What is it?
Functional voice difficulty is the name given to a type of voice difficulty in which the voice quality is
poor without any obvious anatomical, neurological, or other organic difficulties affecting the voice
box.
Functional voice difficulty typically affects women more than men and is probably one of the most
common voice difficulties.

What are the symptoms?
There are a variety of symptoms and, again, these differ from person to person. However, some of
the following are typical.
•

hoarseness, huskiness or roughness – your voice may also breathy

•

voice is too deep or too high

•

pitch range is more restricted (this is often most apparent when trying to sing)

•

the voice is variable and deteriorates with use: this is known as vocal fatigue

•

your voice may ‘go’ altogether

•

you have difficulty making yourself heard, especially when there is background noise:
you feel as if your voice doesn’t ‘carry’ anymore

•

a feeling that you have to work quite hard to produce your voice

•

your throat feels dry and sore

•

your breathing may feel a little uncoordinated and you may feel out of breath after
speaking for a while

What causes it?
Rather like the symptoms above, the causes will vary from person to person. However, the following
(in no particular order) are known to contribute to functional voice difficulties.
•

High-risk occupations Teachers, people who work in call centers, sales representatives,
and others whose jobs have high vocal demands are at risk. If the place in which you
work has a lot of background noise this often leads to you straining the voice in order to
be heard.

•

“It’s just the way I’m built” Just as some people are natural athletes and others aren’t,
some people’s voice boxes are better able to perform certain vocal tasks than others:
everyone has their own limitations.

•

Stress/anxiety This can make a functional voice difficulty worse. The effect varies from
person to person and depends on your personality type: some people are more
extrovert than others; some people cope better with stress than others.
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•

Poor vocal technique Most people cope with a poor vocal technique for short periods of
increased vocal demands, as long as they have enough time to recover. If the vocal
demands continue for too long, however, or are too intense, this can lead to difficulties.

•

Irritants Exposure to dust, fumes, chemical agents and smoke – as well as smoking
yourself – can all lead to difficulties. Acid reflux (heartburn), certain medications and
allergies may also affect the vocal cords.

•

Throat infections It is not uncommon for people to experience functional voice difficulties
following a heavy cold or flu, and laryngitis.

•

Compensation People who have functional voice difficulties can often get into a habit
of repeatedly forcing the voice to make themselves heard, in order to compensate for
their poor voice quality. This can sometimes lead to organic changes, such as vocal cord
nodules, polyps, cysts and laryngitis: your voice therapist will be able to tell you whether
or not you have developed any of these.

What can I do about it?
Well, that’s what this course is all about. First, it needs to be said that there are no instant cures for a
functional voice difficulty. There are no drugs or other treatments that we can offer that can ‘cure’
it. This course is aimed at helping you to manage and improve your voice difficulty. In brief, you’ll be
encouraged to do the following:
•

adopt good vocal hygiene strategies

•

identify and eliminate any vocally abusive behaviors, such as throat clearing

•

learn to relax – in general, and especially the muscles of the head and neck area

•

use effective breathing methods

•

eliminate any strain or extreme effort in producing the voice by using so-called ‘easy
onset’

•

use an efficient voice projection technique

•

as far as possible, eliminate the cause of the voice difficulty – this could involve changes
to your environment/work place

And the good news…..
As the causes and symptoms of functional voice difficulties vary so much from person to
person, it’s not possible to predict that you will be able to improve your voice 100%.
However, experience shows us that, by following the advice contained in this course, it is
likely that you will increase the flexibility and strength of your voice and that you will be
better able to manage any potential difficulties in the future.
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