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Need a tune-up?

S
cientists have revealed that 
choirs don’t just harmonise their 
voices when they sing, they also 
synchronise their heartbeats. 
The latest research found that 
when members sing in unison, 

their pulses speed up and slow down at the 
same rate, as a result of their coordinated 
breathing. Singing can have a positive 
impact on our health in a variety of ways, 
and the benefits are both physical and 
psychological. It is an aerobic activity that 
increases oxygenation in the blood and 
exercises major muscle groups in the upper 
body, including the lungs and heart. At the 
same time the feelgood hormone oxytocin is 
released into the body, which is thought to 
have a painkilling effect.

“Not only can singing increase lung 
capacity, it also improves posture, clears 
respiratory tubes and sinuses and can 
increase alertness through oxygenation,”  
says Professor Graham Welch, chair of 
music education at the Institute of 
Education, University of London. “Done 
correctly, it even tones the muscles of your 
stomach and back.”

For people with lung conditions such as 
asthma, emphysema and cystic fibrosis, 
regular singing can positively impact on 
their all-round health. A recent study by the 
Sidney De Haan Research Centre for Arts 
and Health found weekly group singing can 
improve the health and quality of life of 
people living with chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease.

A small number of hospital trusts are 
exploring the benefits of singing to support 
people with long-term breathing difficulties. 
Initiatives such as the singing for breathing 
workshops at the Royal Brompton and 
Harefield NHS Foundation Trust use 
relaxation techniques, breathing exercises 
and a wide range of songs to aid respiratory 
patients. Trained actress and singer Joanna 
Foster, who runs the sessions at the Royal 

Brompton Hospital, says: “We help patients 
to relax, expand their lungs and have  
fun connecting with others. Patients  
are often pleasantly surprised at how  
they feel after singing – they can breathe  
a little easier and feel happier.”

Singing also has psychological benefits.  
It reduces stress through the action of the 
endocrine system, which is linked to our 
sense of emotional wellbeing. “Singing 
releases feelgood endorphins and  
when you sing as part of a group, this  
feelgood sensation is intensified,” agrees 
conductor and choir director Hannah Brine  

(www.hannahbrine.co.uk). “When people 
sing together, they also have a greater  
sense of belonging and shared endeavour. 
You also create new muscle memories  
every time you learn something new  
and this can help to ward off depression. 
There’s a huge sense of achievement  
and improved confidence when you’re 
learning new skills.”

Everyone can sing – why not start with a 
carol or two? For information on finding a 
local choir, check noticeboards in local 
music shops, libraries and community 
venues or visit www.choirs.org.uk.
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Singing is a great way of improving mental and  
physical health. Julie Penfold lists the benefits.

“Not only can singing increase lung 
capacity, it also improves posture, 
clears respiratory tubes and sinuses”


