
 
 

 

250 
© 2021 by the authors; licensee Asian Online Journal Publishing Group 
 

 
Asian Journal of Education and Training 

Vol. 7, No. 4, 250-259 2021 
ISSN(E) 2519-5387 

DOI: 10.20448/journal.522.2021.74.250.259 
© 2021 by the authors; licensee Asian Online Journal Publishing Group 

 
 

 
 
 
Conservatory Students’ Music Performance Anxiety and Educational Expectations: 
A Qualitative Study 

 
Hepsen Okan1   

Buse Usta2   

  
( Corresponding Author)  

1Assistant Professor, Ankara University State Conservatory (Voice Department), Turkey. 
Email: okanhepsen@gmail.com  
2Psychological Counselor, Turkey. 

 
Abstract 

Music performance anxiety (MPA) can seriously and negatively affect musicians’ performance and 
quality of life—physically, mentally, and behaviorally. In the present study, factors related to the 
MPA of students receiving classical Western music education in the conservatory in a holistic 
framework were examined to ascertain the physical, mental, and behavioral symptoms; temporal 
processes; environmental factors; coping strategies; and educational expectations and desires 
related to this condition. In addition to investigating causative factors in such a framework, the 
content analysis method was used on data collected from semi-structured interviews with 
conservatory students. The results show that the main causative factors of MPA included a jury’s 
negative evaluation, attitudes, and/or behaviors; their symptoms included trembling, muscle 
contraction, and distraction. The main coping strategy among participants was positive self-talk; 
remarkably, they had no theoretical knowledge of positive self-talk. Most significantly, 
considering that performance is integral to musical education training, students stated that the 
conservatory needs to integrate into the curriculum a course, counseling, and activities that 
address MPA. 
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Contribution of this paper to the literature 
This study fills an important gap due to the limited number of studies examining the factors that cause 
MPA in a wide framework in Western Classical Music students in Turkey.  The key results of the study 
are that Students' MPA peaks during evaluated and juried performances, but takes the form of less "stage 
excitement" during regular concerts. Most significantly, results showed that students wanted to learn 
about MPA and coping with it through their curriculum—a course, psychological support, and more 
onstage experience. In addition, they wished to reschedule, and perhaps increase, evaluations of their skill 
and progress. The paper's findings provide an impetus for the reorganization of the curriculum for MPA 
in Conservatories at the undergraduate level. 

 
1. Introduction 

A plethora of studies on music performance anxiety (MPA) has shown that it is common to musicians of all 
ages in every genre, with many negative effects. However, as stated in the literature, MPA is mostly observed in 
musicians who perform Western classical music. Indeed, the Turkish national literature has published many 

experimental and qualitative studies about MPA (Can & Akbal, 2021; Çiçek & Güdek, 2020; Çırakoğlu, 2013; 

Coşkun-Şentürk & Çırakoğlu, 2018; Guven, 2017; Tokinan, 2013; Topoğlu & Karagulle, 2018; Topoğlu, 2014; 
Yondem, 2007). Although the literature cites MPA as a common problem, no curriculum or course addresses it in 
conservatories and institutions that provide undergraduate music education in Turkey. For student-musicians, 
anxiety about performing their best can be extremely high, particularly in performance-evaluative situations (Tang 
& Ryan, 2020). In this context, this research reveals opinions on MPA by students who study Western classical 
music, their experiences of MPA, and their perceived educational expectations and requests on the subject. 

According to Demirbatir (2015), “music students began to work from a very early age within an extremely 
demanding environment not only in physical but also in psychological terms. Their educational environment can 
be considered as a stressful place because of high competition, isolation, failure to achieve career goals, 
authoritarian teaching style, and intolerance against errors caused by stress or anxiety” (p. 2198). Musicians 
experience psychological pressure, anxiety disorders, and MPA peculiar to the conservatory environment where 
their training begins and in music schools throughout their lives (Buma, Bakker, & Oudejans, 2015; Pecen, Collins, 
& MacNamara, 2016; Pecen, Collins, & MacNamara, 2018; Perkins, Reid, Araújo, Clark, & Williamon, 2017). 

As a specific condition, MPA may be experienced by all ages of both professional and amateur musicians, with 

negative impacts on performance (Biasutti & Concina, 2014; Clark & Williamon, 2011; Coşkun-Şentürk & 

Çırakoğlu, 2018; Huang & Song, 2021; Kaleńska-Rodzaj, 2020; Kenny & Osborne, 2006; Kenny & Ackermann, 
2015; Kenny, Driscoll, & Ackermann, 2014; Miller & Chesky, 2004; Pecen et al., 2018; Perdomo-Guevara, 2014; 
Robinson & Nigbur, 2018; Sieger, 2017; Skoogh & Frisk, 2019; Yöndem, 2012). MPA is specifically defined as 
persistent distressing anxiety, actual deterioration in performance skills, deviation in performance from a normal 
physical and mental state, and physical, cognitive, and behavioral problems, despite the individual’s education and 
preparation (Lehrer, 1987; Salmon, 1990). While the American Psychiatric Association (2013) defines MPA as 
social anxiety, Kenny (2011) states that it can be classified as an anxiety disorder affecting people of all ages. 
Others have reported its association and common aspects with social anxiety (Hook & Valentiner, 2002; Kenny.. 
2006). Apart from that, Kenny, Davis, and Oates (2004) found perfectionism and state and trait anxiety significant 
in MPA. Although many musicians experience MPA at some level, it can be so severe as to threaten careers and 
seriously affect the quality of life regardless of age, experience, environment, and performance type. In other words, 
MPA can be a multi-dimensional process encompassing a variety of cases, levels, and temporal processes. 

As in the entire world, the literature shows that MPA is a common condition among musicians in Turkey. Also 

in line with the literature as a whole, Teztel and Aşkın (2007) found that students who perform Western classical 
music in Turkey were more inclined to MPA than jazz and traditional music students (Papageorgi, Creech, & 
Welch, 2011; Ioulia Papageorgi, Hallam, & Welch, 2007; Perdomo-Guevara, 2014). Moreover, studies on MPA 
using inventories, qualitative review, and psychoeducation programs have been conducted with Turkish musicians 

(Baydağ & Alpagut, 2016; Cırakoğlu & Şentürk, 2013; Cornett & Urhan, 2021; Coşkun-Şentürk & Çırakoğlu, 2018; 

Doğan & İskender, 2015; Gürşen Otacıoğlu, 2016; Saylam & Girgin, 2019; Topoğlu & Karagulle, 2018; Uluocak, 
2016; Yöndem, 2012). These studies’ results were compatible with the literature generally, which found greater 
MPA in female musicians and soloists (Casanova, Zarza, & Orejudo, 2018; Kenny & Osborne, 2006; Margaret S 
Osborne & Franklin, 2002; Stephenson & Quarrier, 2005). 

After examining MPA with children, adolescents, and adults, Kenny and Osborne (2006) stated that the 
condition is not related to age, experience, or performance environment. However, he found that Barlow’s anxiety 
model can help us understand performance anxiety overall and especially MPA. Barlow found anxiety to arise from 
biological (hereditary) vulnerability, psychological vulnerability based on early experiences, and vulnerability of 
certain situations and issues (Barlow, 2000). Many studies address psychological, physiological, and behavioral 
symptoms of MPA (Fernholz et al., 2019; Kenny. & Ackermann, 2015; McGinnis & Milling, 2005; Osório, Burin, 
Nirenberg, & Barbar, 2017; Taborsky, 2007). Papageorgi. (2020) stated that sensitivity to audience presence and 
the rate of exposure to it significantly increased MPA. “Performance anxiety has a complex structure and is closely 
associated with social anxiety and exam anxiety”(Kenny et al., 2004; Papageorgi., 2020; Patston & Osborne, 2016; 
Vaag, Bjørngaard, & Bjerkeset, 2016). As mentioned in the studies above, the biological and psychological 
predisposition of a person to MPA has a complex structure, with MPA triggered by environmental factors. 

Nagel reported that professional musicians are aware that a successful performance is not guaranteed by 
increased practice hours and also that MPA depends on personal characteristics, attitudes, and unconscious 
conflicts (Nagel, 1990).Ioulia Papageorgi et al. (2007) and Papageorgi. (2020) reported that MPA increases with 
the tendency to experience performance anxiety, with factors affecting performance quality, and with 
environmental performance factors. “Practice makes perfect” is a belief widely adopted in music performance, but 
practice alone does not always serve to cope with MPA. 

Biasutti and Concina (2014) reported MPA higher among music students—constituting this study’s volunteer 
participant. I. Papageorgi et al. (2011) conducted a study on MPA and different types of music, finding that higher 
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levels of MPA were reported among Western classical music performers and soloists. Following this line, Teztel 

and Aşkın (2007) stated that students performing Western classical music had higher MPA. Similarly, Kenny... et 
al. (2014) reported in their study on MPA and psychological well-being that female musicians and young musicians 

had higher MPA. Cırakoğlu and Şentürk (2013) and Robson and Kenny (2017) stated that both music and non-
music majors experienced MPA in ensemble rehearsals and concerts and that depression significantly triggered 
MPA levels. Dobos, Piko, and Kenny (2019) found a relationship between MPA, social phobia, and perfectionism. 

Topoğlu. (2014) found that 81.8% of performers experienced MPA before and during a performance, adversely 
affecting the performance of 60%. As these studies demonstrate, MPA should be broadly understood and evaluated 
according to its unique features. 

In Turkey, music education takes place in primary and secondary schools, in undergraduate, postgraduate, and 
doctoral studies, and Proficiency in Art programs. Performance training is conducted in conservatories, fine arts 
high schools, music education departments, and undergraduate faculties of fine arts (Orhan & Tunca, 2014; Sahin & 
Duman, 2008). Performance-oriented training is mainly offered in Western classical music and Turkish music 
conservatories under the umbrella of professional music education (Gök, 2018). In conservatory and music 

education programs, undergraduates try to cope with MPA through individual efforts and methods (Baydağ & 

Alpagut, 2016; Hatfield, 2016; Yıldırım & Simşek, 2006). However, related literature advises that the psychological 
aspect of music performance needs to be included in undergraduate music curricula, just as athletes whose 
profession is performance receive training in psychological skills (Cohen & Bodner, 2019; Cornett & Urhan, 2021; 
Gill, 2020; Hatfield, 2016; Hoffman & Hanrahan, 2012; Osborne, Greene, & Immel, 2014; Robson & Kenny, 2017). 
In this regard, determining the needs and expectations of students, particularly in conservatories and music 
education institutions, is vital to professional competence. Given that MPA is associated with many causative 
factors, revealing the opinions of conservatory (Western classical music) students on MPA in the light of 
literature-specific themes will greatly contribute to music education and literature. 

In Turkey, “no health promotion or injury prevention programs [are] presented at any of the tertiary 
institutions offering music as a major. Growing awareness of health issues is a fairly recent development among 
musicians and music teachers in Turkey” (Demirbatir, 2015). Despite studies’ recognition of MPA as a common 
problem, no curriculum or course addressing it is offered in Turkish conservatories and institutions that provide 
undergraduate music education. To worsen matters, according to Kenny and Ackermann, treating performance 
anxiety is not easy, and reducing anxiety completely is quite difficult, so the best treatment is the prevention of 
MPA (Kenny & Ackermann, 2007). 
 

1.1. The Current Study 
Therefore, using a holistic approach, this study explored general views of conservatory students of Western 

classical music on MPA—about self-reported anxiety, factors causing MPA, and their expectations and demands 
regarding MPA. In addition, factors related to MPA were determined in line with students’ opinions about it—an 
important topic investigated for the first time in the national literature. The following research questions were 
used: 

1) What are the opinions of conservatory music students on MPA? 
2) What are their physical and mental experiences due to MPA? 
3) What are their coping strategies and techniques? 
4) What are the environmental factors that students experience because of MPA? 
5) What are students’ experiences regarding MPA and temporal processes? 
6) What are their educational expectations and demands for eliminating MPA? 

The research’s overall aim was to reveal conservatory students’ physical, cognitive, and behavioral symptoms, 
coping strategies and techniques, temporal processes, and their needs, demands, and expectations for MPA 
elimination by examining MPA-causative factors within a holistic framework. 
 

2. Methodology 
2.1. Study Group and Data Collection 

Because individuals with experience of the studied phenomenon were required, this study used Patton (2002). 
From the Department of Performing Arts, the study group included voice/choir majors and from the Department 
of Music, instrument majors at Ankara University State Conservatory, 2019–2020 academic year. State 
conservatory students in preparatory, 1st, 2nd, 3rd and 4th grades (N = 23; 15 female and 8 male students) were 
voluntarily included in the study. Snowball sampling method was used in the selection of the participants. Their 
performance fields included voice, choir, piano, violin, cello, and, flute. 

We first obtained permission from the Ethics Committee and from the institution to conduct the study. A 
researcher and a musician conducted face-to-face and telephone interviews lasting 30–45 minutes, depending on 
students’ availability, from April to June 2020. 
 

2.2. Research Model 
The phenomenological pattern focuses on phenomena about which we know but have no deep or detailed 

understanding. Thus, interpretive phenomenological analysis involves exploring and understanding participants’ 
lived experience because phenomena may appear in different ways such as events, experiences, perceptions, 

tendencies, concepts, and situations in the world (Smith, 2004; Willig, 2008; Yıldırım & Simşek, 2006). This study, 
which focused on conservatory students’ experiences with MPA, has an interpretive phenomenological pattern 
aiming to identify conservatory students’ experiences of and opinions about MPA. For a qualitative research 
method, phenomenology, acquiring knowledge about music education, a deep understanding of theory, as well as 
practice make important contributions (Bresler, 2010; Randles, 2012). 
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2.3. Data Collection  
Data for this research were collected with a semi-structured interview process, that is, by asking somewhat 

structured but flexible interview questions, with the majority of the interview consisting of problems to be clarified; 
collecting specific data from each participant; and including no pre-determined statement and question details 
(Merriam, 2018). A pilot interview was conducted before the study. Before the interviews, three field specialists 
evaluated the proposed questions; after necessary corrections were made based on their feedback, the researcher 
who worked as a psychological counselor held individual interviews with the 23 conservatory students. 
 

2.4. Data Analysis and Trustworthiness 
The researchers converted data obtained from the interview audio recordings to written text and coded them. 

Next, using the MAXQDA software program, the researchers analyzed the data using inductive content analysis: 
“… Data collected in the content analysis should be conceptualized in line with the study objectives, and themes 
should be determined in light of these concepts. The content analysis is generally based on the compilation of 
similar data within the scope of certain concepts and themes and the organization and interpretation of them so 

that the reader can understand” (Yıldırım & Simşek, 2006). Therefore, considering the literature, researchers 
formed categories in line with the themes organized by coding. During data analysis, researchers discussed any 
statements on which they disagreed until they could a consensus. After checking the coding, categories, themes, 
and all other stages against the literature, researchers determined the extent to which results represent the 
analyzed dataset (Poggenpoel & Myburgh, 2003). Before that, however, during the interview process, participants 
were asked to what extent their statements reflected their thoughts and feelings; they were then provided the 
opportunity to revise their statements, adding or deleting content. Despite being unable to guarantee an 
independent reality, the researchers attempted to ensure reliability by clarifying questions, obtaining participants’ 
confirmations during interviews, supporting results with coding by an external expert, linking results with 
quotations from participants and the relevant literature, and evaluating the analysis itself (Daymon & Holloway, 
2003). 

The reliability ratio between coders can be calculated by dividing the number of agreed-upon codes by the total 
number of agreed-upon and disagreed-upon codes. The reliability ratio between coders is not expected to be more 
than 70%; preferably, it should be close to 80% or even more than 90% depending on the dataset’s size (Arastaman, 
Fidan, & Fidan, 2018; Fidan & Öztürk, 2015; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Our coders achieved compatibility of 82%, 
and themes obtained from data analysis were supported with exact quotations. 
 

3.  Findings and Comments 
The findings obtained in this study were collected under six categories, including the opinions of the 

participants about MPA; symptoms of MPA; coping strategies with MPA; temporal processes related to MPA; 
types of MPA; environmental factors causing MPA; and educational expectations to eliminate MPA. The results 
were presented with the statements of the participants in line with the data obtained from the participants. 

In the first sub-problem of the research, the answer to the question “What are the opinions of the conservatory 
students regarding MPA” was sought. Findings regarding the data obtained from this question are given in Table 
1. 

 
Table-1. Opinions of conservatory music students regarding MPA. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
First, we asked conservatory students their opinions regarding causative factors of MPA. Some students 

distinguished between MPA as fear of negative evaluations and MPA as excitement about performing in a concert 
or simply “stage excitement.” In line with relevant literature, the majority of participants mentioned juries’ 
negative performance evaluations in solo recitals, examinations, competitions, and auditions as causing MPA. 
When students have to prove themselves to a jury and experts, they describe MPA more negatively than in 
concerts, where they found MPA more positive and more motivating: 
In my opinion, there is something called stage fright. The second is fear of the jury. 

Music performance anxiety is something that happens a lot in exams. Even if there is a person I come across in 
the exam, even my teacher, this is something that makes one more nervous and panic. 

It would be better if they evaluate and score us through the year rather than through the examination system. 
It would be more accurate for them to evaluate us during concerts and during lessons. 

What I’m most excited about is the piano recital and exam. You have to prove yourself because it is a jury. 
 I think a lot. I have a lot of thoughts about whether the teachers will like it or not. I observe them a lot to see 

how they will react, especially my teacher. Because I wonder if I can control the sound and because of the teacher 
opening and closing his/her mouth, I get a lot of panics. 

The second highest cause of MPA for participants was technical insufficiency. This finding is considered study-
specific because it is rarely encountered in the literature. 

If there is a passage that I have difficulty playing when I go out to play, I think I will be disgraced. 
While I am singing a piece, I can worry about singing it in the right position with the singing technique. 
In Table I, the findings that depend on the jury factor are as follows: jury’s negative evaluation, solo recitals 

and exams, jury’s appreciation, and competition and auditions. The other causative factors mentioned—technical 
insufficiency, perfectionism, personal stressors, inadequate practice, and lack of stage experience—are largely 
consistent with the relevant literature. Stage excitement (anxiety) felt in concerts and similar events was stated 
more positively. However, all these factors cause physical, behavioral, and cognitive symptoms in students. 

Jury’s negative evaluation (13) Inadequate practice (5) 
Technical insufficiency (11) Jury’s appreciation (5) 
Perfectionism (8)  Competition and auditions (3) 
Personal stressors (8) Lack of stage experience (3)  
Solo recital and exams (5) Stage excitement (anxiety) (3)  
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In the second sub-problem of the research, the answer to the question “What are the physical and mental 
experiences of conservatory music students due to MPA?” was sought. Findings regarding the data obtained from 
this question are shown in Table 2. 
 

Table-2. Symptoms of MPA in conservatory music students. 

Distraction (22) 
Trembling and muscle contraction (18)  
Palpitation (13) 
Fear (9) 
Excessive stress (8)  
Lack of sleep (7)  
Sweating (2) 
Panic (3)  
Nausea-gastric problems (2)  
Dry mouths (2) 
Frequent urination (1) 

 
Second, in the research, we asked participants about their physical and mental experiences with MPA. 
Among physical, cognitive, and behavioral symptoms related to MPA, students most mentioned distraction; 

this coincides with difficulties in concentration and focus, which are frequently cited in the literature. Trembling 
and muscle contraction was the second most common finding: 

I can’t even think about the note I played. I look at it blankly, I think, we will talk to the teacher when the note 
comes out during breaks. 

I can’t think. I wish I thought so I wouldn’t mix up the words. I need to focus on that moment. I lose my 
intellectual ability during the exam. 

I often get locked whether there is a person in [front] of me or not. My body contracts. I suggest myself but 
then my hands are shaking, and this also affects my voice, and my voice gets hoarse. 

The findings in Table II are also compatible with the literature in terms of the physical, cognitive, and 
behavioral aspects of MPA. Cognitive and behavioral symptoms include distraction, excessive stress, fear, panic, 
lack of sleep; physical symptoms include trembling, muscle contractions, palpitations, nausea, gastric problems, 
sweating, dry mouth, and frequent urination. In the face of these symptoms, students stated that they use various 
physical and cognitive coping strategies. 

In the third sub-problem of the research, the answer to the question of “What are the coping strategies and 
techniques of conservatory music students for MPA?” was sought. Findings regarding the data obtained for this 
question are in Table 3. 
 

Table-3. Coping strategies and techniques of conservatory music students for MPA. 

Positive self-talk (20)  
Self-motivation (6)  
Changing posture during performance (5) 
Imagination (5) 
Playing with peers (3)  
Breath exercises (3) 
Medication (2)  
Meditation (2)  
Superstitious beliefs (2) 

 
Many studies address functional and dysfunctional coping strategies adopted by amateur and professional 

musicians for MPA. Related to the third problem, this study’s participants revealed that they used physical and 
cognitive coping strategies commonly cited in the literature, but positive self-talk was the most used: 

I encourage myself. I say to myself that I am divine. I say you are divine, I don’t care about the people there, I 
simplify it, I say never mind, and so now I learned to control it a little. I say to myself, “There are things you can 
do well, show yourself.” I am giving positive suggestions to myself, “Look, people like you and so make your best.” 

Don’t care what the jury says. You’re doing well. I say “Focus on your breathing.” 
I am motivating myself at that moment. Because you have to leave that passage and focus on other parts. You 

have to keep going. 
A remarkable result of the study was positive self- talk (Table 3). Positive self-talk is a strategy frequently used 

in sports psychology, but athletes are psychologically trained to apply certain methods and techniques knowingly. 
With no theoretical knowledge of positive self-talk, nevertheless, participants in this study chose it from among 
their range of coping strategies. Results also revealed that they used additional physical and cognitive coping 
strategies commonly noted in the literature: self-motivation, changing posture during performance, breathing 
exercises, playing with peers, imagination, medication, meditation, and superstitious beliefs. Examination of MPA’s 
symptoms and coping strategies indicates the importance of the context and the performance environment, 
especially since, as previously stated, many environmental factors can cause MPA. 

In the fourth sub-problem of the research, the answer to the question “What are the environmental factors 
experienced by conservatory music students because of MPA?” was sought. Environmental factors related to MPA 
in the study are shown in Table 4. 

 
Table-4. Environmental factors experienced by conservatory music students. 

Performance exam anticipation and fatigue (13)  Physical conditions of stage and acoustic performances (7)  
Attitudes and behaviors of the jury (9) Verbal feedback (from jury) (3) 
Jury’s appreciation (9) Differences in instruments for pianists (1) 
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Fourth, we asked study participants about environmental factors, that is, physical and psychological 
environmental conditions related to MPA. Remarkably, most participants cited waiting for performance exams and 
fatigue as physical causes of MPA. The study also revealed that the second most cited environmental factors were 
the jury’s appreciation and their attitudes and behaviors. 

Besides waiting for performance exams, fatigue, and the jury’s behaviors, including their feedback, physical 
conditions causing MPA also include the stage, the acoustics, and, for pianists, differences in instruments: 

My excitement starts while I wait. I was worried while waiting for the long performances before me. 
The people outside in the waiting room make me very nervous because they listen to your voice and they talk 

there, and you know it. I think the stage swallowed your voice. 
 Acoustics disturbs me, and if the environment is dry, especially when the air conditioners are working, my 

performance is affected. 
Secondarily, psychological environmental conditions were related to MPA, as follow: 
I am thinking about so many things. I mostly think about whether the lecturers will like it or not. I watch their 

reactions a lot, and I also often look at my lecturer. I do it to see whether I can control my voice, but then he/she 
opens and closes his/her mouth, and this also makes me nervous. 

The gestures of the person (jury) opposite me mostly distract me. I feel quite comfortable if I am singing 
something very well, but I understand that I made a mistake when I see their gestures, and this makes me think 
even only at that moment and to deplore my mistakes and poor performance. The gestures and feedbacks of the 
people do not make me happy during the examination. 

First, I think the stage absorbs the voice and leaves us numb there, and second, the stage and the people in the 
waiting room make me very nervous. 

As shown in Table IV, the impact of physical and psychological environmental conditions related to MPA on 
the participants is a major factor. Environmental factors that cause MPA occur within a certain time frame for the 
participants. Findings regarding these temporal processes are discussed below. 

In the fifth sub-problem, the answer to the question “What are the experiences of conservatory music students 
regarding the temporal processes related to MPA?” was sought. Findings based on the data obtained are shown in 
Table 5. Temporal processes related to MPA in the study are also shown in Table 6. 
 

Table-5. Experiences of conservatory students regarding MPA and temporal processes. 

One night before the performance (11)  
When taking place on the stage (6)  
Waiting for the performance (4)  
At the start of the performance (2) 
When traveling to the performance venue (1) 

 
In Table 5, the most frequently mentioned and the most severe MPA was observed on the night before to 

performance. In general, participants experienced anxiety at five different points during the performance process: a) 
while waiting for the performance to begin, b) at the start of the performance, c) when taking the stage, d) the night 
before the performance e) when traveling to the performance venue. 

I feel comfortable 3–4 days before the performance; I only feel anxiety one night before the exam. I’m getting a 
little stressed out. 

 It begins one day before the exam. Even if I am completely ready for the piece, will I be able to do [it] or not? 
I say, “I have to sleep,” but I am losing my sleep. I think I should go with the flow. 

I feel it during my first steps to the stage, but it comes again when I see the lecturers’ attitudes. I get nervous 
in my first steps to the stage, and I open up when singing, but it starts again when I see the lecturers. 

Professional musicians give many performances throughout their lives, but not every musician experiences 
MPA to the same level. The literature states that some musicians experience anxiety before the performance, while 
others experience it during and after the performance. These findings are compatible with the literature, and they 
reflect MPA as it affects the general quality of participants’ lives and performance quality. In this context, then, we 
know that students should have professional knowledge about MPA. 

In the sixth problem of the research, the question is “What are the needs and expectations of conservatory 
music students to eliminate MPA?” Participants in the study stated that they most needed a course in the 
curriculum to manage MPA. Table VI shows the needs and expectations of the participants regarding MPA in 
their conservatory education. 
 

Table-6. Educational expectations and demands of conservatory music students to eliminate MPA. 

Course for MPA management in the curriculum (9)  
Acquire physical and mental skills related to relaxation (8) 
Arrangements for exam format (5)  
More stage experiences expectation (4)  
Psychologist’s support, counseling (4) 

 
Sixth and finally, we asked, “What do conservatory students need to alleviate and/or eliminate MPA?” Among 

other things, study participants said they most needed a course to help them learn to manage MPA. As shown in 
Table 6, among other things, study participants said they most needed a course to help them learn to manage 
MPA. 

Participants want detailed and theoretical knowledge about coping with MPA, preferably through an MPA 
Management Course added to the curriculum. The second most frequently mentioned need is acquiring physical 
and mental relaxation skills, suggesting that students see relaxation as an effective method for reducing MPA. 

You are on stage and people expect something from you. Especially at a young age, they exaggerate a small 
problem and turn it into a big one, and this occurs when combined with anxiety caused by a lack of musical self-
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confidence. If normal people experience this state in magnitude five, they experience it in magnitude twenty-five. 
Therefore, taking an education or an elective course on this subject will provide psychological relief. 

 A course would be beneficial. We are going to be artists, and if we want to be a real artist, we should control 
these issues. Something will always happen when we are on the stage, so we have to control this. If we learn it this 
way and practice it effectively, things would be easier on the stage. 

I think everyone studying performing arts should have a class in their schedule called stage performance 
anxiety because we try to deal with something all the time. Sometimes you need help from somebody. For example, 
I used to have stage fright. I got over it two years ago, but I don’t know how I did it. Maybe, if we had a lecturer 
talking on this issue during our first years, or if we had one course a week, or if counseling or something like 
psychological service was available, we would be more relaxed, and everyone would be a little healthier. 

About physical and mental relaxation, a participant said, 
My voice sounds great in rooms and courses, and the lack of adjustment affected my voice by thirty percent. I 

thought I should do something about it myself. I said that I should study this subject with practices such as 
meditation and breathing exercises. I thought it would be useful. I thought this question wasn’t just about sound, it 
was something more personal. Because what we do is not the sound work, but the stage and excitement. I thought 
of checking all of these out. We do meditation or breathing exercises, yoga. We have a dance class and we do some 
yoga in it and it feels so good. But after all, it’s a dance class. 

The finding “Arrangement for Exam Format” expresses an expectation about organizing exams as workshops 
at certain time intervals, indicating that students want more frequent evaluation and evaluation of their 
developmental progress. Furthermore, at a conservatory, they expected more onstage experience, which would 
likely help them reduce MPA. Participants also mentioned support from a psychologist or counselor, which likely 
addresses a personal need for help with MPA, in addition to the resources mentioned above. 

According to these findings, study participants seem to have acquired MPA coping skills and strategies 
through random and individual efforts. However, findings also revealed that students’ developmental and 
performance needs were not being met by the curriculum; students strongly desire inclusion of a required course 
for overcoming anxiety. 
 

4. Discussion 
A broad range of studies on MPA in Turkey and worldwide have shown that even experienced professional 

musicians are subject to various levels of MPA because performances’ content, environment, and context often 
stress musicians, even to the point of causing severe or debilitating MPA. Thus, this study specifically examined 
physical, mental, and behavioral manifestations of MPA among conservatory students (Western classical music), 
along with their coping strategies, factors causing their anxiety, and their needs for ameliorating the situation. 
Accordingly, study data were obtained through semi-structured interviews and then coded and content analyzed 
using MAXQDA, v. 2020.4, qualitative data analysis package program. One significant finding is that students 
regularly experience some MPA onstage, but their discomfort is exacerbated during an exam or a jury evaluation, 
as previous studies have found (Osborne & Franklin, 2002; Osborne, Kenny, & Holsomback, 2005; Yöndem, 2012). 
Causative factors in this study included perfectionism and inadequate preparation, thus following causative factors 
in the literature Fehm and Schmidt (2006); Yondem (2007); Osborne and Kenny (2008); Kenny et al. (2014); 

Sarıkaya (2018). Similar to Yondem (2007) and Teztel and Aşkın (2007), this study found that students had anxiety 
of being evaluated, the anxiety of being acclaimed, and stage anxiety. In other words, anxiety has both positive and 
negative effects on music performance, and it can contribute positively to performance to some degree (Alptekin, 
2012; Castiglione, Rampullo, & Cardullo, 2018). When it came to being evaluated and acclaimed, this study’s 
participants perceived MPA particularly negatively. In contrast, they identified stage excitement among (anxiety) 
features as positive and motivating in less-pressured events such as concerts or workshops. 

The most commonly stated cognitive and physical manifestations of MPA included, respectively, distraction 
and inability to concentrate, trembling and muscle contractions—similar to previous studies (Kenny et al., 2014; 
Kirchner, 2003). In Kirchner (2003), the pianist participants stated that physiological manifestations of 
performance anxiety increased their negative thoughts and feelings—as students also stated in this study—
stimulating the sympathetic nervous system. 

In this study, participants used physical and cognitive coping strategies for MPA, but they had no field-specific, 
theoretical knowledge about them. Even so, students’ breathing exercises, self-suggestion, and medication 
paralleled results by Osório et al. (2017) and Kenny et al. (2014). However, such efforts may vary depending on 

factors like individual predisposition and conditions (Biasutti & Concina, 2014; Coşkun-Şentürk & Çırakoğlu, 2018). 
Gannon (2015) suggested that because physiological symptoms directly affect other types of symptoms (cognitive 
and behavioral), physiological symptoms should be eliminated first in MPA treatment. Among this study’s 
participants, the most commonly used coping strategy was positive self-talk for physical and cognitive 
manifestations of MPA. In this context, then, the students have not used the most effective strategies to address 
MPA. 

The main environmental factors cited as causing MPA were the audience and the jury’s acclamation, attitude, 
and behaviors. This result showed similarity to “Prevalence and Predictors of Music Performance Anxiety in 
Adolescent Learners: Individual and Environmental Factors” by Papageorgi (2020), suggesting that sensitivity to 
the audience’s presence and the rate of exposure significantly increased MPA. In this context, educators might 
observe students’ personal inclinations toward MPA through juried events such as pre-tests, exams, recitals, and so 
on and motivate students to discover and use coping strategies they find the most effective. 

Because MPA can be thought of as a whole, with cognitive, somatic, and behavioral factors, effective use of 
psychological skills can contribute to the educational process. Hatfield (2016) stated that psychological skills 
training (e.g., goal setting, concentration, imagination, self-talk, arousal regulation) has been used successfully in 
sports for the last 50 years but is rarely used in music performance. In this regard, the study’s most remarkable 
result was that students stated they need a course, counseling, and activities on MPA integrated into the 
curriculum. However, examination of Turkish music education programs did reveal courses on concert and stage 
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psychology, but they are not common and are mostly in master and doctoral curricula. According to Yıldırım 
(2020), performing before professional musicians and academicians is not easy for music students, and adequate 
technical, musical, and mental preparation is highly important. Investigation of performance-based sports 
education-training programs revealed courses on sports psychology, which emphasizes that psychological as well 
as physical skills should be developed. In music education that focuses on performance, coping with stress, anxiety, 
concentration, motivation, and effective management of pre- and post-performance processes can be defined as 
important skills. Therefore, including courses and activities in the conservatory curriculum at the undergraduate 
level, from which students can gain the psychological skills to manage MPA will provide significant benefits. 

A final significant result was the students’ expressed need to extend the exam process during education-
training and to enrich their onstage experiences through concerts and other performances. In other words, 
extending the exam and evaluation process with lecturers in the jury in the education-training environment and 
supporting it with exams without a jury would reduce students’ MPA. 
 

5. Conclusion 
This study’s results showed that MPA is quite common among students, but they do not have detailed, 

literature-based knowledge about it. Nor have they intentionally and consciously used proven coping strategies, 
like athletes are trained to do. Because performance is integral to musical education training, including courses and 
activities on coping with MPA should be part of the licensing and education curriculum in all conservatories and 
institutions providing musical education degrees. The activities repeatedly mentioned here could contribute 
significantly to occupational competencies. 

Although this study achieved important results, its limitations can be summarized as follows. The obtained data 
was based mainly on self-reports by volunteer participants attending a single conservatory in Turkey. Thus, the 
subject should be investigated through varied contexts and samples from Turkish conservatories and music 
departments. Although many researchers have investigated MPA, it is still regarded as a complex and significant 
problem among musicians. In this regard, to focus on MPA and psychobiology within the context of its holistic, 
physical, and psychological effects and on the need for preventive MPA education, about which the literature 
currently offers little information. 
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