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ABSTRACT  
Many musicians face music performance anxiety, however in Romania, few of them have 
an appropriate emotional knowledge and training on how to better manage this intense 
emotion. The main purpose of this theoretical article is to introduce musicians into the 
basics of the phenomenon of music performance anxiety. The main sections of the article 
will help them understand why they have these emotional reactions on stage, the 
difference between fear and anxiety, two important approaches in the study of music 
performance anxiety and a short review of the Romanian published articles on music-
related themes as well as some worth investigated further research topics.  
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MUSIC PERFORMANCE ANXIETY. A SHORT OVERVIEW 
During a concert, many of us think that playing in front of an attentive and appreciative 
audience has to be an extraordinary experience. Also, when we see musicians who so 
easily build such a beautiful musical experience, we might be conscious of the enormous 
amount of work, motivation and devotion one needs in order to become a skilled 
musician, but the distress musicians usually have to overcome on their pathway to 
excellence is far less familiar.  They not only suffer from performance music anxiety 
(Fehm & Schmidt, 2006), but the constant pressure of the music classes, individual 
rehearsal, recitals, concerts and other stage appearances can be stressful and eventually 
associated with different somatic symptoms as well as fatigue and emotional fatigue 
(Dews & Williams, 1989, Shoup, 1995, apud. Stoeber & Eismann, 2007). 

Music performance anxiety is a serious issue and it affects musicians of all ages as 
well as of all performance abilities (Fishbein, Middlestadt, Ottati, Straus & Ellis, 1988; 
Wesner, Noyes, & Davis, 1990). For some of them, playing in public means a lot of joy and 
excitement, but for others being on stage is associated with intense dread, anxiety and 
significant distress. The systematic research of this phenomenon has only recently begun 
(Fehm & Schmidt, 2006).  

 
WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ANXIETY AND FEAR? 
Anxiety is almost everywhere. Most of the people experience episodic or situational 
anxiety symptoms.  Diagnosable anxiety disorders are the most common mental health 
disorders, more prevalent than both affective and substance abuse disorders.  In the 
general population, 1 year prevalence for any criterion based anxiety disorder is 16 % 
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(Barlow, 2002) and lifetime prevalence is 28.8% (Kessler, Berglund, Demler, 2005). 
Compared with median age of onset among mood disorders (age 30) median age of onset 
among anxiety disorders is much younger (age 11) (Kessler et al., 2005).  

Anxiety disorders adversely affect the quality of life, mobility, education, 
employment, social functioning, health care and physical well-being. It is not uncommon 
for a primary anxiety disorder often to contribute to secondary depression or substance 
abuse. The presence of an anxiety disorder is significantly associated with thyroid disease, 
respiratory disease, gastrointestinal disease, arthritis, migraine headaches and allergic 
conditions. Eventually, the comorbidity with physical conditions is significantly associated 
with poor quality of life and disability. (Sareen et al., 2006). 

Cannon (1929) codified the responses used by people and animals when 
confronted with life-threatening situations and these responses became known as the 
general adaptation syndrome. When people feel threatened, either by some physical or 
social impetus, the body responds automatically in an attempt to prepare for the conflict.  
This occurrence is typically referred to as the “fight-or-flight” mechanism or general 
adaptation syndrome as previously mentioned and is innate in all animals. During the 
response the heart rate quickens, the blood vessels near the skin’s surface contract, the 
blood pressure rises, the pupils dilate, and the mouth feels dry. These are but a few of the 
body’s automatic reactions and in more primitive times, they served to prepare humans 
for either a physical struggle or a quick get –away from an oncoming attack. In modern 
society, humans are not as likely to encounter such threats to their person. Instead social 
pressures and psychological factors are the primary cause for anxiety. Regardless of the 
threat’s source, be it physical or psychological, one’s means for coping with the impending 
danger are the same.           

The basic difference between fear and anxiety is the threat that causes the “fight-
or-flight” response. Fear is usually identified with a specific object. In anxiety the “fear 
response” is still triggered but the cause of the feelings remains unclear or the presence 
of the dangerous object/situation is uncertain. So the key element in the case of anxiety is 
the uncertainty of the danger. Another type of anxiety is more specific and can be related 
to a particular object or situation. Unlike fear, however, the anxiety felt is completely 
exaggerated compared to the danger. This category includes phobias, panic attacks and 
extreme cases of performance anxiety (Salmon, 1992). 

It is worth mentioned the fact that anxiety can have beneficial role for it helps us 
better prepare, checking things up, avoiding certain potentially dangerous situations or 
certain thoughts. It is dysfunctional when its intensity is too high and we can’t perform in 
a certain situation or we avoid opportunities or situations that are not so dangerous but 
we perceive them as being so.  

 
MUSIC PERFORMANCE ANXIETY. DEFINITION AND CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATIONS 
Music performance anxiety together with sports performance anxiety, performance 
anxiety felt by dancers or actors, is a form of performance anxiety which is considered a 
subcategory of social phobia. (Hook & Valentiner, 2002; Turner, Johnson, Beidel, Heiser, 
& Lydiard, 2003).According to APA (American Psychiatry Association) social phobia is a 
persistent and intense fear in many social or performance situations in which one is 
exposed to unfamiliar people or their evaluation. Usually the person is afraid that he/she 
will act in an embarrassing way. (DSM-V) (APA, 2000). Heimberg, Holt, Schneier, Spitzer 
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&Liebowitz (1993) operationalized three types of social phobia: generalized, non-
generalized and circumscribed.  People with non-generalizes social phobia have at least a 
domain in which they function well and those with a circumscribed social phobia are 
affected by it in just one or two specific situations. So, according to this paradigm, music 
performance anxiety should be considered as a circumscribed social phobia (Kenny, 
2008).  

In the scientific literature there are though a few differences between 
performance anxiety and social phobia. It is considered that people with performance 
anxiety have bigger expectancies from themselves than the people with social phobia. 
(Abbot&Rapee, 2004). They are usually more afraid of their own evaluation of their 
performance than others’ evaluation (Stoebert&Eismann, 2007). Individuals with 
performance anxiety continue to have an engagement towards the performance situation 
unlike people with social phobia who usually avoid as much as they can the anxious 
situation (Powell, 2004).  

Usually, the idea that other people pay close attention to our actions and they 
judge us relatively to our performance is a sabotaging one and an untrue one. Though in 
the case of artists and sportsmen the audience is present and they are paying attention to 
their performance and sometimes they are judging them (Brotons, 1994). Professional 
musicians invest a lot of their energy in music and they also have a musician identity 
which is a vulnerability factor to develop anxiety, because failure in the musical domain is 
interpreted as a failure of the self (Chesky & Hipple, 1997). The last idea is also relevant 
for sportsmen, dancers and actors.  

So, is music performance anxiety a different phenomenon from performance 
anxiety for these performers? There is one study that investigates this issue. Simon and 
Martens (1979) compare performance anxiety in sport with test anxiety and musical 
activities. They only found differences for the intensity of the felt emotion. No qualitative 
differences have been found. The highest levels of anxiety were reported by children 
playing in a solo context. Also, regarding the group contexts playing in a band was 
associated with higher self-reported levels of anxiety. As though it was just one study to 
investigate these differences, we can’t say with precision if these differences can be 
better explained by trait anxiety or other factors. It would be interesting to further 
investigate these differences.  

There is little consensus in the literature regarding the definitions of music 
performance anxiety. The most utilized words for this the phenomenon are the following: 
stage fright, performance anxiety, musician’s stress syndrome (Brodsky, 1996) or musical 
performance anxiety (Salmon, 1990 apud., Fehm, 2006). The definitions differ regarding 
in their specificity or the inclusion of the positive aspects of this emotion. Some authors 
say stage fright is an extreme form of music performance anxiety (Brodsky.1996; Kenny, 
2008) while others consider music performance anxiety as an extreme form of stage 
fright (Fehm & Schmidt, 2006). 

 Kenny (2011) makes a critical review of these definitions and proposes one which 
covers the multidimensionality of music performance anxiety. Music performance anxiety 
is ‘the experience of marked and persistent anxious apprehension related to musical 
performance that has arisen through underlying biological and/or psychological 
vulnerabilities and/or specific anxiety-conditioning experiences. It is manifested through 
combinations of affective, cognitive, somatic and behavioral symptoms. It may occur in a 
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range of performance settings, but is usually more severe in settings involving high ego 
investment, evaluative threat (audience) and fear of failure. It may be focal (i.e. focused 
only on music performance), or occur in a combination with other anxiety disorders, in 
particular social phobia. It affects musicians across the lifespan and is at least partially 
independent of years of training, practice and level of musical accomplishment. It may or 
may not impair the quality of the musical performance” (Kenny, 2009b, p.433, apud. 
Kenny, 2011, p. 61). 

This definition encompasses the potential causes of music performance anxiety, 
its manifestations as well as the context in which it is of a greater intensity (solo 
performances involve higher anxiety intensity) and sometimes it can impair the musical 
performance. For more definitions and a critical review of these definitions see Kenny 
(2011).  

 
THEORIES OF MUSIC PERFORMANCE ANXIETY 
Many researchers proposed several theories in their endeavor to explain the 
development of music performance anxiety as well as the causal mechanisms responsible 
for its development. There are cognitive, behavioral, dynamic, emotion-based as well as 
performance-based models of music performance anxiety. Again, one of the most 
comprehensive theories in terms of potentially explanatory mechanisms for the 
development of this condition is the emotion-based model of music performance anxiety 
proposed by Kenny (2011).  

This model is based on Barlow’s (2000a) model of the development of social 
phobia. In this model there are true and false alarms which can be described as panic like 
negative emotions and these reactions might have been conditioned in response to 
specific stressful experiences (i.e. a performance situation with an evaluative component 
such as a concert, a recital, an exam, an audition) or conditioning in those with a 
generalized biological (high trait anxiety, high neuroticism) and psychological (high 
parental expectations with little support for excellence). Individuals which experienced 
heightened physiological and psychological arousal have a propensity for an anxious 
apprehension in performance situations.  

If there is a cycle of many performances which are successful or perceived 
successful music performance anxiety might not persist or not at severe levels. Though if 
the performance is impaired or perceived as being impaired negative self-evaluation (as a 
cognitive mechanism) may further sustain the anxious apprehension and trigger further 
alarms which would eventually lead to an impaired performance, in a vicious circle with 
the effect of the performance setting itself getting to trigger the conditioned alarms even 
before the actual performance (Kenny, 2011).  

This model can help us understand why some pretty talented musicians might 
feel anxiety in performance situations though they didn’t have a performance 
breakdown. A false alarm implies anxious cognitive, emotional and/or somatic 
anticipatory responses such as physiological arousal or dread about a performance that is 
not currently impaired. Though, by associating these responses which were developed 
from the combination of biological and psychological vulnerability, with the performance 
situation may predispose this category of individuals to the development of an anxiety 
disorder (Kenny, 2011). 
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The cognitive paradigm also offered some important empirical data for a 
cognitive formulation of the causal mechanisms involved in anxiety disorders. The role of 
faulty cognitions has been established for more than 40 years in the genesis and 
maintenance of anxiety disorders (Beck & Clark, 1988, Spielberger, 1985). In the music 
performance literature faulty cognitions were found to be present both in the adolescent 
musicians as well in the adult musicians population (Papageorgi, Hallam & Welch, 2007; 
Kenny & Osbourne, 2006; Osborne, Kenny & Cooksey, 2007).  

Cognitive theories of anxiety assume the fact that at the core of our symptoms 
there are many different maladaptive schemas. These schemas influence our cognitive 
functioning by guiding our attention on internal or external situations which trigger our 
schemas of threat and danger (Kenny, 2011).  The result is a faulty cognitive style which 
includes a lot of catastrophizing. Cognitive treatments involve the identification of these 
faulty thinking patterns and changing them for a more adaptive emotion and behavioral 
outcome.  
 
MUSIC PERFORMANCE ANXIETY IN ROMANIA. MUSIC-RELATED RESEARCH STUDIES 
There are few published studies regarding music performance anxiety in Romania, but 
the last years indicate an increasing interest in this domain. This section will be a 
summarization of the findings on Romania population and I shall further highlight further 
important directions in the area.  

Iusca & Dafinoiu (2012) investigated the correlates of performance anxiety in a 
sample of undergraduate students. Their research showed that the level of music 
performance anxiety is moderated by gender and musical instrument. Also, gender and 
musical instrument mediate the relationship between performance anxiety and musical 
level.  

Sârbescu & Dorgo (2014) explored the multidimensionality of music performance 
anxiety in a group of adolescents. They used the Music Performance Anxiety Inventory 
(Osborne & Kenny, 2005) and the confirmatory factor analysis confirmed the existence of 
the three correlated MPA factors (somatic and cognitive features, performance context 
and performance evaluation). This research is important for it sustains the multi-
dimensional character of music performance anxiety and thus treating it as multi-, rather 
than one-dimensional would eventually enhance our understanding of this emotional 
problem.  

Iusca (2015) investigated the relationship between flow state and the artistic 
level of music performance in a group of undergraduate music students. The results 
showed a positive correlation between the flow state and the general level of music 
performance (r=0.29, p =0.01). This correlation was particularly high in strings (r=0.45, 
p=0.01) and piano (r=0.47, p=0.01) players. No significant correlation was found between 
music performance level and the flow state in the case of singers, woodwind or brass 
players. Another interesting result worth being mentioned is the fact that string players 
experienced significant higher levels of flow during the exam in comparison with singers. 

Another interesting study investigated the associations between certain 
personality traits and music performance level (Iusca) also in a group of undergraduate 
students. The most important findings in this study are the following: technical abilities of 
music performers were positively associated with self-discipline and cautiousness and 
expressive skills were positively correlated with the openness to experience factor from 
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the Big Five model of personality. An interesting finding for the female music students 
was the fact that it was a negative correlation between cooperation and general music 
performance level.  

Andra Raducanu (2010) publishes a theoretical article which has the purpose to 
sustain the interventions in the case of pianists’ music performance anxiety. In this 
research it is mostly suggested that stress happens in the mind of the performer. In order 
to have a better management of music performance anxiety one should find the 
appropriate coping strategies which would help the performer to have a better mindset 
and this shall be reflected in the performance quality. Another theoretical article 
published with a colleague of hers (Raducanu & Raducanu, 2010) involves helping piano 
players to improve their preparation for performance by highlighting the importance of 
setting goals and criteria on which the goals would have to be based on.  

These are the Romanian studies we found during our search on scholar.google.ro 
data base. Compared to the published research in other countries we are still at the 
beginning and this can be seen as an opportunity. For sure there are a lot of aspects one 
could further investigate on this theme. Currently, most of the Romanian studies on 
music performance anxiety focus on correlational designs and they are usually conducted 
on undergraduate students or adolescents.  

Professionals or children are less studied and also there is a lack of experimental 
designs. Also, the themes which can be further investigated are extremely vast as there is 
little research on musicians in Romania and we know little about the problems they have, 
the coping strategies they use, the emotional problems they have.  

It would be worth to investigate different predictors of music performance 
anxiety in Romanian population in real audition settings. It would be most beneficially if 
researchers would adapt some intervention programs which would target music 
performance anxiety for the Romanian population, for most of them don’t even know 
that performance anxiety can be treated without the use of beta-blockers or alcohol or 
other drugs.  
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