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Abstract 
This paper examines my experiences with music performance anxiety (MPA) and 

my recent efforts to address them. Its aim is to analyse the efficacy of a selection of 

treatment strategies to cope with my MPA. While it is recognised that the personal 

assessment I provide is specific to myself, it is hoped that others whose performances 

are affected by MPA will find this evaluation of strategies useful. 

 

A qualitative artistic research method was applied to this project. This led to a 

generative reflexive methodology being developed to evaluate the efficacy of the 

chosen strategies. Regular performances in varying environments allowed a rigorous 

analysis of the chosen treatments and ample stimulus to reflect upon. This resulted in 

the gradual evolution of how I applied the treatments and how they were practised. It 

was found that the most effective of the strategies considered were systematic 

desensitisation to the performance environment, cognitive restructuring and the 

quieting response. Considerations for future studies would include enhancing 

concentration under stress and focussing on optimal performance and Flow. 
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1 Introduction  

Performance anxiety is a phenomenon that commonly applies to sporting professionals, 

musicians and other performing artists exposed to public scrutiny. Performance anxiety has 

been widely researched and resulting studies have yielded various methods and strategies to 

help the afflicted cope. Many studies in the literature analyse the prevalence of music 

performance anxiety (MPA) and suggest how to treat it including Hingley (1985), Kenny 

(2011) and Salmon & Meyer (1992). However, there are few detailed autoethnographic 

accounts as to the efficacy of these methods and strategies when tested in practice. The 

purpose of my study is to review a selection of these techniques from my personal point of 

view.  Data has been collected over 18 months allowing a long-term perspective on the 

suggested treatments. The resulting evaluation provides more vision into the efficacy and 

applicability of such strategies, specifically for pianists, and a more personal review of the 

strategies involving their evolution. The solution, however, is personal. So, while this study 

does not provide a definitive coping method, it adds to the growing field of artistic research 

on the topic. 

 

1.1 Background 

As a child, performing in front of an audience seemed easier to me. I would walk confidently 

to the piano regardless of the situation and completely immerse myself in the music as I 

played, regardless of any mistakes that were made. Nothing seemed to bother me. After a 

performance, I would receive compliments and leave with a smile. As I progressed, however, 

this changed. I played and memorised more difficult repertoire and those around me – my 

teacher, my family, my peers, the people I played for – had higher expectations. I started to 

play in competitions when I was about 10 years old where I was introduced to other children 

my age playing the piano at a similar level. Around the age of 12 the competitive 
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environment provided a larger, more experienced audience. This was when I started to 

experience the symptoms of MPA. I remember starting to notice my hands feeling cold, body 

tense, heart pounding and so on. Although I still played well and won a few competitions, I 

started to feel more anxious about performing. I began to experience memory slips onstage 

where I would lose my place in the music and not know how to continue, or would have to 

repeat a passage until I remembered how to proceed in the music. Even if memory slips did 

not occur, my mind would be crowded; my fingers and hands seemingly no part of me. These 

sorts of experiences resulted in further doubts and fears, and I often felt embarrassed and 

ashamed of myself. For years, I had no idea how to cope with the condition. It persisted all 

throughout my teenage years where playing in my lesson, one or two competitions a year and 

a yearly performance at high school were my only opportunities to perform.  

 

I believe that there are many reasons as to why the problem continued and worsened over 

time. As a child, I did not experience a range of performance environments. I started 

competitions around the age of 10 and I hardly played publicly in any other environment until 

I was 15. Additionally, these competitions occurred only once or twice a year. Naturally, I 

placed a lot of importance on the competitions and I rated myself on my performances. My 

opinion of myself would not change until the next performance and one sub-par performance 

placed stress on the next performance, which caused it to be poor in turn. Thus, the trend was 

perpetuated, as was my negative self-assessment. This seemed to worsen around the middle 

of my undergraduate degree where I thought that forcing myself to play more, even if I was 

underprepared, would fix the problem. On reflection, my doubt in my ability was irrational. 

My abilities cannot diminish merely because I am being judged – I am still the same person 

with the same skills. I just experience symptoms which make it more difficult to get the most 

out of my abilities in a performance. I doubt myself even though I have the skills to succeed, 

which is very frustrating. 
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As a child, I also had no idea how to approach memorisation or how to maintain my memory 

of a piece under the pressure of performance. This, became apparent in my undergraduate 

years where I found that, the more I performed, the more memory slips I was making. I 

became very self-conscious of my abilities, to the point where I would assume that a 

performance would go poorly even before I played. After every seemingly lacklustre 

performance, I found it more difficult to trust myself. As I played, my mind was not 

following what I was doing, instead, it would be running a commentary and highlighting  

distracting thoughts such as who was in the audience, what people were thinking of me, 

whether I would make it to the end of the piece without mistakes and so on. My focus in 

performing started to revolve around not making mistakes rather than expressing my musical 

ideas or conveying something to the audience. Where I made a mistake, even a small one, I 

would immediately believe that my playing was horrible.  

 

This attitude started to shape my perception of myself and I never felt happy about myself or 

my playing, I felt less optimistic about practice and lessons and, increasingly, the thought of 

performing terrified me. This trend became evident in the first half of my first year. Towards 

the end of the year, I regained control only to lose it again in the second year where the 

repertoire was too difficult. Around the middle of the year my performances began to be 

more mediocre. For the most part after this, I did not feel comfortable or confident in my 

performance ability. I knew I could not keep going this way, but giving up performing did 

not seem to be an option for me. I loved music and playing the piano, but I wanted to be able 

to perform more comfortably and share music with people in places outside my home. So, in 

my final year of my Bachelor degree, I began to research MPA and how to combat it, as well 

as how to secure my memory. The topic of my Honours dissertation was Addressing the 

Links Between Performance Anxiety and Memory: Strategies for Pianists. In this study, I 
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noticed that a lack of confidence in my memory was not my only source of anxiety. I needed 

to find additional strategies to combat my broader experience of MPA. 

 

1.2 Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) 

Realistically, most people who perform pass through a phase of MPA and experience a 

change in state physically, psychologically, emotionally or behaviourally (McGrath et al., 

2017, p. 4). Whether it manifests as excitement, tension or anxiety, giving a performance 

produces a range of stimuli both psychological and physical. Sadly, for some performers, an 

overwhelming fear and dread is experienced irrespective of the standard of their musical 

skills. Even the finest of musicians can experience the symptoms of MPA. Fryderyk Chopin 

was one such person: “I am not fitted to give concerts. The audience intimidates me, I feel 

choked by its breath, paralyzed by its curious glances, struck dumb by all those strange faces” 

(Kenny, 2011, p. 1). Vladimir Horowitz once took a 12-year break from giving concerts and, 

on one occasion, he had to be pushed onto the stage because of the anxiety he experienced. 

He is also known to have had an ongoing routine on performance days where he would have 

a particular meal flown to him to allay his anxiety (Solovitch, 2015, p. 2). The pianist Glenn 

Gould also suffered from MPA and gave up his successful concert career to spend most of his 

time in the recording studio as a result (Beeching, 2010, p. 232). As is evident from the 

literature such as Parncutt and McPherson (2002, p. 48) and Tschaikov (2012, p. 124), MPA 

is a common problem of considerable magnitude and, as the above examples illustrate, is not 

restricted to amateurs or students. MPA not only affects performing musicians, but all those 

who present something in front of an audience be it actors, public speakers, athletes or others 

(Hingley, 1985, p. 1).    

 

Historically, anxiety has been seen as a weakness. McGrath et al. (2017) states that, 

“suffering from this skill-compromising affliction has traditionally been regarded as a 
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reflection of personal weakness or just unavoidable part of performing” (p. 1). If one does not 

address MPA, it can develop into a more serious downfall in mental and physical health, even 

a dependence on alcohol or drugs (Williamon, 2004, p. 274). As MPA has become more 

widely acknowledged, an increasing body of literature and assistance has become available. 

 

1.3 MPA and Stage Fright  

At present, there are a multitude of books, research papers, online sources, courses and more 

that address this issue and provide methods that one can practise to alleviate the debilitating 

symptoms of MPA. However, there are few which recount someone’s experiences with these 

methods. 

 

There are a variety of terms that have been used to describe the anxiety associated with 

performance. McGrath et al. (2017) and Schaupp (1997) discuss that words such as fear, 

nervousness, panic and phobia have been used in place of anxiety. In order to address issues 

with MPA, it is important to understand that these terms are not equivalent. Most commonly 

the terms ‘anxiety’ and ‘fear’ are misinterpreted. They both produce a response of the 

primitive self-protection mechanism called the “fight or flight” response – a physiological 

state that increases arousal and adrenalin (Berman, 2000, p. 234; Parncutt & McPerson, 2002, 

p. 47; Vision Counselling & Psychology, 2015). However, experts in the field believe that 

there is a major difference between anxiety and fear, where a key difference lies in the nature 

of the threat. Ankrom (2018) states that anxiety is a response to an unknown or vague threat 

and is “a diffuse, unpleasant, vague sense of apprehension” (p. 1). They are related to the 

possibility of danger occurring. To put it in context with music, it may be the possibility of 

not playing well in a performance. Therefore, anxiety is not the outcome of a specific or 

known threat. Fear on the other hand is the emotional response to a definite threat where the 

danger is “real and immediate” (Ankrom, 2018, p. 2).  
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Stage-fright, like fear, is also often misinterpreted. Burin & Osório (2017) stress the 

difference between MPA and stage-fright. “MPA refers to feelings experienced by musicians 

in various moments and contexts, and not exclusively on the stage. Stage fright involves a 

sudden fear or dread related to the moment of the presentation on stage, whereas MPA can 

gradually develop and begins a few days prior to the performance” (p. 128). McGrath et al. 

(2017) echoes this, claiming that “stage fright refers to a more basic state of nervousness 

prior to or during performance in front of an audience” (p. 1), where the effects of MPA are 

not limited to when one is onstage.  

 

For the purposes of this study, I will be using the term MPA as it is the one most used in the 

literature and also seems to be the most appropriate for my situation. The most cited 

definition of MPA is from Salmon (1990) and is as follows: it is the “experience of 

persisting, distressful apprehension about and/or actual impairment of, performance skills in a 

public context, to a degree unwarranted given the individual’s aptitude, training, and level of 

preparation” (p. 3). 

 

1.4 Implications and Prevalence 

Salmon and Meyer (1992) state that the term “anxiety” has two aspects which have 

significant implications for performing musicians. The first is its effect on how we think and 

feel, accompanied by habitual patterns of thought. The second is its limitations of our basic 

cognitive capabilities such as concentration and memory (p. 122). Both of these aspects are 

potentially disastrous for performing musicians, as negative habitual thought will inevitably 

impact confidence. Self-doubt is difficult to break away from and influences minor decisions 

such as repertoire choice, but can also influence the growth of career and musicianship by 

making its sufferers avoid performing or even practising (Rink, 2002, p. 169).   
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“Given that performance anxiety represents a fear of negative evaluation by others, it is not 

surprising that it relates closely to other forms of social phobias” (Parncutt & McPherson, 

2002, p. 48). Of these, the most relevant to me is perfectionism which manifests as: 

• Over concern with small flaws and mistakes 

• A tendency to focus on what is wrong, not what is going right 

• Being self-critical and suffer from low self-esteem (Parncutt & McPherson, 2002, p. 

48)  

• Unrealistic expectations, by self or dictated by others 

• Dissatisfaction with own playing (Zhukov, 2009, p. 6). 

 

In regard to gender prevalence, some research suggests a female prevalence in performance 

anxiety, consistent with higher levels of anxiety in general while other research claims to 

have found an equal distribution between male and female (Parncutt and McPherson, 2002, p. 

49). 

 

1.5 Symptoms of MPA 

In the literature, symptoms of MPA are categorised into three periods relative to an event: 

pre-performance, at-performance and post-performance (Klickstein, 2009, p. 136). Different 

symptoms are experienced depending on the proximity of a performance. Pre-performance 

defines a period prior to a performance to right before playing. Symptoms vary widely 

between individuals in this period – some compulsively practise while some avoid it 

(Klickstein, 2009, p. 136). At-performance includes immediately before playing (walking on 

stage) to the time the performance ends. Self-doubt, fearing disapproval, shaking, nausea and 

sweating are commonly evoked at-performance (Hingley, 1985, p. 5; Lehmann et al., 2007, 

p. 146). During the post-performance timeframe, one can feel depressed, unmotivated, tired, 
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elated, energised or confident depending on the outcome of the performance (Klickstein, 

2009, p. 138).  

 

Each of the above symptoms can also be grouped into one of the following classifications: 

physical (or physiological), mental (cognitive and emotional) or behavioural symptoms 

(Zhukov, 2009, p. 1). Physical symptoms are experienced as bodily reactions to anxiety such 

as high heartrate, heart palpitations, hyperventilating, cold hands, fatigue and so on (Hingley, 

1985, p. 5; Zhukov, 2009, p. 3). Mental symptoms include self-doubt, distorted thoughts and 

concentration difficulties (Lehmann et al., 2007, p. 146). Behavioural symptoms are those 

which influence otherwise normal behaviour. For example, no desire to practise or perform 

and excess muscle tension which hampers one’s performance ability (Zhukov, 2009, p. 5). 

Behavioural symptoms are the visible effects of performance anxiety made public to the 

audience and are most distressing for many musicians (Burin & Osorio, 2017). The 

difference between behavioural and physical symptoms is that the physical effects of 

performance anxiety affect the normally subconscious functions of the body. 

The roots of MPA are a personal matter and, for the purposes of this study, I investigate 

specific symptoms relevant to myself. I test the veracity of a range of treatment strategies to 

determine their effectiveness against my symptoms. Self-reflection yielded a range of MPA 

symptoms from which I suffered and I order these into pre-, at- and post-performance periods 

so I could tailor my treatment to be most effective (Appendix 7.3: Table C). 

 

1.6 Causes 

Perhaps of more consequence than the symptoms of MPA are the mental and environmental 

factors which cause them. Klickstein (2009), Burin & Osório (2017) and Lehmann et al. 

(2007) attribute MPA to three root causes: a person’s nature, task-related causes and the 

performance situation. A person’s nature could be one of general anxiousness, include a fear 
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of evaluation or one may have a history of stage-fright, perfectionism or shyness. I exhibit all 

of these traits except shyness.  

 

One of my greatest sources of anxiety is my perfectionism, more particularly, the thought of 

making a memory slip. This instils fear in me, but the anxiety generated by this fear is what 

has settled with me. Fear is temporary, the anxiety is like a memory of fear, and it lasts. It 

makes the fear more readily accessible by my mind in the moments of a performance. This 

fear drives panic. It usually leads to a memory slip due to my lapse in concentration; this then 

becomes my focus rather than playing the music. Often, I experience this towards the end of 

a performance if I have not made any mistakes. I start worrying about ruining the 

performance even though it has gone so well. The relationship between fear and anxiety is 

close. One drives the other and sometimes I find myself in fear of the thought of being 

anxious. 

 

Task-related causes revolve around the choice of repertoire and one’s skill in practising and 

playing. MPA is likely to arise in those who choose overly challenging repertoire, practise 

insufficiently or ineffectively or perhaps lack performance skills and experience (Klickstein, 

2009, p. 141).  

 

Situational causes can include audience scrutiny, poor self-care prior to a performance and 

having a high degree of concern for outcomes. 

 

In light of my current concerns regarding MPA, two research questions were developed. Not 

only did these questions direct research and keep it in the scope of the dissertation, in 

answering them it is believed a thorough knowledge of the field of MPA will be achieved as 

well as an improvement to my performances. 
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1. Which self-help techniques can I use to reduce the anxiety associated with 

performing?  

 

2. What is the process for acquiring a personal skillset and routine that reduces MPA in 

diverse situations? 

 

Addressing the first of these questions required me to familiarise myself with my anxiety 

symptoms and their causes, how they influence one another and the degree to which they 

affect me. This helped me in identifying the most suitable self-help techniques among those 

suggested by literature. In implementing a range of strategies, practising and testing them, I 

would be able to judge their effectiveness for me.  

 

The second question is broadly scoped. The answer does not remain fixed, as a pre-

performance routine can always be refined. Addressing it involves collating the knowledge 

and techniques acquired and tailoring them with the aim of reaching my Zone of Optimal 

Functioning during a performance – a middling state of arousal in which the strongest 

performance is possible (Kageyama, 2016). Optimal performance for a pianist involves a 

secure memorisation process as discussed in my previous study, a selection of techniques to 

reduce anxiety and boost confidence, the ability to achieve a focussed mind-set and the 

ability to adjust elements of all three to better suit oneself and the situation (Hart, 2016). 

2 Research Approach & Investigation into the Field 

Due to the personal nature of this study and a lack of numerical data, it was clear that a 

qualitative approach needed to be taken.  There are many approaches and frameworks to 

qualitative research. Teherani et al. (2015) provides a succinct but informative summary and 
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evaluation of qualitative research methods. The type of qualitative research that best fit my 

study is called ethnography, or autoethnography if one conducts the study on oneself.  

 

Autoethnography as a research method: Advantages, limitations and criticisms (Méndez, 

2013) is a review of autoethnographical research. This article confirmed that 

autoethnography could be an effective way of communicating the results of my dissertation. 

It showed Carolyn Ellis to be preeminent in the field leading me to Autoethnography: An 

Overview (Ellis et al., 2010) which provided a framework to follow. It was decided that a 

reflexive and layered accounts autoethnographic approach would be taken (Ellis et. al., 2010, 

section 4.1).  

 

Autoethnography is evidenced to be therapeutic for both the reader and the author (Ellis et 

al., 2010). As such, I aim to provide a personal recollection of events and analysis rooted in 

reflection, but also put through the lens of my understanding of more traditional research 

conducted by others. I believe this approach will be more resonant when read by others 

suffering from MPA, as I felt this was the case when reading autoethnographic studies 

myself. Furthermore, autoethnographic works can motivate readers into action (Méndez, 

2013) which works towards one of the goals of this research. Méndez quotes a number of 

advantages of autoethnography such as the richness and ready availability of data.  

 

Borgdorff (2012) praises the effectiveness of “autobiographical narrative” (p. 155) and 

ethnography for use in studies of the social sciences and arts which seek to ‘understand’ a 

topic. Even more closely aligned with this study, Music Autoethnographies (Bartleet & Ellis, 

2009) is a collection of published autoethnographic studies from musicians. Autoethnography 

is therefore a justifiable approach to my study.  
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In considering how to gather and analyse such ephemeral and subjective data, it was evident 

that an empirical scientific method would not suit. The recently emerging field of artistic 

research seemed to offer a solution. To summarise Borgdorff (2012), artistic research seeks to 

interrogate the practice of the arts or the artist performing the study, but not through 

traditional academic scrutiny. Rather, a middle-ground is established by constructing a 

flexible, generative methodology which seeks to answer a question from the perspective of 

the practitioner’s experience. It uses the framework: what, why, how (Burke & Onsman, 

2017, p. 10).  

 

In addition to this, artistic research is concerned with the practice, seeking to convey 

processes and specialised insights from the performer’s perspective, rather than from the 

outsider’s perspective of musicology and conventional academic research methods. Candy 

and Edmonds (2018) suggest that artistic research develops insights into one’s own practice, 

which can oftentimes go on to further the practice of the art itself. Continuous decisions, 

evaluation and reflection leads to an evolving refinement of the methodology which is able to 

direct the scope and direction of the study (Burke & Onsman, 2017, pp. 10-11). Moreover, 

the iterative approach of artistic research lends itself to the reflection-driven autoethnographic 

style appropriate for my study. 

 

Having decided on a framework the study would follow, research into the topic at hand could 

commence. What is performance anxiety, really? (Kageyama, n.d.) provides a wide but 

informative coverage on performance anxiety and how it relates to musicians. It clarifies a 

number of terms and provides a basic outline on anxiety from a psychological perspective. 

Similarly, McGrath et al. (2017) is broadly scoped and provides an introduction to cognitive, 

holistic, behavioural and medicinal treatments as well as exposure therapy. It supports these 

with research and contains an extensive list of MPA symptoms. A list of possible symptoms 
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was added to when cross referencing a number of sources including Kenny (2011), 

Malebranche (2012) and Osborne et al. (2014). Zhukov (2009) discusses issues that occur 

when one is affected by the specific symptoms, specifically in the context of pianists. For 

example, increased heartrate can lead to playing faster, rhythmical errors and pedalling 

incorrectly. I noticed that this happened when I performed and, once aware of such issues, I 

was able to focus on changing them in my practice to reduce the chance of it happening in a 

performance. 

 

With a rudimentary understanding of the topic, I was able to determine which strategies were 

likely to be most applicable to my situation. I began with literature reviews for two reasons: 

firstly, I was able to comprehend the scope of the field and the work already conducted and 

secondly, I could selectively pick out the most applicable approaches. Kenny (2011), Salmon 

(1990) and Hingley (1985) each proved to be invaluable sources which provided a thorough 

coverage of MPA and facilitated more in-depth research into treatment options. Work by 

Schaupp (1997) was a study similar to my own and contained a review of the literature 

which, when combined with elements from Kenny, Salmon and Hingley’s reviews formed 

the basis of literature for this study. Similar to Schaupp’s study and my own, Liu (2016) 

investigated MPA in piano students but collected personal, rather than defined, coping 

strategies from the students and teachers. These provided an interesting perspective on the 

topic as well as some useful variants of strategies offered in the literature. 

 

In the process of understanding MPA, the more comprehensible, broadly scoped books and 

studies were viewed first. Sources that provide a clear introduction to the causes of MPA 

include McGrath et al. (2017), Klickstein (2009), Rink (2002), Liu (2016) and Tschaikov 

(2012). Each of these works go on to detail possible treatments in varieties of depth. Of 

particular interest is Hingley (1985) who initially investigates more traditional methods of 
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coping with MPA under the assumption that the root cause is inadequate preparation. Hingley 

argues these methods including memorisation, concentration and performance practice are 

necessary, but not sufficient in solving the issue of MPA, validating the findings of my 

previous dissertation. Hingley investigates more modern techniques such as breathing and 

posture exercises and systematic desensitisation. A collection of treatment options was 

investigated and collated from many sources, with a broad coverage provided by Kenny 

(2011), Parncutt & McPherson (2002), McGrath et. al. (2017) and Osborne et. al. (2014). 

3 Methodology & Review of the Literature 

A review of the literature clearly shows that performance anxiety is a common ailment 

among many athletes and performers. It is an area of constant research and there are many 

approaches that can be adapted to aid one suffering from MPA. A categorisation of the tactics 

in the literature involves grouping them under the aspect of anxiety they treat: physical, 

mental and behavioural strategies. Physical strategies aim to aid the outward symptoms of 

MPA such as cold hands, shaking and tense muscles. Conversely, mental tactics play out in 

one’s mind and often involve some kind of imagery or self-talk. Behavioural strategies are 

commonly executed in the form of a routine and are perhaps the broadest of the three 

categories.  

 

As there are a plethora of strategies, it was important that I selected the most appropriate 

tactics to examine. In selecting strategies, a range of parameters had to be considered. 

Paramount among them was the tactic’s standing. This was gauged by how certain tactics 

were endorsed by multiple authors. Secondly, time constraints were of importance. Many of 

the tactics required constant and repeated practice – they had to become a part of my practice. 

As such, the number of strategies chosen was limited, allowing sufficient time to become 

adept in their execution. Thirdly, it was necessary to select tactics most applicable to me at 
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the time. This involved a self-assessment aimed at diagnosing the symptoms limiting my 

performance ability – these are summarised in Appendix 7.1 Table A. It was found my most 

severe symptoms were a strong, unreasonable self-doubt of my skills, a negative association 

with performing based on my history, and severe muscle tension and discomfort prior to a 

performance.  

 

It should be noted that the legitimacy of the chosen tactics could only be verified if I put 

myself in the strongest possible position to succeed. This involved making certain my 

memory and skills were strong through efficient and detailed practice. Thus, the largest 

variable impeding success would be the symptoms of MPA which have proven to detract 

heavily from a performance even with adequate technical preparation. The strategies chosen 

are detailed below. 

 

3.1 Cognitive/emotional Strategies 

These strategies are suggested in the literature to lessen the effects of cognitive anxiety such 

as unrealistic self-doubt and build awareness of one’s thoughts leading to a measure of 

control. 

 

3.1.1 Positive self-talk 

In Notes from the Green Room (1992), Salmon & Meyer explain how many people engage in 

self-talk and describe it as, “The inner dialogue of thoughts that runs through our mind and 

frequently distracts us” (p. 167). It can be either beneficial, detrimental or neutral, but always 

has an influence on our behaviour. Most often in performing musicians, self-talk can lead 

directly to feelings of anxiety. Salmon & Meyer suggest that to reduce negative self-talk, one 

should aim to remove words such as “should” or “must” from one’s thoughts (when related to 

practice or performance etc.) as such words often promote unrealistic expectations and harsh 
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self-criticism. Parncutt and McPherson (2002) reinforce the ideas of Salmon and Meyer in 

saying, “The aim of [positive self-talk] is to help performers realistically appraise their 

perception of a performance and adopt more positive and helpful statements. Doing this 

reduces the sense of threat the performers feel and increases their sense of self control” (p. 

56). Similar opinions are held by other sources in the literature including McGrath et.al  

(2017) and Rink (2002). In addition to these sources, self-talk is also covered by Klickstein 

(2009) and Solovitch (2015), with detailed information on how to apply it by Schaupp 

(1997). This strategy appealed to me as I have become increasingly aware of the abundant 

negative dialogue in my head when I focus on the issue. It seemed to me that such a 

fundamental change as inserting positive self-talk into my “mental chatter” would be 

essential in changing my attitude towards performing. This in turn, I believed, would lessen 

the anxiety associated with performing and free me to play as I desire.  

 

3.1.2 Thought Stopping 

Beyond just introducing positive self-talk, ceasing some of the negative talk is recommended 

in the literature. Thought stopping involves the practitioner noticing a negative thought and 

making a deliberate attempt to stop it. Gordon (2006) claims that drawing attention to the 

thought gives some control and prevents it from dominating one’s awareness; “Observing 

your inner thought patterns will give you some indication of how positive you usually are and 

how frequently you put yourself down, as well as the intensity of your emotional tone” (pp. 

16-17). Gordon (2006) goes on to suggest that, “denying the existence of negative thought 

patterns is neither effective nor positive” (p. 18) and it is more effective to substitute it with 

something more optimistic. Salmon and Meyer (1992) suggest that verbalising a direct 

command such as “stop” can aid in replacing a negative thought (p. 154). They recommend 

recording performances and listening back to them to become more aware of one’s thoughts. 

When a specific thought is remembered, they suggest it should be written down. Having 
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gained awareness of it, it may be possible to gain control and reduce the number of 

distracting thoughts in a performance (pp. 165-166). As I suffer from drifting thoughts and 

self-doubt during a performance, consciously ceasing them should help me focus and  

provide a stronger performance. The long-term goal is to synchronise my thoughts with my 

musical intentions. 

 

3.1.3 Cognitive restructuring 

This is a long-term process which builds upon positive self-talk and thought stopping. It 

involves not just replacing a negative thought with a positive one but rewiring it from the 

source. In a session of reflection, one aims to bring to awareness all one’s unconstructive 

thoughts and attitudes and confront them (Rink, 2002; Lehmann et al., 2007). It is 

recommended that one assess them logically to determine if the worries are justifiable and 

make an action plan to address those which are. To this end, Tables A and C in the Appendix 

(7.1 and 7.3) were constructed. Often particular statements one makes about oneself can be 

elaborated in greater detail to be more specific. Rather than “I cannot play this passage” it 

may be “I cannot play this passage under performance conditions without having practised it 

in a warm up.” If the negative thought is not grounded in reality, one should trust one’s 

judgement and release it from one’s conscience. It is important to be accurate here as, 

according to Klickstein (2009), “anxious performers endure mental and emotional 

consequences – such as worry and distorted thinking – that cause a concert’s significance to 

be blown out of proportion.”  This approach is mentioned by Lehmann et. al. (2007), Salmon 

(1990), Schaupp (1997), Hingley (1985) and Zhukov (2009) who underline that this process 

will take some time due to the nature of redirecting neural pathways, but it is one I have 

pursued as it is suggested frequently in the literature. 
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3.2 Physical/behavioural Strategies 

The physical effects of MPA can be some of the most debilitating and obvious. Routine 

practice of the techniques considered below is recommended to help lessen the overall 

tension within one’s body and thus build a higher tolerance for stress which may be 

experienced in a performance. The aim is to achieve a state of “controlled activation” – not 

complete relaxation, but a healthy tension in the body which enhances rather than hinders 

musical expression (Salmon & Meyer, 1992, p. 207). Salmon & Meyer (1992) go on to state 

that it is important to be relaxed while practising, otherwise stress inducing qualities can be 

more readily evoked in performances. 

 

3.2.1 The quieting response 

This method I refer to as the quieting response was collated from a number of sources such as 

Rink (2002), Parncutt and McPherson (2002), Lehmann et al. (2007), Malebranche (2012) 

and Kageyama (2018).  The underlying principle is inherently simple, but thought must be 

given to the process if it is to achieve its potential. It aims to release muscle tautness and clear 

the mind through conscious breathing and letting go of excess tension. Firstly, one is to take a 

deep, relaxing breath. Diaphragmatic breathing is suggested by Kageyama (2018) as it is 

reminiscent of breathing whilst asleep – an innately relaxed state for the body. Diaphragmatic 

breathing involves only allowing the stomach to expand when breathing, thus working the 

diaphragm (Kageyama, 2018, p. 14). Secondly, one allows one’s eyes to close. 

Experimentation is needed to find a method for best results for each individual: close them 

fast, slow, roll the eyes back into the head etc. The focus here should be on the sensation of 

closing the eyes rather than the goal of being relaxed. Thirdly, it is recommended that one 

remove excess tension from muscles following a quick self-diagnostic. This requires practice 

– a good way is to repetitively tense and release muscles to become accustomed to the 

feeling. Finally, one contemplates a relaxing image. Again, this requires experimentation for 
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each individual to find what works for them. One is not limited to visual imagery, as recalling 

a certain passage of music can elicit a strong response.  

 

I found the quieting response to be a powerful tool to use pre-performance as my main issue 

was a cacophony of thoughts flying through my head as well as muscle tension. It is difficult 

to convey the subtleties of music effectively while tense and I noticed I could not be at my 

best. An added benefit was that it can be done quickly. Rink (2002) found that, the quieting 

response “[Combined] physical relaxation with mental alertness – decreased performance 

anxiety in music conservatoire students with stage fright immediately after treatment and at a 

six month follow up” (p. 176). 

 

3.2.2 Progressive muscular relaxation 

Progressive muscular relaxation goes further than the quieting response, but the procedure is 

similar (Salmon & Meyer, 1992, p. 178). The aim is to retrain tense muscle groups which 

interfere with the fluid motions required of a musician. It requires a greater amount of time 

but grants the body an extended period of relaxation even in tense situations. The Jacobson 

technique of progressive muscular relaxation is detailed next (Rink, 2002, p. 174). The first 

step is to allow the body to calm by sitting quietly with eyes shut. Breathing is then the focus. 

Deep diaphragmatic breathing is suggested – full, but without strain. Next, one must tense 

and release a series of muscle groups throughout the body repetitively until the body is 

relaxed. I adopted Kageyama’s (2018) suggestion of releasing the tension slowly over three 

seconds as, after a few trials, it seemed to be more effective for me (p. 15). Progressive 

muscular relaxation helps one isolate and identify which muscle groups are tense and also 

familiarises one with how to release them in a controlled manner. This strategy requires 

regular practice in order to see results (Zhukov, 2009, p. 3). I was attracted to this technique 

as relaxing the body for a long period of time – such as that required for a recital – seemed 
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useful. Rink’s (2002) review of literature claims that, “In one study, six sessions of 

progressive muscular relaxation training proved effective in reducing heart rate and self-

reported anxiety in anxious instrumentalists” (p. 174). The topic is also covered by Parncutt 

& McPherson (2002), Malebranche (2012) and Solovitch (2015) with more in-depth 

information and instructions by Schaupp (1997) and Tschaikov (2012). 

 

3.2.3 Mental Rehearsal and Imagery 

Mental rehearsal is a strategy which is directly targeted at preparing the mind and body for a 

performance. It requires one to “vividly imagine what they will experience in an upcoming 

performance” (Lehmann et at., 2007, p. 158). It is important to include, with as much detail 

as possible, an ideal performance exactly as one would like it to be. A useful tip is to include 

the positive self-talk one wishes to experience (Rink, 2002, p. 177). For this strategy, there 

are two focuses: internal and external. Internal focus requires the visualisation to be from the 

perspective of the performer where external focus is imagined from the audience’s point of 

view (Parncutt & McPherson, 2002, p. 56). Parncutt and McPherson (2002) believe that 

“Mental rehearsal appears to provide a form of neuromuscular programming so that the 

performer is more likely to automatically behave in the preferred way during the actual 

performance” (p. 56). Such thoughts are echoed by Lehmann et al. (2007) and Rosset i Llobet 

& Odam (2007). Salmon and Meyer (1992) stress that mental rehearsal must be used in 

conjunction with proper practice and preparation and that it should be done frequently to 

assure the strongest image. They go on to describe a list of useful guidelines for mental 

rehearsal. Firstly, be accurate with both mental and physical practice to work out a detailed, 

consistent image of how the music should sound and how it feels to play it. Secondly, the 

image should be positive such that it emphasises capabilities and skills. The attitude of the 

subject is also of importance; one should put problems into perspective without denying their 

existence. Most problems are temporary, and the subject has a measure of control. One could 
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also practise mentally at the time of day they expect to perform. The skill takes time to 

mature. For best results, it should be used in conjunction with breathing and relaxation 

techniques to develop an association between feeling relaxed and performing. When one 

becomes proficient, they can try to monitor their physical response to certain situations whilst 

maintaining the image so as to better prepare oneself for what one may experience (Salmon 

& Meyer, 1992, pp. 182-186). 

 

3.2.4 Centering 

Uniting these techniques is centering – a relatively new process to be identified in the 

literature. Athletes amongst other professionals have been known to center, but assigning a 

process to it is more of a personal preference. Centering is a multiphase routine which aims to 

establish a focal point, such as a mark on the wall, before clarifying performance goals. This 

serves to stabilise focus and quiet the mind. A baseline is discussed by Kageyama (2016) and 

Osborne (2014) involving diaphragmatic breathing, self-talk and progressive muscular 

relaxation to be used in the moments prior to a performance, but the specifics of the routine 

are up to the user. Pre-performance routines are covered most thoroughly by Kenny (2011) 

and Klickstein (2009). However, they do not discuss the defined process of centering. 

 

3.2.5 Flow 

The ‘flow’ state, coined by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, is a mental state in which 

total concentration on the task is attained. As such, the task is completed with minimal effort 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2016). While everyone experiences this state naturally, often doing 

something they enjoy, it is difficult to harness. Csikszentmihalyi (2016) states that it almost 

always accompanies optimal performance, hence my interest in the topic. While I 

investigated Flow, I will not be examining it in this thesis as it was too large a task in the 

relatively short timeframe of this study. In addition to this, I believed that strong mental 
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control skills and a foundation, such as what I tried to achieve in this study, pave the way for 

an attempt at harnessing Flow. At the time, I believed this would be a difficult task primarily 

because Csikszentmihalyi speculates that those with a neurotic personality type – prone to 

self-criticism and anxiety – have difficulty reaching the flow state. I hope that cognitive 

restructuring will help me in making the flow state easier to reach in the future.  

 

3.2.6 Systematic Desensitisation and Performance Preparation 

Systematic desensitisation is the repeated exposure to the source of anxiety and is also 

referred to as exposure therapy. It is known to be a viable strategy for reducing the effects of 

MPA. This strategy is also covered in much of the literature: Kenny (2011), Hingley (1985), 

Zhukov (2009), Malebranche (2012), Solovitch (2015) and Rink (2002) each provide 

informative and in-depth coverage. The strategy revolves around performing regularly and 

slowly increasing the ‘risk’ involved in performances; risk referring to the perceived gravity 

of potential consequences. 

 

Performance preparation involves everything leading up to a performance: strong 

memorisation strategies, deliberate practice and creating an environment similar to a 

performance situation by wearing performance clothes, shoes etc. None of the literature 

provides a solid process due to its subjectivity, but aspects are covered and the benefits of 

strong performance preparation are stressed by many. In addition to the sources covering 

systematic desensitisation, Klickstein (2009) and Osborne (2014) cover performance 

preparation. Performance preparation compliments systematic desensitisation as the mock 

performances given for friends and family as part of performance preparation often pave the 

way to more serious performances. Therefore, these performances can be taken as the first 

step towards systematic desensitisation. 
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3.3 Strategy Determination and Evaluation 

To determine strategies, those that sounded applicable to my circumstances and doable were 

chosen. It was believed that I would ascertain the suitability (in regard to myself) of each 

strategy within ten days. After the above list of strategies were deemed apt, they were 

practised daily with the goal of accessing their benefits when needed i.e. before and during a 

performance. My reflections on specific strategies were also written every few months to 

record thoughts on my progress and experiences. Performances were given in differing 

environments, regularly when possible, to assess which techniques were proving to be useful 

and effective for my ongoing performances. Differing environments of performing, the 

repertoire I was playing, how prepared it was, solo or performing on stage with others, the 

seriousness of the performance, the time of the performance and other environmental 

considerations were all important and recorded, as anxiety can be effected by these factors. 

 

In an attempt to track the success of the strategies, a criteria sheet was developed to be filled 

out after each performance. It recorded a simple number ranking of a range of factors I 

viewed as important: anxiety felt before, during and after a performance, the 

importance/gravity of the performance, mistakes, my level of enthusiasm and how taut my 

muscles were amongst others. A copy of the criteria can be found in section 7.2: Table B of 

the Appendix. The criteria were developed with the aim of inspiring a directed reflection of 

each performance. While perhaps not making results explicit, it served to aid me in iterating 

my developing strategies. The numbering system was initially intended to generate numerical 

results, but with no baseline or control, it was soon realised that they held no objective 

meaning. For example, a 4 on one performance was not equal to a 4 on another performance. 

However, it proved to be a reflective aid as I used it as a general guide to ask myself why I 

was more anxious in one performance than another, if they were of a similar type.  
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3.3.1 Performing Regularly 

The crucible in which the above tactics were tested was in performance. I aimed to perform 

regularly during my Masters candidature so as to keep the feedback loop at a high frequency. 

It was believed that the more performances and subsequent reflection were undertaken, the 

faster the strategies would evolve to suit me as small incremental changes were made. As 

such, an iterative approach was the clear path to take. While performances were commenced 

at the beginning of the research, the criteria were not developed until the chosen strategies 

had been finalised in mid 2017. To create a goal to work towards, three recitals were 

arranged. Recitals created the most anxiety for me so they served as a proving ground for the 

chosen tactics and were a key measure of success. This being the case, they were recorded 

and reflected upon more thoroughly than other performances.  

 

In addition to solo performances, I performed with others so as to broaden my test scope. 

I also decided to perform a single piece regularly – the first movement of Schubert’s Bb 

major sonata D. 960. This served to test whether repeated performance instilled confidence 

and thereby stronger future performances, or whether performance results were somewhat 

independent of each other. In addition, repertoire which I had played for a longer period of 

time such as the Chopin Nocturne op. 55 no. 1 and Liszt’s Un Sospiro were revisited to 

determine whether performing was any less daunting due to past experience.  

 

Performances in differing situations and with varied significance were taken into 

consideration. In addition to practising my tactics I gave many mock performances where I 

would record myself and play for family and friends. These were not recorded in the 

performance criteria. For more significant performances, I would also organise a proper 

performance, usually in the Conservatorium piano department workshops, to allow myself to 

run through my repertoire in front of a critical audience before the actual performance. I 
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believed that gradually increasing the gravity of performance was a good way to adjust and 

become more comfortable, hence the above approach. This approach is recommended by 

Malebranche (2012), Solovitch (2015) and Rink (2002).  

 

Below are most performances given throughout the course of this study, data of each is 

collected on the “criteria for performance.” Performances that were given in the first half of 

2017 are not recorded as the “criteria” had not yet been made. 

 

DATE VENUE PIECE AUDIENCE/OCCASION 

15/06/2017 Conservatorium 
Theatre, QCGU  

Schumann Piano Concerto in 
A minor,  
Chopin Waltzes op. 34 
 

Panel and family/recital 

31/07/2017 Schonell Theatre, UQ  Chopin Waltzes op. 34 & op. 
64 

Public (UQ students) 

03/08/2017 St John’s Cathedral, 
Brisbane city 

Chopin Waltzes op. 34 Public and peers/concert 

21/08/2017 Basil Jones Orchestral 
Hall, QCGU 

Brahms Sonata for piano and 
cello in E minor  

String students and teacher/ 
workshop 

24/08/2017 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Brahms Sonata for piano and 
cello in E minor; 1st and 2nd 
movements 

Adjudicators, students and 
parents/ Basil Jones Sonata 
Prize 

08/09/2017 Basil Jones Orchestral 
Hall, QCGU  

Brahms Sonata for piano and 
cello in E minor; 1st 
movement 

Public and students/ Master 
Class 

14/09/2017 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Brahms Sonata for piano and 
cello in E minor; 2nd 
movement 

Public, students and teachers/ 
Lunch time concert 

21/09/2017 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU  

Chopin Waltzes op. 34 & op. 
64 

Peers and teachers/ workshop 

16/10/2017 Blue Care Iona 
Retirement Village, 
Kenmore Hills 

Chopin Waltzes op. 34 & op. 
64 

Residence and their family, 
workers/ concert 

26/10/2017 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Chopin Nocturne op. 55 no. 
1 

Peers and teachers/ workshop 

06/11/2017 Blue Care Iona 
Retirement Village, 
Kenmore Hills 

Chopin Nocturnes op. 55, 
Brahms Sonata for piano and 
cello in E minor, Cassado 

Residence and their family, 
workers/ concert 
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Requiebros, Chopin Waltz 
op. 64 no. 1 

06/11/2017 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Chopin Nocturnes op. 55 Peers and teachers/ workshop 

06/11/2017 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Cassado Requiebros Peers and teachers/ workshop 

09/11/2017 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Cassado Requiebros Public, students and teachers/ 
Lunch time concert 

12/11/2017 Basil Jones Orchestral 
Hall, QCGU 

Chopin Nocturne op. 55 no. 
1 
Cassado Requiebros 

Panel/ SXS next gen audition 

18/11/2017 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Chopin Waltzes op. 34 & op. 
64, Chopin Nocturnes op. 
55, Brahms Sonata for piano 
and cello in E minor 

Supervisors, family and 
friends/ recital 

04/12/2017 Basil Jones Orchestral 
Hall, QCGU  

Brahms Sonata for piano and 
cello in E minor 

Panel, friends and public/ 
recital 
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DATE VENUE PIECE AUDIENCE/OCCASSION 

16/03/2018 Cupo – Brisbane 
Function Venue, 
Fortitude Valley 

Samurai loops, BMX phase Public/ concert  

22/03/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU  

Schubert Sonata in Bb major; 
1st movement  

Peers and teachers/ workshop 

27/03/2018 Old Museum 
Building, Bowen Hills 

Appalachian Spring – 
chamber version 

Public/ concert 

29/03/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Schubert Sonata in Bb major; 
1st movement 

Public, students and 
teachers/Lunch time concert 

05/04/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Schubert Sonata in Bb major; 
2nd and 3rd movements  

Peers and teachers/ workshop 

23/04/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU  

Beethoven Adelaide, Tosti 
non t’amo piu, Chopin 
Nocturne op. 55 no. 1 

Adjudicators, students and 
public/ competition 

05/05/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Beethoven Adelaide,  
Donizetti una furtiva lagrima 

Guest artist, teacher and 
peers/ masterclass 

14/05/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU  

Schubert sonata in Bb major; 
1st movement, Chopin 
Nocturne op. 55 no. 1 

Adjudicators, students and 
public/ competition  

01/06/2018 Sandgate Town Hall, 
Sandgate 

Mozart Konstanze aria, 
Beethoven Adeliade, Tosti 
non t’amo piu, Donizetti una 
furtiva lagrima, Hahn 
L’Heure exquise 

Public/ concert 

28/07/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Schubert piano sonata in Bb 
major; 1st movement, Chopin 
Nocturne op. 55 no. 1 

Peers and teachers/ workshop 

02/08/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Brahms Sonata for piano and 
cello in E minor; 1st 
movement, Beethoven 
Adelaide, Tosti non t’amo 
piu, Donizetti una furtiva 
lagrima, Schubert piano 
sonata in Bb major; 1st 
movement, Chopin Nocturne 
op. 55 no. 1, Jesu Joy of 
Man’s Desiring, Strauss 
Wiegenlied  

Adjudicators and friends/ 
competition 

10/08/2018 A&I Hall, Bangalow Peter and the Wolf – 
Prokofiev 

School children and public/ 
concert (Bangalow music 
festival) 

23/08/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Schubert Sonata in Bb major; 
1st movement, Haydn Sonata 

Peers and teachers/ workshop 
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in C major; 3rd movement, 
Liszt Concert Etude no. 1 Il 
Lamento 

27/08/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Schubert Sonata in Bb major; 
1st movement, Haydn Sonata 
in C major; 3rd movement, 
Chopin Nocturne op. 55 no. 
1, Liszt Concert Etude no. 1 
Il Lamento, Scriabin 
Mazurka no. 3 

Adjudicator and public/ 
competition 

11/09/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Schubert Abendstern  Guest artist, teachers and 
peers/ masterclass 

13/09/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Liszt Concert Etude no. 1 Il 
Lamento 

Peers and teachers/ workshop 

14/09/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Schubert Sonata in Bb major; 
1st movement, Liszt Concert 
Etude no. 1 Il Lamento 

Adjudicators/ competition 
scholarship  

16/09/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Schubert Sonata in Bb major; 
1st movement, Liszt Concert 
Etude no. 1 Il Lamento 

Partner/ recording  

24/09/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU  

Purcell The Fairy Queen 
“when a cruel long winter”, 
Hahn L’ Heure exquise, 
Beethoven Adelaide 

Adjudicators, students and 
public/ competition 

01/11/2018 Basil Jones Orchestral 
Hall, QCGU 

Schubert Sonata in Bb major; 
1st movement, Liszt concert 
etude no. 3 

Peers and teachers/ workshop 

11/11/2018 Theme & Variations 
Showroom Sydney, 
Willoughby 

Schubert Sonata in Bb major; 
1st movement, Liszt concert 
etude no. 3 

Adjudicators, officials, 
competitors/ Scholarship 
competition  

17/11/2018 Boulevard Gardens, 
Indooroopilly 

Gounoud Je Veux Vivre, 
Mozart Bei Mannern, Tosti 
Ideale, Bernstein Glitter and 
be gay, Mozart La ci darem la 
mano, Bizet Toreador song  

Rotary club members/ 
Drought relief fundraise 
concert  

18/11/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU 

Schubert Sonata in Bb major; 
1st movement 

Adjudicators, students and 
public/ competition 

23/11/2018 Ian Hanger Recital 
Hall, QCGU  

Schubert Sonata in Bb major, 
Liszt concert etudes no. 1 and 
no. 3 

Teachers, family and friends/ 
recital 
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4 Results/Discussion  

4.1 Cognitive/emotional Strategies: 

4.1.1 Positive Self Talk and Cognitive Restructuring: 

Both positive self-talk and cognitive restructuring played a significant role in reducing my 

anxiety, and are strongly related. Following Parncutt and McPherson’s (2002) goal of 

“realistic appraisal” (p. 56) from self-talk led to fewer irrational thoughts in the long term, 

thus facilitating the process of cognitive restructuring. For those times where irrational 

thoughts occurred, it became easier to dismiss them. Due to the frequency of doubts I 

experienced, I found having a reliable method for quashing such thoughts to be invaluable. 

Furthermore, my performances tended to be successful if my self-talk was strong. I can 

highly recommend practising this strategy as I noticed a decrease in anxiety levels pre-

performance as I became more adept at it. As has been suggested by Kageyama (2016), the 

effectiveness of this technique increases with time and practice. 

 

Replacing negative thoughts with positive ones became easier over time, especially in 

performances where I played a familiar piece. Having the knowledge that I had done it before 

leads to more convincing positive talk. Examples of this can be found in the Performance 

Criteria. For example, in a recent competition (02/08/2018), I noted that  

“I feel like I’m getting much better at positive-self talk during a performance. 

Whenever I have negative thoughts or doubts, I’m often able to overturn them with 

positive thoughts.” 

To give an insight into this performance, most of the music had been performed several times 

before.  
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In a performance last year (15/06/2017), where I played the Schumann Piano Concerto in A 

minor and Chopin Waltzes Op. 34, I had written 

“before the performance, I tried to counteract negative thoughts and replace them with 

positive ones, forcing myself to focus on feeling the music and what I wanted to 

convey. However, I found it very difficult to stay positive about my performance as I 

started playing.” 

This performance was the first time I had ever performed the whole concerto, let alone with 

the opus of Chopin Waltzes. I later noted that 

“Although I’m not happy with the performance, I now feel more capable of 

performing the pieces I played today.” 

When reflecting on the interrelationship between experience and self-talk, it occurred to me 

that prior experience – even a mediocre one – can aid in forming a positive sentiment. For 

example, I played the concerto previously and it was unexceptional, but when I came to 

perform it again, it was logical to assume that it would be as good, if not better, considering I 

had more time to practise. Such thoughts freed me from my fear of making mistakes to an 

extent and helped direct my focus to a more positive outcome. 

 

However, I have found it rather challenging to continuously feel positive and replace 

negative thoughts in practice. I consistently tried not to focus on things that made me feel 

insecure and, in some periods, I felt genuinely positive about how I was tracking. When I was 

away from the piano, practising mentally, I found myself doubting things often – especially 

worrying about memory slips and fast or technically challenging passages. These doubts 

seemed to become even more severe days before a solo performance. In a state of heightened 

nerves and adrenaline, these occurrences felt quite terrifying. Though this seemed to happen 

often before a performance, for the most part I have been able to go onstage and begin a 

performance without these doubts. This allowed me to be more focussed on what I wanted to 
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share with the audience which was a highlight of this tactic. I cannot stress enough, this 

seemed to me like one of the most impactful of the strategies. 

 

Some of the benefits of cognitive restructuring came as a by-product of positive self-talk and 

there were changes in the way I perceived certain situations. Over time, I felt my attitude 

changed as I had more confidence that I would not fall into the trap of believing my doubts so 

often, and I was able to fight it on the spot and continue playing the way I wanted to. This 

indicated some progress has been made in my cognitive restructuring and the following 

comment from the performance criteria confirms that positive self-talk was an integral part of 

it. On 14/05/2018. I noted in the criteria that 

“I gave myself a lot of positive talk prior to the performance – it was reassuring. 

Throughout the performance, it kept me on track and whenever I had doubts, I was 

able to knock them out and stay focused on the task.” 

These performances were given months after the focus of the research had been determined, 

so I had become more capable in my self-talk and the results of cognitive restructuring were 

evident. 

 

In a more general sense, when preparing for a performance, I had moments where I started to 

feel insecure about the situation, more specifically, the people who were there watching me 

play. Comments from my performances include: 

 

• “I didn’t know who the Jury were prior to the performance.” – 14/05/2018  

• “As I sat down, I got nervous as I was playing in front of many other musicians” 

– 27/03/2018 

• “I knew some people in the audience and their presence made me nervous,” – 

08/09/2017  
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• “Expression on teachers’ face was not good, he didn’t even look at me.” – 

02/09/2017 

 
 

By doing this, I created a high stakes environment which led to unnecessary pressure. I told 

myself, no audience is waiting for me to make a mistake or is there to judge my ability. In 

any case, if they were, I should not allow it to affect me and how I play. When I had these 

sorts of insecurities, I told myself that, 

“A real audience is there to enjoy the music and what I do. I’m never going to make 

everyone completely happy with my performance because people all have differing 

tastes and opinions. I can play it well, I’ve done it so many times. Just do me, focus 

on what I can do and enjoy it!” 

 

Another commonly experienced thought before a first performance of a new piece I had 

learnt was “I am not going to play this well, it’s probably going to be a disaster.” After 

reflecting upon what I told myself before a performance, I quickly realised that these words 

were not going to help me play better and that they did not have to be true. So, I reasoned 

with myself more strongly and said, “It’s my first performance of this piece, it doesn’t have 

to be perfect, it’s still new. I can play it well for where it’s at right now and after this first 

performance I’ll feel much better performing it.” These sorts of detailed and justifiable 

phrases definitely eased some of my anxiety surrounding performances and, as recorded in 

the data gathered, my first solo performance of 2018 (22/03/2018), the first movement of 

Schubert’s Bb Major Sonata was a relative success. In the criteria for this performance, I 

noted that, 

“I felt nervous about performing as it was my first public performance of it.” 

However, I felt I had prepared as well as I could for a first performance. Although it was hard 

to justify that my perceived success was based on such reasoning, I felt better going into the 
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performance. Overall, I have found that every time I more strongly consider the distorted pre-

performance thoughts, calm logic and reasoning allowed me to replace the situation with 

more realistic interpretations. This put me in a better head-space and allowed me to focus 

more on the task at hand. In practising this method, I became stronger at shifting thoughts 

into a more truthful and helpful perspective rather than always attacking myself with harsh 

remarks.  

 

In a performance on 27/08/2018, I stated in the criteria that I felt like I had control over my 

anxiety for the majority of the performance. I wrote, 

“In preparation, I worked on focusing my attention towards more helpful and realistic 

thoughts.” 

Rather than worrying about the possibilities of missing notes or making a memory slip, I 

fixed my attention on the music and tried to make certain I had focuses for particular sections 

of the music. However, I felt that concentration starting to diminish over the duration of the 

performance. Comments on the final piece I played in this performance, Liszt’s Concert 

Etude no.1 Il Lamento;  

“In the Liszt, perhaps because everything else I played before was going well, I felt 

suddenly anxious. Didn’t know if I could pull it off. Felt tense and concentrating 

became difficult, especially towards the end.” 

Thoughts that were running through my mind at this point were, “maybe I can actually play 

everything well. If I do, maybe I can be considered to win this competition.” The actual 

outcome of this piece was relatively good. Though I was not convinced by the performance 

of the Liszt and was unhappy with the way I let my self-consciousness affect my playing, I 

found myself very surprised to receive highly positive comments on my rendition of the 

piece. The Jury mentioned to me verbally that it was the piece I played most convincingly. 

See Appendix 7.4 for the comments. 
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I felt this incident reflected my current progress with cognitive restructuring. I made progress 

in the sense that I no longer associated performing with such dire consequences. I was able to 

focus on more important things than the small chance of making a memory slip and I no 

longer placed such importance on a few missed notes. It is clear there is still a long way to go 

with this strategy, but I was pleased with the progress I had made thus far. 

 

4.2 Physical/ Behavioural Strategies 

4.2.1 The Quieting Response: 

Although I evoked the quieting response before every performance, I found that it works well 

for only some performances. I found it most effective in situations where I did not feel as 

prepared as I would have liked to be, as focusing on my breathing and heartrate directed my 

thoughts elsewhere. I often focussed on this strategy several times to re-establish clarity – not 

necessarily going through the whole process, as deep breathing and shutting the eyes was 

enough to lower my heartrate and feel more settled. I paired the quieting response with 

positive self-talk just prior to playing and I often started the performance more strongly when 

doing this. Please see 00:00-00:25 of Recital 23/11/2018 in Appendix 7.5. This pairing of 

physical and cognitive strategies is demonstrated to be effective (Rink, 2002, p. 175). Due to 

the nature of the task – a simple one which quiets the mind – I found it particularly effective 

in allowing me to attempt other strategies. 

 

As suggested by the literature such as Kageyama (2018), I have found that generating a clear 

image of something that made me feel relaxed, such as: looking at the sunset, walking along 

the beach, petting my cat etc. could help put me at ease. The clearer and more convincing the 

image, the greater I found the effect to be. I find that my body lost tension consistently when 

engaging in this technique, although the clarity of thought I experienced in the practice room 

is much more notable than what I experienced before a performance. Perhaps this skill 
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required more development beyond the timespan this study permitted. When this strategy was 

successful pre-performance, I felt more like myself and as though I had control over my 

playing. I could then take the opportunity to pair this strategy with mental rehearsal and 

imagery to imagine how I would play the opening of the piece and how it would feel. A 

successful encounter of this strategy was made in a performance on the 14/05/2018 where I 

wrote,  

“I had a lot of waiting time in which I did some progressive muscular relaxation and 

the quieting response. I was able to start the performance feeling less tense. I felt that 

I was able to focus more on the music prior to the performance. I was better at 

quieting my mind and focussing on how I wanted to start the sonata.” 

As a result, I was able to play how I intended to and was focused on the music for the 

majority of the performance.  

 

In other respects, when collating the comments of each performance criteria, it was clear that 

I was not always able to perform this method before a performance. Some comments from 

performances where I was not able to perform the physical strategies state: 

 

• “Didn’t give myself enough time to focus on relaxing and centering – was too busy 

making sure that the cellist was comfortable on stage preparing chair and stands etc,” 

04/12/2017.  

• “Didn’t have time to focus on centering right before the performance,” from 

02/08/2018 and 03/08/2017.  

•  “Was too busy talking to people” 27/03/2018. 

• “Didn’t really do [progressive muscular relaxation/quieting response], was called to 

play pretty suddenly” 21/08/2017.  
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• “Didn’t have private space as I was sitting amongst audience, wasn’t clear as to when 

I was playing” 16/03/2018. 

• “I was able to rehearse on the stage right before the performance – something I don’t 

usually do,” “…As run through was going well, I felt more prepared and ready to 

perform. My mind felt like it was ready and focused on the task” 18/11/2017.  

 

These experiences reinforce the notion that no pre-performance situation is the same. 

Although running through some of my pieces right before the performance on the 18/11/2017 

reassured me that I was ready, I do not think that it was necessarily a good way of preparing. 

For example, I have had experiences where I would play poorly in the rehearsals and would 

get even more anxious about the performance.  

“I was very nervous hours before the performance. Went to the piano on stage for a 

run through and didn’t play well. When I actually went to perform, I suddenly got 

very nervous and failed to contain myself before starting to play.” (03/08/2017) 

I believe I did not play well in my rehearsal as I did not allow myself to quiet my mind of 

negativity so that I could focus on how I wanted to play. For this reason, I believe that a 

proficiency in physical strategies can be more effective than rehearsing right before a 

performance. 

 

In regard to the performances where I have stated that “I didn’t have time”, a solution is to do 

what Kageyama (2018) suggests and walk in with some headphones – not playing any music 

– as a prop to go through my routine in solitude. The use of headphones might alert people 

that I am focusing on the performance I am about to give. 
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Although it was not entirely possible to focus on this strategy mid-performance, I found that 

even remembering to breathe and going back to the images of relaxation mid performance 

helped me keep on top of my anxiety at times. In a performance on the 16/03/2018 I seem to 

have experienced this; 

“For Samurai Loops, I was constantly telling myself positive things and flashing back 

to relaxing images. There was a section in this piece that I was worried about and I 

knew I had to concentrate on the right thing for it to work out. Luckily, those positive 

thoughts and remembering to relax got me back on track.” 

 

Having said this, I cannot recall ever experiencing less tension mid-performance. Nor do I 

suggest that the quieting response can help maintain concentration or improve playing. It 

could very well distract me if I am playing something that needs particular focus. It should be 

mentioned that during long performances involving several pieces, I had some time between 

pieces where I could re-establish a state of relaxation with the quieting response. This can be 

seen between 12:10 and 12:35 of the 18/11/2017 recital – Appendix 7.5. Given my 

experience with this strategy, I have come to the conclusion that it is an effective technique to 

aid in the most difficult part of a performance – the beginning. 

 

4.2.2 Progressive Muscular Relaxation: 

I found this strategy to be an effective way of quickly reducing tension in my body. It took 

me some time to understand that my body responded more quickly to the technique when I 

practised it regularly. In addition, I became more aware of where in my body I am tense and 

in what situations, a finding echoed by Rink (2002, p. 176). For example, I noticed that my 

shoulders always felt tense when I was nervous and I had a habit of lifting them when 

playing. My arms and hands also became tense and strained when I played fast pieces or 

technically demanding passages. As excessive tension is a barrier to executing a successful 
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performance, I felt that progressive muscular relaxation is important to all performers. 

Having the ability to release tension in a short time and have this relaxed state last a short 

while has, I believe, led me to more successful performances and thus helped build 

confidence in my ability. Not only this, but it can help prevent the common injuries of 

excessive strain often seen in musicians (Kageyama, 2018). When practised, I could feel that 

my body was very relaxed and elastic. It almost felt like I had given myself a massage.  

 

In similarity to the quieting response, I found progressive muscular relaxation to be less 

effective before an actual performance. I attribute this to the reciprocal relationship between 

mental and physical symptoms of anxiety. For example, when I was tense prior to a 

performance, I could alleviate this for a time with progressive muscle relaxation, however, it 

was only a matter of minutes before the thoughts stirring in my head caused me to become 

stiff again. Examples of this can be found in the performance criteria. In a performance on 

15/06/2017 I noted that, 

“Before the performance, I focused on releasing the tension in my body but during the 

performance and the second I started playing, I was tense. Don’t feel like my 

preparation came to any use.” 

And on 02/08/2018: 

“Before the Schubert, I tried to relax my muscles, especially my shoulders, but after 

the memory slip was made, I became very tense everywhere.” 

I noticed that such instances occurred even when I felt I was mentally assured. As such, I do 

not think it is possible to release all tension before a performance – the adrenaline is too 

much. Perhaps in time I can learn to more effectively manage each of the strategies 

simultaneously in such a way where I can feel completely relaxed before performing.  
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Similar to the quieting response, I believe this tactic can be used effectively in practising the 

piano. It is important to be relaxed physically and mentally when practising. It is possible that 

the feeling of relaxation in practice will become associated with playing the piano, as 

suggested by Salmon & Meyer (1992) which could lead to less tension during performances 

(p. 186). 

4.2.3 Mental Rehearsal and Imagery: 

I found that this strategy played a part in determining whether a performance was successful 

or not. It lent a sense of security prior to a performance if I was able to clearly imagine the 

performance progressing as intended. I have learnt over the course of this study that security 

is of paramount importance. When I felt secure and assured of my abilities I was able to 

perform well and be in control. Using this technique requires one to be truly living in the 

image of performing (Lehmann et at., 2007, p. 158), as such, I was unsurprised when I found 

myself experiencing doubts in my mental enactment. Such doubts can be combatted with 

positive self-talk. It really was valuable to familiarise myself with parts I felt nervous about 

and, after already confronting them in my imagination, I was better able to wrestle them in 

reality. I found it useful to practise this technique and use it as a guide to determine which 

areas of a piece I needed to practise.  

 

My experience was that mental rehearsal was not a tactic to be taken lightly. It took a lot of 

time and practice, as it requires such vivid imagination of a specific piece and has little 

transferable applicability between pieces. Different pieces lead to different visualisations. As 

I wanted to prepare for various performances, I had to imagine the environment I was going 

to play in at least a week before a performance. This allowed me to become comfortable 

performing in my mind.  
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The one capability that persisted between visualisations was the ability to better imagine how 

it felt to perform, which proved surprisingly difficult. The nature of this tactic involved 

visualising my ideal performance; not only how I played, but also the moments leading up to 

it. Though this could help, I found that when a performance was different to my visualisation, 

I was distressed. I needed to remain open minded, not static in my expectations of a 

performance – the visualisation is just that, after all. I believe this tactic helped me feel as if I 

had practised performing without actually having performed and also provided a measure of 

comfort depending on how similar the performance situation was to my visualised version. 

 

4.2.4 Systematic Desensitisation 

As opposed to the last two semesters, the third found me performing much more regularly to 

test whether regular performances influenced my general feelings of MPA. In the past, I 

found performances I gave at the conservatorium to be quite daunting and I would stress 

excessively about the upcoming performance, days before it happened. On the performance 

criteria, I would often note that my anxiety was high. I believe that there were many 

contributing factors, most notably the lack of consistent performances and the makeup of the 

audience. I found that I had to perform four to seven times for it to begin feeling truly 

comfortable.  

 

A factor which instilled confidence is knowing that I have experienced so many things on 

stage. I was no longer going to let a mistake determine what or who I am as a pianist. 

Performing with this viewpoint led to many more successful performances where I not only 

felt much more comfortable on stage but, comparatively, I was able to present more of my 

musical intentions and ideas.  
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Additionally, I found that performing in a chamber scenario, with music, helped me adapt to 

the performing environment. I found myself having taken on many more projects, gigs, 

concerts and competitions. Although it feels stressful, I found that having to prepare for 

various types of performances in limited time forced me to become more efficient in my 

practice and performance preparation. This was an added, unforeseen bonus to systematic 

desensitisation. As I did not get much notice prior to most of the performances that made up 

this research project, I developed a viewpoint of caring less about what happens on stage or 

what people would think of me. Contrary to the results I expected, such a notion helped in 

freeing me from nerves and doubt – I just tried to enjoy myself and often times succeeded. 

On reflection, looking at it this way has made each performance quite interesting and I feel as 

though I have released a lot of tension in my playing and mental state.   

 

The latter half of the research period saw me commence work with a singer and I found it to 

be even more helpful than working with another instrumentalist. My focus when working and 

performing with a singer was less technically oriented and more driven towards giving music. 

I felt much more secure and I actually enjoyed these performances. In a competition on 

24/09/2018, I have stated in the criteria that, 

“I was pretty excited. I often find myself looking forward to performing when I have 

music in front of me. Also, really enjoy working with singers.” 

Additionally, I found that digesting the experiences that I have had on stage and analysing 

each performance helped me better prepare for future performances.  

 

As such, systematic desensitisation has led to regular performances and thus has been a 

defining factor in trialling strategies and receiving prompt feedback through reflection. In 

saying this, performing a particular piece regularly only eased the anxiety associated with 

that particular piece, rather than easing my general MPA. However, systematic 
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desensitisation relieved this anxiety to a greater degree than any other strategy trialled. While 

this was especially valuable for demanding pieces, it is important that a variety of repertoire 

are performed regularly, not only that which is most comfortable to perform. Systematic 

desensitisation forced me into seeking performance opportunities I may previously have let 

pass. Due to this, I have learned a lot about myself, performing and adapting to the stage. It is 

of my opinion that this strategy is the most helpful largely because of the personal and 

technical growth it promotes as well as the reduction in anxiety. 

4.3 Case Studies of Performance Situations: 

This section will examine some particular performances in order to examine how they 

unfolded and detail what I have learnt from them. Note: the recitals should be viewed after 

the reflection text has been read. 

 

4.3.1 18/11/2017 – 2nd exam recital 

Venue: Ian Hanger Recital Hall 

Time: 2:30pm 

Repertoire: Chopin Waltzes Op. 34 and Op. 64; Chopin Nocturnes Op. 55; Brahms sonata for 

piano and cello in E minor Op. 38, no. 1 

Audience: Supervisors, family and friends 

Please go to Appendix 7.5 to listen to this recital  

 
 
This recital in the Ian Hanger Recital hall was the second recital I did that year as part of my 

Masters program. As such I had some months working on the strategies but they were still 

relatively new. I did not feel completely comfortable with them, especially the physical 

tactics. Moreover, I had to set the room up myself and greet members of the audience as they 

arrived which increased my anxiety. Unlike many professional performance venues, this hall 

had no personal space for me before I needed to go onstage. 
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In comparison to the first recital I had done earlier that year in May, this performance was 

different in a positive way. After reviewing the first recital, I realised that I was not nearly 

comfortable enough with the pieces I played to perform them under pressure. This was not 

due to lack of effort, but had to do with a range of factors such as: the piece being technically 

challenging, not enough time learning/playing the piece, not enough performance experience 

with the piece and so on. 

 

For these reasons, I decided to learn pieces for my second recital that I felt I could 

accomplish within the timeframe and also to have enough time to perform the pieces in 

differing environments. I decided to continue working on the Chopin Waltzes Op. 34, of 

which I had performed in the first recital, to see whether I would feel less anxious with pieces 

I had been playing for a long time. In addition, as I was assessing my MPA not only in regard 

to solo performances, but with any type of performance where a piano is involved, I also 

chose to play the Brahms sonata for piano and cello in E minor. Playing with another 

musician involved different skills and I had an interest to see how my anxiety levels were and 

the causes of anxiety when being on stage with another musician and playing with music.  

 

When I compare this recital to any other assessed recital or important performances I have 

given, I feel very different about it. It was not necessarily the best performance I had given, 

nor was it free of mistakes, but my attitude towards the performance and my emancipation 

from expectations made me feel as though I was able to take a step forward. I felt involved in 

the music and could stay focused rather than my attention drifting to fear and doubt. Making 

mistakes did not seem like the big issue that I’ve always made it out to be.  
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I feel like I was only able to achieve this by being comfortable with the piece, feeling ready 

and having had many previous performances prior to this recital. I certainly had moments that 

I was unhappy with but I did not let that take me out of my zone. 

 

4.3.2 23/11/2018 – 3rd exam recital 

Venue: Ian Hanger Recital Hall 

Time: 5:30 pm 

Repertoire: Schubert Sonata in Bb Major D.960, Liszt Concert Etudes no. 1 “Il Lamento” and 

no3. “Un Sospiro” 

Audience: Teachers, family and friends  

Please go to Appendix 7.5 to listen to this recital 

 

This was the final recital I had organised for my Masters of Research program. This meant 

that it was the last time I could test myself before submitting this thesis and that is was 

ultimately how I would assess my progress with my chosen strategies. My goal was to have 

an hour of solo repertoire that I could feel confident performing. To achieve this, I gave 

numerous performances of these pieces in various situations and environments across the 

year as well as many mock performances at home. I was balancing multiple commitments in 

the time leading up to the performance until a week prior. After returning from two weeks in 

Japan due to family commitments (28/09-12/10), I was intensively focussing on the first 

movement of the Schubert Sonata and “Un Sospiro” to be performed in the final round of a 

scholarship prize on 11/11. 

 

Although I had never performed all of my repertoire in one sitting, I had been playing the 

Schubert Sonata for some time and had given performances of the other pieces individually. 

The first time I attempted a full run-through of the program was in a lesson on 15/11, 8 days 
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before my recital, and it went well which gave me a boost in confidence. Following this, I 

had to prepare a concert with singers on 17/11. As such, I lost two days of preparation. In the 

remaining six days, I cancelled any commitments so I could focus on my preparation and 

gave a mock performance of the whole programme to family members every day. These 

performances were recorded so I could listen over it and make changes where necessary. I 

tend to think I sounded worse in the moment compared to how I actually sound in a 

recording. I came to realise that I should have been recording myself as an aid in practice 

well before this point. 

 

I was able to resolve the issues I had and I felt ready to perform the pieces in my programme. 

I did not feel anxious. Unfortunately, this bubble burst when my lesson was cancelled 

suddenly. I had planned to run through my repertoire from start to finish once more for my 

teacher hoping everything would go well and a surge of confidence would result. Perhaps it 

was foolish to gamble on this being the case as the plan could have gone wrong even if I had 

a lesson. In future, I will try harder to generate my own confidence through self-talk and 

imagery rather than through less reliable methods. 

 

On the day of my recital, I played through one last time in the morning. It went fine but I felt 

insecurity and doubts starting to creep in. I then proceeded to practise for two hours which I 

had not planned. I had planned to take it easy and make sure I was well rested before the 

performance in the afternoon. 

 

By the time of the recital, I felt tired and I wanted the performance to be over. I did not feel 

inspired which made me worried. I arrived at the venue 30 minutes before my recital so that I 

could warm up on stage. While I was warming up, I felt disconnected and could not focus. 

The venue was cold and I felt tense, so I warmed my fingers with a hot water bottle, did a bit 
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of physical exercise and some muscular relaxation. I found it difficult to center as people 

were greeting me and talking amongst themselves, but I managed to get five minutes alone 

where I gave myself lots of positive talk and imagery for the opening piece. This woke me up 

and made me feel ready.  

 

Surprisingly, even though I initially felt so tired and demotivated, I played well and felt like I 

was immersed in the music for the first half hour. I was playing the way I wanted to and 

although I could feel the adrenaline, it was helping me play well. The piece that I was most 

worried about, the second movement of the Schubert Sonata, went well with no memory slips 

and musically, I felt like I was able to communicate it better than I had thought possible. 

However, the first and second movements were slow in tempo, so when I came to the faster 

tempo of the third movement, I was worried about my fingers not cooperating. I started 

experiencing negative thoughts and found myself losing concentration.  

 

I started the fourth movement well but began missing notes in some chords which made me 

feel insecure. I then lost my left hand for a few beats – see 38:50-39:00 of Recital 23/11/2018 

Appendix 7.5 – but was able to recover quite well. I found it difficult to focus on the music 

but kept it together despite some missed notes. I stood up to bow after playing the Schubert 

Sonata feeling insecure with how I had played. However, the smiling faces in the audience 

helped me restart and I felt positively about the remaining pieces I was to perform.  

 

I started the “Il Lamento” quite well.  I forced myself to listen to my playing which helped 

me focus on the task. I made a small memory slip which caused negativity to take over and I 

could feel myself losing concentration. I gave myself lots of positive talk which helped me 

continue but I made another memory slip. This time, I was not able to recover well and had to 

skip two bars. I felt devastated, but kept going and made it to the end of the piece.  
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When I came to start the final piece, “Un Sospiro”, I tried to restart and forget about 

everything that had happened. I felt confident with this piece, but again out of nowhere I lost 

my right hand on the second page. I could not believe what was happening. This had also 

never happened before in any performance or in practice. After that, I felt very uncomfortable 

performing the piece but I swore to myself that I had to focus on the right thing. Again, 

positive talk helped me get though.  

 

Reflecting on the result of this recital, I believe there were a number of contributing factors 

that lead to both the good and bad aspects of the performance. If I focus on my anxiety levels 

I found I was able to control them to an extent. I feel like this was most achievable in pieces I 

had performed many times. Although I was never entirely confident before each performance 

of it, I was able to convince myself every time that I am able to do it. I was pleased with the 

result of the second movement. I was the most worried about this movement as I had been 

experiencing memory slips even up to the day before the performance. When I went to play, I 

trusted myself and my practice and knew that if I stayed positive I could do it. I felt very 

connected to the music when I played and I believed it helped me avoid doubting my 

preparations.  

 

I felt concentration lapsing by the third and fourth movement which leads me to believe I 

need to work on my mental agility and concentration as well as just limiting my anxiety. 

Doubts crept in but I was able to fight them as I knew I could do it if I focused on the music. 

There are potentially many reasons as to why I experienced this – foremost, the fact that I had 

not performed the fourth movement on stage before. Therefore, the benefits of systematic 

desensitisation did not exist for this movement like they did for the others. 
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The memory lapses I experienced in the etudes took me by surprise as I had not made any 

slips in practice or performance for some time. In “Un Sospiro”, I had never lost my memory 

in that place before. Despite prior successful performances, I found it challenging to trust my 

memory in high pressure situations – especially in “Il Lamento.” This was likely attributable 

to my lack of technical proficiency with this relatively new piece.  

 

An example of me playing this etude in a different situation can be found by following the 

URL in Appendix 7.5: Il Lamento Scholarship Recording. Though I took several attempts to 

make a strong recording and only had my partner in the hall as an audience, I still found the 

situation to be quite stressful. I was worried about having a memory slip somewhere and 

having to start the recording again. However, I was able to ignore those doubts in this 

performance, perhaps because I felt more focused and not as tired (I did not have to play the 

Schubert Sonata beforehand) as I did on the 23/11/2018 recital. In addition, this performance 

was less serious than the recital. This example clarifies the difference in potency between 

pre-performance and in-performance execution of the strategies. When physical and mental 

exhaustion becomes apparent, the techniques lose much of their efficacy for me. 

 

In this recital, I had invited close family and friends, my students and my teacher. Their 

opinions matter to me greatly. Even though half of them had already heard me play in 

numerous mock performances which were successful, I still could not trust myself. My 

greatest fear was upsetting myself. I wanted the recital to go exactly the way I wanted it to, to 

play well and for me to be convinced by my own playing and for people to think I am good. I 

cared too much and let my ego get the better of me. Reflecting upon this, it is upsetting that 

the self-talk tactics and cognitive restructuring I had been working on seemed to be 

completely fruitless in this facet. I should have taken the tactics more seriously instead of 
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focusing on mock performances. I could have been spending that time thoroughly imagining 

my ideal performance and working on cognitive restructuring. 

 

4.4 Trends 

To summarise my findings, I have considered my current state and compared it to how I felt 

at the beginning of my candidature. I have noted that my general, trait anxiety has decreased 

and I am less anxious as a person. Lehmann et al. (2007) suggests that reductions in trait 

anxiety such as this are most commonly achieved through self-talk and goal setting (p. 154), 

however, I also attributed this to the effective treatment of physical symptoms I was 

experiencing. For myself, I credit this reduction in trait anxiety to gaining more control over 

the uncomfortable symptoms: muscle tension and loud thoughts, and also to the effects of 

cognitive restructuring beginning to take hold. This is also true regarding my MPA. In saying 

this, I could not shake the feeling pre-performance. There is simply too much adrenaline and, 

while I can control my anxiety for a short period, it always returns. The only exception to this 

was when I had performed a piece enough for systematic desensitisation to take effect. The 

same is true for at-performance anxiety.  

 

Conversely, I felt more able to manage post-performance anxiety – poor performances no 

longer discouraged me for as long and I was able to see the positives in most situations. 

Thanks to cognitive restructuring and a measure of confidence I gained in controlling my 

anxiety, I no longer felt as scared of upcoming performances. The obvious exception being if 

I was underprepared. I became more efficacious with each of the techniques as I established 

more familiarity with them. Practising them, however, seemed not to be enough. When I 

started performing more regularly and testing these strategies in earnest, I was able to 

improve fastest. 
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5 Conclusion 

This study has alleviated many of my concerns related to MPA and may provide viable 

solutions for the symptoms experienced by performing musicians, should they consider 

adopting my approach. I hope to maintain each of the tactics covered in this study as they 

have all helped ease my anxiety before, during and after a performance. In saying this, I 

occasionally let myself slip on maintaining my secure memorisation strategies mentioned in 

my previous study. Of particular benefit was cognitive restructuring. It seemed to be the only 

tactic which helped considerably post-performance as I have changed the way I assess 

myself. Time still needs to be invested into it as I find my ego still gets the better of me 

leading up to a performance.  

 

Additionally, I must improve my imagery and I believe the best way to strengthen such a 

tactic is to gather more experiences to draw from. This would serve to make imagery more 

versatile in differing situations. Therefore, I aim to continue regular performances and 

pursuing new opportunities such as accompaniment. Perhaps finding a more comfortable 

environment to perform in will lead to solo performance being more comfortable.  

 

The methodology of simple trial and error of treatment strategies, as suggested by Salmon & 

Meyer (1992), proved effective and informative (p. 35).  Personally, trialling tactics regularly 

in diverse situations provided a fast feedback loop in which I was able to reflect upon and 

analyse my experiences. With the aid of the criteria sheet developed, this led to a swift 

improvement in my ability to execute the chosen strategies, or the quick release of those I felt 

unsuitable. This method quickly resulted in a number of personally helpful strategies which 

gave me a versatile skillset to combat MPA. In saying this, I never settled on a pre-

performance routine for myself that helped in all situations. This may need more 

experimentation, however, after this research, I consider that it may not be possible to find a 
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definitive routine that leads to a guaranteed reduction in anxiety. Perhaps routines are not as 

helpful to me as they may be to others. 

 

The autoethnographic research process was found to be freeing in the sense that I was able to 

communicate in a way that truly reflected my situation, rather than a more cold and rational 

approach. While the study was conducted on myself, I believe that readers can benefit from 

this research and adapt the process of finding strategies to address their own MPA. Rather 

than try to provide a definitive solution, I believe the framework constructed as part of this 

research provides a greater benefit. This will aid in expediting the process of tackling 

performance anxiety for others. I hope this personal journey can demonstrate to readers that 

progress can be made and that treatment options can be successfully tailored to personal 

situations. 

 

If I were to repeat this study, I would give more recitals, as this would give me more 

experiences preparing and performing all my repertoire over an extended period of time. The 

benefits I have noticed from systematic desensitisation have been more impactful in reducing 

my anxiety than any of the other tactics. Thus, I believe it important to invest more time in 

this strategy. I did not perform frequently enough in high stakes environments for it to feel 

normal. I believe further exploration into systematic desensitisation will lead not only to 

benefits in my performing, but also to more comfort in applying the other strategies I have 

trialled in increasingly stressful environments. In addition, recitals stimulate my anxiety the 

most and could be explored further to better understand the root cause of my anxiety and the 

more effective of the tactics. They also serve as a focus when practising and, sometimes 

when I am very busy, I do not even have time to worry about performing.  
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Furthermore, in hindsight, I would have made a change to the performance criteria that I 

devised. They were developed at the very early stages of this research and I found them 

unsuitable towards the middle of the study when my understanding of the strategies had 

heightened. They are, unfortunately, quite vague and I began to realise I could not quantify 

the results in any meaningful way. Had I known this, I would have left a larger space for 

comments or a verbal appraisal of the techniques rather than a numbering system. I would 

also have included more techniques, perhaps what was included in my pre-performance 

routine for that performance. However, I decided to not change the criteria as I had already 

used it a number of times and wanted to make sure data could be collected in a similar 

fashion to allow comparison.  

 

Although I became less concerned with the thoughts of the audience, I was never completely 

able to eradicate them despite my efforts in practising the selected tactics. I identified this as 

one of my primary causes of anxiety, yet it persists. Currently, I find that a focus on myself 

and the music, rather than the audience’s opinion of me, helps me perform. While this may 

seem obvious, my adoption of this mentality is still a work in progress. I believe I need to 

focus more on particular tactics such as cognitive restructuring which I hope to keep to 

exploring in future.  

 

I have learnt to be stricter with myself in terms of planning and goal setting. Setting goals 

gives a small buoy to confidence each day when they are achieved and provides a measure of 

control over anxiety. In regard to planning, I need to stick to a plan and trust in it. However, 

reflection is key and I must maintain the flexibility to pivot without guilt.  
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The study has also opened my eyes to new lines of research and areas I can improve upon 

further. Addressing the latter, I realised I should have been recording my performances and 

listening back to myself more often – even recording practice. Analysis and reflection upon 

video recording of one’s practice is commonplace amongst athletes (Saw et al., 2017, p. 1). I 

have been recording myself for some time now, but I always find ‘better’ ways to spend my 

time than listening back to the recording. I was of the opinion that standard practising could 

improve my grip on a piece at a faster rate. Recently I have been listening to my recordings 

more often and noticing many things that I did not pick up in practice. Additionally, I have 

more confidence in how I sound. I have been too critical on myself and in listening to the 

recordings I have come to have more confidence in my abilities.  

 

I discovered from my last performance detailed in section 4.3.2 that I experienced a gap in 

my ability to concentrate. In future, I aim to pursue this area of research to improve my 

ability to concentrate for extended periods of time, even under pressure, and increase my 

mental agility and focus. These topics go hand-in-hand with what I have already studied. 

Concentration can aid in practice and memorisation through flow (Kageyama, 2016).  Better 

practice leads to more confidence (Hart, 2016). Mental agility can aid in context switching: 

being able to focus on one topic and quickly hone in on another. This in turn could improve 

the effectiveness of my self-talk and perhaps make it more effective during a performance.  

 

Overall, I feel as if the study has been successful in so far as the symptoms of my MPA have 

been alleviated to some extent. I have greater control over my anxiety levels and my mindset 

has improved to be more positive. In saying this, I remain very vulnerable before a 

performance and the tactics I employ are only effective some of the time due to the number 

of variables associated with live performance. As such, my journey with MPA is far from 

over and I will continue to pursue this study. This being the case, the evaluations of the 
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strategies detailed in this dissertation is not yet clear – nor should it be. Nonetheless, I hope to 

continue to improve my capabilities in dealing with MPA and that the sharing of my 

experiences will be of interest and benefit to others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 55 

6 References 

Ankrom, S. (2018). The difference between fear and anxiety. Retrieved from  

  https://www.verywellmind.com/fear-and-anxiety-differences-and-similarities-

 2584399 

 

Bartleet, B., & Ellis, C. (2009). Music autoethnographies: Making autoethnography sing / 

 making music personal. Samford: Australian Academic Press. 

 

Beeching, A. M. (2010). Beyond talent: Creating a successful career in music. New York,

  NY: Oxford University Press. 

 

Berman, B. (2000). Notes from the pianist’s bench. New York, NY: Yale University. 

 

Borgdorff, H. (2012). The conflict of the faculties: Perspective on artistic research and 

 academia. Leiden: Leiden University Press 

 

Burin, A. B., & Osório, F, L. (2017). Music performance anxiety: A critical review of 

  etiological aspects, perceived causes, coping strategies and treatment. Archives of 

 Clinical Psychiatry, 44(5), 127-133. Retrieved from    

 https://www.researchgate.net/publication/321090489_Music_performance_anxiety_A

 _critical_review_of_etiological_aspects_perceived_causes_coping_strategies_and_tre

 atment 

 

Burke, R., & Onsman, A. (Eds.). (2017). Perspectives on artistic research in music. 

 Retrieved from https://ebookcentral-proquest-com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au  

 



 56 

Candy, L. & Edmonds, E. (2018). Practice-Based Research in the Creative Arts:  

  Foundations and Futures from the Front Line. Leonardo. 51. 63-69.  

  10.1162/LEON_a_01471.  

 

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2016) All about flow and positive psychology. Retrieved from 

 https://positivepsychologyprogram.com/mihaly-csikszentmihalyi-father-of-flow/ 

 

Ellis, C., Adams, T., & Bochner, A. (2010). Autoethnography: An Overview. Forum 

 Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 12(1). doi: 

 http://dx.doi.org/10.17169/fqs-12.1.1589 

 

Gordon, S. (2006). Mastering the art of performance: A primer for musicians. New York, 

 NY: Oxford University Press. 

 

Green, B., & Gallwey, W. T. (1986). The inner game of music. New York, NY: Doubleday &

 Company.  

 

Hart, H. (2016). Addressing the links between performance anxiety and memory: Strategies 

 for pianists (Unpublished honours thesis). Queensland Conservatorium Griffith 

 University, Brisbane, Australia. 

 

Hingley, V. D. (1985). Performance anxiety in music: A review of the literature (stage fright,

 stress) (D.M.A.). Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. Retrieved

 from http://search.proquest.com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/303411959?       

            accountid=14543 

 



 57 

Kageyama, N. (2016). Beyond practicing. Retrieved from     

  http://my.bulletproofmusician.com/members/ 

 

Kageyama, N. (n.d.). What is performance anxiety, really?. Retrieved from  

  http://www.bulletproofmusician.com/what-you-may-not-know-about-performance-

  anxiety/ 

 

Kenny, D. (2011). The psychology of music performance anxiety. New York, NY: Oxford 

  University Press.  

 

Klickstein, G. (2009). The musician’s way: A guide to practice, performance, and wellness.

  New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

 

Lehmann, A. C., Sloboda, J. A., & Woody, R. H. (2007). Psychology for musicians: 

  Understanding and acquiring the skills. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.   

 

Liu, P. (2016). Music performance anxiety among college piano majors in taiwan (D.M.A.).

 Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. Retrieved from  

 http://search.proquest.com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/1841275181?account

 id=14543 

 

Malebranche, T. (2012). Preventing music performance anxiety in beginning pianists 

  (Masters thesis). Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. Retrieved

  from http://search.proquest.com.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/docview/1022640002?

  accountid=14543 

 



 58 

McGrath, C., Hendricks, K. S., & Smith, T. D. (2017). Performance anxiety strategies: A 

  musician's guide to managing stage fright. London, England: Rowman & Littlefield. 

 

Méndez, M. (2013). Autoethnography as a research method: Advantages, limitations and 

 criticisms. Colombian Applied Linguistics Journal, 15(2), 279-287. 

 

Osborne, M. S., Greene, D. J. & Immel, D. T. (2014). Managing performance anxiety and 

  improving mental skills in conservatoire students through performance psychology

  training: A pilot study. Psychology of Well-Being, 4(18). Retrieved from        

  https://psywb.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s13612-014-0018-3 

 

Parncutt, R., & McPherson, G, E. (2002). The science and psychology of music performance:

  Creative strategies for teaching and learning. New York, NY: Oxford University 

  Press.  

 

Rink, J. (2002). Musical performance: A guide to understanding. Cambridge, England: 

  Cambridge University Press.  

 

Roig-Francolí, J. (n.d.). Performance anxiety: A way to deal with it the works!. Retrieved 

  from http://alexandertechnique.com/resources/PerformanceAnxietyGuide.pdf 

 

Salmon, P. G. (1990). A psychological perspective on musical performance anxiety: A 

  review of the literature. Retrieved from https://www.sciandmed.com/mppa/ 

  journalviewer.aspx?issue=1137&article=1375&action=1 

 



 59 

Salmon, P. G., & Meyer, R. G. (1992). Notes from the green room: Coping with stress and

  anxiety in musical performance. New York: NY: Lexington Books. 

 

Saw, A. E., Main, L. C., Robertson, S., & Gastin, P. B. (2017) Athlete self-report measure use

  and associated psychological alterations. Sports, 5(3). Retrieved from  

  https://mdpi.com/2075-4663/5/3/54 

 

Schaupp, K. (1997). Empirical evaluation of a mixed treatment programme for reducing 

  stage fright in musicians (Unpublished masters thesis). University of Queensland, 

  Brisbane, Australia.   

 

Solovitch, S. (2015). Playing scared: My journey through stage fright. London, UK: 

  Bloomsbury Publishing. 

 

Teherani, A., Martimianakis, T., Stenfors-Hayes, T., Wadhwa, A., & Varpio, L. (2015). 

 Choosing a Qualitative Research Approach. Journal of graduate medical 

 education, 7(4), 669-70. 

 

Tschaikov, B. (2012). Physical and emotional hazards of a performing career: A special 

  issue of the journal musical performance. New York, NY: Routledge.  

 

Vision Counselling and Psychology. (2015). Distinguishing the difference between fear and

  anxiety. Retrieved from https://www.visioncounselling.com.au/fear-and-anxiety/ 

 

Williamon, A. (2004). Musical excellence: Strategies and techniques to enhance  

  performance. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 



 60 

 

Yoshie, M., Kudo, K., Murakoshi, T., & Ohtsuki, T. (2009). Music performance anxiety in

  skilled pianists: Effects of social-evaluative performance situation on subjective, 

  autonomic, and electromyographic reactions. Experimental Brain Research, 199(2),

  117-26. Retrieved from        

  doi:http://dx.doi.org.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/10.1007/s00221-009-1979-y 

 

Zhukov, K. (2009). Overcoming performance anxiety for piano students – How to apply 

  research findings in your studio. Retrieved from     

  http://www.appca.com.au/proceedings/2009/part_1/Zhukov_Katie.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 61 

7 Appendices 

7.1 Table A 

BEFORE PERFORMANCE 

PHYSICAL COGNITIVE BEHAVIOURAL 
Cold hands Doubting my memory Lacking desire to perform 
Cold body Doubting my ability to play the piece Delaying performances if there 

is a choice 
Feeling weak Fear of making mistakes Stiff muscles 
Slight nausea Worry of not reaching expectations of 

teacher 
 

High heartrate Worry of not being able to play the 
piece as well as I wish to 

 

Light-headedness Worry of audience opinion (if 
mistakes are made) 

 

 Fear of not knowing what will happen  
 
DURING PERFORMANCE 

PHYSICAL COGNITIVE BEHAVIOURAL 
Cold hands Doubting memory Unable to fully immerse myself 

in the music 
Sweaty palms Fear of suddenly stopping Wanting the performance to 

end quickly 
Ear pain Fear of judgement Not wanting to perform 
Dry mouth Fear of making mistakes Stiff body 
High heart rate Fear of fast passages/piece Leg cramps 
 Fear of being embarrassed Clumsy fingers 
 Overthinking about notes  
 Fear of the unknown  
   

 
AFTER PERFORMANCE 

PHYSICAL COGNITIVE BEHAVIOURAL 
Bad performance Good performance 

High heart rate Relief Unable to be happy with 
a performance unless it 
went well 

Feeling elated 

Dry mouth  Fear of judgement Thinking negatively of 
my ability 

Energised 

Warmer Hands   Thinking negatively of 
myself 

Wanting to perform 
again 
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    Wanting to avoid 
audience 

Confidence boost 

    Wanting to leave 
performance venue 

  

    Distorted perspective 
regarding performance 
failures 
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7.2 Table B: Performance Criteria Sheet 

CRITERIA FOR PERFORMANCE 
Date:  ____/____/_______ 
Venue: ________________________________________________________ 
Time:  ____:____ am/pm 
Piece:  ________________________________________________________ 

Audience: ________________________________________________________ 

 

 None (0) 
Little  
(2) 

Moderate 
(4) 

Lots 
(6) 

Comments 

Anxiety felt before 
performance 

     

Anxiety felt during 
performance 

     

Anxiety felt after 
performance 

     

How serious was 
the performance? 

     

How many 
mistakes did I 
make? 

     

How confident am I 
in my memory? 

     

How tense was I 
pre-performance? 

     

How successful 
was my centering? 

     

How enthusiastic 
was I for the 
performance? 

     

How much positive 
thought/self-talk? 

     

How do I feel about 
future 
performances? 
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7.3 Table C: Personal Causes of Anxiety 

 

Things that Cause Stress Simple things that Could be Done to 
Address the Problem 

The Piano (type/condition/colour) Could organise to get familiar with 
venue/piano before performance Venue of performance 

Audience (proximity/number/people) - 
Time of day - 
Lighting - 
Dress code Practice in performance attire 
Length of performance (one piece/multiple) - 
Seriousness of performance - 
Feeling unwell/sick Decline performance if applicable 

Warm up (yes/no) 
Inquire beforehand as to the availability of a 
practice room 

Repertoire performed (new or 
experienced/difficulty) 

If performing new repertoire, organise to 
perform the repertoire in a less stressful 
environment prior to serious performance. If 
difficult repertoire, more regular practice 
performances can make one accustomed to 
the piece 

Adjustable seat - 

Lack of preparation/time spent on piece 
‘Let go’ when performing and lower 
expectations/standards. Positive thoughts 

Performance without music (for solo) 
Strong memory, thorough knowledge of 
piece, all of the above 

Page turners 
Organise to practice with a page turner prior 
to performance 
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7.4 Jury comments from 27/08/2018 performance  
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7.5 Links to Recital Performance 18/11/2017 

 
Recital 18/11/2017  
Chopin Waltzes Op. 34 & Op. 64, Chopin Nocturnes Op. 55 and Brahms Cello Sonata in E 
minor no. 1, Op. 38: 
https://youtu.be/02il171X78 
 
Recital 23/11/2018  
Repertoire: Schubert Sonata in Bb Major D.960, Liszt Concert Etudes no. 1 “Il Lamento” and 
no3. “Un Sospiro”: 
https://youtu.be/V9SndJ9Rias 
 
Il Lamento Scholarship recording and comments: 
https://youtu.be/d8tjOoPTjWo 
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7.6 Performance Criteria 
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