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Portfolio

Project Title: ‘What are flow states in performance contexts and how might they be achieved as a music performer?’

Introduction and Rationale 

In my role as a teacher of 16- to 19-year-old students at a further education (FE) college I work with approximately 60 to 80 students each year. These students are all studying level 2 or level 3 music performance qualifications. My students are assessed on their performances on a regular basis and these grades form a large proportion of their final qualification grades. For my students, building up to and delivering these performances are of great importance to them, and I often find myself supporting my students when things go wrong. In all instances, it seems the stakes are very high. 

In my last module I investigated the barriers to performance that my female adolescent students experience. Results indicated that Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) including competition, comparison, self-judgement, and nerves were their main barriers to performance. Whilst my participants were able to describe some of the methods they used to reduce these barriers, they were not particularly effective, and all participants asked for help with reducing the barriers they experience (Fortune, 2023). In this module I aim to address this request for help. 

Alvesson and Sandberg (2011) suggest problematisation as more likely to challenge existing theories than the more popular “gap filling” approach to research, aligning well with the aims of feminist inquiry (Hughes & Russell, 2015) and giving the opportunity for diverse perspectives to be explored (Allen, 2011). I investigated several potential methods of reducing MPA in my last module from positive self-talk to mindfulness and cognitive behavioural therapy, however most of the methods I looked at were focused on solving a problem and therefore imply that a person using these methods needs to be fixed (Cohen & Bodner, 2019). In my previous research I uncovered a worrying lack of self-esteem in female adolescents (Bachman et al. 2011; Frost & Mckelvie, 2004) and on reflection is seems that focusing on fixing a problem may not be the best way to engage my students in working towards their goals of delivering barrier free (or nearly) performances. 

Challenging though it may be to support my adolescent students in reducing their MPA, whilst supporting their self-esteem, research has found this to be possible by teaching problem solving strategies (Shahgholy Ghahfarokhi et al. 2015). For this reason, this research is inspired by the ideals of solutions-focused therapy which aims to pinpoint the potential solutions to problems and increase hope in participants (Kim, 2008). Solutions based educational practices have been adopted across the UK and form part of policy around behavioural management, believing that focusing on solutions for both teacher and student is empowering and builds confidence (Stobie et al. 2005).

In my research, I came across the concept of flow. Put simply, flow is the experience in which one is completely immersed in an activity, so much so that time seems to become irrelevant, and enjoyment is derived simply from the act of doing the task (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975).  Whilst flow is certainly not a new area of research, and I would not be “gap filling”, I chose to look at how it may help my students to focus on adding flow, rather than taking MPA away. Using this approach will allow me to recognise my students request for help and give them the tools to positively move beyond fear and into flow.

Organisational Objectives
I work for The Manchester College, an FE institution in central Manchester. When considering how this research is inspired by organisational objectives, I began by looking at the city council’s strategy for work and skills. One of the key priorities of this strategy is “ensuring there is support for our young people to be work ready […] and develop the skills they need to meet their own goals and ambitions.” (Work and Skills Strategy, 2022. p. 4). Additionally, the UK wide National Plan for Music Education (2022. p. 68) stresses the importance of FE institutions in ensuring “a strong talent pipeline into the global music industry”. 

Manchester has some of the highest rates of deprivation in the UK with 42% of children living in poverty in 2020 (Work and Skills Strategy, 2022) and nearly three quarters of our students come from local areas of deprivation. In the music department we see a high proportion of students with both special educational needs and living in poverty which presents many challenges such as students struggling with aspects of the curriculum, to attending lessons without having eaten. In response to the Manchester work and skills strategy and the National Plan for Music Education, our college self-assessment report identifies several related priorities such as an employment focused curriculum, providing industry specific skills, and teachers with strong technical skills and industry experience that “supports the majority of our students to achieve their qualifications, develop excellent creative and technical skills, and achieve a positive destination” (Cornwell-Lyon, 2022. p. 4). Encouraging flow states in my students could result in them becoming more fluent, confident performers and therefore positively impact upon their career opportunities (Helding & McCarther, 2018). 

As an educational establishment in the UK, we are inspected by the Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills (Ofsted) and expected to meet the standards of the Education Inspection Framework (EIF). 
	
	Inspectors will make a judgement on the personal development of learners by evaluating the extent to which: 
· the curriculum extends beyond the academic, technical, or vocational. […]
· the curriculum and the provider’s wider work support learners to develop their character – including their resilience, confidence, and independence – and help them know how to keep physically and mentally healthy. 
 (Ofsted, 2022. para. 31)
In engaging with this research, I can not only develop my learners to become better performers but also to develop the skills beyond that of the music curriculum and support their personal development as described in the EIF above. My students are living in a post pandemic environment following significant disruption to their education (Coleman, 2021) and subsequent research has concluded that adolescents’ wellbeing was negatively affected by their experiences during the Covid-19 pandemic (Deitvorst et al. 2022).  It has been purported that a focus on flow states can have the benefit of improving wellbeing and may “enhance teaching and learning outcomes” (Wrigley & Emmerson, 2011). If the strategies I reveal to induce flow in music performance also have a positive effect on wellbeing (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), I believe there is potential for the additional benefits of the development of character, resilience, and good mental health, as described in the personal development section of the EIF (Ofsted, 2022).  
An additional personal aim for myself as a teacher, and part of the rationale for this research, is to continue to challenge the gender bias in the music industry (Smith et al. 2021; Prior et al. 2019) by aiming to equip as many of my female identifying students to be successful musicians and performers. For me, performing should always be enjoyable and fulfilling and not a perilous experience. In achieving flow, one can escape self-doubt and absorb themselves in the moment. I have found the experience of flow to be both liberating and immersive and I am eager to share this with my students. 

My primary goal in carrying out this research is “to contribute directly to the development of practice” (Rolfe, 2002. p. 26), so that I can continue to use my learning to support and improve the future careers and lives of my students, in accordance with the priorities of my college. 

Planned Programme of Study 

The first stage of my planning involved creating aims, objectives, and outcomes for my literature review. These are detailed below. 

Aims:
*To gain insights into the required conditions that contribute to achieving optimal music performance through the experience of flow.
* To equip my singing students with the skills to independently achieve flow.

Objectives:
*To review the available literature, drawing conclusions on what constitutes flow states in music performance.
*To carry out a comprehensive narrative literature review that synthesises the current knowledge base and compiles a range of strategies to achieve optimal performance by encouraging flow states.

Expected outcomes:
*A selection of methods/activities to trial in lessons to encourage flow states.
*A well-developed understanding of what factors impact upon flow states and the elements needed to bring about flow states. 

In preparation for completing this module I made a GANNT chart which allowed me to organise how I would spend my time and in what order I would complete tasks. The advantage of the GANNT chart is that it allows for the clear tracking of goals as the researcher can monitor their progress using a percentage for each task (Geraldi & Lechter, 2012). Below is the list of tasks and dates I set myself at the beginning of the project:

Figure 1- Task list with dates from GANNT Chart
	TASK
	PROGRESS
	START
	END

	Phase 1-Preparation
	 
	 
	 

	Task 1-Read Previous Feedback-note areas for improvement
	0%
	20/1/23
	16/2/23

	Task 2-Decide upon research topic
	0%
	20/1/23
	20/2/23

	Task 3-Carry out literature review methodology research
	0%
	16/2/23
	2/3/23

	Task 4- Carry out reflective practice research
	0%
	2/3/23
	16/3/23

	Task 5- Carry out research and background reading on topic
	0%
	2/3/23
	30/3/23

	Phase 2-Writing
	 
	 
	 

	Task 1-Write Introduction and rationale
	0%
	1/4/23
	8/4/23

	Task 2- Write planned programme of study
	0%
	1/4/23
	8/4/23

	Task 3- Write assignment two
	0%
	8/4/23
	6/5/23

	Task 4- Write reflection
	0%
	6/5/23
	13/5/23

	Phase 3-Editing
	 
	 
	 

	Task 1-Respond to draft feedback
	0%
	26/5/23
	2/6/23

	    Task 2- Submit to turn it in
	0%
	2/6/23
	2/6/23

	    Task 3- Make any changes required by turn it in report
	0%
	2/6/23
	4/6/23

	    Task 4-Submit Complete Assignment
	0%
	6/6/23
	6/6/23


Methodology
[bookmark: _Hlk135388579][bookmark: _Hlk135388593][bookmark: _Hlk135388604][bookmark: _Hlk135388637]My first step to deciding on a research methodology was to choose the focus of my literature review, and as my primary goal was to use this research to develop my practice, I opted for “practices or application” as per Cooper’s Taxonomy of Literature reviews (Cooper, 1988. p. 109). By choosing this focus it was possible for me to meet one of my research objectives of developing strategies to encourage flow states. An additional objective was to develop an understanding of how flow experiences present in music performance and so a narrative literature review was chosen as most appropriate as it allows for the proposition of more than one research question (Ferrari, 2015). I decided against a systematic review as they look to answer one distinct question by reviewing all available research on the subject (Nightingale, 2009). My project covers more than one question, and it would not be possible to review all literature on the topic in the time I have available. For this reason, I chose to narrow my initial question further from ‘What is flow and how do you achieve it?’ to ‘What are flow states in music performance contexts and how to achieve flow as a music performer?’. This narrowing of my question allowed for the addition of inclusion and exclusion criteria in my research and a systematic approach to the gathering of information. Narrative reviews have been criticised for their lack of replicability and the tendency to not make clear the methods which have been utilised (Green et al. 2006) so, to avoid this risk, I developed a plan to make clear my research methods as can be seen in the illustration below.

Figure 2- Research Plan[image: Diagram
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[bookmark: _Hlk135388706]I chose the following search chains to ensure I covered all relevant research but also kept the search from becoming too broad, a critique often levelled at novice researchers (Webster & Watson, 2002). ‘Flow and Music Performance’, ‘Finding Flow’ and ‘How to achieve Flow’ were the searches carried out, the first search in relation to my first research question (what are flow states in a music performance context?) and the second two to answer my second question (how to achieve flow as a music performer?). I performed these searches on both Google Scholar and the UWTSD Library database. I then carried out 3 stages of refinement using my inclusion and exclusion criteria. In my initial reading around flow (as will be outlined further below), I found that the concept was first conceived by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in 1975; for this reason, the first exclusion criteria became any document written before 1975. I also excluded any articles not available in English, as I do not speak any other languages. 

[bookmark: _Hlk135388785]The second stage of refinement included topic exclusion, which involved removing all unrelated topics from the search such as chemistry and blood vessel periodicals and then looking at titles and abstracts and removing further unrelated articles. Following this stage, I reviewed the reference lists of my current list of articles to ensure I had not left out any relevant and important literature (Randolph, 2009). This revealed another 6 documents for me to review. As my research had two distinct questions to answer, I had to consider how exclusion criteria might differ for each research question after the second stage. In the third stage of refinement using my search chains, I chose to look at research carried out since the year 2015 to the second quarter for 2023 to ensure this literature review was based on the most up to date research. This resulted in many studies, and I wanted to narrow down the elements that could reveal strategies for ‘finding flow’ and ‘how to achieve flow’, so a further review of abstracts and titles was carried out at this point to remove articles that did not offer any clear guidance on these factors. I also chose to exclude the 3 systematic reviews I came across as I did not want their findings to influence mine and create a biased result (Tricco et al. 2008). However, I did ensure that all relevant literature included in these reviews were considered in my inclusion/exclusion process. Following the 3 stages of refinement, I was left with 12 articles relating to ‘Flow and Music Performance’ and ‘Finding Flow’ and ‘How to achieve Flow’. There were unfortunately, some articles I could not gain access to, and these had to be excluded from this study. Attempts to mitigate bias were made during the search and refinement process by working with a clear exclusion and inclusion criteria (Green et al. 2006) and so I am confident that the resulting articles analysed gave me the opportunity to synthesise the findings herein and explore new theories and opportunities for future research (Snyder, 2019).

Flow-An Overview
Positive psychology a title coined by Martin Seligman in the late 1990s considers how humans succeed even when life is difficult and is concerned with looking at ways that life can be both enjoyed and improved (Froh & Seligman, 2004). Whilst much of psychology in the past had been focused upon the pathology of mental illness, positive psychology looks to the ways in which mental health and by extension, our personal well-being can be enhanced (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi is one of the founding fathers of positive psychology and an early exploration into the field is his conception of flow in 1975 (Oades & Mossman, 2017). Whilst flow was first conceived almost 40 years ago, it’s continued popularity amongst researchers, and its seemingly unchallenged acceptance across the field of psychology, indicates its enduring validity as a significant concept (Engeser et al. 2021). Csikszentmihalyi’s flow concept (1975) is not the only persistent theory, with notable examples from Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943) for example, known as “one of the most cognitively contagious ideas in the behavioural sciences” (Kenrick et al. 2010. p. 292), to Dewey’s learning theory (1938). Flow continues to be a common research area today, as will be seen in the literature review later in this document. To contextualise the recent literature analysed, a brief overview of flow and its components follows below. 

Flow is the experience a person has when they are functioning optimally (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). A person in a flow state is engrossed in what they are doing to the point where they may not fully notice the world around them, they feel in complete control of the activity they are undertaking and are not conscious of their self in the moment (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). A person in flow may be swimming, dancing, painting or even at work, but an element of challenge in the task being undertaken is a central tenant to the opportunity for flow to be achieved, and rising to that challenge with enough skill to succeed is also a necessary element (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The nine components of flow put forward my Csikszentmihalyi (1990) are action and awareness seeming to merge, a balance of challenge and skill, a clear sense of goals, explicit feedback, focus, feeling in control, transformation of time, complete loss of self-consciousness and autotelic experience and he suggests that all components need to be present to achieve flow. This presents a multifaceted challenge that demands a delicate balance of self-awareness and skill, and reveals both why flow is difficult to achieve, and why it has been researched so extensively (Van Der Linden et al. 2021).  Significantly, Csikszentmihalyi suggests that experiencing flow regularly can “improve the quality of life” (1990. p. 5) and therefore a person’s intrinsic happiness, suggesting lasting benefits beyond that of the experience itself. 

Csikszentmihalyi found that certain people find flow states easier to access and believed these people to have autotelic personalities (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), which is to say they more easily find the enjoyment in carrying out a task and that task is enjoyable for the sake of doing it. This has led to a largely dispositional approach to research with the terms ‘state’ and ‘trait’ flow being commonly used (Chirico et al. 2015). ‘State’ flow being related to the isolated experience of flow which occurs in a particular state or circumstance and ‘trait’ as a description of the individual characteristics of a person that might make them more predisposed to flow experiences (Jackson & Eckland, 2002). ‘Trait’ flow is often also described as dispositional. Several instruments to measure flow have been created and validated which either assess ‘trait’ or ‘state’ flow (Chirico et al. 2002) and have been utilised to study the experience of flow against the nine components described above. More recently, the nine components of flow conceived by Csikszentmihalyi (1990) have been reorganised and classified into two parts, that of antecedents to flow and components of flow (Buil et al. 2018; Bakker 2005, 2008). Buil et al (2018) identified the preconditions of flow to be challenge, skills, feedback, and goal clarity and Bakker (2005, 2008) suggests enjoyment, intrinsic motivation and absorption as the components required for flow states. The argument here being that some components relate to conditions that need to be present before flow can occur and that the other components relate to flow in action. Whilst this may seem, on the surface, to be a departure from Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) 9 components of flow, all elements still exist but are grouped or named slightly differently. Considering the components as precursors to flow and flow state elements, may lead to researchers experiencing more ease in defining and investigating ways to encourage flow states. Whilst a small amount of the research covered in the literature review below use the later organisation of flow suggested by Buil et al (2018) and Bakker (2005,2008), most still use Csikszentmihalyi’s original conception as the basis for their studies. When examining research that encompasses diverse organisations of flow, it may unveil a range of outcomes which adds to the intrigue of the investigation. However, it may be difficult to compare these results due to variations in the underlying methodologies of the studies. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) suggests that certain activities are more conducive to flow because elements of the nine components are intrinsic to their completion; one of these activities is making music. In my literature review, the research that exists on flow and music performance have been brought together and synthesised, recommendations made regarding future research avenues, and strategies for achieving flow states discussed.  

Critical Reflection
Before embarking on this new module, I wanted to take some time to reflect upon what I had learnt so far, and how I could apply this learning in the future. Greenwood (1993) proposes the addition of ‘reflection-before-action’ to the ‘reflection-in-action’ and ‘reflection-on-action’ model created by Schön (1983). Edwards (2017) proposes reflection-beyond-action as an addition to reflection-before-action, in response to the work of Dreifuerst (2009) and Alden & Durham (2012), to allow for engagement with theory and previous feedback before action and give the opportunity to move beyond the action in the final dimension and consider what impact the learning could have in the future. 

Reflection-Before-Action
In my ‘reflection-before-action’ I took the opportunity to revisit previous feedback and identify the strengths and weaknesses of my work and working processes. I identified several areas for improvement, firstly, in my note taking and research processes. Whilst I recognise that I work better when reading paper documents and writing directly on them, when it came to locating the study with the information, I wanted I would sometimes struggle to find it. Additionally, feedback for previous modules had suggested I need to improve my critical writing. I ordered books from the module reading list including Critical Writing Skills (Cottrell, 2017). This book suggests using a note taking template, so I created my own template (adjusted from Cottrell, 2017. p. 139) and attached a template to each printed document. This enabled me to not only summarise the main points of each study making it easier for me to locate the information I wanted to use when writing, but also to consider the strengths and weaknesses of each study as I was reading them and make notes on this to return to later. 

Reflection-In-Action
In my initial planning I had set aside time to complete all my research and the reading and note taking, however as I progressed, I realised that I was not retaining the information I was reading very well due to the large amount of literature I had uncovered. It occurred to me that reading and writing notes first and writing up second was not a good use of my time as I would have to read the articles in full again before writing, even if my note taking was detailed. I decided to change tack and read a selection of abstracts and then choose one study to read in full and then write about it. I repeated this process returning to some abstracts several times. This process of interleaving information has a known positive impact upon learning and retention (Rohrer, 2012) and I found that as I carried out this process, I was able to make links and comparisons between studies more easily. 

During the process of writing my rationale I recognised feelings of discomfort that my objectives in carrying out this research differed greatly to my organ, especially since vocational education has long been seen as the poor alternative to the traditional academic route (Young &Hordern, 2022) and funding for FE colleges continues to diminish year on year (Orr, 2020). The messages I receive from my organisation have great emphasis on the achievement of an outstanding Ofsted inspection result, potentially because an outstanding Ofsted result could attract more enrolments and therefore more funding. There is high emphasis on the responsibility of the teacher to ensure achievement and completion of courses without exception, which has been found to have a demotivating effect (Pelletier et al. 2002) and is certainly my experience due to the feeling that completion is of importance over quality of education for my students. It took me some time to acquire a copy of the college’s Quality Improvement Plan (Cornwell-Lyon, 2022) and when I read it I was surprised to find, the author at least, had identified similar motivations to me in terms of objectives for teaching and learning. The author (our vice principle for quality) has since left the college and this may be the reason the document has not been published but, it still gives me some hope that operationally my motivations as a teacher align somewhat with that of senior managers in the college. 

As I was working through the research I began to feel confident that I could have an impact upon my students experience of flow states as a lot of the ground I was covering was familiar. Many of the findings of the studies in my literature review had similarities to the research I looked at for my module 3 assignment on barriers to music performance and I found that the antithetical relationship between music performance anxiety (MPA) and flow (Cohen & Bodner, 2019) meant that a lot of the suggestions for ways to evoke flow were the same as those made to reduce MPA. 

Reflection-On-Action
Much of the research suggests that educationalists can positively affect flow occurrence in their students by carrying out interventions in the classroom (Ford et al. 2020; Phillipe et al. 2022a, 2022b; Chen, 2022) and as I was doing my research I concluded that it would not be a complex task for me to implement some of these strategies into my current schemes of learning. In my previous module I asked my female students what their barriers were to performance, and they identified a lack of support from their teachers in overcoming these barriers. Whilst we do discuss nerves with our students we don’t offer any strategies for them to combat them in a formal way and this is clearly an important area for improvement on our part. I feel somewhat relieved that I now have potential strategies to share with my students. This has also opened discussions with my students as I have shared my research findings with them and encouraged the idea that I am also on a learning journey like them (Craine, 2011) potentially helping them to feel empowered that they are also ‘agents of change’ (Heyler, 2015).


Reflection-Beyond-Action
As I was completing my literature review, an external company completed a practice “Deep Dive” which mirrors the new Educational Inspection Framework (Ofsted, 2019. p. 4) and seeks to assess how learning is taking place on an individual level by following the learner journey. The outcome of this process involved a report which suggested a redesign of the music curriculum and in discussing what this would mean for our department I suggested that we look at including some performance psychology practices. I contacted Michelle Phillips (Head of Enterprise at The Royal Northern College of Music) a prominent researcher in music psychology and we now plan to meet and discuss possible training that her and her colleagues, Dr Sara Ascenso (lecturer in music health and wellbeing) and Professor Jane Ginsborg (associate director of research), could deliver with a view to inspiring our curriculum design. It seems here that my aim for my research to have a direct impact upon my teaching could well be achieved in an even greater sphere of influence than just my classroom delivery and that it could, in fact, be part of a much larger shift in my departments’ curriculum and I will become an ‘agent of change’ (Heyler, 2015). 

During this module of study, I have questioned my choice of topic. Is this really what I should be looking at? Shouldn’t I be learning about voice science so I can have a concrete impact upon my students’ technical voice development? In the end it comes down to the type of teacher I am and what I ultimately want for my students. Seligman’s PERMA (2011. p.1) theory suggests that “positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment” are the elements that make up wellbeing. In reading about flow and positive psychology I came across this theory and it resonated with me greatly. I hope that my students will have fulfilling lives. I hope that they will enjoy making music and singing, that they will find the sense of joy and connectedness that I felt when I studied music as a teenager and, that I feel was, in part, gifted to me by my teachers. It is a priority for me, beyond that of academic success, that my students have good lives (Jephcote, 2008). Great technique does of course have its place, but as I have discovered during this process, it is just one part of several factors, and putting all these factors together can result in the optimal performance. If I can help my students on the road to flow, I believe I will have done a good job and supported them to achieve their future occupational ambitions but additionally helped them to have the skills to support and manage their own wellbeing (Seligman, 2011). 














Written Assignment

Flow in Music Performance

Jha et al (2022) measured the heart rate variance of 22 pianists before, during and after a performance of 3 piano pieces and considered how the readings collected, along with a completed Flow State Scale questionnaire, could reveal the requirements for flow to occur. Findings indicated that, prior to performance, higher vagal heart rate modulation was evident along with lower sympathetic arousal in those experiencing flow and heart rate variability and the interval between heart beats decreased during performance in flow states (Jha et al. 2022). The researchers suggest that interventions to reduce the effects of stress may have a positive effect on flow emergence (Jha et al. 2022). Although the sample size was small, the researchers attest to the generalisability of the study to early career musicians citing the significant findings associated with flow and the typical profile of the participants (Jha et al. 2022). 

Ford et al (2020) carried out one of three qualitative studies in this literature review involving in-depth phenomenological interviews with 15 undergraduate music students. Findings discuss three emerging themes; “environmental context, emotional connectedness and interpersonal connectedness”, and reveal the influence of the “physical and psychological environment” in achieving flow states (Ford et al. 2020, p.147). The researchers identify concentration, calmness, and the ability to regulate emotions as important factors in achieving flow and suggest these conditions could become part of a music curriculum to equip students with the skills to achieve optimal performances (Ford et al. 2020). They identify emotional connectedness as a characteristic of flow that differs from other contexts such as sport (Ford et al. 2020) and suggest relating to the material being performed could help in eliciting optimal performance. My students are not always able to choose their repertoire due to the constraints of the curriculum and so finding emotional connection to material may not always be immediate for them. It could therefore be appropriate to include additional lesson delivery on connecting emotionally to music and finding meaning in their performance repertoire. 

The final theme of interpersonal connectedness (Ford et al. 2020) relates to the shared experience of making music and the feeling of connection with other performers. They suggest that working with musicians one feels connected to may have a positive effect on performances and the flow state (Ford et al. 2020) and this is echoed in the work of Gaggioli et al (2016) detailed further below. All 15 participants in this study were undergraduate, classically trained musicians and whilst these results cannot be generalised, it seems the themes identified could indicate some potential curriculum development avenues, taking into consideration the differences between students who have studied in a conservatoire environment compared to those in less traditional music cultures. My students often do not get to choose who they work with and so the feeling of connection with their fellow band members may not always come easily. I have observed those with good connections tend to produce more cohesive performances and so it may be prudent to look at methods to foster interpersonal connectedness between band members. 

Ford et al (2020) argue that music educators should encourage their students to move away from the traditional requirement to play what is written in the score, suggesting that encouraging students to explore their own interpretations can potentially evoke flow. In CCM styles, creativity and interpretation when working with song material is a familiar requirement and evident in assessment criteria in music performance grading, such as BTEC Diplomas in Music and graded instrumental exams (Pearson, 2018; Trinity College London, 2018; Rockschool, 2016). CCM performers’ interpretive practice is likely to be familiar and therefore may prove a good starting point for encouraging optimal performance. 

Philippe et al (2022a. p. 1023) determined that “Social standing, performance preparation, connection to one’s body, awareness of skills and self-confidence, intrinsic motivation, attentional focus and transcendence” were all factors in the onset of flow states. Their qualitative study involved semi-structured interviews with 11 participants all of whom were musicians and a self-made graph detailing the conditions of their preparations for performance. Using a “thematic inductive approach” (Philippe et al. 2022a. p. 1026) the researchers revealed the factors that brought about flow detailed above. 

There are several similarities between the findings of Phillipe et al (2022a) and Ford et al (2020). Firstly, that of emotional connectedness (Ford et al. 2020) and connection to one’s body (Phillipe et al. 2022a) both relating to the way in which one internalises the music and connects music to body and brain. Secondly, environmental context (Ford et al. 2020) and social standing (Phillipe et al. 2022a) in which, feeling accepted and comfortable in the performance environment could well be related to the active support of the audience (friends, family, and teachers). Where these two studies differ however, is that Ford et al (2020) did not consider performance preparation in their research and in fact, identify this as having a potential impact upon their findings. Phillipe et al (2022a) found that performance preparation done well had a positive impact upon the participants’ sense of control, one of the 9 components of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), and suggested that music educators support their students to prepare effectively. However, Phillipe et al (2022a) do not discuss what specifically constitutes effective preparation, opening avenues for further research. This also raises questions about the validity and applicability of the authors’ findings and why this has been posited as potentially intrinsic to the achievement of flow without further investigation or explanation. The Philippe et al (2022a) study has small numbers of participants like that of Ford et al (2020), but taken collectively, there is potential that good preparation could have an impact upon performers sense of control and result in a sense of self-confidence that allows for concentration, calmness, and regulation of emotions; all conditions that may evoke flow states and optimal performance. Further research into what effective preparation is, would need to be conducted alongside these other conditions to confirm or deny these findings. 

Philippe et al (2022b) investigated how elite athlete and musician undergraduates achieve flow states and were particularly interested in how the participants initiated flow, and how it developed over time. Following analysis of the qualitative data collected, several themes became apparent, that of “phase 1 preparation”, “phase 2 flow state entry”, “phase 3 flow state exit” (Philippe et al. 2022b. p 5). 

Results differed between the musicians’ and athletes’ preparation stage with musicians focusing more on the external factors such as other musicians or the audience and the athletes’ focusing internally on their bodily sensations (Philippe et al. 2022b). The researchers note that external focus at this stage could negatively impact upon performance, perhaps due to a lack of concentration (Philippe et al. 2022b). In phase 2, flow state entry, both the athletes and musicians were found to concentrate mostly on the task at hand with clear goals they want to achieve (Philippe et al. 2022b) and a sense of control over the performance. Both musicians and athletes expressed positive emotions or sensations in response to the completion of the task and along with the clear goals and sense of control, this autotelic experience echoes some of the 9 components of flow proposed by Csikszentmihalyi (1990). 

In phase 3 the end of the performance, physical experience (fatigue, relaxation, and relief) and mental experience (mental fatigue and reduction in concentration) were all found to be characteristics of the end of flow (Philippe et al. 2022b). Importantly, the researchers suggest that flow states can be managed by athletes and musicians with emotions and bodily sensations playing an important role in flow onset (Philippe et al. 2022b) and further this by outlining possible educational implications. Perhaps the most striking finding is that the authors say educating students in flow states using the 3 phases identified could elicit control of the experience (Philippe et al. 2022b). Phillipe et al (2022b) do not suggest how understanding the 3 phases would bring about control for students and this seems to be a gap in their argument, however, further research may reveal the validity of this claim. Like the previous Phillipe et al study (2022a) the reference to emotional states is made and this adds further weight to the premise of including emotional regulation and mental strength training in music curriculums (Kenny, 2005; Kenny & Osborne, 2006).

Flow and Music Performance Anxiety (MPA)

Moral-Bofill et al (2022) studied the impact of an online psychological programme to promote flow states and reduce MPA. Of the 62 participants, 50 were music students, 12 music teachers and 28 were in the experimental group (Moral-Bofill et al, 2022). Both the experimental group (EG) and control group (CG) took part in three questionnaires, pre and post-test including the Flow State Scale for music performers (EFIM), The Kenny Music Performance Anxiety Inventory (K-MPAI) and the Social Skill Scale (SSS) (Moral-Bofill et al. 2022). The EG took part in the online programme which targeted 4 areas, “(a) emotional and social awareness and regulation, (b) mindfulness exercises, (c) practice and performance preparation exercises, (d) regulation exercises” (Moral-Bofill et al. 2022. p. 7). Participants in the EG displayed higher levels of flow state following the psychological programme and a significant drop in MPA consolidating the findings of Philippe et al (2022a, 2022b) who suggest that effective preparation and calmness and regulation of emotions are some of the conditions required for flow to emerge. 

Spahn et al (2021) compared professional and non-professional classical orchestral musicians’ experiences of flow and MPA following a performance to an audience. The Flow Short-Scale questionnaire was used to assess flow occurrence and the Performance Specific Questionnaire on Music Performance (PQM) was used to assess MPA (Spahn, 2021). 363 musicians took part in the study with 38% of them being professionals (Spahn, 2021). 

Findings indicated that the non-professional musicians had a higher global flow score than the professionals, and the researcher suggests this is due to the non-professionals being more able to absorb themselves in the music as it is not a work activity but one that is just for enjoyment (Spahn, 2021). This would suggest that if a performance is part of a job then there is less chance of an autotelic experience (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) and therefore less chance of achieving flow states. These findings and the following discussion from the author (Spahn, 2021) open an avenue for further research regarding intrinsic motivation and flow and whether the aspect of work can have a negative impact upon flow emergence. In respect of my practice, it is possible the element of assessment could have an impact on flow emergence in a similar way suggested by Spahn (2021) and this may warrant further investigation. An earlier study by Wrigley & Emmerson (2011) found that music students taking part in an assessed performance did not achieve flow states and the authors suggest this may be due to the exam conditions having an impact upon sense of control. It would be interesting to see if my students’ experience is similar and if they have any suggestions for how to help them take back control of the performance assessment experience. 

This study also found a strong relationship between the demands of the material being performed and how absorbed the musicians were in the task (Spahn, 2021), in line with the challenge/skill balance component of Csikszentmihalyi’s flow concept (1990), higher levels of MPA before and during the performance in the non-professionals and more positive perception of achievement following the performance from the non-professionals along with better functional coping (Spahn, 2021). The researcher suggests that professional musicians may find post-performance analysis difficult, with a tendency towards the negative, and would benefit from developing these skills (Spahn, 2021). This leads me to wonder about the educational experience of the professional musicians compared to the non-professionals. Those who studied music will have experienced regular performance feedback during their education and may be more likely to pick up on the negative aspects of their performances due to this. It could be illuminating to investigate how feedback given in music education impacts upon musicians’ perception of their playing and self-criticism later in their careers. 

Spahn (2021) found that where flow occurred, symptoms of MPA were lesser and vice versa. The older, more experienced participants expressed stronger flow experiences and it is suggested this is to do with their fluency of playing gained over many years of orchestral performance (Spahn, 2021), additionally, those who held the performance in high regard experienced stronger flow which is also supported in the work of Ford et al (2020). 

This study uses a large sample size with 363 participants and gathers a great deal of significant data, with participant musicians working in classical orchestras (Spahn, 2021). Whilst questionnaires were utilised to provide quantitative data and statistical analysis is sound (Spahn, 2021), there is not a thorough evaluation of the nuances of the flow experience for individuals and there is scope here for more investigation into how professional and non-professional musicians differ in their experiences of flow and MPA. The study concludes that building strong self-efficacy in musicians could enable them to induce flow and reduce MPA which is also suggested in the work of Phillipe et al (2022a, b), Moral-Bofill et al (2022), Cohen & Bodner (2019), and Lambert & Csikszentmihalyi (2020), lending further weight to the inclusion of strategies to improve self-efficacy, mental regulation, and mindfulness practices in music curricula. 

Cohen & Bodner (2019) hypothesised that an increase in flow would have an antithetical effect on anxiety and therefore lower MPA in their participants. The 24 music therapy students taking part were split equally into intervention and control groups. The intervention group attended a music performance skills course with a series of 11 sessions based around the concepts of positive psychology. Topics including breathing exercises, positive self-talk, developing positive expectations, practicing efficiently, coping strategies and more (Cohen & Bodner, 2019). Data was collected both from music experts who judged the performances, as well as through questionnaires completed by the participants and results indicated that, whilst flow had not seen an increase in any of the participants, those in the intervention group reported a significant decrease in MPA and lower levels of state anxiety (Cohen & Bodner, 2019). The judge’s assessments of the second performance revealed a significant increase in performance quality and a significant reduction in signs of performance anxiety (Cohen & Bodner, 2019). Whilst these findings offer some positive indications of the success of such interventions, the researchers did not manage to have any consequential affect upon flow states and the small number of participants means that further research is required to confirm the efficacy of such interventions on a wider scale. The participants were all music therapy graduate students and may have been familiar with the course contents already which brings into question whether the results would have been as significant with alternate participants without previous experience. Nevertheless, this provides some potential practices for music and singing teachers that could impact positively upon their students. 

Cohen and Bodner (2021) looked at how contextual and background variables can impact upon flow and MPA. They considered the contextual variables of performance context, instrument and orchestral role and the background variables of gender, age and culture (Cohen & Bodner, 2021) with 202 professional orchestral musicians. The researchers measured flow using the Dispositional Flow Scale-2 (DFS-2) and MPA using the Performance Anxiety Inventory (PAI) and participants completed the questionnaires together in rehearsal breaks (Cohen & Bodner, 2021). 

Principles in the orchestra were found to experience higher levels of flow and associate principles higher levels of MPA (Cohen & Bodner, 2021). The researchers found no differences in flow and MPA with regards to gender and culture (Cohen & Bodner, 2021). One area of interest is that of beta blocker usage, commonly prescribed to reduce MPA’s physiological symptoms such as shaking (Patston & Loughlan, 2014), amongst musicians in the sample. This was measured at 39% and the finding that more than half of the participants experienced MPA sometimes, often, or always, suggests that MPA is a significant barrier for these musicians (Cohen & Bodner, 2021). 

The higher levels of flow found in principle musicians were considered to be because of the greater autonomy and control this role in an orchestra entails and the higher levels of satisfaction gained from performing in this position (Cohen & Bodner, 2021). Age was found to have a positive correlation with flow (Cohen & Bodner, 2021) with the older, more experienced players, experiencing higher levels of flow, also evident in the findings of Spahn (2019). As my students are adolescents and lack significant performance experience this brings into question how reasonable it is for me to expect them to be able to achieve flow states. If flow is more prevalent in older, more experienced musicians, this could be because as skill and performance experience are developed, flow state occurrence increases. This leads me to the idea that, rather than expecting to be able to evoke flow in my students, I should be looking to prepare the foundations for flow to emerge once they are more highly developed musicians. 

Cohen and Bodner’s (2019) study included a high number of participants and achieved results that were consistent with some previous studies (Spahn, 2019; Moral-Bofill et al. 2022) however, the variance in choices of measures between studies make it difficult to ascertain if the findings are consistent and so more research here is required to confirm these findings. This study only looks at those working in the classical arena and so cannot be generalised to those working in different genres. In fact, this literature review has uncovered a lack of recent research into contemporary commercial music styles (CCM) with only one study looking at musicians outside of classical music. The hierarchical nature of orchestras could be seen as very different to a rock band for example and so extrapolating these findings from one to the other is difficult. Nevertheless, these findings can suggest routes for further research outside the classical realm and give an indication of the potential factors that may affect flow, MPA and optimal performance. 

Flow in Groups

Gaggioli et al (2016) investigated group flow with participants from 15 amateur bands (75 adults in total). A variety of measures were used to assess flow including, the Flow State Scale (FSS) completed individually and averaged for each band to reveal a global group flow level, the Networked Minds Social Presence Inventory (NMSPI) with global group social presence calculated per band, a self-report evaluation, a team performance rating and Social Network Analysis (SNA) technique which analyses interactions between group members collecting quantitative data (Gaggioli et al. 2016).

Results indicated that there was a strong relationship between social presence (defined as being in tune with those around you (Biocca & Harms, 2003)) dimensions and flow, with band members expressing greater intrinsic motivation when they were more emotionally connected (Gaggioli et al. 2016). When the group understanding was perceived to be high, the band members experienced more control and felt feedback was clearer (Gaggioli et al. 2016). 

One interesting finding was that concentration and control (flow dimensions) and mutual perceived attention (social presence dimension) were negatively correlated suggesting that group flow may be difficult to maintain when one is required to concentrate on their parts in a musical band and might not be able to focus outwards to others (Gaggioli et al. 2016), however the researchers suggest that “flow would help group members to feel invisibly connected with colleagues both at an emotive and cognitive level, even though it limited their ability to direct their attention to each other” (Gaggioli et al. 2016. p. 293).

Like the billiards players in Lambert and Csikszentmihalyi’s (2020) study, those who achieved flow tended to be more satisfied with their performance and whilst self-reported performance was predicted by the group flow scores, the expert ratings did not (Gaggioli et al. 2016). Flow, social presence, and team performance were all positively correlated in both self-assessment reports and expert ratings (Gaggioli et al. 2016). The findings suggested bands who had greater levels of flow and social presence tended to use fewer verbal cues, more eye contact and there were less assertions of dominance from individuals (Gaggioli et al. 2016). Researchers concluded that their research revealed the presence of “flow contagion” which was defined by “high intrinsic motivation, shared positive emotions and mutual comprehension” (Gaggioli et al. 2016. p. 294). Whilst eye contact had a positive impact upon group flow, verbal orders did the opposite making non-verbal communication a potential tool for good in achieving optimal performance (Gaggioli et al. 2016). 

In the classroom, this could take the form of group tasks where verbal instructions/discussions are prohibited, to build skills of non-verbal communication. Additionally, development of group working skills so that no one band member dominates the performance of material may both empower the less confident members of the group and bring about the mutual comprehension suggested as a characteristic of group flow. It is interesting that this is the only study that considers group flow and is also the only study outside of the classical sphere of music performance and this could point to the possibility that group flow is more readily achieved in CCM styles. This is also the only study that relates directly to the genre that I teach in and the band environment my students work in. In my experience, our second year students display more mutual comprehension in their rehearsal sessions and performances, possibly due to the extended time they have been making music together in groups. The findings of this study have alerted me to look to support my students more in fostering these relationships and developing the skills of mutual comprehension. 

Finding Flow

Lambert and Csikszentmihalyi (2020) suggest that our perception of ability level may impact upon our perception of performance quality and be skewed by the imbalance of fantasy versus reality disrupting flow. Their study of billiards players was carried out twice to replicate their findings which indicated that positive perception of feedback (POF) and flow were strongly and significantly correlated. Those that felt positively about their billiards playing during their tournament match were more likely to experience flow and those with negative POF were less likely to experience flow (Lambert & Csikszentmihalyi, 2020). 

There were only 127 participants across the two studies and most surveyed participants won their matches, so this potentially limited the scope of the survey responses. Of particular interest here is how positive POF relates to flow occurrence. This study suggests that it may be possible that an improved outlook on POF during performance itself could positively impact upon flow. Also having an accurate perception of one’s ability level may be an important factor in achieving positive POF and flow may come in response to this. 

In practice, regular feedback from peers and teachers may support music students to achieve an accurate assessment of their current ability (Eberlein et al. 2011). This could be followed with work around positive POF in performance and specifically looking for ways to make positive assessments in the moment. Lambert & Csikszentmihalyi (2020) also found that those with more mindful dispositions were increasingly likely to achieve flow and suggest that mindfulness practices can hinder negative thought patterns, therefore reducing the likelihood of negative POF. Mindfulness practices elsewhere have been found to reduce MPA (Diaz, 2018; Rodrı ́guez-Carvajal & De La Cruz, 2014; Steyn et al. 2016; Czajkowski et al. 2022), so the potential to induce flow could be high. Mindfulness practice as part of music lessons could therefore have several beneficial outcomes. 

Tan et al (2021) identified a link between grit and flow using an online survey taken by 162 musicians ranging widely in age an experience. Grit and flow were positively correlated in their results with grit being established as a significant predictor of flow. Their study also looked at growth mindset as a predictor for flow, but they achieved no such significant results, suggesting that, with these participants, mindset does not have an impact upon flow (Tan et al. 2021). In a hierarchical regression the researchers established that both practice hours and music performance anxiety were equally as predictive as grit in the achievement of flow (Tan et al. 2021). 

Participants were mainly Malaysian, and the researchers note that cultural differences may be a factor in their findings (Tan et al. 2021). Additionally, the age range of participants (18-57) indicates a potential for a large difference in survey responses based on the maturity and experience of respondents. As Lambert and Csikszentmihalyi (2020) found in their study that perception of performance may be affected by one’s perception of their ability, this too may be a factor with participants assessing themselves in this survey study. Whilst these quantitative studies can provide statistical analysis, they do not account for the different ways in which humans understand and respond, therefore it could be suggested that these studies raise more questions than they answer. A qualitative longitudinal study would allow for the in-depth investigation of flow and ways to induce it and could be the logical next step in the research around this topic. 

Chen (2022) hypothesised that flow states can be enhanced for musicians that use interpretive practices and carried out a pre-test/post-test intervention study in which the experimental group (150 music students) took part in a 6 month music interpretation course. Results indicated that traditional music education programmes without musical interpretation content do not have a positive effect on supporting students to achieve flow states (Chen, 2022). The test group experienced an improvement in their Dispositional Flow Scale 2 results following the 6 month music interpretation course with “merging of action and awareness” and “loss of self-consciousness” seeing the most significant improvements (Chen, 2022). 

Chen (2022) argues that interpretative practices included in music education could see as much as a 10% higher incidence of flow in students compared with those on traditional music curriculums. This emphasis on interpretation as a precursor to flow is also evident in the work of Ford et al (2020) where they discuss emotional connectedness to the music and encouraging creativity in musicians to encourage flow states. This study has the one of the largest sample sizes of all those considered in this literature review however all were from China and attending undergraduate courses in music, and so generalising beyond this culture and particular group is difficult. With other studies also considering linked characteristics to be important in evoking flow (emotional connectedness-Ford et al. 2022) this suggests that encouraging interpretative practices and emotional connection to the music being performed could result in the achievement of flow. 

Conclusion
The literature detailed above has revealed that there is of more research required to further our knowledge of flow states in music performance, despite the decades that have passed since its initial conception. 

Bringing together a group of strategies in response to the literature results in an array of opportunity to impact upon learning and performance. Well planned and executed preparation could bring about a feeling of control over the final resulting performance along with improved confidence in one’s skill (Ford et al. 2020; Phillipe et al. 2022a; Tan et al. 2021). Encouraging creative interpretation of musical repertoire (Ford et al. 2020; Chen, 2020) and developing skills of emotional regulation using positive psychology interventions (Moral-Bofill et al. 2022; Cohen & Bodner, 2019; Jha et al. 2022) along with encouraging the development of grit and resilience (Tan et al. 2021) could reduce symptoms of MPA and induce flow states helping to build strong self-efficacy in musicians (Spahn, 2021). In addition to this, connecting to the material being performed, and with the other musicians making the music, could be where flow states differ in music to other types of performances and could be key in the evoking of flow (Ford et al. 2020; Gaggioli et al. 2016). Encouraging the use of fewer verbal cues using ‘quiet periods’ in rehearsal and more eye contact in group performance may impact positively on group flow experience (Gaggioli et al. 2016) and help to develop the connectedness described by Ford et al (2020) as a positive predictor of flow. Finally, developing self-reflective skills in performance that focus on positive perception of feedback could result in more incidence of flow state amongst performers (Lambert & Csikszentmihalyi, 2020). 

Both Cohen & Bodner (2021) and Spahn (2021) found that age was a factor in predicting flow with older more experienced players being more likely to experience flow states and so, whilst the interventions above could have a positive effect on young music performers, they may not instantly induce flow. It could be wise to consider myself as laying the groundwork for flow to occur and helping my students to have all the necessary elements in place, so that as they gain in experience, flow states can emerge. 

Whilst there are only a small number of qualitative studies evident in this literature review it is interesting that they are all more recent, suggesting a tide may be turning in this area of research towards more qualitative methods. Further investigation into how musicians achieve flow and optimal performance in a qualitative study with more participants may bring up new avenues for discussion and offer more concrete strategies to induce flow. Considering what factors affect professional musicians’ ability to achieve flow, could reveal more strategies to teach to music students, so that they can begin to practice these habits and work towards optimal performances. 

Ethically, it is important to remember that any strategies undertaken need to be safe for all participants and that any risks to them are made clear (Bradbury-Jones et al. 2014). This means ensuring my students feel happy to take part in any mindfulness and emotional regulation practices and any other activities that may challenge them. By fostering an environment where my students know they can opt out of activities if they feel uncomfortable, this will ensure an ethically sound and positive working environment (Kumar 2011). The interventions suggested would be unlikely to have a negative impact upon my students and point to some of the wider organisational and local objectives such as ensuring my students have the skills to enter the global music industry (National Plan for Music Education, 2022) and the “resilience, confidence and independence” (Oftsed, 2022. para. 31) to thrive. 

Enabling flow amongst the student body, using the strategies outlined, could support the meeting of organisational objectives by improving technical and creative skills, as per my college’s quality improvement plan (Cornwell-Lyon, 2022), resulting in mentally healthy (Oftsed, 2022), employable young people (Work & Skills Strategy, 2022). 
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