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ABSTRACT
The purpose of our study was to investigate the relationship between emotional schemas
and musicians’ state anxiety. A number of 134 musicians completed questionnaires of
state anxiety (EMAS-S) and emotional schemas (LESS II), while reminding themselves of
the way they felt right before an important performance. Results showed significant
relationships between the musicians’ state anxiety and 11 of the 14 emotional schemas.
The emotional schemas of control and incomprehensibility were highly correlated with
musicians’ state anxiety.
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INTRODUCTION
Anxiety is a universal emotion affecting people of all ages (Barlow, 2000). It is usually
activated in the context of anticipated danger and it has many benefits, allowing people
to better prepare themselves for different situations or to avoid dangerous situations
(Riskind, Williams, Gessner, Chrosniak & Cortina, 2000). On the other hand, anxiety is
associated with many changes in the body (e.g. increased heart rate, tense muscles,
hyperventilation) (Barlow, 2000) and in cognitive processes or contents (e.g. focused
attention on the negative aspects, dysfunctional worries, irrational thinking) (Beck & Clark,
2011). When these changes are prolonged and when anxiety is associated with a severe
deterioration of a person’s social life and working capacity or it produces a strong
dissatisfaction towards the self or one’s life, it becomes dysfunctional (DSM V).
When anxiety is experienced in performance contexts such as math performance (Miller
& Bischel, 2004), public speaking (Allen, Hunter, Donohue, 1989), sport competitions
(Gould & Krane, 1992), test taking (Liebert & Morris, 1967), acting (Steptoe, Malik,
Pearson, Price & Win, 1995) and music (Kenny, 2011), researchers use the performance
anxiety label.
In music, performance anxiety is a serious problem which negatively affects musicians of
all ages and performance abilities (Fishbein, Middlestadt, Ottati, Straus, & Ellis, 1988;
Steptoe, 2001; Kaspersen & Gotestam, 2002; Osborne & Kenny, 2005; Ryan, 1998, 2004;
Boucher & Ryan, 2011). Music performance anxiety can negatively impact the musical
performance (Fishbein et al.,1988; Wan &Huon, 2005) and, in severe cases, it can result in
giving up a music career (Powell, 2004).
Several psychological approaches have been implemented in order to help musicians to
better manage their performance anxiety (e.g. psychodynamic therapies, cognitive
therapy, cognitive and behaviour therapy, music therapy, Alexander Technique,
hypnotherapy, biofeedback, multimodal approaches, performance-based approaches, for

more information see Kenny, 2011, chapter 7). Many reviews and one meta-analysis
investigated the effects of these psychological approaches (e.g. Kenny, 2005; Brugués,
2009; McGinnis & Milling. 2005; Goren, 2014 unpublished). Goren (2014) investigated the
efficacy of four categories of non-pharmacological therapeutic approaches (behavioural
interventions, cognitive interventions, complementary and alternative interventions and
combined 5) and found that all four approaches were moderately effective. Also,
combined approaches (two or more types of interventions, usually studies involving
cognitive and behavioural strategies) were more effective than just one type of
intervention, though this difference was not considered sufficient to have practical
significance. Though, these results had to be cautiously interpreted due to the
methodological problems of the studies included in the meta-analysis, problems that
were also mentioned in the cited reviews: lack of standardization of methods, weak
sampling methods and different assessment instruments across studies (Goren, 2014).
The Cognitive behaviour therapy (CBT) is an effective treatment for music performance
anxiety (Osborne. Kenny & Cooksey, 2007; Kenny, 2005, Goren, 2014) as well as for other
anxiety disorders (Hofmann, Asnaani, Vonk, Sawer, & Fang, 2012). Over the years, the
CBT approach developed and there are studies which focus on trans-diagnosis accounts
of anxiety and its psychological treatment. These approaches focus on various processes
involved in the treatment of anxiety disorders, beyond diagnoses (Tirch, Leahy, Silberstein
& Melwani, 2012).
One such approach is the Emotional Schema Therapy (EST) developed by Robert Leahy
(2002). The theoretical construct which is at the centre of this approach is the emotional
schema. Emotional schemas are meta-emotional beliefs and strategies regarding the way
a person responds when dealing with an emotion. They also represent action tendencies
and patterns of responding to emotional experiences (e.g. worrying, blaming others,
avoiding) (Leahy, 2002). In this approach a patient learns to evaluate his emotional
schemas and to change them when needed in order to achieve his therapeutic goals
(Leahy, Tirch & Napolitano, 2011).
There are several studies that investigate the relationship between anxiety, depression
and emotional schemas. In one study 12 of the 14 dimensions of emotional schemas
significantly correlate with depression and anxiety (Leahy, 2002). In another study,
guilt/shame, rumination, control and invalidation significantly predict depression (Leahy,
Tirch & Melwani, 2012). Control beliefs, psychological flexibility and duration significantly
predict anxiety levels (Tirch et al., 2012). Recently, using a single case study design
Khalegiet colleagues (2017) evaluated the impact of an emotional schema intervention on
generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) symptoms of two patients. Results showed
significantly improvements in GAD symptoms which were maintained after 2 months.
To our knowledge, there is no other study in the music performance anxiety literature
that investigates the relationship between emotional schemas and performance anxiety
in the music context.
In the present study, we investigated the relationship between the state anxiety in
musicians and their emotional schemas. Also, we looked at the specific emotional

schemas which better predict musicians’ state anxiety using a model of multiple
regression.
In this sense we formulated two hypotheses. Firstly we hypothesized that maladaptive
emotional schemas will significantly correlate with state anxiety in musicians. Secondly,
based on previous research (Tirch et al., 2012) we hypothesized that emotional schemas
regarding control and duration will highly predict state anxiety in musicians. Thirdly we
had an exploratory hypothesis, based on previous work with musicians and their
professors’ and many of them told us they didn’t understand why they had emotions on
stage if they had studied so hard. So, we tested if the emotional schema of
incomprehensibility would highly predicted state anxiety in musicians.
METHOD
Participants
A total of 134 respondents (male n=53; female n=81), with an average age of 25 years
(M=26, SD=7) ranging from 18 to 62 years old represented the sample for this study. The
majority of respondents (120 respondents, or 89.5%) lived in urban areas and only a
fraction (14 respondents, or 10.5%) in rural areas. As for their formal music education, we
noticed five main categories, divided as follows: high school (27.6%), university (37.3%),
popular school (10.4%), self-taught (17.2%) and private lessons (7.5%). Regarding the type
of music they performed, we found two categories: classic, which accounted for 61.2% of
the total and other (folk, rock, jazz, blues, electronic, religious) which accounted for the
remaining 38.8%. We also divided the instruments by type, in eight main categories:
strings (violin, viola, cello and double bass) – 41.8%, woodwinds (flute, oboe, clarinet,
pan-pipe) – 11.2%, percussion (drums) – 2.2%, brass (trumpet, trombone, horn) – 3.8%,
other instruments (piano, electric/electronic instruments) – 21.6% and vocal or voice –
19.4%. Participants were recruited online and received the questionnaires. We sent
messages on facebook musicians groups and we also sent the questionnaire to our
musician network.
Measures
The Endler Multidimensional Anxiety Assessment Scale (EMAS; Endler, Edwards & Vitelli,
1991) was used to measure state anxiety. The EMAS scales are a set of three instruments
evaluating state anxiety (EMAS-S), trait anxiety (EMAS-T) and an individual’s perception of
threat in a certain situation (EMAS-P). The EMAS scales are based on the interaction
model of anxiety which states that state anxiety is the result of an interaction between a
stressful situation and a congruent dimension of trait anxiety. The scales were validated
on Romanian population by Miclea, Ciuca & Albu (2009). For the purposes of this study
we used only the state anxiety scale. We modified the instructions in order to use them
for musicians. Thus, we asked them to mark the responses that fit the symptoms they
have just before an important performance (e.g. audition, concert). Alpha Cronbach
measure for the state anxiety scale for our sample was .95 which is a very good internal
consistency.
The Leahy Emotional Schema Scale II (LESS; Leahy, 2012) was used to measure emotional
schemas. LESS has 28 items, scored on a Likert scale from 1 to 6, which measure the

beliefs people have towards their emotions as well as their response tendencies towards
emotions. The scale includes 14 emotional schemas (invalidation, control, duration,
incomprehensibility, guilt, simplistic view of emotions, lack of higher values, numbness,
need to be rational, low consensus, lack of acceptance of emotions, rumination, lack of
expression and blame). The scale is not validated on a Romanian population yet. Alpha
Cronbach measure for our sample was .84.
RESULTS
Descriptive statistics
The means and standard deviations for EMAS-S and EMAS-T and LESS dimensions for the
entire sample are shown in Table 1.
Table 1. Sample characteristics
Scale

Dimension/Subscale

Mean Std.
Deviation

Invalidation

2.72

.10

Low Comprehensibility

2.87

.11

Guilt

2.38

.11

Simplistic View of Emotion

4.75

.08

Lack of Higher Values

2.03

.07

LESS

Loss of Control

3.11

.12

(Leahy Emotional Schema Scale)

Numbness

3.43

.10

Need to be Rational

4.34

.10

Duration

3.17

.09

Low Consensus

3.2

.10

Lack of
Feelings

EMAS
(Endler Multidimensional Anxiety
Scale)

Acceptance

of 2.89

.09

Rumination

3.25

.13

Lack of Expression

2.85

.09

Blame

3.46

.10

Correlations between the variables
Correlations between Emotional Schemas and State anxiety are shown in Table 2.
Table 2. Bivariate correlations between the variables
Correlations
between State Anxiety
Emotional Schemas and
State anxiety are shown in
Table 2.
Table
2.
Bivariate
correlations between the
variables
Emotional Schemas
Invalidation

.438**

Low Comprehensibility

.604**

Guilt

.488**

Simplistic View of Emotion

.201*

Lack of Higher Values

-.011

Loss of Control

.693**

Numbness

.350**

Need to be Rational

-.053

Duration

.225**

Low Consensus

.411**

Lack of
Feelings

Acceptance

of .540**

Rumination

.611**

Lack of Expression

-.034

Blame

.306**

Note. p value: * p< 0.05, **p<.001
As expected the following maladaptive emotional schemas were significantly correlated
in the anticipated direction with musicians’ state anxiety: invalidation, low
comprehensibility, guilt, simplistic view of emotions, loss of control, numbness, duration,
low consensus, lack of acceptance of feelings, rumination and blame. Musicians with
higher levels of state anxiety were more likely to believe that their emotions are
invalidated, are incomprehensible, felt guilt regarding their emotions, didn’t tolerate
mixed feelings, thought that their emotions were out of control, felt numb about their
emotions, thought that their emotion will last indefinitely and did not accept them,
ruminated about their emotions and blamed others for their emotions. Three emotional

schemas were not significantly correlated with musicians’ state anxiety. These were lack
of higher values, the need to be rational and lack of expression.
Control, duration, incomprehensibility as predictors of musicians’ state anxiety
To investigate the predictive role of control, duration and incomprehensibility schemas on
musicians’ state anxiety we used a multiple regression model. The results are summed up
in Table 3.
Table 3 Linear multiple regression on musicians’ state anxiety as a function of
emotional schemas: incomprehensibility, control and duration
Predictors

R2

Corrected
R

Emotional
Schemas
Incomprehensibility

.53

ΔR

2

.523

F

df

change
.534

49.6

Standardized

t

Sig.

β
(3,

P<.001

130)
.28

3.8

P<.001

.52

6.53

P<.001

-.02

-.42

NS

Control
Duration

The total model explained 52% of the variance of musicians’ state anxiety (F=49.6, df
(3,130); p<.001). The following emotional schemas were the predictors we included in the
regression model: incomprehensibility, control and duration. Both incomprehensibility
and control emotional schemas were significant predictors of musicians’ state anxiety.
The emotional schema of control was the best predictor of musicians’ state anxiety in our
analysis (β=.52, t=6.53, p<.001). Incomprehensibility was also a significant predictor of
musicians’ state anxiety (β=.28; t=3.8, p<.001). The emotional schema of duration was not
a significant predictor of musicians’ state anxiety (β=-.02, t=-.42, p value .671).
DISCUSSION
The purpose of our study was to investigate the relationship between emotional schemas
and musicians’ state anxiety. To our knowledge this is the first scientific study that
investigates this relationship in the music context. We found that emotional schemas
were significantly associated with higher levels of state anxiety in musicians. 11 of the 14
emotional schemas were positively and significantly associated with state anxiety in
musicians. Three of the emotional schemas, were not significantly related to state anxiety
in musicians: lack of higher values, the need to be rational and lack of expression. This is
in line with previous research (Tirch et al., 2012) though in their research the emotional
schema of numbness was not significantly related to anxiety. In our study, numbness was
positively associated with state anxiety in musicians. This might be a consequence of the
music context, in which, if you feel numb it is considered that you can’t transmit emotion

through music and this might result in higher anxiety. Future studies could investigate this
hypothesis.
Also, the multiple linear regression showed two emotional schemas as being highly
correlated with state anxiety in musicians: control and incomprehensibility. This is
partially in line with previous research, as the emotional schema of control was found to
predict anxiety before (Tirch et al., 2012). Though, duration was not a significant predictor
of anxiety in musicians and this is a difference from previous research. Future studies
should test if the relationship is maintained in other samples. Also, in our research we
found incomprehensibility to predict anxiety in musicians. This might come as a
consequence of the interpretations many musicians have that if they are well prepared
they should not be anxious on stage, so when they feel emotions on stage they are
incomprehensible. This is another hypothesis that might be worth investigated.
The study has several limitations. Firstly, the correlational design of the study does not
permit causal inferences. Secondly, the cross-sectional research has no different points in
time which could permit the investigation of potential mediation effects between the
variables. Thirdly, we were interested in the musicians’ state anxiety, but the
questionnaires were not applied before a specific performance to have access to their
emotional state, so future studies could design such performance experiences and
measure the constructs before them. Fourthly, we measured musicians’ state anxiety we
used the EMAS -S scale and not a specific music performance anxiety scale. We chose to
use EMAS-S as it was a validated scale for the Romanian population. However, in the
music performance literature there are studies which use non-specific scales such as STAI
(State and Trait Anxiety Scales) (Steptoe & Fidler, 1987).
Future studies could investigate if there are differences between the influence of
emotional schemas on musicians’ anxiety grouped by gender. Also, more sophisticated
relationships between the schemas could be investigated, to better understand the way
they could be used to help people with different emotional problems. Another line of
research could investigate the impact of emotional schemas on musicians’ anxiety in real
life situations and could design interventions to manipulate these schemas and
investigate the effects of an emotional schema intervention on musicians’ anxiety.
CONCLUSION
The aim of our study was to investigate the relationship between emotional schemas and
state anxiety in musicians. Emotional schemas are various responses we have towards
our emotions which can help us manage them better or, on the contrary they can
intensify our emotions and result in emotional problems. For example, if a musician feels
anxiety before a performance and he will interpret it as a normal emotion, as the way by
which his body reacts when facing an anticipated danger he will try to prepare himself as
well as he can and he will seek to anticipate different problems, but he will perform. On
the other hand, if the musician perceives his emotions on stage as being out of control or
incomprehensible, this will result in higher anxiety and in extreme cases he might try to
find ways to avoid the performance. So, understanding and changing their emotional
schemas might help musicians manage better their performance anxiety. Though, future
research which would investigate the effects of an EST intervention is needed.
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