
Week 1 Lecture  

 Overview 

Factors that facilitate optimal performance of individuals, and teams, in: 

 music and the performing arts 

 sports 

 public speaking 

 exams 

 etc. 

APA Division 47 Definition of Performance Psychology (2011) 

= Performance psychology is the study and application of psychological principles of human 

performance to help people consistently perform in the upper range of their capabilities, and more 

thoroughly enjoy the performance process. 

HOW: 

• By examining theoretical frameworks, research findings and using real-world examples 

• this subject will engage you in practical strategies commonly used to achieve optimal performance. 

Performance practice is involved, but no need for deep introspection and challenge to the point of 

emotional distress beyond that experienced in everyday life. 

 

RESULT 

• Identify, develop and execute the mental and emotional knowledge, skills and abilities required for 

achieving one’s full potential in performance domains 

• Understand how to develop consistent skill execution and positive performance experiences. 

 

Performance 

= Preparation + Skill + Psychological Readiness 

= Potential – Impediments 

 

Pressure 

“…any factor or combination of factors that increases the importance of doing well” (Baumeister, 

1984, p. 610). 

THE most common source of situational stress in sport (Weinberg & Gould, 2007) and other 

performance domains. 

 

Anxiety 

“…is usually related to the ego-threatening nature of the competitive environment and ‘refers to an 

unpleasant psychological reaction to perceived threat concerning the performance of a task under 

pressure’” (Cheng, Hardy & Markland, 2009, p. 271 in Wilson, 2012, p. 174) 

 

The relationship between anxiety and performance has most frequently been considered in terms of 

the consequences of poor performance, and the dreaded “choke”. (Wilson, 2012, p. 174) 

 



Optimal Experience 

“…to go beyond the boundaries of ordinary experience… to stretch his/her skills to meet the 

challenge provided by the skills of the opponents.’ 

 

What each person seeks is to actualize (their) potential, and this task is made easier when others 

force us to do our best…. competition improves experience only as long as attention is focused 

primarily on the activity itself. 

 

If extrinsic goals – such as beating the opponent, wanting to impress an audience, or obtaining a big 

professional contract – are what one is concerned about, then the competition is likely to become a 

distraction, rather than an incentive to focus consciousness on what is happening.” Csikszentmihalyi 

(1990, p73) – these things are external and not in your control – think less about these 

 

E.g. Bagger Vance – Golf player 

 Went to war and had PTSD and stopped playing for some time, got put back in competition, 

played poorly  

 Before a performance – heightened sense of environment around – things louder etc.  

- ^ need to not focus on  

 

Peak Performance 

= when we think and feel we are performing at our best (Brandon & Ivens, 2009). 

= “superior functioning that exceeds an individual’s probable performance quality, or full use of 

potential, in any activity” (Jackson & Kimiecik, 2008, p. 379) 

Not emotionally driven – rather – action-oriented (Harmison & Castro, 2012) 

Anxiety associated with performance 

• sport (Hanton & Jones, 1999; Jones, Swain & Hardy, 1993) 

• school tests (King, Mietz, Tinney & Ollendick, 1995; Prins & Hanewald, 1999) 

• music performance (Fehm & Schmidt, 2005; Kubzansky & Stewart, 1999; Wolfe, 1989) 

 

Many Definitions Exist 

Ravizza (1977) interviewed athletes about how they felt during their greatest moments. 40 athletes 

who played in 12 different sports. 

 Loss of fear—no fear of failure 

 No thinking of performance 

 Total immersion in the activity 

 Narrow focus of attention 

 Effortless performance—not forcing it 

 Feeling of being in complete control 

 Time-space disorientation (usually slowed down) 

 Perceive universe to be integrated and unified 

 Unique, temporary, involuntary experience 



Flow 

A state of flow, in which an athlete or other person performs at his or her best, seemingly without 

effort, but with total concentration, feeling totally in control without thinking about it. Self-

consciousness recedes into the background as total focus is upon present activity. (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1990) 

 

Optimal States 

Elite athletes describe perceptions of optimal states (Jackson, 1996; in Dewey, 2007) as 

the paradox of control (feeling in control without having to think about it), mirroring of action and 

awareness (being so involved that the activity seems spontaneous and automatic), and concentration 

(being completely focused on the task at hand). MUSI20203 Wk1 © Margaret Osborne & Don Immel, 

2017 

(Jackson, 1996; in Dewey, 2007) 

 

Optimal Or Peak 

Terms are somewhat interchangeable. 

Students with a strong sense of competence in (musical) skills and control over their physical and 

psychological well-being, enhance their capacity to exceed their average level of performance and 

achieve an opTmal or peak performance. (Osborne, Greene & Immel, 2014, p1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from Williamon, 2004 

 

Optimal arousal PRECEDES optimal performance 


