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Critically evaluate the impact, challenges and recovery of upper respiratory conditions and its effects on the professional singer.
Introduction
As a full-time solo professional singer performing on a contractual basis, I have undergone challenges within the area of sickness making it exceedingly difficult to vocally perform. Travel is a large part of my profession situating me in environments with substantial amounts of people from all over the world potentially carrying different sickness bugs and viruses. There is also the issue of constant filtered air-conditioning in hotels, airports, public transport, flights, and cruise ships where fresh humidified air is at a loss. These factors increase the risk of upper respiratory tract infections (URTIs) and have led to finding different ways to manage those over time. 
After experimenting with over the counter and medically diagnosed medication of lozenges, steroid nose sprays, antihistamines and various pain anti-inflammatory and pain relief tablets; my own ways of prevention, remedies and recovery have boiled down to that of the use of humidifiers, hot showers before and after a performance, facial and neck massage, proper hydration, lavender essential oil, Manuka Honey, and a lengthy gentle vocal warm-up. Critically evaluating and undergoing research in these areas will not only help gain more knowledge but will be beneficial for my career / singing health and could also help other singing professionals as well as those in training who are becoming more affiliated with their own vocal instrument and potential similar challenges.
The upper respiratory system
What is the upper respiratory system?
The upper respiratory system consists of two parts - the upper respiratory tract, and the lower respiratory tract positioned around and joined by the Larynx.
· The upper respiratory tract includes the nasal cavity, paranasal sinuses, pharynx and the portion of the larynx above the vocal cords.
· The lower respiratory tract includes the larynx below the vocal cords, the trachea, bronchi, bronchioles and the lungs. Gordana, (2023)
Figure 1. www.simply.science (2024)
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Develioglu, et al (2013) reveal that the production of the voice physiologically, is a complex process involving these respiratory, laryngeal and resonator systems which can primarily and secondarily affect vocal ability, agility, freedom, and resonance. They go on to establish that even though direct effects on the larynx are under studied; any disorder, inflammation, or reaction to any part of the upper respiratory system can affect the larynx as it is the connection between the upper and lower tract. Any secretions or fluctuations in mucus production from either, give a large chance of negatively affecting voice. The larynx convert breath into voice, using subglottic pressure to vibrate the vocal folds and then subsequently relying upon the pharynx, oral cavity, and nasal cavity to produce sufficient amplification. Varies, fluctuations or inefficiencies in any of these co-existing voice producing tools may cause a singer to experience changes in range, difficulty singing falsetto, changes in vibrato, voice fatigue, increased effort and strain, or inability to project sufficient volume (Meenan & Sataloff, 2023). These are all unwanted encounters to have to contend with being a full-time professional singer wanting to deliver a painless unrestricted performance in which you can relax, enjoy, and connect with the audience.
Upper respiratory tract
The major upper tract issue which I have continuously suffered is that of chronic rhinosinusitis (CRS). A specialist diagnosed this, and I was prescribed steroid nose spray to help over come this. However, over the years, I found this alone not sufficient. Also, with frequent travelling and various NHS reasons, these specific nose sprays were not readily available and although prevented infection of the sinus at a quick rate, did not alone abolish singing issues experienced, therefore, I would like to investigate this area further.
Sinusitis / Rhinosinusitis
Sinusitis is one of the most common healthcare problems in the world and is also evidently growing in number of cases. Sinusitis is quite a long-standing condition which may last from four weeks to a year or more depending on the type of infection and the frequency that it transitions between acute and chronic infection. The length of infection can be due to the form of transmission and underlying conditions (Brook, 2009). Being an illness which can last such a long time, it may be that a professional singer may have to endure its effects through multiple performances and find means in which to combat its effects on the singing voice.
Rhinosinusitis is also just as common, causing symptoms such as Nasal blockage, obstruction, congestion or nasal discharge, nasal drip, and/or facial pain, pressure and reduction or loss of smell. Where symptoms last more than 12 weeks and is a chronic condition (Hoffmans et al., 2018).
As seen in figure 2, the sinuses are located around the face and nasal cavity, being the first area in which nasal inhalation and exhalation takes place (Sundberg et al., 2007). Sinusitis is known as a common disease which causes acute inflammation of the sinuses. Any illness which may reduce the efficacy of the immune system or other causes for blockage of normal sinus drainage can cause this issue, showing this illness could have a direct impact in the production of the singing voice (Ameri et al., 2005). 

Figure 2. www.longislandcare.com (2024) 
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Figure 2 shows how a healthy sinus should exist; Mucus free, cave-like with space for airflow and vocal vibrations to pass through creating the perfect space for the sound waves from the vocal tract to resonate with ease. However, when suffering sinusitis, the sinus lining may have inflammation causing swelling and discomfort around the affected areas. Excess mucus pooling and blocking within the sinus is also a symptom which can obstruct the ability to sing with the correct tone, resonance, and volume.
Why sinus issues affect a singer?
When singing or speaking, phonation and articulation are the two actions combined, with the vocal folds producing the sound and the vowel sound created by the resonance of the pharyngeal, oral, and nasal cavities, which combined is the vocal tract (Maurer, 2016). Showing how important this part of the upper respiratory system is for the professional singer to produce good resonance. When these areas stand affected or inflamed, issues can begin to obstruct the natural channels of voice production. “The nasal cavity and paranasal sinus play the role of resonance organs for voice; therefore, changes in any of the nasal cavity and paranasal sinus structures may affect voice quality” (Kasemsiri et al., 2021). It was would also cause an uncomfortable environment for any singer due to the areas affected being the areas needed to produce sound. The professional singer should not have to undergo chronic pain during a performance.
Sinus issues, resulting in a postnasal drip (PND), can frequently cause a chronic cough which may be detrimental to the singing voice. PND is where nasal discharge drips down the back of throat causing excess mucus and a constant sensation of something running down the back of throat (Macedo et al., 2009). This must cause stress for any singer, not being to open the oral cavity without the worrying of chocking and interrupting the production of singing. Another bugbear would be their chronic amount of excess mucus pooling in throat area, which may cause inflammation due to infection spreading and inflammation due to the chronic coughing and clearing of the throat.
What is mucus and how would it affect the professional singer?
Excess mucous is quite a common ailment suffered by humans and the condition is an unwavering symptom of acute respiratory illness (Alevy et al., 2012). McShane, et al. (2021) descriptively defines mucus as “a slimy hydrogel that lines the mucosal surfaces in our body” … “As a barrier, it lubricates surfaces, protects our cells from physical stress.” This protective secretion is in and around organs and vital parts of our bodies and is also playing a huge role in protecting us from external threats. The mucus layer creates a protective shield from inhaled pathogens which can prevent the invasion of pathogens and consequential infection. Respiratory mucus has a role in working against pathogens as well as having numerous functions with its host (Zanin, et al. 2016).
What are pathogens? 
A pathogen is a biological term for a host within the body that causes damage and/or harm. When pathogens manage to break through the mucus barrier, symptoms of a viral or bacterial infection would occur, affecting the body’s immune system (Pirofski and Casadevall, 2012). For the professional singer, this may result in feeling weak and/or with various other symptoms which could create a much unwanted difficult environment within the body, making the act of singing to a professional standard an exceedingly difficult one.
As mucus is a vital part of protecting our overall health and ability to function, it may be that every singer at a time in their career may have to battle with the imbalance of its production.
Something as popular and frequent as the common cold are just one of the illnesses that can make singing a very difficult task, with symptoms that “affect the nose, sinuses, pharynx, larynx, and other large airways; they include nasal congestion and drainage, sneezing, coughing, sore throat, general malaise, and fever.” … “Coughing in particular may still persist after three weeks” (Heikkinen and Jarvinen, 2003).
These symptoms target the organs needed to produce a professional standard of a singing, or in fact, any task which involves working the voice in any capacity. The voice is in need to resonate through cavities of the pharynx, nose, and sinuses to modify or amplify the sounds, inferring that there is a direct affiliation between respiratory health and production on voice (Benninger, 2011). Even with the above symptoms, the larynx may be unaffected, yet one could sympathize with the professional singer as feeling unwell could affect the overall stamina of a performance.
“The vocal mechanism or vocal systems complex (respiration, phonation, resonance) depends on the rest of our systems (skeletal, muscular, nervous) to work,” proving that no matter the symptom of the illness, it may affect a singing performance since, as Gilman also states, “We ARE our instrument. We are our voice” Gilman, et al. (2014). Performing in any area of work is difficult when fighting infection, let alone using your body as a sound producing instrument, as symptoms of even the common cold can significantly interfere with production of even the simplest daily tasks and causes decline in productivity and function (Schapowal et al., 2019). 
For the professional singer, the battle with such an illness can be an unwelcome one, as it not only seemingly affects production of voice, but it can also affect confidence in ability as well as give risk for judgment and embarrassment and even ruin future work/possibilities/reputation.
Singing professionally is not a task one can just attain from stepping onto a stage and just releasing a “gift.” Singing is difficult and required years of training to gain a high enough standard to deliver to an audience something they feel was worth attending. This recognised only by people who do not understand such topics when the singer is in risk of vocal injury or cannot perform (Benninger, 2011). 

Medication.
As mentioned above, the use of steroid nose spray is the main prescribed solution to CRS, however, although it rapidly cleared up nasal symptoms, the effect of its help in my ability to sing was zero. Research into why prescribed medication and its effects would be something of help to those wanting to find the best balance of upper respiratory system for the professional singer.
Antibiotics
Acute sinusitis and infection firstly can be treated by antibiotics such as Amoxicillin. For those who cannot ingest penicillin- macrolide, trimethoprim-sulfamethoxazole, tetracyclines or clindamycin may be prescribed. However, treatment is prescribed for 7 – 14 days (Brook, 2009). As established, the symptoms and affects can last longer when suffering with CRS. Brook also clarifies that resistance to antibiotics is very much on the rise in our population today. However, if untreated and ignored, a sinus infection due to its porous biology can easily spread to its surroundings, needing to be treated with haste to prevent this and more serious conditions prevented. For the professional Singer with CRS the use of antibiotics may therefore, only prescribed when infection is that of a more severe nature.
Nasal sprays
Symptom reducing medication like a corticosteroid nose spray can create side effects that include nose bleeds, crusting of the nasal airways and drying up of the mucus and a sore throat (Head, 2013). None of these side affects are desires of a professional singer during a performance. 
Although it seems over production due to infection can cause a formidable battle between itself and the professional singer, one also must consider the opposite where it is possible, that insufficient amounts of mucus could also be a major drawback. 
As mucus has so far been seen to be a protective barrier from external threats, studies have also shown that it plays a role in the actual hydration of the vocal folds. An, et al. (2022) tell us that the vocal folds (VF) are covered by a “thin layer of mucus which serve to support optimal biomechanical properties of the VF and promote normal voice quality”, while Peters, et al. (2021) also verify that a mucus layer delivers the hydration and lubrication needed for the vocal folds to create “an accurate oscillation”. This suggests that mucus may play a key role in the production of vocal delivery as well as control and manipulation needed for a professional singer. Döllinger, et al. (2014) considers that mucus has a direct impact upon and delivers hydration, therefore impacting the voice quality and biomechanics of vibration within the vocal folds. From this, it may perceive that hydration of the vocal folds may be the crucial factor in voice production, delivered by mucus itself. 
Without sufficient mucus lining the vocal folds, it may also imply that hindered protection from friction and damage is something of concern. Döllinger, et al. (2014) also highlight this concern informing that the drying out of the vocal folds “increases the pulmonary effort required to initiate and sustain vocal fold vibration”, which could cause trauma to the area specified. Zou, et al. (2019) acknowledges the fact that dryness and dehydration can cause vocal instability having a direct impact on the ability of the professional singer to be able to perform to their full potential. Sivasankar, et al (2019) adds that an increase in vocal fatigue may be due to dehydration. This added issue of damaging the singing voice due to the side effects of medication prescribed by medical specialists, give even more reason into looking for more gentle and affective means of upper respiratory health management.

Strategies to help the singer: Natural remedies

Hydrotherapy and steam.
Steam inhalation may reduce the effects of upper respiratory inflammation and symptoms. When steaming devices are not available a hot shower is something that has provided relief before and after performances.
The benefit of a hot shower is one that is believed to encourage and stimulate blood flow which helps to improve the immune system, decrease inflammation, and support aid in repairing muscles. Newman (2022). All which may help the tired singer and help prevent and repair any damage caused by symptoms of CRS or any other upper respiratory issue when singing. The added steam inhalation from the simple task of taking a hot shower can assist is clearing nasal mucus, enhance defence against pathogens and wash away any lingering pathogens, significantly reducing any symptoms. Umadevi et al (2024). Taking time to honour this action may enhance performance and wellbeing as a full-time singer.
Lavender oil
With the rise of resistance against antibiotics, studies upon the antibacterial and medicinal effects of essential oils have become more available. Essential oils extracted from plants are traditionally used for disease treatment and have for centuries. Lavender essential oil is exceedingly popular and has been proven to be affective against bacteria and inflammation (Hossain 2017). Moreover, lavender is documented to help mood, emotion control, ease of the nervous system, oxidative damage (which promote chronic disease) and other diseases. Yumi et al (2008). Used topically and/or in a diffuser may prove to be beneficial for the singer to reduce inflammation and fight against irritants of the nasal cavity in the air, as well as creating a sterilised humid environment for the whole respiratory system. More research of the benefits for a singer for other reasons, for example, performance anxiety may also be something to consider due to its qualities.
Manuka Honey
Kilty et al (2010) states “Honey is a natural product that has been used for hundreds of years to treat infection.” Kilty et al goes on to agree that CRS is often treated by prescribed medication that in fact add to inflammation, which is in fact the opposite of what a professional singer needs as explored above. Manuka honey may be a perfect alternative as it has added antibacterial properties due to the type of pollen used by bees. This may be the perfect solution to help fight inflammation, bacteria and help clear pooling mucus from the larynx area and clean the area as well as hydrate when mixed with water to help free the oral cavity and improve freeness of singing. Manuka honey can prove to be quite expensive, however, any honey in general is beneficial for the professional singer for protective and remedy purposes. “Our results showed that honey, in general, and particularly manuka honey, has potent inhibitory activity against the influenza virus, demonstrating a potential medicinal value” (Watanabe et al., 2014).
[bookmark: _Hlk162515536]Conclusion
The different ways in which URTIs can affect the singing voice gave much headway to why and how the natural remedies might be a longstanding beneficial remedy for such issues. The side effects of prescribed medication may be averse to the singer, reducing hydration of the vocal folds and therefore causing vocal fold stiffness (Wu et al., 2022). Therefore, causing trauma to the larynx and surrounding areas, hence why I may have developed soft nodules. Moving forward with more clarification on these matters, I shall continue to avoid over the counter medications for hope of revival of the singing voice and make use of the natural remedies explored. More investigation might be worthwhile, alongside trying other possible helpful remedies that my research has encountered such as a sinus rinse and exploring the possible detrimental effects of decongestants. The natural remedies seem to encompass more of the mechanics of the voice involved without side effect, and also may help in health and wellbeing in general.
Critical Reflection
Finding the question.
The reason I chose this topic was due to being a full-time professional singer and the amount of personal experience in so many of the fields, with the voice being such an expansive subject, the only way I could decide was by narrowing down the choices to what I was experiencing at the time during my performances.
At that time, I was working a high-end contracted performance, but was suffering acute sinusitis. I managed to complete it successfully, however not without its challenges. The inspiration and interest were authentic to the struggle and time.

Initial obstacles.
Initially I believed the upper respiratory system as a whole and illness related could be a general topic, however, during the start of the research, the information and the enormous amount of information and biology proved that I would need to streamline the illness to one specific type. As sinuses were my main personal issue and seemed to affect my singing in so many ways, when beginning the research, more interest and understanding were gained. 
My choice of beginning with the anatomy was for personal understanding, the largest piece of knowledge and most eye opening, was learning how the larynx itself was the centre point and plays almost a solar plexus type role to the upper respiratory system (Develioglu, et al 2013). The strength and power of the larynx was highlighted for me and ignited more interest and philosophical thoughts in how important the larynx is to a human, with thoughts of research into the area also being classed a chakra. However, as one of my weaknesses explained in the personal development plan, the need to focus on keeping line of the question was very much tested. 
As I work at sea quite often, the use of internet was not satisfactory causing research issues, limiting access to articles. This brought frustration and stress, resulting in negative self-talk towards being able to commit myself to this task. Interest in the topic and applying the research to my own work encouraged me to have more patience in trying to find best ways in which to research and create in line with my current lifestyle.

Findings.
The only current knowledge I had to begin with was only that of personal experience. I am no doctor or specialist in the field of illness/medication/side effects/natural remedies. I have only ever had possible old wife’s tales or aurally given tips or tricks, for example- hot water, honey, lemon and ginger. These are passed down for any normal flu likes symptom, so why the singer? I was not expecting to find so much research on the anti-inflammatory health benefits of the chosen natural remedies (Hossain, 2017; Kilty et al, 2010) which in truth, over 20 years I have found helps change the performance completely for me with my certain vocal challenges I experience. 
The sinus area was a subject that I could have explored in much more detail due to the amount of literature behind it (Brook, 2009; Sundberg et al, 2007). I made the decision to remain as surface as possible to avoid having not enough word count for the exploration of certain remedies I have encountered personally.
I realised that research within the area of the natural remedies were quite sufficient and have become more popular in recent years due to studies and technological advancements. 

Writing.
Level 7 writing is a working progress. Where research is providing great material, the actual writing, I find, is my biggest challenge. Vocabulary and constant checking to maybe find more appropriate language and formality is the part of assignment in which takes more time than I would like. 

Development strategies.
I believe practice makes perfect with the development of my writing voice and style. I welcome feedback and continue to use each step of the writing process to evolve in this area as my interest and passion seems outweigh my ability to research and express my findings.
I have noticed executing the research before deciding exactly what I would like to incorporate in the assignment is something I will continue to do moving forward as lack of initial specific knowledge in the areas I have explored proves to cause change in initial intention content.

Future incites.
I believe I would like to delve more into the field of natural remedies to help singers with various ailments and explore side effects of over-the-counter medication which may just help singers in the future. Many people take over the counter anti-inflammatories without good knowledge of the possible side effects they may cause which a singer may possibly want to avoid. The other area would also be natural ways in which to reduce tension/stress before and after a performance and explore maybe how emotional and physical health link to the effects on singing. 

What is gained.
Surprise is something I have gained from completing this assignment. I did not expect to find uncovering different effects of treatments to help aid the singer so interesting, or a topic I would want to explore further. Constantly being in the industry with individuals using their own personal signing hygiene rituals, but them not truly understanding why they are drinking that certain tea before a performance, or not understanding why they could not quite hit that certain note one-night spurs me on to continuing research within this field with the motive to help differentiate between what helps the professional singer and what might not.

Conclusion
I am very happy to have chosen this subject. I have gained more knowledge and insight to the specify of the larynx a part of the respiratory system, why and how the sinuses make such an impact on the singer and started a journey of interest within the field of medicinal choices to help not just the respiratory system but how to best maintain the respiratory system as a tuned and cared for instrument.
Importance of awareness of the instrument and the delicacy of so many components which add to the difficulties of being a full-time professional singer, has also been something which I find I have taken for granted, but with more awareness which could also be passed on to those not in the field, could possibly in future help prevent vocal issues and loss of work.
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Appendix A – Personal Development Plan
	Why am I doing this course? 
	I initially decided to start this course to find out more about the voice and support my own vocal journey. As my career depends on maintaining vocal health, I feel this is a useful area to focus on. 
I am interested in gaining knowledge of how to best maintain vocal health during certain respiratory illnesses. What treatments/behaviours best to avoid. Best methods for healing, saving, and preventing future vocal issues. I will gain additional knowledge to better my singing career, as well as being capable to give informed and researched advice to fellow singers/ coworkers/students.

	What is the direct benefit to me?  
	Personal experience as a full-time singer and its challenges within this field has given me inspiration and sparked interest in gaining more knowledge, awareness and understanding of this topic. Self-found natural remedies after experimenting with prescribed medication and its effects on longevity of vocal health and better performances have caused reason for want of research. This MA will give me the confidence to know that my instinct is right and why.

	1. Investigate strategies to help develop vocabulary and writing style
	Access student support at UWTSD.
Deadline: End of May 2024
Watch the Academic skills video on Canvas 
Deadline:  June 2024

	2. Look into natural remedies for vocal issues further
	Network with members of my cohort who are working with essential oils research and their role in helping the singing voice. 
Deadline: July 2024.  

	3. Undertake a vocal health first aid course
	Enrol with Vocal Health Education to do the Vocal Health First Aid Course

Deadline: September 2024
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