Executive Summary
When Voices Now began in 2009, we stated that “there has

inexpensive, and a clear majority welcome people regardless
of musical background - or lack thereof.

never been a better time for singing in the UK”. In the eight
years since, more and more people from all walks of life have

Yet these vast numbers and countless benefits still fall under

joined an ever-growing body of choirs in every corner of the

the radar. Simultaneously, choirs suffer from multiple and

UK. Many of the groups were long-established, but many

contradictory misconceptions. On one side, there are

others have been created by imaginative, socially-minded and

super-slick, super-competitive groups who appear well

entrepreneurial individuals to respond to a specific need in

beyond the abilities of the nervous and curious beginner.

their community, or through a drive to push the choral art

Then there are various personal, sensationalised and jeopardy

form to its limits. Voices Now exists to develop, encourage

ridden ‘journeys’ with ‘difficult’ communities. And we still have

and champion every one of these choirs – to advocate for

the traditional tropes of angelic choir boys, or obsolete,

everyone who sings in a choir, and create inspiring moments

old-fashioned groups warbling through sepia-toned,

through our festivals to bringing the widest possible range of

corner-curled sheet music. The first two make good

groups together to learn, share, enjoy and sing.

television, but perhaps do not encourage taking part. The
latter is a lazy cliché that no longer holds true.

We began Voices Now because we believed that the number
of people singing in choirs is, simply, vast. The health benefits

Voices Now embarked on the Big Choral Census because we

– mental and physical – of being in a choir are wide-ranging

wanted to prove what we, and so many of the inspiring choirs

and well-documented. We believe that choirs foster a sense

we connect with, already knew, that choirs are more

of togetherness and community that other comparable

numerous and varied than perceived.

activities do not. Choirs do not require any specialist
equipment or venues.They cover every genre of music, are

Study after study by leading research institutions has shown

1

that singing in choirs creates coherent community groups,

and growing group, and UK choirs now sing every possible

strengthens working relationships, promotes happiness,

genre of music.

mental well-being, and general and therapeutic physical
health. It takes place in welcoming environments at an

Many other activities with comparable numbers of

economic cost well below many other leisure and cultural

participants receive tens of millions of pounds of government

activities, does not discriminate by age or ability, and is close

and lottery funding every year to invest in infrastructure,

to being within the reach of even the most

equipment and promotion. Choirs and singing, despite

geographically-isolated communities.

providing extraordinary economic value, receive less than
£500,000 per year.

Part of the impetus for the Big Choral Census was simply to
find out how many choirs there were in the UK. We can

Choirs are already popular and are still growing, they bring

confidently say that the UK has at least 40,000 choirs,

innumerable benefits to communities and individuals, they are

representing some 2.14 million people singing regularly . The
real numbers are likely much higher as many new groups
continue to fall under the radar, and we continue to seek out
new choirs and new data. Even in the last two years, we
believe the number of choirs has grown substantially.

Two thirds of the choirs in our survey do not audition – and
many do not require any musical ability, including the ability to
read music. Traditional, classical choral societies have been

open to and cater for all. But they have the potential to do
much, much more. Voices Now believes that the time is long
overdue to grasp the incredible, untapped potential that
choirs offer to the whole of society, both for those already in
the fold and for those who have not yet sung their first notes.
Matthew Swann, Artistic Director
Clare Edwards, Creative Producer
30 June 2017

for many years the backbone of our nation’s musical life and
are still going strong. But community choirs are a significant
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What does the existing
research say?

Community Building
Researchers from the University of Gothenburg in
Sweden found that singing in a group leads to the

Singing is good for you… and group singing is even better.

synchronisation of heart rates which is a key

Many studies in recent years have pointed out the benefits of
singing, for health and wellbeing, but also for community
cohesion.

factor in maintaining a healthy heart. Björn
Vickhoff, Researcher at the Centre for Brain Repair and
Rehabilitation, comments “research shows that synchronised
rates contribute to group solidarity. We are now considering
testing choral singing as a means of strengthening
working relationships in schools.”1
A study from Oxford NHS
Foundation Trust compared choral
singing to two other relevant leisure activities, solo singing and
playing a team sport. The study found that choral singers
enjoyed a greater feeling of togetherness. Choral singers also
reported that they considered their choirs to be a more
coherent or ‘meaningful’ social group than team sport
players considered their teams.2
1

Vickhoff et al., Music structure determines heart rate variability of singers, Frontiers in
Psychology, Sweden, 2013
2
Stewart & Lonsdale, It’s better together: The psychological benefits of singing in a choir,
Psychology of Music, SAGE Publications, 2016, November
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Health Benefits
Singing exercises the lungs and

Studies from the Goethe University

heart, which in turn can have an

and from the Royal College of Music

impact on people’s life expectancy

found that amateur group singing can
help improve the immune system, and in particular in the
defense against respiratory infections and against cancer.3
Gunter Kreutz from the University of Frankfurt comments:
“Given that every human being is, in principle, capable of
developing sufficient vocal skills to participate in a chorale for a

and quality of health, according to a
joint Harvard and Yale Study. They also found that group
singing brings people together around a common goal and
common obstacles, in a positive environment. This strengthens
the community bond and helps individuals at risk of
marginalisation and solitude.

lifetime, active group singing may be a risk-free, economic,

Researchers from Oxford University

easily accessible, and yet powerful road to enhance

and Stockholm University found that

physiological and psychological well-being.” 4

singing in groups increases the level of
“happiness hormones” endorphin,
oxytocin and serotonin. These hormones also increase
pain-tolerance thresholds, therefore helping individuals
experiencing chronic pain or illnesses.5

3

Fancourt, et al., Singing modulates mood, stress, cortisol, cytokine and neuropeptide activity in
cancer patients and carers. Cancer Intelligence, 2016
4
Kreutz et al., Effects of choir singing or listening on secretory immunoglobulin A, cortisol, and
emotional state. Journal of behavioral medicine, 2004, 27(6):623–35.

5

Dunbar et al., Performance of music elevates pain threshold and positive affect, Evolutionary
Psychology, 2012 Oct 22;10(4):688-702.
Grape et al., Does singing promote well-being?: An empirical study of professional and amateur
singers during a singing lesson, Integr Physiol Behav Sci. 2003 Jan-Mar;38(1):65-74.
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Psychological Benefits and
Mental Health

A two-year study by researchers at
Canterbury Christ Church University
looked at people over the age of 60
taking part in singing groups and the impact it has on their
mental health.7

Professor Graham Welch, Chair of Music
Education at the Institute of Education,
University of London, found that the health
benefits of singing are both physical and

psychological. “Singing has physical benefits because it is an
aerobic activity that increases oxygenation in the blood

stream and exercises major muscle groups in the upper

body, even when sitting. Singing has psychological benefits
because of its normally positive effect in reducing stress

levels. Psychological benefits are also evident because of the
increased sense of community, belonging and shared
endeavour."6

The findings show that singing in a group improved their
mental health and significantly reduced levels of anxiety and
depression. The singing group also improved their quality of
life scores on a scale recognised by the National Institution
of Clinical Excellence (NICE), which measures how
cost-effective health interventions are.
In a 2007 study, choristers talked about the personal effect of
singing on their lives. A 70 year old member comments:
“Having a pleasant start to the day knowing I shall meet
like-minded people and enjoy music making, hopefully having a
laugh along the way. Hearing the harmonies helps me forget
family worries.”8
7

6

Heart Research UK, Singing is Good for You, 2017

Clift et al., Singing and Health: a Systematic Mapping and Review of Non-Clinical Research,
Canterbury Christ Church University College, 2008
8
Clift et al.,Choral singing and psychological wellbeing, International Symposium on Performance
Science, 2007
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The Voices Now Choral
Survey
The research surrounding group singing evidently shows its
positive impact on people’s lives, health and community.

7

Considering all the data and estimates, we believe the total

Through the Voices Now survey we have gathered data on the

number of choirs in the UK to be in excess of:

number of singers in each choir, which leads us to estimate the
number of people singing regularly in a choir to:

40,000 choirs

2.14 million people

This result is very similar to one found by the European project

The many millions of people singing in choirs every week in the

- Sing Europe,9 who were tasked with finding an estimate of

UK represent a massive contribution to national well-being. If

the number of choirs in all of Europe. Their estimate for the UK

the research on health benefits is correct, it also potentially

was 37,500. This number was found largely through

saves the country a considerable amount of money from the

extrapolation, however our estimates suggest that the actual

health budget.

number is higher and could be considerably higher.

9

For more information visit http://www.singingeurope.org/
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What we found out about the
choirs
Choirs are often perceived as being for older people, singing
very similar music or only accessible by audition.
Our survey tells a different story.

The choirs who took part in the survey:
● Range in size from 4 people to 700 people!
● Have members of all ages, from 6 years old
to over 100 years old.

Our sample survey of 3200 choirs reveals that
two thirds of them are non-auditioned, contrary
to popular belief.

9

Most of the choirs answering the survey were community
choirs, followed by choral societies. But the wide range of
answers highlights the diversity of UK choirs.

10

The survey also revealed that, while a lot of choirs still sing
classical music, the choir population overall sings a wide
variety of different music with modern and contemporary
music being the most widely sung genre.

Collecting evidence such as whether people audition or not is
vital to contradicting the common media portrayal of singing
linked to competition, stressful auditions and tales of potential
failure.

There is a space for everyone, every need and
every style in the choir community in the UK.

11

Where are the choirs?
If you cross reference the postcodes of all the
choirs we have found against population density in
the UK you find that where there are people, there
are choirs. Choir singing in the UK is not just
restricted to big cities and affluent areas but is
spread across the country in a pattern that
matches the general population.

Where there are people,
there are choirs.
We can match that with our data that suggests
Source: Map of population density in the
UK as at the 2011 census.

choirs come in all sizes, sing music of all styles and
genres and involve people from toddlers to people
over 100 years of age. This suggests that choirs
involve a wide diversity of people in the UK, in all
stages of their lives and from a very wide range of
social backgrounds.
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Giving back to the choir
community

In the case of funding support for grassroots football clubs, for
example, the government led CASC programme13 helps clubs
with funding for:

The census estimates (conservatively) that
over 2 million people sing regularly across the
UK.
This is similar to the number of Britons who

●

Kit and Equipment

●

Individual Support Grants

●

IT equipment and software

●

Coaching and Officiating

●

General activity such as creating new teams

●

Goalposts

●

Facility development

go swimming on a weekly basis,10 and 300,000
more than those playing amateur football
each week.11
However these two sports receive considerable public funding,
12

in part because of the widely recognised benefits of regular

sports practice for mental and physical well-being and their
role in local communities.

10

2.52M swimming once a week (source: Active People Survey 10)
1.84M playing football once a week (source: Active People Survey 10)
12
Football - £30 million per year (source: Full Fact.org); Swimming £10 million
(source: Sport England)
11

13

Amateur FA, Funding Guide for Clubs , November 2014

13

Compare this to current funding for choirs and singing groups.

In most cases choirs are self-funded but often struggle to

In 2016-2017 Arts Council England awarded £270,53914 to

develop their activities as a result. With an injection of public

choirs through their Grants for the Arts programme and during

funding for grassroots activity, choirs could also benefit from:

that same period only one of Arts Council’s National Portfolio
organisations was a choir led organisation.

●

Access to better sheet music and arrangements

The growing evidence that the

●

Individual Support Grants for talented singers and
conductors/choir leaders

benefits of choir participation are
similar to sport, and the sheer

●

IT equipment and software for arrangements and
learning resources for singers

numbers of people in the UK taking
part every week, suggest that it is a

●

Vocal Coaching

worthwhile activity to receive

●

General activity such as creating new choirs and
travelling to choir festivals and competitions

greater financial support.
●

Pianos/keyboards and music equipment

●

Rehearsal venue development

14

Arts Council England: Grant for the arts total £73million, Amount from GfA awarded
to choirs in 2015-16: £358,159 out of £73 million (Source: Arts Council of England)
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Conclusions
We already knew that:

Choirs are good for you. Participating in choirs has been
shown to have a number of positive physical and mental
health benefits as well as contributing to community
cohesion.

We now know that:

Choirs are numerous. There are at least 40,000 choirs in

Choirs are diverse. Choirs can have as many as as 700
people singing in them or as few as 4. Some choirs sing

the UK. Over 2 million people are singing in choirs all across

exclusively pop music or classical music whilst others sing a

Choirs are inclusive. Choirs involve people of all ages and

Choirs have potential to do more. Currently choirs are

backgrounds. Two thirds of choirs do not audition their

self-funding and in many cases reliant on members paying

members.

some form of subscription. With more support choirs could

the country regularly.

range of music from gospel to musical theatre.

involve more people, develop their artistic activity and
contribute more to communities across the UK.
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