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M USIC p resents a puzzle. On the
one hand, people love music and
d evote mu ch time and effo rt to

putting themselves in the way of it. On 
the other hand, the levels of musical skill
a ch i eved by the vast majority of people 
in contempora ry We s t e rn society are
s u rp ri s i n g ly low.

On the face of it, music has all the
ch a ra c t e ristics wh i ch would lead one to
p redict that many people should be highly
skilled at it. A long tradition of re s e a rch
into skill and its acquisition (cf. Ericsson &
S m i t h , 1991; Eri c s s o n , 1996) suggests that
s t ru c t u re plus m o t ivation plus p ra c t i c e
leads to s k i l l.

In rev i ewing these four aspects, I will
fi rst provide evidence that most music has
the kind of stru c t u re that is easily learn e d
and understood by the human mind.
S e c o n d, I will examine evidence re l ating 
to motivat i o n , and the ve ry high value that
m a ny individuals place on their
e n gagement with mu s i c. Th i rd, I will
rev i ew evidence of the intimate link
b e t ween level and nat u re of pra c t i c e
a c t ivities and ach i evement in mu s i c. 

Fo u rt h ly, and more speculat ive ly, I will
outline some potential inhibitors to mu s i c a l
a ch i eve m e n t , in an attempt to fo rmu l at e
hypotheses about why, given such an
ap p a re n t ly propitious set of circ u m s t a n c e s ,
p o p u l ation outcomes in the area of mu s i c
a ch i evement are so dire. These inhibitors ,

whilst having individual psych o l ogi c a l
c o n s e q u e n c e s , a re rooted in wider social
and cultural phenomena. 

‘ N at u ra l l y ’ detected stru c t u re
The parallels between music and language
a re ve ry gre at. Just as it has been show n
t h at ve ry young infants have alre a dy picke d
up certain stru c t u ral reg u l a rities of spoke n
l a n g u age, so similar re s e a rch shows they
k n ow something about the stru c t u re of
mu s i c. 

Sloboda (1985) has showed that
ch i l d ren as young as seven can consciously
choose between we l l - fo rmed and ill-
fo rmed musical sequences. A s ked wh i ch of

t wo teddies played the ‘ ri g h t ’t u n e, a n d
wh i ch ‘made a mistake ’ , ch i l d re n
d e m o n s t rated know l e d ge of both
s i multaneous and sequential constra i n t s
t h at exist within We s t e rn tonal mu s i c. 

S t ru c t u ral sensitivity has also been
d e m o n s t rated by untrained adults in a wide
va riety of tasks. For ex a m p l e, Sloboda and
Pa rker (1985) asked psych o l ogy students to
listen rep e at e d ly to a short folk melody and
attempt to rep roduce it after each trial by
s i n ging it. Although almost no part i c i p a n t
gave note-perfect re c a l l , recalls showe d
s t ru c t u ral sensitiv i t y. For instance, re c a l l s
tended to pre s e rve the metre and phra s e
s t ru c t u re of the ori gi n a l .

These and many other studies have
e s t ablished that music is rep resented in 
the mind in terms of the stru c t u res and
reg u l a rities that it contains. When such
s t ru c t u res cannot be detected, it is
i m p o s s i ble for people to process and store
the info rm ation effi c i e n t ly. The music of a
c u l t u re has a familiar syntax, and when this
is missing, as for example in some fo rm s
of atonal mu s i c, p rocessing is seve re ly
d i s ru p t e d.

Music is just like chess and the many
other cog n i t ive skills that psych o l ogy has
s t u d i e d. If people cannot discover the
s t ru c t u re, t h ey cannot become ex p e rts. Th e
re s e a rch literat u re on music shows that
almost eve ryone in our culture has ‘ fo u n d
the stru c t u re of mu s i c ’t h rough ex p o s u re 
to music irre s p e c t ive of fo rmal tra i n i n g.
Th e re fo re, a prime condition for the
acquisition of ex p e rtise has been fulfi l l e d
by most people in our populat i o n .

H ow and why do people va l u e
m u s i c ?
The pro p o rtion of people who can ga i n
m at e rial adva n t age from being skilled at
music must be small. Why is mu s i c
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at t ra c t ive to people? Why are they
m o t ivated to listen to it, p e r fo rm it, c re at e
it? Does it serve any useful purpose? 

M a ny types of re s e a rch have
d e m o n s t rated that music can and does have
i m p o rtant psych o l ogical benefits. Not only
does engagement with music seem
i n h e re n t ly pleasurabl e, but it is often used
for essentially therapeutic purposes. Stro n g
and valued emotions seem to be at the core
of such engagement (Sloboda, 1 9 9 2 ) .

Th e re are a number of lab o rat o ry and
clinical demonstrations of the mood-
a l t e ring powe rs of mu s i c. More re c e n t ly,
an interest has developed in re a l - l i fe uses 
of mu s i c, outside the lab o rat o ry or the
cl i n i c. For instance, Sloboda (1990)
obtained 113 accounts of musical life
events from 70 adults of va rying mu s i c a l
b a ck ground and ex p e ri e n c e. The question
a s ked wa s : ‘Do you have memories of any
s p e c i fic incident from the fi rst 10 ye a rs of
l i fe wh i ch invo l ved music in any way ? ’

M a ny of the memories so elicited we re
d e ep ly memorabl e, and often motivat e d
l i felong enthusiasm fo r, and invo l ve m e n t
w i t h , mu s i c. The contexts in wh i ch these
h i g h ly - valued ex p e riences occurred we re

s o m ewh at re s t ri c t e d, and this provides a
ve ry important clue for framing an answe r
to the puzzle with wh i ch this art i cl e
o p e n e d. Hard ly any of these ex p e ri e n c e s
o c c u rred during music lessons or in the
p resence of a teach e r. Th ey occurred in
time ‘ o ff task’— alone or with fri e n d s ,
at home or at school (see Example 1).

C u rre n t ly, a re s e a rch team at Keele is
gat h e ring data on music use rather closer 
to the coal face (Sloboda et al., i n
p rep a ration). Adults without mu s i c a l
t raining have been carrying around page rs
with them for an entire week. The page r
calls them at random intervals thro u g h o u t
the day. 

E ve ry time they are paged they are
a s ked to stop wh at they are doing as soon
as they can safe ly do so, and complete a
b rief questionnaire in a booklet of identical
sheets that they are also asked to ke ep with
them at all times. Th ey are asked to fo c u s
on any music that was occurring as the
p ager sounded, o r, if there was none, t o
recall the most recent occurrence of mu s i c
since the previous pagi n g.

Wh at we have found so far is that mu s i c
is ex p e rienced in an incre d i bly wide va ri e t y

of circumstances. Hard ly any of these have
music as the main focus. The music is
a c c o m p a nying some other activity (such 
as washing up, s o c i a l i s i n g, exe rc i s i n g,
wo rk i n g, t ravelling). Two sets of data 
a re part i c u l a rly pertinent to the curre n t
discussion. 

Fi rs t , p a rticipants we re asked to estimat e
their mood on a number of bipolar scales
both befo re and after the mu s i c. Th e s e
scales fa c t o red into three major mood
dimensions. We have labelled these, i n
o rder of contri bution to the va ri a n c e,
p o s i t iv i t y, p resent-mindedness and aro u s a l
(see Table 1). 

In ge n e ra l , music increased emotional
s t ate towa rds gre ater positivity (e. g. more
h ap py ) , gre ater arousal (e. g. more alert ) ,
and gre ater present-mindedness (e. g. less
b o red). But wh at seemed of part i c u l a r
s i g n i ficance to us is that mood ch a n ge wa s
gre atest when participants exe rcised ch o i c e
over the music they we re heari n g. Music
m a x i m a l ly enhances well-being wh e n

p a rticipants exe rcise some degree of
a u t o n o my and self-determ i n ation in the
type of music they hear (see Table 2).

The second result of interest is the
d i s s o c i ation of emotional fa c t o rs in some
music-listening cases. While it is tru e
ove rall that music makes people more
p o s i t ive, m o re aroused and more pre s e n t -
m i n d e d, a more diffe re n t i ated pat t e rn wa s
evident in about 12 per cent of the episodes. 

In some ep i s o d e s , for ex a m p l e,
p o s i t ivity incre a s e d, while the other two
dimensions decre a s e d. In others , a ro u s a l
i n c re a s e d, while nothing else did, and so
on. Each of these pat t e rns was associat e d
with a particular set of circumstances and
p s y ch o l ogical purposes. People deliberat e ly
use music for diffe rent intended outcomes.

POSITIVITY (36 per cent)
d i s t re s s e d c o m fo rt e d
s a d h ap py
i rr i t a b l e g e n e ro u s
i n s e c u re s e c u re
t e n s e re l a xe d

P R E S E N T -MINDEDNESS (14 per cent)
b o re d i n t e re s t e d
d e t a c h e d i nvo l ve d
l o n e ly c o n n e c t e d
n o s t a l g i c i n - t h e - p re s e n t

A R OUSAL (12 per cent)
d row s y a l e rt
t i re d e n e r g e t i c

TABLE 1 Factor analysis of 
bipolar mood scales in pager study

DEGREE OF CHOICE
l ow choice medium choice high choice

Change in
P O S I T I V I T Y 0 . 8 0 . 3 2 . 3
P R E S E N T 0 . 6 3 . 0 3 . 2
A RO U S A L 0 . 8 1 . 2 1 . 8

Av e r a ge change 0 . 8 1 . 5 2 . 4

TABLE 2 C h a n g e in mood as a function of degree of musical choice
in pager study

‘I was sitting in morning assembly at school.
The music formed part of the assembly
s e rv i c e.The music was a clarinet duet,
c l a s s i c a l ,p ro b a b ly by Mozart . I was
astounded at the beauty of the sound. It was
l i q u i d , re s o n a n t ,v i b r a n t . It seemed to send
tingles through me. I felt as if it was a
significant moment. Listening to this mu s i c
led me to learning to play first the re c o rd e r
and then to achieve my ambition of play i n g
the clarinet …’

EXAMPLE 1 Excerpt from the
response of a participant in the Sloboda
(1990) study



Some examples of these episodes are give n
in Table 3.

From results such as these, a quite
detailed picture is beginning to build up 
of wh at music does for people. But a mu ch
m o re intriguing scientific puzzle is to
explain how music can ‘mean so mu ch ’
to people.

H ow are emotions mediat e d
t h rough music?
A ra n ge of re s e a rch studies suggests that
emotions are mediated through music in 
at least three quite distinct way s : ep i s o d i c
a s s o c i at i o n s , iconic associations and
s t ru c t u ral ex p e c t a n c i e s .

Episodic associations are the type of
e ffects that can be explained by wh at Jo h n
Booth Davies (Dav i e s , 1978) has
m e m o rably described as the ‘ D a rl i n g,
t h ey ’re playing our tune’ t h e o ry of emotion.
Music can provide a powerful reminder of
e a rlier events or periods in our live s , a n d
the significant people or places that fi g u re d
in them, p a rt i c u l a rly when these life eve n t s
we re stro n g ly emotional. 

S t rong and real as these associat i o n s
a re, t h ey are not part i c u l a rly intere s t i n g
f rom a theoretical point of view, b e c a u s e
t h ey are entire ly driven by idiosyncrat i c
a u t o b i ographical continge n c i e s .

Iconic associations are brought about 
by physical ch a ra c t e ristics of the music 
t h at mimic or re s e m ble the sound effe c t s
t h at could be cre ated by non-mu s i c a l
events. Crude examples would be the
m i m i cking of bird-song or of nat u ra l
phenomena such as thunders t o rms. 

M o re interesting are the ways in wh i ch
music can suggest a particular kind of
emotional ch a ra c t e r, by cre ating sounds
typical of that emotion. Watt and A s h
( 1 9 9 8 ) , for instance, h ave re c e n t ly
d eveloped the analogy, p rev i o u s ly
a dvanced for visual mat e rials by Mich o t t e
( 1 9 6 3 ) , of musical objects as ‘ v i rt u a l
p e rs o n s ’ .

R e s e a rch at Keele has been more
c o n c e rned with the third source of

emotional engage m e n t , t h at seems to come
about by tra cking the unfolding stru c t u re s
of a piece of mu s i c, and reacting to the
c o n fi rm ations and violations of ex p e c t a n cy
t h at are cre ated within those stru c t u re s .
Wat e rman (1996) showed that there are

p a rticular ‘hot spots’in many pieces of mu s i c
wh e re people are prone to ex p e ri e n c e
emotions part i c u l a rly intensely. These can
be tra cked by asking people to rep o rt on
‘ t h ri l l s ’( S l o b o d a , 1991). Th rills are re l i abl e
p hysical concomitants of emotional
re s p o n s e, wh i ch include shive rs down the
s p i n e, t e a rs , or a lump in the thro at. 

It has been found that music hot spots
u s u a l ly invo l ve particular stru c t u ral eve n t s
wh i ch tease stru c t u ral expectancies. Th ey
do this by rep e at e d ly cre ating and re s o l v i n g
t e n s i o n s , or by manipulating timing
p a ra m e t e rs that cause expected events to
h appen earlier or later than ex p e c t e d.
Emotional response to music is thus an
i n t egral outcome of the intuitive stru c t u ra l
a n a lysis that goes on while listening. 

This is an important finding for a long-
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Mood change pattern: Positivity up, p resent-mindedness dow n ,a rousal dow n .
E ve ry d a y descriptor: ‘Chilling out’.
E x a m p l e : At home, relaxing with six friends and acquaintances.Wanted to do it.Ambient music on CD.
Little choice over mu s i c.‘The music was ve ry tranquil and re l a x i n g . I was ve ry, ve ry tire d .’

Mood change pattern: Positivity dow n ,p resent-mindedness dow n ,a rousal up.
E ve ry d a y descriptor: ‘Nostalgic wallow i n g ’ .
E x a m p l e : At home, a l o n e, washing up. Rock on radio. High choice over mu s i c. ‘ F avourite song I had not
h e a rd for some time. It brought back certain memories.’

TABLE 3 Examples of mood change dissociation in pager study



running deb ate in mu s i c o l ogy. Some
mu s i c o l ogists have tried to argue that
‘ p u re ’ music listening means stri p p i n g
away all mundane associations from mu s i c
and hearing it as pure sound. Even if that
we re possible and desirabl e, our fi n d i n g s
s u ggest that music would still be an
i n t e n s e ly emotional ex p e ri e n c e. 

It is interesting and pertinent to note
t h at in many traditional academic mu s i c
c o n t ex t s , the official discourse is such that
emotions don’t get a look in. Eve rything is
to do with fo rm , c o n t e n t , h i s t o ry and
a n a lysis. Pe r h aps this is the price that
musicians felt they had to pay to have
music accepted as a ‘ p ro p e r ’d i s c i p l i n e. 

This could be one more clue to the
puzzle that motivated my lecture. You can’t
get fully inside music without becoming

e m o t i o n a l ly invo l ve d, yet such emotional
i nvo l vement is ex a c t ly wh at many of the
t raditional institutions of music educat i o n
h ave tended to inhibit and discount. 

In sum, t h e re is good evidence that
people are stro n g ly motivated to engage
with music because of the va l u e d
p s y ch o l ogical outcomes. These outcomes
can be traced in part to the powe r f u l
emotions enge n d e red when we listen to
mu s i c, emotions wh i ch are enhanced by 
the stru c t u ral ex p e c t ations that we acquire
within a musical ge n re or culture.

Acquiring musical ex p e rt i s e
Some recent re s e a rch has been concern e d
with the processes by wh i ch a transition is
made from the basic level of re c ep t ive
c o m p e t e n c e, wh i ch is shared by all

l i s t e n e rs within a culture, to the status of
ex p e rt. Th e re are, of cours e, m a ny types 
of ex p e rt i s e, but mu ch recent re s e a rch has
focused on a particular and re l at ive ly
w i d e s p read fo rm of ex p e rt i s e : the ability 
to perfo rm notated music on a tra d i t i o n a l
acoustic instru m e n t , s u ch as a piano or
violin. 

This is a fo rm of ex p e rtise wh i ch has
been part i c u l a rly widely promoted within
the education system. Almost eve ry sch o o l
has a re c o rder or wind band, or an
o rch e s t ra; and most qualified mu s i c
t e a ch e rs , whether private or publ i c, wo rk
within this tradition. Much of the re s e a rch
in this area is concerned to show the
i n t i m ate link between ach i evement and
focused deliberate cog n i t ive engagement 
of the sort that is ge n e ra l ly called pra c t i c e.

Sloboda et al. (1985) made an ex t e n s ive
single-case study of an autistic mu s i c a l
s ava n t , who was rep o rted to be able to
m e m o rise long piano pieces just by heari n g
them over a few times. His quite
phenomenal ability turned out not only 
to be specific to music (his verbal memory
span was subnorm a l ) , but also specific to
tonal mu s i c. Given a piece of mildly at o n a l
music to memori s e, his ability fell ap a rt. 

We found biographical documentat i o n
wh i ch suggested that his ability to
m e m o rise grew gra d u a l ly over 15 ye a rs of
o b s e s s ive and rep e t i t ive wo rk at this single
t a s k , to wh i ch he devoted almost all his
waking hours .

Sloboda et al. (1996) pro b e d
s y s t e m at i c a l ly into the musical histories 
of 250 young people learning mu s i c a l
i n s t ruments. The data showed a stro n g
re l ationship between objective ly measure d
l evel of skill and the amount of pra c t i c e
u n d e rt a ke n , both in any given year and
c u mu l at ive ly over the lifespan. 

M e m b e rs of the highest ach i eving gro u p
we re undertaking on ave rage 800 per cent
m o re daily practice than those in the lowe s t
a ch i eving group at the age of 12. Because
d i ffe rences in practice time we re evident at
c o n s i d e rably yo u n ger age s , we fo u n d
s i m i l a rly large disparities in total hours 
of accumu l ated practice time by early
adolescence (see Table 4).

M o re re c e n t ly, O’Neill (1997) tra cke d
b eginning instrumental learn e rs over the
fi rst year of music lessons. This allowe d
her to administer a bat t e ry of measure s
p rior to any ex p o s u re to the instrument 
at all. These included measures of IQ,
s t a n d a rdised musical aptitude tests, and 
a motivational measure of resistance to
fa i l u re (an adapted ve rsion of the
Wisconsin Card Sorting Task). This is a
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p a rt i c u l a rly pertinent measure for early
musical learn i n g, wh e re fa i l u re to be abl e
to rep roduce the fluent musical pro d u c t s
t h ey hear all around them is a constant
ex p e rience of begi n n e rs. 

After nine months, all ch i l d ren we re
given the same piece to learn for two
we e k s , and their perfo rmance on this piece
was video-re c o rded for eva l u ation by
ex p e rt music ex a m i n e rs. Th e re we re large
d i s p a rities between the ch i l d ren in the
s t a n d a rd of these perfo rmances. Neither
s t a rting IQ nor musical aptitude pre d i c t e d
o u t c o m e s , but both the pre - i n s t ru c t i o n
m o t ivational va ri able and amount of
p ractice on the piece we re stro n g
p re d i c t o rs. 

Th e re is a considerable amount yet to
be discove red about wh at types of pra c t i c e
lead to better and faster learning outcomes.
It is naive to suppose that an hour of one
type of engagement is as good as any other,
and some pre l i m i n a ry evidence on the
e ffi c i e n cy of diffe rent practice strat egies 
is now being collected. But none of this
n egates the main conclusion of this body of
wo rk , wh i ch is that to attain high levels of
p e r fo rmance ex p e rtise within the cl a s s i c a l
p e r fo rmance tra d i t i o n , l a rge amounts of
d e l i b e rate practice are re q u i re d.

Wh e re have all the musicians
g o n e ?
This more speculat ive section attempts to
d e s c ribe and explain some of the barri e rs 
to the ach i evement of musical ex p e rt i s e
t h at appear to exist in our society. 

The fi rst barrier to ach i evement is a
s i g n i ficant reduction (in comparison to

m a ny earlier periods) of the societal
s c a ffolding that allowed people to
p rogre s s ive ly occupy interm e d i ate rungs 
on a ladder of skill progression. Th e re are
d e c reasing nu m b e rs of widespread social
institutions wh e re moderate levels of
p e r fo rmance skill are encouraged and
c e l eb rat e d. 

In an earlier age, one could expect to
hear and join in music sung and played in
the home. Th e re would be sing-songs at the
local pub, or at village fe s t iva l s , wh e re all
and sundry could join in at their own leve l .
P l aying along on a tin whistle or a violin
would be tolerat e d, even encourage d. 

At a slightly more fo rmal leve l , p e o p l e
might re c e ive a stru c t u red learn i n g
e nv i ronment within a ch u rch choir or a
b rass band. Here, t h e re would be a level of
discipline and correction of bl atant erro rs ,
t ogether with a regular cy cle of re h e a rs a l s
and concerts. 

These institutions could allow a gra d u a l
p rogression in skill and accomplishment,
so that someone might move from the back

desk to a soloist position. From this
b a ck d ro p , the few might indeed move on 
to pro fessional activ i t y. But opport u n i t i e s
we re there for many to re a ch a signifi c a n t
i n t e rm e d i ate level of ach i evement. 

In times of mass conscri p t i o n , even 
the armed fo rces provided import a n t
o p p o rtunities for regular fo rmal and
i n fo rmal music making. 

The present society has seen the ru n g s
in this ladder of progression gra d u a l ly ro t
and fall out. The decline in ch u rch
attendance and in the cohesion of local
c o m munities has caused these institutions
to wither, and they are not being rep l a c e d.
Thus there is a widening gap betwe e n
eve ry d ay contexts in wh i ch people operat e
as novices and those in wh i ch they can
come to operate as ex p e rts. 

In ge n e ra l , wh at Simon Frith (Fri t h ,
1996) has called ‘the academy ’ has come 
to ap p ro p ri ate the gat eways that prov i d e
c u l t u ral scaffolding for moving up the
l a dder of ach i evement. The academy is
constituted by ‘the music dep a rt m e n t s ,
c o n s e rvat o ri e s , and the whole panoply 
of fo rmal arra n gements and practices in
wh i ch classical music in its va rious fo rm s
is taught and handed down the
ge n e rat i o n s ’ ( p . 3 6 ) .

It is significant that in our large - s c a l e
s t u dy of young people’s mu s i c a l
a ch i evement (Davidson et al., 1 9 9 6 ) , t h e
fa m i ly env i ronment of high ach i eve rs wa s
quite unusual. Pa rents devoted gre at
amounts of time and energy to the pra c t i c a l
s u p p o rt of their ch i l d re n ’s learn i n g. Th ey
often engaged private tutors , t h ey
s u p e rvised daily practice sessions, t h ey
e n c o u rage d, c a j o l e d, and sometimes eve n
fought with their ch i l d ren when the
ch i l d ren felt like wat ching TV rather than
p ra c t i s i n g. Th ey have fought for their
ch i l d re n ’s access to the academy.

I suggest that such unusual fa m i ly
e nv i ronments are necessary these days 
to replace the scaffolding that local
c o m munities no longer prov i d e. Most
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Ave r a ge minutes of daily musical instrument practice at age 12 as a function of skill
l eve l .
L owest achieve m e n t Highest achieve m e n t

1 2 3 4 5
1 5 3 0 6 0 6 0 1 2 0

Av e r a ge hours of accumulated practice at age 13 as a function of skill lev e l .
L owest achieve m e n t Highest achieve m e n t

1 2 3 4 5
4 5 0 8 0 0 1 4 0 0 1 4 0 0 2 5 0 0

TABLE 4 Key practice indicators from Sloboda et al. ( 1 9 9 6 )



families are neither able to make, nor see
the point in making, these arra n gements fo r
their ch i l d ren. A rg u ably, the ubiquity of
re c o rded music also inhibits pra c t i c a l
music making in the home and elsewh e re.

The second barrier to ach i evement is the
i n c reasing framing of official discours e
about music perfo rmance in terms of talent,
a ch i evement and success, rather than
c o m mu n i t y, f u l fi l m e n t , or tra n s c e n d e n c e.
The National Curriculum for music is only
the most recent manife s t ation of this,
wh e re attainment targets are more salient
than any notion of why it might be
i n t e resting or pers o n a l ly re l evant to ach i eve
these targets. This re flects the ve ry
a m b ivalent attitude towa rds art that typifi e s
m a ny modern consumer societies. 

A rt is often seen as of no value ex c ep t
as a commodity to be purchased by
c o n s u m e rs for ‘ e n t e rt a i n m e n t ’ in ex ch a n ge
for hard cash. Th e re fo re musical ex p e rt i s e
is only valued to the extent that it can earn
m o n ey for the purveyo rs of entert a i n m e n t ,
be they popular music re c o rding companies
or opera houses. 

Wh at then mat t e rs most is to be better,
m o re skilful, m o re innovat ive, m o re
‘ p ro fe s s i o n a l ’ than one’s peers. Hard wo rk
is taken for gra n t e d, but on top of that , o n ly
those with that special indefi n able ex t ra
quality — ‘ t a l e n t ’ — are, at the end of the
d ay, going to be able to command the
attention that will earn their sponsors the
kinds of pro fits that they seek. And so, t h e
i m p o s s i bly polished outputs of mu s i c a l
s u p e rs t a rs are ru bbed in the faces (or more
p re c i s e ly, the ears) of young people
t h rough constant media ex p o s u re. 

Young music learn e rs are pitted aga i n s t
e a ch other, in ex a m s , competitions and
fe s t iva l s , with the aim of weeding out all
but the ‘ re a l ly talented’. Even at the highest
l evels of tra i n i n g, in the conservat o ries and
music college s , wh e re eve ryone is way
ab ove the ave rage level of ach i eve m e n t ,
to come second in a competition is seen by
m a ny as having fa i l e d. In this contex t , it is
u n s u rp rising that young people are
d i s c o u raged from part i c i p ating in an
a c t ivity wh e re there are so few winners and
so many losers .

The notion that music could be engage d
in pure ly for personal fulfi l m e n t , for the
building up of community and fri e n d s h i p ,
for the sheer joy of making beautiful sounds
t oge t h e r, is a stra n ge, almost rep re h e n s i bl e,
c o n c ept in many people’s minds.

Music is the poor re l ation in many
s chools — wh at has it got to do, after all,
with the real business of equipping people
to contri bute to wealth cre ation? Th e

m e s s age is that if you have n ’t got talent,
you should stop wasting your time messing
about with mu s i c, and concentrate on yo u r
m aths or business studies. 

The third and final barrier I want to
p o s t u l ate is the barrier of elitism or high
a rt. The academy in most of its
m a n i fe s t ations promotes the cl a s s i c a l
p e r fo rmance tradition as the paradigm and
p a ragon of wh at music re a l ly is and wh at it
is to be a musician. Limited nods in the
d i rection of jazz and an assortment of
exotica labelled as ‘ wo rld mu s i c s ’h a rd ly
modify the message that the academy
sends to most people. 

The traditions and fo rms of the
a c a d e my are, despite wh at some ap o l ogi s t s
cl a i m , i n a c c e s s i ble to most people. Th e i r
inaccessibility is of two sorts. Fi rs t , t h ey do
not re flect to most people the values and
identities that they bring to mu s i c. Music 
of the academy is seen to be about cl a s s
p riv i l ege and maintenance of a cultura l
s t atus quo in wh i ch an elite minori t y
d i c t ate to the majority wh at constitutes
good mu s i c. 

S e c o n d, the core exe m p l a rs of the fo rm s
of the academy (such as concertos and
symphonies) demand such a level of
i n d ividual and corp o rate pro fi c i e n cy and
re s o u rce to execute that they have almost
no points of contact with the levels of
music making that still surv ive in our
c u l t u re (e. g. the kara o ke bar). If elite mu s i c
neither has resonances with one’s ow n
c u l t u ral identity, nor ap p e a rs to be
p o t e n t i a l ly learn abl e, then it hard ly
e n c o u rages mass part i c i p at i o n .

It is, of cours e, e n c o u raging wh e n
s y m p h o ny orch e s t ras go into sch o o l s , o r
when sympathetic school music teach e rs
t a ke an interest in students’ l ove of pop.
But if the academy, whether rep resented in
s chools or symphony orch e s t ra s , c a rri e s
within its ve ry stru c t u res and discourses the
seeds of the pro blems I have identifi e d,
then the solution will not lie in minimal
re fo rms within the academy but in the
c re ation of new cultural and fo l k
institutions. 

We need living and socially re l eva n t
fo rms to replace the ch u rch choir and the
v i l l age brass band. Recent pleas by major
fi g u res in classical music for the
gove rnment to reve rse cuts in sch o o l
i n s t rumental provision may have come too
l at e, if the social institutions that support
music making outside the academy are no
l o n ger there.

I have no idea wh at these social
institutions might be, wh at they might bu i l d
o n , or how they can be encourage d.
P s y ch o l ogy cannot provide the answer to
s u ch questions. All it can do is indicat e
some of the conditions that must be met if
these institutions are to enable the
fl o u rishing of individual deve l o p m e n t .

The evidence rev i ewed ab ove indicat e s
to me that perfo rmance potential could be
u n l o cked in millions of people if we 
could re c re ate social institutions that
focused on musical enjoy m e n t , a n d
p e rsonal and communal fulfi l m e n t , rat h e r
than on the need to be best, or to meet the
taxing perfo rmance re q u i rements of a
p ro fessional elite. 
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