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Objective: Music is a very crucial art form that can evoke emo-
tions, and the harmonious presence of the human voice in music
is an impactful part of this process. As a result, vocals have had
some significant effects on contemporary music. The mechanism
behind the cochlear implant (CI) recipients perceiving different as-
pects of music is clear; however, how well they perceive vocal
tuning within music it is not well known. Hence, this study evalu-
ated the mistuning perception of CI recipients and compared their
performance with normal-hearing (NH) listeners.

Study Design, Setting, and Patients: A total of 16 CI users (7
cisgender men, 9 cisgender women) and 16 sex-matched NH con-
trols with an average age of 30.2 (£10.9; range, 19-53) years and
23.5 (£6.1; range, 20-37) years, respectively, were enrolled in this
study. We evaluated the mistuning ability using the mistuning per-
ception test (MPT) and assessed self-perceived music perception
and engagement using the music-related quality-of-life questionnaire.
Test performance was measured and reported on the item-response
theory metric with a z score ranging from —4 to +4.

Results: A significant difference in the MPT scores was found be-
tween NH and CI recipients, whereas a significant correlation was
noted between the music-related quality-of-life questionnaire—
frequency subscale and MPT scores. No significant correlations
were found between age, CI age, and CI usage duration and MPT
performance.

Conclusions: This study revealed that musical mistuning percep-
tion is a limitation for Cl recipients, similar to previously evaluated
aspects of music perception. Hence, it is important to consider this
aspect in the assessment of music perception, enjoyment, and
music-based auditory interventions in CI recipients, as vocals
are paramount in music perception and recreation. The MPT is a
convenient and accessible tool for mistuning assessment in CI
and hearing-aid users.

Key Words: Cochlear implant—Mistuning perception—Music-
related quality of life.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite significant improvements in various auditory as-
pects with cochlear implant (CI) technology, music remains
a challenging concept for CI users. CI recipients have poorer
musical perception skills in various aspects including pitch
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perception (1-3), melody recognition (4—7), timbre recogni-
tion (2,8—11), melodic contour identification (12—14), and
dissonance—harmony perception (15,16). Besides the poorer
perception, musical enjoyment and appreciation can also be
limited (17-20), albeit not as prominent or as consistent as
with music perception. Considering that enjoyment is a very
individualize and subjective process, factors contributing to
music appraisal/enjoyment are a topic of debate. Studies
have suggested that previous music experience, various
psychoacoustical abilities, residual hearing, and individual
differences (e.g., cognitive factors and demographics) may
influence music appraisal (21-24). This aspect requires
consideration for the perceived benefits of CI recipients,
considering the significant relationship between music
and quality-of-life (QoL) measurements (25,26).

As aresult of the limited music perception and appraisal,
researchers and CI manufacturers aimed to overcome this
limitation. Various approaches are developed such as differ-
ent sound processing strategies or changing the features of
music before CI processing. Researchers proposed using
schemes to reduce spectral complexity (27-30) and remixing
music based on the preferences of CI recipients (31-34). In
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various studies, the most consistent and critical finding of
previous studies is that CI recipients preferred larger vocals
to instrument ratio in songs ranging from 3 to 15 dB (31),
1.92 and 3.82 dB on average (33), and 89 dB on average
(34,35). This common observation is intruding considering
the importance of human voice and lyrics in modern music.
Although research often focuses on singular aspects of mu-
sic, vocal perception in a busy musical stream is critical.
Globally, it is easy to see that listeners listen mostly to music
with vocals, with a simple look at data on the current popular
music streaming services. Demetriou et al. (36) stated that
vocals are a salient component in the minds of listeners
and ranked high as a factor for liking a song. Because distin-
guishing between vocal and instrumental voices is difficult
for CI recipients because of limited access to pitch and tim-
bre cues (31), vocal perception in music is worth consider-
ation in this population.

Musical tuning between musical instruments and the hu-
man voice is an integral part of music composition and perfor-
mance. In modern popular and mainstream music, fixed-pitch
instruments mostly tuned to equally tempered tuning system
are used. In this system, the octave is divided into 12 loga-
rithmically equal pitch classes, and each adjacent pitch is
separated by a semitone. Each semitone has a fundamental
frequency that is perceptually experienced as a pitch. The
various discrete pitch categories can be grouped to create
scales that provide a conceptual framework. Unintended
deviations from the pitch prescribed by the melody and scale
can be perceived as a mistuning (37,38). Normal-hearing
(NH) listeners make reliable judgments of mistuning be-
tween music and vocals and have an intuitive notion of what
sounds correct (39). Although in-tune melodies are theoreti-
cally associated with coherent musical intervals and a con-
stant center of tone, singing performances often deviate from
such normative expectations. Despite some variabilities in
terms of musical tuning and perceived performance quality
(38), occasional singers often deviate from 0 to 80 cents when
singing (40).

In real life, CI users most often listen to vocal perfor-
mances accompanied by several instruments. Thus, relation-
ship between musical instruments and vocals may be a sig-
nificant consideration when evaluating music enjoyment
and perception. However, besides the vocal-music ratio
studies, the detection of mistuning in vocals has never been
evaluated in CI recipients. We believe that it would reflect
real-life musical experiences better and comprehensively
in CI users when used in conjunction with music appraisal
tools, such as questionnaires (41). Thus, this study aimed to
investigate the mistuning perception in NH and CI users
and compare these skills with their music-related QoL.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

Participants
Sixteen CI users (7 cisgender men, 9 cisgender women)
and sex-matched 16 NH controls with an average age of
30.2 (£10.9; range, 19-53) years and 23.5 (£6.1; range,
20-37) years, respectively, participated in this study. CI
users were recruited by invitation among individuals who

Otology & Neurotology, Vol. 44, No. 5, 2023

were attending their regular fitting sessions in the university
clinic. The assessment was completed after the CI fitting and
free-field audiometric testing. NH was confirmed by type A
tympanogram, presence of acoustical reflexes, presence of
distortion product otoacoustic emissions (signal-to-noise ra-
tio 26 dB) in at least three frequency bands tested, and 20 dB
or better pure-tone average (between 250 and 8000 Hz) in
behavioral audiometry.

The inclusion criteria for CI recipients were as follows:
greater than 1 year of CI use, postlingual hearing loss (be-
fore 6 yr of age), age greater than 12 years during the test,
and normal auditory nerve and cochlear anatomy. All par-
ticipants could communicate orally and gain speech per-
ception scores after CI use (monosyllabic word recognition
score range, 96-56%). Participants were excluded if they
had any formal music education beyond regular music les-
sons in grade school or additional mental and neurological
disorders. Detailed information of CI recipients is listed in
Table 1. Hearing loss age and implantation age were also
collected. All Cl recipients had bilateral sensorineural hear-
ing loss (four frequency pure-tone average of 80 dB HL or
worse) preoperatively, they were all unilateral users, and
five of them had hearing aids in their contralateral ear (bi-
modal users). Eleven CI recipients without hearing aids in
their contralateral ear have no useful (pure-tone thresholds
not obtained or very high, e.g., 100—110 dB) acoustic hear-
ing in their contralateral ears.

The protocol of this study was approved by the ethics com-
mittee, and informed written consent was obtained from all
the participants.

Mistuning Perception Assessment

Several tests are available for the assessment of mistuning
(42—-45). Even though they all provide reliable and useful
measurements, most of them do not use real musical ex-
cerpts. The process usually involves removing the pitch
from the complex tones of various musical textures.
Larrouy-Maestri et al. (46) proposed to use real musical
excerpts that would be more beneficial and better to reflect
daily music-listening experiences in mistuning perception
assessment. They have developed a new assessment method
called the mistuning perception test (MPT) to measure
mistuning perception ability using popular musical ex-
cerpts (46). They conducted a validity and reliability study
in NH listeners using 37 musical pieces with various pitch
relations between vocals and instruments.

The mistuning ability was evaluated using the MPT, which
was developed and validated recently by Larrouy-Maestri et al.
(46). The MPT is an adaptive two-alternative forced choice
task testing the discrimination between a pitch-shifted and
unaltered version of the same short musical excerpts.
Participants were instructed to determine the “out-of-tune”
excerpt between the two. Each test started with detailed in-
structions and a two-trial training session, followed by the
real test that included 15 trials. The test performance was
measured and reported on the item-response theory metric
with a z score ranging from —4 to 4. Testing completed in an
acoustically treated room at a comfortable listening level.
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Demographics, cochlear implant information, and behavioral audiometry results

TABLE 1.

Free-Field Hearing Thresholds (dB)

Demographics

CI Ear CI Processor Bimodal 250 Hz 500 Hz 1000 Hz 2000 Hz 4000 Hz 6000 Hz 8000 Hz WRS (%)
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ClI indicates cochlear implant; Dur, duration; F, female; M, male; N, no; WRS, word recognition score; Y, yes.
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An MPT was conducted in a double-walled audiometric
booth (Industrial Acoustics Company Inc., Illinois, USA). The
sound intensity was set at 65 dBA, and the test stimuli were
presented on a computer connected to a Madsen Astera au-
diometer (Otometrics, Natus Medical, Denmark) with a single
JBL Control One Loudspeaker (JBL; Harman International,
Stamford, CT) positioned 1 m away with 0-degree azimuth
and elevation from the horizontal plane of participants' ears.

Music-Related QoL Assessment

Music-related QoL (MuRQoL) assessment was conducted
using the questionnaire developed by Dritsakis et al. (41), as a
measure to guide music rehabilitation for adult CI recipients,
and it was adapted and validated for the Turkish language
and culture by Akbulut et al. (47). MuRQoL is a 5-point
Likert-type scale with two subsections on the frequency
scale (FS) and importance scale (IS). Each subsection has
music perception and music engagement parts with 11
and 7 items each, respectively. Thus, each FS and IS have
a total of 18 items. Points obtained from each section were
converted to a 0 to 100 scale; that is, 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5 were
converted to 0, 25, 50, 75, and 100, respectively. Converted
scores were added up for FS and IS separately and divided
by 18, which is the number of items in each subscale that pro-
vided the final scores used for the analysis. Because the
MuRQoL scale was developed for CI recipients and our
aim was to assess the relationship between music-related QoL
and mistuning perception in CI recipients, only the CI group
completed the MuRQoL scale.

Data Analysis

Statistical analyses were performed using R Statistical
Software (www.r-project.org). Given the limited number
of patients, a normal distribution could not be assumed, and
the Mann-Whitney U test was used to compare the MPT for
the CI and NH groups. Spearman correlation coefficients
were calculated between MPT and MuRQoL FS and IS.
The results were considered significant when the p values
were less than 0.05.

RESULTS

MPT Group Differences

Detailed MPT results for the CI and NH groups are pre-
sented in Table 2. On average, the CI and NH groups scored
—0.12 and —1.18, respectively, and the difference was sig-
nificant (p < 0.001). Although the difference was signifi-
cant between the groups, the z score range (CI group,
3.55; NH group, 3.13) and variability measured with stan-
dard deviation (CI group, 0.83; NH group, 0.92) were com-
parable. Although not included in the statistical analysis be-
cause of a small sample size (n = 5), bimodal users scored
better on the MTP (z score = —0.91) than unilateral CI re-
cipients (z score = —1.35).

MuRQoL, Demographics, and MPT Scores
MuRQoL—FS and IS scores for the CI group are presented
in Table 3. A significant correlation was found between the
MuRQoL~FS and MPT results for the CI group (r=0.515;
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TABLE 2. Mistuning perception test results and descriptive statistics for the cochlear implant and normal-hearing groups

NH group (n = 16) Mean

95% Confidence interval for mean

Median

Variance

SD

Minimum

Maximum
CI group (n = 16) Mean

95% Confidence interval for mean

Median
Variance
SD
Minimum
Maximum

-0.1165
Lower bound —0.6068
Upper bound 0.3738
-0.1205
0.847
0.92018
-1.41
1.72
-1.1794
-1.6214
-0.7373
—-1.1210
0.688
0.82959
-3.34
0.21

Lower bound
Upper bound

CI indicates cochlear implant; NH, normal-hearing; SD, standard deviation.

p = 0.030). However, no significant correlation was found
between the MuRQoL—-IS and MPT results, even though
the correlation coefficient indicated medium-strength corre-
lation (= 0.438; p = 0.058). Moreover, no significant corre-
lation was found between chronological age (p = 0.198), CI
age (p = 0.094), and CI usage duration (p = 0.200) and
MPT scores.

DISCUSSION

In this study, we assessed the musical mistuning percep-
tion abilities of NH and CI listeners, and our results revealed
a poorer performance in the latter. This finding is not surpris-
ing, considering that NH listeners have better auditory per-
ception abilities, typical auditory development, and, in most
cases, richer and more comprehensive music-listening expe-
riences. Moreover, tuning perception in music requires both
a good pitch perception to track the fundamental frequency
provided by vocals and auditory stream segregation ability
to perceive relative pitch changes (48). NH listeners have
better pitch and auditory stream segregation abilities than
CI listeners.

Arguably, the most fundamental limitation stems from
limited and less precise (compared with NH) neural excitation
within the cochlea and the lack of temporal fine structure in
the CI processing. Modern CI systems use only 12 to 22
spectral channels to transmit a wide range of frequencies,

TABLE 3. Music-related quality of life—frequency scale and
importance scale subscale scores for cochlear implant group

MuRQoL Scores

Minimum  Maximum  Mean SD

Music perception—FS 2.46 491 3.68 0.81
Music engagement—FS 2.14 4.86 3.72 0.76
Total score—FS 233 4.89 3.70 0.73
Music perception—IS 2.00 5.00 4.18 0.81
Music engagement—IS 2.00 5.00 3.93 0.94
Total score—IS 2.00 5.00 4.09 0.84

FS indicates frequency scale; IS, importance scale; MuRQoL, music-related
quality of life; SD, standard deviation.

Otology & Neurotology, Vol. 44, No. 5, 2023

and because of channel interactions, the actual number of
independent channels is lower. The primary clue for pitch
perception is provided by fundamental frequency (FO) and
harmonics of the signal (49,50). FO and harmonics are un-
likely to be resolved with such poor frequency selectivity
(51,52). Other factors such as the electrode position and neu-
ral spread rate of spiral ganglion cells (53), amount of chan-
nel interaction, and propagation of neural excitation (54) can
also affect the accuracy of temporal pitch extraction. Up to
30 channels are required to achieve close tone recognition
accuracy in Cls, and even more channels are required for
music perception (55,56). In electrical hearing, multichannel
CI users can perceive musical pitch in two ways. The pri-
mary mechanism is based on rapid temporal fluctuation in
electrical impulses. Modern Cls generally do not change
the stimulation rate in speech-processing strategies, except
for the fine structure coding strategy, initiated by Med-El,
which changes the instantaneous stimulation rate at the api-
cal electrodes (57-59).

In this study, we also assessed the music-related QoL
with the MuRQoL scale, which reflects the attitudes of CI
users toward music. The CI recipient scores were compara-
ble to previous reports, and a significant moderate correla-
tion was found between FS and MPT. Accordingly, it can
be said that CI listeners' self-perceived music perception
abilities and engagement were positively associated with
mistuning perception. However, no significant correlation
was found between MPT results and IS (even though a
medium-low strength correlation coefficient was obtained);
thus, the “importance” and “value” CI listeners attach to
musical activities are not related to mistuning perception.
This difference between self-perceived abilities and impor-
tance can be explained with the subjective effect on a
person's life regardless of their hearing status and/or audi-
tory abilities. Besides data obtained from previous studies,
a weak or nonexistent relationship was found between mu-
sic perception abilities and music-listening habits in CI re-
cipients (19,20). Common sense also suggests that percep-
tion and enjoyment or importance are two different things
in life. Our findings provide a scientific and reasonable
conclusion on the very nature of music.
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This study showed that chronological age, implantation
age, and duration of CI usage were not related to the MPT
results. In many studies, musical perception may be related
to music education, enjoyment, and exposure rather than im-
plant age and duration of implant use (54,55,58). However,
in one study, the duration of CI use plays a role in the devel-
opment of music perception (54,55,58). Essentially, Giraud
et al. (54) point to improved auditory discrimination skills
in more experienced CI users and stated that electrical stim-
ulation causes experience-related changes in auditory cortex
functions after implantation (60). Plastic changes in the audi-
tory cortex may also explain individual auditory system dif-
ferences to fully use implant-provided information (60).
Thus, based on our study, whether a relationship exists be-
tween MPT and other demographic characteristics should
be investigated comprehensively with a structured sample.

Future Implications

Although ClIs have structural limitations for musical per-
ception, the effect of music education on MPT should also
be examined. Individuals who did not have a musical edu-
cation were included in our study. Studies have stated that
music education influences singing and pitch perception
of CI users. For example, Rocca (61) stated that they teach
instruments to many children older than 7 years who are CI
users. They found that many of these children could distin-
guish tones and semitones on their instruments, primarily
through the listening skills they have acquired by training
themselves to interpret the sounds they heard through their
implants. According to Fuller et al. (62), their findings may
imply that music education programs and/or device enhance-
ments that improve music perception can improve QoL and
hearing ability. In the light of this information, based on our
study, differences in performance in individuals with CI can
be examined by evaluation before and after music education
with the MPT. Because MPT consists of frequently heard
musical pieces, it can give a holistic result in understanding
the tonal awareness of CI users.

Thanks to technological innovations with CI, wireless au-
dio streaming with Bluetooth has become easier. With the di-
rect transfer of music to the ear, better mistuning perception
skills can develop with a better sound quality. In this case,
musical enjoyment can increase. Thus, future generations
will be more successful in recognizing musical differences
with these technological innovations. However, audiologists
should inform the family to encourage the use of this tech-
nology. Accordingly, for a better QoL standard, musical MPT
can be used in CI recipients.

Limitations

Bimodal users performed better in the MPT, but we could
not conduct a statistical comparison with adequate power
because of the small sample size. Bimodal users are less fre-
quent than unilateral CI recipients in our university clinic;
thus, only five bimodal users participated in this study. Con-
sidering the previous studies on the benefit of bimodal hear-
ing on various psychoacoustic tasks (10,63,64), inclusion
of more bimodal participants could provide a better under-
standing in the present study.

e285

CONCLUSIONS

Structural harmony between musical instruments and es-
pecially in human voice/vocals is a fundamental part of mu-
sic, but the present findings showed that CI recipients expe-
rience limitations in perceiving such harmony. Considering
the importance of vocals in music perception and enjoyment,
mistuning assessment should be considered in music-based
auditory tests and interventions in CI recipients.
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