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The Cocktail Party Problem
The cocktail party problem, often called a phenomenon, is a nickname for the auditory 
processing we do at a cocktail party to screen out all other sounds and listen to a specific 
speaker. The book “The Brain: Everything You Need to Know” by Alison George describes 
the cocktail party problem.

“With sound, one kind of processing allows the brain to determine the direction of the 
noise. We can screen out one sound when attending to another. In the well-known 
‘cocktail party phenomenon’, we ignore all extraneous sounds while taking part in a 
conversation, but can quickly switch focus if someone else mentions our name. The 
implication is that we are always ‘listening’ to ambient sound but not always ‘hearing’ it” 
(pp. 48-9)

The cocktail party problem is regularly used when researching the mechanisms we 
use to hear speech-in-noise. The reason these mechanisms are so important for 
human development is that they are first developed when young children start to 
separate speech sounds from all the other sounds around them. This is the first step to 
understanding language and that leads to the ability to use language to communicate, 
which ultimately contributes to the ability to read words.

We could also use a visual metaphor to describe the cocktail party problem, if the sound 
description doesn’t really explain it to you. It is similar to looking through a camera with a 
lens that adjusts to what you choose to focus on. Alternatively, point your phone camera 
at a scene and click on different parts of the scene to get the camera to change its focus. 
This is exactly what our ears are choosing to do, focus our auditory attention on different 
parts of the scene. It is like focus pulling for our ears.

Music learning and the cocktail party problem

Why would studying the cocktail party problem be important, and why would studying 
how musically trained people process sound in this environment be of interest to 
researchers? It is because it is the first foundational step towards speaking and 
reading, and the step that researchers have found may hold the key to all sorts of other 
developments in the brain including memory, attention and inhibitory control. The reason 
researchers study musically trained people is because they have consistently found that 
speech-in-noise processing is very high, reliable and honed.

The big question is, does music training enhance this specific brain mechanism or is it 
that people who are drawn to learning music have a predisposition for higher levels of 
auditory processing, which begins with speech-in-noise processing? As it is with this 
research field, the answer is almost always yes and no, and it is more complex than we 
thought. 

In other professional readings, we have looked at the research which has found that 
musically trained children and adults have been found to have consistently high levels 
of speech-in-noise processing.The predisposition question has been answered by 
comparing young children’s (4-5 years) speech-in-noise processing skills, exposing them 
to a music learning intervention of between 12 to 26 weeks, and then reassessing their 
speech-in-noise processing skills. 

Across a number of studies, they have found that regardless of a low, average or high level 
of speech-in-noise processing before the intervention, music learning enhanced this skill. 
Indeed, in children with lower than average speech-in-noise processing, music learning 
had a greater impact towards improving these skills than other children with higher levels 
at pre-test.

Transferring music learning to the cocktail scene

As part of educating our communities about the skills that music learning enhances in our 
students, we may find the cocktail party example a bit difficult to fit into the conversation. 
However, if we break it down into the skills that are required to interact effectively at a 
cocktail party, we may have more luck.

Firstly, there is the ability to focus on 
speech in a way that you can carry on 
an effective conversation. This requires 
the ability to maintain attention by 
continually buffering against distractions. 
Imagine transferring this skill to a noisy 
classroom and a student being able to 
continue their learning regardless of 
the many human and environmental 
distractions they may have around them.

Maintaining an effective conversation 
at a cocktail party requires continually 
accessing our memory systems. Because 
of the work our auditory system does to 
keep the distractions at bay, we don’t hear 
all the speech sounds. This means we are 
using our memory to fill in the gaps in the 
sentences and continue to make sense of 
and participate in the conversation. 

This is cognitively tiring work, but this language and social workout is actually improving 
cognitive stamina. Let’s think about the great demands that are placed on a high school 
student who is switching between 5 or 6 subject areas and types of thinking every school 
day. The greater their cognitive stamina, the more likely they learn just as much in lesson 6 
as they learned in the first lesson of the day.

Finally, with all this additional cognitive load during the cocktail party, there could 
well be a desire to give up listening. The ability to stick with something when it gets 
hard pulls on our inhibitory control mechanisms in our brains. The desire to give up is 

The most effective place to develop this auditory 
focus pulling skill is in the act of making music.
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strong sometimes, and we know that persistence in learning is one of the key factors in 
academic achievement and effective learning. Inhibitory control is both a predisposition 
we are born with and a skill we learn. Music training is a highly effective tool to develop 
inhibitory control. Getting it wrong more than we get it right and living in a small 
amount of discomfort for long periods are all hallmarks of music learning and great 
ways to enhance our inhibitory control. This not only means musically trained people 
can maintain that cocktail party conversation, but they can also stick at anything as it 
becomes hard, including studying for exams and striving for higher grades.

Rehearsals with an umbrella in them

The most effective place to develop this auditory focus pulling skill is in the act of making 
music. Ensemble rehearsals are the ideal environment to help our students hone these 
skills. Common phrases like “If you can’t hear the solo trumpet that has the melody, then 
you are playing too loud” or “listen to the singer next to you and try to blend with their 
sound” are all ways to help students enhance their auditory focused pulling skills. 

We, as music educators, may know these phrases as ways of producing better balance 
and tone in our ensembles, but they may also be effective ways to transfer the ability to 
hear, listen and adjust their auditory processing in a way that impacts their overall learning 
– and helps them enjoy a cocktail party or two in the future.

The Cocktail Party Problem

Researcher to Follow
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Personal Brain Buzz Experiment Time
What has been your experience in a cocktail party type of environment when listening to
speech? Has it changed as you have aged? What have you observed with other people and
how does that relate to their level of music training?

Next time you are in a noisy environment and need to focus on someone’s speech, test out
your auditory focus pulling skills. Can you switch from the person speaking next to you to 
someone on the other side of the room and back again? What does it feel like, and what do
you think is going on in your brain as you do it?

Professional Reflection • Part 1
The Cocktail Party Problem
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Teaching Brain Buzz Experiment Time
How do you help your students develop their auditory focus pulling skills in ensemble
rehearsals or active music-making classes? What are your top three phrases or teaching
strategies that you use to help them develop this skill, how effective do you think your
phrases or strategies are and how could you improve them?

1. Ask a colleague about the phrases or strategies they use to develop their student
auditory focus pulling skills.

2. Try three other new or alternate phrases or strategies for auditory focus pulling on 
your students and observe how they respond to them.

After completing this professional reflection, write at least two questions you have about 
this topic.

Questioning Brain Buzz

The Cocktail Party Problem
Professional Reflection • Part 2
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