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Musical Performance Evaluation: Ten Insights from
Psychological Studies of Aesthetic Judgment
PATRIK N. JUSLIN

Abstract: Performance evaluation is of great importance to the development of musical perfor-
mance. Yet, we know little about the psychological process that underlies such evaluations. In this
essay, I argue that performance evaluation is essentially a form of aesthetic judgment, and that recent
findings from psychological studies of aesthetics may provide valuable insights. First, I present a
preliminary model of aesthetic judgment. Then, I outline a methodological paradigm which has
proved useful in capturing the judgment process. This is followed by a consideration of ten insights
about aesthetic judgment of music from recent studies. Finally, implications for music education are
discussed. I ask whether there is such a thing as ‘good’ performance evaluation, and - if so - what this
might entail. It is proposed that evaluation is a skill that can be trained based on feedback from analytic
models which make the aesthetic judgment process transparent to musicians and listeners alike.
Keywords: aesthetics, evaluation, judgment, music, performance, reliability

1. Introduction

Evaluations of music performance occur in a large number of contexts, and have important
consequences: They are made when music students apply for admission to a conservatoire, and

when musicians audition for a job in an orchestra; they are made, repeatedly, by record producers;
they guide consumers and have an effect on music sales and download numbers; they are used in
studies of music performance (e.g., in studies of sight-reading ability); and they contribute to musi-
cal experiences in everyday life. Evaluations may also be seen in the daily work of music teachers -
for example when a teacher gives feedback about a student’s performance during a lesson to help the
student to improve the performance.

Understandably, then, performance evaluation has received a great deal of attention in the educa-
tion literature (see Barry, 2009; Bergee, 2003; Fiske, 1983; Parkes, 2010; Schleuter, 1997; Waddell
et al., 2019). McPherson and Schubert (2004) provide a helpful discussion of contextual factors that
can impact on the evaluation of a performance, with regard to fairness and reliability. However,
surprisingly few studies to date have investigated the psychological characteristics of the evaluative
process itself.

Still, in order to legitimize the use of performance evaluation in various forms of ‘high stakes’
testing (e.g., in contests, end-of-course examinations, orchestra auditions, and degree classifica-
tions), there are some important questions that should be addressed:

• Do different judges agree in their evaluation of a performance?
• Does a judge make stable evaluations of the same performance over time?
• Which criteria do judges rely on in their evaluations?
• Do different judges rely on the same set of criteria?
• Is performance evaluation affected by musical expertise?
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• Do judges understand how they make their evaluations?
• Can the evaluative process be made more transparent?
• Is there such a thing as ‘good’ performance evaluation?

2. Performance Evaluation as Aesthetic Judgment
In this essay, I will focus on performance evaluation within the context of the work vs. performance

distinction, which is typical of most notated Western classical music. The focus is on evaluating
performances as performances of a particular work; the object of evaluation is the specific sounds
deriving from the performer’s activity (Levinson, 1987).

 I will further make a distinction between the measurement of a performance (which is ‘objective’)
and the evaluation (assessment, judgment) of a performance (which is - more or less - subjective).
Although some aspects of performance may be measured objectively (e.g., intonation; e.g., Gabrielsson,
1999), it might be argued that the most important performance aspects (e.g., interpretation, musicality,
expressivity, and originality) cannot be satisfactorily measured in a truly objective manner.

In fact, McPherson and Schubert (2004) labeled it one of the “flawed assumptions” (p. 65) about
performance evaluation that the musical value of a performance could be assessed accurately and
reliably - that we can somehow access the ‘true’ value of a performance. One problem is that
performance evaluation is affected not only by the music, but also by various non-musical factors
(see next section).

However, even if the evaluator would be able to focus only on the musical features of a perfor-
mance, his or her evaluation would still not be objectively accurate in a straightforward sense (which
is not to say that we should not strive towards making evaluation as reliable and valid as it can be).
This reflects the nature of the evaluative process itself: assessment requires judgments about value,
and music is commonly regarded as one of the fine arts (Kivy, 1991).

Accordingly, I will argue that music performance evaluation is, ultimately, a form of aesthetic
judgment, and that we may hopefully gain some valuable insights from studies of aesthetic judgment
in music. Clearly, a first step toward better performance evaluation is to understand the underlying
psychological process.

I define aesthetic judgment here as a process by which the value of a piece of music as ‘art’ is
determined, based on one or more subjective criteria (e.g., novelty, expressivity, and beauty) which
relate to properties of the artwork, either its form or its content (Juslin, 2013). Moreover, I submit
that aesthetic judgments of music are neither completely ‘objective’, nor merely ‘subjective’: They
involve psychophysical interactions between objective properties of the music and person-depen-
dent impressions of the judge. Thus, there are no absolute or universal criteria for aesthetic value. As any
historical review would demonstrate, aesthetic norms change over time in society.1

Thus, for example, when it comes specifically to musical performance, philosopher Jerrold Levinson
(1987) observes that “performances of music are legitimately evaluated from a number of different
perspectives”. He suggests that “there is no single, overriding point of view concerning performances
such that whatever seems good from that point of view qualifies in effect as an absolutely good
performance of the work”; he concedes that there might well be “a particular point of view that is
arguably most central to evaluative assessment” (p. 75). Yet, “there is no simple answer to how good
a performance is” since every evaluation is dependent on “a context of assessment in which certain
objectives are taken as paramount” (p. 82).

Does this suggest that aesthetic judgments are necessarily arbitrary, idiosyncratic, and unreliable?
No, aesthetic judgments may actually be more systematic than is often assumed, once one takes a
closer look at their characteristics. Aesthetic judgments can be statistically modeled. Doing so invites
us to consider more closely when, how, and why such judgments of music differ and what - if anything
- can be done about it.
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3. A Preliminary Model
In this essay, I will adopt a psychological model outlined by Juslin (2013, 2019), which focuses

specifically on aesthetic judgment in music experience: Figure 1. Aesthetic judgment is regarded as
one of several psychological mechanisms that may evoke emotions in listeners during music listening.

Consistent with many theories in aesthetics (see Levinson, 2003), it is assumed that the aesthetic
judgment process begins when the listener adopts an aesthetic attitude to the music. This is a particu-
lar mode of listening that brings a focus on those properties of the music that are regarded as relevant
for its value as ‘art’: The listener’s attention is focused on the music and one or more criteria for
aesthetic value are brought to bear on the music.

Once an aesthetic attitude has been adopted, both perceptual and cognitive analyses of the music
will proceed, providing ‘inputs’ to the aesthetic judgment process (Figure 1). This can be construed
as a continuously on-going process. Aesthetic processing can be influenced by factors in the music,
the perceiver, and the situation. Information related to each of these factors is channelled through the
perception (e.g., sensory impressions of low-level features), cognition (e.g., input that depends on
conceptual knowledge), and emotion (induced by other psychological mechanisms) of the listener
(Juslin, 2013). However, whether these inputs will have an effect on the resulting aesthetic judgment
depends on the listener’s criteria: Figure 1. The criteria serve as ‘filters’ and determine what infor-
mation is relevant to the judgment task.

Based on preliminary survey findings regarding aesthetic criteria (Juslin & Isaksson, 2014), the
model postulates that judgments involve individual sets of subjective criteria for aesthetic value and
a relative weighting of the criteria. The model illustrates that judges can differ in terms of how many
criteria they use, which criteria they use, and how these criteria are weighted. The overall judgment
represents a weighted function of the specific criteria.

As regards evaluation of performances within the context of instrumental teaching, the specific
aspects evaluated may involve personal criteria, criteria that have been identified by various au-
thorities, or a combination of these two (for examples, see Thompson et al., 1998). As noted by
Gabrielsson (1999), “there are hardly any agreed-upon criteria, neither for what should be judged,
nor for how the judgments should be made” (p. 577).

Figure 1

Musical Performance Evaluation
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However, McPherson and Schubert (2004) argued based on the published literature that there are
at least four general types of competencies, which are commonly assessed by music institutions:
technique (physiological, physical and instrumental), interpretation (e.g., faithful reading of the score;
authenticity, in terms of understanding the style or composer intentions), expression (e.g., the projec-
tion of mood, conveying of structural aspects), and communication (e.g., confidence, holding the
audience’s attention).

An assessment of specific criteria occurs continuously, but judgment outcomes will be produced at
particular points in time (cued by significant moments in the music, such as the ending of a piece, or
when a teacher needs to provide feedback on a student’s performance). If the judgment process
indicates that on balance the performance is good, this will result in liking (preference). Conversely,
if the process indicates that the music is not so good, it will result in disliking. In both of these cases, no
emotion is necessarily evoked. If, however, the result of the judgment is that the music is judged as
extraordinarily good (or bad), overall or on at least one of the criteria, an emotion (e.g., awe) will be
aroused in addition to liking. In this essay, I focus on the judgment process per se, rather than on the
affect it might induce.

Social context (Figure 1, bottom) refers to the fact that although aesthetic judgments of music are,
ideally, mostly influenced by evaluations of criteria related to the music itself, any music evaluation
is affected by other factors which impact on the reliability of the evaluation (McPherson & Schubert,
2004). Factors such as visual impressions, social prestige, audience support, and stereotyping could
all affect aesthetic judgments. In the following, I will mostly leave out contextual factors and focus on
how musical aspects are evaluated.

4. Analyzing Judgments
It has been suggested that judges may be unaware of which criteria they actually use in their

assessments (Gabrielsson, 2003). This seems to present us with a problem: How can we capture the
listener’s judgment strategy if it is mostly tacit and cannot be reported accurately by the listener?

From cognitive psychology, we might obtain some initial clues about the nature of the aesthetic
judgment process and also a useful analytic paradigm for studying such judgments. The paradigm is
termed Judgment Analysis (Cooksey, 1996). Inspired by Brunswik’s (1956) lens model, judgment
analysts employ multiple regression models to capture how individual judges combine multiple
differentially weighted pieces of information to arrive at an overall judgment. Similarly, if we wish
to study aesthetic judgment in music, we can ask listeners to rate the aesthetic value of pieces of music
that vary in different aesthetic dimensions such as novelty. The aim would be to predict listeners’
overall judgments based on criteria.

Although objective features of the music can be manipulated and have an effect on the listener,
such effects are ‘mediated’ by the perception of the listener. Previous studies found that subjective
impressions (e.g., subjectively perceived complexity) are better predictors of responses than objec-
tive measures (e.g., objectively measured complexity; cf. Hargreaves & North, 2010). Hence, it
makes more sense to use subjective impressions of criteria - as rated by listeners - as predictors of
overall judgments in multiple regression analyses.

The strength of this method is that a listener’s judgment strategy can be extracted in the statistical
analysis independently of any conscious awareness of criterion use that the listener may have. The
judgment strategy is revealed by the complex statistical interdependencies of overall judgments and
rated criteria. Thus, multiple regression models can provide measures of the different aspects of the
judgment process (as illustrated in Figure 1).

5. Ten Insights From Studies of Aesthetic Judgment
Armed with the model and the analytic paradigm proposed above, our research group has inves-

tigated different aspects of the aesthetic judgment process in a series of studies. In the following, I will
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consider some potentially important insights from these studies as well as some pioneering studies in
music education, which align nicely with research conducted  in psychology. Not all of the studies
focused specifically on aspects of music performance, but it is a reasonable assumption that the
underlying cognitive process will not be radically different if a judge focuses merely on the perfor-
mance, as opposed to the music as a whole (e.g., regardless of focus, the process will necessarily
involve a weighting of criteria which reflects the processing constraints of human cognition).

(1) Judges generally show low inter-rater agreement
Because aesthetic judgments of music have important consequences in many contexts, it appears

relevant to investigate whether judges are reliable (cf. Fiske, 1983; Juslin et al., 2021; Manturzewska,
2011). First, we need to consider inter-judge reliability: Do different listeners make similar (overall)
aesthetic judgments of the same music? In two listening tests (Juslin et al., 2016, 2021), listeners
varying in musical expertise judged the overall aesthetic value of 72 musical excerpts from 12
different genres, selected by means of a stratified random sampling procedure to obtain a reasonably
broad and representative sample of music. In order to obtain a measure of the inter-rater agreement
in the listeners’ judgments, we computed the intraclass correlation coefficient. The coefficients for
three groups (.18, .24, and .16, respectively) were all indicative of ‘poor’ inter-rater reliability.

A music educator may perhaps object that the above studies did not focus specifically on perfor-
mances or that the judges were not experienced enough. However, our results may not be explained
away that easily. A previous study of performance evaluation offers rather similar results. Maturzewska
(2011) analyzed 2156 ratings given by 28 members of the jury of the Sixth International F. Chopin
Piano Competition in Warsaw, where they evaluated 77 performances of one of Chopin’s Polonaises.
The members of the jury were “music experts of the highest international reputation” (p. 99).
Maturzewska observed very large individual differences in judgments.

Reflecting on ratings of particular performances, Manturzewska (2011) asked “which judge was
‘right’: the one who gave performance B 14 points, i.e., fair, or the one who gave 25 points, the
highest possible rating? And who is right for performance E? The judge who gave 1 point (almost
the worst rating possible) or the one who rated the performance at 16, i.e., good?” (p. 104).
Manturzewska was puzzled as to why members of the jury differed to such an extent: “What are the
reasons for these inconsistencies?” (p. 104).

(2) Judges show moderate intra-rater reliability
A second aspect of judge reliability concerns the intra-rater reliability: Does the same listener make

similar judgments over time? Here, previous findings are somewhat mixed. In one of our listening
tests, one of the music examples was - unbeknownst to the participants - repeated (appearing 24
excerpts apart, to reduce memory effects; Juslin et al., 2021).

In order to obtain an estimate of intra-judge reliability (or stability), we tested the mean differ-
ence in rating of the repeated piece between the first and second trial, using a dependent samples t-
test. Although the piece was rated slightly higher in aesthetic value the second time than the first time
(Cohen’s d = 0.132), the difference was not statistically significant; and the test-retest reliability was
r = .713. (A reliability of greater than or equal to .70 is usually considered ‘acceptable’.)

However, the test-retest reliability might be reduced if the judgments are farther apart in time.
Höfel and Jacobsen (2003) studied the temporal stability of aesthetic judgments of visual (graphic)
patterns. In a first session, psychology students were asked to judge 252 patterns. In a second session,
the same participants were asked to categorize 80 of the same patterns again.

Owing to external circumstances, the time span between these sessions varied from one day to 14
months, which made it possible to study the temporal stability. When the time span was only a few
days, the two judgments were relatively stable. (In the most trivial case where the two ratings of a
repeated stimulus occur very close in time, a judge may simply remember both stimulus and score.)
However, with longer time spans, judgments differed significantly.

Musical Performance Evaluation
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In addition, in accordance with the interactionist view of aesthetics described in Section 2 (i.e.,
that judgments depend on both characteristics of the stimulus and characteristics of the judge) intra-
rater reliability can also be moderated by the type of stimuli judged. Fiske (1983) studied the intra-
judge reliability of experienced musicians, when they rated a set of different performances of the same
piece. This is arguably a more ‘difficult’ set of musical excerpts to judge. Unbeknownst to the judges,
some of the performances were repeated so that the raters provided two ratings of these perfor-
mances. Fiske discovered very low correlations between the first and second set of ratings of the same
performances. He argued that judges may have applied the criteria inconsistently, but as explained
below, most judges are quite consistent.

A more likely explanation could be that there were strong order effects in the test (e.g., Flôres &
Ginsburgh, 1996), which influenced the listeners’ impressions (and thus ratings) of the criteria, and
that these order effects had an overriding effect on the overall judgments, as compared to the subtle
differences between fairly similar performances of the same piece.

(3) Judges are usually internally consistent
In this particular context, the term consistency (sometimes also called cognitive control in the judg-

ment-analysis literature; Cooksey, 1996) refers to the degree to which the judge is able to execute a
judgment strategy in a consistent manner across different cases (as opposed to the same case, like
when estimating intra-rater reliability).

Note that high consistency is necessary (but not sufficient) in order for judges to have high
(interrater and intrarater) reliability. And if a judge is consistent in executing a specific judgment
strategy (i.e., high cognitive control), an analyst will find it is easier to model and predict his or her
judgments across cases than if the judge is inconsistent. Thus, for instance, in Judgment Analysis, a
large multiple correlation is usually regarded as indicative of a high internal consistency of the judge
(Cooksey, 1996).

In the studies mentioned earlier (Juslin et al., 2016, 2021), we modeled music listeners using
multiple regression analyses that aimed to predict the judges’ overall judgments based on the ratings
of individual criteria. The mean multiple correlation (R = .88) showed that the models provided a
good fit to the data; that the judgment process was systematic and mainly additive; and that the
judges were very consistent. Thus, to explain low inter-rater reliability in aesthetic judgments, we
need to look beyond judges’ internal consistency.

(4) Judges tend to rely on only a few criteria
Although preliminary survey data indicated that a potentially large number of criteria may be

involved (Juslin & Isaksson, 2014), there is reason to suspect that individual judges actually utilize a
much smaller number. To start with there are working memory limitations suggesting that judges
should not use more than about four criteria (Cowan, 2010). General studies of human judgments
have found that judges in different domains tend to use a small number of criteria, fewer than the
judges themselves report (Brehmer & Brehmer, 1988). Is the same true of aesthetic judgments?

A fair indication of which criteria listeners rely on in their aesthetic judgments is given by the beta
weights (ß) of the predictors (i.e., the aesthetic criteria) in each listener model. In accordance with
previous studies, a predictor may be considered used by the judge if its beta weight is significant
(Harries et al., 2000). Although the number of criteria varied, we found that most judges relied on
between one and three criteria (M = 2.38 and 2.29, respectively, in two samples; Juslin et al., 2016, 2021).

(5) Individual differences between judges reflect the use of different criteria
An early indication that this is the case came from a study by Thompson et al., (1998), which

adopted a new approach, the so-called repertory grid technique. Five adjudicators were asked to report
the constructs (or criteria) they used to compare and evaluate six expert performances of a Chopin
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etude. The adjudicators were then asked to rate the performances, using these same constructs. The
results revealed that the adjudicators used different criteria, but since not all adjudicators rated the
same criteria, the ratings are not directly comparable.

Further evidence comes from our studies of listeners’ aesthetic judgments (Juslin et al., 2016)
where judges rated musical excerpts on criteria selected based on aesthetics (cf. Juslin, 2013; Levinson,
2003), as well as survey data of performers and listeners (Juslin & Isaksson, 2014). Table 1 shows some
examples of data for individual judges, in terms of both multiple correlations and beta weights. Note
the strikingly different weighting schemes for the criteria of different listeners. Thus, for instance,
listener 2 seems to rely much on emotion, but not on expression, whereas the opposite is true for
listener 1. How could we expect two listeners to make a similar overall judgment, if they rely on
different criteria?

(6) Criteria emphasized by music institutions may not overlap with those of listeners
Although some music institutions have explicitly identified performance criteria to be used in

assessments (McPherson & Schubert, 2004), a crucial question is how these criteria compare to those
used by regular music listeners in actual judgments of performances. I am not currently aware of any
study that has systematically compared the two. (In fact, there is hardly any research on how ‘ordi-
nary’ listeners (e.g., audiences) judge a performance.) One can, however, make an informal com-
parison of the criteria emphasized by music institutions (as listed by McPherson & Schubert, 2004,
p. 3) with the criteria rated as most important by listeners in questionnaire research (Juslin & Isaksson,
2014) or that correlate most strongly with actual judgments (Juslin et al., 2016, 2021).

Comparisons reveal that music institutions and ordinary listeners share a concern with technical
skill and expression, but that listeners (including musicians) rate originality highly and that they also
consider it important to be emotionally moved; none of these criteria are, it seems, explicitly empha-
sized in music education. In contrast, authenticity (with regard to the composer’s intentions or the
style) is emphasized by music institutions, but does not seem to play an important role in judgments
by adjudicators or listeners.

Table 1: Examples of individual regression models of aesthetic judgments by six listeners

Predictors (Criteria)

Listener    R    Beauty    Originality    Expressivity    Skill    Emotion    Message    Typicality

         1.         .95       .13               -.09                     .65*             .28*         .09               .02                   .17*
2.         .89       .05                .32*                    -.31             .44        .43               .24                 -.16
3.         .64       .35                .06                      .05               .15          .06               .29                   .13
4.         .96       .33*              .06                       .13              .60*       -.08             -.12                 -.03
5.         .91       .35*              .23*                   -.03               .40*         .31*            -.19                  .04
6.         .97       .04                .59*                     .45*             .12       -.28* .10                   .16*

Note: R refers to the multiple correlation of the regression models, which indicate the extent to
which overall aesthetic judgments could be predicted based on a linear combination of the criteria
for aesthetic value. Criterion data indicate the relative weight of the criteria for each listener in the
judgment process (* indicates that a beta weight was statistically significant, p < .05).
[From Juslin et al. (2016). Adapted with permission from the American Psychological Association.]

Musical Performance Evaluation
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Further data comes from studies of critical reviews of music performances. Alessandri et al. (2016)
content-analyzed 100 reviews of recordings of Beethoven sonatas, published in Gramophone between
1934 and 2010. By utilizing a new combination of data reduction and thematic analysis, they ex-
tracted some consistent themes in the reviews (e.g., novelty, style, emotion, technical skill). These
themes seem to correspond better with the criteria suggested by aestheticians and studies of musicians
and music listeners than with the ones emphasized in rubrics or scales used by music institutions.

(7) Judges have generally low self-insight
In order for a teacher to be able to provide informative feedback to a student, the teacher has to

infer what it is that needs to be addressed; and this, in turn, will depend on the teacher’s aesthetic
judgments - as well as on his or her self-insight. Self-insight refers here to the degree to which judges
have an accurate understanding of their own judgment strategy: do they know which criteria they
rely on and how these are weighted?

One clue comes from studies of cognition, which show that people are often unable to correctly
explain the basis of their own judgments and preferences (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). Because judgments
are usually intuitive, and based on underlying processes which cannot be elucidated through intro-
spection, judges develop their own implicit causality theories, which correspond poorly with their
actual behavior. In their review of multiple-cue judgment tasks, Brehmer and Brehmer (1988) ob-
served that “most subjects in most studies show little insight into their own judgmental processes” (p. 107).

We examined self-insight in a musical setting, using a two-part study design. In the first part,
listeners were required to fill out a brief questionnaire and to rate the relative importance of various
criteria for their aesthetic judgments of music. In the second part, the same listeners took part in a
listening test where they rated 50 pieces of music from various genres regarding ten criteria, as well
as overall aesthetic value. To explore self-insight, we compared subjective ratings of criterion im-
portance with statistically recovered patterns of criterion weighting from the regression models of
actual judgments (Juslin et al., 2021).

What we found was that most listeners showed a low level of self-insight concerning their own
judgment strategies - as shown by the fact that little variance was shared between subjective ratings
of criterion importance and objective measures recovered from judgment models (M = 32%); that
is, ‘objective’ indices of which criteria actually went together with the listeners’ overall judgments
indicated that they frequently relied on criteria they did not emphasize in their self-report or that
they emphasized criteria that they did not actually use.

However, we also noticed that there were wide individual differences in self-insight: For some
judges, the ‘subjective’ ranking of criteria corresponded well with the ‘objective’ ranking; for others
there were considerable discrepancies. Notably, individual level of self-insight was correlated with
variance accounted for in the judgment model (r = .43), which suggested that judges with greater
self-insight may also be more consistent.

(8) Judges’ musical expertise has a limited influence on their judgments
One factor that might help to explain individual differences in aesthetic judgments and criterion

use is expertise. People tend to believe that experts possess an ability to make finer discriminations
than non-experts. We examined the role of musical expertise in our listening tests, where the listeners
judged musical excerpts (Juslin et al., 2021). Expertise was indexed in three ways: the listener’s (1)
extent of formal music education, (2) experience of playing a musical instrument and (3) frequency
of focused music listening. To our surprise, judges with a high level of musical expertise did not
display higher inter-rater agreement, greater internal consistency, or more self-insight.

However, we did find one meaningful link with musical expertise: The number of years a listener
had played an instrument was positively correlated with the number of criteria he or she used to
make judgments (r = .33); that is, the longer the listener had played an instrument, the larger number
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of criteria he or she used. This is consistent with previous research showing that experts use a larger
number of criteria than non-experts (Brehmer & Brehmer, 1988).

(9) (Some) experts may be less subject to ‘biases’ in their judgments
Perhaps, there is another category of musical expertise, which may have a much larger impact on

aesthetic judgments than those considered so far? Lundy (2010) has examined the inter-judge reli-
ability amongst professional music critics. His study featured 5.161 randomly chosen albums in
popular music, covering nine genres (of popular music) and ratings by 352 critics compiled from
books of reviews, thus resulting in a total of 15.220 album ratings.

Pairs of critics who had rated at least 30 of the same albums were compared to obtain an estimate
of consensus. Lundy used a correlation index because it effectively taps into a similar pattern of
ratings of two judges across albums. Using this index, Lundy found that 87% of the critic pairs
showed statistically significant and positive correlations. In contrast, no significant negative corre-
lations were found. The average correlation, which was moderately positive (r = .49), meant that
only 24% of the variance was shared between the critics.

Even so, critics might still show greater consensus than lay listeners. In a subsequent study, Lundy
and Smith (2017) compared the aesthetic judgments of 50 randomly selected albums by professional
critics with those by non-professional undergraduates. Critics, who had previously reviewed these
albums, showed relatively consensual ratings (mean r = .61), and their distributions approached
normality. Conversely, relatively few of the lay listeners’ ratings were positively correlated (mean r=
.08) and their distributions deviated more from normality. Strikingly, none of the non-profession-
als’ ratings was correlated with the critics’ ratings.

One possible explanation is that lay listeners are more ‘biased’ in their judgments, than are profes-
sional critics. Lundy (2016) provided a list of 11 biases, which “commonly operate in aesthetic
judgment, especially among laypersons” (p. 8) – for instance being influenced by unequal levels of
familiarity across works; being unduly influenced by one’s place in history; basing one’s judgment of
an artwork on others’ reactions to it; assuming that entire genres of artworks are virtually all good or
bad; basing one’s judgments predominately on the topic of an artwork; having unjustifiably nega-
tive attitudes toward certain types of art associated with an ‘out-group’ (distinguished from one’s
‘in-group’); basing one’s judgment on idiosyncratic characteristics of the self that are not relevant
(e.g., memories); and making a judgment when one is not in a mental state that is conducive to
competent appraisal (e.g., intoxicated).

Only some of the listed biases have been the subject of study in music, though recent studies
indicated, for instance, that lay listeners tend to be more influenced by familiarity in their aesthetic
judgments than are professional critics (Lundy et al., 2019), and that they are also more subject to
personal idiosyncrasies (Lundy et al., 2018), such as basing a judgment on feelings of nostalgia. It can
perhaps be tempting to think that if we can only remove such biases from lay listeners’ judgments,
their ratings will become virtually identical to those of professional critics. As Lundy (2016) argued,
“disagreements are not expected to disappear, but they should decrease when the background noise
is reduced, and people are disagreeing about aesthetic factors only” (p. 21).

(10) Inter-rater reliability can be enhanced by enforcing a reliance on similar criteria
It has been suggested that critics show higher inter-rater agreement than lay listeners because they

tend to converge on more similar sets of criteria in their judgments (cf. Juslin, 2019). This raises an
important question: Can inter-rater reliability be enhanced by forcing judges to use the same set of
criteria? Indeed, several studies of performance evaluation in music education have reported that
formal rating scales can be helpful (Fautley & Colwell, 2018; Latimer et al., 2010; McPherson, 1995;
Parkes, 2010).

Results show, for example, that fixed criteria may help a music faculty to grade more consistently
in jury settings, and that they grade with higher reliability if they use particular criteria, as opposed

Musical Performance Evaluation
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to only giving a global grade based on an overall impression of a music performance (Bergee, 2003).
This is, presumably, because a standardized rating scale helps judges to recall all relevant criteria.

Standardized rating scales are not without problems, however. As Parkes (2010) notes, teachers
may find it hard to agree on descriptors or may ‘adapt’ new descriptors to their own existing
evaluation process. There may also be resistance to the task of verbally labelling the most important
aspects of performance (Thompson et al., 1998) - that is, the aesthetic aspects. There are further
preliminary results indicating that the use of segmented scales can influence the relative balance of
evaluation, by producing higher ratings for technical aspects and lower ratings for expressive aspects
(Iusca, 2014). Thus, although a standardized scale could clearly have a positive effect on judge
reliability, it raises questions about the validity of such ratings.

6. Implications for Music Education
What are the implications of the reviewed research for the field of music education? Manturzewska

(2011) argued that “we must be very cautions in accepting point scores for performance even when
they are given by people with the highest level of competence in instrumental performance” (p.
107). Fiske (1994) was even more blunt, claiming that the “evaluation of a performer does not mean
anything, until we know how reliable the judge was who evaluated that performance” (p. 76).

In my estimation, musical performance evaluation will tend to be reliable as long as the assessment
involves basic-level instrumental teaching, where the focus is primarily on identifying technical defi-
ciencies of a performance, particularly when evaluators rely on a standardized rating scale (McPherson,
1995). Somewhat paradoxically, when the level of performance reaches beyond basic technical
competence, the inter-rater agreement might actually decrease because comparisons will then in-
stead hinge more on ill-defined, subtle  and elusive criteria such as ‘musicality’, ‘expression’ and ‘origi-
nality’ (aesthetic aspects). Here, even experts may not agree about criteria (Thompson et al., 1998).

Indeed, a surprising finding was the overall absence of effects of musical expertise on aesthetic
judgment (Juslin et al., 2021). Such judgments may reflect more general cognitive characteristics of
an individual that cut across domains. For instance, some individuals may be more reflective and
insightful or less biased than others in general. Another increasingly plausible possibility is that musi-
cal performance evaluation is a unique skill that could (and should) be trained, alongside the skills of
music performance (Waddell et al., 2019). Such a proposition also raises an important question: Is
there such a thing as ‘good’ evaluation – or aesthetic judgment – and, if so, what does this entail?

These are complex issues, and even if we limit ourselves to a psychological perspective, the an-
swers are not obvious. However, what may perhaps be argued is that a ‘good evaluator’ is someone
who: (a) has good self-insight concerning his or her own judgment strategy; (b) is able to apply his or
her strategy in a consistent manner across cases; (c) shows good temporal stability in repeated ratings
of the same stimulus; and (d) is able to minimize all biases and to disregard irrelevant factors in the
evaluation context.

What we cannot specify, however, is precisely which criteria a ‘good evaluator’ should focus on, or
how they should be weighted in the overall judgments. (This was, obviously, the main factor influ-
encing agreement among judges in previous studies; e.g., Juslin et al., 2016, 2021). In a way, this is
the crux of the matter: even if judges have good self-insight and are as consistent as humanly possible,
and if they show temporal stability and can remove all biases and contextual effects, there will still be
disagreements in aesthetic judgment, simply because even the foremost experts will never agree
100% on a precise set of relevant aesthetic criteria and their relative weighting. In the absence of
absolute or universal criteria for aesthetic value, standards of performance evaluation will inevitably
be somewhat relative and provisionary.

It might be tempting to equate ‘good aesthetic judgment’ with ‘consensus with expert ratings’
(Lundy et al., 2019), though apart from the fact that expert judgments correlate only moderately,
there is the problem that those composers that are hailed by today’s critics may well have been
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lambasted by experts back in the day. Even in our current time, it is not that unusual for a professional
critic to drastically reappraise a music album within just a couple of years. Expert judgment, it seems,
is a shaky ground upon which to base any notion of an absolutely good judgment.

An alternative approach could be to evaluate judges in terms of whether they are able to apply
criteria in accordance with a formal rating scale for performance evaluation (of a music institution, for
instance). However, assume that we enforce adherence to a fixed set of criteria and even their relative
weightings (to the degree that judges are really able to fully implement those), such that an ‘ideal’ music
performance is clearly implied and inter-rater reliability can be maximized: Are the resulting judg-
ments still fully valid? Are they still aesthetic judgments that reflect music as a creative art form?

Fautley and Colwell (2018) noted that some performance aspects (e.g., fingering) can be straight-
forward to evaluate, whereas other aspects (e.g., whether a performance is musical or original) might
involve more difficult judgments. In an attempt to increase reliability, it is all too easy to fall back on
criteria that are easily assessable, but that are not necessarily valid in measuring aspects of musical
learning (Fautley & Colwell, 2018). As observed by Thompson et al., (1998), “criteria used by
examining boards for the assessment of music students may be insufficient for the assessment of
performances at the highest level of musicianship” (p. 154).

Allowing for the fact that even experts may take different views on aesthetic values that are, in
some sense, equally valid (Levenson, 1987), does a ‘forced-consensus approach’ to the criteria mean
that validity is sacrificed to obtain a better estimate of (inter-rater) reliability? If so, is this acceptable
or desirable? And if we evaluate performance according to a fixed scale, does this imply that there is
only one ‘correct’ performance of a work, such that any notion of ‘interpretation’ becomes meaning-
less? If teachers apply a fixed judgment strategy where they, in effect, ‘teach to the test’, will the
resulting (identical) performances appeal to the audience? I do not have the answers to these ques-
tions, but I think they deserve reflection and debate.

Findings on aesthetic judgment in music also relate to more practical matters. Thus, for instance,
data on what criteria listeners actually rely on most in their judgments of music can have pedagogi-
cal implications, for instance, by showing what aspects need specific attention in instrumental teach-
ing. Moreover, the finding that judges tend to have low self-insight (see Section 5) has a crucial
implication: If a music teacher’s explicit understanding of how he or she makes aesthetic judgments
differs from the way in which he or she actually makes those judgments, the teacher may in effect
provide misleading instructions to the student.

In addition, my preliminary observation that the criteria included in formal rating scales (or rubrics)
used in by educational institutions may not quite overlap with the criteria used by music listeners or
critics raises important questions for music education: What criteria should be used, and on what basis?
Gabrielsson (2003) argued that the criteria used in assessment of student performance are dominated
by technical aspects (e.g., intonation, rhythmic accuracy). Listeners, in contrast, may emphasize ex-
pression, originality and emotion. This is significant since pedagogical documents (including rubrics)
serve as models for music performance and guide students. As argued by Gabrielsson (2003), “much
work remains to establish adequate criteria for the evaluation of music performance” (p. 257).

Even if educators converge on a more adequate set of criteria, performance evaluation remains a
skill; and it seems that few music educators receive any formal training in grading performances
(e.g., Waddell et al., 2019). Similarly, the training of musicians does not seem to include systematic
knowledge about which criteria music listeners and critics use to rate a performance.

Here, the previously proposed analytic paradigm of Judgment Analysis might come in handy.
Idiographic regression models of aesthetic judgments could perhaps help to make the judgment
process more transparent for music teachers, such that they understand it, and - if needed - might alter
specific aspects of it. We found that judges who had greater insight into their own judgments were
also more consistent. This suggests the possibility that increasing  a judge’s self-insight (e.g., via
feedback) may also improve his or her internal consistency.

Musical Performance Evaluation
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Winter (1993) reported findings indicating that the training a music examiner receives prior to
the performance assessment session may be more important in producing consistent judgments than
amount of previous music examining experience. Similarly, McPherson and Schubert (2004) noted
that training may be key to alert the evaluator of subconscious biases (for further discussion, see Lundy,
2016). Waddell et al. (2019) presented a novel tool, “The Evaluation Simulator”, to study and train
performance evaluation by means of an immersive virtual environment. Our lab has found that com-
puter feedback based on multiple regression models might enhance a performer’s communication of
emotions (e.g., Juslin et al., 2006). It seems plausible that one can develop similar performance-enhanc-
ing computer interventions that involve feedback based on models of aesthetic judgments.

Understanding the process of assessment is, arguably, a key to enhancing one’s musical perfor-
mance (McPherson & Schubert, 2004). Hence, Duke and Byo (2018) suggested that the goal of
instrumental teaching should be not only to change each learner’s performance for the better, but also
to change each learner’s perception of her own performance: “if learners must rely on the teacher to
indicate what sounds good and what does not, and what needs to happen next after every performance
trial, then there is little that learners can do on their own time in individual practice” (p. 9). To enhance
this process of aesthetic judgment might be one of the most valuable contributions researchers can
make towards the goal of helping music students to develop their full potential as music performers.

Uppsala University, Sweden

Notes

1 Leech-Wilkinson (2006) explains that “a prominent note in a score that in 1910 was emphasized by sliding up
to it from the note below, in 1950 might have been emphasized by vibrating on it, and in 1990 by increasing
and decreasing its amplitude” (p. 60). Though the inclination to emphasize certain notes remains constant,
the means to achieve this differ. Thus “almost every aspect of performance style has changed over the past
century” (p. 42).
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