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An experimental feedback model of musical development 
for synesthetes and absolute pitch possessors
Solange Glasser

Synesthesia and absolute pitch (AP) are two uncommon cognitive 
conditions that reflect increased neuronal connectivity and have been 
anecdotally reported to occur together in individuals. What both condi-
tions require are involuntary and stable mappings between percep-
tual and verbal representations. Yet, while these two conditions share 
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many commonalities, and have been conjectured to be two sides of the 
same coin, the experiences of synesthetes and AP possessors remain
highly idiosyncratic.

This presentation therefore addresses the question: when the lens is 
drawn right back, is there a common experiential mechanism under-
lying these highly individualistic reports? The analysis draws on new 
insights gained from the lived-world experiences of synesthetes and 
AP possessors collected during the author’s PhD studies.

Participants recruited for this study (n=35) comprise a self-identified 
sample across music students and staff of the Melbourne Conservato-
rium of Music, University of Melbourne. Three forms of data collection 
were used for this study: an online questionnaire, semi-structured inter-
views, and synesthesia and AP battery tests. Drawing on the complexity 
of the data collected, the results of this study suggest an experiential
feedback model (EFM) of musical development that can be used to eluci-
date how the brain functions as an information processing system. This 
speculative theoretical model will be illustrated and expounded, and I 
conjecture that, while it can be used to describe the unique participant 
sample of this study, it can also be applicable to the musical develop-
ment of non-synesthetes or AP possessors.

Synesthetes andAP possessors form a distinct and exceptional group,
yet they experience the same degree of within-group variation as would 
be expected in the non-synesthete and non-AP population. They are 
therefore both unique, and the same. For synesthetes and AP posses-
sors, however, there is a greater complexity of information processing
at an experiential level. Ultimately, the unique perceptual experiences
of these people develop longitudinally into enhancements in creative
cognition, including visualization, concept formation, categorization,
and memory.

My research suggests that, over time, synesthesia and AP can substan-
tively modify the identity and worldview of possessors, resulting in
considerable behavioral changes, including both enhancements and 
impediments. The findings have implications for broader understand-
ings of the specific features of synesthesia and AP. The EFM is intended 
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as an assumption to generate further research, as what this study has
highlighted is that there is still much more to uncover about the lived-
world experiences of people with synesthesia and AP.
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