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A critical evaluation of the physiological effect of negative self-perception on 

the singing voice.  

 

Introduction 

The awareness of the relationship between the voice and the self continues to develop within 

the field of voice production and pedagogy. One aspect of this relationship which has been 

particularly prominent in my own vocal training practice is that of self-esteem and self-

perception, notably how negative beliefs within these personality constructs can affect the 

singing and spoken voice. Research surrounding the concept of ‘the body as the instrument’ 

has established a focus on the effect of an individual’s emotional and psychological state on 

their vocal performance (Rohrer, 2017). The importance of this notion merits substantial 

consideration in the evaluation of negative self-perception and its effect on the singing body. 

    

Understanding Negative Self-Perception 

Negative self-perception can be described as an image, belief or idea that an individual holds 

about themselves which is principally negative and often false (Aster, 2021). A person whose 

life is influenced by negative self-perception will have a tendency to focus primarily on the 

negative aspects of their overall lifestyle (Makkar, 2011). These aspects include their aesthetic 

and physical imperfections, their shortcomings and failures, as well as their performance and 

interaction in personal and societal relationships. The catalysts to negative self-perception can 

be linked to a number of social and psychological occurrences of which the impact to the 

individual is significant and deep-rooted (Mruk, 2013). Such occurrences include negative past 

events which may have taken place during childhood, during an important or long-term 

relationship, or in the form of underachievement, loss, failure or negative criticism (Bagley, et 

al, 1995). The psychologist and author Benjamin Bonetti in his 2023 article ‘Redefining Self-

Image’ highlights how the routine maintenance of negative self-talk, which is a result of 

negative self-perception, can reinforce contrary thoughts and feelings towards the self and 

subsequently have a detrimental effect on the individual’s self-worth and self-esteem. The 

Collins 2024 dictionary includes several definitions of self-perception, one of which relates to 

the way a person perceives their physical attributes and discerns their emotional, 

psychological, moral and creative characteristics within a personal, social and cognitive 

context. This provides an effective understanding of the concept and an affinity with the studies 

which focus on this behavioural and cerebral facet of our personalities.  

In the field of psychology and mental health concepts closely related to personality and 

emotion are common and closely linked. Negative self-perception in individuals can have an 

impact on their thoughts, emotions and behaviour (Tanner, 2006). Self-perception exists in 

individuals and is closely tied to self-esteem and self-worth with each affecting the other in 

accordance with the numerous social and personal domains to which they are connected 

(Fennell, 2016). 
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Some research presents low self-esteem as the primary construct to affect personalities, 

suggesting that negative self-perception and low self-worth manifest as consequences of low 

self-esteem (Fennell, 2016). In her publication, ‘Overcoming Low Self-Esteem’, Melanie 

Fennell describes low self-esteem as the idea, thought or feeling an individual will have about 

themselves, founded in the way they are perceived by others. The late Harvard psychologist 

William James pioneered the thought that self-esteem was rooted in a person’s achievements 

and levels of competence in life (Stets, 2014). In contrast, the sociologist Morris Rosenberg 

presented self-esteem as the opinion that one holds of themselves (Rosenberg, 1965). This 

concept became the foundation on which self-esteem would continue to be measured, as the 

Rosenberg Self-esteem Scale evolved into the most globally used tool in medical, corporate 

and social professions. It aims to determine whether an individual’s level of self-esteem could 

be described as low, average or high. Further, more recent, research has since acknowledged 

the multi-faceted nature of the topic, presenting the original theories of James and Rosenberg 

as interconnecting branches on an ever-expanding tree of self-concepts (Makri-Botsari, 2001).  

The origin of negative self-perception 

An insight into the origin of the notion of self-esteem aids our understanding of the correlation 

between the three concepts of the negative self: low self-esteem, negative self-perception and 

low self-worth. Low self-esteem in an individual produces negative feelings and negative self-

talk which results in changes to an individual’s self-perception and self-worth, thus creating 

the potential for impacted emotional and mental health (Matsumoto, 2022).  

Elements of the Self 

Exploring the elements of the self illustrates the array of components susceptible to 

impairment through negative experiences. The moral element of self provides an individual’s 

ethical foundation for humane, principled and honest behaviour and actions. The aesthetic 

self creates the lens through which a person views their physical attributes, notably body 

shape, beauty, and overall physical prowess. The personal element of self relates to the 

intimate aspects of an individual’s life, such as their inner thoughts and feelings, management 

of time alone, determining of life goals, dreams and aspirations (Mayne, 2009). The element 

of self-related to family pertains to one’s relationship with their immediate and extended family. 

The social element of self encompasses an individual’s interaction with friends and members 

of their community, their ease and comfort in social situations such as shopping, travelling, 

socialising and integrating into leisure and group activities (Denche-Zamorano, et al, 2023). 

The environmental element of self could overlap with the social aspect of self in its proximity 

to community, neighbourhood and climate.  It applies to an individual’s affinity with their 

environment, their contribution to the preservation of the environment and its inhabitants 

(Denche-Zamorano et al, 2023). 

These many elements of the self, once affected by a negative self-concept, can create low 

self-esteem, blockages to decision making, difficulties in social interaction and public 

performance and barriers to one’s confidence and personal belief system.  
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Negative self-perception can be related to one or more of these elements of self and can 

provoke a disliking of self based on negative self-talk and the cultivation of negative beliefs 

about self as a consequence of life experiences. The gravity of the impact of an individual’s 

adverse occurrences will be related to their personality, resilience and ability to emotionally 

and mentally navigate and self-regulate in challenging moments (Matsumoto, N, 2022). A 

favourable response to negative self-perception in an individual would involve rational and 

objective thinking, emotional authority and behavioural structure. An outcome where impacting 

past events are less effectively managed and negative self-perception is cultivated and 

allowed to develop and integrate a person’s overall character, can result in examples of ill 

mental health, such as depression, social anxiety, addiction, suicidal thoughts and irrational 

or harmful behaviour to oneself or others (Scott, 2023). In a study conducted with the 

University of Shinshu, Japan, Noboru Matsumoto researched the perpetuation of negative 

self-perception in subjects with mental health conditions. The study tested participants with an 

existing negative self-concept, using a simulation of a personality assessment, in order to 

determine which factors contributed to the participants’ maintenance and expansion of their 

negative self-perception. Findings were two-fold, primarily highlighting influences from the 

participants reaction to recalling the events that initially created negative self-perception, 

whether productive or obstructive. Secondarily, the extent to which participants had absorbed 

their negative self-concept as part of their personality and overall make-up. In both cases, it 

was evident how the concept was able to amplify and become embedded in an individual’s 

authentic self (Fennell,2016). 

How negative self-perception physically affects voice production. 

There has been an abundance of research into the positive effects of singing on mental health, 

especially in individuals with mental health or cognitive conditions which affect their social and 

personal lifestyle and interaction (Launay, 2015). A 2018 study by Williams which 

demonstrated the benefits of a group singing experience for individuals with social anxiety or 

dementia is an example of this. 

Voice production can take place in a pedagogic, performance or presentation setting, as well 

as the everyday interactive experience of speech. Revisiting the notion of the body as the 

instrument brings about an understanding of how speech and song can be susceptible to the 

effect of emotional and psychological influences, such as negative self-perception (Chong, 

2022). 

One could maintain that singing positively affects mental health and mental health has the 

capacity to negatively affect singing. The impact of negative self-perception in voice production 

can manifest in various forms. In a pedagogic context, it can have a significant impact on the 

psychological framework of vocal coaching students, which creates a subsequent effect on 

their physiological performance (Welch, GF, 2017). In a performance context it may create 

changes to the calibre of the sound produced and interfere with the physical state of the 

vocalist.  
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For some individuals voice production and vocal performance can produce feelings of fear, 

incompetence, inadequacy and unworthiness. For individuals with a negative self-concept 

these feelings can trigger further feelings of self-antipathy and increased self-criticism, as well 

as a lack of confidence in their vocal ability (Henshaw, 2022). In a vocal coaching context, the 

experience of negative self-perception can exacerbate an individual’s inability to achieve and 

maintain physical relaxation; sustain self-confidence in their vocal capacity and objectively and 

positively hear their authentic voice in contrast with the distorted and often harshly self-

critiqued perception of what they can hear (Vella, 2021). In a pedagogic setting, during the 

process of vocal training, negative self-perception can become prominent during moments of 

vocal difficulty or upon the acquisition of new technical elements and increased vocal range 

(Chong, 2001). 

The physical activity induced by the emotional response to these intrusive thoughts and 

negative self-perception can often be counteractive to the physical and mental balance 

required while singing. A negative thought can be initiated in the brain and subsequently 

translated into muscle tension within the body and vocal apparatus (Chong, 2001). For 

example, an individual who is learning to sing a song in a vocal range they aspire to, but have 

not fully mastered, may experience negative thoughts about their ability to achieve certain 

notes.  

These thoughts can create opposing self-talk and become linked to a range of negative 

feelings that the singer holds about themselves, increasing feelings of incompetence and 

more. This may cause the singer to feel stress and tension within the body creating a restriction 

to breathing and subsequent misuse of the vocal folds. The result can vary from the singer 

shutting down completely to a forced attempt at voice production with incorrect muscle 

engagement and tension in the jaw, throat, neck and torso, potentially leading to Muscle 

Tension Dysphonia and vocal strain (Hands, 2009). 

Negative self-perception versus confidence: Can voice production remain unaffected 

in certain individuals with negative self-perception?  

It has been argued that negative self-perception only affects voice production when related to 

an individual’s negative opinion of their own vocal ability (Chong, 2022). This suggests that an 

individual can experience negative self-perception in specific areas of their life yet perform to 

a high level of vocal achievement and success, due to positive self-belief and a firm confidence 

in the capability of their instrument. This leads to the question of whether a person’s character 

determines how they will experience their negative self-concepts and allow them to affect their 

performance?  

Can an individual have negative self-perception and perform to a high level of achievement 

and success because of a resilient or relentless personality? Tim Grover, author and elite 

athletics coach believes that they can. In his publication ‘Relentless’, he describes how he has 

assisted athletes, business owners and public figures in combating negative self-talk and low 

self-esteem through motivation and a focus on resilience, in order to lead them to success and 

peak performance in their domain (Grover, 2014). It could be disputed that Grover’s approach 

may only be effective with a specific type of character and not all individuals.   
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In 2021, a two-year study conducted by Liu et al investigated the relationship between self-

esteem and resilience in adolescents. The results highlighted a positive correlation between 

the two elements of character and observed that they were found to support each other (Liu 

et al, 2021). This further cements the idea that vocalists with negative self-perception can 

remain unaffected and confident in moments of vocalisation if they have a good level of 

resilience to counteract the lowered self-esteem.  

The weight of comparison 

A fundamental contribution to low self-worth and negative self-perception is the practice of 

self-comparison. The negative perception of vocal ability could be attributed to the weight of 

comparison that can exist in the mind of a singer (Stephens, 2012). How an individual 

perceives their own voice, how they think others perceive their voice and what they believe a 

singer ‘should’ sound like, can fundamentally influence a vocalist’s performance. 

Some people believe they cannot sing or have been told so by others and therefore hold a 

negative opinion of their singing voice. This belief is reinforced by negative self-talk and 

comparison to others which can have a significant effect on their voice production (Vella, 

2021). 

An individual may compare themselves to someone whom they believe displays greater levels 

of competence in certain aspects of voice production. Contrarily, a vocalist with confidence in 

their talent will be less judgemental of their abilities in a performance and pedagogic setting 

despite possible negative self-perception within other areas of their life (Chong, 2022). 

What influences voice comparison? 

Catalysts for comparison exist universally and influence personal and social behaviour in 

some way throughout the lives of all individuals (Garcia et al, 2013). The negative impact of 

the media alone on self-image in society has been a long-standing concern, especially in 

young people who are often in search of references on which to base ideals for such things 

as success, aesthetics, body shape, personality and material possessions (De Vries, 2015). 

Experiential learning is an equally important catalyst for comparison. An individual may 

navigate life to the specification of one or many life experiences. This could be due to a 

negative experience which has caused the individual to create a belief about themselves 

based on an abusive or judgmental interaction (Makri-Botsari, 2001). For example, an incident 

of bullying at school or in the workplace, domestic abuse in the home, negative criticism of 

competence at school or work, parental expectations and spousal or family reproval. 

Comparison in voice production, although it is often based on negative foundations (De Vries, 

2015), provides a framework for a singer to gauge their own competence within the context of 

a vocal performance or training session.  
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In addition to the personal influences described, there may also be tendencies for an individual 

to compare themselves to their teacher, the original artist of the song they are singing or other 

singers they admire or aspire to emulate. The moment at which this takes place a singer may 

allow negative self-dialogue to occupy space in the mind resulting in self-sabotage, a 

disruption to vocal control and an interruption to the flow state while singing (Chong, 2001). 

We have seen that an unfavourable reaction to negative self-comparison can amplify in the 

absence of resilience and self-confidence (Mayne, 2009). The instances during which a singer 

is least affected by self-comparison occur when their level of vocal competence is equal or 

superior to the subject of comparison. Upon further observation, individuals can also have a 

perceived level of competence which creates what could be described as a false confidence.  

It could be concluded that in order to achieve a position of physical and mental authority during 

the process of voice production, it is important for singers to attain a balance between the 

management of the effects of negative self-perception, while remaining grounded in the 

awareness of their true vocal strengths and weaknesses without comparison. An individual’s 

relationship to comparison in voice production can suggest a need for external validation 

because of a failure to produce internal validation for themselves (Durmonski, 2022). By 

promoting the idea that our vocal identity is similar to a fingerprint, in that our voices are all 

unique and no voice will or should be the same, singers are guided to hear themselves 

objectively without thought for what others may hear or think (Chong, 2022). It encourages 

vocal authenticity and incites students to accept their own sound. Consequently, a wider 

acknowledgement of their voices is made possible, relaxation can be achieved and an 

advancement towards increased confidence can take place.  

Proposals for the alleviation of the effects of negative self-perception on voice 

production 

The origin of the effects of negative self-perception are founded in concepts deeply rooted in 

the domain of mental health and psychology despite their physical manifestation. It could, 

therefore, be useful for singers to explore remedial techniques which can positively influence 

the mind and promote physical and mental relaxation. 

Mindfulness 

Mindfulness is a technique which encourages individuals to engage in a meditation practice 

which incorporates breath work and visualisation and centres participants in the present 

moment to wholly experience all thoughts and feelings without criticism and invalidating 

evaluation (Keng, 2011). This technique has been the subject of numerous studies with 

consistently favourable results commending its positive effect on mental health and physical 

well-being.  

Mindfulness uses a range of different techniques which enhance self-acceptance, combat 

stress, reduce anxiety and alleviate depression. It improves physical health through its 

capacity to lower blood pressure and reduce the heart rate (Kendra, 2022).  
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Body Mindful Yoga is another technique which adopts mindfulness. It incorporates the practice 

of yoga with the techniques of mindfulness, accompanied by a positive change to an 

individual’s daily narrative, in order to enhance self-acceptance and self-love. The efficacy of 

this mental health practice can help to restructure negative thoughts in individuals with 

negative self-perception (Butera, 2018).  

See Appendix 1 

Moral and ethical considerations for voice coaches 

Ethical and moral guidelines exist in all professional domains where interaction with and care 

of people is a significant component of the practice. Research in this area is vast and often 

specific to particular professions. There is, however, an agglomeration of ethical approaches 

which creates a foundation to learn from and build upon. Deontological, consequentialist and 

virtue ethics are three of the main approaches (Dobrin, 2012).  

The duties and rights to which we must adhere as practitioners are described as deontological 

ethics. Consequential ethics describes the consideration of consequence within the ethical 

framework of a practice or profession. It invites teachers and practitioners to consider the 

consequences of their actions and behaviour. Virtue ethics pertains to an individual’s moral 

compass and places a focus on their integrity and honesty within their practice (Kazmierczak, 

2015). 

In the domain of psychology, medicine and education, ethical procedure exists as an integral 

part of each profession’s fundamental structure. The International Coaching Foundation has 

devised a handbook which outlines the ethical principles which should be upheld by all 

coaching members of their institution. They outline a coach’s duty to their client, to the practice 

and the profession and to the wider community. 

It is important for a voice teacher to maintain an ethical and moral framework within their 

pedagogic structure and their professional role (Kazmierczak, 2015). In parallel with vocal 

transformation, the holistic style of vocal coaching can cultivate therapeutic relationships of 

trust, understanding and mental health support between a student and their teacher. In light 

of this, voice teachers should remain aware of the sensitive nature of their profession and the 

influence they can have on their students by way of advice and opinions.  The proposal of the 

alleviation practices visited in the previous section should take place with care, ensuring that 

students are guided to seek qualified practitioners to perform these techniques.  A voice 

practitioner should remain aware of their closeness with and influence on the mental health of 

their students. Signposting should also be considered in cases where some students may 

require expert intervention for mental health conditions in the form of counselling or 

psychotherapy (BPS, 2014).  

The duty of care in preventing a student’s misuse of their vocal anatomy due to stress during 

training sessions and performance, is paramount. Similar care and discernment is required 

with an individual’s mental well-being when working in proximity with therapeutic challenges 

and methods of alleviation. This ethical approach to vocal coaching maintains the moral rights 

and respect of students and allows practitioners to ethically evaluate their method of practice 

(Popovska, G & Popovski, F, 2021). 
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Conclusion 

There is an encouraging increase in research encompassing the topic of singing and the voice 

and their relationship to concepts such as emotion, mental health and psychology. The positive 

affect of singing on physical conditions ranging from heart health to muscle and brain 

stimulation in individuals with dementia and Parkinson’s reinforces the importance of this topic. 

The reflection upon the effects of negative self-perception on voice production emphasises 

the extent to which mental health and psychology exist intrinsically within the practice of 

speech and singing. As a voice practitioner, I continue to observe the separation between a 

vocalist’s physical self and cognitive self in a way that suggests the need for further 

consideration of the body as the instrument’ (O’Bryan, 2015). A singer who understands the 

interconnectedness of their physical instrument with the sum of the components of their mental 

and emotional state will more easily adopt a holistic approach to their craft. The study of 

negative self-perception has also raised an awareness of the links between several self-

concepts and shown the intricacy of their connection to each other within the framework of the 

mind. An outlook which presents the self as a whole, can promote a brain and body balance 

which could arguably allow greater self-awareness, self-understanding and self-acceptance, 

not only in the context of voice production, but in other areas of personal and social life.  
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Critical Reflection 

Upon consideration of the proposed models of reflection I decided to use Driscoll’s ‘What 

Model’, as it provided a structural framework which was refreshingly straightforward and 

allowed a free style of writing. My chosen topic for this assignment created two paths of 

research, one in the domain of mental health and psychology and the other on the subject of 

the voice and voice production. Two focal points which are of great interest to me as a holistic 

voice coach.  In order to provide a clear, but concise understanding of negative self-perception 

I was required to introduce self-esteem as the foundation for the idea, as many concepts of 

the self can overlap in their descriptions, especially in reference to an individual’s negative 

character traits.  I thoroughly enjoyed being immersed in this subject matter and having the 

opportunity to write about an issue which I encounter daily in my pedagogic environment. I 

imagined that my challenge would be marrying the two fields together and adhering to the 

research process in a subject that I already felt equipped to write about freely.  I was delightfully 

surprised to discover the abundance of peer reviewed research on the subject of negative 

self-concepts and singing. This was encouraging to the structure of my assignment and 

allowed greater freedom when writing.  

Conducting research on this topic further developed my passion for the field of study. It was 

interesting and encouraging to read articles and books about the impact of mental health on 

speech and singing. The encouragement was found in the many positive comparisons I was 

able to make with my own theories and pedagogic practice as a voice coach. It has created 

an aspiration that one day I may write a published piece of work that a research student may 

use in their own studies.   

I began the assignment by gathering research on the relevant topic and creating an essay 

plan. I found it difficult to begin writing the essay when I approached the task using the 

research as a springboard, notably due to the knowledge and experience I have in the field. I 

decided to class the research by subject which helped to remove the mental block and write 

more freely, using the references to support the various observations.  

I wrote the essay without adding references, in order to closely monitor my word count. I found 

this to be helpful while writing, however the process of adding the references at the end was 

time consuming and quite confusing at times. This experience was a source of great stress 

and I became very flustered as the deadline approached. As a result, I am now very aware 

that I must adopt a clearer and more effective way of arranging my research articles in order 

to access and integrate them more easily.  

The return to a programme of study albeit part-time and solely online has been an experience 

to get used to. As an undergraduate at university I had a unique focus on my studies. Creating 

a similar focus amidst a lifestyle involving the running of a business and family, teaching and 

performing vocals and homeschooling my child is no small feat. Elements which have a shared 

focus between the many tasks of personal and professional life, such as deadlines, abundant 
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writing and reading, retention of many different types of information can often be amplified 

when the work involved in one or more of the tasks becomes more demanding (Comer, 2022). 

The process of writing this assignment has raised my awareness of the need for greater 

balance in my life in order to promote organisation and reduce overwhelm when working on 

assignments.  

The creation of a step by step plan from the beginning to the end of the assignment process 

which is, in turn, divided into daily periods of study, will create a lighter, more manageable 

work load when writing assignments. This will avoid a build-up of tasks and the inevitable 

overwhelm that can accompany it (Chase et al, 2013). 

The process of reflection has allowed me to prepare mentally in advance for future 

assignments, as well as to review and reflect upon how my mindset and lifestyle can impact 

my productivity.  
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Personal Development Plan 

 

Developmental Area Motivation Action Deadline 

Gain a qualification in the 
a domain of psychology 
and counselling. 

Gaining a qualification in Cognitive 
Behavioural Therapy will allow me to 
further develop my focus on voice 
production and mental health. It will give 
me the skills to have a more hands on 
approach to helping my students to 
navigate mental health barriers to their 
performance and learning experience in 
singing and speech.   

Choose and enrol on a 
suitable CBT Course. 

Beginning 
July 2024 

Develop my research 
classification skills while 
essay writing. 

Adopting a structure for finding, saving 
and classifying research and references 
will greatly improve my organisation and 
productivity during the assignment 
writing process.  

Research any apps or 
software which can be 
used to achieve a more 
organised research and 
referencing structure. 

End of 
May 2024  

Become more involved in 
the Cohort online group 
activity.  

This will instil a sense of community and 
allow me to connect and share my 
learning experience with my course 
peers. This may help to alleviate 
overwhelm during study time. 

Discover and connect to 
other students using  the 
WhatsApp group chat  
created for our cohort. 
Read and contribute to 
comments.  

13th May 
2024 
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Appendix 1 

 

Further proposals for the alleviation of the effects of negative self-perception on voice 

production. 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) is a therapy method centred around talking, 

acknowledging and changing an individual’s relationship to their negative thoughts, challenges 

and difficulties. 

It has proven highly effective for the alleviation of depression, low self-esteem and anxiety, as 

well as providing freedom from addictive behaviours, traumatic experiences and childhood 

abuse.  It is based on the principle that physiological and psychological experiences and 

emotions are connected and can be effectively managed when separated into fragments. The 

fragmentation of these thoughts, feelings, emotions and physical sensitivities creates a vision 

board with which an individual can identify, change and improve the ideas and mindset 

surrounding them (Fenn, K, Byrne, M, 2013). 

The Feldenkrais Method 

The Feldenkrais Method is a technique used to restore the connection between the brain and 

the body through the process of movement (Elgelid & Kresge, 2021). It is increasingly used in 

parallel with voice training and consists of the undertaking of a sequence of guided movements 

which improve physical and self-awareness, as well as strengthening co-ordination. In 

vocalists it produces a somatic awareness which enables the incarnation of vocal technique 

and allows an attunement to the mind and emotions during the process (Krugman, G, 2020). 

Nurturing Physical and Mental Health  

It is often overlooked in vocal training, however, the physical and mental state of an individual 

is of great importance to voice production in a psychological and physical perspective. Mental 

health can be largely affected by lifestyle choices. Conditions such as low self-worth, low self-

esteem, negative self-perception, depression and anxiety are all susceptible to decline in 

individuals who fail to practice mindful self-care. Poor eating habits, lack of movement, 

addiction to toxic or harmful substances, lack of sleep and relaxation time can increase the 

negative effects of some states of ill-mental health (Hautekiet, P, et al, 2022). Vocalists and 

voice students should be encouraged to optimise their daily choices in the domain of nutritional 

and recreational health in order to maximise the positive management of any harmful self-

concepts.  
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