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ARE PEOPLE BAD SINGERS?

A question that has plagued listeners
by Fritz Frau, Improbable Research staff

Most People Are Not Horrible Singers

“Singing Proficiency in the General Population,” Simone Dalla Bella, Jean-Frangois
Giguere, and Isabelle Peretz, Journal of the Acoustic Society of America, vol. 121,
no. 2, February 2007, pp. 1182-1189. The authors, at the University of Finance and
Management in Warsaw, Poland, and the University of Montreal, Canada, report:

Most believe that the ability to carry a tune is unevenly distributed in the
general population. To test this claim, we asked occasional singers (n=62)

to sing a well-known song in both the laboratory and in a natural setting
(experiment 1). Sung performances were judged by peers for proficiency,
analyzed for pitch and time accuracy with an acoustic-based method, and
compared to professional singing. The peer ratings for the proficiency of
occasional singers were normally distributed. Only a minority of the occasional
singers made numerous pitch errors. The variance in singing proficiency was
largely due to tempo differences. Occasional singers tended to sing at a faster
tempo and with more pitch and time errors relative to professional singers....

[Singing] appears to be a universal human trait. However, two of the
occasional singers maintained a high rate of pitch errors at the slower tempo.
This poor performance was not due to impaired pitch perception, thus
suggesting the existence of a purely vocal form of tone deafness.

Isabelle Peretz, co-author of the studies
“Singing Proficiency in the General
Population” and “A Frog in Your Throat
or in Your Ear? Searching for the Causes
of Poor Singing.”
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ARE PEOPLE BAD SINGERS? [cONTINUED]

Some Explanations of Some Bad Singing

“A Frog in Your Throat or in Your Ear? Searching for the Causes of Poor Singing,” Sean
Hutchins and Isabelle Peretz, Journal of Experimental Psychology: General, vol. 141,
no. 1, 2012, pp. 76-97. The authors, at the University of Montreal, report:

To help discriminate between these
causes of poor singing, we conducted
5 experiments testing musicians

and nonmusicians in pitch matching

A Frog in Your Throat or in Your Ear? Searching for the Causes of
Poor Singing

Sean Hutchins and Isabelle Peretz

and judgment tasks. Experiment 1
introduces a new instrument called
a slider, on which participants can
match pitches without using their
voice. Pitch matching on the slider

Université de Montréal

Singing is a cultural universal and an important part of modern society, yet many people fail to sing in
tune. Many possible causes have been posited o explain poor singing abilities; foremost among these are
poor perceptual ability. poor motor control, and sensorimotor mapping errors. To help discriminate
between these causes of poor singing, we conducted 5 experiments testing musicians and nonmusicians

in pitch matching and judgment tasks. Experiment 1 introduces a new instrument called a slider, on which

can be directly compared with

vocal pitch matching, and results
showed that both musicians and
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Detail from the study “A
Frog in Your Throat or in
Your Ear? Searching for the
Causes of Poor Singing.”
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