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Music Students’ Experienced Workload, Livelihoods and Stress in 

Higher Education in Finland and the United Kingdom

Abstract

Neoliberal education policies—viewing students’ life as human capital, economic 

investment for the labour market and consumer power—may increase students’ 

workload in higher education. In this mixed methods study, we examined music 

students’ experiences of workload in Finland and the United Kingdom in 

connection with stress and livelihoods. We used Bayesian mixed effects ordinal 

probit regression modeling to estimate effects of countries and livelihoods as 

predictors for music students’ experienced workload in relation to their main 

subject of study (or principal study) and stress. We analysed music students’ 

lived experiences of workload to find further predictors for the developmental 

work in universities and educational policies. Results indicate that where 

neoliberal university culture impacts on music students’ livelihoods alongside 

their studies, this is likely to increase stress but not necessarily impact on the 

workload associated with their main subject of study. However, stress has a 

notable effect on students’ experiences of workload. In order to support music 

students’ learning, well-being and future careers, we suggest paying attention to 

certain aspects in universities in relation to workload, such as the gap between 

well-off students compared to low-income students who need to work as well as 

studying, and stress, particularly with female and non-binary gender students. 

Furthermore, we propose alternative ways to navigate neoliberal university 

culture. 

Keywords: higher education; livelihoods; music student; stress; student 

experience; student workload

Introduction

The Finnish Student Health Survey of students in higher education, between 2000 and 

2012 (i.e., Oksanen et al. 2017), indicates an alarming 12-year trend of increasing stress 

levels and symptoms. The results of the survey suggest that the main reason for this 

increase relates to ‘growing multifaceted environmental demands’ (p. 113), such as 

‘rapid social and socioeconomic changes with effects on lifestyle, working life, 
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employment and education’ (p. 118). According to Leahy et al. (2010), similar trends 

have been reported in many other countries which may indicate that existing mental 

health treatment options may be inadequate or traditional support systems in student 

services not appropriate for students. In the field of music, the way that students 

experience their own workload in particular can have an impact on stress and how 

students cope with their studies (Anonymous 2020). Instead of measured objective load, 

workload in this context is understood as music students’ subjective experiences during 

their university studies. In addition, for music students, specific aspects of their 

workload based on their intense engagement with their musicianship arise, such as a 

holistic and life-long relationship with music (Anonymous 2020b). Research by 

Anonymous (2020) indicates that in higher education, music students, especially 

women, often feel distressed. Remarkably, male students in particular use proactive 

coping styles which seem to help reduce stress. However, music students’ experienced 

study workload and determination in their pursuit of a career in music is only one of the 

factors that may contribute to the stress that they experience. 

Music students in higher education particularly enjoy studying their main 

subject, such as playing one or more instruments or singing, and many of them report 

having inspirational relationships with their teachers in their one-to-one tuition. This 

relationship with their performance or composition teacher remains very strong despite 

students being exposed to rather different teaching styles amongst tutors, and sometimes 

conflicting personalities and methods (Anonymous 2020). If workload in music studies 

and relationships with music teachers with diverse teaching styles is not causing music 

students a considerable overload, then it is important to explore which additional 

environmental and intra-individual factors may be connected to music students’ 

experienced workload in higher education. Exploring music students’ responses to 
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multiple aspects of the workload involved in studying their main subject, livelihoods 

and stress in two different countries—Finland and the United Kingdom1—offers an 

opportunity to learn more about this. Such an investigation may shed light more directly 

on whether differences in experienced workload are predominantly driven by 

environmental (e.g., the university system impacting on students’ livelihoods whilst 

studying) versus individual (e.g., gender) factors. This kind of approach may help 

educational institutions to improve the support systems for students and advance 

educational policies in Western countries.

According to Gyamera and Burke (2018), neoliberal agendas are guiding many 

governments and higher education policies—thus impacting also the curriculum—by 

advocating for the benefits of maximising market forces in human actions and in public 

life. In this kind of university culture of academic capitalism (Slaughter and Rhoades 

2004; Slote 2012), students' relationships to educational ideas, choices in studying, 

graduate attributes, work and lifelong learning are viewed as human capital, economic 

investment for the labour market and consumer power (Johnston 2011). It is notable that 

the neoliberal agendas in academia have faced increasing criticism in recent years (see 

e.g., Fanghanel 2012; Fitzpatrick 2019; Lewis 2005; Thornton 2012).

For instance, Lund (2018) argues that neoliberal university reform in Finland 

(see e.g., Pekkola 2009) has led to the reproduction of gendered and class-based social 

inequalities and also to an ever-widening gap between the people who succeed and 

those who fail to perform in line with the new quality standards. In the United 

Kingdom, the neoliberalisation policy agenda has reconfigured the public university by 

1 The United Kingdom is a sovereign country, or state, which is comprised of four separate 

countries. For the purposes of the current discussion, the term 'country' will be used to 

refer to both Finland and the United Kingdom.
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laying foundations for a fully marketised provision, for instance with variable tuition 

fees in higher education (Maisuria 2014). In contrast to the United Kingdom, higher 

education institutions in Finland have low tuition fees but selective entrance 

examinations which have an impact on the educational equality, equity and justice when 

linked to the cumulative advantage or disadvantage of the student’s family, school, and 

community circumstances (Anonymous 2020a).

The neoliberal university culture can be a challenging learning environment for 

students—especially for women and minority group students with heavy workloads—

when they try to find optimal balance between study and their livelihoods (Beban and 

Trueman 2018). The neoliberal university agenda has led to the situation where part-

time work is becoming essential for students in order for them to manage their finances 

(Mitchell 2020) and to prepare for their future careers whilst studying (Anonymous 

2020). However, some students are struggling to balance paid work and other issues in 

life, which can impact on retention, quality of academic learning, burnout and 

achievement—especially with students who have less academic or less well-resourced 

family backgrounds (Yahanpath and Burns 2011).

Karlsen (2019) suggests that imagining and taking the world beyond 

neoliberalism in music education practice and academia can happen through activism 

and by embracing musicians’ own vulnerability. In this study, our main aim is to listen 

to music students’ vulnerabilities with regards to the predictors and determinants 

involved in students’ lived experiences of workload. We approached this in relation to 

livelihoods and stress in higher education in Finland and the United Kingdom. The 

following research questions were developed:

1. Are there any relationships between music students’ experienced main subject 

(or principal study) workload and livelihoods (including socio-demographic 
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characteristics, working whilst studying, funding and loans) and experienced 

stress in higher education in Finland and the United Kingdom?

2. What environmental factors determine music student’s experienced workload 

in higher education in these two countries?

3. How could the predictors and determinants of environmental factors affecting 

music students’ workload inform the development of university cultures and 

educational policies?

Environmental factors affecting music students’ experienced workload in 

higher education

A systematic review conducted by the authors of the current study (Anonymous 2020) 

indicates that, in addition to developing (1) interventions to support music students’ 

ability to cope with their workload and (2) tools for teachers to support music students’ 

workload in the best possible ways, it is important to (3) understand the environmental 

factors that relate to students’ positive and negative experiences of workload in higher 

education. The results indicate that to support students, institutions should develop 

student feedback systems, discuss students’ workload problems in the university, and 

recognise demands and challenges for students in combining studying and working life. 

In fact, Kember (2004) argues that it is possible to increase students’ motivation and 

time devoted to learning if workload is appropriate. 

Previous research shows that taking several steps in the teaching and learning 

environments can help music students in particular to cope with their workload in 

higher education. Research by Bernhard (2007a, 2007b, 2010) shows that it is crucial to 

examine and revise the music curriculum to develop ways in which required workload 

and musical expectations might be best optimised for helping music students to reduce 

burnout and to be able to manage their academic and personal lives. According to 
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Hamann and Daugherty (1985), music student burnout can be reduced with guidance in 

relation to: 1) a student’s individual goals in studying and 2) their professional 

development. This guidance should be accompanied with appropriate financial support 

and assistance, as well as a clear and transparent curriculum.

Other studies highlight that students and teachers in music settings should 

actively participate in producing and utilising research-based knowledge in the 

development of learning and teaching (Anonymous 2016). Moreover, the institutional 

environment should promote student collaborations and initiate learning activities which 

allow students to flourish and realise their potential (Papageorgi et al. 2010a, 2010b; 

Reid 2001). It is important that universities provide teachers and students with research 

evidence and recent findings about musicians’ and music students’ health and well-

being (Williamon and Thompson 2006; Zetterberg et al. 1998).

Method

Hypotheses

 In this study, we hypothesise that students’ experienced stress may be strongly 

connected to their experiences of workload in the study of their main subject, and that 

there are differences between countries depending on the university culture. It is not our 

aim to compare the results from both contexts studied here, but to highlight context-

based differences as environmental factors that should be addressed by the educational 

agents in charge of curriculum and policy development.

Thornton (2016) argues that consideration of the neoliberalisation of higher 

education as one of the main causes of stress has not been given the attention that it is 

due in the literature. This argument emphasises the fact that the neoliberal agenda 

impacts directly on the high level of tuition fees, larger-than-average group sizes of 
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students in classes and is linked to an employment industry, which is ever more 

competitive. We might expect students who are more affected by the negative 

consequences of the neoliberalisation policy agenda in their countries, such as high 

tuition fees affecting their livelihoods, to experience more stress in higher education. 

This can also impact on their experiences of workload and the degree to which they 

cope with their workload in their studies. Thus, we consider livelihoods to be an 

essential environmental factor in this study and we might expect that students who are 

working as well as studying should report higher levels of experienced overload in their 

studies. Yet, as it seems that more and more music students are working alongside their 

studies, it remains unclear how the content and amount of paid work impact on 

students’ study load.

In addition to working alongside studying, students’ situations regarding funding 

and loans are crucial parts of their livelihoods which we expect to impact on their 

experienced workload. A person’s livelihood is usually considered too narrowly when 

understood in the everyday meaning as working and earning resources for living 

(Weston 2020). When thinking about music students, the concept needs to be defined 

more widely, as a university level course of study plays a crucial role in providing 

students with transferable skills and competences for their music careers (Bartleet et al. 

2019). Still, neoliberalisation leads to a disregard for levels of stress, and instead these 

are left to the individual to deal with, or to the market to resolve (Thornton 2016). Thus, 

in this study, we expect that music students’ experienced workload is connected with 

their experienced stress and influenced by their livelihoods, such as working, funding 

and loans, including specific socio-demographic characteristics, such as gender, 

educational level and music genre studied.
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Research design

Within this study, we used a sequential explanatory research design consisting of a 

quantitative stage followed by a qualitative stage (Ivankova, Creswell, and Stick 2006) 

to answer the first and second research questions respectively. We first analysed the 

data separately and subsequently grouped and analysed data together in order to address 

the third mixed methods research question. It should be borne in mind that the concept 

of music students’ workload is a complex phenomenon and our systematic review 

mentioned above indicates that it has not yet been thoroughly explored. In light of this, 

our main motivation for gathering both quantitative and qualitative data in this study 

was to arrive at a richer and more thorough understanding of music students’ 

experiences of workload than could be accomplished through either of these methods 

exclusively (e.g., Hesse-Biber 2015).

Participants

Sample

We randomly selected seven university-level music institutions in Finland and the 

United Kingdom and the invitation to participate in this research was sent via student 

email lists. The invitation email included a brief description of the study and the 

questionnaire. Also, an information sheet which outlined the nature and purpose of the 

study was provided. Participation was voluntary and confidentiality of information was 

assured. Reminder invitations were sent via email to encourage students to participate. 

A total of 155 music students in five different institutions completed the questionnaire. 

In the questionnaire, students could express their willingness to be contacted for further 

research and 29 students volunteered to participate in the interviews. Socio-

demographic characteristics of all participants are given in Table 1.
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of all participants in the sample (N = 155)

Ethical statement

Uniarts Research Ethics Committee in Finland and Conservatoires UK Research Ethics 

Committee in the United Kingdom granted approval for the current study after their 

review of the method, research tools, and participant informed consent and information 

sheet (the latter also had an invitation to take part in the study and made clear that 

participation was voluntary). Research permissions were obtained from participating 

institutions in Finland and in the United Kingdom. Study participants were informed 

that they provided their consent by submitting the questionnaire. Interview participants 

provided written consent. The participants were not compensated for their time. 

Quantitative phase

Data collection

We created an assessment instrument entitled the Workload, Stress and Coping (WSC) 

questionnaire. In the quantitative phase of this study we utilised data collected with the 

Workload and Stress section which included the standardised study workload and stress 

section of the Learn questionnaire used in the Finnish higher education context (see 

Parpala and Lindblom-Ylänne 2012). We gathered data online through Surveypal-

questionnaire (see Appendix for data collection instrument).

Data analysis

We utilised the Bayesian approach for conducting the statistical analysis by using 

RStudio (RStudio Team 2016) with the R language and environment (R Core Team 

2017). According to Guckian et al. (2020, 13), 'the Bayesian framework incorporates 

existing information about the subject matter (priors) with the observed data 
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(likelihood) to generate estimates of interest (posterior)’. A compact introductory-level 

overview of the Bayesian approach to statistical inference with RStudio can be found in 

Heino, Vuorre, and Hankonen (2018).

The quantitative data sample in our study consisted of junior,2 undergraduate, 

postgraduate and doctoral students from five university-level music institutions in 

Finland (108 students) and the United Kingdom (47 students). The response rates (9% 

in Finland and 1% in the United Kingdom) were relatively low which is quite common 

when conducting research in institutions where university students receive regular 

requests to volunteer to take part in survey research and when the prevalence of online 

surveys has increased survey fatigue (Porter, Whitcomb, and Weitzer 2004). However, 

even low response counts, such as 50 respondents, can provide reliable estimates and a 

response rate of 5% can be considered reliable when at least 1,000 students have been 

contacted to ask them to participate (Fosnacht et al. 2017). According to Low-Choy, 

Riley, and Alston-Knox (2017), when dealing with small samples and missing values as 

gaps in the data, Bayesian statistical modeling can provide valid results. Moreover, ‘a 

vaguely informative prior’ can help overcome issues with small data sets (p. 320). For 

example, when we chose predictors for the modeling, our a priori knowledge was 

2 ‘Junior’ students are those who are in secondary school education (pre-higher education), but 

are attending a course of study at a higher education institution alongside their school 

studies (usually at weekends). These students are 18 years of age or younger, and study in 

the same higher education music environment as those pursuing degree study. They are 

taught by the same tutors as those who teach on degree courses, and are exposed to many 

of the same environmental factors as those studying for higher education qualifications. 

The experience of these ‘junior’ students is therefore considered relevant and important for 

the current study.
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derived from our previous phases of research with a systematic review and theoretical 

and empirical studies and with our experiences of working with music students.

A single item assessed students’ current feelings of stress. Although single item 

measures for psychological phenomena have been argued to raise issues in terms of 

reliability and validity, in their study of undergraduate students’ perceptions Bergkvist 

and Rossiter (2007) found no difference in predictive capability between multiple item 

measures and single item measures. Freed (2013) argues that a single item measure can 

be sufficient in a case when the measured construct is narrow. Thus, we considered a 

single item to be sufficient with the concept of feeling stress, especially because it was 

clearly explained in the questionnaire as being connected with the situations in which 

students feel anxious, restless, nervous, or distressed or when students have difficulties 

sleeping because their problems are continuously playing on their mind. Item responses 

ranged from 1 = Not at all through 4 = All the time. The study workload scale included 

two positively and three negatively worded items assessing students’ experiences of 

workload when considering their studies of their main subject as a whole (an example 

of a negatively worded item was ‘I must work very hard with my main subject studies’). 

For the analysis, positively worded items were re-coded and re-worded so that higher 

scores indicated greater experienced workload. Correlations between stress and 

workload items ranged from weak negative (workload items 2 and 4: Kendall’s tau b = 

−.001, z = −1.87, p = .85) to strong positive (workload items 1 and 5: Kendall’s tau b = 

.458, z = 6.54, p < .01). Figure 1 indicates the response patterns by countries to five 

workload items, total workload, stress, and total workload and stress combined.

Figure 1. Music students’ responses to experienced main subject workload and stress 

items by countries 

In order to build models to predict music students’ responses to experienced main 
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subject workload and stress, we included multiple covariates for evaluating their 

potential effect on these experiences. In addition to a participant’s country, we included 

gender, university level, and music genre. In this study, the term ‘music genre’ is used 

to refer to the main focus on the programme of study. Possible options in the current 

study included classical music, music education and all other study programmes 

combined to a one group (for detailed analysis with study programmes, see Anonymous 

2020). To analyse music students’ livelihoods as predictors in the model, we added their 

responses to working whilst studying, funding and loans. We performed Bayesian 

mixed effects ordinal probit regressions for the model evaluations to identify variation 

across each workload item and the stress item and across individual responses (see a 

compact tutorial for ordinal regression models with RStudio in Bürkner and Vuorre 

2019). In the final analysis process and in reporting results with measures and 

visualisation, we followed an open access data analysis procedure by Guckian et al. 

(2020) consisting of a profound description of Bayesian approach and a detailed coding 

script for Bayesian modeling with RStudio.

Qualitative phase

Data collection

The qualitative data consisted of 155 participants’ (108 in Finland and 47 in the United 

Kingdom) answers to open-ended questions in the WSC questionnaire and interviews 

with 29 participants (20 in Finland and nine in the United Kingdom). The semi-

structured interviews were conducted one-to-one by the first author either during in-

person meetings or remotely in audio-meetings via Skype or WhatsApp, each lasting 

between 30 and 90 minutes. The topics consisted of questions which encouraged 

students to reflect on their experiences of workload, stress and how they coped as music 

Page 12 of 56

URL: http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/cmue

Music Education Research

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review Only

students in higher education. The procedure involved in the interviews is discussed in 

more detail in Anonymous (2020).

Data analysis

We used the Atlas.ti software to code and analyse the qualitative data. The analysis was 

performed by the first author in collaboration with the second author, who ensured the 

validity and reliability of the process by coding 5% of the data. The inter-rater 

agreement of the coding was calculated using Holsti and Krippendorff’s Alpha, and 

were favourably calculated as .924 and .918 respectively, both considered as very 

highly satisfying levels of reliability. We built a thematic coding framework based on 

13 themes, four thematic groups, and three synthesised categories derived from our 

systematic review mentioned above (deductive analysis). Following the analytical 

process of transcendental phenomenology (see full procedure presented in Anonymous 

2020b), we added further depth to the framework by adding the 14 themes extracted 

from data based on the interviews (inductive analysis), in order to clarify and 

incorporate music students’ lived experiences in relation to workload while studying in 

higher education. The analysis continued through the process of horizonalisation (see 

Moustakas 1994) in which we listed, grouped, and coded all relevant expressions in 

relation to workload for each interview and questionnaire participant’s data. For the 

purpose of this study, we continued the analysis with the extracts linked to the category 

of environmental factors. The Finnish participants’ quotes were translated from Finnish 

into English by the first author, who speaks both languages, and corrected by the third 

author, who is a native English speaker.

Mixed methods

The final step in the data analysis procedure involved integrating quantitative and 
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qualitative findings. We utilised the experiences relayed by the student interviewees and 

answers to open-ended questions to gain a deeper understanding of the topic—or the 

phenomenon when investigating human experiences—to create visions and suggestions 

which may be used in future plans for adding in or omitting predictors of the Bayesian 

models. When considering such a mixed methods approach, one advantage of Bayesian 

statistical modeling is that it can build links between quantitative and qualitative data 

and connect quantitative and qualitative phases (Low-Choy, Riley, and Alston-Knox 

2017). Thus, the mixed methods approach utilised in this study may offer valuable 

research-based knowledge—and a model of how to utilise students’ feedback in the 

most beneficial way—to feed into developmental work in universities and educational 

policies.

Results

Quantitative results

To answer the first research question about possible relationships between music 

students’ experienced workload in their main subject of study and their demographics, 

livelihoods and experienced stress in higher education, we built four Bayesian ordinal 

probit regression models. Two of the models in Figure 2 are simplified mixed effects 

regression models indicating the direct influence of music students’ countries on their 

experienced main subject workload and stress. The third model in Figure 3 is a larger 

mixed effects model showing the influence of countries on main subject workload 

evaluated in relation to music students’ experienced stress, gender, university level, 

music genre studied and livelihoods. The fourth model in Figure 4 is similar to the third 

model but instead of workload it indicates the influence of countries on stress, evaluated 

in relation to music students’ experienced workload, gender, university level, music 
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genre studied and livelihoods. Instead of testing the null hypothesis or calculating the 

statistical significance by using the regression estimates, the analysis reported here is 

based on 1) the estimation of the effects of countries—together with specific 

environmental and individual factors—predicting music students’ experienced main 

subject workload and stress, and 2) depicting the uncertainty of these estimates by 

investigating posterior distributions with posterior medians and 95% highest posterior 

density intervals (Guckian et al. 2020). Detailed explanations of the figures are provided 

in the figure captions.

Countries and music students’ experiences of main subject workload and stress

For the first two models in Figure 2, we examined the effect of country on music 

students’ experienced workload and stress separately using a mixed effects probit 

regression. We allowed the intercept of the models to vary across each group-level 

intercept with each participant and separately with the workload items and the stress 

item. With a group-level slope in the models, we allowed the effect of countries to vary 

across the workload items and the stress item separately. There was a negligible effect 

of countries on music students’ experienced workload (Posterior Median = –.29, 95% 

HPDI = –1.30, .80) and stress (Posterior Median = –.20, 95% HPDI = –1.63, 1.42). The 

scale point of music students in the United Kingdom compared to Finland was lower in 

terms of both the experienced workload and the stress (see the left-hand panel of Figure 

2). There was a small amount of variability between participants in each set of ratings in 

workload (Posterior Median = .68, 95% HPDI = .55, .82) and great variability in stress 

(Posterior Median = 2.76, 95% HPDI = .96, 5.77). In addition, there were aggregate 

ratings by participants across each workload item (Posterior Median = .42, 95% HPDI = 

.13, 1.05) and noticeable variability in stress item (Posterior Median = 1.41, 95% HPDI 

= <.001, 5.49). The group-level slope for countries was noteworthy both within each 
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workload item (Posterior Median = 1.23, 95% HPDI = .51, 2.60) and stress item 

(Posterior Median = 1.12, 95% HPDI = <.001, 5.49), suggesting non-negligible 

variation in the effect of countries across each workload item and stress item (see the 

right-hand panel of Figure 2).

Figure 2. Population and group-level effects of main subject workload and stress 

experienced by the music students in Finland (green) and the United Kingdom (red). On 

the right-hand panel, green indicates that the effect on four workload items and one 

stress item is greater in Finland than in the United Kingdom, and red indicates that the 

effect on one workload item is greater in the United Kingdom than in Finland.

Full model: Music students’ experienced main subject workload

For the third model in Figure 3, we followed the above-mentioned procedure by testing 

the full model of countries affecting the music students’ experienced main subject 

workload. We allowed the slopes of each predictor to vary across each workload item. 

Modeling all predictors at the same time slightly increased the effect observed 

previously in relation to a participant’s country of study, however, the effect still 

remained negative. Experienced stress was the strongest predictor of experienced main 

subject workload in the full model. There was also an effect of funding, such that music 

students with partial funding or no funding at all were less likely to experience 

workload than students with full funding. Work related to music had a greater effect 

than work not related to music, but the total amount of work undertaken alongside a 

student’s studies had a negligible effect on experienced workload. Female music 

students were likely to experience more workload than male or non-binary gender 

students. The level of the university studies in general had a relatively small impact on 

the results, however, undergraduate music students were likely to experience more 

workload than postgraduate students or junior and doctoral students. Music genre 
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studied had little influence on the level of experienced workload, although studying 

music education had a greater effect compared to other genres whereas the classical 

music genre had negligible effect. Having or not having a student loan did not lead to 

any noteworthy effects. In line with the simplified workload model presented in Figure 

2, in this full model there was variation across each participants’ ratings, Posterior 

Median = .68, 95% HPDI = .53, .83, and across each workload item in the group-level 

estimates, Posterior Median = .39, 95% HPDI = <.001, 1.07. The group-level slope for 

countries varied substantially across workload items, Posterior Median = 1.18, 95% 

HPDI = . 48, 2.45.

Figure 3. Population-level predictors of experienced main subject workload, derived 

from a Bayesian mixed effect probit regression. The boxes indicate 50% posterior 

intervals and the lines indicate 95% posterior intervals. With binary items, green 

indicates a smaller effect on workload than in the reference group in brackets and red 

indicates greater effect on workload than in the reference group in brackets. With the 

working and stress items (the four bottom items on the figure), green indicates a 

negligible effect on workload and red indicates a greater effect on workload the nearer 

the box is to the right-hand side.

Full model: Music students’ experienced stress

For the fourth model in Figure 4, we followed the above-mentioned procedure by 

testing the full model of countries affecting music students’ experienced stress. We 

allowed the slopes of each predictor to vary across the stress item. Modeling all 

predictors at the same time increased the previously observed effect of countries from 

negligible to positive indicating that music students in the United Kingdom are more 

likely to experience stress than music students in Finland. Experienced workload was 

the strongest predictor of experienced stress in the full model. There was also a 

noticeable effect of gender, such that female music students were more likely to 
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experience stress than male students. With non-binary gender there was positive effect 

on stress which was contradictory to the negligible effect on workload in the previous 

full model. Both work not related to music and the total amount of work undertaken 

alongside studying had a small effect, but work related to music did not have an 

influence on stress. Junior or doctoral music students were much more likely to report 

experienced stress than postgraduate students or undergraduate students, which 

contradicts the full workload model in which being an undergraduate student had more 

influence on experienced workload. The music genre studied had no effect on 

experienced stress, nor did funding and loans. Compared with the simplified stress 

model presented in Figure 2, this model had remarkably greater variation in the group-

level estimates across each participants’ ratings, Posterior Median = 4.70, 95% HPDI = 

2.17, 8.32, and great variation across stress item, Posterior Median = 1.64, 95% HPDI = 

<.001, 6.28. Also the group-level slope for countries varied substantially across the 

stress item, Posterior Median = 1.32, 95% HPDI = <.001, 5.18.

Figure 4. Population-level predictors of experienced stress, derived from a Bayesian 

mixed effect probit regression. The boxes denote 50% posterior intervals and the lines 

denote 95% posterior intervals. With binary items, green indicates a smaller effect on 

stress than in the reference group in brackets and red indicates a greater effect on stress 

than in the reference group in brackets. With the working and workload items (the four 

bottom items on the figure), green indicates a negligible effect on stress and red 

indicates the greater effect on stress the nearer the box is to the right-hand side.

Qualitative findings

To answer the second research question regarding environmental factors affecting 

music students’ workload, we aimed to gain an understanding of music students’ 

experienced workload, livelihoods and stress in higher education more broadly and in 

more depth. Qualitative findings resulted in recurrent ideas which were categorised 
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according to 13 themes from deductive analysis and 14 themes from inductive analysis 

(see Method section). These 27 themes were separated into four thematic groups: 

General framework (or structure) of music students’ workload (six themes), music 

students’ workload whilst studying (nine themes), music students’ workload in relation 

to teaching and learning environments (six themes), and psychological and 

physiological issues in studying music (six themes). To illustrate the findings of the 

qualitative analysis process and how the themes were categorised into four thematic 

groups, Table 2 consists of excerpts from the participants’ reflections on the 

determinants of music students’ experienced workload in relation to environmental 

factors in higher education. 

Table 2. Excerpts from the participants’ reflections on the determinants of music 

students’ experienced workload in relation to environmental factors in higher education

General framework of music students’ workload

According to participants’ experiences, combining studying and working seems to be a 

big challenge for music students and this makes it difficult to determine which workload 

derives from work and which from studying. Although working alongside studying is 

often essential because of financial needs, work related to music is felt to be enjoyable 

and even invaluable for music students’ future careers. However, some participants 

bring forth an equality issue indicating a big gap between well-off students (e.g., full 

scholarship or support from family) compared to low-income students who have to 

work long hours to earn their living. There are multiple factors which need to be 

considered as further predictors of the impact of the general framework of music 

students’ workload: 1) pressure within the field of music negatively affecting music 

students’ beliefs regarding their abilities as professional musicians, 2) idealisation of 

talented musicians, 3) competition and comparison in performing music, 4) social media 
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strengthening the myth of innately talented artists in society, and 5) characteristics 

which may be unique to those students who have been devoted to a career in music 

since early childhood. 

Music students’ workload whilst studying

When listening to participants’ experiences, several factors could be highlighted as 

further predictors of the impact of music students’ workload whilst studying: 1) 

approaches to learning when the curriculum and timetable in relation to a programme of 

study are overloaded, 2) the competitive atmosphere of the neoliberal university, its 

ideal world composed of individuals skilled in multitasking and its lack of collegiality, 

in comparison to advocating realistic possibilities for coping with studies, 3) time 

management in studying music which includes many additional commitments, such as 

rehearsals and gigs, compared to other disciplines in higher education, 4) experiences 

during the first year of study which can be a traumatic transition phase in a music 

student’s life, 5) challenges connected with practising, such as practise room 

reservations and scheduling rehearsals for ensembles, 6) flow experiences, indicating 

positively-experienced workload, 7) the meaning of professional musicianship, and this 

form of study as a unique and holistic experience for music students, 8) enjoyment 

arising from playing both alone and with other performers, and 9) religion, especially 

nowadays when universities are multicultural learning environments including students 

with diverse religious backgrounds, as a way to find the tools and community to help 

students to cope with stressful periods.

Music students’ workload relating to teaching and learning environments

The following factors arose from participants’ experiences reported in the current study 

as possible predictors affecting music students’ workload relating to teaching and 
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learning environments: 1) how the course, which helps music students to develop their 

time management skills, could impact on music students’ experienced workload, 2) the 

unique and sometimes challenging relationship between a music student and their one-

to-one instrumental or singing teacher, 3) compulsory courses (academic studies and 

some group tuition) with strict regulations for permissible amounts of non-attendance, 

4) unpredictable and sometimes very intense workload in the curriculum, 5) 

meaningless versus meaningful ways to utilise assessment, and 6) university culture and 

the nature of behaviours in the music profession hindering music students from giving 

honest feedback, as students may be afraid of jeopardizing their future careers.

Psychological and physiological issues in studying music

Participants’ experiences of stress emphasise that this may have serious consequences 

on their ability to study and may even impact on their self-image as students and 

musicians. With some of the students stress has led to burnout. As further predictors of 

psychological and physiological issues in studying music, participants in our study 

pointed out following considerations: 1) performance anxiety as a particular factor in 

studying music, 2) university support for music students’ musculoskeletal problems, 3) 

the positive impact of active and regular exercise on decreasing music students’ 

experienced stress, and 4) the fact that most music students need help from a student 

counsellor or a longer period of intensive therapy at some stage in their university 

studies.

Discussion

Music students’ experiences of workload and stress in higher education can include 

many different factors. In this study we defined the aspects as being specific 

environmental factors and looked into them from the point of view of a student's 
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country in connection with their livelihoods with work, funding and loans. Indeed, we 

extended the students’ livelihoods to also include socio-demographics, such as gender, 

university level of their programme of studies and music genre studied.

Mixed method synthesis as an integration of the models based on quantitative 

results, and suggestions for further development of the model based on qualitative 

findings provided evidence for the third research question to further the development of 

Bayesian models and pave the way for developmental work in music higher education 

institutions. The results of this study indicate that, when connected to these 

characteristics of livelihoods, a student's country of study has an effect on a student's 

experienced stress, but not on the experienced main subject workload. However, the 

experienced main subject workload was the strongest predictor of music students’ 

experienced stress in this study. The findings in relation to music students’ lived 

experiences emphasise that a multifaceted approach is needed to understand the many 

nuances impacting both their workload and stress whilst studying music at university 

level.

When looking at the results of general framework (or structure of studies) 

impacting music students’ workload in higher education, livelihoods—understood in 

their everyday meaning as working and earning resources for living—influences 

workload and stress. Results in this study indicate that a larger amount of total working 

hours increases experienced stress but does not affect experiences of main subject 

workload. Work related to music influences music students’ workload, but it does not 

cause stress to students. Work not related to music has an increased effect on both 

workload and stress. Full funding seems to have a greater effect on main subject 

workload—maybe allowing music students to put all their efforts into studying—than 

partial funding or no funding at all. Funding has no influence on stress. Similarly, 
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having or not having a loan has no effect on workload or stress. It might be that once 

students have resolved the resources for studying at the beginning of their university 

studies, they can put this concern to one side until it is time to start to pay back the 

debts. Research by Beban and Trueman (2018) indicates similar challenges when 

students navigate between the requirements from a neoliberal university and work. 

Music students’ lived experiences indicate that gap between well-off students compared 

to low-income students, pressure within the field of music, idealisation of talented 

musicians, competition, impact of social media and unique characteristics of music 

students’ cohort can be considered as further predictors of the impact of the general 

framework of music students’ workload.

The results show that there is variation in music students’ experiences of main 

subject workload between the United Kingdom and Finland. When looking at the 

effects, music students in the United Kingdom report that they must work hard with 

their main subject studies (or ‘principal studies’ in some institutions). In comparison, 

music students in Finland find that their main subject studies overload them and this 

part of their programme does not work well with the overall workload. In addition, their 

experiences indicate that the amount of credits is not right compared to overall course 

workload and the pace of study is too intense within the study programme. It is one of 

the most important developmental aspects of any curriculum that workload is equivalent 

to the required amount and quality of work, in order to support students’ learning in a 

meaningful way (Bernhard 2010). When listening to participants’ experiences, 

approaches to learning, competitive atmosphere, time management, experiences during 

the first year of study, practising, flow experiences, the meaning of professional 

musicianship, enjoyment and religion could be highlighted as further predictors of the 

impact of music students’ workload whilst studying.
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Regarding teaching and learning environments, results suggest that university 

level of study and the music genre studied only have a small effect on music students’ 

experienced main subject workload. Undergraduate students report experiencing a 

greater workload but less stress than postgraduate students and junior or doctoral 

students in both countries. Junior and doctoral levels seem to be associated with 

stressful studying which may be connected with the fact that junior students study music 

alongside high school and doctoral students alongside working and family 

commitments. Students studying music education—when combining multiple 

requirements including playing instruments, practising and studying the teaching 

profession—are more likely to experience a high level of workload than students 

studying classical music or other genres but, surprisingly, none of these groupings had 

an effect on experienced stress. Previous research on student workload suggests—and 

actually already suggested this 50 years ago—that for developing the best possible 

teaching and learning environments, student workload problems should be discussed 

from many angles, such as including perspectives relating to the curriculum, 

assessment, student capacity and support services for students (Clift and Thomas 1973; 

Giles 2009). Time management course, relationship with teachers, compulsory courses, 

curriculum, assessment and student feedback arose from participants’ experiences as 

possible predictors affecting music students’ workload relating to teaching and learning 

environments.

For music students in higher education, particular psychological and 

physiological issues are connected to their studies. Results in this study suggest that 

music students’ experienced stress is a stronger predictor of the workload involved in 

studying their main subject than their livelihood. Female students are more likely to 

experience significant workload in relation to their main subject and stress, than male or 
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non-binary gender students. This resonates with similar findings by Zetterberg et al. 

(1998) who reported the issue regarding greater stress levels in female music students 

20 years ago, which may indicate that this issue has not been sufficiently taken care at 

institutional levels. Further consideration is needed to understand possible relations 

between minority groups and experienced workload and stress, as results indicate that 

non-binary gender is associated with a negligible effect on main subject workload but a 

noticeable effect on stress. It is crucial that universities organise adequate and 

appropriate support systems for music students to develop their coping strategies, in 

light of the particular issues associated with studying music (Papageorgi et al. 2010a, 

2010b). As further predictors of psychological and physiological issues in studying 

music, participants pointed out performance anxiety, musculoskeletal problems, active 

and regular exercise and help from a student counsellor or therapy.

Limitations

We consider that certain limitations in our study should be addressed. Results of the 

study should be generalised to other music students’ cohorts with caution because study 

limitations include the use of single item measure of feeling stress, as well as the use of 

self‐reported experiences by music students. Extending the statistical representativeness 

of sample sizes in both countries would increase the generalisability of the observed 

effects. Because our empirical data was collected in two countries, results and findings 

cannot be generalised outside of those countries. Thus, further research is needed 

involving additional countries in order to provide results for wider utilisation in higher 

education music institutions. The second limitation is that it is not possible to make 

causal conclusions with our correlational research design. Future research could be 

designed as a Bayesian evaluation of music students’ behaviour changes to provide 

evidence on the impacts of interventions in relation to experienced workload (in line 
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with Heino, Vuorre, and Hankonen 2018). In addition, more research is needed to 

examine multicultural factors impacting on music students' experiences of workload and 

stress in higher education, for example research focussing on exchange and 

international students who have studied in more than one university, and equality issues, 

for example experiences of minority groups.

Implications

Our study has multiple implications. We employed a model for the current research 

process which utilises students’ experiences in a beneficial way; the experiences serve 

as research data aimed at producing robust evidence for developmental work which 

could be undertaken at universities to better support students. In the context of music 

universities where the study programmes are quite small, a Bayesian approach is a good 

option because it can produce valid results for small samples and combine both 

quantitative and qualitative feedback from students (Low-Choy, Riley, and Alston-

Knox 2017). Our study, for which the country of study and music students’ livelihoods 

were combined as results predictors, suggests that a neoliberal university culture with 

high tuition fees which impacts students’ livelihoods alongside studying is likely to 

increase music students’ experienced stress, but not directly impact on the workload 

associated with their main subject of study. However, experienced stress has a great 

effect on students’ experiences of the workload involved with their main subject. To 

counter and eliminate the negative impact of neoliberalism on students' well-being 

whilst studying, there is an urgent need for interventions which utilise research on 

music students’ health (Ginsborg et al. 2009; Williamon and Thompson 2006) in 

connection with possible alternative courses of action, such as changing competition 

within an institution to co-operation (Fernández-Herrería and Martínez-Rodríguez 2016; 

Fitzpatrick 2019) and revising the purposes and contents of study programmes with 
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reference to diverse sources of knowledge (Cannella and Koro-Ljungberg 2017). In this 

study we listened to music students’ experiences and showed how their valuable voices 

can contribute to a wide spectrum of knowledge, and become a form of research-based 

evidence which could potentially be utilised in furthering both the development of 

university cultures and educational policies. 

Conclusions

The results and findings presented in this study increase the understanding of the 

predictors of music students’ experienced workload, and how they are connected to 

livelihoods and stress in higher education. We provided an example of a Bayesian 

ordinal probit regression modeling process and showed how the students’ experiences 

can be analysed in a way which may offer useful evidence for future developmental 

work in universities and in relation to educational policies. Music students do 

experience significant workload and stress in higher education, and with regards to their 

livelihoods, especially when working whilst studying, which does have an impact on 

their workload and stress. Combining working and studying may increase stress and 

affect music students’ relationship with studying and being a musician, while at the 

same time it may be beneficial and invaluable for their future careers (e.g., Anonymous 

2020, in press). In curriculum development in music universities there is also a need to 

pay attention to particular university levels of study, regarding workload (especially 

with undergraduate-level students), to stress (especially regarding junior- and doctoral-

level study), and to particular areas of study, especially music education, in order to be 

able to make informed adjustments to the course requirements, modules and schedules. 

Further research is needed to find out the reasons for stress amongst female and non-

binary gender students to be able to better support them as music students and 

musicians in higher education. Because our results indicate that country of study has an 
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effect on the variation between different aspects of music students’ experienced main 

subject workload and on experienced stress, it is important to produce more research-

based evidence on students’ experiences in connection with specific learning cultures 

and country-specific educational policies, for example concentrating on university 

music students’ workload in Finland and stress in the United Kingdom. Results and 

findings of this study can also be used to critically examine how a neoliberal university 

culture may impact not only on music students’ learning, well-being and future careers 

as musicians but also on the work atmosphere, sense of collegiality and collaboration in 

academia and the field of music more generally.
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of all participants in the sample (N = 155)

Background % Main subject studies % Livelihoods %

Country Genre Work alongside studying

Finland 69.7 Classical music (UG or PG) 43.2 Not working 31.6

United Kingdom 30.3 Music education (UG or PG) 24.5 Working * 68.4

Gender Other genres 32.3 Work related to music ** 58.7

Female 68.0 Study programme Work not related to music *** 21.9

Male 30.1 Classical string 13.5 Funding (scholarship/family/other source)

Non-binary gender 2.0 Classical wind 9.7 No funding 43.5

University level Classical piano 6.5 Partial funding 29.9

Undergraduate (UG) 52.9 Classical early music 3.2 Full funding 26.5

Postgraduate (PG) 42.6 Classical other instruments 3.2 Loan (to cover study and/or living costs)

Other (junior or doctoral) 4.5 Classical voice and opera 7.1 No loan 56.5

Music education 24.5 Loan 43.5

Interview participants (n = 29) 18.7 Composition 7.7

Finland (n = 20) Church music 12.3 Weekly working hours

United Kingdom (n = 9) Folk and global music 4.5 * M = 12.56, SD = 10.03

Female (n =21) Other programmes 3.9 ** M = 9.31, SD = 8.38

Male (n = 8) Doctoral programmes 3.9 *** M = 14.4, SD = 9.40
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Table 2. Excerpts from the participants’ reflections on the determinants of music students’ experienced 
workload in relation to environmental factors in higher education

Determinants of experienced workload in relation to environmental factors

General framework of music students’ workload

Framework of student workload:
It is difficult for me to determine which 
workload is caused particularly by my 
studies. I feel that the biggest challenge is 
combining working and studying. 
However, structural problems related to the 
field of music is a topic that needs to be 
addressed and discussed. The pressures 
inside the world of music make me feel 
inadequate and insecure regarding my own 
professional ability and potential, and it 
really impacts on my workload. In my 
studies, the emphasis on and idealisation of 
talented musicians distorts my perception 
of the music industry.

Funding:
Being a self-funded student means my time 
management is noticeably harder than 
students that come from money or receive 
external funding. I feel like money prevents 
me being able to perform as well as my 
classmates, as I spend so much of my non-
contact hours freelancing to the point 
where I don’t get much sleep and can’t 
spend as much time on study as my richer 
classmates. It feels unfair and prohibitive, 
like an eternal struggle that often leaves me 
depressed and overwhelmed.

Work:
For me, it is the financial need in particular 
which forces me to work alongside 
studying. But the workload is also partly 
caused by me enjoying being able to work 
in my own field. I think that the same 
reason applies to many other students. 
Although they know that work during 
weekends and holidays causes extra 
commitments in the calendar, working is 
very beneficial for my current studies and 
for my future career.

Competition:
The most stressful thing is perhaps to 
always have to play my instrument in front 
of other music students and other people, 
for example music teachers. That kind of 
situation, involving comparison to other 
performers, is maybe the cause of stress. Or 
those kinds of auditions where musicians 
compete against each other, maybe they are 
the most stressful situations.

Social media:
In a way, [one cause of stress is] when I see 
videos [on social media] posted by my 
friends in rehearsals or gigs and they have 
edited them to only show the clip where it 
sounds great. Of course, I would do that too 
if I published a video. But then it creates 
the illusion that everybody else can do it 
and that they don’t need to practice. This is 
an example of that kind of myth of the 
artist in society - that I should potentially 
somehow already be talented and polished 
in what I am doing, and I do not need to 
practice.

Musician career:
Music students are probably to some extent 
a more homogeneous group [than other 
students], as I think that many musicians 
have gotten used to constantly working 
since childhood, and to expecting a lot of 
themselves. It is interesting to see how this 
affects music students’ experiences in a 
university environment and how well the 
university takes into account these possible 
unique characteristics of the cohort of 
music students in particular.

Table 2. (continues)

Determinants of experienced workload in relation to environmental factors

Music students’ workload whilst studying

Approaches to learning:
The biggest workload comes from the fact 
that you are never ‘ready’. You could and 
should always practice a little bit more. As 
first year students we were told during our 
early days at university that we must 
remember during our studies that we could 
not do everything at maximum capacity. 
Still, it feels difficult to digest that kind of 
approach because I would like to complete 
everything as well as possible based on my 
skills, not as well as possible based on my 
resources at any specific moment. I 
constantly feel guilty and feel like an 
underachiever because I cannot give my 
best. At the same time, I am afraid of not 
making everything that I could have from 
my studies because of my poor effort.

Coping:
I have noticed that in general in society, as 
well as in my department, people tend to 
idealise those ‘multitasking individuals’ 
who keep on stating that it is possible to get 
the job done (even at the cost of their 
wellbeing). Yeah, it is great to live life at 
full speed, with lots of achievements in 
school and work and long days, in addition 
to being part of many kinds of events and 
other activities. I sometimes feel a little bit 
of remorse about not being able to, for 
example, go out to meet friends or invite 
them to my home after we finish studying.

Time management:
The college workload isn't too big, 
because, as a musician there’s only so 
much actual physical practice you can do a 
day, so that’s not an issue. And the 
academic [studies] aren’t an issue because 
they’re not that heavily weighted, and there 
aren’t that many of them. But it’s fitting in 
the rehearsals around those things so you 
have, as a musician as well we have, the 
academic classes that everybody else has 
but then we also have lots of, performance 
and repertoires, like classes, so like things 
that the other schools don’t have. And it’s 
not a lot but then when you start adding in, 
like practicing on top of that and, like 
ensemble and if you get gigs, like it all 
starts to add up very quickly.

First year experiences:
The first year of studying was difficult and 
almost traumatic. I felt that other students 
in my year group were competitive and one 
of them behaved like a bully. In addition, I 

Practising:
Then I need to adhere to my reservation for 
a practice room and time. That means that I 
must be able to estimate in advance how 
much I am going to need in terms of 

Flow:
I think that it [flow] is connected to those 
kinds of external aspects and also to my 
moods. I notice it in myself when I feel that 
I don’t need to concentrate on anything 
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experienced difficulty moving to a new and 
bigger city and starting my university 
studies. I felt that the level of requirements 
was totally different to my previous school, 
right from the beginning of my studies. I 
imagined that everyone else already had the 
skills and knowledge required. I doubted 
my own skills. Why did they even accept 
me to study in this school? Was it just a 
mistake? What helped me then? I got an 
appointment with study counselor, and I 
asked the ‘bully’ for a cup of coffee and 
explained how the bully’s behaviour made 
me feel, I made friends with students from 
older year groups, I joined my 
department’s student association, I 
discussed pressures with my classmates 
and I noticed that many other students 
experienced similar things to me. It also 
helped me to visit my home city and family 
during weekends.

practice time in a particular week. Then I 
also have ensemble rehearsals because I 
have a couple of concerts and there will be 
an ensemble in my assessed recital too. So, 
somehow, I have to organise rehearsal 
schedules with lots of people. That causes a 
difficult kind of workload when I have to 
figure out mine and other musicians’ 
schedules.

extra, in a way, and then there is kind of a 
fast-flowing fountain to produce things. 
There are kind of optimal circumstances for 
me, so that I can feel comfortable and I 
know that I now have enough time. And I 
don’t need to stress about it.

Meaning of musicianship:
Studying music is pretty much that kind of 
holistic lifestyle, maybe, I would say for 
me. Since primary school I have studied 
music regularly and then at some point in 
adulthood I understood that this is not just 
studying anymore, this is, music is life 
[laughing].

Enjoyment:
I feel success when I have enjoyed doing or 
completing something. For example, exam 
concerts and other concerts in which I can 
play on my own or together with someone 
and when, in that moment, I feel deep love 
and joy for playing, for other performers 
and for the audience.

Religion:
Occasionally, when lots of deadlines are 
coming up in the same period of time, I can 
find myself getting stressed and feel 
overwhelmed. There are a couple of things 
I do when this happens. I rely heavily on 
God and my church. I feel a release of 
pressure when I pray, and I find that 
keeping the Sabbath day as a holy day is 
crucial to my wellbeing, spiritual, mental, 
emotional and physical.

Table 2. (continues)

Determinants of experienced workload in relation to environmental factors

Music students’ workload relating to teaching and learning environments

Teaching and learning environments: 
Yes indeed, I think there could be a course 
for students on how to organise time and 
everyday life, or even a kind of set of 
materials or that kind of thing. Because I 
can easily imagine that if you have lived 
for example some sort of relaxed high 
school life and managed with everything 
going well and no worries. And then you 
come here and suddenly there is awful 
pressure everywhere. You must be the best, 
you must succeed, you must prepare for 
your career and so on. So I believe that it 
can result in a very very heavy workload. 
And so on, indeed, I don’t assume that any 
human being is able to manage that kind of 
thing from birth.

One-to-one tuition:
If I feel pressured by the teacher to do 
something that I don’t feel like I can or 
want to do, I’ll most likely get into some 
type of a complete anxiety attack. That’s 
why I feel like teachers should be very well 
educated in pedagogy, especially as private 
music teachers. The relationship between a 
music student and their teacher is closer 
than in most other school situations, and it 
can get very difficult if the teacher doesn’t 
sense the correct boundaries or crosses 
lines that they should be trained to detect 
instantly.

Group tuition:
Having to stay in one place always causes 
more workload than doing some kind of 
written assignment or other kind of project 
work in another place that you can choose 
by yourself. Compulsory attendance is 
understandable in smaller groups. But 
contact teaching is sometimes very hard if 
the amounts of non-attendance are strict. 
Unfortunately, many students have to 
work, for both their prestige and CV, for 
their artistic career or to earn extra income, 
although working is not recommended 
whilst studying.

Curriculum:
Too many essays and too many projects. 
Some months I have nothing to do, and 
some months there are too many things. 
That keeps my schedules uncertain and 
gives me anxiety because I am not good at 
organising myself in such an unpredictable 
environment.

Assessment:
But in a way assessment in general, not 
only in music departments per se, but 
everywhere starting as early as 
kindergarten. Somehow the whole 
assessment culture should be changed. 
There should be an understanding of the 
aims of assessment. Who does the 
assessment serve? What is the meaning of 
it? I mean that sometimes when studying I 
have felt, especially when I was younger, 
that you did the work for the institution or 
for your teacher or something like that. 

Student feedback:
And the thing is that sometimes people, 
well very often people choose to not do that 
[give feedback], to not cause any problems. 
The thing is the music world is how it is, 
everyone knows everyone and people don’t 
wanna [make problems]. Because that can 
affect their career a lot. I really don’t know, 
obviously the solution is anonymity but, 
anonymity is also not 100%. You still have 
to have that one person you tell it to. So I 
don’t really know, what would be the 
solution here, maybe people could be more 
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You did not understand that the meaning is 
to work for yourself.

courageous but…

Table 2. (continues)

Determinants of experienced workload in relation to environmental factors

Psychological and physiological issues in studying music

Stress:
My reaction to stress has involved a 
decrease in activity and an inability to plan 
things when there have been several 
demanding things to study or exams at the 
same time. I have experienced that 
speaking with teachers or student peers 
helps me. In a serious stressful situation my 
self-image as a student suffers or, in the 
worst case, I doubt myself as a musician. 
However, I have understood that these are 
normal feelings with stress. Yet, I think 
there should be a more open and accepting 
atmosphere in the school to discuss these 
kinds of difficulties too.

Burnout:
So, I must work to get funding for living 
and studying. I don’t have much leisure 
time and recovering [from stress when 
combining studying and working] is not 
always easy, thus, it negatively impacts on 
my studying. In addition, I have 
experienced burnout in my current studies 
and gone through three years’ 
psychotherapy. Naturally, this has affected 
how I have coped throughout all of my 
studies. I think that the main reasons for the 
need for therapy are primarily in my 
childhood and youth and also my previous 
experiences in studying music. Strict values 
in the music industry have caused workload 
for me (competition, issues with university 
studying affecting too much to my own 
identity and so on).

Performance anxiety:
But even the best players, the great 
musicians, they always, every one of them 
had performance stress when they were 
students. But after all, I think it’s quite 
good in my college, you do so many 
performances that after two years going on 
stage becomes quite normal. Unfortunately 
the stress is something you have to learn 
how to handle, because if you plan to 
perform as a job, it is the same for 
everyone. Even for the best.

Musculoskeletal problems:
At least those friends who have had more 
serious problems and who have not been 
able to play their instruments, have been 
supported by the school to get help. I think 
that our school even provides one free 
session with a specialised physiotherapist. 
So there is good guidance. And there are 
even courses for the first year students in 
induction week. I think that this issue 
[musculoskeletal problems] is very well 
taken care of here.

Sport and exercise:
Sometimes, absolutely, in particular exam 
concerts and those kinds of events [impact 
on this]. And entrance exams in which I 
have participated. They cause sleeplessness 
at night. And nervousness. Thank God I 
have sports that I can do. It has been the 
obvious way for me to relieve those 
feelings, in every case.

Health:
I think it is easy and, I would say, many 
many students go there [student counselor]. 
So, probably every one of my friends has 
been there. I think it is that kind of thing 
where there is no stigma anymore. So it is 
very normal nowadays. Also, my friends 
studying in other schools or in other 
universities have sought help. But of 
course, here in a music university the issues 
are very often related to music or playing. 
Or maybe those kinds of problems are just 
related to music, or but they may be larger 
ones [than in other disciplines].
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Figure 1 
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Figure 2 
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Figure 3 
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Figure 4 
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[Anonymised affiliation]

Exploring Students’ Experienced Workload in Higher Music Education

QUESTIONNAIRE 2019

Dear student,

Thank you for considering taking part in my PhD research project in Music Education [anonymised details]. 

My study focuses on students’ experienced workload in Bachelor and Master level studies in higher 
music education. A student’s workload can be affected by diverse aspects, such as course difficulty, pace, 
time needed for contact and independent study, assessments, teaching, resources, and student 
characteristics such as ability, motivation, and effort.

I have asked you to respond to my questionnaire because you are a student in a higher music 
education institution. The primary aim of this study is to examine how students experience workload 
during their studies and the extent that students’ workload is related to their proactive coping styles in 
different music genres. The secondary aim is to indicate how this kind of research-based knowledge can be 
utilised to develop teaching, curricula, study programmes, and courses. This study will also encourage 
students to reflect on their own experiences of workload, proactive coping styles, and experiences of 
instruction by offering the participants the opportunity to receive feedback on their individual scores as 
well as on the overall results of the study. This may promote equity in pedagogical practices by supporting 
health, well-being, and conceptual change in higher music education institutions.

The first phase of this project will consist of this Workload and Coping Styles questionnaire, which 
will be distributed to Bachelor and Master level students in higher music education institutions in 
the United Kingdom and Finland during the spring term 2019. The questionnaire includes five short 
sections and it takes about 30 minutes to fill in the form. The data you provide will be anonymous 
(separated from your name) and confidential (not disclosed to anyone else). I may publish reports based 
on my findings, but you will not be identifiable from the data included. The data themselves will be stored 
securely for an unlimited period. You do not need to agree to the re-use of your data and in that case your 
data will be destroyed at the end of 2021. Read carefully the information sheet for research participants 
via this link: INFORMATION SHEET.

Please submit the form no later than 31 May, 2019. Your participation in this research is voluntary 
and you may withdraw from the study at any time if you wish. By submitting a completed questionnaire, 
however, you are giving your informed consent to participate in my study. You do not have to answer any 
question that you do not wish to answer and you can stop completing the questionnaire at any point for 
any reason. Your choice to participate or not to participate in this study will not interfere with your 
studies.

If you would like to know more about this research, please contact me at [Anonymised] or my supervisor 
[Anonymised]

If completing this questionnaire has raised any issues of concern for you, you can seek help in the United 
Kingdom from the Musicians Helpline 0808 802 8008.

This research project has been reviewed and granted by the CUK Research Ethics Committee. 

Thank you for taking part in my research! 
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Kind Regards

[Anonymised]

I understand that a fully anonymized subset of the data may be released to other research groups for 
unlimited period for the purposes mentioned above, if I give permission to it.
(Please tick one box:)
[ ] I agree to releasing anonymized extracts from my data for an unlimited period.
[ ] I do not agree to releasing extracts from my data. My data will be destroyed at the end of 2021.

I understand that extracts from possible open-ended answers may be quoted in subsequent publications 
if I give permission to it:
(Please tick one box:)
[ ] I agree to anonymized quotation/publication of extracts from my open-ended answers.
[ ] I do not agree to quotation/publication of extracts from my open-ended answers.
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SECTION 1: BACKGROUND INFORMATION

1. With which gender identity do you most identify?

☐ female ☐ male ☐ transgender female ☐ transgender male

☐ gender-variant/non-conforming ☐ not listed, please specify ________________ 

☐ prefer not to answer

2. I am currently

☐ a student at Bachelor’s degree level

☐ a student at Master’s degree level

☐ a doctoral student

☐ other, please specify _________________________________________

3. Music subject area in my current studies

☐ classical music, please specify study programme/instrument ________________________

☐ church music

☐ composition

☐ conducting

☐ folk music

☐ global music

☐ jazz music

☐ music education

☐ musicology

☐ music psychology

☐ music technology

☐ music theory

☐ opera

☐ popular music
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☐ research

☐ arts management

☐ other, please specify _________________________________________

4. The starting year of my current degree

☐ 2012 ☐ 2013 ☐ 2014 ☐ 2015 ☐ 2016 ☐ 2017

☐ 2018 ☐ 2019 ☐ other, please specify _________________

5. Working

☐ I am not working beside my studies

☐ I am working and my work is related to music. Numbers of hours per week ____________

☐ I am working and my work is not related to music. Numbers of hours per week _________

6. Circumstances (please check all the appropriate boxes)

☐ I am a full-time student

☐ I am a part-time student

☐ I am a domestic/home student

☐ I am an international student. From which country? _______________________________

☐ I am an exchange student. From which country? _________________________________

7. Funding (please check all the appropriate boxes)

☐ I am a full-scholarship student

☐ I am a part-scholarship student

☐ I pay my studies partly myself

☐ I pay my studies totally myself

☐ I have a loan to cover my studies

☐ My family/parents/other third parties pay for my studies in part

☐ My family/parents/other third parties pay for my studies in total
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SECTION 2: WORKLOAD IN STUDIES AND STRESS

Workload in studies

There are many reasons why students experience light or moderate or heavy workload during 
their studies. A student’s workload can be affected by diverse aspects, such as course difficulty, 
pace, time needed for contact and independent study, assessments, teaching, resources, and 
student characteristics, for example ability and motivation, and effort.

Main subject studies

8. Main subject in my degree. Please specify also your main instrument, if any. 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Workload in main subject studies

When answering this question, please consider your studies as a whole in your discipline and 
indicate how true each of these statements is by checking the most appropriate box.

1 2 3 4
Not at all true     Barely true     Somewhat true    Complete true

9. My main subject studies overload me.
10. I must work very hard with my main subject studies.
11. I work easily with the workload of my main subject studies.
12. The amount of credits is right compared to course workload in main subject studies.
13. I think that the pace of study is too intense in my study programme in main subject 
studies.

You are free to choose not to answer any questions you feel you do not wish to answer. However, it is of 
utmost importance for the research results that there would be no missing answers in this part of the 
questionnaire. Please double-check that you have answered all items numbered 9.-13. if you wish.

14. Please, write here examples of main subject studies that overload you, if any. Why do they 
overload you?

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

Other than main subject studies

15. In addition to my main subject studies, I have other studies in my degree. Please 
specify your other studies.
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___________________________________________________________________________ 

Workload in other than main subject studies

When answering this question, please consider your studies as a whole in your discipline and 
indicate how true each of these statements is by checking the most appropriate box.

1 2 3 4
Not at all true     Barely true     Somewhat true    Complete true

16. My other studies overload me.
17. I must work very hard with my other studies.
18. I work easily with the workload of my other studies.
19. The amount of credits is right compared to course workload in other studies.
20. I think that the pace of study is too intense in my study programme in other studies.

You are free to choose not to answer any questions you feel you do not wish to answer. However, it is of 
utmost importance for the research results that there would be no missing answers in this part of the 
questionnaire. Please double-check that you have answered all items numbered 16.-20. if you wish.

21. Please, write here examples of other studies that overload you, if any. Why do they overload 
you?

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

Overload and other things in life

22. Please, write here examples of other things in your life that overload you and affect your 
studying, if any. Why do they overload you?

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

Moderate workload in studies

23. Please, write here examples of studies in which you experience moderate workload, if any. 
Why do you experience workload in those studies to be moderate?

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

Light workload in studies

24. Please, write here examples of studies in which you experience light workload, if any. Why 
do you experience workload in those studies to be light?

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

Stress

For the following two questions, the word stress relates to situations in which you feel anxious, 
restless, nervous, or distressed or when you have difficulties sleeping because your problems 
are continuously haunting your mind.

1 2 3 4
Not at all Seldom Often All the time

25. Do you feel this kind of stress currently?

You are free to choose not to answer any questions you feel you do not wish to answer. However, it is of 
utmost importance for the research results that there would be no missing answers in this part of the 
questionnaire. Please double-check that you have answered item numbered 25. if you wish.

26. Please, write here examples of situations in your life that make you feel stress and affect 
your studying, if any. How do you react to stress?

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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SECTION 3: COPING STYLES

Coping styles in general in your life (1/3)

The following statements deal with reactions you may have to various situations in general in 
your life. Indicate how true each of these statements is depending on how you feel about the 
situation. Do this by checking the most appropriate box. 

1 2 3 4
Not at all true     Barely true     Somewhat true    Complete true

27. I think it is useful to manage your money well in order to avoid being poor in old age.
28. When I experience a problem, I take the initiative in resolving it.
29. I take action only after thinking carefully about a problem.
30. I make lists and try to focus on the most important things first.
31. In my mind I go through many different scenarios in order to prepare myself for different 
outcomes. 
32. After attaining a goal, I look for another, more challenging one.
33. I like challenges and beating the odds.
34. I think about every possible outcome to a problem before tackling it.
35. I imagine myself solving a difficult problem before I actually have to face it.
36. When I have a problem with my teachers, friends, or family I imagine beforehand how I 
will deal with them successfully.
37. I am a "take charge" person.
38. When there are serious misunderstandings with teachers, family members or friends, I 
check my behaviour before how I will deal with them.
39. Before getting messed up with a problem I'll call someone I trust to talk about it.
40. When I have problems, I can usually solve them with help from my friends.
41. I confide my feelings in others to build up and maintain close relationships.
42. I try to let things work out on their own.
43. I make concrete things to plan for my future.
44. Rather than acting impulsively, I usually think of various ways to solve a problem.

You are free to choose not to answer any questions you feel you do not wish to answer. However, it is of 
utmost importance for the research results that there would be no missing answers in this part of the 
questionnaire. Please double-check that you have answered all items numbered 27.-44. if you wish.
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Coping with problems in your studies

45. Thinking about you having problems with your studies, please write here about these 
problems and how you cope with your studies in this kind of situation.

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Coping styles in general in your life (2/3)

The following statements deal with reactions you may have to various situations in general in 
your life. Indicate how true each of these statements is depending on how you feel about the 
situation. Do this by checking the most appropriate box. 

1 2 3 4
Not at all true     Barely true     Somewhat true    Complete true

46. I study hard to protect myself against failure.
47. I plan my strategies to change a situation before I act.
48. I imagine myself solving difficult problems.
49. When I have a problem I prefer to not think about it.
50. I can usually identify people who can help me develop my own solutions to problems.
51. When I'm depressed I get out and talk with my friends.
52. I try to talk and explain my problems in order to get feedback from my friends.
53. I turn problems into positive experiences.
54. When solving my own problems my friend's advice can be helpful.
55. Advise I get from others has often helped me deal with my problems.
56. My friends help me feel cared for.
57. When I have a problem I usually let it simmer on the back burner for a while.
58. Despite numerous setbacks, I usually succeed in getting what I want.
59. I ask others what they would do in my situation.
60. Talking to others can be really useful because it provides another perspective on the 
problem.
61. I know who can be counted on when the chips are down.
62. Rather than spending all my pocket money, I prefer to save a little for when I will need it.
63. I think ahead to prevent possible dangerous situations.

You are free to choose not to answer any questions you feel you do not wish to answer. However, it is of 
utmost importance for the research results that there would be no missing answers in this part of the 
questionnaire. Please double-check that you have answered all items numbered 46.-63. if you wish.
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Coping with success in your studies

64. Thinking about you having success with your studies, please write here about this success 
and how you cope with your studies in this kind of situation.

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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Coping styles in general in your life (3/3)

The following statements deal with reactions you may have to various situations in general in 
your life. Indicate how true each of these statements is depending on how you feel about the 
situation. Do this by checking the most appropriate box. 

1 2 3 4
Not at all true     Barely true     Somewhat true    Complete true

65. I always try to find a way to work around obstacles; nothing really stops me.
66. If someone tells me I can't do something, you can be sure I will do it.
67. I tackle a problem by thinking about realistic possible alternatives.
68. I try to pinpoint what I need to succeed.
69. If I find a problem too difficult sometimes I put it aside until I'm ready to deal with it.
70. I often see myself failing so I don't get my hopes up too high.
71. If I am sad, I know who I can call to help me feel better.
72. I break down a problem into smaller parts and do one part at a time.
73. When I have my family, I will take care of to protect them from bad events in the future.
74. I often find ways to break down difficult problems into manageable components.
75. I make plans of things to do before bad events happen.
76. Before failure strikes I am well-prepared for its possible consequences.
77. I address a problem from various angles until I find the appropriate action.
78. When I have to study many matters, I make a plan and follow it.
79. I plan strategies for what I hope will be the best possible outcome. 
80. I visualise my dreams and try to achieve them.
81. Before tackling a difficult task, I imagine being successful in doing it.
82. When I have a problem, I usually see myself not being able to resolve it.
83. When I think about my future career, I imagine myself getting the one I want. 

You are free to choose not to answer any questions you feel you do not wish to answer. However, it is of 
utmost importance for the research results that there would be no missing answers in this part of the 
questionnaire. Please double-check that you have answered all items numbered 65.-83. if you wish.
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SECTION 4: EXPERIENCES OF TEACHING AND LEARNING

84. Please, describe here your experiences of teaching and learning with your current 
teachers.

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
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SECTION 5: FURTHER INFORMATION

85. For the next part of my project I will be conducting follow-up interviews. If you would be 
interested in potentially taking part, please provide your phone number or e-mail address. 
Please note that your anonymity will be protected in all written elements of publications and 
dissemination of the research.

__________________________________________________________

86. If you would like to receive feedback on your individual scores and on the overall results 
of the study, please provide your phone number or e-mail address.

__________________________________________________________

87. Please, write your comments and feedback about this questionnaire below. Thank you for 
your feedback!

___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________

Thank you very much for spending time completing this questionnaire; your time is 
appreciated.

References

Items 9–13, 16–20 and 25 modified from ETLQ and Learn Questionnaires (Parpala, 2010; 
2015).

Items 27–44, 46–63 and 65–83 from Proactive Coping Inventory for Adolescents (Greenglass, 
Schwarzer, & Laghi, 2008).
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