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creativity coach and singer-songwriter



Initial Spark
The need to learn
mindset skills for

creativity

optimisation

de-optimisation
(informed by my own experience

and what I have noticed in my
students)



Context (literature)

‘Internal’
pressures

External pressures

Mental health
concerns in the music

industry
(Loveday,

Musgrave and Gross,
2023; Kegelaers and

Gibney, 2025)

Perfectionism/Self-
oriented

perfectionism (SOP;
Hewitt, Flett and

Mikail, 2017)

Socially prescribed
perfectionism

(SPP; Curran and Hill, 2019;
Flett, et al., 2022)

Neoliberalism
(Bockman, 2013)

Career and financial
precarity

(Gross and
Musgrave, 2017)

‘Content factory’
(Musgrave, et al.,

2025)

De-pathologising
lens

Social model of
disability (Oliver, 2013)

Neurodiversity
paradigm (Walker, 2014)

Crip theory (McRuer,
2006)

(McRobbie, 2004;
Musgrave, 2023;

Deuze, 2025)

Trap =
paradox



Current Approaches and Gap

Self-compassion (Neff, 2003; Neff and
Germer, 2013)
Custom self-compassion intervention in
sport (Kuchar, Neff and Mosewich, 2023)

White literature Grey literature
Creative blocks (not evidence-based; Eno and
Schmidt, 1975; Cameron, 1995; Pressfield, 2003; Kleon,
2012; Gilbert, 2015; Rubin, 2023)
Singer-songwriter specific (not evidence-based;
Tweedy, 2022)
A few informed by white literature (Daubney and
Daubney, 2017; Jones and Heyman, 2021)

Not targeted to singer-
songwriters’ unique situation
Do not acknowledge the wider
context

Therefore: Create design-based research-
influenced intervention (DBR; Scott,

Wenderoth and
Doherty, 2020) to target the gap in a

bespoke way



Initial Design Principles

1.Ecological Alignment 
(du Plessis, 2012; Raworth, 2017; Baker, 2021; Hahn and Tampe,
2021; Tayyab et al., 2024)

2.Playful and Self-compassionate Mindset 
(Deci and Ryan, 2000; Neff, 2003; Neff and Germer, 2013; Hewitt,
Flett, and Mikail, 2017; Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, 2020;
Ryan and Deci, 2020)

3.Community Connection 
(Neff, 2003; Neff and Germer, 2013; Hewitt, Flett, and Mikail, 2017;
Ryan and Deci, 2020)

Current approaches for environmental sustainability
and imagining a non-neoliberalist system (initial artefact)

‘doughnut economics’
(Raworth, 2017)

‘degrowth’ 
(Tayyab, et al., 2024)

‘rewilding’ 
(Baker, 2021)

Initial Design Principlesrewilding creativity

Adapting sustainability
approaches into a creative

context

DBR design principles (Reeves, 2006)



Research Questions (RQ)

To explore what a pedagogy for sustainable creativity (holistic view informed
by critical theory) in a singer-songwriter context looks like, through a DBR-

influenced design cycle (design, test, evaluate, reflect)

1.To measure quantitatively 
2.To evaluate participant perfections 
3.To qualitatively explore experiences 
4.To synthesise and create

Aim

Objectives

Primary RQ: How can a pedagogical approach, informed by critical theory, contribute to a more
sustainable creative practice for singer-songwriters? 

Sub RQ1 (quantitative): To what extent does participation in a guided online learning experience,
within a peer cohort, influence singer-songwriters' relationships with perfectionism and self-
compassion? 
Sub RQ2A/B (mixed): What are the perceptions of the singer-songwriters about the effectiveness of the
various aspects of intervention design, in relation to their creative process/sense of social
connection?



Philosophy = Critical realism (Bhaskar, 2008) and pragmatism
(Morgan, 2007)
Design = Within-participants, explanatory sequential mixed
methods design across three stages (Creswell, 2014)
Sampling = Questionnaires: convenience and snowball sampling
via personal and professional networks (Cohen, Manion and
Morrison, 2018)
Instruments = Pre-validated research instruments (SCS; Neff,
2003 and MPS; Hewitt and Flett, 1991)
Interview Sampling: Purposive maximum variation theoretical
sampling drawn from questionnaire participants 

Eligibility = Over 18, UK-based, self-identified singer-songwriters
with minimum experience of starting a song
Participants = 26 in total. Hobbyists (7), aspiring/sem-professional
(7), professional (12)

Initial Research Design
and Participants



DBR Intervention Design
Previous module (5) = workbook
Current module (6) = DBR first iteration into online course
Beyond MA = subsequent DBR iterations

Example



Lesson 1A: Welcome and intro to ‘rewilding creativity’ philosophy
Lesson 1B: Creative warm-up

Lesson 2: Creativity in any medium (option to share with the
group)

Lesson 3A: Working with the inner critic
Lesson 3B: Creative purpose visualisation

Initial questionnaire
Lesson reflection prompts (3) after each
lesson - (3 x Likert (1-5) and 2 x open text box
Final questionnaire

Participant Journey
Online Course in Creative Mindset Skills

for Singer-songwriters



Ethics and Insider Research
Ethical approval granted by UWTSD
Information sheets, informed consent via consent form (Berg, 2001)
Data protection: anonymised (given a code; e.g. P10), right to withdraw (Walliman, 2009;
Creswell, 2014)
Upholding boundaries if interviews go beyond my scope (i.e. not mental health professional)
Signposted to well-being support after (e.g. GP, Music Minds Matter and Mind)

Dual role: Continuously navigating insider/outsider continuum (Mercer, 2007; Holmes,
2020)

Benefits: Lived experience and community access (Costley, Elliott and Gibbs, 2010)

Limitations: Inherent power dynamic and disrupting my community (Ellis, 2009;
Walliman, 2009) 

Balance and tension between being transparent, and not leading them (e.g. informed
consent and vague term ‘creative mindset skills’ 

However...Not attempting to eliminate bias and subjectivity (Braun and Clarke, 2025)

Ethics

Insider
Research



Stage I Findings
(Quantitative)

Data cleaning (Google
Sheets)

Reverse-coding and
composite scores
computed (Hewitt and
Flett, 1991; Neff, 2003)

Inferential analysis of pre-
and post- tests using
paired samples t-tests
(jamovi)

Data Analysis

Stage I Findings
What? 

1. No significant change in post-
intervention scores
2. Unexpected non-significant changes

Why? May be because...
1. Low intervention dosage (25-mins)
2. Random variation/error
2. Increased awareness = response-shift
bias (Howard and Dailey, 1979)

Raises Qs about construct validity of
instruments (Cronbach and Meehl, 1955)



Methodological Shift and Subsequent Data Analysis

In conflict with rewilding
creativity philosophy

Recognising ‘methodological incongruence’
and ‘positivism creep’ (Braun and Clarke,

2022; Braun and Clarke, 2025)

Using ‘failure’ as a catalyst
for transformationEmbedded mixed-methods design,

within Big Q Qualitative framework
(Braun and Clarke, 2025) and

critical feminism (Boncori, 2022)

New Lens

Stage IIa (Quantitative)
Exploratory data analysis approach (Tukey, 1977)
Correlation Matrix
Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA; Braun and Clarke, 2022)

Stages IIb and III (Qualitative)
RTA (Braun and Clarke, 2022)
Delve software



Stage IIa Findings

What? 
Moderate, significant negative
correlation between change in
SOP scores (SOP difference)
and sense of community
connection (L2Q3)
(⍴ (24) = -0.412, p < .05) 

What could it mean?
Community mitigates SOP

OOP = other-oriented
perfectionism

(judgement of others)

The complicated role of community
(contrasting experiences)

What? 
Moderate, significant positive
correlation between OOP (post-
score) and SPP difference
(⍴ (24) = 0.450, p < .05)

What could it mean?
OOP and SPP are entangled

Analysis: Judgement of others could link to self-judgement
Literature: Perfectionistic Self-presentation (PSP; Hewitt, et al., 2003)
Potential approach: Build non-judgemental compassion for others as well as self



Stage IIb Findings

“Scared! A feeling of
reluctance to share

and anticipating that
it wouldnt be

something
I'd want other people

to see or judge.”
 (P25)

“Safe and
supported”

(P02) The complicated role of community
(contrasting experiences)

“wanting to
make

something
good” (P17)

Analysis: Shared and reciprocal learning mindset
Literature: Common humanity (Neff, 2003)
Potential approach: Foster learning and sharing
mindset

“we are all in
this together…
why not just go

for it” (P11) “This was challenging
as I must have

complete control
over everything I do.”

(P12)

Analysis: Control = psychological safety
Literature: Link between PSP and fear of displaying
anxiety publicly (Flett, Greene and Hewitt, 2004)
Potential approach: Build non-judgemental
compassion for others as well as self (same as stage
IIa)



Stage III Findings

“nobody writes
album nowadays

unless you want to
tour with it

and…it's so hard”
(P21)

“have to be
productive”

(P12)

Theme 1: Looking Behind the Curtain: Unpicking Systemic Pressures, The ‘Outdated’
Rulebook for Success, and The Psychological Toll of Navigating Them

“the dream
is an

illusion”
(P12)

“have to have some
success by the

sharing it…for it to be
valid, rather than just
‘I've made something

and here it is” (P10)

“I don’t feel anxious
when I write…I don't
feel perfectionist…

maybe because I have
less expectations for

myself. When I write it’s
from the heart.” (P21)

Analysis: Linking to success to external (extrinsically motivating) factors = often disappointing
Literature: Success is based on economic contribution to society (Chapman, 2022)
Literature: 54% earn less than £21K/y (Help Musicians and MU, 2023), compared with 56% less than
£20K/y (MU, 2012) = nearly 40% real terms earnings drop in last 15 years
Potential approach: Reimagine the ‘rulebook’ for success based on the reality of the situation and
decouple expectations from creative identity



Stage III Findings

“want to sing…I
want to express

myself. I want to be
creative, because

this is a path”
 (P21)

“workman”
attitude
helps 
 (P12)

Theme 2: Cultivating the ‘Intrinsic Anchor’: Sustaining
Creativity as a Life Purpose Through
Intentional Space and Playful Rituals

“the actual
doing it bit…

makes you do it
a little bit more”

 (P10)

“have found it has to
be more of a routine…

one of those
practises,

actually more than
hobby, so practice
that you do daily”

(P21)

“been the most important
thing to me since the

early adolescent because
that’s when I finally

realised that music was
the thing that…floated
my boat…THE thing. All
that mattered actually”

(P12)

Analysis: Connecting to the purpose and joy of creativity (internal) helps to sustain it long term,
and creativity fuels more creativity
Literature: Intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2000); Self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan and
Deci, 2020)
Potential approach: Regularly engage in intrinsically motivating creative activities. Focus on the
regularity and ritual, rather than waiting for inspiration or success to arrive



General Discussion
Participants really value creative time
But need to feel balanced to begin and sustain
Not creating “is the detrimental part” (P10)

= Catch-22 Dilemma (Musgrave, 2023; Deuze, 2025)

Primary RQ: How can a pedagogical approach,
informed by critical theory, contribute to a more
sustainable creative practice for singer-songwriters?

Why?
Perfectionism (fostered by environmental pressures)
may be a barrier making them too anxious to create
Entangled dimensions of perfectionism may mean
external pressures are internalised (i.e. ‘inner critic’ may
be a reflection of SPP; Curran and Hill, 2019; Flett, et al.,
2022; Curran, 2023)

Solely building resilience in individuals places
undue onus and misses critiquing the system
(Sims-Schouten and Gilbert, 2022)
Safe haven of community may be thwarted by
external pressures such as social media (Gill,
2021; Musgrave et al., 2025)

Potential Antidotes
Rest as resistance  (Davidson Mhonde and Hingle, 2021; Raheem, 2024)
‘Wintering’ (necessary fallow phases in life, in this case creativity; May, 2021)

NOT about losing motivation or lowering artistic standards 
IS about building self-compassionate sense of creative enoughness (even for fallow
winter) from which to play/grow/develop and interrupt Catch-22 cycle



(Deci and Ryan, 2000; Neff and Germer,
2013; Hewitt, Flett, and Mikail, 2017;
Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi, 2020;
Ryan and Deci, 2020)

Revised Design Principles

(du Plessis, 2012; Raworth, 2017;
Baker, 2021; Hahn and Tampe, 2021;

Tayyab et al., 2024)

(Neff, 2003; Neff and Germer,
2013; Hewitt, Flett, and Mikail,
2017; Ryan and Deci, 2020)

1.Ecological Alignment
and Cyclical Rhythms

rewilding creativity

(Neff, 2003; Neff and
Germer, 2013)

A Philosophy for Sustainable Creativity

2.Cultivating Creative
Enoughness

3.Protecting the Intrinsic
Anchor (Play and Process)

4.Reimagining Community Connection

5.Critical Awareness and
Systemic Resistance

(McRuer, 2006; Oliver, 2013; Walker,
2014; Curran and Hill, 2019;

Boncori, 2022; Flett et al., 2022;
Musgrave, 2023; Deuze, 2025)



Conclusion and Recommendations 
Perfectionism is a stable trait (stage I and IIa)

The role of community is complex (stage IIa and IIb)

Singer-songwriters’ creative practice needs to be protected in order to be
sustained, through intrinsically motivating activities and decoupling identity
from external perceptions of success

Findings synthesised to create 5 new DBR-informed design principles for
sustainable creativity in a singer-songwriter context (obj 4 and primary RQ)

Industry and Pedagogy: Paradigm shift towards critically reimagining
wider systems around singer-songwriters
Future Research: More Big Q exploration of topic, longitudinal tracking
and longer/deeper interventions



Methodological Reflections and Limitations
Opportunity and tension in mixed-methods - despite limitations,
quantitative aspects = integral part of the journey

Instruments likely underpinned by system my philosophy seeks to resist

Study raised questions:
Norms of philosophy, truth, objectivity vs subjectivity

= No perfect way to research

Intervention was too low-dosage to make significant changes to
quantitative scores

BUT, the instruments are perhaps limited and not able to capture
the nuance with enough precision



Personal and Professional Reflections
(Initially uncomfortable) opportunity for growth during the research project
Reflexive journey with my own perfectionism and internalised assumptions
Opportunity to try out my own rewilding creativity philosophy on the
research process (self-compassion, play, enoughness, wintering, trusting the
non-linear process)

Using design principles to underpin the new business I will
be launching soon

Learning community space that helps people tap into
their creative enoughness

Knowledge contribution
Improving subsequent iterations - developing full online course
Informing my  work in higher education
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