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Distinguishing Amateurs from Professionals: Approaches to Songwriting in Keele Folk 

and Acoustic Club  
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There is a vast amount of academic literature available on the subject of folk music. The revival-

inspiring work of Cecil Sharp is continued by the folk arts centre in his name (Cecil Sharp House 

n.d); Brocken (2003) provides one out of many accounts of the British folk revival, and various 

journal articles explore the nuances of specific folk practices, such as the folksong landscape 

within a university context (Blake 2016), and the history of morris dancing (Wooders 2015). 

However, relatively little academic attention has been paid to the common folk club.  

Given the sheer number of folk clubs present today, with their numbers increasing from 

9 to 1700 over a span of 20 years (Boyes 1993: XI), the limited study of such a commonplace 

organisation is surprising. Pickering and Green (1987: 32) characterise the modern folk club as 

a relatively democratic, non-profit organisation, designed to welcome and accommodate 

performers of all ages and experience levels. Boyes’ (1993: 232) brief overview of folk club 

history succinctly explains how the social format of the folk club was originally borrowed from 

skiffle clubs, and traces the evolution of the folk club format to a relatively stable consensus 

conceived in 1957. Indeed, the social rules of a folk club are far easier to codify than the nature 

of folk music itself. Typically located in a relaxed but somewhat disruptive pub environment, 

Smith (1987: 165) suggests that a “spatiotemporal marking off” of the folk club enables “a 

separate set of rules governing the social behaviour of those who choose to enter that 

environment to be developed”. This results in the operation of a “role-rule” model of conduct 

within the space to maintain order over the course of the evening (Smith 1987: 165). 

The folk club is typically more relaxed and “comradely” than alternative musical 

environments (Pickering and Green 1987:32), yet Smith (1987) suggests via the existence of 

this model that there are still enough status indicators present to indicate distinct social roles 

(usually based on the regularity of club members’ attendance) and enough hierarchical 

structures in place to regulate the smooth running of the club. However, Smith’s (1987: 166) 

analysis of the Glebe live music club in Sunderland suggests that enforcing these social rules 

too rigidly can lead to poor club attendance; yet, in spite of these potentially limiting norms, a 

variety of amateur, professional, and semi-professional “folkies” can be found within the club 

environment.  

It is not uncommon for the singer-songwriter to be featured within this mix of listeners 

and performers, drawn in by the "creative energy" and tolerant support of newcomers to the folk 

club environment (Pickering and Green 1987:32). However, the difficulty of defining the nominal 

role of “singer-songwriter”, a term which is additionally used as a genre label on occasion, is 

almost met with as much difficulty as defining the “folk music” genre (as is true of many musical 

labels, the definition of the genre category itself is a matter of significant debate, regardless of 

the clear-cut marketing purposes of such labels). Marc and Green (2016: 2) highlight the 

surprising lack of both academic information available to describe the singer-songwriter. They 

come to their own generic, cross-cultural definition:  
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an artist who composes and performs music and lyrics (with or without the assistance of 

other musicians) in light of which fact the listener believes he/she can discern the artist’s 

personality and values by paying close attention to lyrics, to how these are sung, and to 

their music accompaniment, all through the prism of a perceived authenticity. (Marc and 

Green 2016: 9) 

 

This definition draws attention to the importance of perceived authenticity and confessional 

lyrics in the output of the singer-songwriter, subsequently highlighting several factors important 

to the origins of the term. The historical background of the “singer-songwriter” is rooted in a 

mixture of commercial marketing, where the persona of the lone creative genius is capitalised 

upon; the development of the folk revival, which placed an emphasis on lyrical relevance, often 

in the form of protest songs; and youth culture, whereby an increasing number of student 

meeting spaces enabled the intimate level of communication necessary for the genre’s 

development (Marc and Green 2016: 10-12). Clearly, there is a considerable overlap between 

the folk scene and the role of the singer-songwriter; their entwined history led to a shared 

emphasis on authenticity, albeit to different effects. 

 Folk music's relationship with authenticity acts as a genre marker for “folkies”, 

regardless of Pickering and Green’s (1987:13) claim that such genuineness is a “figment of the 

conservative and radical imagination”. However, the strive for and recognition of authenticity 

simultaneously restricts the genre. Frith (2017), for example, explains folk music in terms of an 

ideological community and method of music-making, providing the example of how rock music 

has adopted folk values to distinguish itself from pop. Similarly, Brocken (2003: 131) describes 

how "folkies" often act in opposition of commercialism, frowning upon standard business 

practices within the music industry in favour of small, word-of-mouth networks. Unfortunately, 

this emphasis hinders the development of the genre. Brocken (2003: 116) suggests that the folk 

revival focus on creating a "pastiche of the stereotypical past" has the contradictory effect of 

restraining the freedom of a supposedly spontaneous, fluid music style, actively combating folk 

music’s survival while trying to do just the opposite.  

The “singer-songwriter”, on the other hand, has encountered a more successful outcome 

in debates regarding authenticity (Braae 2016: 307). The authentic singer-songwriter is 

presumed to "convey their own truth" (Braae 2016: 307) through their music. Indeed, Rooksby 

(2006: 99) and Williams (2016: 226) suggest that universal, emotional experiences are common 

lyrical topics. Therefore, the lyrics of a singer-songwriter must achieve the paradoxical aim of 

reflecting an individual's personal thoughts and feelings in a manner which can be understood 

universally. 

Perhaps this positive acceptance of authenticity is due to the openness of lyrical 

interpretation. Listeners interpret musical messages according to their own personal schemas1 

and singer-songwriters can capitalise upon this understanding. Alternatively, a more cynical 

perspective would suggest that the influence of the “authentic” artistic persona is a carefully 

crafted marketing image, designed to sell songs. Artists may present a misleading image of 

themselves and the songwriting process that is far more individualised than the reality of the 

                                                
1 A schema is a set of expectations an individual possesses based upon their personal history and 
ingrained cultural beliefs; these expectations are used as a cognitive framework to interpret unfamiliar 
information (Reber, Allen and Reber 2009). 
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matter (Bennett 2012: 149). One way in which this authenticity can manifest, outside of live 

performance and interviews, is through lyric writing.  

There are many books available on the subject of commercial lyric writing and 

songwriting. Lyric writing advice is often reminiscent of more general creative writing advice (an 

unsurprising observation, since both musical and written forms of creativity must grapple with 

discovering and refining the raw ideas of the muse). Pattison (2009: 16, 33) for example, refers 

to the writing technique of "show don't tell" and suggests creating a specialised worksheet to 

focus and draw lyric ideas from. Such advice is pertinent on an individual level, yet it is more 

common for those within the industry to compose through collaboration.  

Most texts on the subject of songwriting recognise that, as with any advice given in the 

arts, the techniques used are a matter of personal preference and can be altered accordingly. 

Nevertheless, common practice industry methods do exist, and typically operate within cowriting 

team setups (Bennett 2012: 139). One common writing technique is often exemplified at the 

start of Nashville co-writing sessions: each songwriter provides a list of potential song titles and 

the selected title becomes a stimulus to frame the rest of the song (Bennett’s 2012: 154; 

Rooksby 2006: 38). This method allows the songwriter to keep the overall lyrical theme in mind 

at all times throughout the songwriting process instead of struggling to produce lyrics at the end 

of the composition, a problem reported by many amateur songwriters (Bennet 2012:154).  

Bennett (2012: 151) reflects upon the distinction between the musical process of 

amateur songwriters and professional songwriters, a difference he came across through 

teaching in the UK. This difference is perhaps most apparent with how amateur songwriters 

approach lyric writing: Rooksby (2006: 8) reflects that many songwriters struggle with writing 

lyrics, in part because the skills required for creative lyric writing are different to those necessary 

for musical composition. Bennett (2012: 151) suggests that the challenge for amateur 

songwriters stems from the commercial element of making autobiographical, confessional lyrics 

more generalisable to a universal audience of listeners. Rooksby (2006: 60) goes as far as to 

suggest that the vocabulary of lyrics varies depending on how commercial the aim of the 

songwriter is, a factor worthy of consideration when the non-commercial origin of the folk-based 

singer-songwriter is taken into account. In contrast, industry professionals who must frequently 

produce musical material for widespread audiences will be more experienced in these areas, 

and familiar with techniques that maintain their creative integrity within the business constraints 

of the music industry (Long and Barber 2017: 566). Evidently, the awareness of the individual’s 

approach to songwriting and the efficiency of their practice depends on the situation of the 

songwriter. 

Despite these differences between amateur and professional songwriting practices, the 

work of amateur songwriters remains largely under-researched. It is clear that amateur 

songwriters do not necessarily have the same practically creative routine that professional 

songwriters possess, but the methods that amateurs do adopt are unclear. How similar are the 

concerns and processes of amateur songwriters when compared to professionals; does an 

amateur’s perceived musical audience ever extend beyond themselves; does the romantic 

mystery of the lone songwriter creatively angsting over their instrument extend to amateurs and; 

assuming that amateur songwriters compose for different reasons and within different contexts 

to professional songwriters (Bennett 2012: 140), how do amateurs approach the process of 
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composition? One explanation for the lack of research in this area may be the difficulty of 

defining and operationalising the term "amateur".  

As with folk music and the singer-songwriter, the "amateur" faces similar difficulties in 

generating a one-size-fits-all definition. One may assume that earning money for songwriting 

would define the role of the professional songwriter, whereas the amateur, unpaid songwriter 

would compose for recreational purposes (Finnegan 2007: 13). However, Finnegan (2007) 

highlights the ambiguities in this binary definition through her work exploring amateur music-

making in Milton Keynes. How does one define the supposedly professional musician who ends 

up out-of-pocket, and what of those musicians who only provide work on a freelance basis 

around their full-time jobs (Finnegan 2007: 12-14)? The issue of money defining the role of the 

professional is further complicated by the fact that, according to Long and Barber (2017: 563): 

“there is no formalised route to songwriting”, suggesting that there is a fine line between that of 

professional and amateur. In addition to this, Finnegan (2007: 16) highlights that the terms can 

“become a political statement rather than an indicator of economic status”, adding an element of 

emotional identification to terminology that one might initially assume is objective. I have 

experienced the difficulty of this definition on a personal level; my guitar teacher writes songs 

and even set up a songwriting business, yet he self-deprecatingly describes his work as that of 

an amateur, implying that simply making money out of the creative endeavour is not necessarily 

enough to define oneself as a professional songwriter. 

Finnegan (2007: 14) deals with this issue by proposing an amateur-professional 

continuum of musicianship. Analysing the differences between professionals and amateurs on 

this basis allows for a more nuanced perspective of the differences and similarities between the 

two, and does so without disregarding the complex ambiguities of definition. Behr’s (2012) 

ethnographic study of Edinburgh open mic nights is perhaps the closest research has come at 

present to exploring this ideological continuum outside of Finnegan’s (2007) work. Behr (2012: 

559) describes the open mic night as an “under-examined activity that lies in the hinterland of 

professional live music and services a junction between professional and amateur practice” but 

the study remains primarily focused on matters of performance and presentation within the 

venue, instead of the creative processes involved in producing the musical material itself. 

Generally speaking, songwriting research still remains largely focused around those songwriters 

that are fully immersed in the music industry and would therefore be closer to the “professional” 

end of the continuum proposed by Finnegan (2007). 

The present study aims to explore this research gap. Finnegan (2007: 58) suggested 

that the folk scene is best understood from the perspective of the relatively understudied local 

folk club; therefore, I shall investigate these issues through the study of singer-songwriters at a 

university folk club. I hypothesise that amateur songwriters will have less of a need for 

commercial audience awareness and that the differences between these amateurs and 

professional counterparts, as described in the literature at present, will be reflected through their 

approach to lyric construction. 
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A KFAC Case Study 

Keele Folk and Acoustic Club (often abbreviated to KFAC or Keele folk club) is a society which 

has existed at Keele University2 since 1962. Originally set up by a lecturer and a handful of 

students, these informal gatherings continue to take place every Thursday evening in the 

upstairs room of an on-campus pub. Attendees are a mixture of students, ex-students, those 

who are involved in the folk scene but not necessarily the university (e.g: local morris dancers), 

and sometimes lecturers. However, the majority are, unsurprisingly, students who are currently 

enrolled in their studies. I myself attended the club for the duration of my undergraduate degree 

and took on the position of club secretary in 2016-2018. 

The setup for sessions generally depends on the preferences of the incumbent club 

committee, those who attend the sessions and the number of people in the room. In the club's 

present incarnation, members are encouraged to sit in a circle, with or without an instrument, 

and each musician who is willing to play performs one song per round, with a break for drinks 

occurring typically in between each, or every other, musical circuit of the circle. All musical 

genres and levels of musical experience are welcomed, and one does not have to play an 

instrument to participate in listening and enjoying the atmosphere of the space (though some 

listeners are inspired to start learning an instrument and later return to perform themselves). It is 

the club president's role to ensure that each performer who wants to perform receives a turn, 

and to smooth out any disagreements that may arise over the course of the evening, with 

assistance from their fellow committee members (secretary and treasurer).  

KFAC operates through a role-rule model which each committee member is responsible 

for enforcing. The role of committee members in the social and musical management of the 

room is paramount to ensuring that each performer is heard in the absence of amplification3, for 

example. It is not uncommon for club members to exit and enter the room during performances 

to go to the toilet, and to order food and drinks from the bar, but the emphasis is always placed 

on respecting the music of each performer. Consequently, the club president will often 

announce when an individual is about perform in order to corral a quieter level of background 

noise from the room.  

KFAC is led not so much by the tradition of folk music itself, but by the organisational 

skills of the committee within the constraints of the venue, and what is considered to be socially 

appropriate within the informal university setting. As Brocken (2003: 120-121) states, this is 

defined by both the authority of the "collective club" and the “socialisation processes” from 

which the club initially emerged. In the case of KFAC, rules in regards to appropriate musical 

conduct are not dissimilar to that of an open mic night, except the musical scene is grounded 

within the context of a student-based venue, and the separation of audience and performer is 

not as distinct. Constraints for sessions in terms of scheduling, length and resources, are 

contingent upon this student setting. Academic deadlines affect factors such as the consistency 

of membership and attendance, and the likelihood of a session continuing late into the night (as 

the evening progresses the likelihood of group jams increase); whereas the society budget, 

                                                
2 The largest campus-based University in the UK (over 600 acres) (Keele University 2019). The institution 
is based on a hill near Stoke-on-Trent. 
3 There is typically no amplification in KFAC sessions but there are occasional exceptions. An electric 
guitar was used by a committee member at a taster session, for example. 



 6 

committee organisation4 and the society's relationship with the student union and other societies 

influence the performance opportunities5 available to club members, and instruments available 

during sessions6, although, for the most part, club members are generally happy to swap or 

provide their own instrument(s) to others where necessary.  

Although all varieties of music are encouraged at sessions, the most common type of 

performance consists of guitar and vocal covers that the group can sing along to. KFAC would 

meet Kosby’s (1978: 5-6) definition of a “contemporary club”, as opposed to a “traditional” one in 

this sense, due to the relatively recent composition of most songs performed: many of the 

performers who attend KFAC write their own songs and test them out in the “safe space” of the 

club, as one might do at an open mic night (Behr 2012: 564). These original compositions often 

become well enough known by club regulars to facilitate further group participation in the form of 

intimate group jams and singalongs (this mode of performance is particularly encouraged by the 

current club president, who often performs with his band and accompanies other musicians 

during sessions). I drew upon these folk club members via the KFAC Facebook page for the 

purposes of this study. 

 

Method 

Initial interviews were conducted through the distribution of an online survey distributed on the 

KFAC Facebook page. I constructed follow-up questions based on my analysis of survey 

responses and distributed them via email to those who had indicated their agreement to being 

contacted in the future. 5 participants responded to the initial survey but only 2 of these 5 

responded to follow-up questions. The difficulty of contacting KFAC members meant that, for 

the most part, data was gleaned from survey responses. However, I was able to conduct a 

follow-up interview over Skype with one survey respondent.  

My initial survey questions were partly based on interview questions posed by Kelly 

(2000). I asked after the respondent's musical inspiration, respective approaches to lyric and 

music writing, and whether they considered themselves to be an amateur or not, as Stebbins 

(1978:94) suggests that self-identification is the best method for separating out the amateur 

musician from the professional. Follow-up questions aimed to clarify responses and further 

explore the issues raised by respondents. Survey responses were then analysed according to 

the six stages of thematic analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). 

 

Analysis 

The ages of participants who responded to the initial survey were respectively 23 (respondent 

A), 19 (respondent B), 69 (respondent C), 25 (respondent D) and 20 years old (respondent E). 

All respondents were male. Despite the limited sample size, this is strikingly reflective of the 

                                                
4 KFAC produced an album for both 2016 and 2017, drawing from the experience of committee members 
who studied music technology, and the enthusiastic collaboration of club members. 
5 In previous years the committee has organised club performances at SU events, annual performance 
opportunities in collaboration with other societies, and occasional performance evenings at a pub in the 
nearby town of Newcastle-Under-Lyme. 
6 In the second year that I was on committee, the club invested in a cajon. Depending on who reached 
the drum first during a session, this was either a great boon or a terrible mistake. 
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demographic distribution at a typical KFAC session where the majority of performers are male 

and part of the student age bracket, with the exception of local, typically older "folkies".  

All respondents met the study criteria of self-defining as amateurs. Respondent C 

explained this self-definition on a subjective level, describing himself as a "competent 'busker' at 

best" and noting that "i simply can't take it too seriously". However, most respondents defined 

the amateur role in direct opposition to the financial gain of the professional musician, with only 

respondent A reflecting upon the difficulty of defining the term. Despite the overwhelmingly 

financial definition of the “professional musician” and the self-defined amateur status of those 

interviewed, two respondents noted that they had been paid for their music: one respondent had 

earned “£40 for so far" and another had "played a few small gigs, but my total earnings are way 

below £100, I have also not released any music publicly", further highlighting the problem of 

definition raised by Finnegan (2007). Although finance is implicated in the definition of the 

professional musician, the nature of these responses suggest that there is a uniquely perceived 

financial tipping point for each individual, where one crosses the boundary from amateur to 

professional. Nevertheless, the limited reference to active immersion in the music industry itself 

within responses largely suggests that the participants interviewed are closer to the amateur 

end of Finnegan’s (2007) proposed continuum. 

 Three broad themes arose in the data: variability, technical ability and self-expression. 

The nature of these themes are outlined and explored below.  

 

Variability 

This theme refers to the spontaneity and variation of the creative process that was highlighted 

by all respondents. This was most obviously emphasised by respondent C, who described his 

music as "sporadic". When asked how his songwriting had changed over time, he further 

emphasised the consistency of the inconsistent muse:  

 

it's still as sporadic and unpredictable as ever (the so-called 'muse' within is a very 

capricious 'mistress' if I can put it like that?) (Respondent C, 69) 

 

Similarly, other respondents referenced the spontaneity of the compositional process, 

one explaining how he would usually "jot down a flurry of ideas that might come to my mind" 

and another describing how he began composing from “the initial hook, as that usually just 

appears". In the case of all five respondents, the creative process was generally described as 

an almost instinctual process where raw ideas, seemingly plucked from the ether of the mind, 

were refined into song format. 
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The variability of this creative process 

was emphasised more broadly through 

responses to the question: “What comes first, 

the music or the words, or both at the same 

time?”, as depicted in figure 1. Two 

respondents (C and B) reflected that writing 

lyrics usually came first in the songwriting 

process (with one noting that they were 

primarily a “wordsmith”), whereas respondent 

E stated that the music normally came first. 

Respondent A reflected that the process was 

"different every time", and respondent D 

explained that it depended upon the genre of 

music he was composing. No respondents 

claimed that the words and music came 

simultaneously.  

This spectrum of responses implies both the individuality of the creative process and the 

variation of the process itself. Respondent A, for example, noted that he struggled with different 

parts of the compositional process each time he composed, while respondent D reflected upon 

the evolution of his unique musical style, taste and motivations over time. The mixture of 

responses to this question may be in part due to the limited sample size of the study, but they 

could also be argued to reflect the sheer idiosyncrasy of the songwriting process. As respondent 

D noted, “My method is my method and it might work for some and it might not for others”. 

 

Self-expression 

Conveying genuine emotion through songwriting was a topic touched upon by all but one 

respondent. The importance of this theme consequently meant that the majority of respondents 

referenced the influence of emotion in songwriting. Respondent D noted that his earlier songs 

tended to be "very reflective of my darker mood and a dark time in my life when I was writing 

more serious music" while another described emotion as the starting point for their 

compositional work: "When I feel sad I pick up a pen & paper and let everything flow".  

These responses are reflective of the characteristic singer-songwriter confessional 

whereby songwriting acts as an emotional mirror and venting process. This approach is typically 

common to fledgling songwriters (Rooksby 2006: 85), a factor further supported by the survey 

data: the oldest survey respondent (age 69) did not reference emotion at all in his answers, 

instead choosing to refer to practical songwriting techniques. The 23-year-old respondent, in 

comparison, was particularly emphatic about building lyrics upon an honest, personal feeling: 

 

I think songwriting is such like a form of expressing yourself, and in a lot of ways it's the 

only way I feel comfortable expressing a lot of those things so I have such a connection 

to those songs that when it's like oh I'll write a song about something else, that isn't my 

current feeling, I just don't feel connected to it. I just don't like it as much. (Respondent 

A, 23) 

 

Figure 1 - Percentage response to question "What comes 

first, the music or the words, or both at the same time?" 
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A similar sentiment was conveyed by respondent E, who noted that, for the most part, he 

didn't typically think about his prospective audience while composing, preferring to "write songs 

as they come, how they feel in the moment". These responses place an emphasis on self-

expression over deliberate efforts to appeal to others, with all respondents emphasising that 

they composed in accordance with their own standards of creativity and quality. Nevertheless, 

despite this emphasis, some thought was still given to how the message of the song would be 

received. Respondent B described their lyrics as "Melancholy, relatable", harking back to 

Bennett’s (2012: 151) suggestion of the universal lyric, and respondent A mentioned that the 

personal nature of his songs made him very wary of who he performed to, even within the KFAC 

environment. Therefore, while individual self-expression was generally deemed to be an 

important part of the songwriting process of those interviewed, this was not with complete 

disregard to external audience reception. 

 

Technical ability 

This theme refers to the practical resources and techniques involved in songwriting, and how 

each respondent utilises these to meet their own creative standards. This was perhaps best 

exemplified in responses to the question “What tips would you give a first-time lyric writer?”. 

 The responses to this question can be broadly categorised into two groups: writing 

inspiration and writing technique. The former category refers to the mental conditions necessary 

for creative lyric production, whereas the latter references concrete writing techniques. Both 

categories were perceived by respondents to affect the quality of the final song. Their responses 

are illustrated in table 1.  

 

Table 1 - response categories and answers to the question “What tips would you give a first-

time lyric writer?” 

Response type Quote 

Writing 
Inspiration 

“Write whatever you feel like writing” (Respondent A) 
”Keep an absolutely open mind and look for material in the ordinary 
everyday often hum-drum stuff of life.” (Respondent C) 
“Put yourself in a place where you feel comfortable. For me that's in my 
room isolated away from people where I can feel free to write what ever 
the hell I want.” (Respondent D) 

Writing 
Technique 

“Write and keep writing. My method is my method and it might work for 
some and it might not for others. Writing is very spontaneous so just write. 
Ideas flow as well. You write one lyric down and you'll be flooded with 
several ideas and you keep going. It's a story of course, it's no different.” 
(Respondent D) 
“People tend to write lyrics to make a certain point and over-explain this 
point in their lyrics. This rarely comes off well when listening to the song 
back; sometimes less is more” (Respondent E) 
“Don’t feel obliged to rhyme” (Respondent B) 

 

Technical ability was particularly important to respondent D, who characterised his 

musical progress over the years in terms of creative exploration, stating: "My main inspiration is 
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to make amazing music that is technically challenging comparable to the things I've previously 

listened to". No other respondent referenced a technical aim so explicitly, but one did note that 

he started writing songs because “my friend was writing some but they were bad and I knew I 

could do better". Respondent E explained his musical improvements in terms of complexity. 

However, he also clarified that this complexity had to make sense within the song:  

 

I used to try and use complex chord progressions and weird chord voicing for no reason. 

These days, I keep it basic and put melody first, adding weird chord turns and voicings 

when appropriate (Respondent E, 20) 

 

These data extracts highlight the importance of meaningful musical complexity for these 

respondents. Although this was not referenced directly by the other respondents, the nature of 

the musical craft itself was illustrated through reference to the resources used to construct a 

song. Respondent C, whose songs originally developed from poetry, wrote his lyrics “on the 

back of envelopes or whatever comes to hand” for example, suggesting that the immediacy and 

convenience of the tool is vital; whereas respondent A, who was initially a drummer in a band, 

referenced the guitar as a “tool” for songwriting itself, claiming that he only started to learn the 

instrument in order to compose (he also wanted to learn the piano to broaden his musical 

“canvas”), highlighting the influence of instrumentation on his creative process. Both 

approaches were invariably linked to the focus of each respondent’s musical ability. 

 

Limitations 

My analysis is primarily limited by the small sample size, the uneven data distribution obtained 

from my surveys (only participants A and E responded to the follow-up survey) and the limited 

opportunity to interview respondents in person. Long and Barber (2017: 562) highlight the 

difficulty respondents often experience in articulating the creative process, and this articulation 

is perhaps more easily pondered and explored via active discussion. This was evidenced by the 

fact that respondent A, who provided the most limited answers to the initial survey, proceeded to 

provide the most lengthy, in-depth responses in the follow-up interview context. Clearly, 

answers to open questions are more readily elaborated on in face-to-face interview contexts. 

Unfortunately, conducting interviews with all participants was not possible for the most part due 

to a combination of geography and getting ahold of participants during the busy university term.  

The difficulty in contacting study participants also highlights a further experimental issue 

in my methodology: the participant that I was able to interview was consequently a songwriter 

from my own social group. This familiarity helped to breed rapport and henceforth data, but it 

also meant that I may have missed questioning certain assumptions about songwriting methods, 

especially given my own experiences as a singer-songwriter and previous KFAC member. 

In conclusion, while these themes may be representative of the chosen sample, they 

should not be generalised outside of the KFAC context. The conclusions drawn from this pilot 

study make tentative comparisons between the work of amateurs and professional musicians, 

but further research is needed to explore this relationship in more depth. 
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Conclusion 

Three prominent themes characterised the lyric and overall songwriting process of the KFAC 

amateur songwriters: self-expression, technical ability and variability. These themes were 

indicative of the creative process in more than one medium to some extent, as the multifaceted 

nature of songwriting requires musical creativity and creative writing skills. All respondents 

wrote both the music and lyrics for their songs and voiced a sense of independent ownership for 

each song; though musical direction was occasionally influenced by the specific purpose of the 

song itself (i.e. respondent D creating a soundtrack for a friend's videogame). This suggests that 

one must hone a multitude of skills to successfully compose, an issue which both amateurs and 

professional musicians grapple with. 

Interestingly, though collaborations do not appear to be not uncommon in either amateur 

or professional songwriting settings, only a couple of the respondents referenced cowriting: 

most spoke of their lone songwriting efforts. Teams of songwriters are common in the 

commercial music industry, yet these groups are often shrouded in artistic secrecy for marketing 

reasons; Bennett (2012: 149) highlights how artists such as Newton Faulkner "actually use 

backroom co-writers, but are incentivised to obfuscate their collaborative processes because of 

the need to sell the authenticity of the song – and therefore their own credibility as 

'songwriters'". However, the same would presumably not hold true for amateurs who are less 

focused on selling their musical output and are motivated to compose for less commercial 

reasons, as was the case with the KFAC respondents. Despite this, the “romantic mystery” of 

the lone songwriter prevailed in the data set, with respondents only briefly touching upon the 

nature of collaborative songwriting efforts, and referencing a process of creativity that is almost 

magical in its spontaneity. This trend is similarly identified by Long and Barber (2017: 562) and 

may perhaps be more reflective of the questions posed to respondents, and the media-

encouraged ideology of the individual songwriter, rather than the objective reality of songwriting.  

Factors which played into this narrative of romantic mystery were the importance of 

feelings and the idiosyncrasy of songwriting methods. Long and Barber (2015: 148) argue that 

"emotion is bound to a concept of authenticity and the musical and lyrical form of song" in the 

context of established professional songwriting. This statement is further supported in the 

context of KFAC amateur songwriters. The importance of authenticity in both musical and lyrical 

terms presented difficulties for respondent A, who noted that “when you write personal lyrics it's 

quite difficult to not just repeat yourself"; and respondent E, who remarked that the hardest part 

of songwriting for him was ”Writing lyrics that mean something”. This suggests that the values of 

professionals and KFAC amateurs are not so different: both place emphasis on authenticity; 

however, professional musicians may be more aware of how to craft and repurpose this 

perception for marketing purposes.  

This commercial awareness may be shown through the songwriter's awareness of 

audience reception. Bennett (2012: 151) suggests that fledgling amateur songwriters prioritise 

their own experiences over that of the listener's when composing. Similarly, Rooksby (2006: 85) 

proposes that a songwriter's "breakthrough" often comes when they depart from writing lyrics on 

the subject of their own autobiographical experiences. This awareness was demonstrated to 

some extent by respondent E, who referenced actively trying to make his songs more 

"accessible" when he had a sense of his audience during the composition process; but this level 

of audience attention during composition was, by his own admission, uncommon. Bennett 
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(2012: 151) suggests that the typical amateur approach to lyric writing may be a result of the 

media’s focus on emotional authenticity rather than on the practical technique of songwriting 

itself. This perception might additionally contribute towards the general amateur status of being 

"less prepared" in comparison to their professional counterparts, as suggested by Stebbins 

(1978: 94), and provides further credence to Stebbins’s (1992: 39) assertion that the work of 

amateurs is juxtaposed between public and professional knowledge. Therefore, the closer the 

musician to the amateur side of Finnegan's (2007) amateur-professional continuum, the higher 

the likelihood of this manifesting through highly personal lyrics, which are not necessarily easy 

for the unfamiliar listener to understand.  

In conclusion, the present study provides some insight into the methods of amateur 

singer-songwriters within a folk club context, and the relationship between these songwriters 

and their musical material. The themes that arose from the data were not dissimilar to themes 

that arose from interviews with professionals. This may be due to the nature of the interview 

questions being partly drawn from example interviews with professional songwriters, but may 

also be reflective of the regularly broadcast norm of the romantic, mysterious lone creative. The 

KFAC data indicates that amateurs broadly adopt similar songwriting methodologies to 

professional songwriters, but are less refined in the practiced manner of their approach. 

Nevertheless, the KFAC data is relatively minimal in its scope and future research should 

explore these conclusions further, particularly in the case of amateur co-writing contexts. 
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