
Creating and Examining a Novel Form of  Elder Dignity Therapy — Oral 
Histories as Produced Aural Stories

• Dignity therapy (DT) aims to increase psychosocial and existential 
health for elderly patients, yet a 2017 systematic review on DT 
revealed literature deficits in the measurement of  DT’s efficacy and 
expansion.

• As a proof  of  concept, we sought to introduce a novel form of  DT 
— the oral history as produced aural self-story — investigating its  
therapeutic efficacy and detailing its creation methodology.

• This project sought to honor the complexity and lives of  participating 
South Side, African American elders while creating a reproduceable, 
lasting digital product for each participant’s family and communities. 

• Nine African American elders (mean age of  88) from the UChicago 
Medicine South Shore Senior Center were recruited. Each had an oral life 
history conducted. These histories were then produced into aural self-
stories following a production process, Rita Charon’s tripartite narrative 
medicine framework, and journalistic ethics on semiotic alteration. 

• Therapeutic outcomes were ascertained using mixed methods. Semi-
structured interviews and a project evaluation survey were conducted 
after listening to a produced story with an elder. Subjective well-being 
and spirituality surveys were conducted and analyzed using paired t-tests.

• Our project suggests that aural self-stories produced from oral histories 
enhance the current dignity therapy landscape for elders based on 
certain unanimous responses from project evaluation surveys and 
follow-up interview codes facilitating reflection/contemplation, 
sentimentality/positive affect, affirmation/enlightenment, followed by 
empathy/gratitude and curiosity/intrigue/peculiarity.

• Our quantitative dataset requires recruitment to reach power and 
significance, yet preliminary results revealed larger increases in 
measures of  spiritual identification, happiness, religious identification, 
and identifying one’s life as being part of  a larger spiritual force.

• The University of  Chicago Pritzker School of  Medicine funded this project.
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Semi-structured Interview Results: 13 codes were produced from 
follow-up interview responses that took place after an elder heard his or 
her story. The top five codes along with illustrative quotes are as follows:

1. Reflection/contemplation (N=18): 
• “Living, I’ve touched a lot of  other lives, probably had influence on a lot of  

people that I hadn't even thought about.”
2. Sentimentality/positive affect (N=10)
• “It was enjoyable...It was relatively easy, but thought provoking at the same 

time.”
3. Affirmation/enlightenment/elucidation (N=10)
• “There was nothing negative about it. It was a good feeling, especially if  it 

captured my emotions, my true emotions, meaning if  I was able to speak that 
truth. So it was good.”

4. Empathy/gratitude (N=7)
• “At my age, so many have lost and are losing it. They have no memory. They're 

helpless...Thank God, and as I say, I'm pretty well satisfied with my life as it is. 
My faith is — life has a purpose.”

5. Curiosity/intrigue/peculiarity (N=7)
• “I learned a little about myself, and to hear myself  talk. That was something else. 

To hear myself  talk, yeah.”

Project Evaluation Survey Results:

Every participant 

Paired T-Test Survey Results
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