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Facing the Music

Exploring the Presence of Identity 
Foreclosure in Working Musicians and its 

Association with Mental Health and 
Burnout Syndrome.



The COVID19 pan demic wor sened inst ability & ide ntity cr ises

Gap: Ide ntity For eclosur e (IF) ra rely studie d in musician s

Working musicians experience 
mental health at a higher rate 

than the general population 
(Hu, 2017; Mind, 2025). 

The Problem 

Lockdowns caused 

musicians to instantly 

lose their jobs AND their 

purpose 
(Musgrave, 2022; Littlewood, 2020). 

There is currently little protection against 

a growing risk of widespread musician 

burnout (Musicians Union 2012). 



Previous Findings

Lack of control and fairness 
heightens musicians’ burnout 
vulnerability (Cannon, 2022; Maslach and 

Leiter, 2016).

If identity is turned into an 

occupation, it can cause 

burnout (Cannon, 2023; Lopez-Iniguez et al., 

2022).

Musicians score highly in 

their values around their 

work (Cannon, 2023).

Musicians display an unusual 

level of passion compared to 

the general population (Cannon 

2024; Bonneville-Roussy and Vallerand, 2020).



The Research Aim

1. Discover how 
working musicians 
describe their 
adolescent identity 
development?

01
2. Identify links 
between identity 
foreclosure and 
mental health in 
working 
musicians’ 

02
3. To fill a gap in 
the literature 
investigating 
identity 
foreclosure, mental 
health and working 
musicians.

03

Explore relationship between identity foreclosure and burnout in 
musicians



Literature review findings

•  Identity vs role confusion (Erikson, 1959).

• Four identity statuses. Foreclosure = commitment 
without exploration (Marcia, 1966).

• Musicians: Early talent. pressure + 
parental/social input (Davis, 2019)

• Burnout: emotional exhaustion, low 
accomplishment, depersonalisation (Maslach et al., 
1997).



Methodology

• SEQUENTIAL 

MIXED METHODS 
DESIGN

• PHASE 1: SURVEYS 

(CVE-M, PWS)

• PHASE 2: SEMI-

STRUCTURED 
INTERVIEWS (3 

PARTICIPANTS)

• ANALYSIS: 

INTERPRETATIVE 
PHENOMENOLOGIC

AL ANALYSIS (IPA)



1: Quantitative Findings (CvE-M)

• N = 22 
participants

• Exploration = 
med/low 

(M = 18.1)

• Commitment 
= high 

(M = 35.5)









Psychological 

Wellbeing 

Scale (PWS)

Self Acceptance (SA) 

Positive relations with others (PRO) 

Autonomy (A) 

Environmental Mastery (EM) 

Personal Growth (PG) 

Purpose in Life (PL) 
(Ryff and Keys, 1989)



2: Quantitative Findings 

(PWS)

• Highest = Personal Growth

• Lowest = Environmental Mastery

• Variation: some thriving, others struggling 
severely



Interview Themes

1. Early commitment

2. External validation

3. Role overidentification

4. Struggles with self-worth



“I was always either noodling or practicing... like it did take 
a lot of my time yeah” 

“Even as musicians now, we still fantasise and dream 
about big gigs don’t we”

I’m definitely a musician”

“I don’t know what was more detrimental to my health, 
thinking that no one likes me... Or the thing I spent half my 

life working towards, I’m still not good enough”

Participant 9  
  



“(My Auntie) was performing on the West End and 
stuff so I was like, that’s what I want to do”

“Because I progressed, I think that made me love it 
more”

“I felt like that was my only identity, kind of what 
made me from like, a nobody”

“If I didn’t do music, I’d be that person that people 
don’t remember"

Participant 19



“I didn’t need to learn it, I just absorbed it”

“My musical career IS my mental health”

“Musician is me as a person”

“Work is the thing that I do to pay the bills”

Participant 22



Discussion

Evidence of foreclosure in adolescent 
musicians

External + parental influence 
reinforced early commitment

Identity foreclosure linked to burnout 
and mental health vulnerabilities



Conclusion & 

Implications

MUSICANS IN THIS STUDY SHOWED 
SIGNS OF FORECLOSURE

ENCOURAGE WIDER IDENTITY 
EXPLORATION

COACHING = RESILIENCE & WELLBEING

POLICY: MORE FOCUS ON MUSICIAN 
BURNOUT 

FUTURE RESEARCH: LONGITUDINAL 
STUDIES



References

• Bonneville-Roussy, A. and Vallerand, R.J., 2020. Passion at the 
heart of musicians’ well-being. Psychology of Music, 48(2), pp.266-
282.

• Cannon (2023) ‘Raising burned-out voices: An investigation into the 
work-life of professional vocalists and the current rise of anxiety 
disorders and depression in the music industry. Is burnout the 
elephant in the room?’, UWTSD. Unpublished. 

• Cannon (2024) Passion and its impact on the mental health and 
wellbeing of professional musicians UWTSD (unpublished)

• Davis, A (2019) Social identity and growth mindset. [Online]. 
Available at 
https://www.mttam.org/news/tgiam/p/~board/tgiam/post/social- 
identity?utm_source=chatgpt.com [Accessed on 2nd February 
2025]. 

• Erikson, E. (1959) Theory of identity development. E. Erikson, 
Identity and the life cycle. Nueva York: International Universities 
Press. 

• Hu, C. (2017) ‘70 Percent of Musicians Say They Have Suffered 
From Anxiety or Depression. What’s Next?’ [Online] Available at 
https://www.billboard.com/music/music- news/70-percent-musicians-
suffer-anxiety-depression-what-next-8005671/ [Accessed on 23rd 
January 2025] 



References

• Littlewood, A. (2021) ‘Musicians Like Me Are Losing Work, And Purpose. I’m 
Worried About Our Mental Health’, HuffPost UK. [Online] Available at 
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/coronavirus-performing- 
arts_uk_5f15b5d8c5b619afc404b356 [Accessed on 15th March 2025] 

• López-Íñiguez, G., McPherson, G.E. and Zarza Alzugaray, F.J., 2022. Effects of 
threat and motivation on classical musicians’ professional performance practice 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Frontiers in psychology, 13, p.834666.

• Maslach, C. and Leiter, M.P., 2016. Understanding the burnout experience: 
recent research and its implications for psychiatry. World psychiatry, 15(2), 
pp.103-111.

• Maslach, C., Jackson, S.E. and Leiter, M.P. (1997) Maslach burnout inventory. 
Scarecrow Education.

• Musgrave, G (2022) ‘Losing work, losing purpose’: Representations of musicians’ 
mental health in the time of COVID-19. In Rethinking the music business: Music 
contexts, rights, data, and COVID-19 (pp. 11-28). Cham: Springer International 
Publishing. 

• Musicians Union (2012) ‘The working musician’ [Online] Available at 
https://musiciansunion.org.uk/MusiciansUnion/media/resource/Guides%20and%
20reports/E ducation/The-Working-Musician-report.pdf?ext=.pdf [Accessed on 
25th January 2025]. 

• Mind (2025) ‘Music sector guides’ [Online] Available at 
https://www.mind.org.uk/workplace/music-sector-guides/ [Accessed on 23rd 
January 2025] 



Thank You / 
Questions
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