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A Theory Of Music
Performance Anxiety

By Albert LeBlanc

Michigan State University

music performance anxiety: I have suf-

I have good reason to be interested in
fered fromittoa greater

The Theoretical Model

Figure 1, “Sources of
Variation in Music Perfor-

or lesser extent for most of
my life. My first research
effort on this topic, a gradu-
ate student bibliography, was
completed in 1972. 1 am
gratified to see the accumu-
lation of original research in
this area that has taken place
since that time.

I have evolved a formal
theory that attempts to ex-

I have evolved a
formal theory that
attempts 1o ex-
plain the variables
that influence an
individual's level
of performance

mance Anxiety,” charts a
theoretical model in which T
attempt to portray all the
variables that might influ-
ence the level of perfor-
mance anxiety experienced
by a person who prepares
and presents a solo perfor-
mance that he or she con-
siders important. The vari-
ables are arranged in a hier

plain the variables that influ- anxiety. .. 1 seek archy, indicated by numer-
ence an individual’s level of o .

; als on the left side of the
performance anxiety while to define cha?tn The pas;age S—
preparing and presenting a important is represented by the levels

musical performance that he
or she considers important. 1
It is based on my own expe-
riences as a performer and
music teacher, on published
research that I have read, on
survey research that I and
others have conducted, and
on conversations with per-
formers, teachers, and re-
searchers. Within the theory,
I seek to define important

variables and
suggest possible
interactions so as
to facilitate future
experimental
research in this
area.

in the hierarchy. The pro-
cess begins at Level 11,
which contains the per-
former characteristics that
must be considered when
the commitment to perform
is first made. Level 3 fo-
cuses on the act of perfor-
mance; and Level 1 includes
the subsequent feedback
which becomes available

variables and suggest pos-

sible interactions so as to facilitate future ex-
perimental research in this area. I also hope
that it will be useful to teachers as they work
with students to prepare music performances.

Albert LeBlanc is Professor and Associate Di-

rector of Graduate Studies at the School of

Music, Michigan State University. His research
interests include music listening preference
and music performance anxiety.

after the actual perfor-
mance. It is important to
note that this theoretical model represents
the preparation and presentation of one ma-
jor solo performance. Some variables in the
theory have been the topic of published re-
search, and this work will be cited as the
variables are introduced.

The theoretical model represents the pro-
cess of preparing and presenting a music
performance, from beginning to end, in the
following way. The variables in Level 11 all
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The amount and quality of performing experience are important

variables in relation to performance anxiety. In general, it will help

to have more performing experience and it will help for that

experience to be of a high quality.

concern the performer’s personal characteris-
tics and learning history. To increase their
chances of success, both performers and music
teachers should consider these variables care-
fully before making a commitment to perform.
The variables included at this level have been
studied by Appel (1976), Cox (1993), Craske
and Craig (1984), Craske and Rachman (1987),
Dews and Williams (1989), Freundlich (1968),
Hamann and Sobaje (1983), Hutterer (1980),
Kivimaki (1990), McCune (1982), Rothlisberger
(1993), Steptoe and Fidler (1987), Sweeney
and Horan (1982), Tartalone (1992), and
Tobacyk and Downs (1986).

The age variable represents the performer’s
age. People do not seem to be equally vul-
nerable to performance anxiety at all points
along the age continuum. I believe that the
problem becomes greater as the performer
enters adolescence, and for many people
performance anxiety continues to be a prob-
lem for the rest of their lives. Music educa-
tors may be able to provide their younger
students with favorable performance experi-
ences that might forestall the development of
performance anxiety as they grow older.

The musical ability variable is simple in
operation. People with a greater amount of
musical ability will find it easier to prepare
and present a performance if all other vari-
ables in the theory are kept equal. Those with
more musical training will also have an advan-
tage in performance; but, again, this will only
be true if all other things are kept equal.

The personality variable acts primarily as a
source of optimistic or pessimistic attitudes
toward performance. A pessimistic personal-
ity can be strong enough to offset the advan-
tages conferred by a superior level of musical
ability and musical training. The personality
variable will also strongly influence the self-
perception variables that appear in Level 5.

The amount and quality of performing ex-
perience are important variables in relation

to performance anxiety. In general, it will
help to have more performing experience
and it will help for that experience to be of a
high quality. The performing experience will
be higher in quality if it has been acquired in
relevant situations, and if it has been person-
ally satisfying to the performer.

The memory variable refers to the perform-
er’s ability to memorize music. Some perfor-
mance events require the memorization of
music, while others do not. People who
have difficulty memorizing music should try
to avoid performance situations that require
memorization. The memory variable should
be considered when people select a perfor-
mance area (for example voice, trumpet, or
piano) because some areas require much
more memorization than others.

The circadian rhythm variable refers to the
time of day when the performer feels physi-
cally and psychologically optimized. Jazz mu-
sicians, for example, would have trouble if
they were unable to play at their best in the
late evening hours. Many performance events
will not give the performer a choice of times,
but when a choice is available it will help to
select the individual’s optimum time of day.

The variables in Levels 7, 8, 9, and 10 all
represent factors that should be considered
and optimized in making the preparations for
performance. Level 10 focuses on selection
of the music to be performed. The first vari-
able is the difficulty of the music to be per-
formed. Music that is too difficult will tend
to raise performance anxiety.

A closely related variable is the appropri-
ateness of the music performed, especially in
terms of how the music is viewed by perfor-
mance judges or by an audience. If judges
or an audience consider the music inappro-
priate, their behavior is likely to signal their
displeasure, with negative consequences for
the performer. The actions of the audience
and authority figures (judges, for example)
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People who are relevant to the performer ..

variables in the performing environment.

. form a crucial set of

...the model shows the

central element of the performing environment as being the

presence and behavior of the audience, authorities, educators,

family, media, and peer group.

are specifically represented in Level 6 as part
of the performing environment.

The three variables in Level 9 refer to the
adequacy of preparation for the performance.
Adequacy of musical preparation refers to
the process of study and rehearsal needed to
bring a piece of music to a point at which
one can give it a polished performance.
There must be enough preparation, but it can
be harmful to prepare too much.2 Over-
preparation has often been blamed for me-
chanical performances. Abrams and
Manstead (1981) have studied this variable.

Adequacy of instrument means that the in-
strument is well tuned, adjusted, and gener-
ally capable of helping the player deliver a
good performance. In some competitive
situations, it may not be enough merely to
have a capable instrument. If other perform-
ers have instruments of notably better qual-
ity, they will have an advantage.

Adequacy of physical conditioning refers to
the overall physical conditioning of the per-
former. This includes the state of the physi-
cal sub-systems that are most important to
the performer’s medium of performance.

The Level 8 variables refer to the performer’s
emotional and physical health. Tt would be
unwise to schedule a solo performance during
a period of poor emotional or physical health.
Those who do are more likely to have prob-
lems with performance anxiety.

The sole variable in Level 7 is current af-
fective state. This refers to the current mood
of the performer. Because of the time
needed to prepare for an important solo per-
formance, it will not be possible at the begin-
ning of the process to predict the performer’s
mood at the time of actual performance.
However, the performer’s current mood can
strongly influence the level of anxiety associ-
ated with performance. It is important for
the performer to do whatever is necessary to
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bring about a favorable mood at the time of
the performance. A study by Stanton (1993)
is relevant to this variable.

The Level 6 variables all relate to the per-
forming environment. These variables will
have an effect at the time of performance,
and this is unavoidable. It is possible, how-
ever, for the teacher and performer to antici-
pate their effect and prepare countermea-
sures if necessary.

Measurement devices and procedures can
range from the innocuous presence of micro-
phones at a performance to intrusive physi-
ological instrumentation that must be worn
by volunteers who take part in certain kinds
of research. The presence of measurement
devices and the application of measurement
procedures will tend to increase the anxiety
of a person who is already prone to perfor-
mance anxiety. Two things can be done to
deal with this problem: the performer may
practice with simulated or real measurement
devices present, and a performer who is vul-
nerable to performance anxiety can avoid
performance situations that call for intrusive
measurement equipment.

Physical comfort in the performing envi-
ronment is the topic of a great many stories
that have been passed down by musicians
over the years. It seems that a countless
number of stages have been too hot, too
cold, too dark, or too brightly lighted. These
problems can be combatted with the same
strategy of advance preparation. The per-
former can try to determine what to expect
before the time of the performance and then
practice under similar conditions. A judi-
cious choice of clothing will often help the
performer to deal with this kind of problem.

People who are relevant to the performer
for various reasons form a crucial set of vari-
ables in the performing environment. They
can have an effect by simply being there,
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All performance events will feature distractions, though it is difficult

to predict exactly what they will be. The best preparation will be to
practice the performance in the presence of numerous unanticipated

distractions.

and their specific behavior can intensify and
alter the effect of their presence. This is why
the model shows the central element of the
performing environment as being the presence
and behavior of the audience, authorities, edu-
cators, family, media, and peer group.

These central elements are defined as fol-
lows. The presence and size of an audience
can have an effect on the performer. In gen-
eral, a larger audience, or one slow to show
approval of the performer, will lead to more
anxiety. I consider authorities to be the
people in charge of administering music fes-
tivals or contests, as well as the judges in
these contests and in graded recitals. Educa-
tors are the performer’s own music teacher
as well as other music teachers or classroom
teachers known to the performer. Even mu-
sic teachers who are not personally known
to the performer can have some bearing on
anxiety level, if the performer knows that
they are music teachers. Performers usually
expect authorities and educators to be more
critical of their efforts than an ordinary audi-
ence would be.

Family refers to the performer’s family;
presence and behavior of the family can
have a strong effect upon performance anxi-
ety. Parents are probably the most important
element of the family, and the effect of their
presence depends on the pattern of interac-
tion they have established with their child.
Some parents are extremely difficult to please
and continue to establish goals for their child
which the child sees as virtually impossible
to reach. This kind of parent will tend to
heighten the child’s anxiety if he or she is
present at a performance. Other parents are
consistently accepting of the results their
child brings home. This kind of parent may
actually reduce the child’s level of perfor-
mance anxiety if he or she is present.

The media can be as unobtrusive as radio,

which will only need a microphone to cap-
ture the performance. Television, on the
other hand, usually requires bright lights to
accomplish the same thing. Media represen-
tatives may single out certain performers for
close up shots or interviews. This will make
some performers very happy, but may con-
tribute to performance anxiety in others.
Those vulnerable to performance anxiety
should practice under conditions that simu-
late media attention, and they should be pre-
pared to decline to be interviewed if this
might increase their anxiety level.

The peer group is vitally important to most
school age performers. It is probably fair to
say that young people consider their own
peer group to be the source of many value
judgments that matter to them. It is to this
group that young performers will look for
approval of their efforts. By the same token,
the peer group will be the source of consid-
erable performance anxiety for those who
are susceptible to this problem. Teachers
and performers can help this situation by en-
couraging the most supportive members of
the peer group to attend performances, and
also by encouraging open display of ap-
proval for the performer.

Some performance events have a memori-
zation requirement, and this will be a source
of anxiety to some.3 Practice in memoriza-
tion of music will help a performer to meet
this requirement. All performance events
will feature distractions, though it is difficult
to predict exactly what they will be. The
best preparation will be to practice the per-
formance in the presence of numerous unan-
ticipated distractions.

As I mentioned in the discussion of the
Level 11 variables, different people will be
optimized for performance at different times
of day. Time of day appears in Level 6 as
one of the performing environment variables.
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Individuals should try to schedule their per-
formances at their most favorable time of
day. The variables in Level 6 have been
studied by Abel and Larkin (1990), Abrams
and Manstead (1981), Brotons (1994), Cox
(1993), Craske and Craig (1984), Hamann
(1982), Kivimaki (1990), Leglar (1978), Neftel,
Adler, Kapeli, Rossi, Dolder, Kaser, Bru-
gesser, and Vorkauf (1982), Stanton (1993),
and Tartalone (1992).

Level 5 introduces the performer’s self-per-
ceptions of the magnitude of the perfor-
mance task, the adequacy of his or her
preparation, the amount of audience support,
and his or her probable capability of deliver-
ing an excellent performance. These percep-
tions do not necessarily have to be grounded
in reality. If the performer thinks there is a
problem, the amount of anxiety generated by
this perception will be roughly comparable
to the amount of anxiety generated by a
problem that actually exists.

Perceived difficulty and appropriateness of
the music means the same thing in Level 5
that it did in Level 10, except that these vari-
ables are defined entirely by the performer’s
perceptions in Level 5. If the performer
thinks the music is too difficult or inappropri-
ate, then it may as well be too difficult or in-
appropriate. The same is true for the per-
ceived adequacy of preparation.

The perception of own appearance vari-
able refers to the performer’s feelings about
his or her physical appearance and/or the
clothing worn for a performance. The
performer’s gender and age may very much
influence his or her sensitivity to this vari-
able. Younger students tend to enjoy wear-
ing a uniform, while older ones may feel
awkward in it. Some performers may feel
uncomfortable in formal wear.

The perceived amount of individual expo-
sure is generally more important in group or
chamber music performance settings than in
solo work, because any kind of solo playing
will feature a relatively large amount of indi-
vidual exposure. The perceived importance of
the performance is relevant because the events
considered most important are more likely to
be accompanied with a higher level of anxiety.

The importance of the presence and be-
havior of the audience was discussed with
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the Level 6 variables. The perception of au-
dience support variable appearing in Level 5
is based entirely on the feelings of the per-
former. It will be an important element of
the performer’s overall self-perceptions.

In general, the Level 5 variables should all
be interpreted in the same way. All are de-
termined by the perceptions of the per-
former. A good teacher can provide a great
deal of help here by pointing out fears that
are groundless or exaggerated. The variables
in Level 5 have been investigated by Appel
(1976), Craske and Craig (1984), Iwanaga et al.
(1986), Kendrick et al. (1982), Leglar (1978),
Lund (1972), McCune (1982), McKinney
(1984), Nagel, Himle, and Papsdort (1989),
Plott (1987), Rider (1987), Stanton (1993),
Steptoe and Fidler (1987), Sweeney and Horan
(1982), Tobacyk and Downs (1986), Wardle
(1970), and Whitaker (1984).

Level 4 contains variables representing the
level of arousal which characterizes the per-
former as he or she prepares to begin the
actual performance. Psychological arousal
refers to cognitive processes while physi-
ological arousal refers to biological pro-
cesses. The Level 4 variables have been ex-
amined by Brantigan and Brantigan (1984),
Craske and Rachman (1987), Cutietta (1986),
Garrison (1978), Grishman (1989), Kjelland
(1985), Lockwood (1989), Lund (1972), Neftel
et al. (1982), Plott (1987), Steptoe and Fidler
(1987), Sweeney and Horan (1982), Riffe
(1988), Troutman (1987), and Whitaker (1984).

Level 3 represents the beginning of the ac-
tual performance. The performer’s attention
should be focused on the musical task at
hand, and the performer’s success in focus-
ing this attention will greatly help to control
performance anxiety. The more focused the
performer’s attention, the less of a problem
he or she will have from performance anxi-
ety. The focus of attention variable has been
studied by Craske and Rachman (1987),
Kendrick (1979), and Kendrick, Craig,
Lawson, and Davidson (1982).

Level 2 represents the most immediate
feedback of performance quality, that which
is available during the performance. This
will come through the performer’s ears, and
it will come as a perception like the percep-
tions of Level 5, except that it arrives during
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Where might this theory lead in the future? Performers and music

teachers could begin to use itimmediately as a guide.. .. The theory

would appear to be immediately useful in the planning of perfor-

mance anxiety research.

the actual performance. An overly pessimis-
tic performer will probably think he or she
sounds worse than is actually the case. The
performer will either be encouraged or dis-
couraged by immediate feedback of perfor-
mance quality.

Level 1, the top level of the theoretical
model, represents subsequent feedback of
performance quality. This is delayed feed-
back which reaches the performer after the
event is over. Published reviews by music
critics would be one form of this feedback,
but photographs, tape recordings, and com-
ments from people who were present at the
performance constitute another form of sub-
sequent feedback of performance quality.
This variable is important in performance
anxiety because it sets the stage for the
performer’s next music event. If the feed-
back obtained is favorable, it will give the
performer more confidence, and correspond-
ingly less anxiety, in undertaking the next
public performance.

Summary and Implications

What does this theory contribute to those
who are concerned about performance anxi-
ety? I think it offers a completeness of view,
an organization of variables, and an immedi-
ate accessibility for use by music teachers
and performers. When [ say “completeness
of view,” T mean that this theory, in my opin-
ion, incorporates all the major variables that
influence the development and treatment of
music performance anxiety. The theory ad-
dresses the treatment of performance anxiety
in the following ways. Three prominent av-
enues of treating performance anxiety would
be educational, psychological, and pharmaco-
logical intervention. Educational intervention
typically strives to prepare the performer so
that he or she will be less inclined to worry
about the coming performance. This would
be represented in a number of variables in the

theory, especially those in Levels 9 and 10.

Psychological intervention typically strives
to prevent or minimize negative cognitions
and to help the performer focus on the task
at hand instead of on needless worries. This
would also be represented in a number of
variables in the theory, but especially in
those of Level 5 and Level 3.

Pharmacological intervention typically uses
medication to lower or prevent attainment of
an excessively high level of physiological
arousal, though mood-influencing drugs have
also been developed. Pharmacological inter-
vention would be especially represented in
the Level 4 and Level 7 variables.

When I say the theory contributes an orga-
nization of variables, I mean that it groups
comparable or related variables, and it pre-
sents them organized in a logical hierarchy
which runs according to the time line of a
normal preparation for an important perfor-
mance. With its completeness and organiza-
tion, this theoretical model allows research-
ers, teachers, and performers to hypothesize
possible interactions among the variables.
Thus the theory should be immediately acces-
sible for use by music teachers and performers
because it is presented at an application level
rather than at a high level of abstraction.

Where might this theory lead in the future?
Performers and music teachers could begin
to use it immediately as a guide to possible
considerations in preparing for a perfor-
mance. The theory would appear to be im-
mediately useful in the planning of perfor-
mance anxiety research. Finally, I would
hope that this theory will stimulate further
thought and analysis in the study of music
performance anxiety.

Notes

1. The development of this theory was sup-
ported by Yamaha Corporation of America as part
of the National Music Education Research project.
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2. Tt is difficult to define “too much prepara-
tion,” because it will vary with each individual.
“Too much” will be the point at which the perfor-
mance becomes automatic in a cognitive sense
and musical expression becomes minimized.

3. The “memory” variable in Level 11 refers to
the performer's level of ability in memorizing mu-
sic. It probably would not change unless the per-
former made a concerted effort to develop his or
her musical memory over a period of time. On
the other hand, the “memorization requirement” in
Level 6 is the requirement that people perform
from memory in certain musical events. A per-
former with a weak musical memory could choose
to avoid many events that require memorization
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