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ABSTRACT
Despite the ubiquity of choirs across time and cultures, relatively little is
known about the internal dynamics of these social systems. This article
examines the group processes involved in a small European chamber
choir. The research adopted a mixed-methods qualitative approach that
combined individual interviews (n = 13) with ethnographic observation.
Analysis described the group processes of the choir in relation to
standard models of effective teamwork. The results suggest that certain
dynamics of this choir lie beyond conventional conceptualisations of
teamwork. Further conceptual and empirical research is necessary to
develop a model of teamwork that can be applied to the conditions of
performance-based teams and inform choral practice and training.
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Introduction

Choirs have existed for hundreds of years, occupying a central position in the history of religion,
politics and communities. Despite their ubiquity across time and cultures, relatively little is
known about the internal dynamics of these unique social groups. This article adopts a mixed-
methods qualitative approach to explore the group processes involved in a small European chamber
choir. The analysis uses established models of effective teamwork to describe and conceptualise the
choir’s intragroup dynamics.

Choirs

A choir is composed of an ensemble of singers who sing together with or without supporting instru-
ments. Choirs typically involve the blending of different musical parts, with the traditional voices
being soprano, alto, tenor and bass. Choirs take many diverse forms. They can operate as informal,
amateur groups or as formal structures involving highly professional performers. Choirs can also be
classified according to the social location in which they are rooted (e.g. community choir, church
choir) and the type of music they perform (e.g. gospel choir, folk choir).

There is a small amount of empirical research on the operation of choirs, which adopts several
different foci. One strong theme within the choir literature has been the musical performance of
choirs. In exploring the determinants of choral tone, research has identified vowel uniformity,
vibrato, choral formation, placement of singers and use of performance cues as important factors
(Aspaas et al. 2004; Atkinson 2010; Daugherty 2003). This research informs the practical elements
of training and performance.
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A second stream of choir research takes a more socio-emotional perspective, examining the
effects of choir membership on participants. Choir participation has been linked to numerous posi-
tive outcomes. Research suggests that choir membership enhances the social and personal fulfilment
of demographically varied populations (Hillman 2002; Kokotsaki and Hallam 2011; Livesey et al.
2012; Mellor 2013; Stacy, Brittain, and Kerr 2002), including those living in challenging circum-
stances such as prisons (Cohen 2009). Benefits that accrue to members include positive therapeutic
effects (Eyre 2011), an enhanced sense of worthiness (Cohen 2012), positive mood effects (Clift and
Hancox 2001; Valentine and Evans 2001), participation in a ‘safe space’ that facilitates social bonding
(Parker 2010), and a general sense of well-being (Jacob, Guptill, and Sumston 2009; Kreutz et al.
2004; Tonneijck, Kinébanian, and Josephsson 2008). Interestingly, however, other research has
suggested less desirable outcomes. Edwards (2005) suggests that choral singing promotes vocal con-
striction, limits the healthy growth of solo singing, and curtails interpretive imagination. A study by
Steurer et al. (1998) identified choral singing as a cause of hearing loss, while Hampshire and Mat-
thijsse (2010) suggest that the time demands of rehearsals and performance may result in members
‘disconnecting’ from their current social group resulting in a possible sense of isolation.

Many of the psychological effects of choir membership are likely to be related to their internal
social dynamics, which form the focus for the third, much smaller stream of empirical research
on choirs. This research has particularly focused on the central role of the conductor. Skadsem
(1997) highlighted a relationship between conducting style and singers’ mood, while Fuelberth
(2004) investigated the effectiveness of conductors’ gestures on choir performance. Poggi (2011)
interprets the conductor’s gestures and expressions as an embodied form of leadership, which com-
municate a range of literal and indirect requests to the group. Expanding on the conductor’s leader-
ship role, Poggi (2011) writes that the conductor’s role is not merely to provide technical instruction,
but to motivate the group by instilling a sense of self-efficacy and commitment to goal pursuit. Apfel-
stadt (1997) suggests that leadership skills are so important for effective conducting that models aris-
ing from leadership research should be absorbed into musical education. However, the literature on
the conductor’s leadership role remains primarily based around anecdotal observation and specu-
lation, with little empirical evidence regarding the processes involved in effective leadership of choirs.
Furthermore, very little research has looked beyond the conductor to examine the relationships that
exist between singers or how the choir functions as a unitary team, rather than a collection of isolated
individuals. The lack of insight into the social processes that characterise successful choirs restricts
the literature’s ability to inform choral training or to conceptualise the mechanisms through which
choral membership affects individuals’ social and psychological well-being. The current study seeks
to contribute to choir research and practice by filling this empirical gap.

Action teams

To conceptualise the intragroup dynamics of successful choirs, it is useful to look towards social psy-
chology, which maintains a strong tradition of research on the processes involved in teams and team-
work (Chan et al. 2010; De Jong and Dirks 2012; Kelly and Barsade 2001). This literature defines an
effective team as one that is cohesive and composed of highly skilled members who endorse consen-
sual norms of learning, share knowledge and build high-quality interpersonal relations (Cordery
2003; Katzenbach and Smith 1993; Sheard and Kakabadse 2002; West 2012). Teams are highly varied
in their forms and functions. Increasingly important in organisational practice are action teams,
which conduct ‘complex, time-limited engagements with audiences, adversaries, or challenging
environments in “performance events” for which teams maintain specialized, collective skill’ (Sund-
strom 1999, 20). In their focus on time-constrained performance events, choirs are often offered as a
prototypical exemplar of action teams (Ishak and Ballard 2012). Despite the real-world significance
of action teams, this group structure tends to be under-researched: Nielsen, Sundstrom, and Halfhill
(2005) report that less than 4% of applied team research focuses specifically on action teams. The
current study adds to this under-researched field.
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Ishak and Ballard (2012) provide a typology of action teams, distinguishing between ‘contending
teams’ (e.g. in sports), ‘critical teams’ (e.g. in military contexts) and ‘performing teams’ (e.g. musical
ensembles such as choirs). These team-types are differentiated from each other in relation to the type
of task involved, the timing of its performance, their focus, how success is evaluated and their
reliance on improvisation (Ishak and Ballard 2012). While some research has investigated team
dynamics within critical and contending teams (Chan et al. 2010; De La Torre-Ruiz, Aragón-Correa,
and Ferrón-Vílchez 2011; Espevik and Olsen 2013; Mach, Dolan, and Tzafrir 2010; Pescosolido and
Saavedra 2012; Salas, Bowers, and Cannon-Bowers 1995), comparatively little research has explored
the internal dynamics of performing teams or facilitated a clear description of how teamwork oper-
ates within them. Most exploration of performing action teams has focused on orchestras, where (as
in the choir literature) the most widely investigated topic is the leadership style of the conductor
(Atik 1994; Boerner and Gebert 2012; Boerner and Von Streit 2007; Hunt, Stellutob, and Hooijbergc
2004; Koivunen and Wennes 2011; Wis 2002). A number of conductor attributes have been ident-
ified as significantly related to an orchestra’s performance, including personality (Pollack 1991), ges-
ture (Ladkin 2008; Parton and Edwards 2009) and expressivity (Morrison et al. 2009). While this
research enlightens issues that are generally applicable to musical collaboration, instrumental per-
formance differs in many physical and psychological ways from vocal performance. Currently, the
empirical literature provides no insight into how effective teamwork is achieved in choir-based per-
forming teams.

Understanding effective team performance: analytic framework

What concepts from team research can inform an analysis of the social operation of choirs? The team
literature is replete with models of team performance: a 2007 review revealed more than 130 such
frameworks (Salas et al. 2007). Unfortunately, much of this literature suffers from conceptual con-
fusion and measurement problems (Mohammed, Ferzandi, and Hamilton 2010). Currently, the most
conceptually and empirically substantiated framework of teamwork is Salas, Sims, and Burke’s
(2005) ‘Big Five’ model. This model distils the disparate team literature into five components of
effective teamwork: team leadership, mutual performance monitoring, backup behaviour, adapta-
bility and team orientation (Table 1). Salas, Sims, and Burke (2005) specify that these five com-
ponents are supported by three additional coordinating mechanisms: shared mental models,
mutual trust and closed-loop communication (Table 2). The co-ordinating mechanisms function
to support the ‘Big Five’ by ensuring their continual alignment with ever-changing features of the
wider environment. The Big Five model differs from other frameworks in its strong empirical foun-
dation: it was derived from a rigorous review of the existing literature, which extracted only the com-
ponents with the greatest empirical consensus regarding their effect on team performance. It is

Table 1. The ‘Big Five’ components of teamwork (Salas, Sims, and Burke 2005).

The ‘Big Five’ components of
teamwork Description

Team leadership The ability to direct and coordinate other team members’ activities, assess team performance,
assign tasks, develop team knowledge and skills, motivate team members, plan and organise,
and establish a positive atmosphere

Mutual performance monitoring The ability to develop common understandings of the team environment and apply appropriate
task strategies to accurately monitor team-mate performance

Backup behaviour The ability to anticipate other team members’ needs through accurate knowledge about their
responsibilities. Includes the ability to shift workload among members to achieve balance
during high periods of workload or pressure

Adaptability The ability to adjust strategies based on information gathered from the environment through
the use of backup behaviour and reallocation of intra-team resources. Altering a course of
action or team repertoire in response to changing conditions (internal or external)

Team orientation The propensity to take others’ behaviour into account during group interaction and belief in
importance of team goal over individual members’ goals
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therefore a particularly sound foundation for an analysis of team dynamics, as evident from its appli-
cation to settings as diverse as IT (Kay et al. 2006), education (Fransen, Weinberger, and Kirschner
2013), performance evaluation (Ohland et al. 2012) and medical contexts (Burke et al. 2004; Kalisch
and Schoville 2012). However, little research has applied the Salas, Sims, and Burke (2005) model to
performing action teams.

The current study

The current study seeks to enlighten the group dynamics involved in a successful choir. To gain an
in-depth understanding of the naturalistic functioning of the choir, the research adopted a mixed-
methods qualitative approach that incorporated ethnographic observation and structured interviews.
Given the paucity of existing research on choirs as performing teams, it was necessary to establish a
conceptual framework that could be used as a starting point for the qualitative analysis. Due to its
empirical grounding and parsimonious nature, Salas, Sims, and Burke’s (2005) model was selected
as a conceptual framework to guide analysis of how accepted components of teamwork manifested in
the choir. The aim was to describe the internal processes of the choir and establish whether the team-
work that manifests within a choir context is captured by standard models of team performance.

Methodology

Research context

The participants in this research were members of a European professional chamber choir founded
in 1991. It has had three musical directors since its inception. Its purpose is to undertake diverse and
challenging choral work and its recitals include both historical and contemporary pieces. Audience
and critical reviews have frequently commended the performances of this choir as on par with their
international peers. Vacancies in the choir are unusual and generally attract international compe-
tition. Applicants are selected into the choir by the CEO and conductor. Employment in the
choir is on a part-time basis, averaging 17 hours per week, and members typically maintain
additional employment.

At the time of the study, the choir included 13 singers (7 female, 6 male). There were four soprano
voices, three alto voices, three tenor voices and three bass voices. The age profile of participants ran-
ged from 34 to 55 years. Four of the singers had an international background.

Method

There were two elements to this qualitative study.

Choir observation
Three choir rehearsals were observed by two independent observers. Using a checklist based on the
‘Big Five’ framework and three co-ordinating elements, observers recorded verbal and non-verbal

Table 2. Three co-ordinating mechanisms.

Three co-ordinating
mechanisms Description

Shared mental models An organising knowledge structure of the relationships among the tasks the team is engaged in
and how the team members will interact

Mutual trust The shared belief that team members will perform their roles and protect the interests of their
teammates

Closed-loop communication The exchange of information between a sender and a receiver irrespective of the medium
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interactions between choir members as they pertained to these elements. The checklist is available in
Supplementary Information.

Interviews
Fourteen face-to-face structured interviews were conducted (13 choir members and the conductor)
with each interview taking approximately 20 minutes. Questions addressed the eight elements of the
Salas, Sims, and Burke (2005) framework – the ‘Big Five’ and the three co-ordinating mechanisms.
Interviews were conducted in English, digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. The interview
schedule is available in Supplementary Information.

Results

Observation and interview data were combined for the purposes of analysis. Analysis examined the
extent to which the ‘Big Five’ elements and the three coordinating mechanisms of Salas, Sims, and
Burke (2005) could be identified within the data.

Big Five

Team leadership
This component refers to ‘the ability to direct and coordinate other team members’ activities, assess
team performance, assign tasks, develop team knowledge and skills, motivate team members, plan
and organise, and establish a positive atmosphere’ (Salas, Sims, and Burke 2005, 560). Data from
both the interviews and rehearsal observations provided an interesting insight into how this operates
within the choir. The conductor had a clear image of his leadership role, which he regarded as incor-
porating managerial and motivational elements. The choir largely agreed that the conductor held
these responsibilities, but differed in their evaluations of how he implemented them.

The conductor defined his role as requiring him to direct and coordinate the singers, assess how
the choir behaved as a unit, motivate the singers and plan their activities. He described his respon-
sibilities as both logistical (e.g. to ‘select the singers and deputy singers and be responsible for con-
certs’) and aesthetic (to ‘nurture a generation of singers and raise the artistic standard of the choir’).
The conductor also assumed responsibility for the social and emotional environment, stating, ‘we
have a huge energy in the choir – we pursue excellence every day – every day we try to be the
best at something – this is what artists do and we are artists – we have to be like this’. That energy
was clearly visible during rehearsals. All members arrived early, appeared pleased to be there and
demonstrated enthusiasm for the work ahead.

The conductor explained that he used rehearsals to manage and assess the choir’s performance,
stating, ‘I am very precise in my demands of them’. Observations of the conductor’s behaviour
during rehearsal confirmed this characterisation. The conductor began rehearsals immediately
after greeting members. He explained his interpretation of each piece of music and clarified the
implications of that for each singer. The conductor described his leadership style as autocratic
and said ‘artistic decisions are always autocratic – it is my job to be so’. During rehearsals, any dis-
cussions between the conductor and choir members typically involved the conductor clarifying mat-
ters for the choir rather than a reciprocal exchange of ideas.

Interviews with members of the choir revealed differing perspectives on the leadership role of the
conductor. Some choir members concurred that the conductor’s style was autocratic, and believed
this to be appropriate and acceptable. For example, CM51 commented, ‘All decisions are made by
the conductor and that’s how it should be’. Similarly, CM11 stated, ‘We have no say in the music
but we do have a say in more minor issues such as clothes – but it should be autocratic like this’.
However, other choir members were less positive about the autocratic leadership style, which they
blamed for previous departures of singers from the choir. One bemoaned the lack of inclusion in
decision-making, characterising the choir as ‘a dictatorship’. This comment was echoed by others,
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who complained that ‘everything is left to the conductor – it is not democratic and there is little room
for participation’ and ‘sometimes I feel like a minion in this choir compared to the conductor who is
a dictator’.

Not all choir members described the choir as an autocracy. CM6 said ‘Decisions are taken by the
conductor but objections are considered – singers have some say in the music.’ CM7 agreed, saying,
‘there’s a certain amount of democracy – we can sit and talk things out with management – we have
no fear about speaking – it’s good to clear the air’. CM4 believed that ‘I have a great say in what goes
on’, while CM12 asserted ‘when we can help with decision-making we have the option to do so’.
Another choir member said, ‘we all have the opportunity to say something and we can choose to
speak or not to speak – we can go to the conductor individually also if we wish’. Thus, the analysis
showed that choir members diverged in their interpretations of the conductor’s leadership style:
some perceived the group as autocratic, a feature which was alternately criticised and accepted,
while others praised the democratic nature of the choir.

Mutual performance monitoring
Mutual performance monitoring refers to the ability to develop common understandings of the team
environment and apply appropriate strategies to accurately monitor team-mate performance (Salas,
Sims, and Burke 2005). Evidence from interviews indicated that mutual performance monitoring
took place in a number of ways. The conductor afforded minute attention to each singer, and the
singers in turn monitored the conductor for instructions and feedback, expecting him to demand
high levels of performance. Indeed, his demanding style was regarded by many singers as a mark
of brilliance. The singers also described performance monitoring that occurred amongst themselves.
Interestingly, however, as discussed below, this monitoring was firmly focused by each singer on
themselves rather than their colleagues.

The conductor clearly regarded the monitoring of the performance of choir members as a primary
responsibility. The conductor maintained high expectations of choir members, explaining that ‘I
insist that all singers fully prepare for rehearsals’ and ‘I expect all the singers to give me 110%’.
During rehearsals, the conductor would interrupt the singers if he detected the slightest error.
The conductor applied similar standards to himself and continuously appraised his own perform-
ance. While he stated that, ‘I am always very unhappy with what I do’, he added that, ‘I actually
see this as something of a good thing in that it results in permanent improvement – it all concerns
the pursuit of excellence and that is what we all want’.

Singers revealed that they too monitored the conductor’s activity and the extent to which he suc-
ceeded in improving their performance. CM13 observed, ‘Our conductor has a fabulous rehearsal
technique… he is the reason we are as good as we are’. Participants believed that the conductor
bore responsibility for both good and substandard performance outcomes. CM6 said ‘Whether or
not we reach perfection depends on the conductor’.

Despite the conductor’s responsibility for collective outcomes, the interviews showed that individ-
ual members accepted responsibility for monitoring their own performance and expected other
members to do likewise. In rehearsals, when an error was made, the person responsible acknowl-
edged their mistake by raising their hand in a gesture of ownership. This functioned to assure others
that their error did not reflect a failure of self-monitoring. Singers expected dedication from them-
selves and their colleagues (‘The most important aspects of my behaviour, and that of my colleagues,
is disciplined professionalism with a complete focus on the music’ [CM1]; ‘I expect complete con-
centration, dedication and responsiveness for our work from everyone’ [CM4]; ‘I expect of myself
and all others total dedication to the music… punctuality… professionalism, conscientiousness
and being completely prepared to contribute music of the highest quality’ [CM9]). Interestingly,
however, singers never suggested they had a role in monitoring the real-time performance of
other singers. Monitoring of self was the dominant finding to emerge from the data, rather than
monitoring of fellow choir members (‘Whatever I expect from others, I expect to a greater extent
from myself’ [CM8]).
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Backup behaviour
This component refers to the ability to anticipate other team members’ needs through accurate
knowledge about their responsibilities. It includes the ability to shift workload among members to
achieve balance during high periods of workload or pressure. Overall, the analysis suggested that
backup behaviour was limited within this choir.

The primary reason for the absence of backup behaviour was that each member had a specific,
defined role. All singers made a unique contribution and a successful performance rested on singers
producing their own distinctive professional skill. Since no singer could take the place of another,
workloads could not be redistributed. Singers did see individual members as bearing a responsibility
to their colleagues, in ensuring that they were adequately prepared and hardworking (‘I expect every-
one to be on top of the piece of music under preparation’ [CM11]; ‘everyone pulls their weight…–
it’s not all about how I want to do it – our performance is a joint effort’ [CM5]). Overall, however,
while it was recognised that individuals should accommodate and respond to the needs of others,
there was little evidence of singers feeling they should take on work of other singers.

Backup behaviour from the conductor was present to some degree in that he prepared each singer
to perform their roles effectively. Observations of the rehearsals showed him insisting on the con-
stant repetition of a score until a satisfactory standard was achieved. This reflects the conductor’s
awareness of his responsibility to the choir, and could be regarded as his way of relieving perform-
ance pressure among choir members. However, at no point did the conductor take on the role of a
singer or vice versa.

Adaptability
This component refers to the ability to adjust strategies based on environmental information or
changing conditions (Salas, Sims, and Burke 2005). The environment of this choir was typical of
many performing teams (Ishak and Ballard 2012) in its stable, predictable nature. The choir’s task
was always pre-determined with no improvisation. Choir members rarely changed. Performance
events were carefully planned and took place according to a fixed, pre-arranged schedule. Songs
were sung exactly as practiced during rehearsals.

The only changes that occurred within the choir were those that took place over the course of
rehearsals as the singers achieved greater precision in execution of a score. Perfect performance
was the clearly articulated goal. The main source of feedback in working towards that objective
came from the conductor’s instructions, to which singers were extremely responsive during rehear-
sals. The information provided by the conductor was regarded by the choir as critical to their per-
formance; CM7 said ‘our conductor is fabulous at managing our rehearsals – his input brings
something from nothing to a highly polished piece very quickly’. Singers were adept at adjusting
their performance in response to the conductor’s comments.

During the interviews, it became apparent that one other source of external information was
attended to and elicited performance adjustment, namely the performance standards of other choirs.
These were regarded as a target to achieve. For instance, CM8 stated, ‘we want to be on a par with
EU, and especially German, choirs’. The need to respond to external competition and safeguard the
professional reputation of the choir was felt particularly acutely by the conductor. It guided his oper-
ational decisions, such as the selection of new members (‘It is my responsibility to ensure we have the
best people so that this choir is an ensemble of the highest possible quality’).

Team orientation
The final component refers to the propensity to take other people’s behaviour into account during
group interaction and to prioritise the team’s interests over individual members. The team orientation
of choir members was explicitly discernible in the data. This team spirit was constantly positioned as
critical to the choir’s success. For example, CM7 said, ‘remembering that we are a team is central to
how we sing… being a team player is what this choir is all about’; CM13 reiterated that ‘being a
team player is what it’s all about’; while CM5 considered that ‘we all work as team… that’s the reason
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why we are as good as we are’. The conductor articulated his personal sense of responsibility for the
development of the team in describing the importance of developing the right mix of singers.

Prevailing literature on effective teams identifies a common team goal as centrally important to
team performance. In the interviews, there was clear consensus regarding the desire to achieve
world-class performance standards. For example, CM11 divulged that, ‘we are very ambitious… .
we want to be at the top…we strive for perfection’. Similarly, CM6 said ‘It’s like we are going on
a journey to reach high artistic standards… higher than our choral peers’. In a similar manner,
CM1 explained, ‘our journey to where we want to be has crests and troughs but it’s good to know
that everyone’s objective is the same’.

Interestingly, although perfection functioned as the overriding objective, several interviewees
believed that perfection would always be elusive. For example, CM8 said ‘but we are only as perfect
as our weakest link…we never reach perfection’. CM3 agreed, saying ‘I certainly try to get as close to
perfection as possible – it’s challenging to aim for it and rewarding to get there – but I have to accept
that we are never really perfect’. CM4 added ‘There really is no such thing as a perfect performance
… there is always room for improvement – we could work on a piece for a month and there could
still be more work we could do on it’. The comments of the conductor also echoed this sentiment,
suggesting that ‘No performance is perfect – I have never seen or heard a perfect performance’. The
guiding goal of perfection was therefore more symbolic than realistically attainable.

Coordinating mechanisms

Shared mental model
A shared mental model exists when members of a team have a consensual understanding of their
individual roles and how they interrelate. The data clearly showed the existence of a shared mental
model among choir members. Individuals knew exactly what their unique function was and demon-
strated strong agreement regarding appropriate conduct. For example, CM11’s belief that ‘the most
important thing is for each of us to be eager to do a good job, to pay close attention to all that is going
on and to demonstrate utter self-discipline to the task at hand’mirrored CM6’s statement that ‘being
focused, accurate and having a desire to be excellent is critical and central to what we are about’.
Similarly, CM8 reflected that ‘being utterly attentive, delivering highly skilled musicianship, along
with discipline and flexibility – this is what defines us’.

The conductor clearly saw himself as responsible for ensuring the choir met their performance
objectives. He was fully aware of their desire to achieve world-class performance standards and
was committed to facilitating this, stating, ‘the choir (desire) to be an ensemble of the highest
level in the country and if I don’t deliver on this for them in terms of bringing out their best perform-
ance, then I have failed them’.

Interestingly, despite this shared sense of how choir members should act to achieve their common
purpose, different members experienced varied emotional effects as they performed their roles. For
some members, choir performance was an emotional experience that was deeply significant to them,
while for others, performance was a professional activity that hinged on technical acuity. For
example, CM10 said ‘giving a great performance connects with me emotionally and I try to find
this connection in every performance’; CM4 added ‘I am always emotionally involved in my per-
formance’; and CM5 expressed ‘sometimes it gets too much for me and I would be crying off
stage – I just love it so much’. On the other hand, CM2 stated, ‘ … each performance is just another
performance – it’s what I do for a living’; while CM3 said, ‘professionalism changes you – I have to
put a cap on my emotions so that they don’t run away with me’. Thus, team members shared a com-
mon cognitive structure but demonstrated different levels of emotional investment in the activity.

Mutual trust
The data left little doubt that a strong degree of trust existed among all choir members. Trust was
frequently invoked as a critical factor in the choir’s success. For example, CM9 said, ‘trust is essential
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for a good performance and we really trust each other – we know where we are with each other’; CM1
said, ‘contributing to a good atmosphere and making a distinct effort to get on with all other mem-
bers is essential for us as a choir… it builds trust’; while CM13 expressed, ‘trusting each other, being
friendly and maintaining a nice atmosphere is really important’.

Trust was not only regarded as a valuable resource for relations between choir members, but was
also considered a vital element of the relationship between the choir and the conductor. Choir mem-
bers trusted that the conductor’s decisions and methods would optimise group outcomes (‘We trust
our conductor and the drive he has for us’ [CM8]). The conductor echoed the singers’ emphasis on
mutual trust, reflecting that ‘trust is what we are all about and underpins how the singers engage with
each other and with me…we are like trapeze artists without a net and I tell the singers this – trust is
what we are all about’.

Closed-loop communication
The last component of this model refers to the exchange of information between a sender and a recei-
ver, irrespective of the medium. Information exchange between choir members took place in a num-
ber of ways. Observations of rehearsals recorded a high volume of information being delivered from
the conductor to the singers concerning the score under preparation. The conductor provided expli-
cit and specific instructions as to how every detail of a score was to be performed, often singing a bar
himself as an example. As one choir member said in the interviews, ‘he tells us when to breathe’.

Singers also delivered information to the conductor and to other singers during rehearsals, most
particularly in the case of mistakes. When a singer made an error of any kind, they clearly signalled
awareness of the error, which then allowed rehearsal to continue. Small discussions would also occur
during rehearsals as a means of clarifying issues regarding the score under preparation. Evidence
from the interviews suggested that there was a healthy level of communication between choir mem-
bers and that these discussions generally resulted in positive outcomes. For example, CM7 said ‘if we
have a problem within the choir we talk about it among ourselves and work it out’.

Interestingly, some choir members believed a hierarchy based on tenure and talent predicted
involvement in this type of information exchange. They felt that singers with the best quality voices
and/or those who the longest involvement with the choir were afforded more power in discussions.
CM2 saw tenure as the most important factor (‘We should all have an equal say but we don’t – time
in the choir is a big factor and not always vocal ability’), while CM1 concurred but believed it was
moderated by perceived musical talent (‘people who have been here longer have the biggest say in
what goes on but only if they are good musically too’). However, these hierarchies of differential
influence were not universally apparent. For example, CM10 observed, ‘there’s no hierarchy –
some speak and some don’t and there’s no difference between new and old members’. Thus while
communication certainly took place among choir members, some saw it as a more sensitive matter
than others.

Discussion

Action teams in general, and choirs in particular, remain under-researched in the group processes
literature (Ishak and Ballard 2012). This study sought to remedy this empirical gap by exploring
the intragroup processes that characterise a successful chamber choir. The qualitative approach
adopted responds to Salas, Cooke, and Rosen’s (2008) call for research on how teams operate ‘in
the wild’ and provides a naturalistic, ecologically valid insight into the day-to-day operations of a
choir and the subjective experience of its members. The results help contextualise previous research
on choir functioning by illuminating the psychosocial backdrop against which a choir coalesces as a
team.

The analysis was guided by the ‘Big Five’ model of Salas, Sims, and Burke (2005), which pro-
vided a clear and parsimonious framework with which to conceptualise the intragroup processes
that occurred within the choir. The analysis confirmed that in certain respects, the choir
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functioned in ways consistent with standard conceptions of effective teamwork, as operationalised
in the ‘Big Five’model. In particular, team orientation and team leadership were clearly discernible
within the data. The research suggested that on these dimensions, a choir operates like many other
teams (Costa and Anderson 2011; Klein et al. 2011; Langfred 2004; McCollum, Bradley, and Chen
2013). It should be noted that there was no consensus regarding the nature and efficacy of the prevail-
ing leadership style. However, this is not an unusual finding given the multi-faceted, sometimes para-
doxical role of a conductor (Hunt, Stellutob, and Hooijbergc 2004) and the many different types of
conducting styles described in the literature (Atik 1994; Boerner and Gebert 2012; Boerner and Von
Streit 2007).

The three coordinating mechanisms that support the components of effective teamwork were
also clearly discernible within the operations of this choir. The importance of mutual trust was
explicitly highlighted many times by choir members, while a shared mental model regarding
team members’ role and purpose was also clearly valued by participants. This accords with pre-
vious research on the characteristics of choirs (Putnam 1993). Agreement regarding the final coor-
dinating mechanism, closed-loop communication, was less uniform. Some choir members felt
communication avenues were open to all members, whereas others felt these avenues were privi-
leged to a select few. The presence of this type of hierarchy in a choir is not unusual (Welch and
Howard 2002).

Despite the above corollaries with the components specified in Salas, Sims, and Burke’s (2005)
model, however, certain other posited elements of effective teamwork were less apparent within
the data. For example, mutual performance monitoring involves the ability to develop and apply
appropriate task strategies to accurately monitor team-mate performance. The data showed that
the conductor closely monitored the performance of the singers and that singers monitored the
conductor. However, although each singer closely monitored their own performance, they did not
monitor each other. Evidence of adaptability (re-allocation of team-resources) and back-up behav-
iour (re-allocation of team roles among the team) was also limited. This is unsurprising when one
considers the performance contingencies of the choir, which constitutes an inflexible environment
wherein all individuals maintain highly differentiated roles. As such, adapting and re-allocating
tasks are typically not necessary or desirable. The exception was the choir’s ability to adapt their per-
formance according to the instructions of the conductor. This adaptation reflected a continuous pro-
cess of development in the pursuit of excellence, rather than transient reactivity to immediate
conditions.

This analysis represents the first attempt at codifying a choir’s intragroup dynamics, and therefore
makes a substantive contribution to choral research and practice. The results provide a foundation
for attaining deeper understanding of what makes for a successful choir and how choirs affect their
members’ psychosocial well-being. The qualitative case study design necessarily means results are
preliminary and cannot be generalised to other choral groups. Nevertheless, the study provides a
valuable and valid first insight into the internal dynamics of a choir, which can inform the design
of future larger scale studies.

This future research should move beyond the conceptual paradigm provided by the Salas, Sims,
and Burke (2005) model. While this framework provided a parsimonious tool for the first qualitative
study of this topic, it may have restricted the scope of the analysis. This first attempt to extend the
‘Big Five’ model to performing action teams suggests that it may not adequately capture the
dynamics of this team structure. Ishak and Ballard (2012) suggest that contending, critical and per-
formance action teams are differentiated on a number of criteria. Specifically relevant to this study, a
choir is distinctive in (a) its task goal, in that the choir’s task is pre-determined rather than dynamic;
(b) the evaluation of success, in that the choir is evaluated subjectively and by external agents and
(c) the absence of expectations of improvisation. These differences serve to explain the results’ diver-
gence from previous studies of action teams, where all elements of the ‘Big Five’ were clearly discern-
ible (Fransen, Weinberger, and Kirschner 2013; Henneman, Kleppel, and Hinchey 2013; Kalisch and
Schoville 2012; Leasure et al. 2013; Lingard et al. 2012).
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The results therefore have implications for the team literature as well as choral research and prac-
tice. In particular, the departure from previous findings sounds a note of caution about applying
models of teamwork to different types of action teams without first considering the unique charac-
teristics of the team in question. In the current case, the nature and process of choral performance
introduce distinctive contingencies within which teamwork must operate. In order to achieve its
objective of superior performance of a musical score in concert, a choir must adhere to a very strict
protocol of performance, which inhibits the demonstration of certain ‘Big Five’ components. Firstly,
the roles played by individual members are mutually exclusive: an alto is not best-positioned to
monitor the performance of a tenor, which inhibits mutual performance monitoring, and neither
can an alto sing the part of a tenor, which inhibits back-up behaviour. Secondly, choirs do not usually
perform pieces differently in concert than prepared during rehearsal, and so the performance context
of the choir proscribes environmental adaptability. Thirdly, each singer must submit to the direc-
tions provided by the conductor. Since these rigid features are common to most choirs, it is likely
that the distinctive features of teamwork identified in this study also characterise other choral groups.
Finally, certain components that did resonate in the data are necessary and inevitable consequences
of the choir context; for instance, the presence of shared mental models is unsurprising when all
members are working from notated scripts. As such, this component’s presence in the data is not
a particularly sensitive indicator of effective teamwork.

The results highlight the need for greater conceptual and empirical work in developing a model of
effective team functioning that specifically reflects the contingencies of choral groups. This particular
choir maintained an international reputation and was well-regarded by its audience and peers. It was
also internally successful, with all members deriving enjoyment and fulfilment from their partici-
pation. Thus, it appears that the failure to satisfy all proposed components of effective teamwork
did not compromise the choir’s performance. These findings suggest that Salas, Sims, and Burke’s
(2005) model is unduly narrow for performance action teams, and that the elements of mutual per-
formance monitoring, adaptability and back-up behaviour need further development to accurately
reflect their operation within the confines of a professional choir.

The results of this investigation shed light on the operation of a professional choir, taking us inside
the choir unit and illustrating its intricate practical, emotional and interpersonal dynamics. The find-
ings provide a platform for further research on the operation of performance action teams. Given that
existing models of teamwork fall short of describing a successful performance team, future research
should seek to develop a model that accurately reflects a performance team’s circumstances and con-
ditions. This could then inform practice and training programmes for choir members.

Note

1. To protect anonymity, choir members are identified by a unique code.
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