predominantly based within the 

approach of Nordoff-Robbins music therapy, where the therapeutic process is guided by a 

relationship between therapist and client developed within music-making (Guerrero et al., 

2015). Without requiring verbal interventions, changes in the therapist’s music might serve to 

reflect, contain, challenge, or extend the musical contributions of group members, which are 

considered as expressions of their personal and emotional worlds. I consider it a valuable 
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necessity for group members to have a space to release aggression and fire, or the chaos of 

their outer (and inner) lives, and music-making can offer that opportunity. My notes often 

infer that most group members want to make music rather than talk. It is important that a 

significant portion of therapy processes involve engaging in musical activities.  

However, the chaos played out through musical experiences such as the one described 

in the excerpt can be overwhelming. In this example, some group members actually left the 

room until the music-making quieted. Without further reflection, as group participants 

returned to their own rather complex life situations, what did this leave them with? What 

resources or means of coping might they have gained through the experience?  

In my session notes I describe how verbal reflections often acknowledged and eased 

the tension precipitated through intense music-making. A group could reconsider an 

experience they had written off as being horrible because they were bad musicians. 

Reflections assisted group members to try and make sense of their experiences and transfer 

aspects of the therapy process into their everyday lives.   

Over time, I have increasingly offered space for verbal reflections in groups, which 

instigates new challenges: 

Excerpt 4. While listening to different pieces of music: Most group members liked 

every piece I played, saying things like they liked the beats or the music, everything, or 

the way the singer sang... Group members seemed willing to open up and share their 

ideas if given time, but others quickly started squirming in their chairs, struggling to 

focus for long enough to allow this discussion. 

I am used to the process of reflecting. My session notes suggested that group 

members did not always find it easy. They appeared awkward and initial responses to 

questions were often limited. Group members might say they liked the beat and were not 

always sure why. Over time, I found it helpful to reflect with or for some groups, speaking 
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aloud my own thoughts: “That beat was strong, it made me feel kind of powerful, or maybe 

tense, or annoyed? What do you think?” This could lessen anxiety and even generate some 

discussion. My notes also record instances where more articulate group members appeared to 

speak for others as they verbalised their personal experiences.  

Even when verbally considering an experience, I consistently found the central feature 

of music in music therapy helpful, particularly for groups that struggled to find words or focus 

for long. My session notes articulate how musical structures helped group members to order 

their contributions and limited the anxiety caused by long periods of silence. I regularly 

encouraged group members to include reflections through a word or a rapped phrase in the 

rest beats of an ongoing drum rhythm. Hara (2012) suggested that the process of freestyle 

rapping or working on a product provides an accessible form that can motivate group 

members to reflect on their life experiences.  

What remains a challenge for me is finding a balance between reflections and music-

making, something that I need to determine and work out for every group. Who makes these 

decisions and how and when offers an additional challenge regarding the therapeutic process.  

Theme 2b: It’s Not That Easy: Moving From My Responsibility to Our Group 

Excerpt 5. After writing a group story: It was interesting what this story brought out 

about the lives of the boys...the setting portrayed some of their real lives – shooting, 

abusive parent, sick parent, absent father, etc. Then there was the aspect of having to 

deal with an issue alone...The boys didn’t even begin to move towards anyone coming 

to help…and ... killing people who had killed others seemed the only plausible solution. 

There are instances when I find it hard to understand the reality of group members’ 

lives. What healthy or normal behaviour is for me (formed within my privileged, resourced, 

community), might not be the same for these young people. My experience of chaos in groups 

might reflect necessary coping strategies for some group members. I am working with 
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perpetrators, most of whom have deeply wounding experiences of being survivors of abuse, 

neglect, poverty, or violence (WHO, 2012). My focus might be to enhance healthy social skills 

such as empathy (and asking for help rather than seeking revenge), when group members 

need more opportunities to release aggression and hate and to be heard. They may need to 

“kill” what they are holding inside.  

A resource-oriented approach to music therapy practice focuses on strengthening the 

resources young people bring to therapy rather than trying to fix things, according to my views 

of what that means (Rolvsjord, 2006). The young people I work with aren’t getting it all right – 

when it comes to relationships and the law for a start! But, they can be considered as experts 

in terms of their knowledge of their own lives and how they might transfer what happens in 

therapy beyond this space. And they are experts in terms of the music – the beats and artists 

and songs they bring, and musicality they express through their participation. In this way, the 

group can lead the process. I offer possibilities but cannot force change, or decide what I think 

that change “should” be. 

Music is an existing resource for many adolescents (Miranda, 2013). Popular artists 

communicate powerful messages and through considering song lyrics, group members 

consider aspects of their own lives. There are artists who express anger, violence, and hate; 

regrets, as well as love; longing to change; hope and possibilities and a sense of worth despite 

their circumstances (Yancy & Hadley, 2012). Some songs are chilled or low and can calm group 

members, others hear their anger and make them feel better, some can bring feelings of 

happiness and help them to put aside difficulties. Although young people may not always use 

music in healthy ways (for instance, they may listen to music that stimulates feelings of 

aggression), group members inevitably have to take responsibility for what music to listen to, 

and when, and how (McFerran & Saarikallio, 2014). Particularly in later groups, I encouraged 
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young people to consider choosing music that could enhance their ability to cope in different 

life situations. 

Through my session notes, I considered how active music-making affirmed the 

potential and positive contributions of group members.  I could support musical contributions 

led by group members even if I could not understand their life views. Music-making enabled 

the release of emotional and physical turmoil that group members may not have been able to 

verbalise or vulnerable expressions that may have felt threatening to explore in other spaces. 

This was a meaningful experience for Nkosi10, who was often rebellious, loud and impulsive in 

groups: 

Excerpt 6. The most surprising was with Nkosi, who played very gently, quietly and 

slowly on the keyboard, allowing me to match his playing very closely – it actually felt 

very intimate – such a change for him! 

If I listened carefully to the creative verbal and musical cues of group members, I was 

sometimes offered a glimpse into their lives. I was invited to share, or even contain tentative, 

new explorations of alternative possibilities.  

A continuing challenge for me is that it is exceptionally difficult to manage my own 

feelings about what health is, the importance of the SPARC goals, what a group needs and how 

music therapy helps, versus attempting to understand and work with the constructs group 

members themselves bring to groups. What amplifies this challenge is that I am not able to 

directly engage with the home communities of group members. It sometimes feels aimless to 

engage with isolated individuals who return to communities who may not understand or 

support their growth. Thus, I continually consider different means of including the broader 

community in some aspects of our work.  

 
10 Names have been changed to respect the confidentiality of clients 
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Theme 3: All Eyes On Me: Engaging the Paradox of Stigma Alongside Affirmation Within the 

Broader Community 

Excerpt 7. Working in a school: The break bell rings and a whole lot of children rush 

into the hall. “Please Miss” says one young girl, “how can we join this group?” 

Most SPARC groups are facilitated on the Teddy Bear Clinic premises. This ensures that 

the stories accompanying group members and what happens in groups is strictly confidential, 

kept separate from the school or broader communities of those who attend. In the few groups 

we facilitated in schools or children’s homes, we had to carefully consider how to manage 

issues of confidentiality when there were constantly children running past hearing the music, 

sometimes just joining us.  

Working in these contexts was a reminder that everyday communal life cannot be 

separated to what happens in groups. Young people belong to communities that might 

support or ostracise them. There is a fragile balance between the damaging stigma of being 

labelled a sex offender and a longing for recognition as someone who has value despite what 

they have done. 

For most groups I facilitated, my session notes indicate that creating a musical product 

to perform was experienced positively (and often seemed to be an expected part of making 

music). This offered a means of consolidating the therapy process, emphasised as group 

members often chose to direct the messages of their songs to young people “just like us.” A 

performance of this product for caregivers and Teddy Bear Clinic staff enabled group members 

to share their growth through the therapy process and identities as musicians and young 

people with potential.  

The process of moving towards a performance, however, was rarely easy and often 

chaotic or unpredictable. It took time and commitment that group members did not always 

have over a short-term process. My notes are full of examples where, as the process got under 
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way, an initially enthusiastic group resisted this through numerous excuses, or just reciting 

raps from their favourite artists that did not relate to their personal stories or experiences. 

Perhaps this highlighted the tension young people felt in balancing their need for privacy and 

affirmation. Many performances ended up as last minute, improvised affairs, even though 

groups remained very excited to perform.  

Due to work or other obligations, many caregivers of SPARC participants have been 

unable to attend final performances. Thus, group members are also offered a recording of 

their musical products, and certificates acknowledging their potential that they can take back 

to their communities. Recordings enable group members to choose with whom they share 

their performance, to exhibit their positive potential, find support, or just share a part of their 

lives. In later groups, I described how group members themselves used social platforms such 

as Facebook or WhatsApp to record and share their performances. Whilst this has been 

valuable, it has become increasingly important to explore these options as a group to ensure 

that all will feel acknowledged but also respected and protected.  

Whether working in a children’s home or school, or in the context of communities that 

may be unseen, a continual challenge in my work in this context involves considering who 

could and should be included and excluded from group members’ performance of their 

growing identities and how. Similarly, through the process, I have had to reflexively negotiate 

my own engagement with groups. 

Theme 4: Am I Ever Gonna Quit? Hell Naw: Moving From a Need to Get Things “Right” to 

Listening, Reflecting, and Allowing the Process 

Working with adolescents can be intense and confusing and sometimes it just feels as 

if I hold the unbearable. On the surface, my work sometimes appears to me as little more than 

noise and young people bashing everything and anything. As part of an emerging music 

therapy profession in South Africa, when people show interest, I am tempted to advocate for 
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my work based on my perceptions of what colleagues, allied professionals or funders might 

consider as valuable, as opposed to focusing on what a group might need. It feels harder to 

explain the importance of raucous playing and chaos than the synchronous music-making of a 

calm, focussed group.  

My work never feels easy and requires constant reflection, not only regarding group 

and contextual dynamics, but also my own personal and professional process. An advantage of 

working as a music therapist, is that I do not go into sessions alone. I have music – my co-

therapist. My session notes record numerous instances where music motivated young people 

to participate and facilitated experiences of belonging and release. Music could contain the 

chaos of a group. I could get slower, faster, move towards the energy of a group, and try out 

new possibilities. It was not often that I had to stop everything and yell and say: “Now, sit 

down, calm down!” It was more often that a strong, clear rhythm achieved this. The more 

confidence I had in the music, the more I trusted this resource.  

Building good relationships with colleagues over time has also supported me and is as 

important as my work with actual group members. When my colleagues began to view me as a 

professional part of their team, I could take up that role. At the same time, as I built stronger 

relationships with group members themselves, my session notes reflected my surprise at how 

willing they were to try out supposedly uncool activities (such as a relaxation to quiet music).  

It remains a challenge to work with young people in a process of defining their own 

identities in an organisation needing to assert its identity (for funding) as a music therapist 

needing to assert my identity and that of my profession! And yet, over time, as I worry less 

about the chaos, I have been able to wait, listen, reflect, and find the possibilities through and 

in this chaos.  
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Conclusion: Co-Creating Through Chaos 

Underlying my experiences of chaos, the patterns revealed through reflecting on 

challenges and developments in the SPARC music therapy programme stipulate the 

importance of co-creating this work within the context of the organisation, group members, 

and their communities. Sometimes this has required wading through the chaos of 

disconnections or misunderstandings. Sometimes the co-creation of this programme has 

required me to be flexible despite of, or even within the chaos. Aspects that I might have 

thought of as absolutes, such as starting sessions on time, are negotiable (Oosthuizen, 2006). 

Strong boundaries and consistency look different in different contexts. My ideas of health and 

therapeutic growth are negotiated with my co-experts, the group members themselves. Music 

therapy is part of the overall SPARC programme that both sets boundaries and accentuates 

possibilities of this work. This work must regard the communities to which group members 

belong – whether physically present, or not. Recordings and social media offer different ways 

of interacting with these communities, empowering group members with the choice of how 

and with whom they share their musical and self performances.  

Most surprisingly, there are moments when chaos has enabled the growth of groups 

and the programme through supporting intense and confusing expressions, motivating growth 

and allowing for explorations of possibilities that initially did not make sense to me. Chaos is a 

real aspect of my experience of this work, but could it be considered as a potential resource? 

This may be a pertinent issue requiring further exploration.  

Limitations 

In stressing the importance of co-creating this project, a limitation of this inquiry is 

that it relies on a review of my own session notes over time. A more comprehensive study of 

the SPARC music therapy programme that includes views of group members themselves, 
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Teddy Bear Clinic staff and possibly even views of significant members of group members’ 

communities would be valuable.  
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Bridge 

Delving Deeper Into Chaos 

Chapter Three portrayed the development of the SPARC music therapy programme as 

a process that I experienced as chaotic. The only way to do this work was to co-create each 

group and the overall project through the chaos. My initial approach to my PhD research was 

to consider whether there was value in this work despite the chaos. However, through my 

reflections on my work described in this chapter I found instances that portrayed chaos as a 

potential resource that appeared to support a therapeutic process. This notion appeared 

surprising, important for my practice and possibly that of others. I commented that “this is a 

pertinent issue requiring further exploration” (Oosthuizen, 2018, para. 52). Thus, I decided to 

consider the notion that chaos might be considered a resource in more depth. Part 2 of this 

thesis details the first phase of this research. Chapter 4, that has been published in Qualitative 

Inquiries in Music Therapy (Oosthuizen, 2019, see Appendix A3), describes how I delved into 

what I had found most chaotic in my work at the Teddy Bear Clinic, exploring how chaos might 

be considered a resource. 
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Part 2  

Research Phase 1: A Tentative Theory for a Paradoxical Approach to Chaos in 

Music Therapy Groups With Young South Africans Who Have Committed 

Offences 
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Chapter 4 

The Potential of Paradox: Chaos and Order as Interdependent Resources Within Short-Term 

Music Therapy Groups With Young Offenders in South Africa 

The Teddy Bear Clinic, based in Gauteng, South Africa, is a Non-Government 

Organisation that provides protection, court mediation and therapy for children who have 

been abused, and for their families. In 2001 the clinic established the Support Programme for 

Abuse Reactive Children (SPARC) as a means of diverting the growing number of “low to 

medium risk” first-time young sex offenders from the court system through supporting them 

to develop skills to prevent re-offending (Teddy Bear Clinic, 2019). This holistic programme 

includes 12 weekly 2-hour group therapy sessions for participants who continue to reside in 

their home communities. The programme combines conventional diversion approaches 

(psycho-educational and cognitive-behavioural therapy) with creative programmes that 

include music therapy. The goals for music therapy are closely aligned to those of the overall 

process. These incorporate addressing past trauma and dysfunctional family or community 

systems; exploring healthy means of expressing emotions; developing empathetic social 

relationships; taking responsibility and fostering hope for the future. Music therapy activities 

include drumming; group improvisations; music listening; learning basic guitar, keyboard or 

other musical skills; song-writing and/or performance.  

My experience as the SPARC music therapist for over 10 years could be likened to 

balancing on an unpredictable cliff edge between feelings of exhilaration and affirmation, and 

bewildering chaos. Experiences of chaos, referring predominantly to moments of intense, 

overwhelmingly loud and dissonant music-making and/or general uncertainty within the 

group, context or myself, led me to question the value of this work, or my own competence as 

a therapist. A brief review of field notes recorded from my work at the Teddy Bear Clinic 

between 2006 and 2017 highlighted that amidst the chaos, however, it appeared that there 
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were implicit negotiations and explorations contributing to moments of group growth 

(Oosthuizen, 2018).  

Through sharing my intuitions with fellow researchers and colleagues specialising in 

music therapy work with adolescents in South Africa and Australia, I became aware of 

common experiences of chaos.  In contrast, to my knowledge, this construct was rarely 

explored in related literature. Only McFerran (2010) explicitly referred to experiences of 

uncertainty as an inherent factor of music therapy work with adolescents. I was interested in 

looking more closely at how chaos might be understood and what it may offer in music 

therapy practice with adolescents, particularly young offenders. 

Related Literature 

Nitsun (1996) coined the word “anti-group” as a means of making sense of experiences 

that appeared to challenge the constructive work of a group. The acting out of “conscious or 

unconscious” attitudes such as “fear, anxiety, destructiveness, distrust, aggression, 

confrontation” or “narcissism” within or towards the group may precipitate experiences of the 

“anti-group” (Nitsun, 1996, p. 44). This may emerge through multiple connections and conflicts 

between individuals, sub-groups, the music and context. The group-as-a-whole also emerges 

as an entity that enables young people to explore behaviours that might feel unacceptable or 

threatening to express outside of a group setting (Nitsun, 1996). Explicit manifestations of the 

“anti-group” may leave both group and therapist feeling out of control, (Nitsun, 1996, p. 144), 

whereas latent forms such as “passive aggression” also leave group leaders feeling 

despondent, overwhelmed and incompetent (Bion, 1961; Loth, 2002; Nitsun, 1998; Zeal, 

2011). 

Nitsun’s construction of the “anti-group” closely resembles my own conception of 

chaos as I have experienced this in music therapy groups. Through this research I understand 

chaos, whether latent or openly manifest in a group, as encapsulating group conflicts (Yalom, 
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2005), disconnection or disintegration (Pavlicevic, 2016); anxiety, confusion and uncertainty 

(Bion, 1961); resistance or distrust (Yalom, 2005); aggression, violence or destructiveness 

(Holloway, Seebohm, et al., 2011). 

In this literature review I consider chaos in the context of the lives of adolescents and 

young offenders. I further explore how chaos is approached in group therapy and music 

therapy programmes for young offenders, and in related contexts. 

Adolescence and Chaos in South Africa 

Adolescence is a temporal and contextually situated social construct formulated to 

represent young people (approximately between the ages of 12 and 18) who are experiencing 

rapid development mentally, physically, emotionally and socially (Epstein, 2007; White et al., 

2017). Restrictions and rules regarding age appropriate behaviour and activities are set by 

caregivers and authorities to protect and guide young people. To some extent, these offer 

freedom from adult responsibility and opportunities to explore creative possibilities for their 

lives (Winnicott et al., 1986, p. 162). These restrictions may also infantilise young people and 

isolate them from the adult world with which they are beginning to identify (Epstein, 2007). 

Whether contending with the process of maturation (Frydenberg, 2008), the struggle to form 

an identity in a constantly changing society (White et al., 2017), or the tension between their 

capabilities and how they are treated (Epstein, 2007), an adolescent is a person coping with 

numerous stressors. It is not surprising then that Malekoff (2014) describes group work with 

young people as chaotic, unpredictable, and quite often unsettling.  

In addition to the complexities of negotiating identity within multiple and 

interconnected cultures, young South Africans are challenged to cope with high levels of 

structural and criminal violence that permeate our society, often normalised through their 

prevalence (Mathews & Gould, 2017). The large portion of children who have experienced 

violence are at risk of perpetuating this cycle (Institute for Security Studies and Africa Africa-
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Check, 2014; DSD et al., 2012; Gould et al., 2017; Mathews & Gould, 2017; Wilkinson, 2016). 

Aggression and dissention amongst young people may, in some cases, emerge as a response to 

economic inequality predominantly divided along racial lines, and a scarcity of resources such 

as education or employment (DSD et al., 2012; Gould et al., 2017).  

Young Sex Offenders 

Contextual understandings of adolescence and sexuality underlie variations in legal 

definitions and societal norms regarding the boundaries between appropriate and 

inappropriate sexual behaviour (Miner et al., 2006). In South Africa, the legal term “young sex 

offender” is applied to people under 18 years old who have participated in illegal sexual 

activities that include consensual sex with a minor (under 12 years old), rape or molestation, 

sexual harassment or involvement in pornography (Omar et al., 2012). Regardless of how it is 

defined, numerous studies conducted internationally report complex personal, social, cultural 

and societal factors that may motivate sexual offending. These include personal experiences of 

abuse, unstable family environments and an internalised culture supportive of violence and 

abusive behaviour (Magojo & Collings, 2003; Prentky et al., 2009; WHO, 2012).  

Compared with nonsexual young offenders, many sex offenders report experiences of 

childhood sexual abuse, tend to struggle more with peer relationships, and have more 

concurrent psychological disorders (Cuervo et al., 2015; Letourneau & Borduin, 2008; Van Wijk 

et al., 2006). These are young people who have had to navigate through many chaotic life 

experiences, often lacking adult role models to guide them.  

Intervention Programmes for Young Sex Offenders  

 Rothman (2016) notes that the majority of first-time young sex offenders do 

not commit further sexual offences but are more likely than others to participate in non-sexual 

offences. Further, the criminal histories of many adult offenders began in adolescence or 

childhood. It is thus pertinent to develop programmes that equip young offenders to explore 
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alternative identities that they can take with them into adulthood (Prentky et al., 2009). Calley 

(2007, p. 132) suggests that early intervention programmes are “one of the most significant 

outcome indicators of successful treatment”, reducing the likelihood of recidivism.  

In South Africa, a selection of first-time offenders who take accountability for their 

offending behaviour are offered the opportunity of attending a diversion programme such as 

SPARC (DSD et al., 2012; Omar et al., 2012).  This diverts young people from the stigma and 

abuse they may face through the criminal justice system that can negatively impact their 

emotional well-being and potentially promote further offending (DSD et al., 2012; Steyn, 

2005).  

Intervention programmes focussed on preventing relapse and teaching acceptable 

patterns of behaviour through cognitive-behavioural therapy alone have had some success 

with adult offenders (Ertl & McNamara, 1997), but appear less successful in working with 

young sex offenders (Letourneau & Borduin, 2008). In contrast, there is evidence to suggest 

that multisystemic approaches to diversion programmes enable change in the behaviour of 

young offenders over time (Borduin & Scheaffer, 2001; Jaffé, 2010; Kazdin, 1997). These 

approaches integrate cognitive-behavioural therapy with multiple therapies (including 

experiential therapies such as music therapy) that address a broader spectrum of goals 

focusing on multiple dysfunctional constructs that influence offending behaviour.   

Experiential therapies are often considered as enjoyable. These programmes can 

motivate participation; draw from the strengths and potential of participants and address 

multi-faceted and non-verbal factors underlying an offence (Gold et al., 2004; Longo, 2004; 

Prentky et al., 2009; Wyatt, 2002). In addition, expressive therapies support young offenders 

with concurrent learning disorders or disabilities who might struggle to fully comprehend 

cognitively based therapies (Mishna & Muskat, 2001).  
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Adolescents and Music 

For many adolescents, music is important and sometimes experienced as therapeutic 

(Miranda, 2013; Rolvsjord, 2010; Upadhyay, 2013). Music may serve as a coping mechanism to 

regulate vulnerable emotional states or young people might use narratives of songs to help 

them to make sense of their lives (Rolvsjord, 2010). Musical choices and related behaviours 

enable young people to explore and express their social identity and belonging, also  reflecting 

their willingness or refusal to participate within norms of society (McFerran & Wölfl, 2015). 

Interventions using music may offer a familiar and valuable tool to support young offenders 

through diversion programmes.  

Music Therapy for Young Offenders 

There is a growing interest in music therapy or education programmes for young 

offenders (Daykin et al., 2012). A large portion of the literature documents practices based 

within residential homes or detention centres in the USA, where medium to long-term group 

and sometimes individual music therapy is offered weekly or bi-weekly as a complement to 

multiple therapies (Rio & Tenney, 2002; Skaggs, 1997; Wyatt, 2002). These approaches are 

either problem-focused in following overall programme goals (Smeijsters et al., 2011); or serve 

as adjunctive therapies that support young people through the programme without focusing 

directly on offences committed (Ierardi & Jenkins, 2012; Rio & Tenney, 2002). 

In South Africa, the Diversion into Music Education (DIME) programme and Youth 

Development Outreach (YDO) Music Therapy diversion programme offer short-term music-

based interventions for groups of young offenders (or “youth at risk”) (Lotter, 2011; 

Woodward et al., 2007), who remain within their home communities, as with SPARC. These 

programmes emulate a strengths-based approach, focusing on developing personal, social and 

musical skills that young people can take with them beyond the programme.  
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In meeting the most pertinent struggles faced by young offenders, most music therapy 

or music education programmes including SPARC share similar overarching goals. These 

include enhancing self-esteem (Baker & Homan, 2007; Ierardi & Jenkins, 2012; Smeijsters et 

al., 2011); promoting emotional release or expression (Skaggs, 1997; Wyatt, 2002); developing  

empathy, healthy social skills and relationships (Ierardi & Jenkins, 2012; Skaggs, 1997; 

Smeijsters et al., 2011); offering creative means for exploring past life experiences (Skaggs, 

1997), and supporting reintegration of young people and a positive outlook for the future 

(Woodward et al., 2007). In addition, some programmes aim to work towards overcoming 

hostile or offensive behaviours (Rio & Tenney, 2002; Skaggs, 1997; Wyatt, 2002). Skaggs (1997) 

and Rio and Tenney (2002) describe work with young (all male11) sex offenders. In these groups 

the development of healthy social skills was a primary goal. The social value that adolescents 

ascribe to music strongly affirms the potential of programmes that include music for this client 

group. 

Authors who have documented music and music therapy programmes for young 

offenders describe utilising a variety of techniques to address goals, aligned with popular 

techniques used with adolescents (McFerran, 2010). Listening to preferred music of group 

members builds trust and invites group members to share aspects of their lives (De Carlo & 

Hockman, 2004; Ierardi & Jenkins, 2012; Rio & Tenney, 2002; Skaggs, 1997; Wyatt, 2002). 

Learning musical skills, composing, and sometimes performing fosters a sense of achievement 

and social re-integration through affirmation from others (Ierardi & Jenkins, 2012; Lotter, 

2011; Smeijsters et al., 2011). Musical improvisations enable the exploration of social skills and 

the development of healthy group relationships (Rio & Tenney, 2002). Improvisations also 

motivate the appropriate release of volatile emotions that may be difficult to verbalise 

(Skaggs, 1997; Wyatt, 2002). Drumming with groups of young offenders is a particularly 

 
11 Over 90% of sexual offenders are male (Cuervo, Villanueva, González, Carrión, & Busquets, 2015; Jaffé, 2010). 
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powerful tool for developing group cohesion, requiring group members to control their 

impulses and work together as a unit (Ierardi & Jenkins, 2012; Lotter, 2011; Rio & Tenney, 

2002; Wyatt, 2002).  

McFerran (2010) notes that a music therapy group “is a powerful model of work in 

adolescence, but it does come with many challenges, not least of which is dealing with the 

chaos of a group of teenagers making music” (p. 45). Few researchers describing work with 

groups of young offenders have explicated these challenges. It is possible that the restrictive 

environments of the residential centres in which music therapy takes place limit more chaotic 

behaviour. For example, Rio and Tenney (2002, p. 93) note that the presence of staff 

counsellors in sessions was “required to monitor the group to uphold safety rules of the 

facility.”  

Chaos in Music Therapy Groups With Adolescents 

A broader search of the literature that includes research on group music therapy for 

young people with “behavioural disorders” (McIntyre, 2007; Rickson & Watkins, 2003), or “at 

risk” (Snow & D’Amico, 2010), alludes to experiences of challenging behaviour within groups. 

McIntyre (2007) describes a group of young people referred for behavioural issues in a school 

who lacked the “ability to cooperate as a group.” (p.68). In describing work with “aggressive 

adolescent boys”, Rickson and Watkins (2003) noted the occurrence of  disruptive behaviour 

through the music therapy process. 

A therapist’s perception of chaos in groups can significantly influence how this is 

approached. Chaos could be considered as a hindrance to the therapy process that must be 

addressed, avoided or controlled (Smith & Berg, 1987). Wyatt (2002, p. 82) proposes that it is 

important to intervene to “redirect behaviour”, whilst  Snow and D’Amico (2010) state that 

music therapists facing behavioural challenges in working with “at risk” youth might benefit 
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from learning better management skills such as “enforcing discipline” and “maintaining 

control” (p. 32).  

Some theorists argue that such authoritarian strategies are unhelpful. In 

acknowledging the difficult behaviour sometimes experienced in a programme developed for 

young offenders in residential care, Prescott (2001) stipulates that behavioural management 

strategies such as consequences and harsh confrontation don’t “model healthy pro-social 

problem-solving skills” and “risk replicating abusive environments that the student has 

survived”(p. 51). 

Chaos may be understood as  part of a group process that needs to be resolved 

effectively for a group to move towards maturity (Smith & Berg, 1987; Yalom, 2005). Some 

music therapy programmes seek to address behavioural goals such as increasing impulse 

control, anger management or decreasing resistiveness or hostile behaviours (McIntyre, 2007).  

An alternative perspective views chaos as a “concomitant, attendant process of 

collective life” (Smith & Berg, 1987, p. 637). Chaos in music therapy sessions may stem from 

the combination of a diverse group of young people with complex lives and ways of 

constructing and expressing meaning, participating in the potentially novel activity of making 

music together. It is not resolution but the integration of chaos and order, creativity and 

destructiveness, conflict and connectedness that represent the healthy functioning of a group 

(Doktor et al., 2011; Smith & Berg, 1987).  

If chaos is understood in this way, it is not surprising that I have shared many chaotic 

experiences with young people in music therapy groups. If this chaos could serve as a resource 

for the therapy process rather than a hindrance, this aspect of our practice requires more 

attention.  
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To address the paucity of research within this area, in this study I explored how chaos 

might be considered as a resource within music therapy groups with young offenders in South 

Africa, based on my perspective as the music therapist.  

The research question guiding this study is: how does the music therapist understand 

chaos as a resource within short-term music therapy groups with young offenders in South 

Africa? 

Method 

Autoethnography12 

 Ellis et al. (2011) propose that “autoethnography is an approach to research 

and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience 

(auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethno)” (p.273).  Autoethnographical 

research offers opportunities for researchers to draw from the richness of their personal 

experiences to add depth to the knowledge gained from other forms of research (Ellis et al., 

2011). Anderson (2006b) defines “analytic autoethnography” as research in which “the 

researcher is (1) a full member in the research group or setting, (2) visible as such a member in 

the researcher’s published texts, and (3) committed to an analytic research agenda focused on 

improving theoretical understandings of broader social phenomena.” (p. 375).  

Situated as an analytic autoethnography, this research drew from my field notes, 

documenting the music therapy processes for 18 therapy groups as part of the SPARC 

programme at the Teddy Bear Clinic, between 2006 and 2017. These field notes captured my 

encounters with a diverse range of young people attending SPARC, also reflecting my 

participation in changes occurring in the diversion programme and my therapeutic approach 

 
12 There has been considerable debate regarding the requirements for research to be classified as “autoethnography” (Anderson, 2006). My study 

does not adhere to all the criteria stipulated by Ellis (2004) and more closely resembles a traditional qualitative study. However, I felt the use of this 

term was most relevant, particularly due to the autobiographical nature of the field notes on which the study is based.  
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over time. These explicated my own experiences as a member of both the community of music 

therapists working with young offenders, and of SPARC (including staff and group members).  

Pace (2012) proposed that a flexible, yet rigorous use of grounded theory techniques 

can be useful in generating theory from analytic autoethnographic accounts, including 

“autobiographical narratives of past experiences” (p. 7). Charmaz (2006) concurs that, 

although grounded theory predominantly draws from intensive interviewing techniques, 

grounded theory methods can be used for ethnographic research.  

Grounded theory, according to Strauss and Corbin (1994), involves a cyclical process of 

data collection and analysis to develop a conceptually dense theory, grounded in the research 

data. Data is analysed in relation to other data and to the emerging theoretical categories, and 

this guides the process of collecting more data (Hood, 2007). This offered an initially inductive, 

and iterative means of developing abstract categories grounded within data (Tesch, 2013). As 

defined by Charmaz (2006, p. 524), “a constructivist grounded theory seeks to define 

conditional statements that interpret how subjects construct their realities.” Data thus needs 

to be appraised within context, even whilst emergent concepts may be transferred to other 

contexts. 

Data Source: Field Notes 

As someone engaging within SPARC over a prolonged period, I considered my field 

notes as a valuable source of data informing the research to enable the formation of a 

substantive theory (Stige et al., 2009). I felt that this narrative would produce more meaningful 

data than a limited number of interviews with past and present programme participants who 

would have to rely on their memories of experiences of chaos within sessions they attended. 

Their responses may also diverge from the research focus on my personal experiences of chaos 

as the therapist. Where group members offered feedback during a process, this was recorded 

in my field notes.  
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These data offer my interpretation of group processes. Different researchers might 

assign multiple meanings to constructs, dependent upon their position and life experiences 

(Finlay, 2002). As a white and privileged female South African music therapist working with 

predominantly black male group participants (often residing in under-resourced communities), 

the meaning I made of experiences may have contrasted significantly to that of group 

members themselves. I hold a powerful position as a therapist facilitating compulsory groups, 

where courts may request progress reports. Many of the young people I work with do not 

speak English as a first language and might struggle to express themselves adequately. These 

dynamics complicate therapy processes and may implicate research findings based 

predominantly on my own data and analysis.  

As a clinician, my session notes were not originally intended for research purposes but 

for reflexively distilling my experiences (and sometimes venting intense emotions), guiding my 

preparation for group sessions, and documenting the process so that I could compile reports 

for the organisation. They incorporated my observations and intuitive interpretations of group 

events.  

Session notes were not available to group members or colleagues and thus I did not 

feel restricted in providing an authentic account of my personal experiences. In this regard, it 

was important to keep in mind the potential ethical implications of using session notes that 

occasionally recorded negative views towards group members or the clinic for this research. 

Thus, I have not included contextual information regarding group members or staff, the year in 

which groups took place, or at which branch of the clinic. 

Data Selection 

In selecting a focus for analysing my field notes, I considered data that would be most 

meaningful in developing categories related to the construct of chaos as I had experienced it. 

Through a process akin to theoretical sampling (Corbin & Strauss, 2008), I initially selected 3 
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full group processes to analyse which I had experienced as particularly chaotic across the 18 

groups. These groups were similar in that they included a total of 8 or more male young people 

of mixed races between the ages of 14 and 17, and the music therapy process lasted for 10 to 

13 sessions. I considered these similarities sufficient to enable a meaningful comparative 

analysis between the three groups, whilst each group offered variations that might challenge 

or confirm emergent categories (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

Group 1 was the first I ever facilitated at the Teddy Bear Clinic. A significant portion of 

sessions included structured, thematic or free improvisations using keyboard, guitar and 

percussion. As a therapist I was nervous and uncertain of how the therapy process would or 

should unfold, which potentially accentuated my experiences of chaos. A social worker 

regularly assisted me as a co-facilitator. This was helpful, but also pressurised me to advocate 

for music therapy practice, leaving me feeling particularly incompetent after sessions I had 

experienced as chaotic.  

Group 2 took place 5 years after the first. I felt confident to explore different 

therapeutic techniques and included more verbal reflection in groups, emphasising the 

creative exploration of the overall diversion programme themes. Along with thematic 

improvisations, the group spent time writing group songs or stories, reflecting on music we 

listened to and developing drumming sequences. My feelings of chaos in this group were 

heightened by staff dynamics and conflicts beyond the group that pressurised me to keep 

changing my approach within what felt like an unsupportive context.   

Group 3 took place 6 years after Group 2. I had developed good relationships with staff 

that bolstered my confidence as others approached me as a co-expert. Group challenges were 

tackled collaboratively. My therapeutic approach was eclectic and flexible, guided by group 

dynamics and negotiations. Based on the interests of these group members, we spent a large 

portion of time listening to preferred music of group members, and semi-structured or freely 
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improvised drumming. In this context it was frustrating that I still confronted experiences of 

chaos and ensuing incompetence in my work. However, I was more able to relate these 

experiences to the lives of the young people in groups and my flexible approach that felt 

necessary but sometimes accentuated chaos.  

Although experiences of chaos were common in all three groups, each thus presented 

different factors precipitating this, and changes in my approach and response. 

Initial Coding of Data 

Group 1 Field Notes 

I began by coding the Group 1 field notes. A detailed line-by-line open coding process 

grounded codes in the data as opposed to working with preconceived notions (Charmaz, 2006; 

Corbin & Strauss, 2008). I coded field notes sequentially, as an experience of chaos sometimes 

emerged over time or I experienced this as a generalised feeling through a session rather than 

in isolated instances. Further, it would be interesting to consider what aspects of the group 

process preceded or followed chaotic moments, within a session and over time.  

The initial coding phase involved condensing homogenous conceptual labels into more 

manageable lower-level descriptive categories that could be compared (Tesch, 2013). I then 

grouped descriptive categories based on their similarities, differences and relationships to 

develop more abstract, higher-order categories that integrated aspects of the data (Willig, 

2008).  

Abstract categories that emerged from analysis of my Group 1 field notes focused on 

significant moments within group processes, each describing distinctive interactions between 

me and group members, moods and energy conveyed through the group behaviour and music. 

These included moments where the group worked collaboratively (Partnering); moments of 

apparent disorder (Dissonance), therapist led, structured moments (Structure) and Resistance.  
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A core category, Vitality13, described aspects of uncertainty, energy and “loudness” present 

within and presenting relationships between group moments. 

Group 2 Field Notes 

I repeated the process of open coding to organise my data from my field notes of 

Group 2, also comparing conceptual labels with categories generated through the analysis of 

the first group (Charmaz, 2006).  

There are many ways to code and group data, and each possibility adds different 

nuances to the findings. In working reflexively, it is important to consider how my own bias in 

developing concepts might skew the research findings (Finlay, 2002). My subjectivity could 

deepen findings but also overlook alternative meanings. After all, when I keep asking questions 

such as: “What am I doing here?”, it can be tempting but is perhaps not helpful to find answers 

too quickly. To explore multiple possibilities and capture the meanings emerging through data 

as closely as possible (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), I remained open to changing, eliminating or 

expanding codes through comparing these with developing categories. I used visual diagrams 

and memos to record analytic decisions and integrate the developing theory by exploring 

relationships and concepts and linking different abstract categories (Creswell, 2009). 

Through exploring relationships between and within categories, I initially made 

inferences as to what my response as the therapist would have been in certain group 

moments. My experience of literature on clinical music therapy work (for example, Pavlicevic’s 

(1997) description of dynamic form as it occurs in the therapeutic relationship with individual 

clients), led to an assumption that the relevant therapeutic response in moments of rigidity or 

conformity within the group’s music should be to offer variation. On the other hand, my 

response to disorder should be to offer stability. These therapeutic interventions would 

 
13 This was based on Stern’s (2010) construct of forms of vitality that underlie qualities of emotions or relationships, also reflected in art 

forms such as music.  
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encourage sufficient control and flexibility within the group that could lead towards 

Partnering, through which the group might experience therapeutic growth.  

In reviewing my field notes, however, I found that often when group behaviour was 

coded as ‘not together’ (contributing to Dissonance), I kept making changes as a therapist. This 

did not fit with my assumptions. Why did I do this? Was this simply bad therapy practice? In 

which case, why was I responding similarly even after five years of experience between Group 

1 and Group 2? 

I also questioned my assumption that moments of chaos were only a resource insofar 

as they led toward Partnering, where therapeutic growth occurred. Could chaos (which I often 

grouped under the categories of Disorder or Resistance) motivate alternative growth 

experiences within groups?  

Group 3 Field Notes 

These questions refined my focus in coding the Group 3 field notes. I selectively coded 

sessions that had felt particularly chaotic, and one that felt the most meaningful in the group 

process. Codes were integrated and compared with emergent categories. This extended and 

challenged the evolving theory by blurring the boundaries between abstract categories. 

For example: 

Group 3, Session 7 (Line 51). For the most part all three guitars (tuned to 

different chords) played at the same time and those on the keyboard put the 

volume on full and played the wrong notes…it was chaos…BUT – there were two 

moments where the group really got it.” – Coded as “moments of invested 

participation despite chaos.” 

Here, a moment of Partnering seemed embedded within what was otherwise a chaotic 

experience, challenging my assumption that groups move through chaos to experience growth 

and transformation.  
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To understand codes such as this within my overall emergent theory, I either had to 

explore alternative relationships between and within emergent categories or more contextual 

information would be required to situate codes within the current category groups. Whilst 

utilising grounded theory techniques to segment data into meaningful units initially provided a 

helpful analytical tool, this process now limited my ability to consider and draw meaning from 

the data as a whole (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996; Jacobs, 2008).  

Crystallisation: Using Colour as an Alternative Means of Revealing Patterns Within Data 

Ellingson (2009) introduced the concept of “crystallisation” as a framework for utilising 

multiple research genres to deepen findings by approaching and representing data from 

various angles. Grounded theory offered one means of drawing findings inductively from data. 

In order to frame these findings within the context of group processes, I attempted a means of 

visually representing the raw data.  

Guided by my intuitive sense of the distinctive expressions of vitality conveyed through 

abstract categories, I used different colours to highlight sections of data from Group 3 that 

seemed to characterise each abstract category. The colours I chose to use accentuated my 

personal experiences of the vitality of group moments. For example, I coloured moments of 

Dissonance (denoting strong, intense feelings) red, as opposed to the more flowing 

experiences of Partnering that I coloured in blue.  

As I worked through my field notes I added new colour highlights to differentiate 

between moments that did not seem to fit neatly with my existing abstract categories. I 

formulated 6 major “theoretical concepts” to delineate group moments including: Partnering, 

Organised Contributions (a more structured variation of Partnering), Structure, Organised 

Chaos (resistance and group conflict), Dissonance, and Inspiration (transformative experiences 

emerging through chaotic group experiences).  
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The development of theoretical concepts relied both on the emerging theory up to this 

point, and the authority of my voice as a researcher with many years of clinical experience 

within this field (Jacobs, 2008). Thus, I felt this alternative way of looking at the data was 

sufficiently systematic. 

I used the colour wheel to indicate potential relationships between group moments. 

For example, Organised Contributions, suggestive of both Partnering (coloured blue) and 

Structure (coloured yellow) was coloured green – a combination of the yellow and blue.  

  “Vitality” remained a core category differentiating and connecting group 

moments. 

 

Figure 4.1: 

Theoretical Concepts and Assigned Colours 
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Table 4.1:  

Highlights for Group 2 Process

14 

 Once I had highlighted moments through a group process, I regrouped 

conceptual labels, clarifying and separating codes based on the group moment in which they 

occurred. This added contextual depth to findings.  

 Ellingson (2009) notes: “Juxtaposing different ways of knowing through 

crystallisation reveals subtleties in data that remain masked when researchers use only one 

genre to report findings”(p. 10). The colour highlights provided a visual overview of the 

movement and connectedness between moments within sessions and through the process. As 

I had used specific colours to denote related experiences, I could also use the colour wheel to 

 
14 Appendix B1 shows the highlights for all three group processes 
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consider connections and differences between theoretical concepts. I considered movements 

around the colour wheel, and possible links between opposite colours. For example, 

highlighting Structure (yellow), Organised Contributions (green) and Partnering (blue) revealed 

patterns of movement from very structured group work until group members became able to 

partner without requiring pre-set structures. Movements between Structure (yellow) and 

Inspiration (purple) enabled me to consider the spontaneity that group members showed over 

the process. 

Assimilating Codes, Categories and Patterns 

Through an iterative process of moving among the raw data, coloured highlights and 

emergent theory, I explored relationships between group moments that seemed less clear. I 

was especially interested in why moments I had coded under Dissonance sometimes remained 

static or moved towards Organised Chaos, but at other times suddenly appeared to “jump” to 

contrasting moments of Partnering. In this sense, my field notes had accurately captured my 

experiences of unpredictable shifts in groups.  

For example, some highlights from Group 1 (also showing the conceptual label at the 

beginning of each highlight):  

 

Table 4.2 

Session 8: 

T NOT GOING WITH GM ENERGY 

IMPROV. GM NON-COMMITTAL 

 

Session 3: 

T NOT FITTING WITH GM MUSIC 

GM NEGOTIATE WITH T 
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Both Session 8 and Session 3 include a similar code: “T not going with GM energy”, and 

“T not fitting with GM music”, which occur during a moment of Dissonance (highlighted in red) 

and would have been grouped together under a descriptive category: “T not fitting with GM.” 

However, Session 8 moved towards Organised Chaos (orange), where the group’s response 

towards the activity was non-committal and resistant. In contrast, in Session 3, the group 

members and I worked to find a common rhythm through the dissonance that initiated an 

experience of Partnering (blue). The movement toward Partnering seemed motivated by 

fragments of Inspiration or Partnering imperceptible by myself, embedded within the 

Dissonance.  

Similar patterns of Inspiration or Partnering within Dissonance or Organised Chaos 

presented a paradox, an interrelatedness of apparently contradictory group experiences 

(Miron-Spektor et al., 2011). For example: 

Group 1, Session 10 (Line 24). The music was very quiet, tentative and kind of all 

over the place, but there was a kind of beauty to it. It was as if the group was 

saying: “Hey, we’re not together, but we’re OK.” 

These moments appeared to initiate significant transformation within groups. 

I used theoretical sampling to select additional data from groups I had facilitated in the 

past that may challenge or affirm my emergent theory. I selected a group that had not felt 

chaotic, one with younger participants and another with fewer group members. My approach 

to the data at this point was deductive rather than inductive (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). I 

selectively coded instances I intuitively considered as describing moments of Dissonance and 

Organised Chaos that moved towards Partnering. Patterns that emerged supported those of 

the first three groups analysed.  

At this point I considered that in terms of my own experiences of chaos within work 

with groups of young offenders, my theory was saturated to a degree. Whilst the category 
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“Vitality” helped to differentiate, connect and describe group moments, an emergent core 

category labelled “Paradox” subsumed contradictory relationships between these theoretical 

concepts.  

Results  

Group Moments as Forms of Vitality 

Stern (2010) suggests that “dynamic forms of vitality are the most fundamental of all 

felt experience when dealing with other humans in motion” (p. 8). Forms of vitality that 

include movement, space, time, force and intention, offer us a sense of being alive, and are 

integral to how we create and remember our life experiences, and how we will adapt to new 

situations. They occur across modalities, which is how we can relate emotional, bodily or social 

experiences with the flow or intention of a piece of music, for instance.  

My interpretation of the data highlighted how music therapy groups directly drew 

young people into a space in which they could engage with forms of vitality (De Nora & 

Ansdell, 2014; Stern, 2010). The uncertainty and rapid movements between varied expressions 

of vitality accentuated my overriding sense of chaos within group sessions and processes. 

Malekoff (2014) concurs with experiences of uncertainty within groups with young people, 

adding that rather than being pulled into confusion and anxiety we can step aside and consider 

patterns and possibilities that might emerge, revealing the real potential of a group. Through 

my analysis, I found that group moments highlighted different patterns of vitality expressed 

within groups. Analysing each moment separately assisted me to develop an understanding of 

the transformative potential inherent in rapidly changing group experiences. In this section I 

explore group moments and the categories and properties underlying each.  
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Table 4.3:  

Group Moment 1: Structure15 

Higher-Order Categories Properties 

Therapist-led T (Therapist) takes a directive lead; T verbally reflects for GM 

(Group Members) 

Structure can connect T attempts to connect to GM; Familiar draws GM together 

Energy levels convey a range 

of responses to structure 

GM relax within familiar activities; low energy in familiar; high 

energy and enjoyment in familiar 

Choice to contribute GM don’t always contribute in familiar 

 

Particularly in the beginning of the therapy process, a significant proportion of sessions 

appeared to be highly structured. These moments denoted therapist-driven activities that 

were familiar and/or easy to participate in. They included structured drumming, a greeting 

ritual or moments where I as the therapist offered reflections about the process. Structured 

moments seemed to set a clear foundation for group processes. Based on my interpretations, 

group members felt relaxed or even energised by experiences of participating together in 

known activities. However, they lost energy and expressed boredom if not enough change was 

offered.  

  

 
15 Appendix B2 lists the higher-order codes drawn from the three research groups that were grouped and compared 

to define the properties of the higher-order categories for each group moment 
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Table 4.4:  

Group Moment 2: Organised Contributions 

Higher-Order Categories Properties 

Therapist challenges and 

supports contributions 

T (Therapist) mediates between individual and group; T 

initiates more challenging/free activities; T accentuates 

contributions of GM; T encourages GM to contribute; T 

considers way to reflect alongside the group 

GM (Group Members) 

increase involvement 

Partnering emerging – T and GM; GM begin to contribute; 

more dominant GM emerge; differentiation amongst GM; 

GM more comfortable to share verbally; increasing creativity 

and musical awareness 

Mostly positive energy and 

focus 

Energy and focus in challenging structured activities; Energy 

and enjoyment when GM contributions affirmed; 

restlessness/low energy 

Uncertainty in beginning to 

initiate 

GM uncertain/tentative; GM conform; incongruence 

between perceptions and reality 

 

Organised Contributions balanced sufficient structure to contain the group with space 

for group members to increasingly explore unique contributions and try out new ideas. 

Individuals might contribute a beat to a drumming sequence, an idea for an evolving story-line 

or a reflection in response to questions I asked. They may be asked to play a piece of their 

preferred music or choose preferred activities.  

Organised Contributions, according to my analysis, were predominantly characterised 

with an increase in energy as contributions were affirmed and the group invested more. My 

session notes also sometimes describe tension between the restlessness of those pushing to 

increase their contributions and those who were more uncertain and sometimes retreated.  

Increasing contributions of individuals, negotiations and mutuality in groups led 

towards Partnering at times. 
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Table 4.5:  

Group Moment 3: Partnering  

Higher Order Categories Properties and dimensions 

Therapist supports GM T encourages contributions; T musically/verbally supports GM 

process; T offers variations; T mediates between individual and 

group; T as witness 

GM spontaneous and 

creative contributions 

GM contribute varied ideas; GM spontaneous; GM use group 

for exploring experiences and future possibilities; loose groove 

in music 

GM collaborate GM partner – inclusivity; GM partner – negotiation and 

challenge; Mutuality and intimacy; GM tentative 

Investment GM invested in process; GM express enjoyment 

High, positive energy High positive energy; loud playing 

 

Partnering denoted peak therapy experiences initiated by group members. Group 

members both contributed and collaborated in an inclusive and flexible space. Individuals took 

leading or supportive roles, influencing “one another equally in controlling or giving direction 

to some aspect of the music” (Bruscia, 1987, p. 446). Through the data it appeared to me that 

group members had high energy, expressed intense enjoyment, connectedness and 

investment in the therapy process. All group members tended to increase their contributions 

(which meant different things for different individuals), also trying out variations. My role was 

negotiated with group members, and often involved supporting tentative contributions or 

witnessing.  

I noticed that the group energy during active music-making in Partnering seemed 

distinctive. The spontaneity and immediate involvement of everyone moving in time and space 

as a unit seemed a transformative experience (Pavlicevic, 2014) that could not be achieved 

through a group discussion, for instance. Music-making was often very loud, although there 
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were moments of sustained quieter music, offering a sense of calmness, without any loss of 

energy.  

While group members were working closely together, the resultant music during 

Partnering often appeared to have a very “loose” groove and could sound quite dissonant. For 

example: 

Group 3, Session 10 (Line 90). It was this crazy thing of the resultant music not always 

sounding very organised or together, but everyone was in it, the intention was 

there…everyone seemed to be having a great time – all focused on the same goal.  

It was my experience of the vitality expressed through the group that differentiated 

peak moments of Partnering from the struggle inherent in moments of chaos, that include 

Dissonance, Organised Chaos and Inspiration. 
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Table 4.6:  

Group Moment 4: Dissonance 

Higher-Order Categories Properties and dimensions 

Disconnection Frustration – T and GM; incongruence between T and GM; 

GM disconnected; split in group; GM resist T 

Attempts to initiate change T directive; T encourages contributions; T encourages 

connectedness; T reflects with/for GM; GM attempts to work 

together 

Uncertainty and struggle T feels incompetent; GM struggle to participate; GM 

uncertainty; Chaos as overwhelming and confusing; outside 

dynamics contribute to the chaos of sessions 

Lack of investment GM lack focus; GM little verbal reflection; GM conform; 

rigidity 

Release Enjoyment and freedom; chaos enables expression of intense 

emotions 

Different energy levels 

reflect group’s willingness to 

engage despite chaos 

High, restless energy; low energy/heaviness; persistently loud 

music 

 

Moments of Dissonance captured my experience of uncertainty within me and the 

group. I often felt incompetent as the group therapist, whether the group expressed intense 

enjoyment or distress within these moments..  

I aligned the musical qualities of Dissonance in groups to what Bruscia (1987) 

described as “over-differentiated” (“distant, highly contrasted and incompatible”) (p. 426), 

and/or apparently “random” (“an unlimited range of change possibilities, a lack of focus, and 

an absence of any efforts to preserve, maintain, or repeat previous materials”) (p. 431).  

In my analysis I observed different expressions of Dissonance, including:  
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1. Non-participation: An overarching sense of uncertainty and/or anxiety in combination with 

non-participation. Group members lacked focus or expressed boredom. The group energy 

felt low or heavy. Attempts at making music were dissonant and not sustained.  

2. Messing around: Group members tried out instruments, relationships or responses to 

therapy groups with little regard to the group process or consequences of their behaviour. 

Whether they acknowledged their disconnection from the group or not, most group 

members expressed enjoyment of being free to do what they wanted. 

3. Mayhem: The group appeared to be entirely out of control. This included persistently loud 

playing that appeared to me as aggressive and fragile simultaneously. There was no clear 

rhythm or beat. My data often described a split in the group at this point between those 

who burst out playing impulsively and those who receded or stopped playing entirely. The 

verbal response to this music was usually as intense as the music itself. 

 
Table 4.7:  

Group Moment 5: Organised Chaos  

Higher Order Categories Properties and dimensions 

Frustration and struggle T frustrated; difficult external factors impact group; 

frustration/anger expressed through music; music chaotic 

Attempts to motivate 

change 

T strong lead; T encourages contributions; GM contribute 

towards process 

Group splits Incongruence between T and GM; Excluded GM recede; some 

GM note enjoyment of music 

Uncertainty T uncertain how to contain group; some GM tentative 

Resistance GM resist T/participation; GM not partnering; conflict 

between GM; Dominant GM control sessions – disempower 

others; rigidity in music 

Tension Low, stifled energy; extremely loud music; high 

energy/intensity 
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Organised Chaos highlighted group led resistance and testing of power dynamics with 

a resultant feeling of disorder. Group conflicts took precedence over other aspects of the 

process. Tension within groups was often intensified through exceptionally loud and dissonant 

music. The energy of the group was either high or felt stifled, appearing to me to express 

frustration, anger or aggression.  

Holloway, Doktor, et al. (2011, p. 9) describe “destructiveness” as “a propensity within 

the psyche, and within relationships between people”, that may include open acts of 

aggression or violence, may be expressed as “sulking, boredom or withdrawal”, or may even 

be “experienced as far too potent and toxic by the individual to be ever given vent – and what 

we may see on the surface is “passive-aggressive”, overly compliant or a completely 

dissociative response to the external world.” Organised Chaos encapsulated clearly directed 

(organised) destructive actions towards individuals (including the therapist), sub-groups or the 

group as a whole. In moments of Organised Chaos I questioned my capacity to contain the 

group.   

The colour highlights for Dissonance and Organised Chaos reflected some moments 

when groups appeared caught up in chaos that may have temporarily stalled the therapy 

process. However, I noticed that chaotic group experiences periodically allowed for the 

emergence of Inspiration within the group. 
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Table 4.8:  

Group Moment 6: Inspiration 

Higher Order Categories Properties and dimensions 

T supports GM T supports and affirms GM contributions; T encourages 

contributions 

Change in group T initiates change; GM move towards partnering; Increasing 

investment; GM explore new ideas 

Uncertainty  T uncertain; GM tentative 

Not all together Some GM not connected with the group; some tension in the 

group 

Positive release/increasing 

eagerness 

Some GM high energy, eagerness; GM relaxed 

Powerful experiences Sharing powerful experiences 

 

Moments of Inspiration described predominantly group-led moments that instigated a 

potential for transition within chaotic moments. Some group members remained resistant or 

disconnected from the group, whilst others began to explore alternative contributions. These 

shifts were often tentative, fleeting, and unexpected. Group members sometimes reflected 

surprise or a profound connection with the music. 

If recognised and supported by myself and the group, Inspiration on occasion 

preceded Partnering.  

From Group Moments to Group Movements  

In considering patterns of vitality within rapidly changing group experiences, I explored 

not only separate moments but also movements between these moments. I considered 

movements from Structure through Organised Contributions to Partnering as these seemed to 

convey a conventional group therapy process. I also considered movements through more 

chaotic group experiences. 
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Table 4.9:  

Group Movement 1: Structure, Organised Contributions and Partnering 

 

An ordered movement from moments of Structure to Organised Contributions 

towards Partnering appeared to be common in groups analysed. In Group 1, for example, I 

began the first session by introducing a simple repeated drum rhythm that everyone could 

play. Group members later chose instruments and took turns to introduce a beat within a 

musical structure that framed and supported their ideas, offering space to move towards 

increasingly spontaneous contributions and moments of Partnering. Although this is not a 

linear process, I observed similar progressions from Structure to Partnering within one session 

and over time. This was most prominent in early sessions and key to the formation of a group.  

If chaos is an aspect in groups that needs to be managed, avoided or resolved, I could 

say that despite the unpredictability of these short-term groups, groups were able to work 

through chaotic experiences to reach their optimal potential for therapeutic growth through 

partnering for short periods of time. 
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Is it realistic or helpful, however, to focus on working through the chaos that 

permeates the everyday lives of many young people towards more “ordered” participation? 

Would this not be reflective of behavioural approaches Letourneau and Borduin (2008) suggest 

have been less successful for work with young offenders? If considered as an inevitable, and 

even necessary part of therapy groups, moments of chaos in groups required closer 

consideration.  

 
Table 4.10:  

Group movement 2: Chaos and Partnering 

 

In contrast to the ordered movement from Structure to Partnering, mapping 

movements from Organised Chaos and Dissonance to Inspiration and Partnering presented 

less predictable patterns. My analysis of the data showed how prolonged moments of chaos 

were sometimes intermingled with moments of Inspiration or Partnering, possibly highlighting 
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how a group worked through cycles of chaos in a way that led towards individual and group 

maturation (Yalom, 2005). Chaotic experiences of Dissonance and Organised Chaos, however, 

sometimes seemed to appear concurrently with Partnering, providing an exhilarating, 

transformative but simultaneously confusing experience. 

 Overall, ordered and chaotic movements were woven together throughout all 3 group 

processes. Comparisons between attributes of contrasting and yet connected group moments 

and movements affirmed the paradoxical relationship I experienced between order and chaos 

as key to group growth, in alignment with a paradox theory of groups (Smith & Berg, 1987). 

Discussion 

The Paradox of Group Formation and Transformation 

Concerning what might be the flourishing of a group Smith and Berg (1987, p. 145) 

note:   

Of particular importance is the issue of group growth. Were it not for the 

development of patterns (traditions, rules, conventions) that give coherence and 

wholeness, there would be no form to set the stage for the transformation that is the 

heart of growth. The very shaping that restricts is the shaping that makes change 

possible… 

…A group also needs new ideas, new possibilities to go along with its 

stabilising forces. If it is unable to coordinate the new, the group will quickly die. While 

it builds mechanisms to provide stability, the group must also create the possibility for 

incorporating novelty. That is, it must have a way of destabilising itself, even in the 

midst of its investment in remaining stable.  

Paradox theory of groups draws from complexity sciences, viewing the group as a 

complex set of individuals that impact the group in significant ways as they negotiate the 

tension between the polarities of order that forms and chaos that transforms a group 



 

 

93 

(Stevenson, 2013). Formation and transformation are of equal importance, exist 

simultaneously and persist over time (Smith & Lewis, 2011). A recognition of the 

interrelatedness of these destructive and constructive group forces can stimulate the creative 

capacity and resilience of young people (Nitsun, 1996; Smith & Lewis, 2011; Stevenson, 2013). 

Based on intensive work with small, long-term adult groups, Smith and Berg (1987) 

considered multiple paradoxical dilemmas unfolding within and between individuals and the 

group as a means of understanding group processes. Even within less predictable short-term 

music therapy groups with young offenders, the current study concurred with some of these 

constructs, experienced within group moments and the process over time. Through exploring 

relationships between ordered and chaotic moments and movements within groups, I 

considered paradoxes regarding choice, community and creativity.  

Group Paradoxes: Comparing Contrasting Group Moments 

Choice: Balancing Compliance and Resistance 

Young people are required to navigate through a vast number of choices regarding 

future vocations, potential friendships, life partners or forming identities separate to those of 

their parents, for example (White et al., 2017). In South Africa, these choices are situated 

within challenging and often contradictory political, social and economic environments. Young 

people need support to become reflexive choice-makers, able to take responsibility and 

consider their potential to contribute and thrive within the future (White et al., 2017). 

A compulsory group, such as those at the Teddy Bear Clinic, has to balance the need 

for young people to “feel in control of their fate” along with working through the required 

diversion material (Malekoff, 2014, p. 103). Rather than implementing non-negotiable rules or 

inflexible therapeutic goals, facilitators might best engage group members through developing 

collaborative relationships (Prescott, 2001; Rolvsjord, 2010). Malekoff (2014, p. 56) stipulates 

that “…when control is turned over to the group, and when the group worker gives up his/her 
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centrality, then mutual aid can follow and members can then find expression for what they 

have to offer, something valuable to contribute to the group…that’s what real empowerment 

is all about.”  

 
Table 4.11:  

Group 1 Highlights for Organised Contributions and Dissonance (Emphasising Group Choices) 

 

 

 

 

 

Contributing to an overall sense of chaos, my highlights indicated that all three group 

processes vacillated between moments of conventional participation (Organised 

Contributions), and Dissonance. This unpredictable movement seemed to denote choices 

made by group members regarding whether to participate and how to use the group space to 

meet their needs, sometimes through simultaneously diverging from and participating in the 

group. For example: 

Group 2, Session 2 (Line 100). In a group moment I had described as chaotic and 

messy, Tapiwa said he’d been able to play out all his sad and difficult feelings and 

release them. 

In my field notes, structured activities offered boundaries that motivated group 

members to participate without feeling too pressurised. Smith and Berg (1987, p. 105) suggest 

that  “experiencing the constraints of boundaries gives one the chance to work out how one is 

going to deal with them.” Group members were generally familiar with the structure inherent 

in musical frameworks, that appeared to contain their participation without feeling restrictive. 
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The gradual movement from Structure (particularly in early sessions) to choices 

offered through Organised Contributions seemed to enable individual group members to 

emerge within the group, which was exciting for some and terrifying for others. Group 

members had to manage the tension between choosing to contribute to a group that they did 

not yet know, which involved some amount of trust and vulnerability, versus choosing non-

participation, which meant they would never know whether the group would be something 

they could get meaning out of (Smith & Berg, 1987). In beginning to challenge increasing 

participation, my data notes how my musical accompaniment accentuated and affirmed 

tentative contributions, as well as mediating between individuals and the group through 

changes I made in musical parameters such as dynamics or tempo.  

As group members contributed to the group, my field notes often describe an increase 

in the group’s energy. I interpreted this as both a product of the evolving confidence and 

investment of group members and an enjoyment of achieving something together as 

participants noticed that their contributions were heard.  

Through this process, remaining flexible enough to allow for resistance was important 

(Smith & Berg, 1987). In concurrence with a strengths-based approach to music therapy, I felt 

that young people needed opportunities not only to choose whether to trust the group, but 

also how they might use the group to facilitate their growth and development (Rolvsjord, 

2010). Through my notes, I documented instances where group members commented that 

what they liked about an improvisation was that:  “I can do what I want”. This can be a foreign 

concept for those who expected that they would be judged on “good” behaviour and might 

compliantly participate according to their perceptions of what is expected. The freedom not to 

conform enabled some group members to try novel ideas. For example:  

Group 3, Session 9 (Line 109). Jaques and Kamo weren’t doing anything, so I pulled 

them over to the keyboard and gave them simple bass lines they could play…Kamo, in 



 

 

96 

not quite getting it just started doing his own thing – playing a repeated riff on three 

notes – that actually sounded quite cool – I think Kamo was quite pleased when, 

instead of correcting him I said…that’s really cool, just keep doing that! 

Young people who have experienced trauma may need to use a group they trust to 

release volatile emotions such as deep hurt or rage. When denied expression, such emotions 

might erupt, “often in violent ways” (Hardy & Laszloffy, 2005, p. 241). Participation through 

apparent divergence such as laughing at activities, teasing or playing loud, harsh sounding 

music may offer opportunities to release challenging emotions (McFerran, 2010). Whilst one 

group I facilitated were reflecting on particularly difficult life experiences I noted that: “I would 

have felt they were just being silly and wouldn’t take their answers for real – but they seemed 

to be responding genuinely, as if the laughter was helping them through this.” 

Through exploring different means of participation (and non-participation), group 

members could choose how to invest in groups. This was interwoven with another paradox: 

that of belonging within a community. 

Community: Balancing Sameness and Difference 

Belonging to a social group counters isolation and offers young people a reflection of 

who they are perceived to be, helping them to realise new identities and solidify those with 

which they are familiar (White et al., 2017). Identity is thus a social process, constructed 

temporally within relationships and communities, and initiates a paradoxical dilemma of 

holding difference (and potential isolation) alongside conformity (potentiating a loss of 

individual identity).  

Many young people in the SPARC programme have had negative experiences of 

relationships with those who have both shown them empathy and abused them. Prescott 

(2001, p. 49) suggests that “by removing the anxiety around compelled attachment, the 

students may more easily find their way into relationships in which they experience genuine 
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competence”. Opportunities for withdrawal or conflict are as important as experiences of 

cohesion. 

 

Table 4.12:  

Group 1 Highlights for Partnering and Organised Chaos, Including Dissonance Incorporated 

within Group Conflicts (Emphasising the Development of a Group Community) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My highlights of group processes moved between prolonged stretches of Organised 

Chaos and Partnering. As I interpreted it, the tension between collaboration and conflict 

supported the healthy development of group relationships.  

Music can be a powerful “social lubricant”…that “promotes socialisation with 

others…but can also accentuate anti-social feelings” amongst adolescents (Miranda, 2013, p. 

7). The boundaries provided by structured music-making appeared to unify the group and 

strengthened feelings of belonging. I adapted musical structures to include everyone. Sharing 

preferred musical genres, or musically attuning to one another in moments of Partnering also 

appeared to affirm and unite groups, expressed through my descriptions of the high, 

celebratory energy in these moments.  

If a group has not received sufficient affirmation, they may struggle to negotiate 

differences and potential conflicts later in the process. However, Smith and Berg (1987, p. 642) 
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note that “it is only through negative feedback that knowledge develops, for it tells the system 

that what it is doing is not working and that it must stop, reflect, contemplate other 

alternatives, adopt an experimental approach, and discover anew what works.” Healthy 

relationships require resistance, disagreement, conflict or struggle alongside connectedness.  

Differing musical preferences and struggles or refusals to attune musically and/or 

personally precipitated conflict in groups analysed. Dominant group members tended to 

override contributions of others, countered by a lack of energy and investment amongst those 

who either withdrew or conformed to the desires of the dominant group members. For 

example: 

Group 2, Session 7 (Line 100). After the group started to follow a beat introduced by a 

less dominant group member, the dominant member …shouted that “ah, we don’t play 

Kwaito in the group.” And all faded.” (Kwaito is a popular genre of South African dance 

music) 

This example preceded a discussion that motivated change in the group. Less 

dominant group members began to challenge the hierarchical group dynamics: 

Group 2, Session 10 (Line 41). Kagiso asked (only) everyone on tambourines to play – 

which included only himself and Dineo – as a joke, but also possibly to move away from 

the pressure of the older and dominating group members. 

Here Kagiso worked together with the group, but also resisted having others 

dominate over him.   

My data suggested that when group members trusted the individual and collective 

feedback from the group, this could lay a foundation for self-correction and growth. For 

example: 

Group 3, Session 10 (Line 90). Mpilo laughed and said Adriaan (a withdrawn group 

member with a disability) had to sing. He’d been teasing Adriaan about singing the 
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whole time…but now Adriaan actually took the mic and said “OK, wait,” and looked at 

the song…the rest of us got a little quieter in our playing…he sang the chorus twice!! 

Never in my life would I have expected this!  

If Mpilo had not pressurised Adriaan to participate through his teasing, it is likely that 

Adriaan would have remained withdrawn. However, Adriaan might not have responded if he 

had not trusted that the group’s feedback would have been positive. On previous occasions 

Mpilo had affirmed Adriaan’s contributions. This challenge thus felt manageable, and as 

Adriaan struggled to participate verbally, this was an important achievement for him. 

The balancing between conflict and connectedness, positive and negative feedback 

fostered the growth of healthy group relationships, individual and group identities. These 

relationships supported group members in exploring alternative ways of being within the 

group and beyond. 

Creativity: Balancing Creation and Destruction 

The most significant goal supportive of long-term change for young offenders would 

be that group members can envisage futures that hold hope, where they are accountable to 

alternative ways of creating and recreating their lives (Prentky et al., 2009).  Perhaps due to 

their need to negotiate paradoxes such as the freedom and restrictions of living between 

adulthood and childhood, many young people can be incredibly creative and resilient (Epstein, 

2007; Winnicott et al., 1986). They are the risk-takers, those who resist socialisation and defy 

authority to create their own ways of belonging and expressing themselves. Young people who 

are faced with challenges or suffer great adversity are sometimes surprisingly able to 

overcome this and to become strong, independent, highly functioning individuals.  
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Table 4.13:  

Group 1 Highlights for Structure and Inspiration 

 

My comparison between moments of Structure and Inspiration mapped a movement 

from predictable participation in structured activities early in the group process, towards 

increasing moments of Inspiration where group members appeared to use the chaos in the 

group to explore novel contributions. In turn, moments of Inspiration sometimes led towards 

new structures reflective of the creative growth of the group.  

 Music offers a powerful outlet for young people who have few places to 

release their creative energy (Epstein, 2007). However, opportunities to access creativity 

through “playing” music can feel overwhelming for those unaccustomed to making music in a 

group, or at all. Just as a game with rules can defend against the uncertainty of free play 

(Parsons, 2000), clear structures developed early in music therapy group processes set a 

pattern that limited what a group could achieve but also made the prospect of participation 

less threatening. In the groups analysed, group rituals, my directive lead and clear structures 

set a basis through which group members began to interact and explore.  

Learning basic musical skills, such as how to play different instruments, can help young 

people to explore more diverse musical expressions later within the therapy process 

(Gardstrom, 2004). Similarly, learning to reflect on experiences in therapy can be beneficial, 
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enhancing young people’s awareness of the connection between internal changes experienced 

in therapy and their potential for making changes in their everyday lives. In the data, my role 

of reflecting for group members when they did not or could not reflect themselves appeared 

to offer ways of thinking about activities and making connections, sometimes motivating group 

members to reflect themselves.  

Too much order, however, can restrict the change required for growth of the group. 

Group members might be limited within the norms and assumptions of the group or therapist. 

They may conform or rigidly follow “rules” without investing. Thus, once a group is stable 

enough, it is important to be flexible enough to move away from this stability (Smith & Berg, 

1987).  

In the groups analysed, the pervasive lack of energy and uncertainty described in 

moments of non-participation urged group members to entertain alternatives. The 

fragmentation of “messing around” seemed to offer a liminal space for group members to 

tentatively negotiate and test ideas before having to share these with everyone which may 

have felt overwhelming. For example: 

Group 3, Session 9 (Line 79). Mpilo was just messing around on the guitar, Kgabu’s 

rhythms didn’t match anything and kept stopping and changing…Jacques wasn’t doing 

anything…Mpilo and Mpilo then picked up the mic – one of them hummed into it, then 

the other, just messing about…there was no sense of anyone working together…just 

checking things out.  

Shortly after this, Mpilo and Mpilo experimented with some lyrics that were later 

incorporated into a group song. 

In some groups, a release through “mayhem” led directly towards the exploration of 

contrasting or novel possibilities. For example: 
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Group 1, Session 8 (Line 76). …but the first time I indicated we could play anything 

they were off…I’ve never heard instruments played with such energy, almost 

aggression…it was awful to be in the room it was so loud…In imitating what I saw 

someone else offer I then ran up the piano…I think the group took this as the run to 

move into the known section and suddenly got quiet…this meant we moved into a 

beautiful quiet moment…”…(after many more loud moments) “…for a long while we 

played quietly together.  

Similarly, Zeal (2011) describes a drama therapy group for young people facing many 

challenges (including some who had committed offences). She noted how the creativity and 

safety of drama therapy offered a space for the release of “chaos and destruction” within 

these young people’s lives. This led to group members showing less anxiety and 

destructiveness and trying new ways of being beyond the group.  

 Winnicott (in Winnicott et al., 1986, p. 41) highlights that creativity requires 

the ability to integrate creation (“seeing everything afresh”) and destruction (destroying what 

is no longer helpful). In their study on the creativity of workers, Miron-Spektor et al. (2011, p. 

231) suggest that “paradoxical frames increased participants ability to tolerate different 

perspectives, to recognise contradictions and distinctions but also integrate different 

perspectives.” A paradoxical frame may thus support young people to find ways to thrive in 

complex contexts. 

Implications and Conclusions 

Paradox Theory for Music Therapy Groups 

Young offenders live a paradox. They are constantly negotiating contradictory 

identities of being victims and perpetrators, feeling powerful and vulnerable, attempting to 

form healthy relationships within often dysfunctional communities, or exploring their potential 

in the wake of feelings of remorse, for example. If music therapy is to have relevance beyond 
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the life of a group, our approach needs to take these paradoxes into consideration. If not, we 

may impose an apparently ideal order motivating for solutions completely at odds with the 

natural flow of struggle and potential, disappointment and achievement of everyday life 

(Nitsun, 1996). Smith and Berg (1987, p. 648) suggest that “the very treatment of many group 

dynamics, in non-paradoxical ways, serves to reinforce the conflicts they are designed to 

‘resolve’, increasing ‘stuckness’ rather than releasing it”.  

Based on this research, group music therapy has the potential to offer young people a 

space that motivates growth through a paradoxical frame. In active music-making, flexible 

musical frameworks provide sufficient structure to contain, and space to explore diverse, 

novel, tentative and even harsh or dissonant contributions through changes in musical 

parameters such as meter, tempo or dynamics. Experiences of collaborative music-making or 

sharing music preferences in groups forge powerful connections amongst group members, 

whilst conflicts regarding what beats to play, how music should sound or what genres of music 

are “in” or “out” urge group members to find ways to balance the affirmation of unity 

alongside the challenge of diversity within a group. Group improvisations invite young people 

to broaden their expressive possibilities along with the negotiations required to fit their novel 

ideas with the group.  

Is a paradoxical frame then merely one way of articulating what we as music therapists 

are doing anyway? Or, does this implicate a new way of practicing, or expanding our 

conception of what is normal, acceptable, helpful or required within a group therapy process?  

A Paradoxical Frame 

In music therapy groups, a paradoxical frame requires balancing the tension between 

order that forms and chaos that transforms. The repercussions of the disintegration of a 

chaotic group may be clearly apparent, whereas the stagnation of a group masquerading as a 
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model group through compliance and cohesion may be less obvious and as such potentially 

more dangerous (Nitsun, 1996).  

In balancing along the continuum of chaos and order, we are challenged to “attend to 

that end of the dimension where one feels less at home” (Parsons, 2002, p. 202). Perhaps it is 

due to the awkward relationship we have with chaos, or because adolescents seem to bring so 

much chaos into sessions themselves, that a large proportion of music therapy literature 

documenting work with young people stresses the formation of groups through increasing 

order. This may accurately portray music therapy practice within this context. Alternatively, 

music therapists who are more accommodating of the chaotic nature of groups in practice may 

feel pressured to describe more ordered or accessible work advocating for music therapy 

based on what we presume colleagues and allied professionals consider as valuable. 

For me, chaos in groups can be particularly difficult to negotiate, particularly when 

experienced as potentially threatening. Moments of “mayhem” or Organised Chaos challenge 

my capacity to balance the need for group members to release tension with the possibility that 

they may struggle to regulate their behaviour after such intense expressions.  Although it is 

rare that group members physically harm one another, on occasion I have considered the need 

to end a session early, ask a group member to leave, or have a social worker assist to calm the 

group. This heightens my feelings of incompetence as a therapist. Malekoff (2014) reflects that 

therapists may draw away from working with young people, perhaps due to an anxiety about 

losing control, as much as this might be necessary for young people to grow.  

 Therapy Goals Embracing Order and Chaos 

A preference for order over chaos in the literature is highlighted through goals 

stressing cohesion and engagement, an increase in tolerance or impulse control, or improving 

and regulating mood and affect (see McFerran, 2010). These goals are applicable in some 

contexts, but are not always relevant, and can be problematic in music therapy with young 
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offenders. For young people contending with challenging contexts, acts of destructiveness may 

represent a fight to keep hope alive, whilst an attachment to cohesiveness may signify the 

resignation of a person whose sense of self and ideals have been denied (Winnicott et al., 

1986). In this respect, Rolvsjord (2010, p. 40) suggests: “We might say that a person who is 

becoming more sceptical towards traditional authority, more willing to oppose injustice, and 

more involved in citizen participation is psychologically empowered.” The capacity to resist, 

oppose or critique, which might involve embracing more chaotic aspects of participation in 

society, is important for young people dealing with the paradoxes of their lives beyond the 

therapy group.  

In balancing chaos and order, I suggest that a paradoxical stance does not negate but 

reframes commonly accepted goals for music therapy work with young offenders. When I 

work towards goals such as “enhancing self-esteem” or “confidence”, I find I tend to focus 

predominantly on affirming the potential of young people. A strengths-based therapy goal 

such as resilience, “aimed towards fostering internal and enduring capacities in the young 

person that are not dependent on an ongoing therapeutic relationship” (McFerran, 2010, p. 

44) might motivate young people to internalise relevant affirmation and critique. This would 

equip them to take responsibility for finding ways to cope in challenging contexts beyond the 

support of the group, even when they do not feel confident. A goal of offering a space for 

“emotional release” hands responsibility to group members to release emotions as they need, 

contained within a group that allows for resistance and destructiveness. I prefer this wording 

over that of offering space for “emotional expression”, which might intimate “appropriate” 

means of expressing emotions based on group norms or the therapist’s perspective. I would 

reframe a goal defined as the development of “healthy relationships”, often aligned with 

constructs of cohesion and connectedness. Enhancing the “vitality” of relationships may 

involve encouraging young people to participate actively in the complexity of human 
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relationships that necessitate embracing the conflicts and challenges presented by diversity 

alongside connectedness that celebrates inclusivity. A focus on empowerment strengthens 

young people to integrate destructive and challenging aspects of themselves and contexts 

whilst conceiving futures that hold hope (Winnicott et al., 1986).  

The choice of alternative wording for these goals may appear superfluous. The 

descriptions may replicate how some therapists work with groups of young people already. 

But this rewording initiates a pertinent movement to conscientize therapists in reflexively 

reconsidering our assumptions regarding the potentially implicit implications of the goals we 

stipulate for working with young offenders.  

In considering chaos as a resource in our practice, this research challenges music 

therapists to expand our boundaries. As much as many music therapy practices invite 

creativity and spontaneity, remaining fixed within familiar paradigms stifles the flexibility 

required for group growth (Parsons, 2000). If music therapy literature documenting work with 

young offenders remains fixed within certain paradigms, this will not support and may hinder 

music therapists who experience their work differently. Parsons (2000, p. 151)  states: “To be 

open to the shock of creative discovery means putting ourselves at risk and being ready to give 

up, with no certainty about the future, ways of seeing which up until now have served us well.” 

This involves both therapist and group in a process of discovering new possibilities that could 

not be predicted by either.  

The Paradox of This Research 

The paradox of this research involves balancing my own need to make sense of (or find 

order in) the chaotic nature of many therapy groups I run to extend my expertise in this area, 

without limiting my frame of understanding this chaos to my assumptions of what music 

therapy is or should be. This research offers one frame, grounded within data, within which to 



 

 

107 

view the resources of chaos within music therapy.  I hope this will instigate an ongoing 

dialogue, continually open to challenge and expansion. 

Further Research 

This study is informed by pre-existing data from groups where I as the therapist did 

not view chaos from a paradoxical frame. An exploration of chaos when intentionally 

considered as a resource within therapy groups would strengthen research into the value and 

potential of paradox theory for music therapy groups with young offenders and young people 

more generally.  

In addition, this research presents my personal frame of reference regarding chaos in 

music therapy work. Research into the perspectives of a greater number of therapists and 

group members themselves may both challenge and deepen these findings. 
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Bridge  

Moving From My Experiences to the Literature 

Chapter Four has introduced a paradoxical approach to music therapy practice, based 

on analysis of my session notes of therapy groups I experienced as particularly chaotic at the 

Teddy Bear Clinic. This approach assumes that chaotic experiences that motivate group 

transformation complement ordered experiences that enable group formation. Both are 

equally significant and co-dependent aspects supporting the growth of groups. Through 

balancing the tensions between compliance and resistance, conflict and connectedness, and 

creation and destruction young people could explore new ways of being within the 

complexities of their lives within and beyond therapy groups. Given that the research process 

thus far had relied on my own session notes, I hoped to broaden my perspective through 

considering how music therapists working within similar contexts to my own understood and 

engaged with chaos in group work. The chapter that follows presents this literature. This co-

authored chapter published in Music Therapy Perspectives (Oosthuizen & McFerran, 2020, see 

Appendix A4). As the authors, we did not find explicit descriptions of a paradoxical approach 

within the music therapy literature, and so also explored literature from fields such as drama 

therapy, the study of groups in organisations, creativity and philosophy that supported the 

importance of a paradoxical approach to group work that I had explored through my research. 

This chapter challenges music therapists to embrace the possibilities of a paradoxical approach 

to group work with young people.  
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Chapter 5  

Playing With Chaos: Broadening Possibilities for How Music Therapist’s Consider Chaos in 

Group Work With Young People 

Helen Oosthuizen & Katrina McFerran 

“Magical moments” in music therapy, suggests Pavlicevic (2014), can be described as 

“optimal moments in group musical flow and coherence”…where “identities to do with being 

‘ill,’ ‘marginalized,’ or an ‘expert musician’ are dissolved (or shared) in the interests of being 

people together in music in this place and in this time” (p. 197). These are peak moments, key 

to the transformative potential of participation in music that might support our confidence in 

our practice or affirm our identities as accomplished practitioners. In contrast to these 

“magical moments,” the authors recall numerous experiences of chaos in music therapy 

groups with young people where live music-making felt noisy, messy and confusing, lacking 

flow, coherence or togetherness. Group members’ divergence from activities, sharing of 

inhouse jokes, or apparent non-responsiveness sometimes felt just as confusing. The first 

author questioned her own competence and the second author described how “in my 

experience of working with teenagers it is rare to have a firm and confident sense of what is 

going on” (McFerran, 2010, p. 48). In this paper, we draw on our experiences, the first author’s 

research, and a search of literature to develop a conceptualization of chaos within music 

therapy groups with young people.  

Some music therapists have alluded to chaotic experiences in their work (e.g. 

McFerran, 2010; McIntyre, 2007; Odell-Miller, 2002; Richards & Hind, 2002; Rickson & 

Watkins, 2003; Tervo, 2001). However, deeper exploration of these experiences have been 

omitted from the music therapy literature documenting group work with adolescents 

(Oosthuizen, 2019). This omission remains despite the chaotic nature of the lives of many 

young people referred to therapy that might impact the therapy process. Further, whilst chaos 
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can be challenging, the first author’s previous research suggested that chaotic moments could 

be a resource that enabled the transformation of groups (Oosthuizen, 2019). If music 

therapists find experiences of chaos challenging, and if chaos might be considered a resource 

in group music therapy with young people, this omission bears addressing.  

In this paper the authors have drawn from literature to support their 

conceptualization of chaos. The authors have contextualized this chaos as inherent within the 

lives of young South Africans who attend music therapy groups for committing offences, based 

on the first author’s experience within this context. The paper then highlights how chaotic 

experiences are commonly described within group music therapy literature. Through a 

synthesis of literature from fields including philosophy; drama therapy; group psychotherapy; 

theories of music and creativity in groups; and studies of group behavior in organizations, we 

then present a case for chaos as a valuable resource within music therapy groups. Whilst 

presenting such a broad range of literature necessarily limits the depth of exploration into 

each, this allows the reader to consider an array of discourses that offer insight into the 

importance of engaging with chaos in group music therapy practice.  

Conceptualizing Chaos 

Crowe (2004) is one of few music therapists who has directly referred to “chaos” as an 

integral part of human beings in relationships and in the music therapy process. Her 

conceptualization of chaos draws from complexity theory as described in the fields of science 

and mathematics. In complexity theories, chaos is not equated to “disorder” but attributed to 

the overall behavior of a dynamic system that may appear random due to complex interactions 

between parts of this system over time (Rickles, Hawe, & Shiell, 2007; Warren, 2008). Music 

therapy groups can therefore be seen to incorporate multiple conflicts and connections 

between and within individuals, subgroups, the group-as-a-whole, the therapist, music, and 

the broader community/socio-political environment. In considering the chaos that emerges 
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through complex interactions between members of therapy groups, psychoanalyst Nitsun 

(1996) proposed the “anti-group” as a “set of attitudes and impulses, conscious and 

unconscious” that can support transformation, but may also “undermine the overall group 

process if not managed in helpful ways” (p. 44).  He considered that “the therapist who 

expects unhampered progress in the group, …is bound to be disappointed, frustrated, and 

potentially at a loss in leading the group” (p. 175). Chaotic experiences appear to be an 

intrinsic aspect of therapy groups.  

Chaos in music therapy groups may include a therapist’s or group member’s 

perception of group disintegration. In reflecting on experiences as leader of a music therapy 

group for children in South Africa, Pavlicevic (1994) aligned chaos with a “state of ongoing, 

sustained group disintegration”.  She highlighted experiences of disintegration within 

relationships, the music and therapy group-as-a-whole through descriptive words such as 

“disorder,” “falling apart,” (1999, p. 96) “…no ‘together’; no apparent agreement or 

coordination of enactments…apparently no musical structuring that can ‘hold’ the ongoing 

grouping and re-grouping….” (Pavlicevic, 2016, p. 678). In concurrence with such experiences 

of disorder, Malekoff (2017, p. 366), a social worker, noted that “group work with adolescents 

is rarely neat or orderly” to the extent that some therapists felt that nothing could be achieved 

from this work beyond what might be gained from alternate social settings. 

Chaos may also incorporate destructive experiences, which may be due to intentional 

acts of some group members and are far more emotionally charged than the experiences of 

disintegration described above. Destructiveness in groups also seems more prevalent in the 

literature than disintegration. Holloway, Doktor, and Seebohm (2011) described destructive 

group experiences in drama therapy groups they facilitated that appeared to be in “apparent 

opposition to all that is productive, generative and creative of new possibilities” (p. 1). They 

noted that destructiveness in groups could manifest itself openly as aggression or violence, or 
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might lead to withdrawal or sulking, or become internalized, perhaps “experienced as far too 

potent and toxic by the individual to be ever given vent – and what we may see on the surface 

is ‘passive-aggressive,’ overly compliant or completely dissociative response to the external 

world” (p. 9). In psychotherapy, Nitsun (1996) differentiated between destructive expressions 

of aggression that may be mild (such as irritation), moderate (expressed as anger), and rage 

that may manifest in hostility, conflict, and violence directed towards individuals, subgroups, 

therapist or the group-as-a-whole.  

Expressions of destructiveness through music (particularly live music-making) are 

strongly reflected in music therapy literature. Odell-Miller (2002) described how one client was 

able to use a music therapy group to work through “some of his destructive tendencies in 

relationships,” through “drowning out others’ music and sounding omnipotent and angry” (p. 

71). Other music therapists described music that, in chaotic group moments, was (extremely) 

loud, explosive, noisy, cacophonous, or destructive (McFerran, 2010; McIntyre, 2007; Odell-

Miller, 2002; Richards & Hind,  2002; Rickson & Watkins, 2003; Tervo, 2001).  

Chaotic experiences of disintegration and destruction can be confusing for both group 

members and facilitators. Whether manifest or latent, psychoanalyst Bion (1961) described 

moments in therapy groups where “the performance of the group is almost devoid of 

intellectual content…” (p. 39, 40) and “the emotional situation is nearly always tense and 

confused …” (p. 59). Further, a review of the literature has revealed that group therapists or 

facilitators from many disciplines find such chaotic moments leave them feeling despondent.  

Descriptions of chaotic experiences were commonly followed by referrals to therapists’ or 

facilitators’ feelings of despondency, emptiness, incompetency, lack of creativity, failure, 

helplessness, fear, experiences of being mocked or rejected (Bion, 1961; De Carlo & Hockman, 

2004; Jackson, 2010; Loth, 2002; Malekoff, 2014; Nitsun, 1998).   
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Through drawing this literature together with our experiences, we considered chaos in 

music therapy groups with young people as encapsulating perceived disintegration and/or 

destruction. Experiences of chaos may feel intense and confusing. Whether manifest or latent, 

experiences of chaos can leave therapists and possibly also the group members feeling 

despondent. Chaos can be embodied within and/or accentuated through engagement with 

music.  

In order to more deeply explore the relevance of chaos for group music therapy practice 

with young people, we have situated the remainder of the article in relation to the first 

author’s practice. We begin by considering chaos as inherent in the lives of young South 

Africans who have committed offences. 

Chaos in Everyday Life and Music Therapy Groups for Young South Africans Who Have 

Committed Offences 

Chaos is an inherent part of the South African context. Connections and 

disconnections between people of diverse cultural and racial identities, engagement with 

colonial and post-colonial constructs within a continually changing country, and the divide 

between poverty and wealth all lead to an environment that is “unstable, changing, tenuous, 

and neither here nor there, with a lack of safety and security” (Dudgeon & Fielder, 2006, p. 

342). Even many years after the abolishment of the oppressive system of apartheid, the 

continual dehumanizing of some people (particularly black people) and privileging of others 

(particularly white people) is a destructive act.  In addition to the structural violence 

perpetuated by the struggle to live in an unequal society, many South Africans are also 

impacted by direct, sometimes normalized criminal violence (Mathews & Gould, 2017). 

Authors and researchers have indicated that young people referred for committing offences 

may struggle with concurrent learning or psychological challenges and may have experienced 

past, recurrent or intergenerational trauma, abuse or neglect (Magojo & Collings, 2003; 
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Prentky, Pimental, Cavanaugh, & Righthand, 2009; World Health Organisation, 2012). The 

chaos that emerges through such destructive personal, communal, and political violence is a 

prominent aspect of the experiences of young South Africans who have committed offences.  

The use of music-making within group settings potentially presents a means through 

which these young people can express this chaos. Young South Africans have multiple 

relationships with music, embedded and embodied within complex webs of culture, history, 

and context.  For oppressed South Africans during apartheid, Allen (2004) has indicated that 

collective music-making and affiliation to specific genres or artists offered an accessible means 

of expressing resilience and resistance “while simultaneously receiving affirmation from a 

group” (2004, p. 5). Magubane (2006) and Steingo (2005) added that young South Africans still 

use music to voice their stories, find affirmation, and resist establishments that control their 

lives. The musical choices and preferences of young people present emotionally charged 

statements that can strengthen connections or accentuate disconnections with others.  

Making live music together as a group can be experienced positively, drawing young 

people towards powerful experiences of connectedness (Miranda, 2013). Currie (2004) 

suggested that percussion-based group psychotherapy offers opportunities for the immediate 

expression of emotions that may feel too threatening to express verbally or in other settings. 

In our experience, group members can also be overwhelmed by chaotic music making or 

experience increased anxiety in having to master the challenge of playing an unfamiliar 

instrument. The group may become fragmented as individuals withdraw or focus entirely on 

technical aspects of music-making, disconnected from others (Oosthuizen, 2019).  

In music therapy groups, it is not only the music but also the group setting that offers a 

platform for exploring disintegration and destruction. As part of a collective, young people in a 

group have an opportunity to try out behaviors that might feel inappropriate in other settings. 

Nitsun (1996) highlighted that the complexities and multiple possibilities of relationships 
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between group members bringing with them diverse cultural and personal constructs can 

exacerbate feelings of anxiety and chaos. It follows that a music therapist facilitating a group 

with young South Africans who have committed offences would need to acknowledge that 

chaos might be inevitable and consider ways of approaching chaotic experiences in a way that 

is most beneficial for the group. The authors turn to develop an argument for how chaos might 

be engaged as a resource. We initially consider how chaos is commonly approached through 

group music therapy literature as a construct often unconsidered, viewed as problematic, or as 

a challenge requiring resolution.  

Common Approaches to Chaos in the Music Therapy Literature 

A number of music therapists working with young people mentioned experiences of 

chaos within their clinical work. Based on interviews with music therapists, Jackson (2010) 

highlighted the appropriateness of models that music therapists used for either re-directing, 

containing, validating or working through anger in their work, dependent on context. Jackson’s 

models parallel some common approaches to chaotic group experiences described within the 

music therapy literature. Much of this literature focused on how chaos might be managed 

rather than the potential for engaging chaos as a resource. Further, there were music 

therapists whose writing showed little indication as to how experiences of chaos were 

approached in their clinical work with groups with young people. 

Chaos Unconsidered 

Through our search of the literature, many authors describing music therapy groups 

with young people acknowledged but did not further discuss challenges with behavior, 

destructiveness, or disintegration in their work (see for example Carr & Wigram, 2009; Clark, 

Roth, Wilson, & Koebel, 2013). This omission potentially reflects that these challenges were 

either of less importance than other aspects of the work documented or not relevant to the 

main purpose of the article. Authors documenting work with young people who have 
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committed offences generally described groups within strictly controlled residential centers. 

They referred to the presence of staff members who helped to monitor groups (Ierardi & 

Jenkins, 2012; Rio & Tenney, 2002). Therapists were also required to conduct groups with high 

levels of structure and directive facilitation. This facilitation included setting rules regarding 

music allowed in sessions (Baker & Homan, 2007; Skaggs, 1997), or the exclusion of those who 

behaved inappropriately from the music program (Barrett & Baker, 2012).  

Another reason for underreporting chaos in the literature might be that music therapists 

may “feel pressured to describe more ordered or accessible work advocating for music therapy 

based on what we presume colleagues and allied professionals consider as valuable” 

(Oosthuizen, 2019, p.32).  In discussing therapy groups they facilitated for young people 

referred to as being “at risk,” Snow and D’Amico (2010) admitted that the therapist’s “lack of 

comfort and ease with what for me was a new population, contributed to my ineffectiveness at 

times, in addressing disruptive behaviors” (p. 32). After clearly articulating these challenges, 

however, these authors noted the importance of acknowledging and managing problematic 

behavior in music therapy groups, even if they still did not consider chaos as a resource.  

Chaos as Problematic  

The language used by some authors suggested that chaos might be approached as an 

entity that is problematic, requiring discipline or goals directed to address this. Problems faced 

by young people that can lead to  challenging behavior in groups were described as negative 

emotions, dangerous behaviors, anger, sadness, tension, aggression and violence (Layman, 

Hussey, & Reed, 2013; Smeijsters, Kil, Kurstjens, Welton, & Willemars, 2011; Uhlig, Jansen, & 

Scherder, 2018). These descriptions are often related to the reasons young people are referred 

for therapy and might be of concern to those referring group members, group therapists or 

facilitators. Currie (2004) added that group members themselves might be frustrated with 

their behavior and how they are treated as a result. In some contexts, behaviors that 
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precipitate chaos may pose a very real safety risk to others. To safeguard and protect these 

young people and those around them from further harm, many music therapy authors have 

noted that destructive behaviors need to be re-directed, minimized, or extinguished through 

behavior management strategies that instill discipline and control (Jackson, 2010; Layman et 

al., 2013; Sausser & Waller, 2006; Snow & D’Amico, 2010; Wyatt, 2002). Within compulsory 

programmes such as diversion programmes for young people who have committed offences,  

music therapists may be pressurised to align their work with behavioural models, addressing 

chaos that is viewed as problematic (Wyatt, 2002; Prentky et al., 2009, Gold, Voracek & 

Wigram, 2004, Longo, 2004).   

Within the frame of behavioral models for music therapy, Shafer and Silverman (2013) 

endorsed social learning theory, considering that problematic behaviors are young people’s 

responses to challenging situations when they are not aware of alternative behaviors. Social 

learning theory asserts that people have the capacity to change their behaviors when they 

encounter alternatives. Referring to young people who had bullied others, they noted that it 

may be unrealistic to use punishment and rewards to expect unacceptable behaviors to cease. 

From this perspective, Shafer and Silverman (2013) advocated for positive reinforcement for 

appropriate behaviors, so that students learn what is desired. Similarly, Jackson’s (2010) 

“containing model”, reflects how anger must be allowed expression, but alternative means of 

expressing emotions are then offered.  

There are a range of verbs used regularly by authors use to describe how interventions 

might address behaviors considered as problematic. Goals are set to help to modify behavior 

(Uhlig et al., 2018; Wyatt, 2002); structure chaotic expressions (Smeijsters et al., 2011); 

transform chaotic emotions into order, creativity or self-mastery (Montello & Coons, 1999; 

Uhlig, 2011). Goals may also be to decrease resistive or aggressive behavior (McIntyre, 2007; 
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Montello & Coons, 1999); mend disruptions between people (Pavlicevic, 2014); or divert 

people from negative influences and conflict (Woodward, Sloth-Nielsen, & Mathiti, 2007). 

The above-mentioned authors reflected young people’s behaviors that precipitated 

chaos in groups as problematic and linked to their referrals to therapy. There are other music 

therapists who acknowledge chaos (referring in particular to conflict and/or destructiveness) 

as a normal part of everyday life that people need to deal with, rather than belonging 

predominantly to those referred to therapy. Chaotic experiences could be understood as an 

integral and significant part of therapy groups. Many authors who viewed chaos in this way, 

however, felt that groups had to work through and resolve chaos to support group growth.  

Chaos as a Challenge Requiring Resolution 

The psychotherapist Yalom (2005) argued that experiences of conflict might serve as 

the most significant parts of a therapy process. This conflict needed to be contained, and 

“constructively worked through” for a group to reach maturity (p. 319). The value of using 

music for containing and working through chaos towards resolution is reflected through much 

of the music therapy literature describing groups with young people. Authors have highlighted 

the social potential of music-making to enhance cohesion and the resolution of conflicts 

(Nöcker-Ribaupierre & Wölfl, 2010). There is literature that describes how making music in 

groups might encourage young people to express emotions related to their struggles, and to 

self-regulate (rather than “modify”) their mood (Nöcker-Ribaupierre & Wölfl, 2010; Uhlig et al., 

2018). Pool and Odell-Miller (2011) noted how the expression of destructive feelings could be 

“sublimated” into creative activities. In her work with young South Africans referred for 

aggression, Dos Santos (2019) suggested that, when expressions of aggression are validated 

and heard in music therapy groups, participants begin to explore alternative ways of engaging 

within the social world. For Jackson (2010), the outcome of working through anger would not 
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necessarily imply an ordered group, but a changing point in the therapy process, or deepening 

of group relationships. 

Many music therapists thus assert the value chaos plays in a therapy group. To take 

this further, as opposed to “working through” anger or struggles, music therapists Jackson 

(2010) and Kenny (2014) proposed that, with some clients, these challenges might be validated 

and accepted, without need for resolution (Jackson, 2010; Kenny, 2014).  However, for 

Jackson, anger appeared to still express “needs” of a client. Neither Kenny (2014, 2016) nor 

Jackson (2010) explicitly articulated whether, in some circumstances, anger (or chaos) may not 

only be a healthy expression but perhaps also a therapeutic goal to move towards.   

Authors within the fields of drama therapy and organizational studies also found that, 

whether explicit or implicit, a significant portion of the literature referring to work with groups 

polarizes behaviors that might represent needs of a client (often linked to chaotic expressions), 

and behaviors that are indicative of group health (often linked to more structured 

expressions). Chaotic behaviors such as hate, distrust, autonomy, aggression, anger, or sadness 

are often seen in opposition to more ordered group process and interactions, such as 

cohesion, hopefulness, love, trust, control, stability, connectedness, altruism, or empathy 

(Jones, 2011; Lewis & Smith, 2014; Smith & Berg, 1987).  

However, some drama therapists and researchers of organizations presented an 

alternative view, along with some psychoanalysts; researchers of creativity in the arts and 

philosophers (see for example Flaxman, 2010; Jones, 2011; Nitsun, 1996; Smith & Berg, 1987). 

For these scholars, chaos has been considered within a paradoxical relationship where chaos 

(destructiveness and disintegration) and order (constructive, collaborative, cohesive 

experiences) exist simultaneously over time as equally valuable contributors to creativity and 

wellbeing. Our discussion of a paradoxical approach to chaos in therapy groups challenges and 

broadens common approaches to music therapy groups for young people.  
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A Paradoxical Approach to Chaos 

Based on their studies of organizations, Smith and Berg (1987) explained that order is 

essential for the formation of a group, and yet chaos is required for transformation or change, 

even if this is simply a destruction of the status quo. Philosophers Deleuze and Guattari (in 

Flaxman, 2010, p. 196,197) added that without order we cannot make sense, without chaos 

we become stuck. Music therapist Crowe (2004) recognized this paradoxical relationship, 

proposing that the “ancients saw creativity as the tension between chaos (right hemisphere) 

and order (left hemisphere)…that tension is the edge of chaos, the place of the most vigor in 

the system” (p. 158). Focusing on the more chaotic aspects of group life, psychoanalyst Nitsun 

(1998) and drama therapist Jones (2011) highlighted that the mutually potentiating 

relationship between destructive and creative group processes are a requirement for healthy 

functioning. Together, these theorists seemed to suggest that to ignore, problematize, resolve, 

or even validate chaos without holding the ongoing tension between the creative and 

destructive, might limit the therapeutic potential elicited through this paradoxical relationship.  

The arts hold the paradoxes of destruction and creation, predictability and 

unpredictability, death and life instincts as equally necessary and valuable (Gerard, 1985; 

Kenny, 2016). Townsend (2015) highlighted that “the process of making art inevitably involves 

some degree of destruction as a new piece can only be created by using, or destroying, the 

materials which are necessary for its production” (p. 125). In the field of music, Small (1998) 

describes how the composer, Tchaikovsky could share experiences of despair and 

disintegration through sound and music. Musical phrases and movements incorporate 

elements of tension and resolution. Sawyer (2010) added that a group of musicians need to 

have a common goal to accomplish (some order or form), but too many shared structures 

would “interfere with the generation of new insights” (p. 272). Some amount of disintegration 

or destructiveness of set musical structures enables the emergence of new ideas.   
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Despite the potential for engaging chaos through the creative arts, a paradoxical 

approach has rarely been reflected in the music therapy literature, particularly in describing 

group work with young people. If this literature reflects our practice, we may be missing 

opportunities to optimize the creative potential within what we might see as the chaotic 

aspects of groups. More pertinently, Nitsun (1996) has warned that a lack of recognition of 

chaos as continually active through a group process may at times lead us to overlook more 

“pathological” expressions of this chaos that could destroy groups. From a paradoxical 

perspective, music therapists can explore new ways of acknowledging and engaging with chaos 

as a resource. Once invited and contained, chaos can be playfully explored in groups. 

Inviting Chaos  

When required, a therapist may need to welcome, invite or even instigate chaos 

through accommodating and integrating the dissonance between group members, being 

adaptable to what may emerge and open to uncertainty (Crowe, 2004). In fact, Crowe has 

challenged music therapists to use their music-making to do “the ‘outrageous’ and 

unexpected, emphasizing playfulness and creativity to add stimulus and complexity to the 

therapeutic process” (p. 350). It might feel daunting for the therapist, however, when group 

members themselves invite what feels outrageous into groups. When facilitating groups for 

young people who had committed offences, the first author found it challenging to stand back 

and observe moments including verbal conflicts, threats or bullying; extremely loud music-

making; or a perception of group members lack of care for the consequences of their actions. 

She would rather have taken a directive lead. Her observer role seemed to invite group 

members to take control and try and work things out for themselves. At the same time, 

however, she remained attentive to group experiences that might jeopardize the safety or 

capacity of group members to cope within the chaos. 
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We may feel that welcoming chaos into a group is challenging, or even counter to 

music therapy practice, particularly when it is experienced as problematic in the therapeutic 

process. Drama therapists Holloway, Doktor, et al. (2011) proposed that some group therapists 

or facilitators’ avoid destructive aspects that appear to threaten the life of the group. Based on 

this understanding, managing disruptive behavior so that groups can focus on generative 

aspects of therapy potentially engenders a sense of hopefulness in the therapist, through 

acknowledging the potential that exists within group participants despite their struggles.  

However, Nitsun (1996) argued that a group facilitator who shows skepticism towards 

chaos in groups may encourage “norms which emphasize caring and discourage real anger… 

relinquishing the opportunity to work through aggression” (p. 193). Currie (2008) suggested 

that an adolescent’s anger or aggression may be a way of coping within their surrounding 

environment. In South Africa, worldviews such as those of the Nguni tribe situate health and 

disease (and chaos) within multiple complex interrelationships, that cannot be isolated to an 

individual or specific time frame (S.D. Edwards, 2011; Levers et al., 2009). ‘Problematic’ 

behavior such as aggression may then need to be understood as an attempt to cope within a 

system that has and continues to oppress people through poverty and lack of access to 

resources (Maldonado-Torres, 2016). Goals that support individual group members to modify 

what is seen as destructive behavior within groups may not be sufficient to assist them to 

make changes in their lives within often chaotic communities.  

Derrida (1997) chose the word “hospitality” over “community,” suggesting that, rather 

than focusing on a utopian ideal of a connected community, we need to integrate the 

paradoxes of diversity and connectedness. Hospitality involves balancing the tension between 

giving up enough of ourselves to invite the ‘other’ (those we may not understand or enjoy, or 

may even hate), along with holding on to ourselves enough that we do not become subsumed 

by this other, and thus cease to exist as an entity ourselves. Threats of disintegration and 
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destructiveness that can challenge a group can also lead to transformation. Thus, chaos exists 

alongside the connectedness that validates the group-as-a-whole.  

The forging of relationships between young people of different race groups, languages 

and genders within groups that the first author facilitates in South Africa highlight this tension. 

Here, groups become a microcosm for practicing the uncomfortable, chaotic connectedness 

necessary for South Africans to develop a shared hospitality in everyday life. Arndt and Naudé 

(2016) proposed that, if acknowledged and allowed space for healthy expression, chaos in 

group relationships might elicit the potential for “resilient adaption” (p. 267), or a necessary 

disruption of oppressive, inhospitable systems. Inviting or welcoming chaos into a group might 

therefore be a requirement for group transformation, at least in this context. 

The group therapist plays a key role in modelling what group behavior or attitudes are 

acceptable, particularly when inviting chaos. Nitsun (1996) has suggested that a group leader’s 

attentiveness to the potential of chaos invites young people to actively share explorations of 

destructive aspects of groups. However, while stressing the importance of chaos in groups, 

Smith and Berg (1987) accentuated that “destructiveness can be both healthy and unhealthy, 

depending on context and how this potential is acted upon” (p. 11). A paradoxical approach 

does not negate the necessity of containing chaos, often through the active presence of the 

therapist and clear group boundaries.  

Boundaries That Contain Chaos  

The imperative of setting boundaries for therapeutic work is well documented within 

music therapy literature (for example Pavlicevic, 1997), and this was no different within the 

authors’ practices. Young people needed to be familiar with the intended purpose and process 

of the group, as well as expectations, possibilities and limitations for their participation. They 

needed to know how to play certain instruments, what music therapy was and how it linked to 

the rest of the program. However, the first author found a need to manage the tension 
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between offering enough containment through boundaries alongside enough freedom for 

group members to test these boundaries through handing over control, even when group 

members challenged her ability to lead and did not follow set musical structures or activity 

directives. 

Smith and Berg (1987) noted the importance of boundaries as the foundation of group 

life. Boundaries determine what a group is and isn’t and who belongs, enabling a group to 

begin to build an identity. For Smith and Berg, group members need to be certain of the 

therapist as a person who would “respond to their behavior with firmness, warmth, 

permission where appropriate, interest and acceptance” (Zeal, 2011, p. 73).  

From a paradoxical stance, however, Smith and Berg (1987) argued that boundaries 

are not a means of transforming chaos into order. In fact, Smith and Berg (1987) have argued 

that the wish to have conflicts resolved “stems from an imperfect understanding of the 

meaning that conflict has in the life of the group” (p. 11).  Nitsun (1996) supported the need to 

carefully manage chaotic group experiences, saying: “The adverse consequences of a collapse 

towards group-destructive processes are readily apparent” (p. 205). However, he added: 

“What are less obvious are the unfavorable outcomes of a collapse in the direction of group-

cohesive forces... In their extreme form they also represent group pathology” (p. 205). For 

Nitsun (1996), the containment and not resolution of the “anti-group” relieved participants of 

the anxieties of destructiveness in groups. Boundaries offer sufficient order to enable the 

chaos required for creativity. Thus, Smith and Berg (1987) argued, boundaries must be flexible 

enough to invite young people to test the limitations of these very boundaries, as a means of 

forging their own identities.  

The arts present multiple opportunities for engaging the paradoxes of structure and 

flexibility in group work. According to Townsend (2015), in order to foster a creative artistic 

process, there needs to be a frame - a specific space, state of mind or chosen art materials - 
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that is not restrictive but provides the artist with freedom to create. Bruscia (2014) considered 

that in music therapy, improvisations enable participants to navigate tensions between 

structural boundaries and the freedom to explore beyond those boundaries. In this way, 

Stewart (2002) added, music can both contain and offer flexibility. In drama therapy, Seebohm 

(2011) noticed how, when group relationships are under attack, the art form can offer 

sufficient structure to hold the group together. Similarly, if the art form itself becomes 

overwhelming, relationships in the group may be able to offer a container for this experience. 

Music therapists might rely on the music itself, and group relationships to contain difficult 

experiences. 

This section has supported the necessity of boundaries in our music therapy practice. 

However, these boundaries need to be flexible enough to enable young people to access 

creativity and transformation. When music therapy groups offer sufficient structure alongside 

freedom for young people to explore beyond these structures, music therapy can engage 

young people in what Nitsun (1996) refers to as “a freer use of the imagination, thought, and 

feeling, and, in particular, the use of play, in both a symbolic and an actual sense” (p. 63). 

Playing With Chaos  

In music therapy groups for young people who needed to explore alternatives for their 

lives, the first author felt her key role was to ensure that group members had opportunities to 

play. Winnicott (1971) conceptualized play as a creative endeavor that mediates between our 

inner world and outer reality. Playing has rules (offering some sense of order) and challenges 

(inviting chaos) that stimulate the capacity to engage with multiple possibilities (Ackerman, 

1999). Winnicott and colleagues (1986) argued that young people transitioning from childhood 

to adulthood especially need freedom to play – to explore possibilities and challenge society as 

they search for new ideals for their lives.  
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Given that play requires challenges, Parker (1998) argued that from a paradoxical 

perspective, experiences of chaos in therapy groups are an imperative aspect that enables 

playfulness. When facilitating music therapy groups with young people who had committed 

offences, the first author considered a variety of options for containing and playing with rather 

than redirecting or resolving chaotic experiences. She might resource group members with 

alternative possibilities (such as showing someone how to play a chosen instrument or role-

playing different ways of participating). She queried whether the chaos was overwhelming for 

the group or individuals within the group (at which point she might need to intervene), or only 

for herself, in which case the group offered participants the advantage of exploring destruction 

and disintegration through their play. She might either join in or witness this play.  

Through playing with chaos, drama therapist Ramsden (2011) has suggested that 

extremely aggressive behavior can be directed into “assertiveness, decisiveness, healthy 

competition and altruism” (p. 64). Zeal (2011) noted that the provision of a drama therapy 

space in a school that served as a “designated chaos and destruction zone, which 

acknowledges rather than simply tries to control the behavior of excluded adolescents” (p. 77), 

meant that these young people expressed less anxiety in other settings. Researchers of groups 

in organizations found that they could build resilience through focusing on the capacity of 

group members to recognize, tolerate and integrate different perspectives (Miron-Spektor, 

Gino, & Argote, 2011), and find creative, flexible coping strategies (Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

For young South Africans, opportunities for exploring destruction and disintegration 

through play are exceptionally important, so that they might explore means of destabilizing 

oppressive constructs that still define or even deny their identities (Dudgeon & Fielder, 2006; 

Nayar, 2013, p. 399; Ntombana & Bubulu, 2017). Winnicott noted that “aggression precedes 

and founds the human capacity for human creativity and relationships” (Reineke, 2007). In 

fact, for Winnicott (in Winnicott, Winnicott, Shepherd, & Davis, 1986) the “delinquent” child is 
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one who refuses to give up hope, who, through their challenging behavior, is attempting to get 

back what they have been deprived of.  

Winnicott cautioned against compliance or connectedness that may indicate a 

resignation, a failure to challenge an environment that feels unbearable, and an ensuing loss of 

the ability to live fully and creatively (Shields, 2000; Winnicott et al., 1986). Kenny (2016, p. 

477) noted how “so many people coming to music therapy services are unable to imagine 

being playful.” The SAHRC (South African Human Rights Commission, 2014) comments that in 

South Africa, some young people grapple with daily poverty and a lack of access to resources 

such as education or employment, that hinders their capacity to envision possibilities for the 

future – to play. In these instances, it becomes the therapist’s role to keep play alive, even 

“given the very real risk and threat (not just the fantasy), playing and creativity may seem 

impossible” (Seebohm, 2011, p. 131). 

The creative arts naturally potentiate creativity and play. Nitsun (1996) highlighted 

limitations of verbal therapy and stressed the need to pay more attention to non-verbal 

communication, which is “often an authentic and powerful route to awareness” (p. 120). 

Kenny (2016) has suggested that in music therapy, “once a patient feels safe in the musical 

space, they feel free to experiment with new forms in the musical encounter—new feelings, 

thoughts, expressions, and behaviors that are represented in the music” (p. 477). In music 

therapy, the varied timbres and dynamic range of a drum or melodic range of a keyboard 

present opportunities for exploring order and chaos. Songs that emulate tensions between 

hate and love, destruction and creation, unity and diversity can support creativity and 

playfulness. In this way, playing with chaos through music might offer young people who  have 

committed offences a means of “negotiating contradictory identities of being victims and 

perpetrators, feeling powerful and vulnerable, attempting to form healthy relationships within 
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often dysfunctional communities, or exploring their potential in the wake of feelings of 

remorse” (Oosthuizen, 2019, p. 31). 

Conclusion 

Nitsun (1996) has suggested that “the paradoxical interplay of destructive and creative 

forces in the group deepens the awareness and acceptance of the natural flux of life with its 

inevitable frustrations and contradictions” (p. 63). An acceptance of paradoxes makes way for 

multiple viewpoints and possibilities.  It may feel counter-intuitive to welcome chaos into 

groups of young people who are immersed in chaos in their lives beyond the group. It is 

perhaps for this reason that music therapy literature has underreported approaches to chaos 

in groups or focused on how this chaos might be managed or resolved. And yet, it is possible 

that these young people are more familiar and comfortable with chaos than we are as music 

therapists. It may then be counter-intuitive to attempt to eliminate chaos so that we can 

experience ordered, highly structured groups at odds with the environments to which young 

people return.  

Nitsun (1996) has highlighted that although there is the possibility that the “anti-

group” might fragment or destroy a group, in most cases the group is able to weather the 

“anti-group” and draw constructively from the experience. From a paradoxical perspective, it is 

the tension between order and chaos that unleashes creativity and the capacity for group 

transformation and growth. Chaos must be invited into groups with flexible boundaries that 

provide young people with sufficient structure to explore beyond these boundaries. In this 

way, young people can access the playfulness and creativity they need to transform and grow. 

The group’s capacity to play with chaos in therapy may flow into the everyday lives of group 

members. According to Guse and Vermaak (2011), South Africans who experienced more 

hopefulness in spite of adversity appeared to be more resilient in coping with challenges. 
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The paucity of music therapy literature exploring the place of chaos within our work 

necessitates more research into how we might engage with experiences of chaos as a 

potentiating, essential aspect of group work. This research is pertinent in countries such as 

South Africa. Systems that support a dichotomy between marginalized and privileged require 

disruption and a welcoming of the ensuing chaos presented by a continually transforming, 

increasingly inclusive, mutual society (Nayar, 2013). Music provides a powerful tool for 

harnessing the potential of such a necessary, transformative chaos. 
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Bridge  

Playing With Chaos: Moving Between Theory and Practice 

Part Two of this thesis has introduced and stressed the pertinence of a paradoxical 

approach to music therapy groups with young people, particularly within South Africa. The 

fifth chapter explored what this might entail, based on literature and my experiences. When 

considered as a resource, experiences of chaos could be welcomed into groups. Through 

providing flexible and supportive boundaries, music therapists might support young people to 

‘play’ with the possibilities unleashed through engagement with the tensions between chaos 

and order. This offered young people a means of recreating their lives in challenging 

circumstances.   

To this point in my research and practice, however, I had not engaged intentionally 

with groups from a paradoxical approach. In addition, I had not found descriptions in the 

literature of music therapists who found ways to “play with chaos” in their group work. I felt 

this was important to explore.  

In Part 3, I present the second phase of my research. I facilitated two group processes 

from a paradoxical approach. I explored together with group members how we could 

maximise the way we engaged with chaos as a resource. In this way I expanded on my 

developing theory underlying a paradoxical approach towards music therapy and considered 

how this theory might be practically applied in groups. 
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Part 3  

Research Phase 2: Engaging With Chaos as a Resource in Music Therapy Groups 

With Young South Africans Who Have Committed Offences 
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Chapter 6  

Methodology  

The social worker Malekoff (2014) suggests: “To create space for kids voices I have 

found that it helps to assume a stance of uncertainty…to do this we need to step outside the 

noise, the noise inside the group and the noise inside our heads, and reach beyond what we 

think we already know…” (p. 365). The process of this research has been precisely that of 

stepping outside the layers of noise I experienced through my work over time with young 

South Africans who had committed offences to “reach beyond” what I thought I knew. In the 

first part of my research I analysed existing raw data from my past session notes to develop a 

preliminary theory regarding the complementary relationships between order and chaos 

through a group process. As I had never before entered a group setting with this paradoxical 

approach in mind, the emergence of this theory through my session notes was surprising. This 

suggested that I had actually incorporated elements of a paradoxical approach into my work 

with young people who had committed offences, perhaps as a result of considering best 

practice with each group. This may be the experience of many other music therapists.  

The tentative theory I had constructed thus far underlying a paradoxical approach 

towards my music therapy practice significantly changed how I made sense of my practice 

(particularly chaotic experiences), and how I might enable young people to utilise music 

therapy groups to enhance their wellbeing as they required. At the same time, Nitsun (1996) 

warned that the “anti-group” (or destructive aspects of a group) could be potentiating, but 

also pathological if not dealt with in helpful ways. Thus, I felt it was important to offer music 

therapists alternative ways of understanding and engaging with chaos, through developing a 

substantive theory for how a paradoxical approach might be integrated within existing music 

therapy group theory and practice.   
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To do this I needed to “assume a stance of uncertainty” (Malekoff, 2014, p. 365) once 

again. I was interested in how the knowledge I had gained from my research thus far might 

influence the way I perceived and interacted within groups, as well as how group members 

responded if they were explicitly offered opportunities to engage with chaos as a potential 

resource, rather than being encouraged to move away from or resolve chaotic experiences.  

The research question for this part of the research was: 

How do the music therapist and group members engage with chaos as a resource in 

music therapy groups for young people who have committed offences? 

I constructed a research study where I, as a music therapist, facilitated two therapy 

groups from a paradoxical approach. To begin, I held in mind goals for group processes that I 

had suggested for a therapy group facilitated from a paradoxical stance through the first part 

of the research (see Chapter 4). These included: 

- Developing resilience through integrating relevant affirmation and critique 

- Enabling group members to choose how to release emotions as they needed 

- Enhancing the vitality of relationships that included space for inclusivity and diversity 

- Empowerment through enabling young people to integrate both destructiveness and 

hopefulness 

I also engaged with group members as co-researchers as much as possible. As experts 

regarding their own experiences of the potential of chaos as a resource in groups, they might 

expand on, or entirely reject my own perspectives and goals. The importance I placed on the 

contributions and experiential knowledge of research participants rather than searching for an 

objective theory situated this research well within the constructivist paradigm.  

I initially intended to situate the research as a traditional constructivist grounded 

theory study. However, my experience of analysis from the first research phase, combined 

with my reflection of what might best serve the purposes of this phase of the research, led me 
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down a different route. Through my iterative process of collecting and analysing data 

alongside an extensive exploration of the grounded theory literature available to me, I became 

able to articulate my methodology better. The methodology chapter therefore comprises a 

retrospective account of the approach I ultimately chose to describe my research process, and 

my reflexive rationale for choosing this approach.  

Crystallisation 

Ellingson (2015) entices qualitative researchers to play together with our research 

participants and play with our methods and data. She asserts that “…a sense of playfulness can 

turn a study design into an experience of wondering, an enjoyable process of considering not 

only what would be expedient, theoretically sound, and methodologically rigorous, but also 

what would be satisfying, rewarding, and fun” (Ellingson, 2015, p. 427).  Researchers can 

choose what approach to analysis might best fit their data, and deepen findings through 

exploring this data from different angles. Ellingson (2009) expanded on the notion of 

crystallisation introduced by Richardson (2000) as an extended version of triangulation 

pertaining to mixed-genre research. Rather than encouraging constraint within fixed methods, 

the framework of crystallisation inspires researchers to draw from a range of methods and 

methodologies to create a “rich and openly partial account of a phenomenon” (Ellingson, 

2009, p. 4). There is no need to make finalised decisions regarding specific research methods 

at any point. Rather Ellingson (2009) has articulated that “plans should remain always open to 

revision and amendment” (p. 74). 

 “Playful” researching does not neglect the notion that qualitative research relies on 

in-depth, rigorous and reflexive analysis drawing from a researcher’s learnt techniques and 

skills (Ellingson, 2009). Ellingson (2015) highlighted that “I am not promoting mere self-

indulgence; rather, I argue that making choices that satisfy the researcher’s mind/body/soul 

self will yield more insightful findings” (p. 427). Janesick (2011) explicated the notion of rigour 



 

 

135 

alongside a playful use of relevant methods through a helpful analogy. She compared specific 

research techniques to the techniques that might be learnt by a professional dancer, for 

instance. She goes on to say that the practising of those techniques “eventually allows him or 

her to modify and interrupt movement and technique” (p. 150). Creativity and intuition 

emerge from well-developed techniques.  

Ellingson’s reflections of crystallisation in the research process are supported by others 

who use different vocabulary to advocate for the use of different methods to best suit the 

research data and process (see for example Atkinson, 2018; Timmermans & Tavory, 2012). For 

Lincoln et al. (2011), an advantage of a constructivist research paradigm is that “there is great 

potential for interweaving of viewpoints, for the incorporation of multiple perspectives, and 

for borrowing, or bricolage, where borrowing seems useful, richness enhancing, or 

theoretically heuristic” (p. 100). 

The possibilities of exploring data from multiple angles through crystallisation 

presented multiple options for understanding this data, but also multiple options for engaging 

with participants (Ellingson, 2009). I could find methods that supported optimal collaboration 

with participants, which included reflecting during activities, discussing video data of past 

sessions and non-verbally or musically depicting ideas we struggled to verbalise. Collaboration 

was of  particular importance given my focus regarding how both I and research participants 

engaged with chaos as a resource in group music therapy. To begin, the framework of 

constructivist grounded theory supported my desire to focus on the experiential knowledge of 

participants. 

Constructivist Grounded Theory  

Grounded theory methodology offers a rigorous and systematic approach to 

qualitative analysis that is strongly grounded in data, but also lifts towards the development of 

theory through making interpretations based on the data (Charmaz & Bryant, 2008). The 
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constructivist ontological position that is typically related to constructivist grounded theory 

assumes that these theories are constructed, and co-constructed by people in context (Lincoln 

et al., 2011). Constructivist grounded theorists, as described by Charmaz (2000), have thus 

asserted that theories are partial and reveal the experiences and viewpoints of researchers 

and participants, rather than offering objective accounts of reality. As such “a constructivist 

grounded theory seeks to define conditional statements that interpret how subjects construct 

their realities” (Charmaz, 2000, p. 524), as much as these theories still include a rigorous 

processing of data.  

This ontological position suited my research well. The most significant part of music 

therapy groups for young people who have committed offences would be the meaning 

participants made of the group and how this might support them to engage with chaos in 

different ways within and outside of groups. The meanings I made of my engagement with the 

group and chaotic experiences might similarly guide the way I interacted with these and future 

groups. As such, these experienced meanings held more weight than any findings generated 

through observations seeking ‘absolute’ truths regarding group processes and outcomes.  

In addition to preferencing the experiential knowledge of research participants (that 

included group members and myself), adopting a constructivist grounded theory approach to 

this research process helped me to account for the strong influence of context on both our 

experiences of chaos in groups and how we engaged with these experiences (Priya, 2019). 

Charmaz and Bryant (2008) have noted that “constructivist grounded theory assumes that 

both the research process and the studied world are socially constructed through actions, but 

that historical and social conditions constrain these actions” (p. 376). Our life worlds were 

formed within a broader political and social milieu, including injustices and inequalities, that 

contributed to the co-construction of knowledge (Priya, 2019). The contributions of groups 

members needed to be considered within this greater context, and presented “views and 
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values as well as acts and facts…beliefs and ideologies as well as situations and structures” 

(Charmaz, 2000, p. 525).  

In my experience, the chaos that permeated the everyday lives of young people with 

whom I worked inevitably permeated sessions. The chaos I experienced in groups may have 

been a direct consequence of misunderstandings between myself and young people based on 

our different life worlds. What I considered chaotic and discomforting might have appeared 

quite normal to those with whom I worked. I might have placed confidence in therapy and 

musical techniques of which group members were uncertain. The co-constructed meanings we 

developed through the research were thus complex and socially situated. 

Just as the multiple constructions of group experiences were influenced by the social 

and cultural affordances of each group member, Stige (2002) has highlighted that when people 

are in a group together, they can both break the rules informed by their own cultural 

experiences beyond the group, and create new rules. Given this, human development is not 

something static, but must be “understood as a process situated in an evolving social context” 

(p. 29). In a research group there is a continual fluidity within relationships, experiences and 

meanings (Reichertz, 2019). The fluidity of this process was perhaps heightened as group 

members and I explored means of music therapy practice that, to my knowledge, was as yet 

unexplored, or at least not documented in the music therapy literature.  

Just as group relationships are fluid and develop through the research process, 

Reichertz (2019) asserts that within a constructivist paradigm, research needs to be continually 

constructed and deconstructed to remain open to new ways of framing experiences. In 

grounded theory a researcher constructs a theory through an iterative process of detailed 

coding and the development of categories (Charmaz & Bryant, 2008). Through multiple 

comparisons between data, codes and categories and checking emerging concepts through 

theoretical sampling, a grounded theory is refined (Charmaz & Henwood, 2008). The iterative 
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process of simultaneous data collection and analysis through this research ensured that, as a 

group, we constructed and deconstructed ways of being and working together, that would 

similarly construct and deconstruct aspects of the research. 

The process of constructing new ways of being together often left us surprised by 

novel events that did not merely verify or extend existent theories. In this case, Kelle (2019) 

suggests that “a second form of hypothetical reasoning comes into play called ‘abduction’” (p. 

82). While there is some disagreement regarding whether “abduction” is part of constructivist 

grounded theory or a methodology by itself, in retrospect I realised that my analysis of new 

and surprising data could be best explained through abduction. 

Abduction 

Timmermans and Tavory (2012) are two authors who have made a significant 

contribution to the debate about whether abduction should be distinguished from research 

methodologies such as grounded theory. They described abduction as an “inferential creative 

process of producing new hypotheses and theories based on surprising research” (p. 170), 

rather than extending existent theories. As abductive research moves from the known to the 

unknown, a solid theoretical background is of primary importance. Although some advocates 

for grounded theory highlight that theory is built from raw data rather than pre-existing 

theories, Reichertz (2019) has argued that all research assumes some background knowledge 

of theory. Most researchers will have some expertise in the areas in which they conduct their 

studies, and in fact would be required to have some knowledge of an area of study in order to 

“justify their contribution to knowledge in contrast to existing research, current issues, and 

concerns” (Bryant, 2020, p. 190). Abduction, however, requires reconsidering well-known 

theories or statements, in the light of new, surprising insights from the data. Kennedy and 

Thornberg (2018) have noted how, “in abduction, qualitative researchers use a selective and 

creative process to examine how the data support existing theories or hypotheses as well as 
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how the data may call for modifications in existing understandings” (p. 52). This involves 

questioning, critiquing, adding to or even “rejecting theory if needed.”  

According to Atkinson (2018), abduction then involves thinking about a phenomenon 

as if it was strange or unfamiliar, even though a researcher is familiar with a subject. Reichertz 

(2019) has highlighted that abductive research involves “the achievement of an attitude of 

preparedness to abandon old convictions and to seek new ones… data are to be taken 

seriously, and the validity of previously developed knowledge is to be questioned” (p. 266). 

Tavory and Timmermans (2019) have suggested that whatever provides researchers with a 

way to see the world differently is helpful. The preliminary theory I had constructed in this 

research thus far already challenged some of the literature regarding chaos in music therapy 

groups. This second phase of this research went further to consider how this theory might 

evolve (or even be rejected) if a therapy group was facilitated from an explicitly paradoxical 

approach. 

Abductive research does not only rely on moving beyond already existing theories, but 

is an iterative, continually evolving process.  In 2012, Timmermans and Tavory asserted that 

“researchers should develop theoretical repertoires throughout a process rather than putting 

this aside for data analysis” (p. 180). New theories can be developed consistently to account 

for new concepts that do not fit the pre-existing theories, and then these theories in turn can 

be challenged. Throughout the research process, theories constructed through abductive 

analysis not only explore the novel, but researchers continually consider “plausible 

alternatives” to discoveries (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014). My development of a novel theory 

for engaging with chaos in music therapy sessions along with participants, benefitted from 

such a fluid process, as we continuously constructed and deconstructed means of engaging 

with chaos.   



 

 

140 

Given the constantly evolving nature of abductive theories, Reichertz (2019) has 

suggested that these theories are not meant as absolute reflections of reality but “usable 

reconstructions”, possibilities rather than definitive constructs. However, through the iterative 

process of constructing and deconstructing theories and novel insights, the process of 

abduction supported movement towards a more substantive theory. Reichertz (2019) has 

argued that abductive analysis can support the development of insightful theories, noting that: 

The secret charm of abduction lies straight in this kind of being a (logical) inference 

and extending to insight at the same time: abduction is sensible and scientific as a 

form of inference; however it reaches to the sphere of deep insight and new 

knowledge. Abduction is intended to help social research, or rather social researchers, 

to be able to make new discoveries in a logically and methodologically ordered way (p. 

262).   

The method of abductive analysis thus supported my exploration of novel ways of utilising 

chaos as a resource in music therapy groups.   

Research Method 

In moving towards new theories, abduction continually seeks what is surprising or 

does not fit existent theories. Timmermans and Tavory (2012) considered that “theoretical 

misfits do not automatically develop when immersing oneself in a research site” and that we 

need “to foster an environment that allows doubt to develop” (p. 175). Abductive analysis can 

rely on relatively small amounts of data, but requires visiting and revisiting this data through 

familiarisation and defamiliarization with pre-existing theories and those developing through 

the research (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014).  To engage chaos as a resource in music therapy 

groups with young people required that we “no longer to adhere to the conventional view of 

things” (Reichertz, 2007, p. 219). I critiqued what had become familiar in my practice, based on 

new ways of thinking about chaos that had emerged through the first part of this research. As 
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a means of exploring novel experiences of chaos together with participants I felt that the most 

helpful research design would be a case study. 

Research Design: The Case Study 

Becker (2014) has described case studies as “in-depth studies of particular situations, 

organisations, or kinds of events” (p. 2). Case studies could generate small amounts of data 

that could be revisited through the research process and might reveal surprising insights and 

complexities. These surprising group events would be those that I was most interested in 

exploring in groups. Given this, I found a case study design would be ideal for abductive 

research. 

The case study design for this research included two music therapy groups that I 

facilitated with young people who had committed offences. The experiences of group 

members and myself were paramount for this research and so I continually motivated group 

members to contribute feedback. However, if the research had relied on interviews alone, Flick 

(2019) has suggested that it can be very difficult for interviewees and the interviewer (or 

therapist and participants/co-researchers) to remember details of an event, and even in this 

case, events will be described according to the particular viewpoint and stance of the 

interviewee. It can be easy to overlook the complexity of a phenomenon. In addition, our 

verbal reflections might miss out on important elements, such as bodily or musical 

engagements that were difficult to put into words, or small changes that preceded meaningful 

moments. As participants within the case study, our reflections were thus bolstered by 

discussions of video material that captured the group process.  

In addition to the details that can be observed through a case study, Simons (2020) 

commented that a case study is an emergent design, “shaped, and reshaped as understanding 

of the significance of foreshadowed issues emerges and other, perhaps more pertinent issues 

are discovered” (p. 684). A case study could present complications that had to be dealt with in 
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a situation rather than being avoided or excluded from the research data (Becker, 2014). This 

was important when specifically looking to explore the complexities of chaotic experiences. A 

case study could both draw “complications” to our awareness and offer opportunities to 

engage with these complications in different ways.  

Through offering myself and research participants opportunities to try out new ways 

of engaging with chaos, reflect on our actions and make changes through the evolving process, 

case studies supported the iterative process of abductive research.  As I facilitated sessions, I 

made inferences regarding how group members and I could engage with chaotic experiences. 

Through simultaneous data collection and analysis, our experiences and reflections served to 

construct an emerging theory, just as our understandings of this emerging theory influenced 

our engagement with the research process. For example, when discussing a chaotic 

improvisation in the second group, one of the group members explained that she felt it 

sounded crazy, reflecting her experience of chaos. Later in the same session the group decided 

to express the idea of “crazy” purposefully through our musicking, considering how we could 

use this experience as a resource in the therapy process. 

I turn to describe the process of recruiting research participants and describe the two 

research groups facilitated at NICRO (the National Institute for Crime Prevention and the 

Rehabilitation of Offenders), in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa. 

Research Groups 

NICRO Group Processes 

NICRO offers diversion programmes for young people between 11 and 19 years old 

referred by the court who have committed first-time offences. The programme brief includes 8 

to 12 weekly one hour sessions with social workers, for those who have committed general 

offences (YES, or Youth Empowerment Scheme programme) or drug related offences (ADAPT, 

or Adolescent Drug Abuse Prevention and Treatment programme). The aim is to offer life-skills 
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training to prevent recidivism. I invited those attending a diversion programme at the time of 

the research to participate in a music therapy group running for the duration of their 

programme. Participants were asked to arrive at NICRO one hour before the diversion 

programme for the music therapy group.  

Music therapy sessions followed similar themes to the diversion programme, and my 

session plans also closely matched those I had used in my work at the Teddy Bear Clinic. 

Sessions began with familiar drumming patterns and a check in as group members used drum 

beats to express how they were. Activities that followed included drawing based on a theme 

while listening to excerpts of music I had chosen; opportunities for group members to share 

and talk about their own music; creating stories guided by the expressive qualities of excerpts 

of music I had chosen; or song-writing. Groups included time for participants to view and 

reflect on excerpts of video data from their previous sessions. Group members were then 

offered opportunities to engage in improvisations using a range of percussion instruments, 

keyboard, guitar or voice. These might be structured based on a theme or activity directive, or 

free improvisations. Sessions ended with a check out activity where group members could say 

what they enjoyed and did not enjoy about a session, within the structure of a song.   

Through following the diversion themes, the group could enhance young people’s 

experience of the diversion process through offering them activities they enjoyed and 

opportunities to explore diversion themes non-verbally and creatively, expanding their 

knowledge and internalisation of the key themes of the programme (Omar et al., 2012). In 

addition, participation in this research offered some young people their first opportunity to 

explore the benefits of making music as part of a group in any context. Participation could 

empower young people through offering an opportunity to contribute to the enhancement of 

programmes that serve to help others in similar situations to their own. However, young 

people might also find aspects of music therapy groups challenging. Through the process of 
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setting up the research and recruiting group members, I had to ensure that this research was 

ethically conducted and did not cause harm to participants. 

Ethical Considerations 

Stige et al. (2009) have defined ethics in research as the way in which “values and 

moral principles are integrated in the actions and reflections of research” (p. 1511). It is 

imperative that research does not cause harm to participants, and also important to ensure 

that the dignity and respect of research participants are upheld in all ways. The ethical 

undertaking of case studies can be particularly complex as, due to the small number of 

participants, it is a challenge to navigate through issues such as confidentiality. Simons (2020) 

notes how it is “difficult to portray some of the contextual detail that would enhance 

understanding for readers because it would raise the risk of identifiability of individuals, as 

would visual data” (p. 691). I had to navigate these issues sensitively, particularly when 

working with young people who had committed offences. They might be stigmatised in their 

communities if they were recognised. In addition, they might feel embarrassed by case study 

material that focussed on experiences of chaos rather than exhibiting their potential. The 

project required that I both reflexively addressed ethical issues I considered before initiating 

the programme, as well as those that arose through the process. 

Before proceeding with the research, I gained ethical consent from the national NICRO 

organisation (see Appendix C1) as well as the University of Melbourne (see Appendix C2 and 

C3) to undertake this research. The process of gaining consent from the University of 

Melbourne required that I carefully work through steps I put in place to ensure that every part 

of the research process was ethical. In addition, as a music therapist registered in South Africa, 

I adhered to the stipulated ethical requirements of the HPCSA (the Health Professions Council 

of South Africa). These have been developed within South Africa, ensuring that the work of 

health practitioners is relevant within the local context. The NICRO organisation is also well-
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established in South Africa and staff members of this organisation have insight into the various 

contexts within which they operate. They were thus able to support my ethical undertaking of 

the research. I was required to follow reasonable instructions given by the NICRO social 

workers with whom I worked and report to the head office monthly. Should I not comply with 

the ethical stipulations set out by the organisation, they had the right to withdraw their 

permission for the research to take place. This served to strongly protect the rights of group 

participants and the NICRO organisation.  

NICRO staff at the Pietermaritzburg branch could also be called upon to assist with 

challenging group situations and were available for group members to discuss struggles they 

had that they did not feel able to share with me. All social workers and auxiliary social workers 

currently facilitating the YES and ADAPT programmes were fluent in speaking isiZulu and 

English (the two most widely spoken languages in KwaZulu Natal) and shared cultural 

backgrounds with the majority of participants. As a result, they could offer support if there 

were misunderstandings between myself and group members based on language or cultural 

dynamics. These social workers also offered support in ensuring that the research recruitment 

process was ethically undertaken. They signed consent forms to indicate that they were aware 

of the nature of the group, and happy for each group member to participate (see Appendix 

C4). 

Recruitment 

Before beginning the research groups, I offered a workshop introducing the music 

therapy process to social workers who would be facilitating the diversion programmes at 

NICRO. I asked that these social workers verbally describe the research to potential 

participants and their guardians if they were under 18 years (the legal age for a South African 

to give their own consent to participate in research). Each young person (and their guardians if 

applicable) also received a plain language statement (see Appendix C5 and C6) and informed 
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consent/assent letters (see Appendix C7 and C8). These were written in English and isiZulu, so 

that every potential participant could read about the project in their first language. Social 

workers obtained consent from young people interested in participating, and their guardians if 

applicable. I had no pre-existing relationship with diversion programme participants that might 

influence their decision to participate in the research, so that they could choose whether or 

not to join a group without feeling coerced by my presence. 

The plain language statements briefly described what music therapy is and what 

participants might be expected to do in sessions. These letters clarified that the purpose of this 

research was to explore difficult moments, or chaos, during music therapy groups in more 

detail. Thus group members were informed from the start that participation in this group 

might involve some challenges, and that they might also be asked to give feedback on these 

experiences, even though they had the option not to offer feedback. The benefits as well as 

risks of participation in the group were explained. Apart from the risks involved in participating 

in a music therapy group that might bring up intense emotions through music-making, group 

members were made aware that the group would be video recorded. For the first group, video 

recordings were only used for research purposes. For the second, participants were asked 

whether some video material could be shown in limited contexts for academic purposes. It was 

made clear that this would only be the case should the participant first view the excerpt 

themselves and sign additional assent/consent (see Appendix C9). Participants were informed 

that they could leave the study at any point, at which all data pertaining to them would not be 

used, and that their privacy, anonymity and confidentiality would be held at all times. 

Participants and/or their guardians had the opportunity to contact the researchers for further 

information by telephone, email and/or setting up a meeting at NICRO if they had further 

queries. Participants were also invited to a presentation of the final thesis.  
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These were steps taken before the research began to ensure that this research was 

ethically conducted. However, there were further ethical dilemmas I had to negotiate through 

the group processes. To begin, I had to negotiate issues around who was allowed to participate 

in the music therapy group and consent for the research.  

Who Can Join This Group? 

There were often young people who arrived at music therapy groups who had not 

signed consent to participate in the research. Some of these young people insisted that they 

did not want to join the group but wanted to sit in the room (even though the door was closed 

and I’d asked that only those who wanted to join the group enter). Further, young people 

might be referred by the courts to join a diversion programme at any point, so that there 

might be new members each week. On some occasions social workers did not feel confident 

enough to describe the music therapy process to these group members or might have been 

called away to court or prison, so that diversion programme participants arrived with no 

knowledge about the group or research. Even for those interested in joining the research 

group, there were challenges around consent. While older participants signed their own 

consent forms, there were some under 18 who had signed assent forms but needed consent 

from their guardians. One young person noted that he stayed with his older brother and only 

saw his grandmother, his primary guardian, at times. In all of these situations I had to decide 

who was allowed to participate in the music therapy group and the research and who should 

be excluded.  

As I considered these ethical dilemmas, I noticed that group members seemed more 

comfortable with the flow of young people in and out of the room than I was. I questioned 

whether my assumptions and stipulations regarding what was ethical, appropriate or allowed 

did not always fit this context. If music was a communal, social activity, was it necessary to 

keep people out of the room? Would a closed space make young people feel safer or might 
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some find this threatening? If someone arrived late because of their transport, must they be 

excluded? Should someone who did not see their primary guardian regularly not be excluded 

from a group where they could make music?  

In response to these questions, I decided that a group would preferably start once 

there were two group members present, but I would also accept beginning with one if that 

person felt comfortable enough working with me alone. I allowed others to join late and 

welcomed any person who wanted to join provided they were participants in the diversion 

programme. I explained the process to new members after sessions. I ensured they handed 

their consent forms to social workers when I was not present so that they did not feel coerced 

to participate to appease me. I did not use any data pertaining to the participation of any 

young people who had joined a group session unless they had signed consent. Even when 

young people had agreed to participate in the research, they would not be forced to take on 

any task.  

I felt that these decisions enabled me to conduct the research in a way that honoured 

research participants; those who wanted to observe or attend a group without participating in 

the research; as well as those who did not want to participate at all. It appeared that group 

members did not feel coerced to participate in the research and/or music therapy group. Some 

arrived at the centre later to attend only the diversion programme, some left the room 

immediately when the group was explained, and still others attended only one session. Those 

who participated in the research expressed their enjoyment of the groups. 

There were a few instances where the inclusion of those who did not give consent to 

participate in the research groups influenced the research negatively. I had to exclude a 

particularly chaotic and interesting experience of a story-writing activity from my research 

data from the first group because two non-consenting young people played a significant role. 

There was also one very active member of the first group who never managed to get consent 
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from their guardians to participate in the research process. As a result, any data pertaining to 

this person’s involvement in the group has not been used.  

For the most part, however, group members who attended the group without giving 

their consent to participate in the research chose to sit at the back of the room and observed 

sessions rather than participating actively. They also sat out of the view of the two cameras 

recording sessions16. As a result, I could still use data from sessions that included these young 

people. Although their presence in the room might have had some impact on those who had 

consented to participate in the research, there was not a need to refer directly to any of these 

individuals through my analysis. 

Exploring Chaos in Research Groups 

A second ethical conundrum I had to consider before beginning groups was the fact 

that I would be facilitating groups from an explicitly paradoxical approach and considering 

chaos in groups as a resource. This was not a role I was accustomed to taking. As noted in the 

introduction to this thesis (Chapter 1), my primary role in therapy groups had to be that of 

therapist, ensuring that the group was beneficial for all group members. My research to this 

point on the value of chaos in music therapy groups convinced me that utilising chaos as a 

resource could significantly enhance the potential for group transformation. However, if chaos 

in groups appeared overwhelming to some group members I would have to intervene, perhaps 

before we had time to explore the resources this experience offered to others fully. If a group 

appeared not to encounter challenges, I could not precipitate chaos merely for research 

purposes.  

For the most part, the two groups organically included elements of chaos that was 

shared by myself and group members. Taking a paradoxical approach enabled me to 

incorporate the chaos rather than feeling (as I might have before) that this work was not 

 
16 I had made group members aware of where they could sit to stay out of the camera view 
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possible or could not have therapeutic value for the group. Members of the research groups 

were also verbally proficient to an extent, and we discussed our experiences, so that they were 

given opportunities to reflect on the process if it was particularly challenging. These 

discussions not only contributed to the research but also formed part of common therapy 

practice with verbal clients (McFerran, 2010), and could support young people to make 

connections between the therapy process and their lives beyond the group. Thus I felt it not 

only ethical, but beneficial for the group to approach this work from a paradoxical approach.  

In total, nine young people consented to participate in the two research groups I 

facilitated. 

Research Participants 

Group 1 

Five people consented to participate in the first research group. These were all male 

and included three Black17 young people who spoke isiZulu as a first language, and two 

Coloured young people whose first language was English. In addition, this group included a 

number of young people from the diversion programme who sat in and observed groups, and 

one active participant who did not manage to gain consent to participate in the research. Thus, 

seven people attended regularly, and an additional four attended some sessions, so that there 

were often around nine to eleven young people present. 

Participants in the first group were part of the ADAPT programme, for young people 

who have committed drug-related offences. The diversion programme took place over five 

days of school holidays, and I offered one music therapy session of an hour every day 

preceding each diversion session. The social worker facilitating the diversion programme felt 

able to complete the diversion process (usually 12 sessions) by combining material and 

 
17 Given the importance of accounting for the impact of racial dynamics within the South African context, I have specified the races of 

group members 
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lengthening the time of sessions to complete the programme over this holiday, rather than 

having to work around school timetables, which can be difficult. As the music therapist, I did 

not feel it was possible to do the same, given that the music therapy process relied in part on 

the development of group relationships; familiarity with the process and opportunities to 

reflect on how aspects explored in music therapy might be transferred to the lives of young 

people over time. Thus I facilitated two additional sessions over two weeks once the school 

term had started. Only two group members attended these sessions, possibly due to the 

pressures of school, or the fact that it was not compulsory to attend the clinic on these days. 

The short time frame of this group put pressure on me as the researcher. I had to 

record my field notes as well as conducting an initial video analysis between sessions, so that I 

could bring video excerpts to reflect on together with the group the following day. However, 

the excerpts we managed to discuss were those I found most significant for the research 

analysis. 

As the group took place over the school holidays, group members were relatively 

relaxed. While sessions had a stipulated starting time, the actual time we began was 

negotiated with group members daily. Often, those who arrived on time preferred to wait for a 

few group members (at least 4) to arrive at the clinic, and perhaps have a smoke, before we 

began. The flexibility of the diversion programme allowed for this. As a result, most (regular) 

group members were present for the full duration of sessions. Members of this group often 

seemed more interested in chatting to one another or trying instruments than working 

towards any focussed goals. I experienced this as chaotic overall, and yet this was 

predominantly due to the disconnection between my intentions those of the group. However, I 

did experience some moments of group fragmentation that participants shared to some 

extent. These were moments when group members did not agree on their intentions within an 
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activity and there was a general uncertainty (or disinterest) in how the group might work 

together. 

Group 2  

The second group was offered for young people attending the YES programme for 

young people who had committed general offences. Four Black young people, two males and 

two females, who all spoke isiZulu as their first language consented to participate. No sessions 

included more than the four consenting group members. The group took place over seven 

weeks during the school term, on a weekday afternoon. Attendance of this group was far less 

consistent. Sometimes only one or no group members were present at the beginning of 

sessions. Some group members arrived very late, and groups rarely included the same 

members. I was never certain of who might be attending, whether I would see a group 

member again, whether we would be able to continue a process or start again the following 

week. The timeframe for sessions was also limited, so that I had to cut a session short if group 

members arrived late. I experienced these factors surrounding the group as chaotic. At the 

same time, the disparity between group members; competition between two group members 

and the chaotic life experiences one group member shared elicited experiences of chaos within 

groups. 

In order to explore both case studies in as much detail as possible, the primary data 

collected for analysis included videos of sessions that incorporated feedback from group 

members as well as myself. To gain more insights into my own experiences of sessions, I also 

wrote field notes directly after each group session, which I refer to as part of the analysis 

process. I will discuss the process of videoing sessions before describing how I attempted to 

include participant voices as much as possible through the process of collecting and analysing 

data.  
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Data Collection 

Video 

Video recordings of sessions were a particularly valuable way of capturing detailed 

events that I could observe repeatedly, looking for what might be surprising, or what might 

challenge and recreate my preliminary theory regarding a paradoxical approach to music 

therapy groups. In addition to the value of videoing for the research, many young people are 

used to using recordings in everyday life (for example, taking ‘selfies’ or videos of their 

experiences using cell phones). Literature is emerging from music therapists about the ways 

that young people are often comfortable with, and may even enjoy, the presence of a camera 

in music therapy (Derrington, 2019). In the research groups, young people could use video to 

explore different ways of expressing themselves and had opportunities to view excerpts of 

recordings if they wish, which offered them additional insights into their lives and interactions 

(Derrington, 2019). Participants could take on different personas, such as that of rap artists in 

a music video, which might have encouraged exploration of alternative viewpoints (Sparrman, 

2005). Video recordings could therefore enable exploration of aspects other forms of research 

may not be able to show (Anderson & Proto, 2016).  

Lee and McFerran (2015) have highlighted that in music therapy, video recordings are 

a particularly valuable source of data collection. Video recordings offer a powerful means of 

capturing non-verbal and musical interactions (Holck, 2007), as well as more obscure 

processes possibly beyond the immediate awareness of the group (including the therapist) 

(Liebenberg et al., 2014). Because music therapists are charged with understanding both 

narrative and musical mediums, this strategy enables the therapist to plan further sessions 

reflexively.  

Video data offered an important means through which the group and I could observe 

group events from different perspectives. As we viewed video excerpts together, we 
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engaged in a process of “double hermeneutics”, where a researcher “tries to make sense of 

the lived experience of a participant who tries to make sense of his/her experience” 

(Trondalen, 2005, p. 369). This supported the iterative research process as we constructed 

and deconstructed different ways of engaging with chaotic experiences based on our 

reflections of the video data.  

Group sessions were videoed with two cameras, placed at different points in the room, 

angled to capture the whole bodies of all who consented to be video recorded. Attendees who 

had not given their consent to be videoed or to participate in the research were excluded from 

the camera view as much as possible. This was difficult when participants moved around the 

room. However, group members were all made aware of the cameras and where they could sit 

to be excluded or included in the video. I turned the cameras on before starting each group 

session while the group was present so that all were aware that they were being videoed. The 

presence of the video cameras seemed to have little explicit impact on the group behaviour in 

sessions, although those not wanting to be filmed leaned back at times to stay out of view. 

This was an interesting contrast to groups I have facilitated with younger participants, who 

might use the camera to film each other, or direct their group engagement towards the 

camera specifically. Group members did enjoy watching recordings of themselves when 

reflecting on moments of chaos. They were sometimes surprised by how they looked and 

gained new insights into the group that they could share with others, also adding important 

insights to the research process.  

At the same time, however, the fact that group sessions were video recorded 

presented challenges in ensuring the confidentiality and privacy of group members who 

consented to participate in the research. 
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Ethics and Video 

If the safety or privacy of any research participant was compromised, this might 

accentuate a stigma related to this young person in their communities. The plain language 

statement and participant consent forms made it clear that  pseudonyms would be used for 

the names of participants and any information pertaining directly to them would not be used, 

to protect their confidentiality and privacy. However, video data presents a challenge in that 

participants are clearly identifiable (Anderson & Proto, 2016). Even when recordings were only 

used for research purposes, some young people might have felt threatened by the presence of 

a video camera. I had to report any behaviour that may indicate that group members may pose 

a risk to themselves or others. This is a legal requirement for both research and clinical 

practice as a means of protecting clients and the public (Bates, 2015), and was made clear to 

group members in the plain language statements. Some participants may have been wary of 

camera footage capturing behaviours that could negatively influence their progress reports or 

court proceedings if this was shared. 

There was no need for me to report any potentially dangerous behaviours to the social 

workers through this research process. However, excerpts of video relevant to the research 

were shown in groups to stimulate reflections. Given the focus on chaos and challenging group 

experiences, some group members felt awkward when watching themselves on video. It was 

exceptionally important that there was sufficient time to reflect on these reactions, so that 

group members could gain insights about themselves rather than merely feeling embarrassed. 

Video footage for the first group was only used for the research.  Members of the second 

group had to sign assent for any video clips of them to be used for academic or teaching 

purposes, and could thus ensure that excerpts that made them feel embarrassed were not 

shown to anyone outside of the group. When group members did give consent for video 

excerpts to be used, their faces were blurred and pseudonyms were used for their names so 
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that they would not be able to be identified. I also did not use excerpts where group members 

spoke, so that their voices would not be recognised. 

It was not only the group that might have been impacted by the camera, but also my 

research process. Sparrman (2005) noted that although video recordings are often used for 

data collection, even the use of video presents one particular way of viewing and 

understanding an event. Sparrman (2005) has argued that “the mere thought that someone is 

observing you can make the most innocent act stand out as forbidden” (p. 243). The camera 

could have a significant presence in the room, even if I had not noticed this within the group.  

The camera limited how much of the group I was able to observe and data I could record, thus 

perhaps privileging some aspects of group happenings over others. As Sparrman (2005) has 

noted: “The researcher constructs a specific way of seeing by and through the video camera; 

thereby the recorded material per se also becomes a social and cultural statement. Seeing and 

looking are always acts of interpretation” (p. 250). Data captured on video could not be 

considered as objective, and this was particularly so as the group and I delved into moments of 

chaos in the research groups that were difficult to comprehend. 

As a result, whilst the video data supported how we reflected on our experiences, 

McNamee (2004) has stressed that our narrative presents a way in which we understand the 

world and is helpful in explaining our actions. The feedback group members gave when 

watching the videos challenged or affirmed my own subjective interpretations based on my 

initial analysis of the video data. Young people were far better equipped to explain how they 

engaged with chaos in sessions themselves than any of my observations might offer. In 

addition, the inclusion of the views of participants was important to differentiate my 

experiences from that of group members during chaotic moments. Thus, I explored different 

ways of encouraging group participants to engage as co-researchers.  
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Researching Together: Accessing Participant Voice in Research 

When conducting research with children, Lundy et al. (2011) stressed the necessity of 

addressing power imbalances between children and adults and ensuring children’s rights are 

respected and their views are taken seriously. Lundy et al. (2011) suggested that this can be 

best done using age appropriate methods and collaborating with them in all aspects of the 

research. Although I was working with young people who might be able to articulate their 

views more easily than children, it was important that I considered age appropriate means to 

include group participants as co-researchers. I attempted to ensure that my approach to the 

research encouraged group members to contribute as much as possible through offering 

multiple possibilities for their feedback. 

Firstly, group members were asked for feedback during and after specific activities and 

at the end of sessions – something I would do as a therapist anyway. For example, after a 

chaotic moment in the second group I asked how group members experienced this through 

the following dialogue: 

Helen:  What was that like? 

Sihle:  It was like crazy! 

Helen:  Crazy, why was it crazy? 

Sihle:  Many different sounds, didn't come together to make a sound 

Helen:  What was it like when we were playing all different beats? 

Philani:  For me, it was like I was beating on mine, and then the others - it collides 

(Appendix D4, p. 502) 

Secondly, part of most sessions incorporated time to discuss video excerpts I showed 

groups from previous sessions. I asked group members questions about how they 

remembered their actual experiences and how they perceived these experiences through the 

video excerpts. As a co-researcher, I also engaged with group members, presenting my 
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reflections for the group to affirm or critique, or as a means of furthering discussions. Most 

members of the first group loved seeing video recordings of themselves, and yet some 

struggled to articulate their experiences. For example: 

Helen:  (Points to Langa) - and you started that, did you see that? 

Langa:  Nods head and laughs 

Helen:   So, I don't know, if the group hadn't stopped do you think you would have 

started something else or just… 

Langa:  No. 

Helen:  Or just carried on 

Langa: I was just gonna carry on 

(Appendix D2, p. 486) 

Another helpful means of encouraging group members to offer feedback regarding the 

therapy and research process was through musicking itself. At the end of our group process, 

Langa (the group member referred to above) explained that: “I don’t like talking a lot, when 

we were playing the instruments it was better.” Thus, in the second group, after one member 

had described a feeling of pressure in the group, I asked the group to play what it felt like to 

stand up to pressure (see Appendix D7).  

Musicking is a form of communication that can express ideas difficult to verbalise, 

presenting unique ways of knowing and constructions of experienced reality (Bruscia, 2005; 

Daykin, 2008). However, Daykin (2008) has suggested that “the meanings of musical data need 

to be elaborated in grounded, reflexive studies that take into account music’s particular 

properties as well as the effects of mediating discourses and listeners’ responses in particular 

contexts” (p. 239). My analysis of thick descriptions had to be considered in the context of any 

feedback group members did offer.  
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Despite the different means I offered for group members to contribute to the 

research, group reflections were limited. This research was based on my agenda, not that of 

group members. Some group members seemed primarily interested in making music, not 

participating in any reflections regarding what they were doing. It was important that group 

members could choose how they presented their ideas and some seemed to make a choice by 

saying nothing.  

Absenteeism, group members arriving late or needing to leave the group early also 

impacted opportunities to discuss experiences in groups. Even when group members were 

present through a full process, their feedback sometimes appeared to be strongly swayed by 

group dynamics. I had to consider whose voices were not heard and why this might be the 

case. This was most clearly reflected through the relationships between Olwandle and Philani 

in the second group. Although they conflicted actively through the way they made music, 

Olwandle clearly articulated himself and Philani became very quiet during verbal discussions.  

At one point, when I directly asked Philani for his feedback he responded: “Ja (yes), the thing 

he said”, apparently agreeing with Olwandle rather than offering what might be contrasting 

thoughts (Appendix D6, p. 496).  

Reflections also required group members to share verbally in English, limiting the 

potential for young people not fluent in this language to voice their ideas. Others may have 

struggled to interact with myself as a White woman who possibly did not understand their 

circumstances at all. The ability to translate musical experiences into words (in any language) 

was an additional challenge. The music therapist Ansdell (2001) noted the difficulty of finding 

adequate words to explain the work that we do in music. This struggle was highlighted in an 

example of a discussion in the first group (between two of the most articulate group members) 

when I asked about an experience of music-making: 
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Mandla:  We were kind of…relaxed? Committed?...Music's not… 

Zakhele:  It's like…aaaahhh… 

(Appendix D1, p. 471) 

Beyond the challenges of verbalising their ideas, some group members struggled to 

reflect on an evolving and exploratory research process. For example, in the first group Mandla 

found it difficult to describe his experiences of a process where we were changing how we 

might work together:  

Helen:  Did you feel the same now as when you were yesterday actually 

playing? 

Mandla:  But I think it's beyond this?...see you…how to do…what others are 

doing…When we were playing the music we were all like just hitting 

the drums…now we can see how it comes out, it's like…but now we 

gonna try and do it together. 

(Appendix D1, p. 471) 

In a similar way, in the second group, Philani’s reflection on his participation in a 

session after the activity and when watching the video excerpt the following week seemed 

contradictory, indicating how the evolving, exploratory process not only impacted how young 

people engaged directly with chaos, but also how they thought about this engagement: 

Philani:  (Directly after the activity): I was the best! 

Philani:  (The following week, after watching the clip): I was playing the worst part…oh, 

ei…this drums, this day I was hyper 

(Appendix D7, p. 523, 524) 

Overall, feedback from those able to articulate their views provided a partial account 

of group experiences. The feedback group members did offer was important in confirming or 

challenging my own assumptions. My research to some extent relied on these reflections, and 
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yet was substantially supplemented by my personal constructions and observation of video 

data. Charmaz (2006) has argued that all emergent theory depends on the researcher’s view. 

Each way a researcher constructs data, how data is collected and what data is privileged, is a 

construct of the research (Mruck & Mey, 2019).  My agenda, analysis and interpretations may 

not reflect those of research participants. Tools such as “member-checking” were not possible 

given the fact that group members only attended NICRO temporarily, and it was difficult to 

make contact with them outside of this timeframe. Given my strong reliance on my own 

constructions of this research, reflexivity through the process was of exceptional importance 

to ensure that this research was ethical, sufficiently rigorous to represent a plausible 

interpretation of the data, and thus held value for music therapists facilitating groups with 

young people in the future.  

I have labelled the systematic process of data analysis I employed through this 

research study as “abductive video analysis.” Through this process I constructed findings that 

offer a partial and yet rigorously constructed theory regarding how young people and music 

therapists can engage with chaos as a resource in music therapy groups.  

Abductive Video Analysis 

Like any “good analysis,” Timmermans and Tavory (2012) asserted that abductive 

analysis includes aspects such as coding, constant comparison and memo-writing. While 

Timmermans and Tavory (2012) considered abductive analysis as a research method by itself, 

removed from grounded theory completely due to important philosophical underpinnings, 

Flick (2019) considered the iterative process involved in grounded theory analysis as inclusive 

of abductive coding, alongside inductive and deductive analysis. Similarly, the method of 

abduction requires returning to the raw data to test out surprising or new insights gained, 

through inductive and/or deductive coding. In contrast to grounded theory, however, 

Timmermans and Tavory (2012) claimed that through abductive analysis, a researcher is 
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continually searching for new theoretical or conceptual possibilities through challenging and 

relooking at phenomena from different angles. 

I felt that the video data I had collected presented the most detailed picture of group 

happenings and engagement that could be viewed from varied angles. I could review what I 

felt was surprising or unusual repeatedly. This supported the process of abductive research.  

The Process of Video Analysis 

There are many possibilities for analysing video data of music therapy sessions, and 

thus it was important to consider which methods might be most relevant for my research. 

McFerran and Wigram (2005) noted that although notating musical data might be considered 

as the most relevant means of capturing this data, this is very limited, and might draw away 

from the contextual elements that are essential to understanding this music as a whole. There 

are many aspects to music beyond the notes, such as the composer’s intentions or syntactical 

meanings that have to be accounted for to gain some understanding of the music. Thus, music 

therapy researchers have considered alternative ways of analysing video material.  

Lee and McFerran (2015) introduced the technique they described as “Interpretative 

Phenomenological Video Analysis (IPVA)” (p. 371), as a means of analysing data from music 

therapy sessions. This was based on an approach developed by Ferrara (1984), the first 

researcher to employ phenomenological tools in his research within the field of musicology. 

Ferrara (1984) noted that “phenomenology provides a method that may uncover dimensions 

of syntax not usually explicated in conventional approaches to musical analysis” (p. 360). He 

proposed listening repeatedly to a piece of music, with a different intended focus each time. 

These included listening to a piece as a whole, and then considering syntactical, semantic and 

ontological aspects of the music, writing reflective descriptions after each listening. He could 

draw these together to present a detailed, thick description of the music overall.  
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Through drawing from Ferrara’s approach, music therapists Lee and McFerran (2015) 

proposed listening repeatedly to a video excerpt, each time with a different focus. Their 

process included gathering an initial understanding of the moment through interviewing the 

music therapist in the session; viewing a chosen event within the whole section; deciding on 

the “scope of analysis” or the start and end point of the moment to be analysed; and then 

repeatedly viewing the excerpt describing the “bodily behaviours, facial expressions, and 

vocalisations of the participants in micro-detail” (p. 371). Lee and McFerran (2015) then 

returned to explore what in a session might have led to the moment they had analysed. 

Finally, through “integrating parts and whole”, the researchers formed an integrated narrative 

of an excerpt through drawing together all the descriptions that they had collected from each 

stage of the analysis process (p. 375). The approach that Lee and McFerran (2015) described to 

some extent resembles my own process of analysing my video material. 

The processes of data selection and analysis that I chose to use for my abductive 

video analysis were as follows: 

1. Therapist’s reflections: Writing my own session notes to describe my immediate and 

personal experience of each session as a therapist research participant 

2. Open listening to a whole session: Listening to a session while capturing the overall video 

data with line drawings that would assist in selection and contextualisation of excerpts 

relevant to the research 

3. Selection of excerpts for analysis: Finding moments observed as chaotic through my 

observations 

4. Listening to the excerpt as a whole: Listening to the excerpt and writing a thick description 

of interactions and musicking within the group 
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5. Repeated listening: Observing excerpts repeatedly, each time indexing the actions and 

interactions of a single group member in context in micro-detail. These included verbal and 

non-verbal musical, bodily and vocal actions 

6. Initial Coding: Coding the indexing for each individual and grouping codes according to my 

inferences regarding the particular interests or focuses of group members in the session 

(musicking, group activities or relationships)  

7. Narrative scripts: Constructing narratives (in the form of thoughts I imagined individual 

group members might engage in) for group members’ actions over time. Narratives 

included transcribed feedback from group members as well  as my interpretations of their 

actions in the group from the video analysis  

8. The Group Matrix: Developing and refining a group matrix to map the evolving theory 

through a process of abductive, inductive and deductive coding of narratives 

I will describe each of these steps of the video analysis that led towards a matrix presenting my 

research findings. 

Therapist’s Reflections 

The first stage of my video analysis could be likened to Lee and McFerran’s (2015) first 

video analysis technique, “understanding the whole” through gaining the perspective of the 

music therapist who had facilitated the session. As the researcher-therapist-participant, I 

wrote my own field notes. I recorded these reflections directly after each session, before I 

viewed my video data. These notes were compiled just as I would usually write session notes 

for my professional music therapy practice, and included an overview of group sessions; 

spontaneous, personal reflections; as well as brief observations I made of each group member 

through the session. Alongside serving as research data I used these session notes to compile a 

report on each group process for NICRO; brief reports for each group member that would be 
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included in their files (if they wished) and for preparing certificates handed to each participant 

at the end of the group process, indicating their strengths and growth over our time together.  

In addition to mapping the session from my own perspective my field notes served as a 

research diary reflecting on my experience of practicing music therapy from a paradoxical 

approach. I could record spontaneous insights, thoughts and assumptions. Mruck and Mey 

(2019) have suggested that research diaries record “personal interests and motives…and later 

on emotional responses, uncertainties, and stagnation during the research process” (p. 484). 

My field notes reflected my motives and reflexive decisions that led to my actions that I 

observed on the video data. I highlighted my session notes based on the colours I had used to 

depict group moments through the first phase of my research (see Chapter 4 ), so that by 

scanning through my notes I could gain a sense of how I experienced a group moment. 

Through considering my field notes alongside video data or group feedback I could observe 

when my experiences contradicted those of the group or with observations of myself, leading 

to surprising findings. In turn, this guided reflexive decisions I made as a therapist and 

researcher through the process. For example, my first comments after the first group’s fifth 

session were: 

Group 1, Session 5. What a weird, crazy day – where I never felt entirely confident or 

too sure that what I was doing had any value – it might have been brilliant or 

useless??? 

The group members are all at entirely different places – some just take over, hardly 

listen to others at all, others hardly do anything, even when I ensure they’re given 

space, nobody is ever really together at all – it’s one of the most fragmented groups in 

terms of their ability to make music together, anything more than when we play 

exactly the same beat together on drums! 
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I had highlighted this reflection in red, representing my experience of overall 

dissonance in the group, and my uncertainty. On observing the video data, however, I noticed 

that group members were in fact engaged in a variety of meaningful activities. I observed on 

the video how I stood back (even while feeling uncertain), and this allowed group members to 

use the group as they needed. This seemed an appropriate, important response. As a result, 

from this point I took more time than I might have done in the past, waiting for the group 

before actively engaging. 

Importantly, my session notes represented my viewpoint, along with my assumptions 

of the group and research process. Mruck and Mey (2019) have asserted that “single 

researchers are hardly able to reflect on their own biographical and professional pre-

assumptions…without external support and disturbance” (p. 483). My session notes presented 

a starting point that led to questions I could ask group members themselves in sessions that 

followed to challenge my preconceived notions. These notes also presented aspects of the 

research to explore with my clinical and research supervisors and peer researchers. Mruck and 

Mey (2019) stated that “others’ feedback will open up a multifaceted picture to be 

systematically integrated into the developing theory” (p. 486). 

Once I had written field notes I viewed the video material that provided another lens 

through which I could explore group happenings. For the first group I had to view and conduct 

an initial analysis of this material immediately, given the group process ran daily through a five 

day holiday. Each day I had to select which excerpts I needed to show to group members for 

feedback the following day, and also consider how I might engage differently from a 

paradoxical perspective based on how I experienced this data. For the second group process I 

preferred to remove myself from the group experience for at least a day before exploring the 

video data.  
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Open Listening to Video Data 

To begin engaging with the video data, I listened to the material captured on both 

cameras through a whole session. This aligns with Lee and McFerran (2015)’s second stage of 

“understanding the whole in context,” where the researchers considered an excerpt within the 

overall session. Through viewing sessions as a whole, I could situate what I experienced as 

more chaotic within the overall session. 

As a video takes place over time, it can be difficult to remember as a whole in a 

moment. Thus, I employed the use of graphic notation to visually depict the data, including 

what was happening within the music, group interactions and activities. Bergstrøm-Nielsen 

(2010) proposed “graphic notation” to compile “aural scores,” that he described as a “map of 

the musical landscape” (p. 163). Bergstrøm-Nielsen (2010) valued graphic notation as “much 

information can be packed into it in advance, and the eye can create a mental image of visual 

objects very fast” (p. 162). It was easy to scan through visual representations of hours of data, 

to view a session as a whole or select moments of interest to explore more closely. In addition, 

Bergstrøm-Nielsen (2010) pointed out that “compared with using descriptive and/or 

interpretative words, one may have the feeling of remaining within a non-verbal, ambiguous, 

creative atmosphere and can thus more directly continue the process in which the music was 

created” (p. 163). 

Graphic notation might begin with the use of a line drawing: “That is, draw a line and 

make it expressive your own way. You do not have to draw a strict line all the time; you can 

also depart from it to make some other simple figures” (Bergstrøm-Nielsen, 2010, p. 163). This 

technique could be freely utilised and developed with figures or symbols to fit the purpose of 

documenting musical and video data. During moments of chaos in my research the group 

musicking was sometimes so fragmented and might seem impossible to notate. In these 

moments I was more interested in how group members used instruments (even in non-musical 
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ways, such as just rolling a drum around), and interacted. My graphic notation enabled me to 

depict multiple aspects of my video observations.  

McFerran and Wigram (2005) argued that even graphic notation, as proposed by 

Bergstrøm-Nielsen, is not sufficient to capture the nature of a musical improvisation fully. Yet, 

this provided me with a means of working through large amounts of data to find and 

contextualise excerpts that would be meaningful to analyse in more detail for this research. 

The images and lines I had used conveyed far more than I might have been able to describe in 

a lengthy narrative.  

The three figures below present my line drawings of one predominantly ordered or 

structured group moment, and two more chaotic moments:  

 

Figure 6.1:  

Organised Contributions (Group 1, Session 5) 
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Figure 6.2:  

Dissonance Moving Towards Inspiration (Group 1, Session 5) 

 

Figure 6.3:  

Dissonance and Conflict (Group 2, Session 5) 

 

For my graphic notation I decided to use colours based on the first part of my research 

to highlight group happenings. Yellow lines indicated completely structured group moments, 

green lines (as shown in Figure 6.1) showed organised contributions of group members. Red 

lines indicated dissonance in the group and orange conflict. Purple lines represented moments 

of inspiration of group members and blue moments of partnering. The orange and red colours 

presented in Figure 6.2 and 6.3, portray the chaos I observed on the video in these moments. 
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The flow and pattern of a line provided an idea of the rhythmic patterns in the group. 

Repeated patterns and a single line suggested more structure and collaborative engagement 

(see Figure 6.1). Two or more lines drawn in the same moment or scribbled lines (Figure 6.2) 

represented moments of fragmentation in the group and often moments I struggled to make 

sense of through open listening to the video as a whole. The strength (or darkness) of a line 

(see Figure 6.3) indicated the tension or loudness in the room and the placing of the line 

indicated the rising pitch (or energy). Even when a musical pattern was clear, this was coloured 

as dissonant or conflicting (red and orange) when this diverged or competed with the rest of 

the group activity, as in Figure 6.3. 

My graphic notation included information such as the time of events (so that excerpts 

would be easy to find), the group activity, and transcriptions of anything group members said 

or sang (as much as I could audibly discern). I wrote details that might help explain confusing 

group events. For example, in Figure 6.3, I explained that the keyboard was not always fitting 

with the rest of the group, and that was what created a sense of dissonance even as the rest of 

the group seemed to be partnering, or working together well. I could thus scan quickly through 

my graphic notation to select excerpts that would be particularly relevant for this research.  

Selection of Excerpts to Analyse 

As I visually scanned through my graphic notation, I became aware of many instances 

that supported my initial theory regarding the paradoxical interplay between chaotic and 

ordered group events occurring simultaneously and over time through a group process. It was 

sometimes difficult to decide whether a moment could be considered as chaotic or more 

structured, such as when a group worked together with musicking that sounded fragmented or 

dissonant.  

However, the focus of this part of the research was on chaos. I was mostly interested 

in moments dominated by red and orange coloured lines (indicating the dominance of chaos 
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over ordered experiences within that moment); scribbled and uneven lines; or different 

coloured lines in one place where I had struggled to gain a sense of group happenings through 

viewing the video for the first time. I selected excerpts where the chaos in a group seemed 

static (remaining in a similar colour or similar intensity over time such the lines in Figure 6.3), 

and where it seemed to precede change within the group, as shown in Figure 6.2. I kept note 

of events leading up to and following excerpts. 

Descriptions of Group Moments Selected 

I selected eight excerpts to analyse. Most included a whole group activity within a 

session. Through grouping these excerpts I explored three different ways in which group 

members utilised chaotic experiences in groups over time.  

Process 1: Engaging with Group Fragmentation 

I compared the first two excerpts that described how the first group engaged with 

chaotic experiences that occurred in similar activities within two consecutive sessions: 

Excerpt 1: Group 1, Session 4 (11min 58s)18 

Group members were asked to choose a word to express how they were in the 

moment. In turn, I had asked each to play what that word sounded like to them on an 

instrument of their choice, while the rest of the group matched their musicking to support 

them. In the excerpt the group appeared to refuse or were unable to follow each leader, so 

that there was an overall sense of chaos within the group. Each individual seemed occupied 

with their own activity, even as there was some talking or gesturing between some group 

members. The pervading sense of chaos (for me) endured through the activity and the rest of 

the session, even though I noticed slight changes in the music as different participants had 

turns to ‘lead’ the group. As the therapist, I only stepped in to remind the group of the purpose 

of the activity or ensure each group member had a turn to lead the group. 

 
18 See Appendix D1 
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Excerpt 2: Group 1, Session 5 (16min 43s)19 

 The group was participating in an improvisation. I had offered a turn for each group 

member to lead without specifying how they should play. I handed a microphone to a group 

member who had explored rapping in the last session and ensured that group members who 

wanted to try out certain instruments were given that opportunity. I spent time setting the 

volume for the microphone – the group member rapping generally wanted it louder whilst I 

wanted it quieter so that his rapping blended with the group. I tried to follow the group or 

support individuals through playing the keyboard intermittently, but stood back and waited 

through much of the chaos I experienced. As for the first excerpt, I experienced fragmentation 

through group members not working together despite a very relaxed or low group energy. 

Although the chaos in the group initially appeared ‘static,’  some group members responded in 

surprising ways over time, through offering unexpected or negotiated musical ideas. The group 

moved towards working together in a spontaneous performance of raps of two participants. 

There was an increase in energy and commitment in the group, with a lot of laughter as the 

microphone was passed around to those who had no interest in rapping.  

Through analysing both these excerpts, I explored the differences between how group 

members engaged with chaos in each session, given that the second excerpt portrayed a 

change in the group that I did not notice in the first excerpt.  

Process 2: Expressing Chaos Verbally and Musically 

The third, fourth and fifth excerpts followed a process where a group member was 

encouraged to engage with the chaos they described within their context beyond the group 

through their musicking: 

 
19 See Appendix D2 
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Excerpt 3: Group 2, Session 1 (Discussion: 5min 46s)20 

I had selected a piece of music to play for the group (The Green Room, by Wayne 

Gratz). While the music played I asked the two group members present, Philani and Sihle, to 

draw a picture of how they were feeling and what they hoped to gain from the diversion 

programme. They drew very different pictures: 

 

Figure 6.4:  

Philani’s Picture 

 
 
 
Figure 6.5:  

Sihle’s Picture 

 

 
20 See Appendix D3 
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Philani described his picture, saying it’s “like I am going somewhere, and the day is 

bright, and the sun is shining…maybe someone is making you angry, then you want to go away, 

leave the stress behind…start a new life…you’ll find a place.” 

In contrast, Sihle’s drawing highlighted the chaos in her (inner and outer) life beyond 

the group through the following dialogue: 

Sihle:  Here are just people you know…and houses burning…and people, they are 

crying for their house…they’re calling, make noise…they’re calling everyone 

to…to help them with their house 

Helen:  And are people coming to help them? 

Sihle:  Yes 

Helen:  How did their house start burning? 

Sihle:  (pause) They also don’t know, they just see the fire 

Helen:  Were they at home when it started? 

Sihle:  Yes 

Helen:  How was that for them? Did it make them scared, or angry (pause)…or just… 

Sihle:  I think they are angry ‘cos of the fire, ‘cos they are crying 

Helen:  Crying? So sad as well? 

(Sihle nods) 

Helen:  If you link that to your story…how might that link to you? 

Sihle:  (Long pause, puts her hands over her face) 

Helen:  Is there stuff you connect to, like feeling angry or sad? 

Sihle:  Yes, I can also feel sad…something…I like is burnt (looks at picture) 

(Appendix D3, p. 497) 
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After some discussion about how the creative things we do can tell us something 

about who we are, I asked whether the picture Sihle drew said something about her life and 

what she needed at this point: 

Sihle:  …Yes…my house is burning…so I have to fight because my…(long pause)…  

Helen:  Sho’, so you’ve got a hard journey 

Sihle:  Yes 

Sihle:  (a little later)…I need to fight for what’s burning or broken…I need to get 

what’s mine out of there 

(Appendix D3, p. 498) 

Sihle could articulate some of the chaos she experienced in her life through talking 

about her drawing. She did this while hiding her face or looking away as if this chaos might feel 

overwhelming for her. Sihle’s musicking in the group was compliant and tentative. She rarely 

ventured to play instruments beyond the drum she was given as sessions started. This seemed 

a strange juxtaposition to the courage she took to share her story.  

Excerpt 4: Group 2, Session 2 (5min 15s)21 

Only Philani and Sihle attended this session. Noting the overwhelming chaos that Sihle 

had articulated in the first session, I hoped to offer her a space to release the intense emotions 

and engage with this chaos in a safe way in our sessions. In this excerpt, during a drumming 

activity I caused ‘musical chaos’. While the whole group had been instructed to follow each 

other’s beats and were participating amenably, I played strongly contrasting rhythms. As group 

members attempted to follow I continued to mis-match their beats. The playing of both group 

members grew louder and stronger as they struggled to match my playing. Sihle described this 

experience as ‘crazy’.  

 
21 See Appendix D4 
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Excerpt 5: Group 2, Session 2 (12min 55s)22 

 In a group improvisation in the same session, I asked the group to work together to 

write a list of different expressions and emotions. Philani included the word ‘crazy’ on the list. 

With the list in front of us, Philani and Sihle took turns to say a word, think about how that 

might ‘sound’ and try to play this on instruments. Philani suggested we play “crazy.” The whole 

group began to play loudly with no set rhythm and without necessarily following one another. 

Sihle walked across the circle and beat two hand drums very loudly with no specific meter, 

smiling and looking at me, apparently with far less regard for following any person in the group 

and more focus on her musicking that expressed “crazy.” It was important to note the 

emotions these two group members chose to express after this moment, perhaps feeling 

happy about being able to release “craziness,” and then trying out more difficult expressions 

such as sadness: 

Sihle:  I choose ‘good’! 

Philani:  I choose ‘happy’! 

Sihle:  I choose ‘scared’! 

Philani:  I choose ‘sad’! 

Sihle:  That sounds ‘down’ 

Philani:  I choose ‘comfort’!  

The group’s musicking through each improvisation closely matched the bodily and facial 

expressions of group members. 

I chose these excerpts as I felt that the disconnection between the chaos Sihle 

described in her life and her behaviour within the session were mis-matched, and perhaps her 

compliance in the group was a sort of giving up or feeling as if she had no voice to “fight for 

what was hers.” My decision to cause chaos in a session was something I had not done before 

 
22 See Appendix D5 
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in my clinical practice but from a paradoxical approach I felt could be exceptionally important. I 

caused chaos to challenge Sihle (and Philani) to “fight,” but still contained this within music 

activities that we could discuss. 

Process 3: Exploring Conflict and Connectedness in a Group 

Finally, I grouped 3 excerpts together, exploring the journey of a friendship developing 

between two group members over three sessions. 

Excerpt 6: Group 2, Session 4 (7min 00s)23 

Philani (the only group member present) and I were discussing a video from a previous 

session when two group members, Olwandle and Nokuthula, joined us 20 minutes before the 

end of the session. Olwandle had never attended the group before, but insisted he wanted to 

join us. I invited Philani to lead an activity by showing the others what he wanted them to play, 

and then to lead the music. He asked Olwandle to play the keyboard, Nokuthula to play a 

djembe drum and asked me to sing into a microphone, while he chose to play the guitar. It was 

difficult for new group members to play more complex instruments such as the keyboard. 

While challenging them to follow what they had been asked to do, I joined in by singing in a 

rather off-key, unpractised way, just exploring my voice so that others laughed and started 

playing louder, with more energy. Every group member chose to play the guitar when taking a 

turn to lead, and asked one person to play the keyboard, another to sing and the third to play 

drums. When asked to play the keyboard or guitar I similarly bashed out some notes or 

strummed without chords to model possibilities the group might try rather than focusing on 

the aesthetics of the music. Most group members were particularly anxious about singing. 

Rather than pushing group leaders to offer slightly less daunting directives, I pushed each 

group member to follow as they were asked. In the session that followed group members 

 
23 See Appendix D6 
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noted how pressured this had felt, but could link this to their life experiences beyond the 

group: 

Helen:  …did you feel like it was pushing you to do new things, or do you think 

it pushed you too far…? 

Olwandle:  Little bit too far 

Helen:  Too far? And in your lives, have you ever been pushed too far to do 

stuff? 

Olwandle:  Yes, sometimes 

Helen:  So you feel the same pressure? What do you do? Do you have to give in 

to that as well? 

Olwandle:  Yes 

Helen:   You do? 

Olwandle:  That's why I'm here 

(Appendix D6, p.515,516) 

Excerpt 7: Group 2, Session 5 (10min 47s)24 

In the next session I asked group members (only Olwandle and Philani were present) 

to explore how they could stand up to this pressure, through the way we made music 

together. After a time Philani, who was verbally quieter, began playing a drum extremely 

loudly, his back turned to us and his rhythm not fitting ours. He continued this playing while 

the rest of the group became much quieter. He moved to the keyboard, but his playing was 

just as loud and mis-matched. Even after a rumble intended to move towards a cadence, 

Philani kept playing. I followed with single drum beats. Olwandle stopped playing altogether. 

Philani said that through his playing he had managed to stand up to pressure. Olwandle, 

 
24 See Appendix D7 
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however, remarked that he had once again felt pressured, saying it was like: “There I go again, 

I’m not getting out!” (Appendix D7, p. 504). 

Excerpt 8: Group 2, Session 6 (13min 40s)25 

 In the final session Olwandle, Philani and Nokuthula were present. I again asked that 

group members improvise together, focusing on listening to each other. This time the more 

verbally dominant member, Olwandle, asked that we played quieter because the loud playing 

was difficult. The group started briefly playing together, but then Philani began to play the 

claves as loudly as he could. Although he could not play the claves as loudly as a drum, this still 

had the effect of dominating over the group. After a short while the rest of the group stopped 

playing and laughed quietly. I challenged Philani to get a little quieter which he did 

immediately, but no-one joined him. He then got louder again and I challenged the rest of the 

group to get louder. Olwandle started beating a hand drum loudly, but with a beat contrasting 

to that of Philani. Philani changed to fit this rhythm so that Olwandle and the whole group 

played a similar rhythm together loudly. Then Philani swapped his instrument. As soon as he 

stopped playing, the rest of the group played more quietly. Philani chose some egg shakers, 

that he shook very quietly. Olwandle put his hand drum down and took egg shakers as well 

and the two played together, musically matching one another. Nokuthula and I were also able 

to match our playing to join the activity. Even so, my own playing seemed too loud to match 

the moment. 

These three excerpts showed how Olwandle and Philani developed a relationship, 

through a constant movement between more collaborative and destructive musicking.  

The excerpts I chose for my analysis mostly occur within group music improvisations. 

The only exception was the drawing activity and discussion captured in the third excerpt. I had 

not initially intended this. Groups included discussions or creative activities such as story-

 
25 See Appendix D8 
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writing that also felt chaotic when group members competed for their ideas to be heard, or 

fragmented into sub-groups conducting their own discussions, for instance. However, given my 

experience as a music therapist practitioner and researcher, I felt comfortable in considering 

the multiple means through which group members communicated themselves and so engaged 

with chaos through their musicking. Many group members that participated in this research 

were also far more active during musicking than in activities such as group discussions, for 

instance. Perhaps they experienced this as a safer means of exploring different expressions. As 

noted in the literature review, Nitsun (1996) confirmed challenges of working verbally with 

groups, as this sometimes limited the exploration of intense bodily experiences of chaos to 

what could be verbally reflected.   

Once I had selected excerpts for data analysis I was able to take them back to the 

group for feedback. The feedback from group members offered insights into how we had 

engaged with chaos and similarly impacted how we engaged further through the process. I 

included feedback from group members into the descriptions and analysis of these excerpts, 

that began with forming a thick description of each excerpt. 

Compiling Thick Descriptions of Excerpts 

Geertz (1973) explained that an ethnographer is faced with “a multiplicity of complex 

conceptual structures, many of them superimposed upon or knotted into one another, which 

are at once strange, irregular, and inexplicit, and which he must contrive somehow first to 

grasp and then to render” (p. 10). The video excerpts I had selected presented numerous 

interwoven actions and interactions of groups navigating our way through chaos. I had to 

render these into rigorous thick descriptions that captured as much detail of these events as 

possible that I could then analyse and interpret through the research process. Geertz (1973) 

has instructed that a thick description needs to capture details that are “microscopic” (p. 21), 

as these can in turn support broader assertions.  
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I began describing my observations of the whole group. I attempted to remain at the 

descriptive level as much as possible, acknowledging that any description is an interpretation 

based on my perspectives and worldview. Given this, my thick descriptions had to provide 

enough detail to account for many possibilities inherent in observations, so as not merely to 

support what I hoped to find. The feedback of group members was valuable in expanding on 

what I had observed. 

For small groups, a whole group description appeared to reflect the behaviour of every 

group member. However, this was far more difficult for larger groups during moments that felt 

chaotic. Table 6.1 shows an example from a thick description of an excerpt from the first 

group, where Maneesh was asked to lead the group in playing a chosen expression (Maneesh 

had chosen to play the expression ‘struck’): 
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Table 6.1:  

Whole Group Description: Maneesh’s Turn to Lead (Group 1, Session 4) 

Maneesh 

Leading 

Mandla - three strums on guitar - then Maneesh enters again with very loud 

drumming 

 He plays single beats on drum, whole body accenting beats 

 Then Maneesh gets much softer, with less accents. Maneesh is watching Langa 

 Helen: “You have to lead us Maneesh…to play that ‘struck’ feeling” 

 

Mandla strums faster on the guitar, filling the spaces, so there are no rests in 

his playing 

 Maneesh and Langa are laughing 

 

Zakhele is looking away, playing the tone bar loudly, moving his body with the 

sounds 

 Some of his beats are with the group, but he adds beats in between 

 Langa and Maneesh are still laughing  

 Maneesh still beats but less 

 Mandla starts sing/talking quietly along with his guitar playing 

 He plays shorter, staccato strums 

 

Joel's playing on the wood blocks is also slightly louder. He just plays single 

beats, standing out in group 

(Appendix D1, p. 466) 

As this excerpt indicates, group members were engaged in apparently unrelated 

activities and I found it difficult to describe what was happening in the group overall. Thus I felt 

it would be important to listen again to the excerpt, exploring this from the perspective of 

each group member as I observed this. I followed the iterative abductive process of 
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familiarising myself with an excerpt and then defamiliarizing myself before observing the 

excerpt from a different viewpoint (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014).  

Repeated Listening  

As I repeatedly watched the video material, I indexed my observations of each group 

member. As described by Lee and McFerran (2015), indexing involved capturing bodily, facial 

and vocal interactions in detail. My observations from different viewpoints offered new 

insights into how individuals engaged with chaos as well as group events as a whole. I similarly 

indexed my own engagement within the group. This added insights regarding the roles I took 

on during moments of group chaos. Table 6.2 aligns my indexing of Langa and Maneesh’s 

interaction within the group moment described above: 
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Table 6.2:  

Indexing for Langa and Maneesh (Excerpt 1: Group 1, Session 4) 

Group thick description Indexing: LANGA Indexing: MANEESH 

He plays single beats on drum, 

whole body accenting beats 

Beats drum exactly with 

Maneesh, slow and loud 

Plays single beat, long 

pause before another 

Then Maneesh gets much softer, 

with less accents. Maneesh is 

watching Langa 

Immediately gets quieter, 

less steady as Maneesh 

watches him 

Watches Langa 

Helen: “You have to lead us 

Maneesh…to play that ‘struck’ 

feeling” 

 Plays a few very quiet 

beats 

Mandla strums faster on the guitar, 

filling the spaces with less breaks 

Less steady beat, 

stopping 

 

Maneesh and Langa are laughing Laughs with Maneesh Looks at Langa and laughs 

Zakhele is looking away, playing 

the tone bar loudly, moving his 

body with the sounds 

Following Maneesh - both 

steady loud playing and 

softer, less steady 

Smiles…asks… ‘I must 

play ‘struck’ music?’ 

Some of his beats are with the 

group, but he adds beats in 

between 

In and out of sync with 

Maneesh 

Looks at drums, plays 

slightly unsteady strong 

beats, long pauses in 

between 

Langa and Maneesh are still 

laughing 

Looks at Maneesh, 

laughing 

Smiles at Langa - plays 

faster, unsteady beats, 

looks at Langa and laughs 

 

The descriptions of this excerpt depicted interactions between Langa and Maneesh 

through their drumming. They shared increasing moments of connection through matching 

and mis-matching their playing. My indexing of each group member illuminated this 

interaction in far more detail than my thick description of the whole group did. 

My thick descriptions of the group, indexing, group feedback, and field notes 

occasionally offered contradictory reflections of the same moment. Where I had thought one 
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person was talking, it was sometimes another, where I thought one group member just lacked 

focus they were sometimes very focussed on aspects I had not considered as significant.  For 

example, while the group was having a conversation about Maneesh’s playing, Zakhele was 

exploring the tone bar. My description of the whole group said very little about his 

engagement, given this appeared disconnected to the main group activity. My observation of 

the excerpt from Zakhele’s point of view presented interesting insights into his engagement at 

this point:  

Excerpt 1: Group 1, Session 4. Zakhele plays one loud beat with a wooden beater 

against the tone bar, then lets it ring. He keeps swaying between the instrument table 

and the group…playing very loud beats, his body moving as if to accentuate aggression 

or the struck feeling (that Maneesh had asked us to play). He sometimes hits the tone 

bar and then holds the beater high in the air as the sound fades, with exaggerated 

movements. He looks at Mandla and plays the tone bar in time with him. He plays with 

Mandla but using his thumb and beater alternately and listening, not always exactly in 

sync. He moves his whole body with his beating, beating more, turning in his chair, 

almost dancing to the music.  

Zakhele was intently involved musically in the activity, even as he failed to stop for the 

discussion and did not always follow the group’s musicking. Figure 6.6 below offers a picture of 

what I noticed happening within the group in the moment described, after I had observed this 

from the point of view of each group member: 
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Figure 6.6:  

Overall Group Engagement in a Moment of Chaos (Excerpt 1: Group 1, Session 4) 

 

(See Appendix D1) 

This diagram illustrates the varied focuses of group members that led to my overall 

sense of group fragmentation. The circle around Maneesh and Langa shows the ‘drumming 

dialogue’ between them that absorbed their attention. The circle around Zakhele and the 

instruments highlighted his interest in exploring playing instruments in different ways. Mandla 

moved between exploring instruments and considering what our group might achieve through 

mumbling spontaneous rapped phrases that sometimes connected to aspects of the broader 

diversion programme. I did not draw any circle around Joel, to indicate my interpretation of his 

openness and attempts to follow someone or some music. The fact that others were engaged 

in their own activities deepened my understanding of Joel’s tentative playing. I also gained 

insight into my experience of chaos in this moment, given that I was also excluded from the 

different circles of activity. At this point in the group I was waiting and considering what might 

happen within the group, intermittently playing some keyboard as I struggled to match 

Maneesh’s lead that we were all ‘supposed’ to follow, based on the planned activity. These 
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fragmented yet focussed activities highlighted the complex actions and interactions that can 

make the overall group appear chaotic.  

It was helpful to be able to show video excerpts such as this one to group members. 

Part of a group dialogue that occurred after watching the excerpt described above was as 

follows: 

Helen:  What is it like to listen to that now? If you had to rate that music, how 

many hits would you get? (Laughing). What would you rate it? 

Zakhele:  A 3 ½ because it was just a start, we never knew nothing about these 

things 

Mandla:  It was cool 

Helen:   If you can say something about what was cool about it? 

Mandla:  We were seeing each other how we were looking when we're playing 

the drums 

(Appendix D1, p. 470) 

Zakhele’s comment that the group was “just learning” showed his primary interest in the 

music. Commenting on the same video excerpt, Mandla seems to take into account group 

dynamics. Given the complexity of actions and interactions at play during moments of chaos in 

groups, I engaged in abductive coding to explore the many surprising aspects that were 

emerging through the research. 

Abductive Coding of Indexing 

After looking through the data I had prepared thus far, I decided to begin by coding 

the indexing of the engagement of individuals through the excerpts. I was especially interested 

in the surprising findings regarding the complex activities of group members within a moment 

of chaos. I did not code the feedback provided by group members, but transcribed this 

feedback verbatim, to include later in my analysis of the focus and engagement of group 
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members. This feedback challenged and affirmed the inferences I was making through the 

analysis. Similarly, I did not code my own field notes at this point, but kept aside sections that 

related directly to my experiences of chaos in sessions to include verbatim alongside the initial 

analysis of my observations of my own interactions on the video.  

As Flick (2019) noted, the process of abduction included abductive, deductive and 

inductive coding through the process. The example in Table 6.3 shows my coding for Langa’s 

engagement in the excerpt highlighting his predominant focus on engaging with Maneesh in a 

group activity: 

 

Table 6.3:  

Coding for Langa’s Engagement with Chaos (Group 1, Session 4) 

 Activity Music Relationships 

Beats drum exactly with MA, 

slow and loud 

Appropriate 

participation 

Steady Maneesh: 

Following 

Immediately gets quieter, 

less steady as MA watches 

him 

  Maneesh: tentative 

interaction 

Less steady beat, stopping  Less certain  

Laughs with MA   Maneesh: 

connecting 

Following MA - both steady 

loud playing and softer, less 

steady 

  Maneesh: working 

together 

(sometimes 

through resisting) 

 

 As shown in this example, I began by splitting the codes into potential activities of 

group members, making an inference that their engagement in the group was either directed 

to the group activity, music, relationships, or a combination. In this table, the codes across the 
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first line are primarily inductive, describing what Langa is doing (appropriate participation; 

steady musicking). In the line that follows, I used an abductive code (Maneesh: tentative 

interaction) that made an inference that Langa’s change in his music-making emerged in 

response to an interaction between himself and Maneesh. My deductive coding over the last 

two lines affirmed the developing relationship between Maneesh and Langa. Importantly, 

theory does not merely emerge from codes and categories, but are a “product of deliberate 

interpretation by the researcher(s)” (Bryant, 2020, p. 179) Through iteratively moving between 

abductive, deductive and inductive coding I constructed a theory that group members might 

use their musicking to explore different aspects of the group. Maneesh and Langa used the 

space to develop their relationship. I also coded the indexing of my interactions within the 

group that I had observed on the video data. These codes were not split into the varied 

focuses that group member’s codes were, as my therapeutic role required me to attend to the 

music, group activity and relationships throughout.  

Even as my analysis indicated different focuses of group members during moments of 

chaos, no group member could be seen to be focussed entirely on one aspect of the group. 

Merely by their presence in the group, each person in some ways participated in musicking 

(whether this was differentiated or in synchrony with others; apparently random or 

structured), the group activity (whether participating or opposing) and relationships (whether 

connecting or conflicting). As a result, there were codes relating to each of these focusses. The 

codes of Langa’s indexing in the excerpt above clearly highlighted his interest in relationships. 

However, in some cases it was more difficult to ascertain the predominant interest of a group 

member in one moment by just grouping my coding of observations of these individuals. For 

example, the following table shows an excerpt of my coding for Joel in the same excerpt 

described above: 
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Table 6.4:  

Coding for Joel’s Engagement with Chaos (Group 1, Session 4) 

 Activity Music Relationships 

Playing slightly louder, not 

looking at hands playing, 

looking down 

Following Increasing 

commitment 

 

As if playing is just a 

reaction, playing by flicking 

wrists 

Focus more on 

group than music 

  

In and out of time  In and out of sync  

Looks around at group, looks 

very 'chilled', still playing 

Aware   

Looks at Mandla, smiles as 

he looks back 

  Mandla: 

acknowledges 

Keeps playing  Sustained  

Sometimes blocks don't hit, 

sometimes they do - not 

seeming to put too much 

effort into getting it right 

 Little commitment  

Looks at Mandla again and 

smiles as Mandla starts 

sing/talking 

  Mandla: awareness 

of new 

contribution 

Moves out of time with 

Maneesh and back in 

 In and out of sync  

Looking around at group, 

smiling, stops playing but 

still swaying and moving 

arms in same way 

Sustained 

engagement 

 Eye contact - 

connectedness 

 

The indexing for this excerpt reflects how Joel was to some extent involved in all the 

aspects of the group. Through grouping these codes apart from the description of Joel’s 

participation, I might have described that he was participating actively, but possibly not 
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committed to any aspects of the group. However, when viewed together with the indexing, 

thick description of the whole group and my intuitive sense of Joel’s participation during the 

session, I considered that in this moment Joel was interested in fitting with the group activity 

to blend with the rest of the group, even though he was uncertain of how to do this. His focus 

on relationships and the activity were more important than his actual musicking, even as he 

used the way he made music to participate and interact.  

To move towards a substantive theory regarding how group members engaged with 

chaos in groups, I therefore had to present an integrated account of the engagement of 

individuals and the whole group within a moment. The creative use of narratives presented a 

means through which I could synthesise my codes, indexing and thick descriptions to present 

an imaginative account of how a group member themselves might reflect on their engagement 

within a moment of chaos. I wrote a narrative in a style I imagined each group member might 

use to express themselves. 

From Abductive Codes Towards Narrative Stories 

Within the frame of constructivist grounded theory, Birks and Mills (2019) have 

considered that a creative storylines, such as the group narratives I wrote, present a means 

through which codes and categories that might fragment the data can be drawn together and 

explained to form an integrated, meaningful theory. A storyline moves data from mere 

discussion of themes towards “patterns of connectivity that convert analytical products into 

theory” (Birks & Mills, 2019, p. 244). This can be a powerful means of “refining a grounded 

theory” (p. 247). In my research, a storyline supported the process of abductive analysis in 

enabling me to deconstruct and construct my theory further regarding how group members 

and myself engaging in chaos in groups.  

To create group narratives, I initially segmented each of the excerpts chosen for this 

research into meaningful moments (each lasting approximately 1 minute). I used the codes 
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and indexing of each group member in context to create an imaginary account of what they 

might have been thinking or feeling in that moment, that influenced their engagement. When 

this was available, I incorporated direct verbal feedback from group members to ground these 

narratives in the experiences of group members themselves. However, these narratives were 

not limited to what a group member might say openly in the group. I included potential 

thoughts or emotions that I felt might underly their actions and comments. Group members 

may have completely disagreed with the style of their narrative as well as what I included in 

each. I was not able to take these to the group for feedback. As a result, these narratives rely 

strongly on my interpretations. As I developed these narratives, I synthesised my observations 

of my own actions within groups alongside my field notes to form a narrative regarding my 

engagement of chaos within groups.  

Table 6.5 presents an example of group narratives I constructed for myself and two 

other group members. This indicates my interpretation of the different activities and thought 

processes of the three of us in one moment: 
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Table 6.5:  

Narratives for Helen, Philani and Olwandle (Group 2, Session 5) 

Excerpt 4 

Helen Philani Olwandle 

Here's a better instrument – 

the woodblock will meet the  

loudness of Philani. He's not 

really responding – let me 

get faster? If I follow him? 

That's great. If I change? He 

doesn't. 

Let me follow Olwandle then 

- a lot quieter – we're kind of 

lost behind the drums, but 

there's some connection. I'm 

not really meeting either 

moving between Olwandle 

(I'm too loud) and Philani (he 

won't let me) 

Wooohooo…let's go with 

these drums I'm the best 

here, I'm the best. Keep up 

or don't, check me out you 

all!!! This is sooo coool! 

Let me try this guitar, check 

how it sounds Philani is 

totally on his own mission 

(no ways I can get louder 

than that!!) so I'll just focus 

on my thing. Check what I 

can do here. (It's actually 

quite cool to explore without 

the focus being on me and 

what I'm doing!) 

(Appendix D7, p. 527) 

I moved between my codes, indexing, my intuitive sense of each group member within 

the group and their own feedback to refine each narrative. Through setting the narratives 

together I could explore the engagement of many group members with chaos in a group at one 

time, as well as the engagement of an individual group member over time. 

Birks and Mills (2019) (p. 255) note that “a coding framework can be applied to a 

completed storyline” (p. 255), and this supported me to construct and re-construct my 

developing theory further, moving towards a substantive theory. Firstly, I coded each narrative 

based on my interpretation of what this narrative and my coding thus far suggested about the 

predominant focus or focusses of group members within each moment (including the group 

activity, musicking, relationships, or a combination of these). I then considered how each 
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group member engaged within these focuses. Group members tended to engage with more or 

less intensity in the group, some hardly contributing to the group at all, whilst others were 

completely invested in their chosen activity.  

Table 6.6 shows the narratives I compiled for Langa and Maneesh, and how these were 

labelled (I have underlined the feedback from group members that I transcribed directly): 
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Table 6.6:  

Coded Narratives for Langa and Maneesh (Group 1, Session 4) 

  Excerpt 1 Excerpt 2 

Langa Music (considering), Activity 

(contributing) 

Relationships (exploring) 

  OK…we're starting, what can I do on 

these drums? There's Maneesh's 

rhythm…got ya Maneesh. Here's  my beat 

OK, Maneesh - let me follow this beat. At 

least it's a clear one, not like all that other 

crazy music?! Ah, c'mon man Maneesh - 

why're you suddenly playing like that… 

Ah…I get it - check this…I can still follow 

you… Ah, c'mon man…hahaha… I can get 

this…ah man…hahaha…good game… Do 

you think the others have a clue at all 

what we're doing? 

      

Maneesh Music (contributing),  Group activity 

(considering) 

Relationship (exploring), Group activity  

(committed - to resisting) 

  Ah…she's making me go first! Ah well, 

guess I had to go sometime. Here 

everyone, here's my beat… Just whack 

the drum…Helen even said it didn't have 

to be really musical. Ya, Mandla…this is 

what I'm doing…that's what you get as a 

beat to work with. How was it? ‘I got 

more struck, because of the way the 

music was playing’ 

Ah, come on…do I really have to lead 

some more, This is rubbish. 

Fine…here…here's my beat. That's struck 

for you. Haha…check this out Langa - try 

and follow me now if I completely miss 

your beat… Aha - check no-one can follow 

and they're all trying so hard - check it 

out Langa……ah…got it…just off your 

beat…ha! 

(Appendix D1, p. 475) 

As shown in the codes (in bold) above, Langa was initially considering the music he 

could make, while contributing to the group activity in a conventional way. As Langa and 

Maneesh began to connect with one another, Langa moved towards exploring this 



 

 

196 

relationship. I was interested in changes like this and what meaning this may have for a group 

member.  

I felt that exploring how different group members engaged within different areas 

would serve to articulate and further develop my theory regarding the possibilities for how 

group members could use chaos as a resource. As I continued to code group narratives I 

developed a group matrix to draw together the codes I had assigned to the group narratives. 

Development of a Group Matrix 

In Lee and McFerran’s (2015) final stage of video analysis they synthesised the 

descriptions they had prepared through each stage to form a detailed, integrated narrative. In 

my research the development of a matrix similarly offered a way of visually situating each 

narrative in relation to others, to form a substantive theory regarding how group members 

and myself engaged with chaos in groups over time. Table 6.7 below presents the final matrix 

that I constructed to make sense of how group members engaged through chaotic group 

experiences:  
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Table 6.7:  

The Group Matrix 

 Activity Music Relationships 

Inaction Silent participation Not playing Minimal interaction 

Emergence Restrained 

participation 

Tentative musicking Brief contact 

Amenability Conventional 

participation 

Amenable musicking Sustained contact 

Investment Committed 

participation 

Persistent musicking Relationship 

development 

Exploration Adventurous 

participation 

Explorative musicking Shared narrative 

Agency Activism Versatile musicking Transformative 

relationships 

 

In addition to supporting the integration of data, Reichertz (2019) has claimed that 

diagrams such as the matrix I constructed can support the process of abductive research. 

Reichertz noted that through diagrams “one can create or visualize ‘new’ relations in the 

diagram and with the diagram and ‘feed’ intuition” (p. 276), and so discover novel ideas. To 

begin, I labelled the columns of my matrix based on the different areas I considered group 

members focussed on in chaotic experiences in sessions (activity, music and relationships). 

Then, I began to code the group narratives inductively to gain an understanding of how group 

members might engage within different areas of the group. I placed these descriptions (such as 

conventional or committed participation in a group activity) in the rows of the matrix. 

From this point I engaged in an iterative cycle of abduction, deduction and induction as 

I moved continually between the labels I had assigned each narrative and the developing 

matrix. Based on the matrix, I made inferences as to alternative styles of engaging that I might 

not have as yet found within the narrative data. For example, if I considering Zakhele to be 



 

 

198 

engaging in explorative musicking, perhaps group members engaged in a relationship with 

similar qualities might be considered to be developing a shared narrative, through increasingly 

exploring novel ways of being together. I tested an inference such as this through deductive 

coding, as I returned to the narrative data to consider whether there were examples of group 

members developing a shared narrative.  

When surprising aspects emerged through the data, inductive coding might draw out 

themes that could then be incorporated to substantiate the developing theory. I could add a 

row to the matrix to account for different styles of engagement within chaotic group 

moments. For example, in the fifth session of the second group, the fact that Langa appeared 

inactive in the group potentially had a significant impact on the way he interacted later. Thus I 

added inaction to the matrix, and explored whether there might be examples clarifying 

whether there might be differences between someone focussed on music who was not 

playing, versus someone focussed on a group activity who was a silent participant. This might 

have interesting ramifications for how I engaged in different ways with these group members.  

Through this process I constructed and reconstructed the matrix and developing 

theory. As my construction of the matrix evolved I could also explore how group members 

moved through the matrix. For example, in the narrative I presented in Table 6.6 above, I 

noticed how Langa moved from conventional participation in an activity (Excerpt 1) to 

exploring a relationship (Excerpt 2). Through reading group member’s narratives alongside 

these movements I made inferences regarding how moving in different ways through the 

matrix might have been helpful or limiting for group members, and the whole group.   

Through the iterative process of the research, there were moments when I felt it was 

not necessary to create narratives for excerpts. When my indexing of group members’ 

activities and their feedback appeared to support my developing theory I deductively coded 

this indexing directly with codes related to the matrix. When surprising findings emerged, such 
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as the conflictual relationship between Philani and Olwandle in the fifth session, I returned to 

create narratives to support a more detailed exploration of  these moments. 

At the same time I created and coded my personal narratives and indexing constructed 

from my session notes and self-observation of the video data.  I found that the codes I 

assigned to this data differed to those of group members. These codes highlighted therapeutic 

techniques I utilised in taking a paradoxical approach to working with chaos as a resource in a 

group, and included waiting, holding, challenging, supporting, witnessing, co-exploring or 

initiating chaos and reflecting. As I had with the group narratives, I explored, changed and 

intuited how I might engage within chaos in groups through a continuing process of abduction. 

I could not directly link particular therapeutic techniques with areas of group engagement as I 

appeared to use similar techniques in disparate moments. As such, these techniques 

presented options rather than directives for my engagement with chaos based on group 

happenings, just as the group matrix presented options for the engagement of group 

members. In the findings, however, I have linked some techniques I employed within specific 

group experiences as examples of how I could support group members. 

As the matrix was refined through the final analysis process, this supported my 

understanding of how group members could engage with chaos as a resource, and how I might 

accompany them. The matrix thus presents a theory that can “offer explanations and insights 

that perhaps previously were unrecognized or implicit and also provide a basis for 

consideration of future actions and directions” (Bryant, 2020, p. 174). This theory is a tool that 

is helpful within “specific contexts” and for “specific tasks ” (p. 174), in this case serving to 

develop my construction of a paradoxical approach to music therapy practice with young 

people. For (Bryant, 2020), this is the purpose of a useful substantive grounded theory.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter has detailed my construction of a research study aimed at exploring the 

practical applications of a paradoxical approach to music therapy groups with young people. 

The chapter described the process of data collection, selection and analysis. My findings have 

been illustrated through a group matrix. The following chapter presents my account of these 

findings. The chapter describes the engagement of individuals within every part of the matrix 

and their movement through the matrix. The chapter further describes my engagement with 

the group in moments of chaos. This highlights how group members and I used chaos as a 

resource, underlying my construction of a paradoxical approach to music therapy.  
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Chapter 7  

Findings: Group Member’s Use of Chaos as a Resource Through the Group Matrix 

The paradoxical approach to music therapy practice with young people that I have 

developed through the research so far assumes a simultaneous interaction between order and 

chaos through the group process. Both chaotic and ordered aspects of music therapy groups 

play an equal and important role. However, my focus through the second part of this research 

was on moments of chaos. The reason for this was that in ordered activities when group 

members and myself appeared to some extent to share our intentions in structured activities, 

the group interaction, music and activity goals seemed clear to me. I found it far more 

challenging to understand the engagement of group members through moments I experienced 

as chaotic.  As a music therapist, engaging with chaos as a potential resource required me to 

re-frame my consideration of what it meant to be a competent therapist, and what progress in 

a group entailed. Thus I felt moments of chaos, that were also rarely explored through the 

music therapy literature, were important to explore in depth.   

Just as the chaos in groups felt complex and confusing to me, my analysis of these 

moments presented complex interactions between individuals, the group activity and music. 

The methodology chapter reported on how I explored the research data to decipher patterns 

of my engagement and that of group members within chaotic moments I experienced through 

the research groups. This chapter describes these findings. 

Engaging With the Group Activity, Musicking and Relationships  

In the groups I facilitated for young people, I had planned activities to encourage 

group members to engage with the overall themes of the diversion programme. It may be 

understood that the foremost focus of music therapy group members would be participation 

in or resistance of these activities. Music therapy groups are unique in their use of music as a 

tool for broadening the possibilities for this participation. Small (1998) has argued that every 
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person, including musicians and audience, are active participants in a musicking event. 

Whether a group might be described or experienced as chaotic or ordered for a group 

member, everyone was participating in some way – through their silence, laughter or music-

making. 

However, in moments that I experienced as chaotic, group members appeared to 

branch out to intensify their exploration of specific aspects of groups. Some group members 

showed little interest in the group activity or the group-as-a-whole. Some appeared primarily 

interested in connecting with subgroups or individuals. Others were primarily interested in the 

music. Ansdell (2014) has argued that a group member’s music may show little regard for the 

music made by other group members or the activity and might simply offer enjoyment or a 

show of skills. Through my experience of chaos in groups, I was often unaware of the 

intentional and creative acts of group members that diverged from the set activity. This 

highlighted the construct of chaos, not as disorder but as a collection of complex group actions 

and interactions that when viewed together appears disordered. 

In moments of chaos, if I interpreted the participation of group members in relation to 

the group-as-a-whole I might note their lack of focus or resistance. I might have felt a need to 

motivate increasing collaboration and the development of a cohesive group. For many group 

therapists, this is considered as paramount in developing a sense of well-being and belonging 

amongst group members (Barwick, 2015; Pavlicevic, 2016; Yalom, 2005), as this would support 

participants to explore conflicts and personal struggles. 

In contrast, through my discussion of the research findings, I have predominantly 

considered how the chaos in research groups permitted each member to take responsibility 

for their own contributions and use of the group as they needed. Whilst the influence of the 

group on the participation of individuals remained important, my analysis of the data 
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appeared to indicate that the differentiated engagement of individuals was sometimes more 

significant in the group than experiences of coherence would be. 

As the research findings explored the movement of individuals through groups, some 

of these findings are substantiated by words and definitions borrowed from psychoanalytic 

and music therapy theories pertaining to work in therapy dyads. This includes descriptions of 

scales developed by music therapists Nordoff and Robbins (2007) that describe levels of 

engagement of children with whom they worked in individual therapy, and Bruschweiler-Stern 

and colleagues (2010) theory regarding the development of implicit relationships in 

psychotherapy dyads. I have borrowed concepts from these theories to illustrate my 

understanding of how individuals, subgroups or the entire group used music therapy groups. 

Most of the excerpts I focused on for my analysis involved group improvisations. Thus, 

Bruscia’s (1987) Improvisation Assessment Profiles, that presented succinct descriptions of the 

qualities of improvisations with individuals, dyads and groups, enhanced my capacity to 

describe some of my findings. I have also drawn from Stige’s (2010) descriptions of styles of 

individual participation in a music therapy group for adults with intellectual disabilities that 

paralleled some of my findings. My construction of how individuals engaged with chaos as a 

resource through the research process are presented as a group matrix. 

The Group Matrix  

Within a paradoxical approach, chaos enabled group members to ‘play’ with a range of 

possibilities. I depicted my understanding of some of these possibilities through the group 

matrix (see Table 7.1). The matrix highlights the different foci (activity, music or relationships) 

and different levels of intensity (from inaction to exploration and agency) through which group 

members engaged.   
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Table 7.1:  

The Group Matrix 

 Activity Music Relationships 

Inaction Silent participation Not playing Minimal interaction 

Emergence Restrained 

participation 

Tentative musicking Brief contact 

Amenability Conventional 

participation 

Amenable musicking Sustained contact 

Investment Committed 

participation 

Persistent musicking Relationship 

development 

Exploration Adventurous 

participation 

Explorative musicking Shared narrative 

Agency Activism Versatile musicking Transformative 

relationships 

  

This chapter uses vignettes drawn from my field notes, group feedback and thick 

descriptions of the video material to describe each part of the matrix I constructed. I have 

included reference to how some individuals moved from one style of engagement to another 

across the matrix and speculated how this may have impacted their therapy process, based on 

my experience as the group therapist and researcher.  

As the therapist, it was also important to explore my involvement within moments of 

chaos that differed from that of group members. In structured moments my intuitive sense 

was to take a more directive or collaborative role alongside group members. However, based 

on my session notes and self-observations of the video data, I considered how I had explored 

means of supporting members of both groups to utilise chaos as a resource, that might require 

different roles. I constructed my roles in the group as including “waiting and observing,” 

“supporting and challenging,” “initiating chaos,” “presenting a safe space for the group to 
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explore through chaos,” and “co-exploring" with group members.  Just as my engagement in 

chaotic moments as the therapist was dependent on the group, my reflections on my roles are 

woven through the text (placed in boxes), rather than described separately. The chapter 

begins by exploring the group activity. 

The Group Activity 

Within both ordered and chaotic moments in the research groups, the group activity 

provided the frame for how group members engaged with music, one another and the therapy 

process. Early in a therapy process, the structure of activities enabled group members to 

become accustomed to contributing to group activities in conventional ways. In chaotic group 

moments, group members were pressured or freed to diversify their participation in activities. 

My understanding of how group members engaged within group activities partly aligned with 

the styles of participation described by Stige (2010), based on his observation of music 

workshops for groups of adults with intellectual disabilities. I have thus chosen to borrow 

some of the terms he uses to define these styles.  

Non-Participation 

The first style of participation Stige (2010) has defined is “non-participation,” a kind of 

“not being there,” either “literally not being in the setting (leaving or never arriving), or 

physically being there but with no sign of being psychologically and socially present” (p. 130). 

As noted in the methodology chapter, there were quite a few young people participating in the 

NICRO diversion programmes that either did not attend the music group at all or chose to sit in 

on sessions without consenting to be part of the research or contributing. Being present in a 

therapy group requires courage, as noted by Smith and Berg (1987), as a participant has to 

trust social contexts that might feel tenuous, and perhaps some “non-participants” did not 

trust that this group would be safe enough, or of value for them to begin to participate 

actively. As they did not give consent to participate in the research I did not observe or explore 
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the involvement of “non-participants” in groups as a researcher. However, it is important to 

note that their presence impacted the group in some way. In the first group, the “non-

participation” of young people who chose to sit in the therapy space gave the impression of a 

large group even though only 5 consented to participate in the research. This larger group 

potentially freed participants to explore behaviours they may not have in a smaller group 

where they might feel too exposed. 

Those who chose to participate explored different means of supporting or critiquing 

activities. The descriptions of how individuals engaged within the group activity follow, 

supported by vignettes from the research and relevant literature. 

Inaction: Silent Participation 

Group 1, Session 5. Langa’s doing nothing as far as I am aware. He’s a confident 

drummer when we play structured beats together, but the moment things aren’t clear 

he stops. His body is completely still. He has one hand on a drum. He’s looking at the 

group with a face I can’t fathom. Is he angry? Confused? Bored? 

Langa might either have been feeling stuck in relation to the group activity or waiting 

for something to happen that might enable his participation, expressing apathy or even 

passive aggression through his refusal to play. Stige (2010) defined “silent participation” as 

involving “being there but not joining in or taking part in any conventional way…silent 

participation involves giving some impression of being mentally and socially present” (p. 131). 

What I, and possibly also Langa, experienced as chaos in the group pressured Langa to stop 

and observe, perhaps out of uncertainty or frustration. Alternatively, the group chaos 

permitted his silent participation as nobody in the group seemed to be following any set 

expectations. He may have felt obliged (or relieved) to follow what everyone else was doing in 

a more structured group. In the chaos, Langa had to choose if, how and when he might want 
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to get more actively involved, with the freedom not to participate. Another group member, 

Joel, also seemed aware of this choice, but responded differently. 

Emergence: Tentative Participation 

Group 1, Session 5. Joel sits opposite Langa, leaning back in his chair or swivelling it 

from side to side (I have been told by the group that the upright chairs I had set out for 

them were not comfortable enough and they have promptly swapped these for office 

chairs that let them lean right back or swing around). Joel’s looking at the group but 

appears disinterested in what everyone else is doing. Through the session Joel has 

chosen a few smaller instruments to try out. He never stops playing for more than a 

few seconds, but also never quite finds a consistent beat.  

A structured group activity might require that group members make music in a certain 

way, playing specified beats, or keeping time with one another. Group members may find this 

pressured or frustrating. Others might find the structure supportive as they learn musical beats 

or become familiar with structures. A chaotic group activity allows members to test whether 

the group is safe enough to join, alongside the possibility of being able to retreat. Group 

members have space to listen and offer fleeting and tentative contributions. Joel might have 

been nervous to play or not really bothered about what he was doing. It was difficult to 

discern Joel’s experience of this group based on his infrequent engagement. His commitment 

to attending and his increasing investment, however, suggested some interest.  

Amenability: Conventional Participation 

Group 1, Session 4. When Joel is clear enough of expectations, his playing can be 

sustained for longer periods and matches the activity directive. When I offer Joel a turn 

to lead the group music, he picks up a tone bar and beats it, pausing for a while 

between each beat to allow the tone to ring, perhaps also expecting everyone to pause 

with him. They don’t. I want them to hear this new idea, so remind them to listen. The 
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group gets a little quieter. There are long silences as they wait for each of Joel’s beats 

to fade. This is a significant contrast to the busyness of the music up until this point. 

Joel’s beats aren’t predictable, and hard to follow.  It feels awkward to me. But Joel 

sustains his playing until his turn is up.  

Although Joel’s playing appeared sparse, he sustained his interest and engagement 

through the activity, allowing his instrument to sound out. Though it is not necessarily 

“conformist” or “conservative,” Stige (2010) described “conventional participation” as “joining 

in and performing what is expected in the situation, in one of the roles available.” It might 

involve “imitation of and/or synchronization with what others are or have been doing” (p. 

131). In more structured group experiences, conventional participation would not really stand 

out in the group, but would support group cohesion and connection. In chaotic group 

moments, where there appears to be no ‘normal’ or order, the potential roles for conventional 

participation diversify and may include that of “dependent, follower, partner, leader, resister” 

(p. 445), descriptive terms borrowed from Bruscia’s (1987) autonomy profile. Joel decided to 

follow the instructions for the activity, taking on his given role of leading the group. He 

introduced music very different to that of others in the group and expected them to follow. In 

this way, Joel’s conventional participation also represented a form of resistance through his 

choice to stay with the activity rather than the group. Similarly, Joel might have chosen to 

partner or follow the group and oppose the activity. In moments of chaos, conventional 

participation may stand out but most likely follows the expectations of the therapist and/or 

the group. There were some moments in the group, however, where Joel’s participation 

moved beyond what might be considered conventional. 

Investment: Committed Participation 

Group 1, Session 5. Langa suddenly introduces a strong rhythm. Although Joel 

struggles to keep a steady beat, he plays something resembling this rhythm repeatedly, 
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even after Langa stops playing. He’s later joined by myself and Zakhele, a group 

member sitting beside him. Through the group’s music and laughing and talking, Joel 

continues to play the same rhythm. Perhaps it is partially due to his persistence that 

this beat eventually becomes a fundamental part of the rhythm supporting a moment 

of collaborative group musicking. 

Joel’s committed participation required significant investment in the group activity, 

beyond what was expected. Joel followed and repeatedly played a beat that others had 

introduced. He was not merely taking his turn to lead but made his own decision regarding 

how to participate. A committed group member might be one who has discovered their 

identity and belonging within a group. They are active and independent contributors. If the 

group had changed activity, persistent participation like Joel showed could isolate a group 

member from others, represent a stasis or lack of flexibility on the part of a group member. In 

chaotic moments, this commitment might also represent determination, protest and 

decisiveness. We may not have noticed initially, but through the chaos Joel found a role to play 

in supporting a movement towards a novel group experience.  

Joel’s increasing commitment to the group was significant. Besides potentially feeling 

he lacked confidence as a musician (his rhythms were often unsteady), Joel may have felt 

marginalised as a Coloured young person in a group of predominantly Black people. He could 

not converse with others in their home language (isiZulu); and his home community and 

related life experiences would likely have been very different from that of the others. Through 

gradually increasing his commitment, with the possibility of retreating at any time, the chaos 

of this group potentially gave Joel the space to have his voice heard.  

Exploration: Adventurous Participation 

Group 1, Session 5. From his silent participation, Langa also made his voice heard in 

the group, but in a more startling way: 
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While Joel is still considering how to participate and Langa is silent, most of the group 

is noisy. They try out instruments and laugh and argue about the creation of a group 

rap. Then there’s a brief pause, as if the group is taking a breath. In that moment, 

Langa suddenly disrupts the group with a very strong, clear rhythm on his drum. It 

comes as a shock, particularly as Langa has been so silent. It’s as if he was just waiting 

for this moment or bursting out with frustration.  

At first it appears that Langa’s beat has little effect. The noise resumes and Langa stops 

playing after only two sequences. But Joel has picked up his beat, followed by Zakhele 

and me. Mandla, who is dominating the group negotiations, doesn’t seem to have 

noticed. However, a little later it becomes clear that Mandla was aware of the beat. As 

the group is ready to try what Mandla refers to as “something new,” he looks at Langa, 

indicating that he should get the beat going again.  

When asked why he suddenly introduced this beat, Langa says: “They were making too 

much noise. I wanted the music to carry on.”  

Langa’s beat was both a risky and forceful move that demanded the group notice his 

contribution. This aligns well with Stige’s (2010) category of “adventurous participation,” that 

he separates from conventional participation. Stige noted:  

The individual’s contribution is standing out. It is not just an embellishment of what 

might be expected, it is a deviation that contributes with something new in the 

situation. It could be described as a divergence that requires considerable active 

adjustment by the other people present in the social-musical situation (p. 131). 

The chaos in the group pressured Langa to try to disrupt the status quo, to restore some order. 

The chaos also provided space for Langa to try something unexpected. This might have felt too 

daunting within a group he felt was more structured. For someone not comfortable talking in 

the group, Langa’s music was his way of presenting his idea. This commitment to engage the 
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group was transformative for Langa, who increasingly took on the role of leading group 

rhythms. This in turn transformed the whole group, who recognised how Langa’s musical 

contributions could support their music-making. 

Langa’s retreat towards silent participation before he initiated this rhythm may have 

supported his capacity to transform the group. By removing himself from the noise and 

discussions, Langa could listen for what he might contribute, and find a moment when this 

would be noticed. If Langa had gradually increased his participation he may not have surprised 

the group as he did, and his playing might have been ignored.  

Importantly, Langa’s engagement could not be considered in isolation to what was 

happening in the whole group. It was perhaps Joel’s initial support of Langa’s beat (in this way 

supporting the emergence of a structured pattern within the chaos) that enabled the group to 

move towards a new experience. Mandla also played a significant role as an activist, pushing 

the group to embrace the possibilities Langa offered to move towards change. 

Agency: Activism 

Group 1, Session 5. Mandla is the most vocal, verbose member of the first group. He 

sometimes interrupts or dominates the group. His ideas are often a stark juxtaposition 

to those of others and sometimes show little regard to the group activity. In the fifth 

group session, I bring a microphone that Mandla immediately takes ownership over. He 

speaks loudly into the microphone, amplifying his dominant role and the general 

noisiness of the group. Mandla’s spontaneous rapping commentates on group 

activities and explores different ideas from his life experiences, interjected with teasing 

as he challenges others to come to the microphone. He seems to be trying very hard to 

mobilise the group towards investing in his chosen activity.  

After a while Mandla’s rapping begins to sound more like a low energy sort of free flow 

of consciousness. He can get stuck in a monotonous dialogue. He has not managed to 
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convince the group to follow his directions, and everyone seems to be losing energy 

and interest. The group fragments into different pockets of activity. 

I ask, again, whether anyone else would like a turn at the microphone, and Mandla 

repeats the question. At first, no-one takes up the challenge but eventually group 

members laugh and tease and challenge one another, also conveying their annoyance 

at the monotony of Mandla’s rapping. Another group member takes up the challenge 

and the group energy rises.  

Mandla places the mic between himself and this volunteer, saying he will help him. He 

motions to Langa to start up a beat, and suddenly raps with increased energy. This 

time the group collaborates and offers Mandla strong support. 

Mandla’s rapping incorporates many important ideas. He raps: “I’ve made mistakes; 

I’ve made mistakes for a living; it’s time for a change…”. His rap expresses the good 

things he has to live for, like “people to love,” expresses emotions such as “looking 

stressed out.” He apologises to his mother for mistakes he has made, and raps about 

many people who only see him in a bad light, saying: “Don’t ever look at them, just 

look at your life.” He clearly states his key message: “In your life you only live once so 

try to change your life while you still alive…” Mandla’s words present his personal 

reflections, but these speak for others in the group. When I ask if Langa would listen to 

raps like these in life, he says: “Ja (yes), ‘cos it has messages.” 

The freedom of an improvisation activity and a disorganised group provided Mandla 

space to exercise his agency. He took charge, finding his own way to try and order the chaos. In 

some ways, Mandla’s participation in the group may be aligned with what Stige (2010) 

referred to as “eccentric participation,” that is “more dramatic than adventurous participation. 

It goes across what is happening in the group.” It “goes beyond transforming what is already 

happening and it can rarely be ignored. It will usually either establish a new centre of mutual 
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attention and action or it will break up the existing structures” (p. 131). Mandla’s domination 

of the group was tough to challenge, even for me as the therapist. He pushed the group 

towards his agenda unceasingly. The group’s response was to withdraw and fragment.  

However, although eccentric, Mandla’s participation indicated his growing sensitivity 

to the group. When others chose not to collaborate, he lessened the intensity of his lead and 

observed. Once able to collaborate through sharing the microphone, Mandla returned to focus 

on cajoling the group towards his activity. This time, however, he achieved this with support 

from his peers. Mandla showed agency through his ability to integrate his leadership with a 

sensitivity to other group members and the music. When watching a recording of this group 

activity, Mandla and I engaged in the following dialogue:  

Helen:  What happened there? 

Mandla:  It’s like we were rebuilding something new. 

Helen:   Yah? 

Mandla:  Yah, we come with something, we just got the energy to come with 

something 

Helen:   Where did you get the energy from? It’s amazing! 

Mandla:  Yah, maybe it’s the kind of music they were playing…you see, they 

gave something back to us, what we wanted… 

(Appendix D2, p. 466) 

Mandla was confident and very clear of his intentions. But he needed the group’s musical 

support to bring something new that would enable him to rap. The group support that 

emerged through the chaos supported Mandla to “rebuild something new.”  
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Therapist’s Reflections 

For group members considering ways to participate in activities, I often served as an 

observer. 

Waiting and Observing  

I felt pressured by my need for structure through many of the first group’s activities. I 

wondered what chaos in the group offered, particularly for group members such as Joel and 

Langa who initially just seemed to withdraw. Langa excelled during structured drumming 

activities, and these activities supported Joel to steady his beat. A structured activity might 

encourage group members to listen to one another and develop empathy and understanding. I 

wanted to intervene.  

Keeping with my stance that this chaos might present a resource for group members, I 

chose to wait and observe what may emerge. My waiting invited group members to take 

control. This also allowed for the possibility that this chaos might be my experience and not 

that of the group members. Perhaps the group experienced their activity as a chance to try and 

find ways to work together, like a band writing a new song. They were figuring things out. In 

this case, there would be no need for me to intervene. Whilst I was careful not to take over, 

the quality of my waiting involved remaining active and present. I ensured that group 

members were given a chance to try out instruments they wanted to. I remained vigilant in 

considering the safety and capacity of individuals to cope through the chaos, and whether 

someone who appeared stuck may require my assistance. This included jumping in to support 

Joel’s rhythm that he played persistently but not always steadily. 

I also continued to hold the overall structures of the group activity, such as giving each 

group member a chance to lead the group. This was helpful for Joel who had a chance to be 

heard when he played the tone bar, for instance. But I did wonder whether I sometimes held 

onto these structures too tightly, perhaps to placate my own need for safety through the 
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chaos. Some group members seemed to have no interest in taking a turn to lead and perhaps 

did not need to.  

 

Engaging in Musicking 

Musicking presented a means through which group members such as Joel and Langa 

could participate in the group activity. There were other group members who used musicking 

to engage in developing social relationships. However, whilst many musicians (including music 

therapists) understand the inherent communicative aspects of music-making, Macdonald and 

Wilson (2014) have highlighted that people in groups do not necessarily have the same 

expectations or relationships to music. The aim of some group members may have been to 

“form and execute music to the best of their abilities, rather than expressing or representing 

themselves” (Ansdell, 2014, p. 10). While structured group experiences potentially taught 

group members techniques to facilitate their participation, moments of group chaos pressured 

and freed some group members to explore and develop their musical creativity.  

Whether or not group members intentionally used their music as a communicative 

tool, Nordoff and Robbins’ (2007) Musical Communicativeness Scale has provided rich 

descriptions of the behaviour of people “in music,” congruent with the findings of this study. 

Nordoff and Robbins (2007) based this scale on many years of observations and research of 

their work in schools, predominantly with children with disabilities. As their clients were often 

non-verbal, Nordoff and Robbins interpreted the musicking of participants as a means of 

participative or resistant communication with the therapist. This enabled them to assess 

progress of a child through therapy. The descriptive terms I have borrowed from these scales 

do not present a means for assessing the progress of individual’s through a group in this 

research. These terms merely support my descriptions of the research findings for how 
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individual group members might draw from the matrix to use chaos as a resource within music 

therapy groups.  

Musical Inaction: Not Playing  

Group 2, Session 3 and 4. Nokuthula is a member of the second group I facilitated for 

this research. This group is smaller than the first, and the attendance of group 

members is erratic. Those who attend have little time to develop relationships or 

familiarise themselves with group activities and may experience pressure to perform to 

a certain musical standard in a smaller group. My experience of chaos emerging within 

this group is not exhibited through noise or fragmentation within the room, but a 

feeling of awkwardness, pressure and uncertainty pervading many activities. 

Nokuthula arrives 15 minutes before the end of each group session, often during our 

“check out” activity, and sits beside a drum. She sometimes picks it up, twirls it in her 

hands, or sits entirely still, watching the group making music. When asked to take a 

turn to play, Nokuthula smiles and shakes her head slightly. After one session 

Nokuthula stays behind. She explains that she has never had an opportunity to try 

playing instruments before. She says: “Music’s fun…but it’s hard.”  

Nokuthula appeared eager to participate but was perhaps afraid of making a sound. 

Her silent participation might appear similar to that of Langa. However, Langa had 

demonstrated his musical skills in other activities. His silence was closely connected to the 

group activity (or lack of any clear activity). Nokuthula appeared far more focussed on the 

musical instruments provided. She may have not felt sufficiently skilled to try playing an 

instrument or even nervous of making herself heard within the group’s music. After attending 

for such a short time she was completely unfamiliar with group norms.  

The dissonance of the previous group’s music may have presented group members 

with opportunities to try out ideas without standing out. In contrast, the apparent 
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disconnection between the group members who were able to follow a structured beat and 

Nokuthula who experienced this as difficult may have felt overwhelming for her. While the 

chaos of the first group was sounded out musically, Nokuthula may have been experiencing an 

inner turmoil even within a group that seemed very structured. When she was the only female 

group member attending, she may have felt she had no place playing instruments, sometimes 

considered as a role for men in the isiZulu culture (Allen, 1997). Perhaps she was navigating 

the tension between historical gender roles and the number of popular female artists currently 

breaking these stereotypes. Alternatively, Nokuthula may have been pleased to be an 

observer, listening and possibly gathering ideas as to how she could play. While Langa could 

surprise the group with sudden bold playing, Nokuthula required resources in terms of what to 

play and how, and a challenge to increase her participation. It wasn’t long before Nokuthula 

encountered such a challenge.  

Emergence: Tentative Musicking  

Group 2, Session 4. Nokuthula arrives before we commence our final activity. As she 

enters the room, group members are about to take turns to lead an improvisation by 

deciding who should play which instruments and initiating the musical beat. Philani’s 

turn is first. He asks Nokuthula to play the drum. She taps quietly and inconsistently. 

Olwandle then assigns Nokuthula to the keyboard in his turn. She smiles and says she 

doesn’t know how to play. Then she runs one finger up the keyboard. She stops 

abruptly as if shocked by the loudness of the sound, then taps one or two notes, then 

tries another short run, a slight smile on her face.  

In her turn to lead, Nokuthula chooses to play the guitar and asks Olwandle to sing. He 

sings one phrase, laughing as if nervous and then tells Nokuthula to play louder to 

support him. She plays louder immediately. The following week Nokuthula reflects that 
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the whole experience of playing different instruments was “terrible,” but also expresses 

how much she enjoyed playing the keyboard!  

A group member tentatively considering making music might try one instrument or 

another, or explore fragments of rhythms or melodies, but nothing is sustained.  This space of 

engagement to some extent aligns with what Nordoff and Robbins (2007) describe in the 

second and third levels of their Musical Communicativeness Scale as “evoked responses” that 

are “fragmentary” or “fleeting” (p. 401), but may become more sustained or have some 

musical inflection. Further, in relation to Nordoff and Robbins fourth level of musical 

communicativeness, an individual’s playing shows some responsiveness to musical elements in 

the session. Nokuthula possibly felt pressured to play the guitar by Olwandle, a dominant 

group member. Or, she noticed that even he was feeling awkward and this motivated her to 

try. While Nokuthula’s responses may have felt forced, they were possibly carefully considered 

initial attempts, given Nokuthula’s strong refusal to try an instrument in previous sessions. 

Nokuthula balanced the tension between feeling too afraid to play at all and wanting to play 

better than she could, which would require her trying. It is possible that the pressure group 

members placed on one another to participate in the fourth session pushed Nokuthula past 

her fear of trying instruments. 

Amenability: Amenable Musicking 

Group 2, Session 1. In contrast to the chaos that seemed to unfold organically in the 

first group, I experience the first sessions of the second group as completely unchaotic. 

Sihle is a participant who seems a little nervous but eager to make music. Her playing is 

tentative and soft but sustained. She does not venture to play any instruments other 

than the drum I hand her at the beginning of the session. Sihle’s rhythm always 

matches mine. When asked to contribute her own musical idea to the group, she plays 

rhythms very similar to those I have already introduced.  
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Sihle contributed musically to the group through her commitment to sustained playing 

of an instrument, out of either enjoyment or compliance. In structured group moments this 

playing would most likely be “rigid” or “stable” as described in Bruscia’s (1987) variability 

profile. In chaotic group moments, this playing may lie anywhere along the spectrum of “rigid, 

stable, variable, contrasting” or “random” (Bruscia, 1987, p. 430). What may be perceived as 

random playing may be amenable if this appeared to have some relation to the group’s music. 

Amenable playing is one way of musically blending with a group so as not to stand out. A 

participant might indicate some interest in musicking but potentially a struggle to move 

beyond set musical structures that feel familiar or safe. 

Sihle’s amenable music-making presented a stark contrast to the chaos of her life that 

she was able to share through her verbal group participation. To me, it appeared as if she 

struggled to musically express the chaos she felt inside herself: 

Group 2, Session 1. When I initiate an activity where group members draw freely while 

listening to music, Sihle draws a house with harsh, strong red and orange lines 

scribbled right over it, small stick figures with their arms up and large tears running 

down their faces. Sihle is able to engage with me in exploring the metaphors and links 

between her life and picture: 

Sihle  [referring to her picture]: Here are just people…houses burning…they are crying 

for their house…they are making noise…they are calling…everyone…to 

see…to…help them see the house… 

[…Sihle describes that these people might be feeling sad and angry…] 

Helen:  Do you connect to feeling angry and sad about stuff? 

Sihle:  Yes, I can also feel sad…something is like…burnt (looks away from picture, 

briefly puts her head in her hands) 

Helen:  Could that have a message for you? 
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Sihle:  Mmmm…I need to fight…my house is burning…so I need to fight….for what’s 

mine. 

(Appendix D3, p. 477,478) 

Investment: Persistent Musicking 

Group 2, Session 1. I want to challenge Sihle to explore musically the chaos she has 

verbalised through moving beyond her amenable musicking. So, I cause some musical 

chaos in the group by not following any of the group rhythms (even though I have 

explained that we need to follow one another). Sihle at first tries hard to follow my 

rhythms, changing consistently to meet my music. I change each time she does. 

Eventually she just tries to keep a steady beat. Her beating becomes slightly louder and 

stronger. After the exercise, she reflects that our music sounded “crazy!” 

Later in the session, we use a variety of percussion instruments to play how different 

emotions might sound. Another group member, Philani, asks if we could play “crazy.” 

As we do, for the first time, Sihle stands up and walks across the room. She picks up 

two beaters and starts to beat the hand drum and tambourine on the table in front of 

her. With her back to the group, Sihle plays louder and louder, with no clear rhythm. 

She occasionally looks at me and smiles as she plays but does not stop what she is 

doing. Even as I end, she stops briefly, then plays a few more beats loudly, ending in her 

own time.  

Nordoff and Robbins (2007) sixth level of the Musical Communicativeness Scale 

presented an apt description of Sihle’s musicking. They explained that a participant’s 

“commitment concentrates firmly in the particular sphere of musical activities that is 

developing around an individualised form of intercommunicative response” (p. 396). This 

music is personalised, not necessarily amenable. Moments of musical chaos pressured Sihle to 

venture into an exploration of “crazy,” where she could embody and so consider the chaos 
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inside her, and her strength to cope and initiate changes within that chaos. Sihle still 

participated conventionally in the activity, but when she could not find a beat to follow and 

was offered the safety of a noise of beats with no set rhythm, she started pushing for her own 

music to be heard. Philani’s suggestion that we play “crazy,” and the fact that the group took 

up this suggestion permitted and encouraged Sihle to commit. 

For some group members, persistent musicking may appear perseverative. Pavlicevic 

(1997) suggested that rigid playing in an individual therapy session may limit the development 

of a relationship between therapist and client and thus hinder the progress of therapy. In a 

group in chaos, a similar rigidity may indicate a participant’s determination, ability to cope or 

challenge others through refusing to give up their stability. These can be healthy expressions. 

However, Nordoff and Robbins (2007) note the importance of transcending this means of 

musical communicativeness in individual sessions. Persistence might be necessary at times, yet 

a group member’s exploration of novel musical ideas may broaden the scope of aesthetic 

possibilities and their self or group expressions. Zakhele, a member of the first group, eagerly 

took up this opportunity through engaging in explorative musicking.   

Exploration: Explorative Musicking  

Group 1, Session 4. Zakhele is one of the more musically confident members of the first 

group. He sits right beside the table where the percussion instruments are arranged 

and swings his chair continually between facing the group and the instruments. When 

the group plays structured rhythms, Zakhele follows with ease. When the group music 

seems to disintegrate, he withdraws from the group. He chooses an instrument and 

finds every possible way he can think of to play it, puts it down and chooses another. 

He tries a variety of random beats or clear rhythmic patterns. He often puts his ear 

right on top of the instruments he’s playing as if trying to hear his own music apart 

from the noise of the group. Zakhele especially enjoys the guitar that enables him to 



 

 

222 

explore a broader range of possibilities than he could on other instruments. Sometimes 

Zakhele sustains a rhythm he likes for some time. These rhythms often have little 

relation to what others in the group are doing. Zakhele’s contrasting and irregular 

musical contributions add to the sense of chaos in the group.  

Zakhele was engaged in explorative musicking, showing increasing confidence and 

creativity. He ventured out to explore different musical variations or novel ideas. In alignment 

with Nordoff and Robbins (2007) seventh level of the Musical Communicativeness Scale, 

participants engaged in explorative musicking may demonstrate some musical competence 

and creativity.  

Chaos in groups provides a platform for an individual to move in and out of structured 

and random rhythms, exploring possibilities, or ‘practising’ musical instruments and styles. 

Their ideas may be easy for others to follow or diverge from the group. Group members might 

be able to learn musical skills through structured musicking. The limitations of having to play 

certain rhythms in a more structured group; the pressure of being noticed within a smaller 

group; or the lack of background support or ‘co-playing’ if there was no group present may 

have changed or thwarted Zakhele’s explorations. After many opportunities to practise, 

Zakhele was ready to contribute his newfound musical skills to enhance the group’s process. 

Agency: Versatile Musicking 

Group 1, Session 5. Zakhele begins to strum his guitar along with Joel’s slightly 

unsteady yet persistent rhythm. He appears confident enough with his rhythmic 

strumming that is steady and helps to ground Joel’s beat. He plays consistently, even as 

others talk, negotiate and play contrasting rhythms. Although he strums strongly, 

Zakhele’s playing does not overpower Joel’s. In this way, Zakhele and Joel offer a clear 

beat that supports the group’s musicking when they begin to collaborate. 
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The seventh level of Nordoff and Robbins (2007) Musical Communicativeness Scale 

contributes to a description of Zakhele’s versatile musicking. In this level Nordoff and Robbins 

suggested that: “The child’s musical intelligence is freely operating and communicative – and 

manifests as an independent communicable property of her individuality” (p. 396). In a group, 

a participant may be able to use their music-making as a resource to ground or support 

tentative contributions of others or offer spontaneous ideas that others can follow to move 

towards new musical experiences. Through the chaos of the group, Zakhele had the 

opportunity of accessing insightful possibilities for contributing musically to the group. 

Despite exhibiting his potential to offer meaningful musical contributions through the 

way he supported Joel, Zakhele remained in the space of “explorative musicking” through 

much of the group process. Although he continually explored creative ideas, he became stuck 

in one way of being. Had Zakhele been encouraged to stop and listen more to the group’s 

music (which might include “not playing” for a short while), or to incorporate group 

relationships in his focus, he may have discovered many more opportunities for collaborative 

music-making and practising that might extend and challenge both his capabilities and the 

potential of the whole group to explore different forms of music-making. As will be discussed 

in the section that follows, a focus on group relationships can also be important within chaotic 

group moments. 

Therapist’s Reflections 

While Zakhele appeared to explore musical ideas and supported the group music 

independently, I felt that Nokuthula and Sihle required me to take a more active role to 

facilitate their optimal use of the group space. Nokuthula required a balance between my 

support and challenge.  
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Supporting and Challenging 

How could Nokuthula gain from a short-term group she attended for 15 minutes per 

week? How would she impact the group, as someone unfamiliar with the process? Would it 

not have been more appropriate to ask that she either came on time (which she may not have 

been able to do) or not at all? These were my concerns as Nokuthula arrived each week. The 

rest of the group, however, seemed unphased by her attendance or her reticent participation. 

They knew her from the diversion programme already. They also seemed accustomed to more 

fluid boundaries regarding time, group process and membership, perhaps consistent with their 

life experiences as young South Africans trying out different ways of being. I needed to review 

my own notion of a contained group, to support the potential chaos of transient membership, 

and acknowledge the fact that the group might not find this chaotic at all. 

Nokuthula had never had an opportunity to play musical instruments before, however, 

and this isolated her from those who attended the group more regularly. Thus, I felt Nokuthula 

needed additional support. My suggestion that group members direct activities challenged 

Nokuthula to try, but the activity offered sufficient structure that she was very clear of her 

options, thus offering her support. A free improvisation may have felt too overwhelming. I also 

supported the group through participating in the activity as a co-explorer rather than 

accomplished musician. When asked to sing, I genuinely felt awkward and my playful 

contribution was not always in key.  The group laughed at my attempt, but everyone increased 

their participation. I chose not to form clear melodies or chords on the guitar or keyboard, but 

instead modelled how group members could try different ways of making sounds. In the 

following session, I showed Nokuthula how she could play instruments before handing each to 

her. In this way I mediated roles of challenging Nokuthula to participate, alongside supporting 

her attempts and allowing her non-participation.  
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In contrast to Nokuthula, I felt that Sihle possibly needed a stronger challenge. For 

Sihle to use chaos as a resource, I felt I needed to introduce chaos into the group, which felt 

risky and uncomfortable.  

Initiating Chaos 

There was a disconnection between the chaos Sihle spoke of and her compliant music 

making. Just as Winnicott (Winnicott et al., 1986) described, could her behaviour have 

represented giving in to a harsh environment, where she felt unable to fight? When talking 

about the grief of losing those close to her in another session, she bluntly said: “You can’t cope 

with these things.”  

I was presented with a dilemma. On the one hand, I experienced Sihle as fragile and in 

need of containment in a safe environment. But her context was not safe or contained. What 

meaning would an experience of containment in a group separated from her complex life 

situation have for her? Would this be supportive, or would the disconnection between her life 

and the group accentuate her feelings of hopelessness? In considering chaos as a potential 

resource, if I initiated chaos, I wondered whether the group and I could accompany her on a 

difficult journey towards confronting and coping with the chaos in the group and in her life. 

But would this leave Sihle feeling too fragile and exposed, incapable and hopeless?  

Our music therapy group may not have been able to contain26 the overwhelming chaos 

of Sihle’s life beyond the group. However, musicking offered a tool for both holding and 

challenging Sihle. In our musicking, I could cause chaos in a way that felt safe enough to me – 

and through her response, also for Sihle. Sihle was left struggling with how to confront chaotic 

music-making. But the musical chaos did not directly confront Sihle or other group members 

personally. I could offer strong relational and verbal support to the group and allow time for 

 
26 I refer to my understandings of the notions of “containing” and “holding” in the research groups in more detail in the discussion 

chapter 
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reflections of music that may have been experienced as overwhelming. This offered holding. 

Sihle need not feel that her whole self was being fragmented or destroyed along with the 

music. 

 

Group Relationships  

In addition to focusing on the group activity or music, young people in the research 

groups could express their connectedness or disconnectedness with others through timing 

their musicking with shared, mis-matched or intentionally opposing musical phrases or beats, 

moving in or out of synchrony. Trevarthen and Malloch (2000) suggested that “making music is 

a form of intersubjectivity, a form of behaviour that offers direct information on human 

motives from which other humans can sense what underlies a person’s actions and 

experience” (p. 4).  Along similar lines, Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010) recognised that 

relationships may develop through an accumulation of small, implicit relational encounters 

that convey a sense of how two people can be together based on affect rather than words. 

Although Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010) studied the development of relationships within 

psychotherapy dyads specifically, I found their group psychoanalytic theory helpful in 

elaborating how implicit affective cues supported the development of group relationships 

through the musicking of both research groups.  

In addition, my findings regarding relationships between members of both research 

groups could sometimes also be illustrated using terms from Nordoff and Robbins (2007) 

Client-Therapist Relationship Scale, that describes stages of relationship development as 

shown through changes in music-making within a therapy dyad. As with their Musical 

Communicativeness Scale, Nordoff and Robbins’ Client-Therapist Relationship scale was 

developed for music therapy sessions with children where their work was primarily non-verbal. 

This contrasts to relationship dynamics of groups of young people with the capacity to engage 
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verbally and musically. Interactions within a group may be between individuals or subgroups 

and may or may not include the therapist. Young people may engage alternately or 

simultaneously in direct conversation, non-verbal gesturing and implicit affective interactions. 

They may intentionally or unintentionally appropriate their use of music towards relating to 

others. Even when group members appeared to resist the overall work of a group, 

relationships between group members could support transformation.  

Taking into account the distinctions between this research and literature I have used 

to support descriptions of my findings, I describe how some group members used music-

making, or the music therapy space, to build relationships with one another. 

Inaction: Minimal Interaction 

Group 1, Session 4. Langa seems very aware of all that happens in the group. He 

briefly looks around the circle as if to gauge everyone else’s involvement or check that 

his participation is acceptable to both the group and the person directing the activity. I 

rarely notice him making direct eye contact with anyone, however. As Maneesh is 

asked to lead a group improvisation, Langa looks very briefly at Maneesh and then 

down at his drum as he follows Maneesh’s beat exactly.   

Langa was aware of the group activity. His musicking matched Maneesh’s lead exactly, 

as he had been asked to do. And yet, his frequent glances around the room suggested he was 

focussed to some extent on group relationships, even though he made little attempt to 

connect directly with others. In alignment with the first and second levels of Nordoff and 

Robbins (2007) Client-Therapist Relationship scale, minimal interaction may indicate some 

interest, but also rejection or resistance of becoming more involved in interactions.  

In groups, a struggle is that someone must make themselves known if relationships are 

to emerge (Smith & Berg, 1987). Whether Langa felt comfortable or daunted when interacting 

with others, the chaos of the group offered him time to consider how he might want to reveal 
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himself, with whom and when. In an ordered group where participants followed the activity as 

expected, Langa may have felt more comfortable, but would also have limited choices 

regarding how he could engage with others. As discussed below, it was the group chaos that 

enabled another group member, Maneesh, to initiate a relationship with Langa. 

Emergence: Brief Contact 

Group 1, Session 4. Maneesh continually scans the group and tries to make eye 

contact with others. His facial expressions and stifled laughs often seem to convey a 

critique of the group activity or an attempt at sharing feelings of awkwardness and 

resistance. This occasionally motivates others to laugh. Maneesh’s interactions are 

brief before he looks down at his instrument.  

Like Langa, Maneesh appears interested in group relationships. As with Langa, his 

attempts to connect are not sustained. However, he makes slightly more eye contact and also 

communicates through implicit social cues that stand out in the group, such as the 

awkwardness reflected through his face and posture.  Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010) noticed 

how, in psychotherapy dyads, small implicit affective connections can support the initial 

development of a relationship. They highlighted that “these affective cues would more 

typically be ‘sensed’ or ‘apprehended’ directly, rather than known reflectively in the moment” 

(p. 65).  A brief or implicit attempt at relating to another presents a means of testing group 

relationships. Through responding to these cues, two or more group members may 

increasingly come to develop some understanding.  

Chaos in groups can support the emergence of relationships. If an expression does not 

receive a favourable response, a group member can return to their activity, perhaps 

unnoticed. Paradoxically, these implicit cues are ordered in that they are often predetermined 

and yet are enabled through the chaos. When group members do respond to relational cues, a 

potential for further development of a relationship may occur.  
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Amenability: Sustained Contact 

Group 1, Session 4. Maneesh has been asked to lead a group improvisation. He 

appears slightly awkward and often looks at Langa who sits beside him, as if to share 

his awkwardness or gain support. When Langa doesn’t respond to Maneesh’s attempts 

to connect, Maneesh tries something different. He notices Langa following his beats 

and initiates a game. Every time Langa follows a beat, Maneesh changes his rhythm. 

Langa seems confused at first, then looks at Maneesh, catching on. They both become 

involved in the game. Langa tries to catch Maneesh by beating with him while 

Maneesh tries to prevent this. Maneesh and Langa’s music-making gets louder. They 

are still participating in the group and making music (which is understandably out of 

time and nearly impossible for anyone else to follow), but predominantly focus on their 

shared activity. After a while, they laugh together as they look at each other and the 

group that is trying hopelessly to follow Maneesh’s rhythms. 

Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010) highlight that for a relationship to develop both 

parties need to convey their recognition of the implicit relational cues they share, even if this 

does not require explicit reflection. Even though Langa and Maneesh may not have been 

communicating verbally, they interpreted each other’s musical, communicative acts and 

responded in relevant ways. From emergent connections between the two, Maneesh pulled 

Langa into a game that involved purposeful interactions and shared intentions. This is 

reflective of the fourth level of Nordoff and Robbins (2007) Client-Therapist Relationship scale 

that describes an active developing relationship, which can include feelings of pleasure, but 

also some perversity and manipulativeness.  

The growth of a relationship is a messy process, as both parties need to respond to 

inferences and intentions that are not always clear. Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010) recognised 

that in a psychotherapeutic dyad this messiness “is necessary to allow the two partners to find 
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fitted responses to each other that lead to the emergence of a joint direction” (p.100). 

Structured group activities might limit this messiness. The tension between potential 

acceptance and rejection might feel daunting (Smith & Berg, 1987), particularly if a group 

member misinterprets the intentions of others in a group where everyone notices. The chaos 

of this group enabled Maneesh and Langa to invest in missed and shared (ordered and chaotic) 

intentions that did not necessarily follow the rules of the group activity or build cohesion. They 

may not have even been noticed. It is interesting that in the session that followed, Langa, who 

was often very quiet and compliant in the group led everyone through a rhythm he introduced 

spontaneously, showing an increase in his confidence. Maneesh began to participate more 

actively in musicking, perhaps showing an increase in his investment in the group. It may have 

been the developing relationship between Maneesh and Langa that supported them to 

explore different ways of being within the whole group. While the development of their 

relationship contributed to a sense of chaos in the group at first, these changes in their 

responses supported group collaboration and a movement to new structures. This once again 

highlighted the importance of the interplay between chaos and order. 

Investment: Relationship Development 

The second group was smaller than the first, so that the whole group was aware of the 

development of group relationships. In contrast to Langa and Maneesh, Philani and Olwandle 

were pressured, rather than freed, to invest in the development of their relationship. They 

took on conflicting roles: 

Group 2, Session 4. Philani is committed to attending every session punctually. 

Olwandle initially refuses to attend the group at all. He arrives for the first time, 20 

minutes before the fourth session ends. Each group member is given a turn to lead the 

group, assigning others to instruments and setting the beat. Philani asks Olwandle to 

play the keyboard. Olwandle’s never played any instrument in the room before, and the 
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keyboard is not an easy introduction to the group! In response, in his turn Olwandle 

demands that Philani sing. It’s the one thing that Philani doesn’t feel able to do. He 

tries eventually but is embarrassed and others laugh at him. Olwandle is given a turn to 

sing too, and both reflect that this experience was horrible (although both say that 

they thoroughly enjoyed watching others sing). Olwandle connects the feeling of being 

forced to sing to pressure he has experienced that pushed him to commit a crime.  

Group 2, Session 5. We decide to use a musical improvisation to explore what it feels 

like to stand up against pressure. Philani plays so loudly that the rest of the group is 

unheard and eventually stop playing altogether. Philani reflects that he was a bit 

‘hyper’, but the experience was great! Olwandle expresses that Philani’s music left him 

with the same feeling of being pressured and stuck. 

A pattern develops in Philani and Olwandle’s relationship. Philani dominates musically, 

sometimes with little regard to the musical contributions of others. He often turns his 

back to the group when playing. In these moments, Olwandle tends to stop playing 

entirely and appears bored or annoyed. Olwandle dominates verbal discussions and is 

quick to offer critique or challenge the behaviour of others. Both are assertive, and 

their relationship is playfully competitive and mutually challenging.  

Once two people in a relationship have found a fit (or a way to connect), according to 

Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010), a relationship can grow through numerous “tentative, 

exploratory initiatives, missed connections, repetitions, errors, misunderstandings, ruptures of 

shared directions, and repairs” (p. 195). Over time, repeated relational patterns enable a 

person to become increasingly familiar with the intentions and responses of another. In this 

way, group members investing in their relationship may appear like two friends interacting, 

whether conflicting or connecting, supporting or challenging one another.  
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In a structured group moment, young people might be expected to follow prescribed 

means of interacting, possibly motivated by the group goals. If I emphasised group cohesion, 

for example, I might have called Philani away from his loud, uncommunicative musicking to be 

more present to others. During verbal reflections I might have motivated Philani to speak 

more. When I did not do this Philani and Olwandle were pressured to develop their 

relationship on their terms, without necessarily finding resolutions to their conflict. In this way, 

they might have opportunities to explore how they would negotiate complex relationships 

within their lives beyond the therapy context.  

However, after three sessions, Olwandle and Philani’s relationship appeared to be 

perseverating certain ways of being. Just as a relationship requires coherence to form, 

Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010) noted that “destabilisation is necessary to move the system to 

a different way of being from its habitual one,” even as “safety is its prerequisite” (p. 90). The 

opportunity to move beyond habitual ways of relating supported Philani and Olwandle to 

develop a more fluid narrative in their relationship. 

Exploration: Developing a Shared Narrative 

Group 2, Session 6. It’s the sixth, and final group session. I ask the group if this time 

they could try to find a way to work together. Olwandle looks directly at Philani and 

says: “Could we please play quietly then, because loud was hard.” We start playing. 

Philani has chosen to play the claves. I wonder whether this smaller instrument will 

enable him to play more quietly. But, once again, Philani gets louder and louder and 

the rest of the group gets quieter and eventually stop playing. Olwandle and Philani 

seem to be perseverating the same ways of relating. 

I ask if we can get quieter, which Philani does immediately. But the rest of the group 

still do not play. Philani plays louder again. Others in the group laugh quietly. I ask if we 

can get louder. Olwandle picks up a drum and beater and starts a loud rhythm. His 
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rhythm meets Philani’s dynamics but contrasts to Philani’s rhythm entirely. In a few 

beats, Philani changes his rhythm to match that of Olwandle. There’s an increase in the 

energy of the whole group. Nokuthula picks up her tambourine and starts to play 

louder than I have heard her play before. The group plays together for some time. 

Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010) have argued that once two people in a psychotherapy 

dyad share a collaborative direction, this allows one person to try something new or creative, 

which can draw the interactants to a new space of “implicit relational knowing” (p. 13). In our 

group, Olwandle’s decision to play as loudly as Philani presented an opportunity for him and 

Philani to move beyond set roles, in this way developing a more fluid narrative. Importantly, 

Philani responded by changing his rhythm to match that of Olwandle’s rather than dominating 

the music entirely. Nordoff and Robbins (2007) fifth level of the Client-Therapist Relationship 

Scale parallels this way of relating, describing the client and therapist as showing “assertive 

coactivity, working relationship, self-confident purposefulness” (p. 379). There is an eagerness 

and vitality in relationships.  

Even as partners in a psychoanalytic dyad become more familiar with others, 

according to Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010), “the interactive process has many sources of 

‘noise’ or sloppiness that are part of the complexity of interaction” (p. 87). As they interact, no 

partner can be entirely clear of the intentions of another, and both also form and reform the 

other, as they are formed and reformed by this other. It is moments of missing one another 

that “open up the possibility of renegotiation, of connecting in a different way, of a change in 

direction”(Bruschweiler-Stern et al., 2002, p. 1056).  For Olwandle and Philani, what may have 

felt unscripted or uncertain supported co-creativity and transformation. Through their 

developing narrative, Olwandle and Philani continued to connect and conflict, and this pushed 

their relationship to a new space. 
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Agency: Transformative Relationships 

Group 2, Session 6. As Philani and Olwandle play together on the drums and claves, 

the contest remains. Philani beats his claves as loudly as he can, pushing the dynamics 

of the group’s music to the limits. Olwandle continues to meet Philani’s music. 

Suddenly Philani stands up and fetches two egg shakers. The dynamics of the music of 

the rest of the group immediately decreases, highlighting how hard they were working 

to match Philani’s music. Philani shakes the eggs with an upbeat but very soft rhythm, 

quieter than the group music. Eventually Olwandle also takes two egg shakers. The two 

of them mostly look down at their shakers but play exactly in time with each other. I 

have not heard Philani play so quietly before, just as I have not heard Olwandle sustain 

any music-making for this length of time.  

After the improvisation Philani says that this whole experience of playing instruments 

and being heard was new to him. When I ask what it’s like to be heard by others, 

Olwandle explains: “…Makes you wanna communicate like when me and him (gestures 

to Philani) were playing on (shows his egg shakers), we were like (shakes egg shakers 

alternately, laughs)…we somehow came together, connected.” I ask whether Olwandle 

has had an experience like this outside of this group. He says: “Yah, like when you sit 

with new people…maybe you assume they’re kind of bad people and then you get to 

know them, they’re people you enjoy sitting with.” 

(Appendix D8, p. 512). 

Philani and Olwandle co-created an experience that was novel for them both. As 

described by Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010), what came “into being did not exist before and 

could not be fully predicted by either partner” (p. 101). Nordoff and Robbins (2007) affirm this 

way of being within their sixth and seventh levels of their client-therapist relationship scale 

describing moments of co-creativity and a freedom of expression in music-making, also 
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showing stability and confidence in the therapeutic relationship. Perhaps it was because 

Philani had felt heard, that he decided to pick up the egg shakers and play quietly, surprising 

everyone. Olwandle’s response was as surprising. He matched Philani’s playing so that both 

risked increasing intimacy and connectedness. This was potentially a means of interacting 

unfamiliar to both of them. Philani and Olwandle could recontextualise their old ways of being, 

leading to the emergence of an alternative. They could reflect on how this alternative 

experience might be realised beyond this moment in the therapy group. For two young people 

who may have been stigmatised (or seen as “bad”) due to their offences, being heard and 

enjoyed might be significant.  

From some perspectives, the moment of intimate connection between Philani and 

Olwandle may be considered as a resolution of conflict or destructiveness in the group. 

However, within a paradoxical approach, it was possibly the knowledge that either group 

member could diverge at any time that provided the necessary safety for these young people 

to connect so intimately. The moment of connectedness was a moment of celebration, after 

which the contest and connectedness between Olwandle and Philani continued. For example, 

Olwandle remarked afterwards that the session was too loud, even though we connected. 

Both conflict and connection were important. 

It is interesting that although we may not have connected on the level that Olwandle 

and Philani did, both myself and Nokuthula (the only others present in the group) were drawn 

to this moment of connection. The development of transformative relationships between 

individuals challenged everyone to explore relating to one another in different ways. The 

group-as-a-whole had an influence on every group member, even as each person explored 

chaos in their own way. 
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Therapist’s Reflections 

Just as group members formed and are formed by one another, as a therapist and 

researcher I brought myself to the research. I was transformed through the process of 

interacting with groups and conducting research, just as I had an opportunity of forming and 

transforming others. There were moments when I could co-explore relationships with group 

members actively, but others when my role was merely to offer a space for relationships to 

develop within the group.  

Offering a Safe Space 

As the group therapist, I was not aware of the developing relationship between 

Maneesh and Langa amidst the chaos I experienced in the group in this moment. Like others, I 

was struggling to follow or support Maneesh’s beat, noting his ‘struggle’ to hold a regular 

beat! Thus, I did not intervene in the interactions between Langa and Maneesh.   

From the lens of a paradoxical approach, offering group members the space to 

negotiate relationships of their own rather than continually attempting to contain the 

fragmentation of a group through increasingly directive facilitation could offer space for the 

development of transformative relationships. This group offered both boundaries for 

relationships (at any point either group member could take a break and return their focus to 

the stipulated group activity), a subject to initiate a relationship (the music activity), and 

different means of interacting (such as talking or using music).  

Co-Exploring 

In the smaller second research group, relationships between individual group 

members such as that of Olwandle and Philani took the foreground. Through the development 

of their relationship in the group, I took on the role of a co-explorer. When Olwandle 

pressured Philani to sing, I felt pushed to insist that he did not need to sing if he did not want 

to. I wanted to ensure that the group remained a holding space. Yet, in following a paradoxical 
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approach, I considered the transformative potential of this experience of pressure. Young 

people had to consider ways of coping with pressure they encountered in the group and 

beyond. While I did wonder aloud whether there were alternative ways of working together in 

the group, I supported Olwandle’s role as the group leader. As such, I challenged Philani to 

sing, allowing for what may emerge through this experience of pressure.  

As Olwandle reflected that he had felt too pressured in this moment, and Philani 

agreed, I worried whether I had gone too far. I was the group therapist and should have 

intervened. But we were able to discuss the pressure group members felt. Olwandle could 

relate this experience to his life beyond our group, and Philani could musically explore how he 

could stand up to pressure. The group had managed to survive the pressure and gain insight 

from the experience. Nitsun (1996) has suggested that it can be strengthening for a group to 

survive experiences of potential destruction. It presents young people with possibilities to 

“explore the meaning of this in the context of discontinuities in their lives” (p. 176). However, 

if an experience of this nature threatened to destroy the group, I might have had to take a 

more directive role. 

In this respect, I was challenged by my desire to direct the group towards what I felt 

represented ‘healthy’ relationships. Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010) highlighted that changes 

within relationships in a psychotherapeutic dyad may or may not follow the goals of therapy 

and may or may not be intended by either partner. If the relationship between Olwandle and 

Philani transformed the way they engaged in relationships, perhaps even beyond the group, 

how could I ensure that this change was helpful and not detrimental to one or both? 

I had to acknowledge that these young people might have as much expertise or even 

more than me in determining what might support or hinder their growth. However, my non-

directive, non-expert role was also collaborative. I explored instruments together with others.  

When the group appeared stuck in one way of being and I felt I needed to intervene, I 
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presented options. I challenged Philani to play more quietly. When the rest of the group still 

did not follow, I challenged them to get louder with Philani. As a co-explorer I thus actively 

participated in supporting and challenging how relationships developed. When Philani and 

Olwandle were able to balance the tension of inclusivity and diversity I could move back from 

the main activity of the group, that organically seemed to welcome and include Nokuthula and 

myself as co-musicians. 

 

Conclusion 

The matrix synthesises the findings from this research. This chapter has presented my 

interpretation of different means through which group members engaged with chaos, through 

mapping their movement through the matrix. Group members might engage with the group 

activity, musicking, relationships or a combination, at different levels of integration or 

disintegration, observation or action. Young people could draw from their own expertise to 

navigate through the complexity of the group process and their life experiences in ways that 

they found beneficial, rather than moving towards a set endpoint. Every means of engagement 

could be transformative or lead to stasis depending on the needs and potential of individuals 

contributing to and gaining from a group situated in context. My role was to accompany group 

members and support their transformation. 

An exploration of the matrix of possibilities through which young people and a 

therapist can use chaos as a resource is an important precursor to the integration of paradox 

theory into the development of music therapy group work. Through beginning to understand 

the potential of chaos, music therapists can expand how we approach and facilitate groups 

with young people. The chapter that follows draws from these findings and relevant literature 

to present a paradoxical approach to music therapy group practice with young people. 
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Part 4  

A Paradoxical Approach to Music Therapy Practice With Young South Africans 

Who Have Committed Offences 
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Chapter 8  

Moving Through the Matrix: A Paradoxical Approach to Group Music Therapy With Young 

South Africans Who Have Committed Offences 

A paradoxical approach to group music therapy with young people stresses the 

importance of enabling group members to access the creativity that emerges as they manage 

tensions between order and chaos. These tensions may manifest through the music itself; 

relationships that develop within musicking; or through the way group members engage with 

musicking activities in context. Group members can consider alternative ways of being through 

integrating destructive and constructive elements of musicking within a group. Group 

musicking requires young people to navigate between conflicts and connectedness in their 

relationships with other group members. They can explore participation and resistance within 

a larger political and social ecology through engaging with group musicking activities. These 

experiences might be transferred to their lives beyond the group. A paradoxical approach 

assumes group members are experts regarding how to best utilise the group to support their 

transformation, even as they may require practical resources and assistance in this regard. 

Rather than stipulating specific therapeutic goals, the therapist is an accompanist, supporting 

and challenging the movement of group members through different focuses and styles of 

engagement in groups, while acknowledging their partial and changing understandings of the 

lives, needs and potentials of group members.  

 Importantly, the paradoxical approach to music therapy I constructed through this 

research process was preliminarily based on my past field notes and then developed further 

through research with two groups of young South Africans who had committed offences. In 

the second part of the research, my development of this model was situated predominantly 

within improvisational music activities (playing instruments in more or less structured 

activities, and song-writing). Improvisations are unique in that they invite the active and 
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spontaneous participation of all group members and the therapist, each influencing the music 

and therapy process within the immediate context (Macdonald & Wilson, 2014). This 

paradoxical approach has also been developed through researching together with young 

people who have the capacity to articulate themselves and reflect (either verbally or musically) 

at some level. The relevance of a paradoxical approach to music therapy groups within 

different music therapy activities, or for other client populations, has yet to be considered.  

Taking these factors into account, I formulated a tentative theory through the first part 

of this research and literature review. The theory proposed that, paradoxically, chaos could be 

considered a resource alongside more ordered features of music therapy groups. The second 

part of the research predominantly explored how young people engaged with chaos in music 

therapy groups, facilitated from a paradoxical approach. I developed a group matrix to 

represent my interpretation of this engagement.  

This chapter extends my construct of the matrix as a tool that might be used to 

understand both ordered and chaotic group experiences, and the paradoxical relationships 

between these. The matrix could be used to explore movement between the paradoxes of 

participation and resistance; creation and destruction and conflict and connectedness.  The 

chapter also considers how a paradoxical approach complements and is differentiated from 

some common music therapy approaches. In this way, the chapter presents my construction of 

a paradoxical approach, based on my research, and situated within broader music therapy 

discourse. To begin, I re-introduce the matrix, as shown in Table 8.1. 
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Table 8.1:  

The Group Matrix 

 Activity Music Relationships 

Inaction Silent participation Not playing Minimal interaction 

Emergence Restrained 

participation 

Tentative musicking Brief contact 

Amenability Conventional 

participation 

Amenable musicking Sustained contact 

Investment Committed 

participation 

Persistent musicking Relationship 

development 

Exploration Adventurous 

participation 

Explorative musicking Shared narrative 

Agency Activism Versatile musicking Transformative 

relationships 

 

The Group Matrix 

The matrix was developed as a tool predominantly for myself as the music therapist 

and researcher to gain insight into how young people and I navigated our process through 

groups. I could more easily decipher complex group happenings within moments I might have 

previously just labelled as “structured,” “connected,” “chaotic” or “overwhelming.” The matrix 

illuminated how experiences of chaos in music therapy groups both pressured and freed young 

people to move, through different focuses and styles of engaging with one another, the group 

and music. Often it was a group member’s movement (in any direction) that I noticed through 

the matrix that conveyed their ability to access creativity and explore alternatives. Thus, the 

matrix appeared to highlight how group members might use a group (as individuals, dyads or 

an entire group) as they needed rather than representing stages or guidelines revealing how 

group members should develop. Without specifying any direction to limit how group members 
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used groups, I had to reframe what the goals for a therapy group might be, and whether 

movement in itself might be considered a sufficient overarching goal.  

Movement Through the Matrix as a Therapeutic Goal 

Every therapeutic approach is guided by a plan or goals to support the well-being of 

clients, even if these are expressed differently; are explicit or implicit; or stress different 

aspects of a therapy process. In improvisational models of music therapy, Bruscia (1987) has 

suggested that there are more general goals such as those dictated by the therapeutic model 

or client population, as well as potentially more specific goals set for individual clients or 

groups. Goals may be carefully stipulated prior to the therapy process. For example, in 

behavioural approaches, goals may work to “specifically address symptoms and (maladaptive 

or inappropriate) behaviours” (Trondalen & Ole Bonde, 2012, p. 51). For my research groups 

with young people who have committed offences, there were goals stipulated by the overall 

diversion programme framed within cognitive behavioural therapy and psychoeducational 

models. In a diversion programme for young people who had committed offences, it was 

exceptionally important that they consider alternative ways of being in their lives beyond the 

group, to prevent recidivism, which would mean jail time for some. In some therapy models, 

goals may “emerge as the therapy progresses” (Bruscia, 1987, p. 7), and might then be more 

flexible. Goals may be set by the therapist, client, person referring the client or a combination. 

In resource-oriented music therapy, for example, Rolvsjord (2010) stipulates that the therapist 

and client(s) both need to be involved in setting therapeutic goals. Further, there might be 

implicit goals for a therapy process that do not entirely match the explicit goals (Bruschweiler-

Stern et al., 2010). In less directive therapies, such as those seeking to contain and allow 

struggles of clients, these implicit goals may take the forefront.  

In my initial exploration of a paradoxical approach to music therapy groups I presented 

goals to guide the therapy process (see Chapter 4, Oosthuizen, 2019). These included fostering 
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“resilience” in young people to develop their capacity to give and receive affirmation and 

critique; offering possibilities for personal and emotional release; and supporting “flourishing” 

relationships that incorporate both inclusivity and diversity. Overall, a goal of empowerment 

motivated young people to integrate destructive aspects of themselves whilst holding hope for 

their futures. These goals did not stipulate a direction in which group members should move 

(such as moving towards more affirmation than critique) but presented possibilities for holding 

the tensions between these apparently opposing expressions. These goals were important 

signposts that guided my initial planning for the research groups.  

When exploring a paradoxical approach further, however, I was critical of specifying 

therapeutic goals beforehand, even if this was done together with group participants. I could 

not assume what an individual or group needed, just as group members might not have a clear 

sense of what they might achieve from a music therapy group. In the first research group, I 

might have felt put out by group members playing instruments without any directions from 

me. For them, perhaps it was quite normal that, when entering a room full of instruments, 

they might try them out. Similarly, my sense of an ordered group making music may have felt 

quite disconcerting for a group member unfamiliar with instruments, or someone who 

struggled to follow the beats I initiated. In addition, if I set goals together with young people, 

would group members suggest goals beyond what they felt they ‘should’ be doing in this 

programme given the power dynamics of our relationship? And would the possibilities for 

young people to explore alternative ways of being through the process be limited or enabled 

by goals stipulating the direction of exploration? If a music therapy group was to offer 

opportunities for young people to explore possibilities for change, this group may need to 

accommodate young people disrupting the status quo of what I felt was typical and 

comfortable for a music therapy group itself.  
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  Based on this research, I felt it was not necessary and might even be unhelpful 

to set goals that might serve as endpoints to move towards. Rather, I considered that an 

overarching goal for the music therapy process was to enable the movement of a group 

member through a landscape of possibilities. This did not validate any behaviour of group 

members (or music therapists). The paradoxical approach I constructed paralleled feminist 

approaches towards music therapy practice that have asserted that the role of music therapy 

is not “simply to invite participation and to offer support to clients, but to also enable their 

emancipation” (Edwards, 2016, p. 8). It was young people’s capacity to move - to draw from 

their creativity to explore new possibilities within the group and their everyday lives - that 

might support their emancipation.  

The matrix enabled me to understand and support the movement of group members 

better. Winnicott and colleagues (1986) noted: “I believe there is nothing that has to be done 

that cannot be done creatively, if the person is creative or has that capacity” (p. 51). However, 

Winnicott and colleagues (1986) have cautioned that if a person cannot access the creativity 

required for transformation, they might become stuck in one way of being, potentially 

tolerating what they should not have to endure. Others might make continual changes, so that 

novel ideas cannot be integrated before being destroyed. If group members appeared to move 

too fast through the matrix or to remain static, this might reveal their struggle to use the group 

to access the creativity they needed for transforming their lives. When I presented young 

people with possibilities to move rather than stipulating goals, this drew the focus away from 

myself as the therapist making decisions regarding what change looked like and how the group 

needed to progress. I considered group members as the experts in terms of how they moved 

(or attempted to move) based on their needs and potential, even as I supported and 

challenged this movement. 
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Group Members as Experts 

The paradoxical approach I constructed through this research relied on group 

members’ capacity and interest in using the group and music to serve their needs. De Nora 

(2000) has found that many people already use music in therapeutic ways in their everyday 

lives. In addition, most young people referred to the programmes I facilitated regretted their 

criminal behaviour and expressed a desire to change, even if some were unable to 

conceptualise what this change might involve, or how to access the resources they required to 

make changes.  In resource-oriented music therapy, Rolvsjord (2010) stressed that “the 

therapist must learn to trust the client’s knowledge of, and competence in relation to, her or 

his needs, goals, and ways of working” (p. 198). This was similarly my experience within the 

paradoxical approach I explored through this research. 

It was complicated to negotiate the diverse ways in which group members chose to 

engage within one moment. In the second group, as I supported the conflict between 

Olwandle and Philani, I was nervous that this was to the detriment of Philani who was verbally 

quieter and less articulate. I carefully noted how this conflict evolved (by using and developing 

the matrix) and noticed how both group members were utilising this conflict to create and 

recreate varied coping strategies. I felt this benefitted both group members and so I co-

explored the tension and discomfort I experienced in the group with others. However, it was 

important that I could ascertain the individual engagement of these two group members. Each 

used the group in different ways at different times, and I might need to try different strategies 

for supporting Olwandle (engaging verbally) to those I used to support Philani (engaging 

musically). Consequently, although I constructed the matrix through engaging with groups, the 

matrix predominantly mapped the movement of an individual within the group.  
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Movement as Individuals and a Group 

While conceptualising an individual as inextricably bound by context, each individual in 

a group had their own unique expertise, needs and potential. In the graphic notation I 

employed to make sense of my video data in the second part of my research, there were 

structured moments when I could depict the whole group activity with one line. This was 

indicative of the collaborative engagement of all. In moments I experienced as chaotic, I had 

often drawn contrasting lines together in a moment. Part of my overall sense of chaos was due 

to the divergent engagement of group members. This supports the notion that chaos is not 

simply “disorder” but a complex array of happenings that might appear disordered when 

viewed as a whole (Rickles et al., 2007).  

The matrix mapped unique movements of group members within one moment. Some 

individuals explored destructive, dissonant responses towards the group while others (even 

within the chaos) responded to the overall group in amenable ways. What enabled optimal 

growth of one person may not have benefitted another. If I only focussed on the whole group, 

I might overlook the needs, potential and contributions of individuals.  

At the same time, the movement of group members I noticed in the matrix was 

interwoven with the overall group activities that impacted every individual, just as every 

individual impacted the group. In discussing the performance of a jazz ensemble, Sawyer 

(2012) suggested that “the group’s creativity isn’t a simple sum of the creative talents of the 

individual members; the group’s performance is greater than the sum of its parts” (p. 32). The 

music therapy group space is always a “co-created” space (Stige, 2010) that presents unique 

opportunities for individuals to engage in a certain way.  

It was not only the immediate group that influenced individuals. Each group member 

belonged to communities (for example, school, family, social and political communities). As 

highlighted within culture-centred and community music therapy approaches, individuals in 
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the group might be viewed both as being influenced by but also influencing their broader 

communities in different ways through their engagement with the group (Pavlicevic & Ansdell, 

2004; Stige, 2002). As group members considered alternative means of engaging within the 

group context, they might then simultaneously be considering alternative ways of engaging 

with their communities beyond the group.  

The previous chapter considered how individuals engaged with experiences of group 

chaos, as I represented through exploring the matrix. Through extending the possibilities of 

the matrix as a means to understand the paradoxes of order and chaos through the life of a 

group, this chapter explores assumptions and practical applications of a paradoxical approach 

towards music therapy groups with young people. I begin by considering how group members 

engaged with the group activity, musicking and relationships. 

Group Activity, Musicking and Relationships 

Stige (2002) states: “Music therapy as professional practice is situated health 

musicking in a planned process of collaboration between client and therapist” (p. 200). This 

broad definition incorporates the different focuses of group members in the research groups. 

Both music therapy research groups involved group members engaging in complex 

relationships with others (even if these might be considered as conflictual rather than 

“collaborative” and may/may not include the therapist). Groups involved musicking within a 

situated, planned group process. In more ordered group moments reflected through the first 

part of my research (and in the clear, flowing lines of my graphic notation for the second), it 

appeared that group members engaged with relationships, the process (or group activity) and 

musicking in a predominantly integrated way. Even in chaos in groups it might seem 

superfluous to separate these aspects of a music therapy process. Any act of a group member 

might be viewed as a style of participation in an activity and musicking and divulges 

information about group relationships.  
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However, a paradoxical approach takes into account that a group member may be 

primarily interested in either the activity, music or relationships (or a combination of these). In 

the first research group, Langa and Maneesh were engaged in their own game, and thus 

focussed on their relationship. Zakhele focussed on trying out different instruments with little 

regard to group activities, and Mandla kept trying to motivate the whole group to create a rap. 

Taken together, it appeared as if none of these group members were focussed on the 

stipulated group activity (which was to match the musical lead of each group member in turn), 

and this accentuated an overall sense of chaos. And yet, each of these individuals was engaged 

in a meaningful activity. 

Thus, I considered what a group member was focussed on first, before considering 

whether or how they were engaging. It appeared that everyone was focussed on something. If 

only one task was considered as meaningful, it was easy for me to assume someone as “lacking 

focus” or being “resistive.” If I considered a complex array of potential activities, it became 

more difficult to draw these conclusions.  

The three group focuses that emerged from the second part of the research aligned 

with my initial exploration of the paradoxical nature of groups. In the first part of my research I 

considered how a paradoxical approach enabled group members to explore aspects of 

participation and resistance or opposition (suggesting ways of engaging with a group activity); 

connection and conflict (highlighting ways of engaging within group relationships) and 

creativity and destructiveness (a focus on engaging with music in the group). This highlighted 

that not only did group member’s focuses diverge during more chaotic moments, but their 

engagement within each area held the tensions between what might be considered more 

ordered and chaotic expressions.  

There are well-known music therapy methods (as described by Edwards, 2016) that 

place greater emphasis on one or more of these focuses within a music therapy group. “Music-
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centred” approaches such as “aesthetic music therapy” (Lee, 2016a), or “creative music 

therapy” (also known as “Nordoff-Robbins music therapy”) (Guerrero et al., 2016), have 

prioritised music as a direct agent of change. A focus on how group members use music to 

explore relationships may draw from group psychoanalytic theories (see Barwick, 2014). The 

understanding that individuals and groups cannot be considered apart from their broader 

communities and contexts that need to be accounted for presents a culture-centred stance 

towards this work (see Stige, 2016). Group members interested in the group activity and 

process were often interested in the explicit connections between the group or their identity 

within the broader context. From a paradoxical approach I acknowledged the complex nature 

of groups that required an eclectic and fluid use of varied music therapy methods dependent 

on the needs of individuals and the group.  

The different focuses offered within music therapy groups are discussed below, 

alongside theories that might support each. I begin by discussing a focus on participation and 

resistance within a group activity. I consider how I could draw from a “culture-centred” music 

therapy approach when engaging with group members focussed on group activities 

specifically. 

Participation and Resistance Within a Group Activity 

A culture-centred approach to music therapy considers individual agency as 

constructed within a social milieu, and culture as a “dynamic interplay between self and 

society” (Stige, 2016, p. 543). Every group member draws from their cultural and contextual 

affordances as a means of engaging within group activities, music and relationships.  In fact, 

Stige (2002) has stated that “it is not even possible to speak of human existence without a 

notion of culture” (p. 15). However, there were group members who showed more (or less) 

interest in ecological aspects of the group. For individuals focusing on the group activity, the 

group might have been implicitly or explicitly conceived of as a microcosm of their broader 
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context. They may use the group to create and recreate their world. A culture-centred 

approach towards music therapy practice that strongly emphasises the need to understand 

our work within context might support how I could engage with group members focussed on 

the group activity. 

In structured group moments, group members interested in the group activity and 

process had opportunities to enjoy a feeling of togetherness or familiarity through drawing 

from and building a group culture that was shared and inclusive. Alternatively, they might just 

follow along, doing what they felt was expected. In moments of chaos, a group member 

interested in the activity might have viewed the group (and possibly the community beyond 

the group) as not working, and had to decide who to follow and how, and whether to follow at 

all, drawing from the cultural affordances they could offer or draw from the group. When the 

first group experienced chaos, Mandla’s primary interest was to mobilise everyone to support 

him in his creation of a rap he thought would be very meaningful. He made demands of the 

group but also had to change his behaviour to work together with others. Mandla’s rapping 

similarly told his story and expressed a desire to change the way he interacted with others in 

his life beyond the group. Through focussing on the activity, group members could critique or 

support the group, simultaneously exploring how they might support and critique their 

communities beyond this group. In this way, they could “integrate destructive and challenging 

aspects of themselves and their environments while also conceiving futures that hold hope” 

(Oosthuizen, 2019). The group offered young people opportunities to “co-author and perform 

new and liberating stories” (Stige, 2002, p. 57). 

Small (1998, p. 77) perhaps sums up the value “musicking” as a whole may 

hold for a community, saying: 

If musicking is an activity by means of which we bring into existence a 

set of relationships that model the relationships of our world, not as they are 
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but as we would wish them be, and if through musicking we learn about and 

explore these relationships, we affirm them to ourselves and to anyone else 

who may be paying attention, and we celebrate them, then musicking is in fact 

a way of knowing our world ... and in knowing it, we learn how to live well in 

it. 

Small (1998) has thus stressed the connectedness between community, relationships 

and making music, three aspects that group members may have chosen to privilege in their 

group participation. However, as much as musicking presented a means of “knowing our 

world” and ourselves within this world, there were some group members for whom musicking 

itself held far more weight than reflecting on what this act may afford them socially or 

politically. 

Accessing Creativity Through Destructive and Constructive Musicking 

A group member predominantly focussed on the music might attend a group only to 

play – to explore sounds, beats, instruments and possibly the matching (or clashing) of their 

instruments with those of others. They are possibly more excited (or daunted) by the 

instruments and musical opportunities set before them beyond anything else. Stige (2002) has 

argued that even though the particular aesthetic qualities of music are not universal and may 

not be shared by all, “an expression in sounds and the capacity and desire to develop and 

organise these expressions are universal” (p. 85). An apt example of a group member’s primary 

interest in music-making was Zakhele’s playing in the first research group. He explored one 

instrument after another. He appeared uninterested in the cultural affordances or group 

activities that enabled him to make music in a certain way. He seemed unconcerned whether 

his music had any connection to the overall diversion programme or not. Zakhele engaged with 

others only as far as he felt it might enhance his capacity for musicking.  
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“Music-centred” approaches to music therapy value the centrality of the unique 

qualities of music as particularly significant in supporting transformation. In describing 

aesthetic music therapy, Lee (2016a) has critiqued music therapy models that might side-line 

music in favour of adopting theories from allied fields such as psychology. For Lee, the 

aesthetic and therapeutic capacity of music itself transcends any focus on pathology. Along 

similar lines, Nordoff and Robbins coined the term “music child” to describe the existence of a 

healthy part of every person that could be accessed through collaborative musicking between 

therapist and client, regardless of their pathology or disability (Aigen, 2014). Aigen (2014) has 

considered enabling people access to “musical experience and expression” (p.20) as legitimate 

aims of music therapy practice, rather than only considering music as a tool to achieve “non-

musical” goals. 

De Nora (2000) found that music’s “temporal dimension, the fact that it is a non-

verbal, non-depictive medium, and that it is a physical presence whose vibrations can be felt, 

all enhance its ability to work at non-cognitive or subconscious levels” (p. 159). As opposed to 

our explicit uses of music for social or physical ordering, it is at these levels that “we do not 

turn to music as a resource but are rather caught up in it, find ourselves in the middle of it, are 

awakened by it” (De Nora, 2000, p. 159). As such, Aigen (2005) found that “different types of 

music enable different relocations and levels of awareness, heightening and suppressing bodily 

energies and capacities, modes of attention and feeling” (p. 160). Musicking naturally 

promotes enjoyment and self-development for group members (Aigen, 2014). Through 

focusing on their musicking, they became musicians rather than merely participants in a 

diversion programme. Group members could also explore personal and social expressions and 

express or release emotions in an embodied way, which for some may have felt safer or easier 

than verbal reflections. 
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A focus on musicking did not imply that the music that group members make sounded 

aesthetically pleasing, but rather that this served as a means of expression and exploration. 

Aigen (2007) emphasised that “some art is harsh, challenging, barren, or discordant” (p. 127), 

and these elements might emerge through music therapy. Aigen (2007) argued, however, that 

for music to hold value for our lives, musical experiences would need to be formed into an 

experience that “adds the qualities of unity, completion, and wholeness to our lives” (p. 124). 

From a paradoxical approach, experiences of musicking might not feel resonant or complete, 

connecting or cohesive, and might frustrate or challenge young people immensely. Others 

might find such destructive or dissonant experiences exciting. Lee (2016b) described an 

improvisation with a man living with HIV, saying that: “The music is complex and electrifying, 

culminating in chords that are fast, loud and atonal. A lack of rhythmic pulse allows yet further 

freedoms of expression” (p. 46). Dissonant musical experiences challenged and freed young 

people in this research to access creativity in destroying and recreating their music. The 

destruction of a musical idea or concept or relationship made way for something new that 

would then once again be open to destruction. Young people could create and recreate 

possibilities for their musically embodied personal, emotional and social expressions. Through 

considering every possible way of playing an instrument (and so creating and destroying 

different sounds), Zakhele later strongly supported the group’s music, connecting with others 

in new ways. Had he not first ‘practised’, he may not have gained the confidence to offer this 

support.  

It was also important for Zakhele that he was part of a group with whom he could 

share his music when he was ready. Through group activities and musicking, young people 

formed (and reformed) relationships with one another. Ansdell and De Nora (2012) have 

suggested that music can significantly enhance people’s capacity for collaboration. I turn to 

consider how group members with a particular interest in group relationships were able to use 



 

 

255 

music groups to support the development of these relationships, whilst also gaining a deeper 

understanding of themselves. 

Connecting and Conflicting Within Group Relationships 

The underlying theory supporting a range of music therapy approaches makes 

reference to the connections between the features of music and non-verbal communication. 

Based on their research of interactions between mothers and their babies, Trevarthen and 

Malloch (2000) used the term “communicative musicality” to describe how we use musical 

cues and gestures to interact with others. The group psychoanalysts, Bruschweiler-Stern et al. 

(2010) asserted that even within verbal therapy, the development of relationships within a 

psychotherapeutic dyad relied on small, implicit relational encounters based on affect rather 

than words. These encounters are exceptionally meaningful and may be richer and more 

nuanced than verbal exchanges, even if they cannot be processed. These encounters might be 

closely related to Trevarthen and Malloch’s (2000) notion of “communicative musicality.”  

Musical expressions are thus inherently communicative and could support the 

development of relationships within groups. For group members such as Olwandle and Philani 

in the second research group, the communicative capacity of musicking was of primary 

importance. They appeared to use their musicking to compete and later connect with one 

another. Philani initially tended to turn his back to the group and played with rising dynamics, 

while Olwandle and the rest of the group often became quieter or stopped playing. Olwandle 

sometimes laughed at this, and clearly articulated his dislike of the loud music.  

Bruschweiler-Stern et al. (2010) found that changes within implicit relational 

encounters can initiate changes in a psychotherapy dyad, and perhaps even influence 

behaviour beyond the therapy situation. They affirmed that “paradoxically, the only way to 

become yourself is through participating in shared intentional directions with others” (p. 118). 

Young people can discover and develop their identity through social engagement with others 
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who provide feedback through the way they respond and interact (White et al., 2017). 

Olwandle and Philani could relate the way they pressured and opposed one another in 

sessions to how they responded to pressure beyond sessions. Through moving between 

musicking and discussions, Olwandle and Philani explored ways of standing up to the pressure 

they felt within the group and found a way to work together mutually, perhaps also leading to 

changes in the way they engaged beyond the group. 

Music plays a primary role and serves as “an articulation of human experiences” in 

music therapy groups facilitated from a psychodynamic approach (Metzner, 2016, p. 454). 

However, Metzner (2016) has commented that “psychodynamic music therapy is not 

characterised by the predefined functions of music or specific techniques” (p. 455). Rather, 

music enables the work of a group and presents material that can be processed to aid the 

therapy process. In the analytic music therapy model, musical improvisations might be used as 

a means of eliciting verbal discussions between therapist and client (when a client is able to 

verbalise their experiences) (Trondalen & Ole Bonde, 2012). However, music therapists 

working within an analytical paradigm note that work with non-verbal clients can still provide 

meaningful experiences through music-making (Metzner, 2016). Olwandle and Philani were 

able to reflect on the tension and conflict within the group that emerged through musicking. 

Yet, they connected most intimately through their musicking. They might have felt awkward or 

struggled to find words to talk about such an intimate experience.  

Within a paradoxical approach, the freedom and pressure for group members to focus on 

the group activity, music and/or relationships enabled them to draw from their own and the 

group’s resources to explore different ways of being. In addition, group members explored 

different styles of engaging within these focuses. I turn to present the potential resources 

offered by moving through the different styles of engagement referred to in Chapter 7 that 

describes the research findings.  
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Styles of Engagement 

Music therapists working with young people might describe individuals that are 

aggressive or angry (Derrington, 2011; Dos Santos, 2019); quiet, shy or withdrawn (Gold et al., 

2017; Nöcker-Ribaupierre & Wölfl, 2010; Shipley & Odell-Miller, 2012); or distracted, restless, 

inattentive, having a short attention span (Nöcker-Ribaupierre & Wölfl, 2010; Rickson & 

Watkins, 2003; Sausser & Waller, 2006), for example. Music therapists also describe some 

young people as enthusiastic and committed (Gold et al., 2017). Some of these behaviours in 

groups appear to indicate strengths of young people while others may indicate areas that need 

to be addressed (Nöcker-Ribaupierre & Wölfl, 2010; Rickson & Watkins, 2003; Uhlig, 2011). It 

is important that music therapists are able to encourage young people to explore alternatives 

to behaviours that are potentially limiting or even harmful for themselves or others.  

However, Stige (2010) referred to different styles of group participation as 

representing a variety of valid responses to group activities, whether these might be 

considered as more conventional or eccentric, active or passive. One style of participation was 

not favoured over another, but served different purposes for group members, dependent on 

their context and character. Stige’s descriptions of these styles were based on research with 

groups of people with intellectual disabilities. He proposed that further investigation would be 

required to consider whether the participation of groups within other contexts could be 

viewed in a similar way. However, I found his model helpful in considering the different styles 

of engagement of young people within the two research groups I facilitated for this study. 

Stige’s proposed styles included non-participation, silent, conventional, adventurous 

or eccentric participation. Through exploring how young people engaged in groups, particularly 

in chaotic moments, I affirmed similar styles of group member participation. In my research, 

styles of participation included inaction, emergence, amenability, investment, exploration and 

agency. When describing the research findings in Chapter 7, I also considered the style of non-
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participation described by Stige as pertaining to diversion programme members who did not 

consent to participate in the research but sometimes observed groups. The styles through 

which group members chose to participate were displayed in different ways depending on 

whether group members were more interested in the group activity, music and/or group 

relationships specifically (shown in Table 9.1). Every style of engagement might be considered 

as contributing to the growth and movement of an individual through a group or hindering this 

engagement. From a paradoxical approach towards music therapy practice, I assumed that it 

was movement between these styles, rather than chosen styles of participating in a moment, 

that was most helpful. 

In referring to the styles of participation he observed, Stige (2010) suggested that 

“these five categories represent contingent constellations of two more general dimensions: 

level of energy and degree of mutual focus” (p. 141). He noted that “an inclusive social space 

for musical participation allows for low energy as well as high energy inputs, and for both 

centrifugal and centripetal contributions” (p. 142). Through the research groups, I considered 

how different styles of engagement within groups were important in presenting individuals 

with the means of exploring the paradoxes of chaos (through centrifugal or differentiated 

engagement) and order (through centripetal or integrated engagement). Rather than focusing 

on levels of energy, in my research I considered that inclusive spaces allowed group members 

to observe and act. An observer might express energy through their interest in the group, 

whilst an active group member might engage with low energy. I will initially consider how 

group members could explore more integrated and differentiated styles of engagement.  

Styles of Engagement Contributing to Integration and Disintegration 

Table 8.2 presents the different styles of engagement alongside my understanding of 

how some supported more integrative or disintegrative group engagement. 
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Table 8.2:  

Integrated and Differentiated Styles of Engagement 

Paradoxical focus of engagement Styles of engagement 

Chaos – differentiated focuses Non-participation 

Inaction 

Order – integrated focus Emergence 

Amenability 

Investment 

Chaos – differentiated focuses Exploration 

Agency 

 

In the research groups, styles of emergence, amenability and investment served an 

integrative or centripetal role in the group. Whether a group moment might be characterised 

as predominantly chaotic or ordered, group members moved towards following an activity as 

directed; collaborating and/or musicking with some consistency or structure. Non-

participation, inaction, exploration and agency served a disintegrative role. Group members 

pushed the boundaries beyond group norms or expectations.  

The movement between integration and disintegration in a group might appear to 

reflect patterns of conflict and resolution as described by Yalom (2005), or rupture and repair 

as described by Safran and Muran (2000). Both of these theories consider conflict or ruptures 

in relationships as significant contributors towards change in the therapy process. And yet, 

both favour a move towards resolution or the repair of ruptures as supporting positive 

therapeutic outcomes (Safran & Krauss, 2014; Yalom, 2005). In this research, it was the 

ongoing tension and movement between integrative and disintegrative aspects of groups that 

supported the formation and transformation necessary for group growth, rather than 

movement towards integration. For example, even if Mandla’s attempts at creating a rap in 

the first group had failed and the group had remained fragmented, he might still have gained 

insights into how he needed to adapt his behaviour to work with others. Although styles 
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leading towards group integration and disintegration are inextricably linked, I will consider 

these separately, beginning by discussing engagement styles supporting group integration. 

Integration 

Integrative styles of engagement, including emergence, amenability and investment, 

supported the formation of groups. Group members could remain within group norms and 

boundaries that offered them a sense of safety sufficient to motivate their participation. In 

addition, integrative participation styles enabled group members to collaborate and connect, 

celebrating their potential. These moments were often strengthening for groups. 

Moments of integration within the whole group might include structured group 

activities where all members played collaborative rhythms. However, group members might 

also integrate their actions within one group focus and not others. For example, Maneesh and 

Langa formed and strengthened their relationship through collaborating with one another, 

even if their actions diverged from the group activity.  

Just as group members’ integrative styles of engagement supported group formation 

and celebration, moments of group integration offered space for individual group members to 

find a way to belong and participate in different ways. An “emerging” group member might 

gain sufficient confidence to increase their exploration of the group activity, music or 

relationships. For example, in the second research group, Nokuthula only attempted making 

music when I offered her different instruments and showed her how to play them or when 

group members directing activities prescribed what she needed to play. Amenability presented 

group members a means of blending in. While this provided a sense of safety and belonging, it 

might rob an individual of their sense of self as unique or separate to others. As Shipley and 

Odell-Miller (2012) note, “the teenager’s intense desire for acceptance and understanding by 

another is coupled with a simultaneous fear of being overwhelmed by that person” (p. 49). 

Sihle was able to blend in musically through her amenable playing in the second group, but this 
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limited her capacity to express the chaos she described in her life. Through investing in the 

group, an individual showed the capacity to stay with one idea even if this meant that they 

stood out from others. In the first group when Joel was asked to lead, he kept playing, even 

when others struggled to match his beats (or chose not to). In this way, he asserted his own 

identity in the group context, even though he did not move away from the stipulated group 

activity.  

Although emergence, amenability, and investment predominantly contributed to 

group integration, in some moments these styles might have the opposite effect. Joel’s 

invested participation, for example, contributed to a heightened sense of disintegration, when 

he kept playing while others changed what they were doing. However, these participation 

styles provided more room for group integration and structure. Engagement styles including 

exploring, showing agency, as well as inaction and non-participation played a more 

disintegrative function.  

Disintegration 

Differentiated styles of engagement in groups related to what Stige (2010) termed 

centrifugal participation. Group members pushed beyond the boundaries of group structures 

through engagement that was differentiated from the overall group activity, potentially 

leading to chaos in the group. Through explorative engagement, research participants could 

consider what else might be possible beyond what was already happening in a group. An 

example was Zakhele’s exploration of different instruments that showed little regard for the 

activities of other participants. A group member acting with agency actively exercised their 

control through offering an inspirational idea that the group may decide to follow, or not. In 

the first group, Mandla acted with agency through attempts to motivate the group to create a 

rap. Through trying many different ways of pulling the group towards his agenda, Mandla 

formulated and refined ideas for his rap. Moving beyond a group activity through exploration 
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and agency could precipitate chaos but also had the potential of drawing the group to a new 

space of working together if group members embraced the new possibilities offered. Through 

acting with agency, Mandla eventually drew the first research group to support his rapping, 

which also energised and connected group members.  

Group members engaging through inaction or non-participation similarly moved 

beyond the group boundaries, even though their behaviour differed significantly from those 

exploring possibilities or acting with agency. In this case, participants separated themselves 

from the group, leaving others uncertain of their intentions. These participants may have 

gained a sense of control through their refusal to participate or might be making a statement 

that what was happening in the group was not working for them. An example of the latter was 

Langa’s tendency to stop playing as soon as he experienced the group as chaotic. Inaction 

might contribute to disintegration, but group members engaging in this way may also be those 

who are ready to contribute to something new emerging within the group.  

Although differentiated participation could lead to disintegration in a group, the above 

discussion reflects that these styles of engagement could also contribute significantly to 

changes in groups. When group members celebrated moments of collaboration, they 

sometimes highlighted the importance of disintegrative group experiences surrounding this. 

For example, when I asked Langa about his experience of taking a lead in the group’s music, he 

said: “They were making noise, I wanted the music to carry on” (Appendix D2, p. 466). This 

highlighted his awareness of the group disintegration that motivated him to utilise 

differentiated engagement styles (exploring) to broaden the possibilities for his participation.  

The movement between integration and disintegration enabled group members to 

access the creativity required for formation and transformation within the group and 

potentially their lives beyond the group. Participants were also able to engage with alternative 

ways of being through moving between observing and acting within the group setting. 



 

 

263 

Moving Between Action and Observation 

Paradoxically, group members engaging in apparently opposite styles of active or 

observant participation could explore similar ways of being in a group. Through either 

inactivity or agency group members could take control, either refusing to contribute at all or 

strongly presenting ideas to attempt to transform the group. Those emerging in the group 

(predominantly observing), and those actively exploring alternatives were considering 

possibilities for their involvement in the group.  

There were also significant differences between observation and action that impacted 

individuals and the group in this research. Table 8.3 shows the movement from observation to 

action through different styles of engagement that I will discuss. First, I will consider how 

observational styles could support or hinder the ways in which participants could use the 

group to support their needs and potential. 

Table 8.3:  

Action and Observation in Groups 

Styles of engagement Action/observation 

Non-participation Observation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Action 

Inaction 

Emergence 

Amenability 

Investment 

Exploration 

Agency 

 

Observation 

It can be hard to discern the intentions of young people in a group who music 

therapists have described as withdrawn or quieter and possibly unnoticed (Nöcker-Ribaupierre 
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& Wölfl, 2010; Shipley & Odell-Miller, 2012). Inaction in a group may have indicated that a 

young person was observing the group, waiting or withdrawing. A group member might have 

not been happy to be in the group, afraid of participating, critical of group activities or even 

just relaxing. They may have a powerful experience of the group and might use their inaction 

to exercise control. They may be developing a meaningful contribution to offer when they feel 

ready. In the first group, it is possible that Langa might not have surprised the group with a 

strong drum beat that eventually drew the group together if he had not first observed group 

happenings. His observations gave him time to contemplate how he might respond to the 

“noise” by showing agency. 

However, an inactive group member in some ways completely separated themselves 

from a group. Increased explicit engagement within the group would allow a group member to 

become known, and thus potentially contribute and gain in increasingly meaningful ways. 

Winnicott and colleagues (1986) have noted that “creativity is then the doing that arises out of 

being. It indicates that he who is, is alive. Impulse may be at rest, but when the word ‘doing’ 

becomes appropriate, then already there is creativity” (p. 39). Creativity could be nurtured 

through being but is unleashed through action. The participation style of emergence presented 

research participants with an opportunity of gradually moving from “being” to “doing.”  

“Emerging” participants in the research groups could assess their abilities, managing 

the tension between remaining separate and merging with the group. They could tentatively 

explore what they might gain from their action. When Nokuthula tried to play an instrument in 

the second group, she noticed that she found music fun, even if it was difficult. From 

emergence, amenable playing or commitment enables an individual to merge with the group, 

perhaps a safe way to become more active. As Maneesh risked engaging with Langa they 

gradually began to form a relationship through a give and take of musical ideas. When group 

members became increasingly active within the group, they were more noticeable, whether 
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their focus was integrated or differentiated, whether they were open to interaction with 

others or not. 

Action 

Increasingly active group participants might have been musicking with commitment, 

exploring alternatives, or trying to move the group towards different means of engaging 

through acts of agency. They may lead or dominate the group or may not connect at all. 

Mandla’s activism in the first group very clearly demonstrated active participation. He 

continually spoke to the group, cajoled them, tried new ideas, and committed to his agenda. 

Whether they laughed at Mandla, ignored him or followed, all group members were aware of, 

and were pushed to respond to, his participation.   

A movement towards more active engagement in a group did not suggest that a group 

member was gaining more from the process than someone who was observing. At first, 

Mandla was isolated as the group ignored him. Smith and Berg (1987) argue that action has to 

be closely aligned with reflection or observation through removing oneself from a situation. 

Actions inform observations just as observations inform actions. It might be easier to notice 

someone moving towards a phase of exploring alternatives (to what others were doing), and 

yet a person who is quiet may be observing and considering just as many possibilities.  

Beyond a therapy group, however, someone with the ability to explore actively might 

be one able to actualise possibilities beyond their current personal, communal or even societal 

realities. Winnicott and colleagues (1986) have suggested that “when we are creative we are 

surprised at ourselves, we are being creative, and we find we can trust our own unexpected 

originality” (p. 51). Mandla’s acts of agency led to transformation and movement of the whole 

group, potentially initiating an experience the group might not have thought possible. I have 

described such group experiences as moments of celebration in groups. Group members 

celebrate new possibilities that they can then continue to deconstruct and reconstruct through 
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the process. The first research group realised that, if they collaborated, they could make music 

as a group. They participated with energy and then laughed together as some members 

refused to rap and the group realised their limits. Mandla went home and began to write his 

own raps about his life, motivated to do what he described as “something new.”  

The discussion of the value of different styles of engagement reiterates that every 

style of participation, within any group focus, can support the transformation and growth of a 

group member or whole group, or limit this. Rather than directing or controlling a group, a 

paradoxical approach required me, as the therapist, to enable group members to utilise the 

group to support rather than hinder their transformation. In describing the research findings, I 

reflected on some of my experienced roles as the therapist through the two research groups. 

In this chapter I have grouped these reflections, based on what I felt group members needed 

when engaging in different participation styles and focuses. Overall, my role was that of an 

accompanist. 

The Therapist as an Accompanist 

As a music therapist I had to continually and reflexively determine when, where and 

how to become involved in the group to accompany each group member in the best way 

possible. Referring to resource-oriented music therapy, Rolvsjord (2010) noted that 

“empowerment is not something the therapist can do for the client with the use of 

sophisticated techniques and expertise. The clients may lead us on the way, as they are the key 

to their own empowerment” (p. 231). In moments of chaos specifically, I could enter the 

messiness of group relationships and music-making. My role was not to direct the group 

towards what I felt healthy transformation should be. Rather, my questioning and supporting 

might ensure that group members were able to access transformative possibilities.  

Entering the messiness of group relationships required me to explicitly present myself 

in the therapy space, along with my strengths and weaknesses. Rolvsjord (2010) found that 
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“the therapist’s personhood and musicianship are important features of the relationship that 

inevitably influence the therapeutic process” (p. 201). When I showed limitations in terms of 

my ability to conceptualise their needs and life experiences, group members might be 

empowered to take a lead, even while I could share their feelings of sadness or joy related to 

these experiences. I could model and teach musical skills, while group members guided me in 

terms of their own musical cultural preferences. 

My accompaniment of participants was complex as I had to diversify my roles based on 

what different individuals needed at certain times to support their transformation. At times I 

worked with the whole group as a unit. Yet, provided the music therapy space was sufficiently 

safe for the group, sometimes I could focus on accompanying one or two individuals 

specifically. During an activity in the first research group I followed Joel’s rhythms as he 

seemed isolated in the group. I did not pay as much attention to members such as Maneesh 

and Langa who seemed involved in their own activity. They might have even felt pressured had 

I engaged with them directly.  

I have grouped the specific roles I took on as the therapist described in the research 

findings into four categories. These include holding a group (that includes both offering a safe 

space but also waiting before intervening in uncomfortable moments); resourcing a group 

(through offering both support and challenge); intervening in a group (through taking a 

directive lead or initiating chaos); and co-exploring with the group (through partnering or 

witnessing). These roles sometimes aligned closely with the roles of music therapists with 

which I was familiar, but also pushed the boundaries of how I had experienced my roles in the 

past. I continue by discussing each of these roles in more detail. 

Holding the Group: Offering a Safe Space and Waiting 

My choice of the word “holding” draws from my understanding of Winnicott’s (1975) 

use of the term. As a paediatrician, Winnicott (1975) developed the construct of “holding” 
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from his observations of the interactions between mothers and their babies, that he felt 

paralleled interactions within the psychoanalysis process. At first an infant is in a state of 

absolute dependence on the mother. The mother puts aside their own concerns and is 

preoccupied with the task of trying to attune to the babies every need. In this way the mother 

offers an adaptable and dependable space for their baby as they gradually discover an external 

environment that they can influence just as this environment influences them. Over time, a 

“good enough” mother allows the baby to slowly encounter increasing frustration through 

waiting for longer periods before providing for the baby’s needs (Finlay, 2015). In this way, the 

child gains independence as they learn to engage with the environment and find ways to cope 

without the constant presence of their mother. The accomplishment of this independence also 

relies on “the accumulation of memories of care, the projection of personal needs and the 

introjection of details, with the development of confidence in the environment” (Winnicott 

1975, pxxxviii). Winnicott (1975) has argued that holding thus requires both containment and 

reticence from the mother. 

Through observing the links between psychoanalysis and mother-child relationships, 

Winnicott (1971) paralleled the process of psychotherapy, with adults and children alike, as 

playing together. The role of the psychoanalyst would be “directed towards bringing the 

patient from a state of not being able to play into a state of being able to play” (pxxviii), 

through first attuning to the clients completely and then increasingly presenting them with 

opportunities to explore their own potential for engaging with the environment. Winnicott’s 

construct of “holding” is commonly used as a means to explain the process of music therapy 

(see for example Pavlicevic, 1997), where the qualities of improvisation are likened to the 

playful interaction between mother and child. 

Bion (1963) similarly aligned his construction of a psychoanalytic relationship with that 

of relationships between infants and their caregivers. However, although his use of the word 
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“containment” is sometimes used interchangeably with Winnicott’s construct of holding, there 

are significant differences (Parry, 2010). Bion (1963) has explained that in mother-child 

relationships, something that a child feels is unbearable can be “projected by the infant and 

received by the container in such a way that it is ‘detoxicated,’ that is, modified by the 

container so that the infant may take it back into its own personality in a tolerable form” (p. 

26). For Bion (1963), it was important to offer to move the client to deeper understandings, or 

hand them back what they felt was unbearable in manageable forms. Winnicott (1971) 

perhaps placed more importance on a holding environment, where a therapist could give 

undivided attention to a client, until the client found their own ways to cope with what they 

might have felt was unmanageable.  

In my research I focussed both on whole groups and individual interactions within 

groups, which diverges from the focus of therapeutic dyads. However, there were aspects of 

my roles in groups that paralleled Winnicott’s construct of holding, as I understand this. My 

role of holding a group from a paradoxical approach included balancing the tension between 

attuning to the group’s needs (or those of individuals within the group) along with allowing 

enough discomfort or frustration that urged group members to develop their own safe spaces 

(through my reticence).  

In initial sessions, I offered a safe enough environment through structure and 

boundaries with which group members became familiar. I offered clear explanations of the 

group for new members; I began each session with structured collaborative activities such as 

drumming and I verbally reflected together with the group on activities, particularly when 

group members and/or I had experienced these as chaotic. I offered structures such as turn-

taking or reminded group members to listen to one another when I felt some individuals were 

struggling to keep up with group happenings.  
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Through the group process I continued to provide a safe environment for inactive or 

emergent group members to begin to participate more actively if they wished. This included, 

for example, offering Nokuthula instruments and showing her how to play each. I also held a 

space for group members beginning to explore beyond set groups structures or activities. This 

included offering Mandla a microphone to try rapping even though the rest of the group were 

not interested in creating a rap together at that point. As a music therapist, I was familiar and 

comfortable with the role of attuning to group members.  

However, when I initially experienced the first group as fragmented, I waited to see how 

the group might respond to what I felt was chaotic. This tested my learned ways of working as 

a therapist. In moments of chaos, I would usually have felt responsible and assumed a more 

directive role, especially as this was short-term work and so we did not have much time to 

develop trusting relationships or understandings that might contain group chaos. In groups, 

Bion (1961) noted the importance “that the psychiatrist should find interpretations that give 

the group insight into what is going on” (p. 126) before a group reaches a point where they 

cannot contain their emotions. I reflexively questioned whether my waiting and enabling 

young people to explore as they wished was relieving myself of the responsibility or capacity as 

a therapist.  

However, when analysing the data of this experience, I noticed that this response was 

significant. Waiting allowed me time to discern the resources group members could access, 

and also motivated group members to take ownership of the space. Based on my 

understanding of Winnicott’s notion of “holding,” my reticence pressured participants to find 

ways to tolerate increasing frustration and engage chaos without my immediate involvement.  

Whether the group was aware of this or not, through my waiting I remained vigilant 

and available to contribute or offer resources as I felt best. I allowed discomfort but still 

reflexively considered whether any group member was unable to tolerate the chaos at which 
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point I would intervene. At the same time, my waiting conveyed my vulnerability as a person 

who may not be able to offer the best ways in which a group could move forward. My role was 

to provide the group with sufficient holding that both supported the group but also 

encouraged them to find their own ways of engaging with the environment in and beyond the 

therapy group.  

Waiting within what sometimes felt intolerable to me was made slightly easier when I 

was able to notice shifts within the room. An example of this occurred in the first group when I 

noticed Joel gradually playing louder, showing an increase in his confidence amidst the group 

chaos. When I discovered group members’ increasing ability to explore ways of being in 

chaotic experience, I could move gradually to resource those who might have appeared to 

struggle to access the possibilities they wanted to. 

Resourcing the Group: Supporting and Challenging Group Members 

 Through the therapy process, one of my most active and perhaps prevalent roles was 

to resource group members – providing them with ‘tools’ to utilise the group and their own 

resources as they needed. Rolvsjord (2010) has supported this role, highlighting that in 

resource-oriented music therapy “the therapist’s primary task is to provide a workspace for 

the client and also, by her or his expertise, to provide some tools or methods of which the 

client can make use” (p. 188).  

I was comfortable with my role of supporting group members, whether this involved 

matching and accompanying their music, affirming their comments or offering them different 

instruments to play, for example. However, in the two research groups I sometimes challenged 

group members more strongly than I might have if not approaching this work from a 

paradoxical approach. Gardstrom (1987) supports the need to challenge young people. She 

contends that “the more challenging the music therapy experience, the more pride the 

participant will feel upon successful completion of the experience, and the healthier the self-
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concept will become” (p. 20). She suggests that not offering enough challenge might leave 

young people feeling de-motivated. However, Gardstrom (1987) also warned that too great a 

challenge might intimidate young people and cause them to withdraw. From a paradoxical 

approach, I felt it important to challenge young people to embrace destructive aspects of 

themselves, the group and the environment. However, resourcing group members required 

that I offer both support and challenge young people simultaneously.  

My roles of offering support and challenge were interlinked and also differed for 

individuals and events through the process. For group members focussed on musicking, my 

musical co-exploration may be sufficient to support and challenge them to access their 

creativity. When the first group began to rap together, I became a co-musician. For Zakhele I 

was a person providing instruments, for Nokuthula perhaps a form of music teacher showing 

her how to use instruments as a support but also challenging her to try. For group members 

whose playing seemed tentative or unsteady, I held the beat. I could trust the naturally 

therapeutic features of musicking experiences and might even merely take on a role of 

bringing group members to an awareness of the power music has in their lives and supporting 

them to use this in helpful ways (McFerran & Saarikallio, 2014).  

For those focussed on the links between group activities and their lives beyond the 

groups or broader communities, I supported and challenged group reflections. When Sihle 

struggled to portray the chaos in her life she had verbally articulated through her musicking, I 

strongly challenged her through causing musical chaos in the group. If she had to find ways of 

coping with and embodying this musical chaos within a session, this might support her to do 

the same in her life beyond the group. At the same time, the group offered her support as we 

explored embodying chaos musically together. 

Still other group members focussed on their relationships and identity within groups. 

In the second group Philani and Olwandle focussed on their relationship as they pressured one 
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another to sing. I supported this challenge. At the same time, however, I ensured we reflected 

on this experience verbally and then musically explored how we might work together in 

different ways. This supported the group to draw meaning from a challenging experience 

rather than retreating. 

In this way, whether group members focussed on music, the group activity or 

relationships, I could offer resources to group members emerging in the group, participating 

amenably or with commitment or those exploring alternatives. For those observing the group, 

I ensured there were resources (such as instruments or activity instructions) that offered them 

possibilities for engaging more actively. It was only when a group member began to act with 

agency, strongly drawing from their own resources (such as Mandla when he led the group 

rap), that I felt I could step aside from my role as a “resourcer.” 

In contrast to my prevalent role of resourcing group members, there were very few 

moments in either of the research groups where I felt I had to intervene. When I did, this 

involved taking on the more playful role of trickster rather than directing the group through 

taking control.  

Intervening: Directing and Initiating Chaos 

I did not feel that the chaos that emerged within the two research groups represented 

what Nitsun (1996) referred to as more “pathological” forms of the “anti-group” that might 

need more active intervention. However, in considering groups I have facilitated over time, 

there have been moments where directive interventions were required. This occurred 

particularly when group members engaged through the styles of non-participation or agency 

(dominating).  

Non-participation (group members showing no interest or physically leaving a group) 

might leave others questioning the value of a group; feeling as if they have been deserted and 

are not worthy of a group or leaving themselves. This might lead to the disintegration of the 
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group (Nitsun, 1996). It was interesting that “non-participants” in the first research group 

appeared to have a potentiating rather than debilitating influence in the group. The 

appearance of a larger group freed some active group members to participate with confidence 

that they might not have shown in a smaller group due to feeling more exposed. If non-

participants had threatened the freedom of group participants to explore as they required, I 

would have had to take stronger measures to exclude those who were not committed to the 

group from the room. In contrast to the first group, many young people in the second 

diversion programme opted not to join the music therapy group. When only one group 

member was present, they sometimes seemed awkward and lacked motivation, or asked to 

wait for others. I may have had to make a decision regarding the closure of a group had this 

happened more frequently.  

In addition to the potential challenges of non-participants, I might have needed to 

intervene within a group had an individual dominated over others. In the first research group, 

Mandla sometimes dominated through his continual rapping through a microphone he had put 

on full volume, drowning out the musicking of others. If he had continued to dominate, the 

group might have become an ‘individual’ space for Mandla. Some might leave feeling there 

was no space for them, and in turn leave Mandla feeling deflated as nobody had participated 

as he wished. If my accompaniment of the group as a therapist had not led to any changes in 

such a situation, I may have needed to intervene more actively. This might simply call for a 

verbal group reflection or a structured activity to draw the group together again. In the past, I 

have encountered incidents requiring more urgent interventions. When group members posed 

a danger to themselves or others, such as fighting physically, it was important that I intervene 

immediately to curb this behaviour to ensure the safety of the group environment. I have 

immediately moved away from activities that provoked this behaviour; referred back to the 

prerequisites of the group that we respect one another and the musical instruments; and once 
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called on colleagues to assist in managing a group. In the research group, participants chose 

not to follow Mandla’s lead, and instead fragmented into sub-groups involved in different 

activities. In response, Mandla renegotiated his participation and the group responded 

favourably, so that it was not necessary for me to intervene.  

In contrast to these directive interventions, I felt I needed to intervene if a group 

struggled to access a potentially transformative experience of chaos. The amenability of Sihle 

and Philani’s playing in the first two sessions of the second research group seemed in stark 

contrast to the life experiences Sihle described. A stasis in this group might stifle her need to 

find alternative ways to express and share these life experiences as she needed. In this group, I 

took on the role of the trickster or instigator of chaos. This intervention was more playful than 

directive, as I became the difficult group member that others needed to ‘deal’ with. This was 

not a role I was accustomed to or comfortable with as a therapist. However, my initiation of 

chaos moved Sihle towards new ways of exploring the struggles in her life. 

All of the roles I have discussed so far refer to ways in which I might actively 

accompany a group, whether taking the forefront or moving backwards, supporting and 

challenging, and intervening if necessary. It was when I noticed group members moving 

through the matrix, already exploring new ways of being, that I had felt free to collaborate 

with group members in their spontaneity, or to participate as requested. I might partner group 

members just like musicians in a jazz band (if they allowed and/or wished this) or move 

backwards as a present witness. 

Co-Exploring: Partnering and Witnessing 

It was predominantly in moments where group members showed agency, through 

offering inspirational ideas that others supported, that I could witness and partner the group. 

As noted in the first part of my research, partnering the group was a mutually interactive, 

shared process, whether the resultant sounds appeared very ordered or chaotic (See Chapter 
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4, Oosthuizen, 2019). We celebrated what was possible together. In the second research 

group, when Philani suggested we play “crazy” on musical instruments, I initially modelled 

what “crazy" might sound like to me, resourcing the group through offering possibilities. 

However, when Sihle and Philani started to play with energy and less self-consciousness or 

nervousness, I felt free to play along as I wished. 

When group members began to take ownership over their musical engagement in the 

group in showing agency, their own ideas took the forefront. Sometimes this meant that I 

could or needed to move back entirely as a witness. In the first group, when everyone began to 

play along with Langa’s rhythm and Mandla’s rapping, they laughed and ‘messed around’ 

together. They did not need my co-participation. My part in the group was to witness. This 

might appear similar to my role of “waiting.” However, through “waiting,” I suspended my 

frustration or uncertainty and that of the group (as far as I understood) in order to motivate 

movement. As a witness my role was to notice the potential of group members, and their 

ability to move without my involvement. My witness affirmed the potential of group members 

to make music, relate to one another and potentially to cope well even beyond the therapy 

group.  

Concluding Thoughts 

The paradoxical approach set out through this chapter provides an alternative means 

to consider chaotic moments in music therapy groups. Chaos is strongly supported as a feature 

of groups that does not require management, eradication or resolution. Rather, chaos can be 

welcomed as an essential contributor to group transformation throughout the therapy 

process. In this research, chaotic experiences presented group members freedom and pressure 

to utilise a group as they needed. Young people engaged with group activities, musicking 

and/or group relationships as observers or active agents, offering disintegrative or integrative 

contributions. It was the movement of group members across a landscape of possibilities, as 
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represented in the matrix, that indicated their ability to creatively consider alternative ways of 

being within and potentially beyond the therapy group. As the therapist, my role was to 

accompany their movement through offering holding, resources, interventions when 

necessary, and co-exploring the possibilities group members were able to access.  

The final chapter concludes this thesis as I affirm some music therapy group work that 

reflects a paradoxical approach to some extent. Based on this research, I also offer new 

perspectives and possibilities available for our work with adolescents, particularly in South 

Africa.  
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Chapter 9 

Coda 

One cannot escape the feeling that an exploration of paradox is like walking in circles. 

It is hard to know where you have come from and where you are going. But the more 

one lives with a paradoxical perspective, the more one develops a tolerance for circles 

and for the places where two apparently contradictory paths join...the paradoxical 

quest is the search for the link that one cannot see. When we are in groups, it is 

because we cannot always see this link that we learn to develop the courage to believe 

that it exists.  

(Smith & Berg, 1987, p. 151) 

This research began with my experiences of chaos in groups with young people. I often 

felt uncertain in this work. As a South African music therapist, I asked questions regarding 

what ways of practising music therapy might be relevant in our context; and when my practice 

had value or when I might need to step aside (see Chapter 2). I had an intuitive sense that 

there was something of meaning that emerged through the chaos in my work with young 

people and so began to search for a link between chaos and transformation in groups that I 

could not see at first.  

The research presented a paradoxical approach to music therapy practice that was not 

linear, but rather showed how the research participants used chaos and order in groups to 

move through a landscape of possibilities, even possibilities that seem contradictory such as 

creating through destroying. Although my understanding of how group members utilised 

groups was partial, there was space for my role in accompanying them. I drew from my 

expertise while group members made decisions alongside me regarding which of my skills 

might be relevant to enable their transformation. Sometimes I was required to step back as an 

observer or witness, and yet even this role was of value. 
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As I came to the end of this research, I reconsidered my practice and that of other 

music therapists working with young people from a new perspective. I noticed that some 

creative arts therapists, including music therapists, have embraced a paradoxical approach to 

some extent through describing the possibilities of working within chaos, even if we have not 

explicitly described our work as such (see for example Doktor et al., 2011; Haen & Weil, 2010; 

McFerran, 2010). While this applies to many music therapists working with young people 

internationally, I offer some examples from the South African context, where this research was 

situated. 

Music therapists documenting work with young South Africans have frequently 

discussed how the chaos surrounding us infiltrates every aspect of our work (Fouché, 2010; 

Oosthuizen, 2018; Pavlicevic & Fouché, 2014). We have also described the potential of music 

for accessing transformation, even within this chaos that we were not able to resolve or 

eliminate. Pavlicevic (1994) reflected on her experiences of work with a music therapy group 

for children who had experienced trauma in the township of Mamelodi in South Africa. Whilst 

noting the disintegration she experienced in groups, Pavlicevic explained that in this therapy 

group she could “tolerate” the chaos around her, waiting for the right moment to time her 

music to meet the group and draw them towards a new moment of spontaneous creativity. 

She therefore allowed chaos into the group and held the group through this chaos. 

Pavlicevic, Fouché and Torrance have written about numerous projects facilitated by 

the MusicWorks27 with young people in the Western Cape. They described the communities 

within which they worked as beset with violence; gangs; a lack of access to resources; alcohol 

abuse or tensions placed on family systems, for example (Fouché, 2010; Fouché & Torrance, 

2005; Pavlicevic, 2010; Pavlicevic & Fouché, 2014). The music therapists showed an openness 

to beginning to play within the chaos of these communities. Whilst a strong focus of most 

 
27 Previously known as the Music Therapy Community Clinic, see http://musicworks.org.za/ 

http://musicworks.org.za/
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projects sought to draw young people into experiences of connectedness, young people were 

also offered opportunities to use their music to send messages to the community challenging 

them to change. For example, one group composed and performed a rap for their community 

saying: “That what you’re doing is wrong…” (Fouché, 2010, p. 75). Whilst not explicitly 

exploring the tensions between the paradoxes such as destruction and creativity explicitly, 

Fouché (2010) has described how music programmes and music therapy have offered young 

people space to explore destructive and chaotic expressions. Young people could release their 

anger by playing loud music, for instance. Performances also offered young people 

opportunities of exhibiting their resources within adverse circumstances (Fouché & Stevens, 

2018). 

The music therapist Dos Santos (2019b) conducted research with young people in a 

community in Tshwane, that she described as facing similar struggles to those described by 

Pavlicevic, Fouché and Torrance, including high levels of aggression. Whilst still focusing on the 

importance of inhibiting “destructive impulses” and helping “an individual to choose conflict-

solving strategies that are more constructive,” she asserted the importance of holding the 

tension of the paradoxical relationship between aggression and empathy, rather than viewing 

these as polar opposites (Dos Santos, 2019a, p. 22). 

Even when music therapists in South Africa work in environments that may not be 

considered as exceptionally traumatic, I have described how the context of our country and 

the tension between disintegration and destruction alongside connectedness and creativity 

has to be accounted for (Oosthuizen, 2006). I described my work with a group of young people 

within a wealthy suburb where the violence, struggles and inequalities of the country seemed 

absent or silenced. I warned that although there are many choices for how and where music 

therapists in South Africa work, if we do not consider our work as situated within this broader 

ecology: 
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we may be limiting this profession to certain communities and certain ways of 

working or thinking. Whilst offering valuable services within a community, we may 

then find ourselves unknowingly contributing to global or national issues such as 

segregation (as much as we attempt to address these very issues within our own 

therapy groups). 

(Oosthuizen, 2006, para. 30)   

In our work as South African music therapists we have to welcome the tensions 

between the diversity of our society and inclusivity required for us to be together. We cannot 

eliminate the struggles and chaos surrounding us. If we can continue to ‘play’ with all the ways 

in which chaos infiltrates our music therapy, we might enable young people to access options 

for considering ways of thriving within the chaos in their lives.  

However, engaging chaos as a resource might still feel threatening or overwhelming 

for a music therapist, who might be concerned about losing control, lacking competence or 

offering anything of value to a group. The theory underlying a paradoxical approach to music 

therapy developed through this research may serve to illuminate and legitimise this practice. 

Working with chaos as a resource is not only acceptable, but of exceptional importance. 

Further, the practical possibilities for working within a paradoxical approach that have been 

explored through this research can support music therapists to maximise how we engage with 

chaos as a resource in our work.  

The group matrix I constructed through this research is not an assessment tool or a 

guide for therapists to set group goals. Rather, through mapping the movement of individuals 

and groups through the matrix, we can find new ways of accompanying group members, 

recreating what it means to be a music therapist within a paradoxical approach. This might 

support music therapists to extend the boundaries of our comfortable roles and encourages us 

to explore novel and necessary ways of working with young people. The matrix, however, is 
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only a partial tool, continually open to change. This might serve as a starting point for future 

exploration of patterns through which young people utilise music therapy groups. Perhaps the 

matrix might also be adapted to enable group members who are struggling to engage to 

explore practically how they might use chaos in groups as a resource.  

If “an exploration of paradox is like walking in circles,” this research has walked one 

circle. The research provides an initial theory and practical applications of a paradoxical 

approach to music therapy groups with young people who have committed offences, that may 

hold relevance more broadly. It is my hope that this will inspire and support innovative 

practices in work with young people, that may in turn expand and critique the paradoxical 

approach constructed through this research.  
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490 



 

 

491 



 

 

492 



 

 

493 



 

 

494 



 

 

495 

Philani 

Philani? 



 

 

496 



 

 

497 



 

 

498 

 

  



 

 

499 

Appendix D7: Excerpt 7: Group 2, Session 5



 

 

500 



 

 

501 



 

 

502 



 

 

503 



 

 

504 



 

 

505 

 

  



 

 

506 

 



 

 

507 

 
Appendix D8: Excerpt 8: Group 2, Session 6



 

 

508 



 

 

509 



 

 

510 



 

 

511 



 

 

512 



 

 

513 

 


