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ABSTRACT

Throughout the 20" Century, female operatic singers in most of the major European opera
houses were given “grace days” (where they were not required to sing) in recognition of
the effect of hormonal changes on the singing voice. Financial constraints in professional
companies have resulted in a reduction of such considerations, but to date, there has been
no systematic study of the effects of hormonal fluctuations on the quality of the female
singing voice, or of its potential adverse effects on the vocal apparatus for singers who are

affected by pre-menstrual syndrome.

This study investigated the effects of hormonal fluctuations on young professional female
classical singers. Female and male professional singers in training (students) at the
Sydney Conservatorium of Music, University of Sydney, were asked to participate as
volunteers in the study by keeping daily diaries. The female singers kept a diary for two
separate months beginning on the first day of menstruation, in which they recorded their
daily basal temperature, mood, voice state and physical well being. The male control
subjects kept daily diaries for one month. Acoustic analysis of two vocal samples taken
during the second month, on days 1 and 14 of the cycle, were completed on the six most
severely affected female subjects, who were identified through their diary ratings of

changes in vocal quality during menstruation.

The selected students assessed their own vocal samples, presented in random order, to
determine whether they could reliably identify which of their samples were affected by
menstruation. Vocal staff at the Conservatorium (pedagogues), who were blind to the

purpose of the study, also assessed recordings presented randomly. Results indicated that
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self-perceived vocal quality varied over the course of the menstrual cycle, particularly
during the first seven days of the cycle, that negative changes in mood affected the voice,
and that fatigue, effort, hoarseness, weakness & peak performance were the most
frequently affected vocal states. A surprising finding was that male self-perceived voice

quality also varied over the course of one month of diary keeping.

There was no consistent change in direction of scores during menstrual and non-menstrual
phases. Five of the six most affected singers correctly identified their performance during
menstruation but pedagogues were not consistently able to do so.. These results indicate
that perceived quality of the voice through changes in the menstrual cycle may not be as
obvious to a highly trained observer even though they were reliably perceived by the

singer.

This study demonstrates that menstruation has a discernible impact on the self-perception
of female singers’ vocal quality and implies that the premenstrual or menstrual female may
not feel able to present her peak performance at these times of hormonal fluctuation.
Further detailed research in this area may be warranted on a larger scale to elaborate a

more precise clinical management of the problem.



