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Abstract 

A within-subjects exploratory study of at-risk youth participating in four group music therapy 

improvisation sessions aimed to determine whether the youth achieved a flow state, analyzing 

changes in each individual’s state of flow over time, as well as comparing flow rates of youth 

with previous musical experience to those without previous musical experience. Youth were 

given the opportunity to participate in four structured music therapy sessions which included a 

welcome, introductions, discussion of rules, introduction to the instruments and music methods, 

warm-up music experience, and non-referential group improvisation, all facilitated by a board 

certified music therapist. Participants’ self-reported flow measures following each group music 

therapy improvisation tended to be robust. The results of this study did not show much variation 

in the flow state changes of each participant over time. Additionally, there appeared to be no 

significant difference in flow states between youth with previous musical experience and no 

previous musical experience. The scope of this exploratory study was very limited as there were 

only 7 participants, some of whom did not participate in all four sessions. Future research on the 

flow states of various populations during clinical improvisation is warranted. 
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Introduction 

Some people say the meaning of life lies in the pursuit of happiness. Deeper than this 

personal draw to finding individual happiness is the pursuit of moments that have the ability 

to put life into perspective and provide a moment of release, freedom, enjoyment or even 

ecstasy. These optimal experiences, sometimes called flow, can generate positive effects 

which last minutes, hours, days, or in some rare cases, a lifetime. 

Flow is a term from positive psychology, coined by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in 1975 

to describe a situation where a person’s skills match the task at hand, there is a sense of 

control and oneness with the activity, the experience is goal oriented in a way in which clear 

feedback is gained in regards to the performance, time seems to speed up or slow down, and 

one loses self-consciousness. The activity is pursued because it is intrinsically motivating.  In 

essence, you are in flow when nothing but the task at hand matters and you are completely 

immersed in the present moment. 

Many individuals have experienced and studied flow in the settings of work 

(Guptill & Kirchner, 2011), education (Custodero, 2002), performance (Jackson & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Sinnamon, Moran & O’Connell, 2012; Wrigley & Emmerson, 2013), 

and health (Fritz & Avsec, 2007; Keeler, Roth, Neuser, Spitsbergen, Waters & Vianney, 

2015; Sedlár, 2014) yet the surface has barely been scratched within the realm of music 

therapy (Baker & MacDonald, 2013; Hart & DiBlasi, 2015). Hart and DiBlasi (2015) noted 

that researchers have found correlates between flow and persistence in an activity, self-esteem, 

skill development, physical health, and protection against negative outcomes primarily in 

adolescent populations. Furthermore, they write that flow within a group setting could be used 

“as a therapeutic tool to promote multiple positive outcomes” (p. 287). Based on their research, 

they suggest that flow could be “harnessed within a variety of settings to introduce concepts such 
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as the development of empathy and social awareness in an intrinsically rewarding manner” (p. 

288) due to the fact that multiple research subjects mentioned a feeling of empathy with other 

group members following the group music making. The development of recent research 

regarding flow and music is telling of the potential importance of this phenomenon for the 

field of music therapy. Though flow is quite common during music experiences and 

particularly during active music making (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Sinnamon et al., 2012) and 

there have been a few music therapists to complete research regarding flow, no research has 

been done specifically looking at the experience of flow in music therapy group 

improvisation. Group music therapy improvisation will be defined as a process whereby the 

therapist and clients improvise together for purposes of therapeutic engagement and 

meaningful music making within a group context.  

Definitions 

 Music therapy: As defined by Kenneth Bruscia (2014) “Music therapy is a reflexive 

process wherein the therapist helps the client to optimize the client’s health, using various 

facets of music experience and the relationships formed through them as the impetus for 

change” (p. 36). 

Group music therapy improvisation: Group music therapy improvisation will be 

defined as a process whereby the therapist and clients improvise together for purposes of 

therapeutic engagement and meaningful music making within a group context. 

At-risk youth: While there is much room for exploration and research regarding flow 

within any population in a therapeutic setting, this author has taken particular interest in the 

group known as at-risk youth. For the purpose of this study, at-risk youth will be defined as 

“those likely to experience a decline in their global level of functioning due to one or more issues 

javascript://
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related to social, economic, or cultural disadvantages that include mental health issues, substance 

misuse, correctional system involvement, street involvement, or unstable home environments” 

(Clark, Roth, Wilson & Koebel, 2013, p. 68). At-risk youth are a common population served by 

music therapists and are a unique population in that music is directly related to the self-

expression, mood stabilization and everyday culture of teens (North, Hargreaves & O’Neill, 

2000). Based on a clinician survey completed by Clark et al. (2013), drumming and 

improvisation have been found to be particularly beneficial interventions for at-risk youth. 

This researcher seeks to gain foundational information regarding whether or not it is possible 

for at-risk youth to enter a state of flow during group music improvisation as flow state is 

grounded in a theory of wellbeing rather than working from a deficits standpoint. 

Flow: Flow as defined by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990) is a state where “one’s 

skills are adequate to cope with the challenges at hand, in a goal-directed, rule-bound action 

system that provides clear clues as to how well one is performing. Concentration is so intense 

that there’s no attention left over to think about anything irrelevant, or to worry about 

problems. Self-consciousness disappears, and the sense of time becomes distorted” (p. 71).  

Purpose and Questions 

The purpose of this study is to explore whether at-risk youth can achieve flow during 

group music therapy improvisation. Additionally, does an individual’s experience of flow 

change based on repeated exposure to an activity? Finally, does previous musical experience 

influence the state of flow of each participant? This researcher does not seek to answer all 

questions in relation to flow in music therapy, but rather hopes that this study can serve as a 

resource for other music therapists interested in exploring the potential for this optimal 

experience within a clinical music setting.  
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Limitations 

One limitation of this study is that the information gathered will not be generalizable to 

all at-risk youth due to the small sample size and study design. Another limitation is that the 

researcher is also carrying out the research sessions and administering the measurement tool.  

  



5 
 

Literature Review 

Flow State 

Flow, a term coined by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi in 1975, comes from the realm of 

positive psychology (Rashid & Seligman, 2014). It is meant to describe a state or experience 

where one loses an awareness of time and self-consciousness while being totally immersed in 

meeting a goal that is achievable based on one’s skill level (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). Constant 

feedback must occur in order to convey to the individual whether or not they are excelling 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). The flow state can occur in any vast number of activities throughout 

the day, such as during sports, leisure, music, and work (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). 

Csikszentmihalyi writes that flow is “A sense that one’s skills are adequate to cope with the 

challenges at hand, in a goal-directed, rule-bound action system that provides clear clues as to 

how well one is performing. Concentration is so intense that there’s no attention left over to 

think about anything irrelevant, or to worry about problems. Self-consciousness disappears, and 

the sense of time becomes distorted” (p. 71). Furthermore, he describes the state of flow as being 

so intrinsically rewarding that people need no other incentive to engage in an activity that elicits 

flow.   

Many studies have found flow to be quite common in music settings (Baker & 

MacDonald, 2013). In addition, several studies have focused on the usefulness of flow in helping 

to generate positive outcomes during music making. Baker and MacDonald (2013) and  

Silverman and Baker (2016) attempted to measure the flow state, sense of self, achievement, 

identity, satisfaction, and ownership throughout songwriting experiences and then compare these 

measures to flow levels during other activities such as sports and music performance. Flow 

levels during songwriting were found to exceed that of the compared activities of sports and 
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music performance. Fritz and Avsec (2007) found correlates between flow and subjective sense 

of well-being in conservatory music students, i.e. satisfaction with life and positive affect. The 

authors found that the largest correlate of the flow experience to subjective well-being was a 

challenge-skill balance. Second and third most positive correlates were the subgroups of clear 

goals and autotelic experience, respectively. Sedlár’s (2014) research of ninety-six university 

music students demonstrated strong correlates among flow, meaningfulness and satisfaction with 

life. Additionally, when the students experienced high flow states they were unlikely to 

experience negative affect. The author noted that the students favored creative musical activities. 

These studies all highlight the potential of flow to increase an individual’s quality of life in 

various ways. 

Flow rates can be measured in a couple of ways, the Dispositional Flow Scale was 

created to determine the rate at which a person is predisposed to experience flow. The Flow State 

Scale was generated in order to determine the rate of flow that an individual had experienced 

during a particular activity. Although flow scales were originally created to measure sports 

activities, researchers have conducted experiments in order to generalize the measurement tools 

for musical settings. Sinnamon et al. (2012) completed a study aimed at determining whether the 

Dispositional Flow Scale-2 (DFS-2) is a sound measurement instrument in terms of musical 

performance. Within the sample of 205 music students the reliability of the DFS-2 was found to 

be between 0.72 and 0.91 for all subscales which is an acceptable level based on Nunnally’s 

(1978) criterion of .70. It was noted that based on this studies results, flow occurs frequently in 

musicians of all ability levels. Wrigley and Emmerson (2013) conducted a study with 236 

collegiate music students’ post-music performance exam in order to assess reliability and validity 

of the FSS-2 scale in a music performance setting. Student’s performance instrument varied 
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(strings, piano, woodwind, voice, brass) as well as age (16 to 47 years). The authors indicated 

that results were comparable to sports assessment results, and that instrument and year level did 

not have significant effect on the flow scale results. As the authors state, this was the first study 

to test reliability and validity of the FSS-2 measure in a music performance setting and the 

conclusion was that the tool is reliable and valid for music performance. 

Chirico, Serino, Cipresso, Gaggioli, and Riva (2015) specifically looked at flow and 

music listening, music performance and music composition, finding that the vast majority of 

literature was related to music performance. One area of potential future research highlighted by 

the authors was looking at flow in group music situations. Hart and DiBlasi (2015) analyzed 

interviews of jam session participants via the constructivist Grounded Theory in order to gain a 

picture of group flow. Initial findings from this pilot study determined that the group experience 

within the jam maintained the core characteristics of individual flow state, indicating that group 

flow is possible and relatable to individual flow state.  These studies indicate that there is much 

room for further study of flow state within a group context, but that flow in a group setting may 

look similar to flow state within an individual context. 

Benefits of Flow 

According to Csikszentmihalyi (1997) “…it is possible to improve the quality of life by 

making sure that the conditions of flow are a constant part of everyday life” (p. 47). Based on the 

available literature, achieving a flow state in a musical setting has shown to offer benefits such as 

a sense of achievement and satisfaction (Baker & MacDonald, 2013), subjective well-being 

(Fritz & Avsec, 2007; Sedlár, 2014), increased quality of life (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997), empathy 

(Hart & DiBlasi, 2015), meaningfulness (Sedlár, 2014), positive affect (Fritz & Avsec, 2007), a 

means for educational growth (Custodero, 2002; Csikszentmihalyi, 2014), and an aid in 

javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','ss~~AR%20%22Martin%20Sedl%C3%A1r%22%7C%7Csl~~rl','');
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8 
 

overcoming performance anxiety (Sinnamon et al., 2012; Wrigley & Emmerson, 2013). For 

athletes, flow has shown to increase performance as well (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; 

Jackson & Eklund, 2002). Flow state is a unique and, in some cases, illusive experience which 

might offer the greater public a means for achieving many desirable qualities and feelings. Due 

to the specific and studied characteristics of flow, it is feasible to set up conditions to allow for a 

greater possibility of achieving a flow state (Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). 

At-Risk Youth 

Millions of children live in poverty and experience or participate in violence, crime, and 

unsafe sex each year in America (McWhirter, 2007). McWhirter (2007) writes that the risk level 

of youth should be described on a continuum. Some elements that contribute to higher risk 

factors include psychosocial and environmental stressors, negative social interactions such as in 

the family and at school, specific demographics such as being poor or a minority, gateway 

behaviors such as alcohol or drug abuse, and undesirable personality traits and characteristics 

such as negative attitudes and emotions, and limitations in skills. McWhirter (2007) also reports 

that poverty correlates most closely with problems such as family stress, school failure and 

delinquency, among other problems. What makes this matter even more dire is that within the 

United States 1 in 3 children will experience poverty before becoming an adult (p. 24). With all 

of these interacting and interrelated factors it is difficult to identify a cause and effect. 

McWhirter (2007) does indicate that there are two categories that place children and youth in an 

even more vulnerable state: children and youth of color, and children and youth who identify as 

lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender or questioning (LGBTQ). Despite the fact that these groups 

are growing, they are quite often underserved and underrepresented in legal policy, cultural and 

religious norms, and even research (McWhirter, 2007, p. 13-14). Youth have specific and unique 
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needs due to their developmental stage which is further complicated when they are at-risk. When 

youth are at-risk they are particularly susceptible to dropping out of school, drug use and abuse, 

increased participation in crime, increased engagement in risky sexual behavior, and mental 

health issues including suicide (Dembo, R. & Walters, W. 2003; McWhirter, 2007). Due to the 

prevalence and seriousness of needs in this population, it is imperative that further research be 

conducted which might elucidate possible solutions for these needs.   

Flow and At-Risk Youth 

There has been little to no research done in terms of flow and at-risk youth; however, 

several studies have been completed which analyze the flow experience of youth (Baker & 

MacDonald, 2013; Custodero, 2002; Fritz & Avsec, 2007; Sedlár, M., 2014; Sinnamon et al., 

2012; Valenzuela & Codina, 2014; Wrigley et al., 2013). Several of these studies explored flow 

in relation to music performance. More specifically, several researchers determined that 

achieving a flow state in music has positive implications for learning music (Custodero, 2002; 

Sinnamon et al., 2012; Wrigley et al., 2013), performing music (Sinnamon et al., 2012; Wrigley 

et al., 2013), and decreasing performance anxiety (Guptill & Kirchner, 2011; Wrigley et al, 

2013). Clark et al. (2013) wrote that “music therapists are encouraging high-risk youth to use 

their strengths and talents to share their stories and achieve their goals” (p. 83). Building on 

innate abilities and strengths in order to achieve a goal directly relates to positive psychology and 

the notion of flow as well as to the needs and goals of at-risk youth within a music therapy 

setting. 

Music Therapy and At-Risk Youth 

Clark et al. (2013) completed a survey of music therapists in the United States and 

Canada who work with the population of at-risk youth, describing this work as a new area of 

javascript:__doLinkPostBack('','ss~~AR%20%22Martin%20Sedl%C3%A1r%22%7C%7Csl~~rl','');
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specialization for music therapists (p. 73). There are a large number of youth that could be 

described as at-risk or high-risk. Looking at poverty alone, according to Dearing (2014), at least 

one in five children are poor (p. 203) and children who grow up in poverty are at risk for global 

“dysfunction and delay” (p. 204). Due to the abundance of youth labeled as “at-risk” or “high-

risk” and the profusion of needs within this population (Camilleri, 2007), more research on 

music therapy and at-risk teens can and should be done. Clark et al. (2013) have noted that 

“Continued research efforts, greater accessibility to relevant resources, and increased educational 

opportunities for students and practicing music therapists are important to the further 

development of music therapy with high-risk youth” (p. 83). 

Group Improvisation and Flow 

Four varying methods of music therapy treatment exist including improvisation, 

composition, re-creation, and receptive music therapy. Clinical music improvisation is defined as 

“the process whereby the therapist and client(s) improvise together for purposes of therapeutic 

assessment, treatment, and/or evaluation” (Gardstrom, 2007, p. 12). Little research has focused 

on flow and group improvisation despite a growing trend toward research with flow during 

active music therapy interventions. Clinical improvisation has been compared to songwriting in 

terms of its active and creative means of generating an outcome (Landau & Limb, 2017). While 

songwriting has been the subject of many studies concerning flow state (Baker & MacDonald, 

2013; Baker, Rickard, Tamplin, & Roddy, 2015; Silverman, Baker & MacDonald, 2016; 

Tamplin, Baker, Rickard, Roddy & MacDonald, 2016), there is a dearth of published material 

regarding improvisation and flow in the music therapy literature. Because of the nature of 

improvisation, being in the moment while awaking creative juices to generate something that has 

not been before, it seems quite feasible that music improvisation might lead to high flow states. 
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Landau and Limb (2017) wrote, “Flow states are most often entered during activities with clear 

goals and immediate feedback, both of which are present in musical improvisation. 

Producing music that “works,” so to speak, can lead to an enhanced sense of achievement and 

confidence in music, and this achievement can be realized in real time because aural feedback is 

provided instantly” (p. 27). Additionally, Silverman and Baker (2016) wrote that “Self-

actualization can be facilitated by moments when a person is fully engaged in an activity that is 

intrinsically rewarding” (p. 2). Hart and DiBlasi (2015) utilized a constructivist grounded theory 

to analyze the group flow experience of musicians in a jam session. One finding they did not 

anticipate was that the musicians had an increased sense of empathy for one another. From a 

music therapist’s perspective, one sees the potential of flow to generate these positive effects, 

and particularly within music experiences, and wonders how it might benefit clients in a clinical 

setting. 

Summary and Purpose Statement 

Due to the fact that hundreds of music therapists are working with youth (American 

Music Therapy Association, 2017) it is critical to continue further research on this population. 

The scholarly articles written regarding music therapy and at-risk youth vastly underestimates 

the number of at-risk youth receiving music therapy services. The development of recent 

research regarding flow and music is telling of the potential importance of this phenomenon for 

the field of music therapy. Though there have been a few music therapists to complete research 

regarding flow, no research has been done specifically looking at the experience of flow in music 

therapy group improvisation. As much of the flow literature states, flow is quite common during 

music experiences and particularly during active music making. As noted in Tomaino’s (2013) 

article, Charles Limb wrote that “creativity is a whole-brain activity. When you’re doing 
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something that’s creative, you’re engaging all aspects of your brain” (p. 85). Limb goes on to 

explain that when someone is engaged in music improvisation the lateral prefrontal cortex 

essentially turns off, meaning that the area of the brain that controls self-consciousness, self-

judgement, and inhibition is impeded. This is significant in the theory of flow state during music 

improvisation as flow is generated through dimensions such as loss of self-consciousness, 

concentration and self-control. Based on the theory of flow and Limb’s research in addition to 

anecdotal evidence, this author theorizes that clinical music improvisation naturally lends itself 

to a high flow state as the client is typically required to focus on the task at hand with 

concentration while reaching toward a goal. Additionally, in clinical music improvisation music 

therapists are ideally presenting the client with an opportunity to have control over the 

experience while giving feedback and matching the client’s abilities to the music improvisation 

experience. These aspects of clinical improvisation are significant in this theory because they 

directly relate to many of the dimensions of flow: a balance between one’s skills and the 

challenge one is presented with, a sense of control, clear goals, feedback, and concentration 

focused in-the-moment and on the task at hand. Understanding this theory and determining its 

accuracy could lead music therapists to gain further understanding regarding some of the 

elements of improvisation that help to generate a flow state.  

The purpose of this study was to determine whether at-risk youth can achieve flow 

during group music therapy improvisation. Additionally, does an individual’s experience of 

flow change based on repeated exposure to an activity? Finally, does previous musical 

experience influence the state of flow of each participant?  
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Method 

Design 

A descriptive, objectivist, within-subjects design was utilized to explore the flow state 

experienced by each participant during the group music therapy improvisation. The within-

subjects design indicates that each participant is observed under the experimental condition 

(Wheeler & Murphy, 2016) and that data is collected multiple times from participants each time 

they complete the group music therapy intervention. This research is descriptive because the 

variables, how they relate to one another and how they change over time are explored and 

described (Wheeler et al., 2016). The variables were the participants’ experiences of flow, the 

number of exposures to the treatment, and the participants’ previous experience with music.  

Due to the fact that the clinical applications of flow remain for the most part unknown, it 

is important to explore this notion within objectivist research in which the researcher seeks to 

find truths. Wheeler et al. (2016) describe objectivist research as “a single reality that exists 

independent of humans’ experience of it and that it is possible to increasingly know this reality 

through the senses. Reality and truth…are obtained through repeated observations of reality in 

highly controlled situations” (p. 4). This exploratory study was aimed at determining whether 

flow state can be achieved by at-risk youth during the clinical application of group 

improvisation. This sample will not allow for generalization, yet it will provide definitive 

information regarding these particular participants and their experiences of the various 

dimensions of flow. 

Participants 

The participants in this study were neighborhood youth who attend a neighborhood after-

school program. After-school programs are designed to assist youth who are struggling with 
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home life, social life or education. Specifically, this study is focused on youth ranging in age 

from 13 years old to 18 years old. Participants were recruited by word-of-mouth and paper flyers 

posted in a church, school, and community center where regular after-school programming 

occurs. Participants were selected based on accessibility, availability, guardian consent, and 

interest in participation. In addition, participants completed an information form which indicated 

whether or not they qualify as “at-risk.” Teens who were not labeled “at-risk” were permitted to 

take part in the research; however, all youth were identified as “at-risk.” Due to a small sample 

size of 7 youth there was no random selection. 

Instrument 

The Flow State Scale-2 (FSS-2) created by Jackson and Eklund (Jackson, Martin & 

Eklund, 2008) is a revised version of the original FSS. This 9-factor flow model encompasses the 

following dimensions: challenge-skill balance, action awareness merging, clear goals, 

unambiguous feedback, concentration on the task at hand, sense of control, loss of self-

consciousness, time transformation, and autotelic experience. Jackson et al. (2008) conducted 

research with 1,653 subjects to determine whether the new scale was valid and reliable in 

measuring flow during physical activity. The researchers concluded that the FSS-2 was both 

valid and reliable across all nine factor measures as well as approximately normally distributed. 

Wrigley et al. (2013) tested the reliability and validity of the FSS-2 measure in a music 

performance setting and the conclusion was that the tool is reliable and valid for music 

performance. Additionally, the FSS-2 has been used in multiple music therapy studies (Baker et 

al., 2015; Baker, MacDonald & Pollard, 2016; Silverman et al., 2016; Silverman & Baker, 2016; 

Tamplin et al., 2016). 
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Procedures 

The youth participated in four total sessions, lasting approximately one hour each. All 

sessions were held in a room within a community center where the youth regularly engage in 

after-school activities. The group music therapy improvisation (GMTI) intervention consisted of 

a welcome, introductions, discussion of rules, introduction to the instruments and music 

methods, warm-up music experience, and non-referential group improvisation. The introduction 

to the instruments consisted of a sound vocabulary (Gardstrom, 2007) where each instrument, 

one by one, is named and played for the group. The warm-up music experience consisted of all 

participants exploring various instruments with limited guidance from the music therapist as to 

how to play. The warm-up was structured in this way to allow participants to familiarize 

themselves with the instruments, gaining comfortability, and providing each participant an 

opportunity to change instruments if he/she/they choose to do so. The nonreferential group 

improvisations consisted of a free improvisation where the music itself creates the meaning 

rather than referring to a title, image or feeling (Gardstrom, 2007). Participants were encouraged 

to start playing when they were ready, with each improvisation lasting approximately 20 

minutes. Each participant completed the FSS-2 following the GMTI intervention in order to 

analyze flow rates of each individual during the GMTI.   

Data Collection 

Within 1 minute of completion of the group improvisation, participants were asked to fill 

out the FSS-2 in its entirety. Participants were instructed to answer each question in relation to 

their experience during the group music therapy improvisation. The procedural steps occurred 

one time per week over four weeks; therefore, by the end of the data collection phase, each 

participant had the opportunity to take the FSS-2 4 times. Each session was facilitated by a board 
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certified music therapist, and music making occurred with an assortment of drums, a 

glockenspiel, resonator bells, and hand-held percussion instruments.  

Data Analysis 

The Flow State Scale-2 (FSS-2) was administered to each participant directly following 

the protocol. The FSS-2, designed to measure flow on a continuum, encompasses 36 items 

measured on a five-point Likert Scale using the terms “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” 

Due to the nine dimensions of flow, each dimension is addressed with four varied questions 

throughout the FSS-2.  

The purpose of this study was to determine whether at-risk youth can achieve flow 

during group music therapy improvisation. In order to analyze flow rates, the mean score for 

each participant’s 36 responses on the FSS-2 on each given day was calculated. To explore 

whether an individual’s experience of flow changed based on repeated exposure to the group 

music therapy improvisation, each participants mean score for each day was chronologically 

plotted out on a time plot table. Finally, an ANOVA was completed with a p-value of 0.05 in 

order to determine whether previous musical experience was statistically significant in 

effecting the state of flow of each participant. 

Ethical Considerations 

In order to address ethical needs, each participant and their guardian were provided with 

informed consent which addresses any possible risks as well as benefits that might be brought 

about by the research. Informed written consent and assent forms were signed by all participants, 

and guardians. Data were stored in a locked location which is only accessed by the researcher. 

The data will be kept for 3 years and then destroyed. Additionally, participants were coded so 



17 
 

that personal identifiers are removed from FSS-2 forms.  This study was reviewed and approved 

by the Institutional Review Board at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College.  
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Results 

Flow State Measures  

At the most basic level, this author was seeking to determine whether at-risk youth were 

able to achieve a flow state during group music therapy improvisation. In order to determine 

each participant’s state of flow during each group music therapy improvisation, the average 

response of all participates for all questions on that day were calculated (Table 1). Overall, the 

results showed that all participants had mean flow state scores of 3.72 or higher, based on a 

range from 1 to 5. Participant mean scores for all four sessions ranged between 3.72 and 4.47, 

whereas total mean scores ranged between 4.13 and 4.38 each day.  

Table 1 

Participants’ Mean Flow State Scores 

 

Session 1 
Mean 

Session 2 
Mean 

Session 3 
Mean 

Session 4 
Mean 

Total 
Individual 

Mean 

Participant 1 4.38 4.42 4.33 4.28 4.35 

Participant 2 4.19 4.08 3.97 4.44 4.17 

Participant 3 4.56 4.42 4.36 4.53 4.47 

Participant 4 NP 3.77 NP NP 3.77 

Participant 5 NP 4.58 3.83 4.67 4.36 

Participant 6 NP NP NP 3.72 3.72 

Total 
participants/day 4.38 4.25 4.13 4.33 

  

Change in Flow State Measures Over Time 

 This researcher was interested in examining whether responses for each participant 

changed over time. This is significant information as it can provide music therapists with insight 

into the difference that experience and practice might make in achieving a flow state in therapy. 

Flow state mean scores for participants who were present at all four sessions were compared for 
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each consecutive session (Table 2). Participants two and three had their highest mean scores on 

the first and last days and Participant 1 had the lowest mean flow scores on the first and last 

days. Due to these findings, it is clear that these participants did not have a steady incline or 

decline in flow state from the beginning to the end of the four sessions.  

Table 2 

Time Plot of Mean Flow Scores Across Sessions 

 

Note. P1=Participant 1 

Music Versus Non-Music Experience 

 Finally, this researcher wondered whether previous musical experience would have an 

effect on flow state. In order to capture information regarding whether or not each participant 

had previous musical experience, an informational form was given to each participant the first 

time they engaged in a session. Questions included “Have you taken musical instrument lessons? 

If yes, what instrument(s) and for how many years? Have you taken dance lessons? If yes, for 

how many years?” An ANOVA was used to compare the mean flow scores of participant’s who 

had previous musical experience (n = 3) to the mean flow scores of participant’s who had no 

previous musical experience (n = 3). Findings show that there was no significant difference (p = 
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.05) in flow state scores between those who had had previous musical experience and those who 

had no previous musical experience (Table 3). 

Table 3 

Significance of Those With Music VS. Non-Music Experience 

Session # P 

Value 

1 0.96 

2 0.98 

3 0.67 

4 0.23 
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Discussion 

Flow State Measures 

The purpose of this study was to explore whether at-risk youth can achieve flow 

during group music therapy improvisation. One fundamental issue with the nature of the 

primary research question is that the tool used to analyze the data (FSS-2) does not provide an 

answer to this question. Although participants overwhelmingly tended to rate their 

experiences in agreement with statements which indicate a flow experience, there is no score 

established which indicated that a flow state was achieved. The authors of the Flow Scales 

Manuals (Jackson & Eklund, 2004) note that flow is experienced on a continuum rather than 

as a black or white experience. 

In general, the participants’ mean scores demonstrate that there was an overwhelming 

tendency to select “agree” or “strongly agree” as responses to the FSS-2, demonstrating that flow 

states were quite likely for most participants. Additionally, there were no mean flow scores under 

3.72. This seems to indicate that all participants experienced at least some aspects of a flow state.  

Change in Flow State Measures Over Time 

Some limitations to these findings are the fact that only 3 participants were present at all 

four sessions. Additionally, due to scheduling conflicts, the sessions were not all carried out on 

consecutive weeks, causing irregular breaks between sessions. Finally, only four total sessions 

occurred which might inhibit the potential for clear changes over time. 

It is interesting to note that the two individuals who only participated in one session each 

are the two individuals with the lowest mean flow state scores (participant 4 at 3.77 and 

participant 6 at 3.72). This has several potential implications. One interpretation could be that 

participants who experience low flow states are less likely to return for future sessions. Another 
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possible explanation might be that participants who engage in sessions more frequently might be 

more likely to report higher flow state scores. The latter explanation seems less likely as the 

scores of the regularly attending participants did not necessarily increase over time 

Music Versus Non-Music Experience 

 Due to low participation rates, this data is not representative of all at-risk youth. It would 

be interesting to compare the flow rates of a large sample size of individuals with previous 

musical experience and no previous experience in various musical settings. It is important for 

music therapists to acknowledge their client’s skills and abilities when planning sessions. This is 

particularly relevant when considering flow, as one of the flow dimensions measures whether 

participants feel their skills are balanced with the challenges of the activity in question. 

Limitations 

The above findings cannot be generalized and the implications are limited due to the 

small participant number and the irregularity of attendance for many of those who did 

participate. Additionally, the participants were not random but instead volunteered to participate 

in the research knowing what it entailed. This could result in higher flow state scores than 

average as the participants might be more predisposed to enter flow during an activity in which 

they voluntarily engaged.  

Furthermore, this researcher administered the FSS-2 while also facilitating the group 

music therapy protocol; therefore, the findings may be biased in that the participants may have 

altered their responses based on what they thought the researcher wanted. In other words, due to 

the relationship built in the therapeutic protocol setting, the participants could have potentially 

given responses that they thought were the “best” rather than what they actually experienced. 
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Conversely, participants could have randomly circled responses rather than giving the most 

accurate response based on their experience.  

One of the largest limitations to this research is that the research question does not align 

well with the measurement tool used. The FSS-2 does not actually measure whether or not 

someone achieved flow, but rather depicts the degree to which flow is experienced. Because the 

FSS-2 is the main tool used to measure flow state, in future research a question such as “what is 

the occurrence of flow” would more aptly fit with the tool. 

Future Research 

According to Jackson and Eklund (2004), flow is not typically a black or white 

experience, rather, a state that is experienced on a continuum. Because of this notion, it would be 

beneficial for future research to focus research questions on participants’ flow states on a 

continuum.  

It would be beneficial to continue research on flow states of participants during 

improvisation. This research could expand into a wider population range as no known research 

exists on this subject. Due to multiple findings that suggest that high flow states can offer 

individuals a wealth of health benefits, it would behoove music therapist to continue exploring 

this phenomenon within the clinical setting.  

Additionally, music therapists should seize the opportunity to fill in the research void 

when it comes to the way that flow theory aligns with music therapy practice, healing, and 

health. Researchers have found that measuring flow is another way to explore an individual’s 

sense of wellbeing and happiness (Baker et al., 2015; Fritz & Avsec, 2007). Furthermore, many 

of the dimensions of flow align well with the structure and purpose of music therapy. For 

example, music therapy is goal-directed, and clients are given feedback relevant to their 
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progress. Likewise, music therapists are constantly seeking to offer their clients’ challenges that 

meet their abilities. Due to this information, it would be beneficial to further explore flow theory 

and it’s applicability within each population and music therapy method.  

Conclusion 

Overall, the results are promising in that they may begin to lay a foundation for a positive 

psychology theory of music therapy with at-risk youth. Despite a frequent focus on the deficits of 

at-risk youth, a less common approach could help therapists and psychologists to seek to 

understand and support teens from a positive vantage point. Presenting opportunities for optimal 

experiences to this population may have the potential to lighten the burden of everyday life while 

offering hope for a brighter tomorrow. 
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Appendix A 

 

 

 

 

Looking for an opportunity to 

make music for FREE? 
  

 

 Beth Schulz (Music Therapist) is doing research on teens getting   

   in the groove and needs some volunteers aged 15-17 to make  

   some music. 

 Volunteers will be able to attend 1 hour group music sessions 

once a week for a month, exploring a variety of drums, 

percussion instruments and melodic instruments such as guitar 

and xylophone. 

 Brief music instruction will be provided, instruments will be 

played together in a group and participants will be asked to 

complete a questionnaire following the music making. 

 Snacks will be provided!  

               

 WHEN: Mondays 5:30-6:30pm—March 19, March 26, April 9, April 16 

 WHERE: East End Community Center (624 Xenia Ave., Dayton, OH) 

 WHAT do you need: transportation to/from the site, signed assent 

form and parental/guardian permission (signed consent form) 

Contact Beth Schulz: 937-716-5338 (call or text) or email at Elisabeth.Schulz@smwc.edu 
  Institution sponsoring research: Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

  Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Tracy Richardson: (812) 535-5154 
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Appendix B 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

CONSENT FORM 
 
 

Project Title: Flow State in At-Risk Youth During Group Music Therapy Improvisation: An 

Exploratory Study 

Investigator: Elisabeth “Beth” Schulz, MT-BC 

Your child is being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Elisabeth “Beth” 

Schulz, a master’s student at Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College (and Tracy Richardson, Ph.D., 

MT-BC, and Annette Whitehead-Pleaux, MA, MT-BC, faculty sponsors) from the Department 

of Music Therapy. This research is being conducted as part of a thesis project. Your child’s 

participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Please read the information below and ask 

questions about anything you do not understand before deciding whether or not your child will 

participate. Your child has been asked to participate because your child has attended the East 

End Community Services Youth Program, YMCA, Dayton Public Schools or New Hope Church. 

 

Purpose and Description of Research 

The purpose of this research is to learn about at-risk youth and whether they can enter a 

state of flow during group music making. Flow is a term used to describe a state of being 

where you are very focused on what you are doing, lose track of time, and do not worry 

about anything else that might be happening. Approximately 5 to 10 youth will 

participate in group music making using musical instruments with a board certified music 

therapist and then complete a survey about their experience. The music groups will 

consist of an introduction of the researcher and all the participants, an introduction to a 

variety of musical instruments such as drums, guitars, and small hand-held percussion 

instruments, short instruction on how to play the instruments, an opportunity for all 

participants to explore the instruments and make music together and then time to respond 

to a short survey about the experience. Each session will last approximately one hour, and 

will occur two times per week for the length of one month. The importance of the 

research is to aid music therapists in their facilitation and knowledge regarding music 

making with youth. 

  

Procedures 

If you agree for your child to participate, your child will be asked to do the following 

things: 

 Participate in group music making sessions with same aged peers, led by a Board 

Certified Music Therapist 

 Complete and submit a survey (directly following the music making session) 

This study is expected to last for four weeks. Your child does not have to be present each 

week to participate in the study. Your child will be given a survey to complete each week 

after music making. Each survey only asks questions about the music making experience 

and should take about 5-10 minutes to complete.  
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Risks and Benefits 

By participating in this study there should be no greater risk than the risks involved in 

everyday life. Participants may have feelings of anxiety or discomfort when asked to 

participate in music-making or when completing the survey after the music is complete. 

The benefit of participation will be a chance to experience group drumming and music 

making free of charge.  

 

Confidentiality 

The records of this study will be kept strictly confidential. Research records will be kept 

in a locked file and all electronic information will be coded and secured using a password 

protected file. Participant’s identities will not be included in any report that may be 

published or presented. Data will be used for the researcher’s thesis and may be used in 

other educational presentations or publications. 

 

Withdrawal 
Participation in this research is voluntary and refusal to participate will involve no 

penalty or loss of benefits to which the subject is otherwise entitled. If your child decides 

not to participate in the research your child is still able to participate in East End’s Youth 

Center activities. The participant has the right to decline participation in the music-

making or the survey by not joining the group and not completing the surveys. In 

addition, participants may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty, by 

notifying the researcher.   

 

Identification of Investigators 

If you have any questions or concerns about this research, please contact: 

 

Principal Investigator: 
Elisabeth Schulz, MT-BC 

Graduate Student 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College  

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 

elisabeth.schulz@smwc.edu  

(937) 716-5338 
 

Faculty Sponsor: 
Dr. Tracy Richardson, Ph.D., MT-BC 

Professor of Music Therapy, Director 

of MAMT, Department Chair 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College  

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods, IN 47876 

trichardson@smwc.edu  

(812) 535-5154 
 

 

Right to Ask Questions and Report Concerns 

You have the right to ask questions about this research study and to have those questions 

answered by the researcher before, during, or after the research. If you like, a summary of 

the results of the study will be sent to you. If you have any other concerns about your 

rights or the rights of your child as a research participant that have not been answered by 

the researcher, you may contact Dr. Lamprini Pantazi, Chair of the Saint Mary-of-the-

Woods College Institutional Review Board at (812) 535-5232. If you have any problems 

or concerns that occur as a result of your child’s participation, you can report them to the 

researcher, Elisabeth Schulz, or research supervisor, Tracy Richardson, at the numbers 

above.   

mailto:elisabeth.schulz@smwc.edu
mailto:trichardson@smwc.edu
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This study was approved by the Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College Human Subjects 

Institutional Review Board on _____________________.  

 

My signature below indicates that I am the legal guardian of the research participant, I 

have been informed about this study, I give consent for my child’s participation, and I 

have received a copy of this consent form. 
 

______________________________________ ____________________________ 
 Parent/Guardian Printed Name                Child’s Name 
 
 ______________________________________ ____________________________ 
 Parent/Guardian Signature   Date 
 

Note: If participant is under the age of 18, participant’s parent or guardian must sign the 

consent form and the participant must sign an assent form. 
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Appendix C 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

ASSENT FORM 
 

Project Title: Flow State in At-Risk Youth During Group Music Therapy Improvisation: An 

Exploratory Study 

Investigator: Elisabeth “Beth” Schulz, MT-BC 

We are doing a research study about youth getting in a groove during group music 

making.  A research study is a way to learn more about people. If you decide that you want to be 

part of this study, you will be asked to participate in live music making with musical instruments 

and then complete a 36 question survey about your music experience. The music groups will 

consist of an introduction to Beth Schulz (the researcher) and all the participants (you), an 

introduction to a variety of musical instruments such as drums, guitars, and small hand-held 

percussion instruments, short instruction on how to play the instruments, an opportunity for all 

participants to explore the instruments and make music together and then time to respond to a 

short survey about the experience. We will make live music with these instruments with the 

intention of enjoying ourselves, one another, and the music we are making. This will take 

approximately 60 minutes. You will be able to participate one to two days a week for four 

weeks. 

There are some things about this study you should know.  You will probably not 

experience any more risks or feelings of being uncomfortable than regular day to day life; 

however, you will be asked to make music in a group which might cause feelings of nervousness, 

excitement, or any other range of feelings that can be caused by making music in a group. Also, 

you will be asked to take a few minutes to complete a survey after the music making. You might 

also get some benefits from this study. We think these benefits might be enjoyment, interaction 

with peers, and a chance to explore music and a variety of instruments free of charge. When this 

study is finished, the researcher will write a report about what was learned. This report will not 

include your name or that you were in the study. 

You do not have to be in this study if you do not want to be.  If you decide to stop after 

we begin, that’s okay too. Your parent(s) or guardian(s) know about the study too. 

If you decide you want to be in this study, please sign your name. 

I, _________________________________, want to be in this research study. 

                       (Print Name) 

 

___________________________________              __________ 

               (Sign your name here)                                     (Date) 
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Appendix D 

Research Participant Information Form 
Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

 
 

Project Title: Flow State in At-Risk Youth During Group Music Therapy Improvisation: An 

Exploratory Study 

Investigator: Elisabeth “Beth” Schulz, MT-BC 

INFORMATION: 

Name:___________________________________________Age:________Grade:_________  

Gender Identification: ☐Male,   ☐Female,   ☐Agender (genderless),   ☐Androgyn,   ☐

Bigender,  ☐Genderqueer / non-binary,   ☐Gender bender,   ☐Other __________________ 

Race/Ethnicity:  ☐Asian / Pacific Islander,  ☐Black or African American,  ☐Hispanic or 

Latino, 

☐Native American or American Indian,  ☐White,  ☐Other (please 

specify)___________________ 

 

Tell me a little about your experience with music:  

Have you taken musical instrument lessons? ☐yes ☐no 

If yes, what instrument(s) and for how many years? 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

Have you taken dance lessons? ☐yes ☐no, If yes, for how many years? ______ 

 
Your answers to the following questions will not be used against you. Only the researcher will 
have access to your responses. These questions are simply being asked in order to identify 
whether you might fall under the category of “at-risk.” Your responses will not determine 
whether or not you are able to participate in the study. Please answer honestly and to your best 
ability.  

 
If you have experienced ANY of the following, please check yes in the box at the end: 

 Do you live in a low-income neighborhood? (Defined as at least 1 in 5 

families [with 4 in the household] in your neighborhood who bring in $30,750 

or less per year)  

 Are you a minority? 

 Do you identify with the LGBTQ community? 

 Have you had any mental health issues?  

 Have you ever misused substances?  

 Have you ever used an illegal substance?  

 Have you ever been arrested or taken to jail/juvie?  
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 Have you ever participated in any gang activity?  

 Do you feel as though you ever had or currently have an unstable home 

environment? 

 Do you currently or have you ever lived in a household with only one parent, 

or lived with guardians other than your parents?  
 

☐yes ☐no 
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