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Changes in Relationship Quality through Music Therapy for a Child with

Autism Spectrum Disorder

SHIGETA Emi

This article clarifies changes in the quality of the relationship between a client and therapist in music
therapy for a child with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) based on a case study analyzing changes
in musical communication. The therapeutic meaning of these changes is then considered. One of the
focal problems in ASD is sociability or one’s ability to build relationships with others. Sociability
research has, so far, focused on ability and change. However, it is important to pay attention to
relationships and demonstrate how they are built and transformed. The quality of relationships can
be clarified by considering the establishment and changes in communication from the point of view
of the involvement and interpretation of a therapist. This article analyzes musical communication in
a case utilizing “description by episode,” a qualitative research method conceptualized by Kujiraoka
in Japan. “Description by episode” accounts not only describe changes within the client but also the
intersubjectivity between participants and, in particular, the therapist.

Based on three descriptions by episode, the analysis clarified three steps in the process of changes
in musical communication. The first is the beginning of communication by the client’s attention to
sound. In this step, the client showed signs of awareness of the therapist. The second is the activation
of emotional communication via song sharing. Here, a sense of security through close contact with
the therapist was observed. The third is the increase of interactive communication by voice, words,
and sound. In this stage, the client used the word “enjoy” to tell something to the therapist after
cooperative music interaction.

These changes in communication show an increase in the patient’s motivation to communicate
and build a trusting relationship with the therapist. These changes are extremely significant for
children with ASD, as they are the foundation of emotional relationships and verbal communication

development.
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