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Foreword
Singing unites us. One of the most
restrictive parts of our recent lockdown
has been the absolute ban on singing
together. The loss of this feels almost
synonymous with everything that we
have missed during the COVID epidemic.
The ON:SONG project has filled me with
excitement and pride.

There is plenty of evidence that our health is improved by communal singing. We all saw the joy on the faces of the
England, Welsh and Scottish football supporters when they were singing for their team. In church, we sing to
celebrate and to mourn. The collective wellbeing engendered by singing is not matched by any other communal
activity. The benefits of singing also go well beyond wellbeing.
Research has shown that singing improves clinical scores in asthma and chronic lung conditions. Controlling our
breathing is essential at all times and especially if we are having breathing difficulties. Studies show that if
patients engage with singing their requirements for steroid inhalers are reduced. Singing also helps a plethora of
other ear, nose and throat problems, including snoring.
The outcomes that ON:SONG have achieved are really impressive, particularly given the constraints of lockdown
and the restrictions that were in place during their project. It goes to show that innovation and passion can take
ideas a long way. I would like to congratulate everyone involved in this project. And to any future funding agencies,
I believe investment in these projects genuinely helps the health and wellbeing of many people.
This is where social media reports come in. By tinkering with some data points here and there, social media
marketers can tell middle managers and top-level executives how their brands are perceived by their customers.
More than just the numbers, digital marketers must also create a concise yet effective social media report that is
meaningful for all stakeholders involved.
-Dr Simon Opher MBE

Dr Opher is a leading researcher and proponent of social prescribing. He was the lead clinician for
the national Cultural Commission Pilot and leads on Social Prescribing in Gloucestershire. He is a
founder member of the All Party Parliamentary Group in Arts in Healthcare. He founded Artlift in
2007, providing arts on prescription to patients in Gloucestershire and Wiltshire. He has seen
consultations reduced by as much as 75% by patients receiving social prescriptions.
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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
ON:SONG ran HUM, an online singing for wellbeing programme,
from January until June 2021. With support from the Culture
Recovery Fund, HUM was able to deliver sessions twice a week
during lockdown for a community of people aged between 35 and
over 85 years when many people were alone or had very little
access to their own local communities.
Using Engel’s Biopsychosocial Model to consider how to measure wellbeing,
combined with the Sheffield Hallam’s Social Prescribing surveying framework,
ON:SONG collated qualitative and quantitative data from participants to
measure any changes to their wellbeing associated with physical, psychological
and social aspects of self-management:

Physical
Diet
Exercise
Sleep
Psychological
Feeling calm and positive
Dealing with stress
Feeling hopeful
Social
Taking part in community activities
Combating social isolation
Allowing others to provide support

The data collected from this programme demonstrates how important a
programme like HUM is in today’s society to use technology in an
effective way to keep people connected, motivated and with a sense of
structure and purpose, which is also inline with the NHS’ Long Term Plan
for social prescribing.
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Based on the survey findings from the people who participated in the
programme survey, ON:SONG identified three key areas that the HUM
programme has had the greatest impact. Between the beginning and end
of HUM, ON:SONG found an increase in:

Socialisation
81% were socialising more and 67% were taking action to combat social isolation,
particularly important with over 50% of participants aged 60 years and over.

Regulating mental health
75% of people were making positive changes to their life and work and 45% felt
better able to deal with stress

Improvement in sleep
65% of people were better able to take care of their sleep.
The data collected has been hugely formative as ON:SONG looks to develop
HUM to the next phase, transitioning to a model for delivering social
prescribing, and targeting specific issues - such as social isolation - in key
demographics to achieve the greatest impact.
In developing partnerships and collaborations for HUM to evolve, ON:SONG
aims to focus on specific areas where this singing for wellbeing model can
be used to support communities. This will enable collaborations and
partnerships to maximise outreach and engagement and provide greatest
value for money for the communities and societies that they serve.

“ON:SONG is developing some really
interesting practice. Their skill in
community building as well as its
musical talent is powerful and quite
unique and I think there’s learning for
organisations across the country.”
- Phil Gibby, Arts Council Area Director SW
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OF FINDINGS
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3
HUM
KEY
FACTS
6 months
Total programme length, two sessions per week

47
Total sessions

691
Total participants

8
Total HUM leaders

2,370
Total minutes of online singing

43
Genres of music covered

35 - 85+
Age range of participants
“I’ve just had 10 minutes with one of your classes and I already feel completely
motivated and like I’ve had a massive boost today.”
- Siobhan Baillie, MP
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4
FINDINGS
4.1 IMPACT
HUM had a total of 691 participants, of which 195 came to more than one
session. The programme has made a significant, positive and measurable
impact on the well-being of participants - 92% of participants reported
improvement in at least one area we surveyed, and 67% reported
improvement in 4 or more areas, with an average of 8 areas improved.
Throughout the HUM programme we surveyed participants looking at a wide range of physical, mental
and social health outcomes. We set out to not only investigate the impact of group singing on these
outcomes, but also to establish an effective framework and methodology for collecting and assessing
the data.
Our framework was based mainly on an independent evaluation of the innovative Rotherham Social
Prescribing Pilot undertaken by the Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research (CRESR) at
Sheffield Hallam University. This framework provides a detailed assessment of the wellbeing impact of
the pilot from the perspective of key stakeholders.
Owing to the digital nature of the programme, capturing both qualitative and quantitative participant
data was relatively straightforward. We asked participants to answer 25 questions associated with
physical, mental and social aspects of self-management.
To analyse the results of the surveying we drew on the Biopsychosocial Model developed by George
Engel in 1977, which looks at the impact of an intervention across physical, psychological and social
measures. ON:SONG has always aimed to support individuals and organisations broadly across these
three categories, and by grouping the results we are able to understand the outcome and to direct
actionable areas for making improvements in workplaces and the wider society.
The analysis of the surveying demonstrates the number of people who felt that the HUM programme
has positively impacted them in each of the given areas, as well as a percentage score for the amount
of improvement that they had experienced. We corroborate this further with anecdotal qualitative
evidence provided by participants, supporting the data in their own words.
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4.2 Biological/ Physical

Sleep
65% of participants experienced improved ability to take care of sleep after HUM
22% - the average improvement reported by participants

Diet
50% of participants took better care of their diet after HUM
16% - the average improvement reported by participants

Body
45% of participants felt better able to take care of their body through exercise after HUM
12% - the average improvement as reported by participants

Participant responses
The HUM sessions with their stretching, breathing, movement and singing leave you
feeling exhilarated.
I enjoy the warm-up exercises, and after the singing session I feel energised, and often
go out for a walk in the bright evening air. I find that brisk walking distracts my
thoughts from alcohol and chocolate, and singing as I walk enhances the effect.
HUM has supported me to move my body more. I have osteoarthritis and so any
movement is painful.
Positive energy, deep breathing and understanding how the body, mind and spirit work
as one.
Focusing on breathing and the physical changes during singing has been a way to
relax and find a place of calm.

HUM: Singing for Wellbeing Online
Impact Report, Sept 21

8
6

4.3 Psychological
Positivity
57% of participants felt more hopeful after HUM
18% - the average increase in feeling hopeful reported by participants

Feeling calm
39% of participants experienced feeling more calm after HUM
18% - the average increase in feelings of calm reported by participants

Stress
45% of participants felt better able to deal with stress after HUM
17% - the average reduction in stress reported by participants

Work life
75% of participants made positive changes to their work or life after HUM
22% - the average improvement in work and life as reported by participants

Participant responses
HUM has given me another opportunity to cheer myself up by 'dressing up' and look
nice for myself. I have had plenty of time to sort through my clothes and these social
engagements give me an opportunity to wear some of the nice things I've
rediscovered.
I don't suffer hugely from mental or physical health difficulties but the HUM sessions
combined with some jogging, tai chi, and gentle exercise (Joe Wicks!) all help me to
manage nerves and anxiety.
The boost that I get from HUM singing carries over into my work - I often find myself
singing at work, which cheers me up and amuses other people - a positive feedback
loop!
Feeling good about oneself brings a sense of self-worth and confidence in oneself.
I am worth something.
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4.4 Social
Community activity
55% of participants took part in more community activities after HUM
19% - the average increase in uptake and attendance as reported by participants

Social isolation
67% of participants felt more able to tackle social isolation after HUM
16% - the average improvement as reported by participants

Socialising
81% of participants took part in greater levels of social activity after HUM
21% - the average increase in social activity as reported by participants

Allowing others to support you
50% of participants allowed themselves to be better supported by those around after HUM
13% - the average increase in this ability as reported by participants

Participant responses
Participating in HUM workshops has improved our Mother, Daughter relationship,
because we have been spending approximately 2 hours a week extra sharing in a
fun activity.
Seeing other people and sharing the activities of singing and moving, has
encouraged me to participate.
I'm retired and have been shielding but it has made me look at other ways of
linking with people.
HUM got staff workers to get people together, those who might well be "alone or
feel so" and create a sense of oneness.
HUM provided real help emotionally by providing a sense of community.
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4.5 Cultural
Another key remit of the HUM programme as originally outlined in our application for the Cultural Recovery
Fund, was to support participants in feeling culturally connected and enriched.
In a time when the output of arts and cultural events was dramatically reduced across the country, we
wanted to provide a service that enabled participants to feel immersed and inspired, in recognition of the
hugely important impact that this too can have on our emotional wellbeing.
Our world-class music leaders incorporated a variety of cultural references and languages throughout the
programme and covered 43 genres of music.
We received a significant amount of positive qualitative data attesting to the impact that the participants
had experienced as a result of the cultural element of HUM:

Participant responses
The songs and experience has stayed with me from one week to the next which has been helpful
when meeting life’s challenges.
The HUM sessions have really given me something to look forward to, and I've loved the
exposure to new genres of music, across a very talented pool of HUM musicians/singers,
each bringing their own dimension.
It has been lovely to have the different teachers each week as they each bring something
unique and wonderful. Thank you.
I definitely feel I have improved by following the beautiful and enthusiastic leaders. I now have
several tunes in my head I can sing along to, to cheer myself up. It has been a godsend!
Each one was inspiring and some of them even inspired me to look up new and different types of
music I hadn't previously been interested in.
It is an activity that we both enjoy doing, we have developed our shared repertoire of songs. It
has been enjoyable to undertake an activity that is creative and learning focused instead of just
planning food shopping lists and collecting pharmacy prescriptions.
We have been able to elevate our HUM experience because we can harmonise with each other.
Some of the songs we sung were extremely moving and empowering.

HUM: Singing for Wellbeing Online
Impact Report, Sept 21

9

5 Conclusions
The use of non-medical referral, community referral or social prescribing
interventions has been proposed as a cost-effective alternative to help
those with long-term conditions to manage their illness and improve
health and wellbeing. As part of an inclusive singing programme funded
through the Culture Recovery Fund, we set out to do a preliminary
investigation of the efficacy of online singing to improve wellbeing.
HUM: Singing For Wellbeing was not restricted to any one particular
group or groups, either in terms of participant demographic or in terms
of any health conditions that a participant was affected by. We collected
data from a representative sample of participants looking at the
programme’s effect on a broad range of wellbeing measures,
encompassing physical, mental and social impact, and also considered
wider economic impact in this analysis.
While we looked at a wide range of areas of impact, as outlined in the
Sheffield Hallam analysis of Rotherham’s Social Prescribing pilot, we
looked in detail at five measures for this report, covering the above
mentioned four categories of impact.

Physical Wellbeing - Taking Care Of Sleep
A poll by academics at King's College London and pollsters at Ipsos Mori
has concluded that fully half of the UK has been sleeping less well during
lockdown, rising to 62% of those facing financial difficulties because of
Coronavirus.
As well as anxiety, we've seen a blurring of home and work boundaries
(especially for those having to juggle work with childcare) and many
have been drinking more alcohol, taking less exercise and eating less
well, all of which can affect our ability to sleep.
Our singing for wellbeing programme demonstrated a marked ability to
improve participants’ ability to take care of their sleep, with 65% of those
who took part, reporting this increase.
Poor sleep has a profound effect on physical and mental health increasing stress and reducing life expectancy - as well as a significant
economic impact; a 2016 RAND study put this cost at £40bn per year.
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This study estimates that a small increase in sleep, such as the effect
found in our programme participants, for those who get the least
would add £24 billion a year to the UK economy. The NHS spends over
£3 million every month on prescriptions for sleeping drugs.

Psychological Wellbeing - Dealing With Stress
A new report from Cigna has found that stress-related illness is the
biggest health expenditure in the UK, costing the NHS over £11 billion
per year.
The health insurer’s report, titled Chronic Stress: Are we reaching
health system burn out? analysed ‘the most up-to-date’ patient data
to uncover the annual expenditure on stress-related illness across
both the NHS and private care sector, revealing that this was indeed
the largest single area of spend in the UK health sector today. More
than £11 billion of the cost represents 6.8% of the total health
expenditure.
Social prescribing’s potential to reduce this cost is considerable. After
taking part in HUM, 45% participants felt more able to cope with
stress, 39% were doing more to make them feel calm, and 57% were
doing more that made them feel hopeful.
An accessible online programme that helps reduce stress presents
considerable opportunity for NHS cost-saving through user stress
reduction.

Social Wellbeing - Socialising And Combating Social
Isolation
The impact of shielding for the past 12 months
only being outside 10 times in the past year has
dramatically limited my social connection,
hearing ours and telling my experience. HUM
has provided a safe, fun, learning way to make
a connection with others.
- HUM participant
After taking part in HUM, participants had a demonstrably increased
level of socialising, with 81% reporting they were socialising more, as
well as 67% reporting they were doing more to combat social isolation.
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Research from the London School of Economics (LSE) shows that the
UK’s “epidemic of loneliness” costs £6,000 per person for a decade of
an older person’s life in health costs and pressure on local services.
Loneliness is a problem that mainly affects the elderly, but there are an
estimated 1.2 million Brits suffering from “chronic” loneliness.
The condition has been linked to lower levels of both physical and
mental health, and higher reliance on GPs, hospitals and social services.
According to the LSE, there is also a link between loneliness and earlier
death, as well as higher risks of dementia.
The research goes on to demonstrate a potential return on investment
of £3 for every £1 invested.

Results from this pilot show a significant and positive effect
on participants’ wellbeing, and presents wide-ranging
opportunity for further and more detailed study. This includes
detailed assessment of reduction of use of NHS services by
participants, as well as looking at the positive social return on
investment. In the Rotherham study on which our
measurement framework was based, a £2.19 return on every
£1 spent was observed.
Our pilot, and social prescribing in general is very closely
aligned with the aim and vision of mental health policy,
nationally and locally and the NHS is looking to have social
prescribing link workers in every NHS practice by 2023.
Looking to the next phase, we already have two social
prescribing programmes lined up in Waltham Forest and
Gloucestershire beginning October 2021.

I was feeling very miserable and lonely. HUM
sessions give me the chance to see and sing with
other people in real time if not in physical company.
There is great comfort in seeing the same faces
every week, and focusing on learning new melodies
and words is a real confidence booster.
- HUM participant
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6
PROGRAMME
OVERVIEW
6.1 HUM Story
In March 2020, with all of ON:SONG’s work cancelled and with a bleak outlook for singing in person
for the foreseeable future, the team set about a process of online research and development with
their collective of facilitators from around the country, workshopping ways to deliver work online.
Simply recreating the traditional choir model - learning individual parts and bringing them together was recognised as being less effective or impactful online, and so to achieve this same experience of
musical enrichment, ON:SONG realised a different approach was necessary.
After much technical exploration, discussing best practice, and running trial sessions, a new formula
was devised for thoroughly engaging approaches to online group singing: a collaborative musicmaking programme, focusing on accessibility and inclusion.
All aspects of the online process were examined, including technical setups, teaching styles, session
structure and repertoire, and a model was agreed for online delivery. Taking an innovative approach
of track layering, loops, and pre-recording would allow participants to experience an enriching, realtime group singing experience akin in many ways to singing in a choir.
What made these sessions stand out was working with technology to enhance the sense of musical
enrichment. Getting the basics right with a good microphone set up and sound levels was imperative;
the imperceptibles that many won’t often notice, but make the difference to how engaged someone
will feel during a session.
In April 2020, ON:SONG began three months of Singing for Wellbeing online, which ran every day of
the week. The core team of eight expert facilitators ran sessions on rotation, teaching material with
national and international significance, including folk songs, spirituals, Eastern European music,
reggae, Afro-Brazilian and Hebridean Ballads, Peruvian traditional songs which respond musically to
culturally significant events. Engaging with the cultural significance of the music formed a key part of
the sessions as well as learning melody, harmony and lyrics.
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In October 2020, ON:SONG were awarded a Cultural Recovery Fund (CRF) grant from DCMS through Arts
Council England to develop and expand their offering; HUM was born. ACE and DCMS enabled ON:SONG’s
mission during the pandemic, allowing the freedom to develop the programme under extremely
challenging circumstances.
The principal aims as outlined in the CRF grant application were threefold:
1. To support mental health and wellbeing through singing;
2. To build community combating social isolation; and
3. To expand cultural horizons.

6.2 Programme delivery
The HUM programme involved two sessions per week; one lunchtime wellbeing-focused session, and one
evening singing session. The sessions were drop-in, standalone with no preparation or practice required.
Each week, ON:SONG aimed to have a different facilitator deliver both sessions within the same week for
continuity and engagement.

Monday wellbeing lunchtime session:
Aimed at promoting wellbeing, mindfulness and unity. Focusing on areas such as stress, sleep, connection
and energy, and using breath, vocal, and movement techniques to overcome common wellbeing
challenges whilst boosting confidence and improving individual wellbeing.
These sessions principally aimed to:
Focus on both inward and outward connection
Bring people back in tune with their bodies
Explore ways to use the voice and body to feel refreshed
Focus on calming the mind and relaxing the body
Unwinding and re-grounding
Easing stress and creating a space of calm
Taking control, creating 'me time' and connecting with self and others
Incorporating activities such as vocal toning, progressive muscle relaxation, diaphragmatic breathing,
yoga, self-massage and meditative visualisations
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Wednesday evening singing session
A key requirement from the Arts Council England funding, and thus a driver of ON:SONG’s approach to HUM
was ‘to enable cultural opportunity’. These sessions were therefore designed to broaden musical horizons,
to musically inspire, and to explore interesting musical themes and ideas.
Each session was stand-alone, but the musical or cultural realm that it was drawing from were clearly
defined. Participants were provided with an insight into a tradition, genre, artist, region or time that they
may not have come across before, let alone had the chance to sing.

Genres covered included:
American folk, Roots reggae, Rocksteady, Disco, Highlife, Afrobeat, Old time,
Afro-Cuban, Sea shanty, Pop, Alternative pop, Contemporary pop, Nostalgic pop,
Experimental pop, Dance, soul, Rnb, Neo Soul, Tibetan, Maori, Folk, 40s, 50s, 60s,
70s, 80s, 90s, Nigerian, Blues, Jazz, Americana, Soul, English folk, Scottish
Traditional, Scottish Gaelic, Scottish folk, Irish folk, Funk, Reggae, Calypso,
Brazilian (MPB, Coco), Congolese, Traditional Ghanaian, Songs in Nigun, Arabic,
and Latin, Afro American civil rights protest song
Free for NHS staff
In recognition of the incredible work that was put in by the NHS, the HUM programme was free for all NHS
staff and key workers. ON:SONG recognised that this gesture would unfortunately not be a complete
solution for tired and overworked medical and support staff. However the team wanted to make a
contribution to provide support, and were pleased to see a strong uptake in free places.
HUM Kids
In January 2021, in response to school closures in the third lockdown HUM Kids was created with the aim
to bring cultural input to the palette of home learning. Sessions were fun, dynamic and uplifting, and
interweaved dancing and song in an interactive and highly engaging way.
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Sessions introduced a variety of songs and instruments, often bringing much-loved children’s books to life,
including classic rhymes and favourites such as We’re Going On A Bear Hunt, complete with sounds and
actions.
Parents were encouraged to take part and enjoy the fun, but were given the option to settle their children
at the start of the sessions and let the HUM Kids team keep them entertained.

Christmas
Christmas was a very stressful time for many, with cases rising and a big unknown hanging over families as
to whether they would be able to meet up. ON:SONG felt the need to bring some lighthearted cheers to
proceedings, and so joined up with Mr. Robbie for a live broadcast of a socially distanced Christmas nativity
in a barn on a valley side in Gloucestershire, complete with full (mini) cast and live animals.

Follow the Star
Christmas 2020

HUM: Singing for Wellbeing Online
Impact Report, Sept 21

16

7 ABOUT ON:SONG
On a mission to get people singing to support wellbeing, ON:SONG runs choirs,
singing workshops and cultural projects for individuals and forward-thinking
organisations worldwide.
Group singing is the most accessible form of music-making and a feature of all
human cultures. ON:SONG was founded on the principle of accessibility; lowering
the barriers to musical participation to offer enriching and participatory
experiences, often focusing on those who are unable to take part due to a
perceived lack of ability, confidence or opportunity.
Their engaging team of performers and musical leaders are experts in delivering
uplifting sessions onsite, and create musically enriching experiences using loops,
layers and effects that enable an immersive musical experience online.

ON:SONG reframe the traditional image of the choir in pursuit of accessibility.
This is achieved in three ways;
1, Excellence: an extensive network of world class musical leaders, experts in engaging
inexperienced audiences.
2, Digital innovation: working with technology in pursuit of maximum accessibility.
3, Repertoire: expanding and enriching musical horizons through diverse, and often
unexpected material.

ON:SONG broaden cultural horizons through inspiring, accessible, and often
unexpected repertoire; from the ancient to the contemporary. Their approach to
physical and psychological wellness draws on academic research, supporting
investment in a more creative and culturally inspiring approach to mental health.
Founded by two musicians and cultural entrepreneurs with a belief that everyone
can sing, ON:SONG’s approach focuses on confidence and engagement, lowering
barriers to participation with a passion to share the power of music for social and
personal good.
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THANK YOU!
Thank you for taking the time to read our
HUM Impact report.
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have been such a joy to work with. We
recognise the huge amount of hard work that
has gone in from all members of our
extended team, and particularly to Rozenn
Logan and Veronica Dunkerley for overseeing
the programme so expertly. A big thank you is
also extended to the DCMS and Arts Council
England for supporting the project and
believing in our mission.
We are proud of the work that we have
carried out and look forward to more exciting
opportunities

to

develop,

deliver

and

contribute to this valuable research in future.
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