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Abstract

Hypothesis: Due to upward social comparison, we hypothesized that exposure to reality
television singing (a technically demanding style of contemporary commercial music singing)
would negatively influence singing self-concept compared to hearing amateur singers or

plain, unembellished singing by professionals.

Study design and Methods: A between-subjects, online experiment was used. A sample of
212 individuals (Mage = 33.14; 69.30% female) participated in the study. After completing a
background section, participants were randomly allocated into one of the experimental
conditions (hearing one of four versions of a well-known song: a control version with piano
and no singing, amateur singing, professional plain singing, and professional singing in the
style of reality television singing). Participants were then asked to judge the performance they
heard and to respond to items concerning their singing self-concept (including singing

ability).

Results and Conclusions: A series of ANCOVAs was used to examine the impact of the
experimental condition on the participants’ performance judgments and singing self-concept.
The amateur singing was judged as the lowest quality. While there was no significant
difference by experimental condition regarding possessing good singing ability, the
experimental condition did affect people’s singing aspirations and perceived ability to sing
along with the performers. The pattern of results suggests that exposure to reality television-
style singing may have negative impacts on people’s singing self-concept via upward social
comparison. Self-concept has been identified as an important predictor of musical
engagement and participation and plays a role in motivating action. These results encourage

music educators, singing voice pedagogues, and community musicians seeking to promote



musical and singing participation to be aware of cultural influences on an individual’s singing

self-concept.

Keywords: singing ability, singing self-concept, social comparison theory, musical identity,

contemporary commercial music singing



Does reality television-style singing influence singing self-concept?

Reality television is a global cultural phenomenon.'> One popular format of reality
television is the singing competition. For example, Popstars in the UK spawned the global
juggernaut Idol in 2001,° and many other televised singing competitions followed, including
The Voice, X Factor, Got Talent and The Masked Singer. For over two decades, these shows
have been highly successful in capturing world-wide audiences and generating billions in

advertising revenue.*

Research on reality television singing shows has been conducted across multiple
disciplines, including popular musicology and cross-cultural studies,’ disability studies,’
music education,! and sociological studies on class, gender, and fame.%”-%° Although there is
significant popular interest in the singing portrayed on reality television as evidenced by
viewership alone,'” there are only isolated examples of extant research on the reception and
influence of the style of singing on reality television singing shows. For example, Robinson'!

considers reality television and implications for singing teaching, and Hartwig and Riek '

investigate the impact of The Voice in the school choral context.

The expectation that reality television singing contestants sing “harder, higher, and

louder”IS,p185

—and the apparent necessity to adopt this technically and stylistically difficult
form of singing to win—communicates to millions of viewers worldwide that to sing well is
to sing like the winning contestants.'* This singing style generally involves performing
contemporary commercial music using belt voice and chest-mix voice qualities at
increasingly higher pitches during performance climaxes to elicit astonished reactions from
studio and television audiences.'® Belt is an acoustically and perceptually distinct voice

quality'® used in much contemporary commercial music singing'® where the singer carries

chest voice above the primo passagio and uses sophisticated acoustic and physical strategies



to achieve loud phonation and a bright timbre.!>!7 Chest-mix voice involves some
registrational transitioning of the vocal apparatus while maintaining adduction of the vocal
processes and increased use of the thyroarytenoid muscle!” coupled with acoustic strategies to
maintain a strong vocal quality on higher pitches, although it is acknowledged that there is
great variability in the literature on the definition (and even the existence) of mix voice. '3
Using belt or chest-mix voice qualities on high pitches is technically demanding and the

ability to do so is commonly the result of significant vocal training.

With these characteristics of reality television singing in mind, Bartlett!?

has argued
that it is reasonable to consider that the dominance of global reality television singing shows
may be influencing public attitudes towards singing.!® We argue further that it is also
reasonable that this phenomenon may also influence an individual’s attitude to their own

singing. In a recent study on voice and self-perception, Chong et al.!®

noted the scarcity of
research on the factors which influence voice self-perception in both speaking and singing
contexts. The global cultural phenomenon of reality television singing shows warrants

research which considers whether the style of singing promoted by these shows affects

people’s perception of their own singing ability.
Background
Singing ability, identity, and singing self-concept

Singing is a universal human trait which emerges “spontaneously and precociously”
during our development as naturally as speaking.!*?!!8? Singing ability and musicality more
broadly are considered innate,?® and in most cases, can be developed.?!?>?32* However, as
Honing® notes, our surroundings will play a large role in what we do with our innate abilities
throughout life. For example, a careless word from a choral director, parent, or peer, may lead

to a belief that one is “tone deaf”.2® Around 15% of people falsely believe they are tone deaf



and equate this with an inability to sing.?’ True tone deafness—a feature of amusia, or the
inability to recognize musical pitches and rhythms—is rare, affecting 1.5% of the
population.?® Therefore, a reasonable proportion of people mistakenly consider themselves to
be “tone deaf”. Recent research supports the earlier findings of Sloboda et al.,?’
demonstrating that people who sing accurately may rate themselves as “untalented or not a
good singer”?*P!? (for a recent study on professional singers’ self-evaluation, see Larrouy-
Maestri et al.?”). These beliefs develop despite the research which demonstrates that most

people can sing in tune and in time with reasonable accuracy'® with the general population

tending towards accurate pitch-matching.??

Inaccurate evaluation of singing ability can be further explained by the broader cultural
context. As Dalla Bella et al.!” note, there is a common belief that singing well is uncommon
and requires formal vocal or musical training. The somewhat rigid categories of "musician"
and "non-musician" persist in the popular Western imagination.***! Within music psychology
literature, there is a general consensus that a “musician” has at least six years’ musical
training.>* Thus, Western cultural norms mirrored in the music psychology literature
perpetuate the notion that a musician is a trained singer, instrumentalist, or composer, 333430
This bifurcation of “musician” and “non-musician” has implications for musical and singing

1.3 found that some individuals ceased participating in musical

engagement. Krause et a
activities based on an assumption that musical participation required a specific level of
musical skill and expertise. A person’s beliefs and attitudes towards their own abilities can

therefore act as a barrier to participation.*¢-2

Constructing self-concept

There is a degree of ambiguity and variability in the literature when defining identity

and self-concept, with the terms often used interchangeably and theorized variously as



immutable or changeable—or a complex interplay of both. While the term “identity” is a
broad multi-disciplinary term used in philosophy and sociology, “self-concept” is more
prominent in psychology.*® Within the literature on music and identity, and drawing on the
psychological literature, self-concept is “based on self-awareness, related to self-perception,
leading to self-description, and influencing thinking, feeling, motivation, expression, and

739267 A Spychiger®® explains, self-concepts are agential in that they powerfully

action
predict confidence and our thoughts about ourselves. Extrapolating from this, we would
expect singing self-concept to moderate how people behave, and how they describe, feel, and
think about singing, particularly in regard to their own ability, level of confidence, and
motivation to participate. Further, we adopt the position that identity and self-concept are
context dependent; we think about ourselves and who we are differently depending on the
situation.’” Perceptions of self can be provisional in that we may understand ourselves
differently depending on the situation, context, or activity.*® The concept of “provisional
selves” acknowledges that self-concept is socially and culturally constructed, subject to
constant change, and context-dependent.>®*° Further, within experimental research such as
the current study, the idea of “working self-concept” is a useful point of departure for
exploration. Working self-concept refers to “the part of the self-concept that is relevant or

made salient in a particular situation” 330040

In this study we are concerned with exploring a specific aspect of cultural influence
on working self-concept, namely the influence of singing style (as pervasively portrayed on
reality television shows) on singing self-concept. Singing self-concept includes self-
perception of singing ability. There is a longstanding view of self-concept as a social product,
yet the idea that culture may influence self-concept has only been the focus of research in
recent decades.’® As Oyserman explains, earlier conceptualizations of self-concept

considered proximal influences to be constitutive, such as one’s close relationships and



interactions, the social context, and our perceptions of how others view us. > More recently,
however, distal influences such as broader historical and cultural factors, are also considered
to play a role in the social construction of the self. * It is therefore important and timely to
consider features of the broader cultural frame when studying how the self is being

conceptualized within a particular domain such as singing.
Social comparison theory

Social comparison theory was first posited by Festinger*! in 1954 who argued that
people have an innate need to evaluate themselves accurately and objectively, and that, in the
absence of objective measures, comparison with others often provides a yardstick from which
evaluations can be made. The theory has developed substantially since Festinger’s
formulation, and scholars now acknowledge that social comparison often results in biased
views of the self, depending on a person’s motivation for self-evaluation.*> As Dijkstra et
al.*? outline, later views of social comparison theory consider that people may engage in
social comparison for the purposes of self-improvement or self-enhancement.*** Social
comparison can result in positive or negative affect.*? Relevantly for the current study, later
views of social comparison theory acknowledge that the social environment may impose
unwanted comparisons.**

Social comparison can be upward or downward. Comparing oneself to others who are
perceived as better, or superior, is upward social comparison. This can conjure “upward
assimilative emotions” of inspiration and optimism for individuals, as the “superior example”
they are comparing themselves to motivates them to improve their own abilities.+>P176.186
This desire to improve that arises from upward social comparison is similar to the concept of
growth mindset.*¢ People with a growth mindset regarding singing believe that singing is a
learned skill and that their singing abilities can be improved with persistent practice.*” On the

other hand, upward social comparison can also lead to “upward contrastive emotions”



45 1.48

including depression, envy, and resentment™ (see for example, deVries et al.*® on social

comparison via social media and negative affect). In the music context, Sloboda et al*"2%3
describe the negative impact that upward comparison can have: “accounts from people with
negative musical self-concepts are full of unfavorable comparisons of their own abilities with
the abilities of others”. Therefore, comparing one’s singing ability to someone with a higher
skill level may be demotivating and prohibit improvement resulting in a fixed mindset that
singing is an innate skill which cannot be enhanced.*’ On the other hand, downward social
comparison refers to the process of comparing oneself to others who are worse off or
inferior.* This can have positive implications for self-esteem, but it can also lead to feelings
of pity. Ultimately, social comparison can both positively and negatively affect personal well-
being.*’

Aim and Research Question

The aim of this study was to consider a specific and pervasive cultural influence on
singing self-concept. We asked, “How does exposure to examples of varied types of singing
including the style portrayed on reality television shows influence participants’ own singing
self-concept?”” Considering social comparison theory and upward social comparison, we
hypothesized that exposure to reality television-style singing may negatively influence
participants' singing self-concept compared to hearing amateur singers or plain singing by
professionals.

Such an investigation has important implications for singing participation, which has
been shown to have significant health and well-being effects in adults.>® Self-concept has
been identified as an important predictor of musical engagement and participation, often
ahead of objective measures of ability.*° Self-concept is said to play a fundamental role in
motivating action.*” Identifying cultural factors which might influence singing self-concept

positively or negatively can promote a better understanding of singing participation across



music and general education,*® singing for health and well-being,>* and everyday musical
engagement.®!

Method
Design

A between-subjects experiment was used to address our study aim. Participants were
randomly allocated to one of the four conditions, such that they were exposed to one of four
audio clips (see Stimuli section for further details). The study received ethical approval from

[reference removed for blind review]’s Human Ethics Research Committee (H8209).
Participants

In total, 272 people took part in the study; however, 39 respondents were excluded
because they did not reside in Australia and a further 21 people were excluded because they
did not complete the study’s experimental component. Thus, analyses were conducted on the
sample of 212 Australian residents who completed the experiment. Table 1 details the study

sample’s characteristics.

Australian residents were recruited via university research participation schemes and
online advertising. While participation was voluntary, those who participated through a

university research participation scheme received course credit as compensation.

Table 1.
Sample characteristics.
Sample Age Gender Musicianship
Total 17-78; M= 69.30% female, 29.20% 13.20% professional,
(N=212) 33.14, Mdn male, 0.90% non- 10.40% semi-professional,
=28,8D = binary, 0.50% declined 23.60% amateur,
15.52 to report 11.80% occasional,
41.00% hardly ever play(ed)
Control 17-65; M= 74.10% female, 25.90% 11.10% professional,
condition 32.89, Mdn male 13.00% semi-professional,
(n=154) =29,8D = 22.20% amateur,
14.76



9.30% occasional,
44.40% hardly ever play(ed)

Amateur 17-77;, M= 77.40% female, 22.60% 13.20% professional,
condition 30.89, Mdn male 5.70% semi-professional,
(n=153) =24,8D = 30.20% amateur,
15.97 9.40% occasional,

41.50% hardly ever play(ed)
Professional: 18-78; M= 65.50% female, 32.70% 16.40% professional,
traditional 33.57, Mdn male, 1.80% non-binary 9.10% semi-professional,
condition =30,8D = 16.40% amateur,
(n=155) 15.48 14.50% occasional,

43.60% hardly ever play(ed)
Professional: 18-78; M= 60.00% female, 36.00% 12.00% professional,
embellished  35.34, Mdn male, 2.00% non- 14.00% semi-professional,
condition =32,8D = binary, 2.00% declined 26.00% amateur,
(n=150) 16.01 to report 14.00% occasional,

34.00% hardly ever play(ed)

Stimuli

Participants heard a one-minute audio clip of a recorded performance. Each audio clip

featured a male and female singing ‘“Happy Birthday" in the key of F major (approximately

30 seconds each, which were combined to create an audio file of one minute’s duration).

Because participants were randomly assigned to one of the four conditions, we produced clips

that included both male and female versions for balance and to match representation on

reality television singing shows. A sound engineer mixed the audio clips to achieve a highly

consistent average intensity across samples. When using computer speakers at a moderate

volume, this resulted in an average intensity level of 45 dB. These audio recordings were

created for the purposes of the research.’? As Second Author, et al.>? outlined, instructions

were provided to the singers to guide their approach:

1. Professional: plain version—two professional contemporary commercial music

(CCM) singers (one male, one female) were directed to sing without any

embellishment (melodic or rhythmic).



2. Professional: embellished version—the same professional singers were directed to
sing a highly embellished version which used belt and/or chest mix in the style of
reality television singing (noting that we used The Voice as a reference term of
convenience for the style of singing commonly portrayed on reality television shows
when giving these instructions, as it was a readily identifiable, popular example).

3. Amateur version—two amateur, untrained singers (one male, one female) were
directed to sing “as they would normally sing the song” with basic direction from the
second author as to tempo to ensure the audio file was similar in length to the
professional versions.

4. Control: piano version—an instrumental version played on piano (with no vocals).
Measures
Demographics

Participants provided demographic information (i.e., age, gender, country of
residence) and were asked to indicate their level of musicianship via a one-item measure by

1‘53

Kreutz et al.’” which asked participants to select from the following options: Professional,

Semi-professional, Amateur, Occasional, Hardly ever play or played, and Other (please
specify).

Goldsmiths Musical Sophistication Index (Gold-MSI)*>*

This self-report measure includes 39 items concerning six aspects of musical expertise
including active musical engagement (e.g., “I keep track of new music that I come across”),
perceptual abilities (e.g., “I can compare and discuss differences between two performances
or versions of a musical piece”), musical training (e.g., “I engaged in regular daily practice of
a musical instrument including voice for __ years”), singing abilities (e.g., “After hearing a

new song two or three times I can usually sing it by myself”’), emotions (e.g., “I am able to



talk about the emotions that a piece of music evokes in me”’), and general musical
sophistication, which draws on items from all five sub-scales. Participants were asked to
indicate their level of agreement with 31 items on a seven-point scale (1 = completely
disagree, 7 = completely agree), to insert a number for the seven questions querying about
quantities (e.g., “I can play _ musical instruments”), and to state the instrument they play
best. This measure is widely used to measure the construct of musicality.>> 357 In the current
study, we were particularly interested in participants’ singing abilities, and used Miillensiefen
et al.’s>* coding to create a singing abilities score for each participant for use in subsequent
analysis. The items in the singing abilities sub-scale possess very good internal reliability

(Cronbach’s alpha = 0.870 in both Mullensiefen et al. >* and Baker et al.’® and .837 in the

present study).
Performance Judgement

Participants were asked to judge the performance they heard via a set of seven
items.>? We developed these items to gauge respondents’ perceptions of performance quality
(e.g., overall, as well impressions of technique and training) as well as their perceptions of
being able to sing along with the performers (all items appear in Table 2). Participants were
asked to indicate their level of agreement with each of the items using a five-point scale (1=

Strongly disagree, 5 = Strongly agree).
Singing Self-Concept

As discussed in the Introduction, self-concept relates to self-perception, which results
in self-description; self-concept influences thoughts, feelings, motivation, expression, and
action®” and can be domain or context-specific.’” In this study, participants’ perceptions of
their singing self-concept were measured using an adapted version of Spychiger’s>® self-

report questionnaire. Our measure consisted of 17 items:12 items were taken from

10



Spychiger’s®® questionnaire (specifically, 10 items from the “musical ability” subscale [e.g.,
“My singing ability is above average”], “To perform on stage is easy for me” from the
“communication” sub-scale, and " I would like to have a greater understanding of singing”
from the “ideal musical self” sub-scale). Five items were developed specifically for this study
based on the pedagogical perspective of a practitioner in the field regarding singing
confidence and knowledge of singing voice production (e.g., “I don’t like singing on my
own”, “I understand how to get the best sounds from my voice”). To measure singing self-
concept specifically, we worded all 17 items to address “singer” or “sing” (rather than
’musician” or “music”; all items appear in Table 3). Participants were asked to indicate their
level of agreement with each of the items using a seven-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree, 7
= Strongly agree). Fiedler and Spychiger® report good reliability for the “musical ability”
subscale (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.767) and the “ideal musical self” subscale (Cronbach’s alpha

=0.799).
Procedure

Participants accessed the study (hosted by Qualtrics) using a direct weblink.
Individuals indicated their consent to take part in the study by answering a yes/no item prior
to viewing any of the study content. After completing the background section (including the
demographic questions and GOLD-MSI), Qualtrics randomly allocated the participants to
one of the four conditions to complete the experimental task. Instructions were provided,
asking participants to “ensure that you are wearing headphones at a loud, but comfortable,

level”.

After listening to the audio stimuli, participants were asked to complete the set of

performance judgment items and then to respond to the singing self-concept items.

11



Participants were debriefed via a final webpage. Participating in the study took approximately

20 minutes.
Data Analysis

Prior to conducting the analyses to address the research question, we performed two
principal components analyses. Firstly, a Principal Components Analysis with Promax
rotation was used to examine the structure of the participants’ responses to the seven
performance judgment items. As seen in Table 2, the findings indicated a two-factor structure
reflecting an evaluation of performance quality and the consideration of being able to sing
along with the performers in alignment with a previous study.>? Thus, these two factors were
labelled: (1) “performance quality” and (2) “sing-along ability”. Resulting scores for these

two factors were used in subsequent analysis.

Table 2.
Loadings for principal components analysis with promax rotation of the
items concerning participants’ judgements of the audio heard.

Factor *

Item 1 2
The quality of the performance was high 901

The performer/s sounded like a professional to me .896

The performer/s had good technique .879

The performer/s has had a lot of training .796

I relate to the sound the performer/s was making 412 334
I would be able to sing along with the performer/s .810
The song would be hard to sing -.595
Eigenvalue 3.207 1.139
Percentage of Variance 45.819 16.275
Cronbach's alpha .874 .657

 Factor 1 = performance quality, Factor 2 = sing-
along ability. Note. Values < .3 suppressed.

A second Principal Components Analysis with Promax rotation was used to examine
the structure of the participants’ responses to the 17 singing self-concept items. A three-factor

structure accounted for 56.324% of the variance. Given the pattern of item loadings (see

12



Table 3), the factors were labelled as “Possessing good singing ability,” “Preference for

group rather than solo singing”, and “Singing aspirations”, respectively. The resulting factor

scores were used in the subsequent analysis, representing dimensions of the participants’

perceptions of their singing self-concept.

Table 3.

Loadings for principal components analysis with promax rotation of the items addressing

the participants’ perceptions of their own singing abilities

Factor ?
Item 1 2 3
I have the ability to teach other people about singing. 925
My singing ability is above average. 916
I can sing well. 906
I have no singing talent. -.903
I am an expert as regards to certain singing styles. .807
I understand how to get the best sounds from my voice. 797
I feel that I am or could become a great singer. 734
I easily hear harmonics and can sound out voices. 722
Being a competent singer means a lot to me. 704 318
To perform on stage is easy for me. 617
I am challenged to make the most of my singing ability. 443 388
When I sing it feels physically uncomfortable. -.402
Learning to sing is too laborious to me.
I don’t like singing on my own. .826
Singing with others is easier than singing by myself. .593
I wish I was a better singer. .685
I would like to have a greater understanding of singing. .647
Eigenvalue 7.526  1.046 1.003
Percentage of Variance 44273  6.151 5.901
Cronbach's alpha 914 631 595

 Factor 1 = Possessing good singing ability, Factor 2 = Preference for group rather

than solo singing, Factor 3 = singing aspirations.
Note. Values < .3 suppressed.

To address our research question, and specifically examine the impact of the experimental

condition on the participants’ performance judgment and singing self-concept scores, we used

one-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) implemented in SPSS (v.27). As it was expected

that previous music experience would impact the relationship, the GOLD-MSI singing

13



abilities score was included in the analysis as a covariate. In total, five ANCOVAs were
performed, for which each of the three singing self-concept scores and two performance

judgement scores served as the dependent variable. Results

In four of the ANCOVA models, there was a statistically significant main effect for
the GOLD-MSI singing abilities score, such that a higher level of singing ability was
associated with a higher score concerning Possessing good singing ability, Preference for
group rather than solo singing, Singing aspirations, and Sing-along ability (see Table 4).
Moreover, after accounting for the effect of participant's GOLD-MSI singing abilities score,
there was a statistically significant effect of the experimental condition in three of the five
models: Singing aspirations, Performance quality, and Sing-along ability (see details in Table
4). The pairwise comparisons are detailed in Table 5. Results indicated that for Singing
aspirations, the participants who heard the ‘control: piano’ version (with no vocals) were
significantly more likely to have a greater desire to improve their singing than those
participants who heard the ‘professional: embellished’ version. Regarding performance
judgements, the ‘professional: plain’ version was rated significantly higher in terms of its
performance quality than the ‘control (piano)’ and ‘amateur’ versions. Additionally, the
‘control (piano)’ and ‘professional: embellished’ versions were rated significantly higher in
quality than the ‘amateur’ version. Concerning sing-along ability, the significant contrasts
indicated that compared to the ‘professional: embellished’ version, participants indicated they
would be more able to sing along to the ‘control: piano’, ‘amateur’, and ‘professional: plain’

versions. The remaining pairwise comparisons were non-significant.

Table 4.
Results of the ANCOVAs
Result concerning GOLD-
Result concerning MSI singing abilities, the
Model DV experimental condition covariate
Possessing good singing F(3,192)=0.910,p =437, F(1,192)=384.991,p <
ability n’=.014 .001, n>=.667

14



Preference for group rather  F(3, 192) =1.532, p =208, F(1,192)=47.287,p <

than solo Singing n’=.023 .001, n’=.198

Singing aspirations F(3,192)=3.556,p=.015, F(1,192)=28.343,p<
n’=.053 .001,n>=.129

Performance quality F3,197)=17981,p < F(1,197)=0.398, p =.529,
001, n*= 215 n®=.002

Sing-along ability F3,197)=37.051,p < F(1,197)=27.808, p <
001, n* = 361 .001, n*= 361

Table 5.

Pairwise comparisons from the ANCOVAs concerning Singing aspirations, Performance
quality, and Sing-along ability.

Mean difference (Standard error)

Pairwise comparison Singing Performance Sing-along
aspirations quality ability
Control: piano — Professional: plain ~ .317 (.156) -.635 (.168)** 298 (.132)
Control: piano — Amateur 256 (.158) ST78 ((172)** 230 (.134)
Control: piano — Professional: S19 (L161) ** - -307 (.174) 1.333 (. 136)***
embellished
Professional: plain — Amateur -.060 (.157) 1.213 ((171)***  -.069 (.134)
Professional: plain — Professional: 202 (.160) 328 (.172) 1.035 (L135)***
embellished
Amateur — Professional: 263 (.162) -.886 (\177) ***  1.103 (.138)***
embellished

Note. * p <.05, ** p < .01, *** p <.001

Discussion

In much the same way as fashion models represent unattainable ideals of physical
beauty for members of the general public, elite singing as portrayed in reality television
singing shows valorizes a style of singing beyond the technical capability of most. Moreover,
one of the central tropes of reality television shows is the unique “story” of participants,
usually involving a triumph over adversity.® This somewhat manufactured claim to
uniqueness mirrors the common cultural phenomenon that many singers cultivate a unique
image to stand out in the marketplace. For listeners, these factors may often lurk beneath the

surface of conscious awareness when simply enjoying a musical performance.

15



It is perhaps not unsurprising, then, that the literature on singing ability and singing
self-concept paints a fairly dim picture of people’s beliefs about their own singing abilities.
First, a reasonable proportion of people consider themselves to be tone deaf?’ or “not a good
singer” when in fact the tendency within the general population is towards accurate singing.*’
Second, there is a common view, at least within Western societies, that singers and/or
musicians are “trained”.'*2%3! With these points in mind, and considering upward social
comparison, we hypothesized that exposure to reality television-style singing (a technically
demanding style of contemporary commercial music singing) may negatively influence
participants' singing self-concept (including considerations of ability) compared to hearing
amateur singers or plain, unembellished singing by professionals. This hypothesis was
underpinned by the pervasiveness of reality television singing competitions in popular
culture,’!'* and the portrayal of winning singers as requiring significant technical singing
ability, displaying a level of expertise beyond most viewers.'* Such pervasive exposure may
create expectations among viewers of their own singing which is “completely unrealistic and

unsustainable”,!3-P185

In relation to perceptions of performance quality, our results indicated that the
‘amateur’ version was judged to be of a lower quality than the ‘professional: plain’ and
‘control: piano’ versions. These results demonstrate that participants are interpreting these
performances differently, as we intended. The lack of any significant difference in perceived
performance quality between the ‘professional: plain’ and ‘professional: embellished’
versions aligns with Second author, et al.’s>? findings indicating both professional singing

styles were evaluated equally by participants as “good singing.”

The results demonstrated that there was no significant difference by experimental
condition regarding Possessing good singing ability. However, people’s level of musical
training (specifically singing ability as measured by the GOLD-MSI) demonstrated a
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significant positive association with Possessing good singing ability (as a covariate in the
model). Given that this factor is defined, in part, by people’s knowledge about singing, it may
be that their level of training supersedes the impact of listening to one short audio clip in
isolation. As past research has found, ability is often perceived to be aligned with training
(e.g., notions that musicians are trained singers, instrumentalists, or composers !-*33430),
One’s personal history of music education and training will always factor into their singing
self-concept. While the present study’s design was limited in using a short audio clip, future
research is needed to continue to investigate our hypothesis more extensively; for example, to

examine the singing self-concepts held by long-time reality singing television viewers,

particularly those without any musical training.

After controlling for people’s level of singing ability, our results indicate that
compared to the participants who were exposed to the ‘professional: embellished’ version,
those who heard the ‘control: piano’ version were significantly more likely to have a greater
desire to improve their singing. While this was the only significant pairwise contrast
concerning the four conditions, it is open to interpretation using the lens of social comparison
theory. As discussed, social comparison can be upward or downward,*’ engendering either
positive or negative affect.*> One possible interpretation for this result is that exposure to the
‘professional: embellished’ version with its technically demanding singing invoked negative
affect and was demotivating. Thus, for people who may already believe that they are not a
‘good singer’, exposure to performers demonstrating reality television-style singing with its
highlevel of skill may not have inspired a desire to improve. Rather, the results suggest it may
have inhibited the desire to improve one’s own singing. While identifying the reasons for
such a result were not the focus of the current study, future research might consider the role
of mindsets regarding singing ability, and whether the exposure to skilled singing and the

resulting social comparison motivates or demotivates depending on the listener’s fixed or
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growth mindset.***” This is important for music educators and singing voice pedagogues to
understand. Explicit discussion of adopting a growth mindset when providing students with a
technically demanding example may avoid the negative consequences of upward social
comparison, and instead promote inspiration and an optimism to improve abilities.***” An
awareness of mindsets and social comparison (and the range of consequences for learners)
will help educators adopt a student-centered approach to learning which acknowledges the

individual differences in processing tendencies which can occur during social comparison.*®

Results indicated that people would be less likely to be able to sing along with the
‘professional: embellished’ version compared to the other three versions. In terms of singing
self-concept, participants reporting this inability to sing along with the ‘professional:
embellished’ version appear not to view this style of singing as forming part of their self-
concept—they do not sing like that. Particularly in community music contexts where singing
is a health and wellbeing activity, it is important to understand what styles of singing will
encourage participation, and conversely, what styles might act as a barrier to singing
participation.®! Previous research has demonstrated that people’s participation in musical
activities is in part dependent on their assumptions around what a music participant is or
should be.>>**1? These assumptions include those concerning musical ability levels.** Such a
preference raises interesting questions in relation to singing and singing style, particularly in
community singing group contexts, where such groups are usually facilitated by skilled
vocalists. Might participants in these groups prefer to be facilitated by someone more like
themselves - i.e., an amateur, or someone of comparable ability?? Or would instrumental
melodic guidance be preferred? Given the rise to prominence of the use of singing for health
and well-being over the last two decades,® and the important role singing plays in managing
a range of health conditions such as Parkinson’s and other health conditions, %> these are

important questions relating to best practice facilitation which warrant further research. ®+6!-63
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We acknowledge that our study is not without its limitations. First, participants were
exposed to a short audio clip of a familiar song in the context of an online study, without any
broader performative context. Other singing styles were not included because of the focus on
reality singing TV shows; however, future research should consider additional styles as well
as multiple performers. Further, and because of this, we have not considered the role of
musical preference in participants’ responses. For example, participants may well have rated
sing-along-ability low based on their own musical and stylistic preferences (e.g., they simply
didn’t like the style of singing), rather than due to the negative impact of social comparison.
Musical tastes or preferences and invoking the desire to sing is deserving of more research
attention, again, as it is relevant to encouraging musical participation. Moreover, while we
controlled for participants’ level of musical training, the fact that it was a significant
covariate in four of the five analyses demonstrates it is a variable worthy of further

consideration.

It is also important to note that we did not ask the participants to explicitly compare
themselves to the performers. Rather, we relied on the idea from social comparison theory
that the social or cultural environment itself would impose or induce comparison.* Social
comparison and fixed versus growth mind set offers future avenues for research design on
singing self-concept—for instance, research might consider the emotions (e.g., being
inspired, overwhelmed, etc.) from social comparison.* Such research could also address
challenges in assessing singing self-concept, such as the salience of this identity relative to a
global sense of self.** Because this study was specifically targeting singing self-concept, we
are unable to comment on the importance of singing self-concept to people’s broader
conceptions of self and identity or the role it may play in everyday life. Therefore, it would
be interesting for future research to address the multiple identities people hold and how

susceptible they may be to social and situational influences.
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Conclusion

The singing style pervasively portrayed in popular culture on reality television singing
competitions is generally beyond the capabilities of most people and may even pose a
challenge for singers trained in contemporary styles of singing. This experimental study is a
preliminary foray into investigating this pervasive cultural influence on people’s perception
of their own singing ability. Our results show that exposure to this style of singing may have
negative impacts on people’s singing self-concepts via upward social comparison, but more
research is needed. It is well-established that singing is good for us; however, many people
are reluctant to participate in singing due to their own inaccurate self-evaluations and
prevalent cultural stereotypes of the musical expertise required to participate. Due to the
highly skilled nature of the singing on display, reality television shows may unfortunately
perpetuate and deepen these stereotypes for millions of viewers around the globe. Our results
indicate that it is important for music educators, singing voice pedagogues, and anyone
seeking to promote musical and singing participation (such as community musicians) to be
aware of cultural influences on an individual’s singing self-concept. In this way, with
empathetic guidance, awareness, and support, even the most reluctant, inaccurately labelled

“tone deaf” singer can experience the many joys of singing.
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