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PROJECT PROPOSAL 
 

Title 
A Participatory Action Research Project Exploring Potential Strategies Intended to Build Self-

Efficacy and Reduce Music Performance Anxiety in Contemporary Commercial Music 

Singers 

 
Context 
I will carry this project out as a private Singing Teacher working with adult Contemporary 

Commercial Music (CCM) singers. CCM includes genres such as Popular Music, Musical 

Theatre and Jazz, as defined by LoVetri (2008). Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) has 

been described by Kenny (2010, p. 233) as “persistent anxious apprehension” of performing 

with a variety of symptoms which can affect the level of performance achieved. Self-Efficacy 

(SE), how a person perceives their ability to carry out specific tasks (Kemp, 2012), is one of 

many characteristics that existing literature associates with a person’s experience of MPA 

(Spahn, Krampe and Nusseck, 2021; Henshaw and Collyer, 2022). 

 

Justification 
The reason for undertaking this project is to trial interventions that may help my vocal 

students achieve their best performance level by reducing problematic MPA and increasing 

low SE. Both are commonly mentioned by my students as negatively impacting their vocal 

performance experience. This anecdotal observation from my teaching practice seems to 

align with existing literature that connects SE with MPA (Kantor-Martynuska and Kenny, 

2018; Spahn, Krampe and Nusseck, 2021; Henshaw and Collyer, 2022). Therefore, I intend 

to contribute to research in this area with singers, as this is lacking (Henshaw and Collyer, 

2022; Heasman-Cossins, Winter and Juncos, 2025). 

 

Intended Impact  
I intend for this project to improve my subject knowledge and use of interventions to help my 

students reduce MPA and build SE. It may contribute to the wider professional community by 

exemplifying the relationship between these two aspects in singers, specifically adult CCM 

singers, as most of the current literature is on university-level instrumentalists (Bersh, 2022). 

 

Outlined Intention 
I intend to carry out the project using mixed methods to include measurable results and 

participants’ experiences (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Firstly, a quantitative survey will 

measure levels of MPA, through the K-MPAI-R scale (Philippe et al, 2022), and SE, using 



 

 5 

the NGSE scale (Chen, Gully and Eden, 2001), with an instruction to answer regarding vocal 

performance tasks. Those scoring higher MPA and/or lower SE compared to other 

participants will be invited to continue in the study. I will implement the interventions and 

make observations before the repeat survey to measure any change. Semi-structured 

interviews will be used within a Participatory Action Research design (Kindon, Pain and 

Kesby, 2008). This design has been selected to collaborate with participants to reduce the 

problem by identifying the tools that prove most beneficial for them, and potentially adult 

CCM singers as a community. 

 

Project Timeline 
I have prepared a timeline of activities (Figure 1) which will be revisited to make revisions. 

 

 

 

Ethics and Insider Research 
I have acknowledged the risks to prospective participants, myself (as practitioner-

researcher), and the university to help reduce the risk of harm (Creswell, 2007) and have 

gained ethics approval from the UWTSD ethics board. Specifically, I will only be using 

psychological tools that are ethically appropriate to me as a non-clinical practitioner and will 

continue to monitor any change of dynamics in existing professional relationships. As an 

Figure 1: Project Timeline Gaant Chart 
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insider researcher, I am committed to working on my reflexivity (Braun and Clarke, 2013) to 

bring biases to light and minimise their impact, while I will seek to bring out the benefits of 

the relevant expertise I have, in keeping with the design of the study. 

 
Learning Outcomes 
The individual learning outcomes I have set are to: 

1) Gain knowledge and develop tools to address MPA to implement into my 

professional practice. 

2) Improve my presentation skills in terms of my use of terminology, concise phrasing 

and delivery tone, which relate to my Autism Spectrum Condition challenges. 

3) Solidify my understanding of primary research through the experience of performing 

it, to the benefit of future research I undertake. 
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PROJECT REPORT 

 

Research Question 
How do Self-Efficacy and Music Performance Anxiety relate to each other, and what 

strategies may work to raise the former and reduce the latter in adult Contemporary 

Commercial Music Singers? 

 

Introduction 
This study aims to test out interventions with the aim of reducing levels of Music 

Performance Anxiety (MPA) and raising Self-Efficacy (SE) levels in singers I work with. I 

undertook this research as an insider practitioner-researcher through my professional 

practice as a Singing Teacher in my private vocal studio and online. This study engages with 

some of the adult Contemporary Commercial Music (CCM) singers I train. According to 

LoVetri (2008) CCM includes genres such as Popular Music, Musical Theatre and Jazz. 

 

Music Performance Anxiety has been described by Kenny (2010, p. 233) as “persistent 

anxious apprehension” of performing with a variety of possible physical, cognitive and 

behavioural symptoms which can affect the level of performance achieved. Self-Efficacy 

(SE), how a person perceives their ability to carry out specific tasks (Kemp, 2012), is one of 

many characteristics that existing literature mentions being related to a person’s experience 

of MPA (Spahn, Krampe and Nusseck, 2021; Henshaw and Collyer, 2022). Therefore, both 

subjects will be included. 

 

This study serves to inform fellow CCM singing practitioners by exemplifying the relationship 

between MPA and SE in singers, and seeking to provide learnings on strategies that could 

help address these challenging issues. I selected to explore MPA and SE due to the scale of 

impact they have on many of the CCM singers I train and an interest in the relationship 

between them that is confirmed yet not fully explored in the literature (Kantor-Martynuska 

and Kenny, 2018; Spahn, Krampe and Nusseck, 2021; Henshaw and Collyer, 2022). 

 

Papageorgi, Creech, and Welch (2013) confirmed that the experience of MPA is measurably 

and experientially different per music genre, including for CCM genres, yet this is a rare 

study as Henshaw and Collyer (2022) highlight the historic skew towards Western Classical 

genre research. My study also contributes to the research gaps on the connection between 

MPA and SE for singers (Henshaw and Collyer, 2022; Clarke, Osborne and Baranoff, 2020; 

Spahn, Walther and Nusseck, 2016), and the specific experiences of and strategies that may 

address MPA in CCM singers (Papageorgi, Creech, and Welch, 2013; Heasman-Cossins, 
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Winter and Juncos, 2025). Additionally, McPherson and McCormick (2006) invite more 

music research into SE to be done. By conducting my research into MPA and SE on adult 

CCM singers, I will address these gaps. 

 

The individual learning outcomes I set are to: 

1) Gain knowledge and develop tools to address MPA to implement into my 

professional practice. 

2) Improve my presentation skills in terms of my use of terminology, concise phrasing 

and delivery tone, which relate to my Autism Spectrum Condition challenges. 

3) Solidify my understanding of primary research through the experience of performing 

it, to the benefit of future research I undertake. 

 
Literature Review  
As a first research method, I undertook a literature review to explore the subject matter with 

search dates for initial papers set at 2010-2025. A shorter date range of up to 5 years from 

the present was tested, but did not yield enough literature to review. Recent literature is 

important as MPA is an up-and-coming area with more detail emerging (Gómez-López and 

Sánchez-Cabrero, 2023) and was given priority where the subject relevance was strong, 

supported by older papers. My search strategy involved identifying papers with titles which 

include the key terms “Music Performance Anxiety” and/or “Self-Efficacy” and at least one of 

the following: “Singer/s” or “Intervention/s” (or similar) within the paper. I excluded clinical 

psychological interventions I am not qualified to use, and self-efficacy interventions not 

related to musicians/singers for relevance. I prioritised inclusion of literature that included 

singers, CCM, and adults, though other literature was included where these do not yet exist 

or needed support. Some grey literature was included to address the gaps in white literature. 

Backward and forward citation searching (Gusenbauer and Gauster, 2025) from core papers 

was used to delve deeper. 

 

Papageorgi, Creech, and Welch (2013) reported that the level of music performance 

achieved is affected by both skill and preparation, and psychological aspects, including SE 

and the experience of MPA. Similarly, Hu (2024) reports that fostering SE and motivation, 

which are linked with lower MPA, will positively impact the performance level. Salmon (1990) 

defines MPA as an ongoing apprehension about public performance beyond that which the 

musicians’ skill level and training would warrant. Kenny (2010), a leading researcher in this 

field, believes MPA to be a social phobia that develops through experiences that condition 

the individuals’ anxiety, which is usually worse under a high level of perceived threat of 

judgment from others and may impair the performance level. However, Osborne and 
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Franklin (2002) share that there is mixed support for this social phobia theory of MPA, with 

their research pointing towards it being a distinctive phenomenon with some shared 

characteristics. I am inclined towards this latter perspective. 

 

Psychological research supports a moderate level of physical arousal being needed for 

optimal performance (Yerkes and Dodson, 1908; Roland, 1997; Kemp, 2012; Papageorgi, 

Creech and Welch, 2013). Osborne, Greene, and Immel (2014) concur with this and 

reinforce the idea that an individual whose nervous system interprets this arousal as a 

threat, rather than excitement or challenge, is likely to find this triggers their anxiety, which is 

primarily cognitive, leading to it becoming more symptomatic (Roland, 1997; Kenny, 2010). A 

resulting state of anxiety is from the interplay of cognitive, behavioural and physiological 

components (Lang, Miller and Levin, 1988; Kenny, 2010; Papageorgi, Creech and Welch, 

2013; Osborne, Greene, and Immel, 2014). Papageorgi, Creech and Welch (2013) name SE 

as one aspect, along with gender, trait anxiety - one's general tendency towards anxiety 

(Kemp, 2012) - and others, forming a performer’s susceptibility to MPA. This susceptibility is 

one of three areas named as affecting a performer’s MPA level, along with task efficacy 

(performing with appropriate preparation, difficulty and coping strategies) and performance 

environment (the perceived exposure and influence of the audience) (Papageorgi, Creech 

and Welch, 2013). 

 

Chen, Gully and Eden (2001) define SE as a person’s belief in their ability to put their 

motivation, cognition, and known devices into action to meet the demands of the situation. 

Bandura (1993) emphasises the important role of SE in a person regulating their level of 

anxiety in situations which could be perceived as a threat. Both González, Blanco-Piñeiro 

and Díaz-Pereira (2018) and Osborne and Franklin (2002) recommend strategies that boost 

SE as a means of reducing MPA. Similarly, Bersh (2022) confirms the statistically significant 

relationship between Music Performance SE with MPA. SE was theorised by Bandura 

(1997) to be formed in four ways. These four ways, and how they may apply to the practice 

of the Singing Teacher, are: promotion of encouragement from others (such as verbal 

support from a Singing Teacher), further experiences to master challenges to achieve this 

(such as providing low pressure performance opportunities), observed experience (such as 

modelling from a Singing Teacher), and physical and emotional responses (such as 

introducing coping strategies) (Bandura, 1997; González, Blanco-Piñeiro and Díaz-Pereira 

(2018). What I take from this is an increased awareness of the conditions that will foster SE 

development as a probable means of helping temper MPA. 
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Ideally, preventing the development of MPA in childhood is the best form of action, according 

to Kenny and Ackermann (2012) and, in cases where MPA has already developed, Kenny 

(2011) highlights the role of music teachers in aiding students to manage this. Though, in 

working with adults, it is too late to influence parental expectations and support, the other 

three ways indicated by González, Blanco-Piñeiro and Díaz-Pereira (2018) to address MPA 

apply to my practice. Namely, understanding my influential role as a music educator, helping 

raise students’ SE, and equipping students with self-management strategies, signposting to 

the multimodal approach of Spahn, Walther and Nusseck (2016) (González, Blanco-Piñeiro 

and Díaz-Pereira, 2018). Spahn, Walther and Nusseck (2016) proved their comprehension 

mutlimodal programme to be effective, featuring; cognitive training (targeting attention and 

self-talk adjustments), body-orientated training (such as breathing exercises), mental training 

(such as visualisation), performance skill training (such as training performances), and 

training in MPA theory. Applying a multimodal approach like this to singers may be 

enlightening. 

 

Other interventions presented for implementation by Singing Teachers include Vocal 

Improvisation to address limiting ideas of how a song should be sung (Heasman-Cossins, 

Winter and Juncos, 2025), and Acceptance and Commitment Coaching, a non-clinical form 

of the behavioural therapy (Shaw, Juncos and Winter, 2020). While Henshaw and Collyer 

(2022) are careful to differentiate the role of the singing teacher from that of the psychologist, 

who is qualified to treat anxiety disorders, they do believe singing teachers can play a role in 

training singers for potentially anxiety-laden performance situations by, firstly, better 

understanding MPA and training singers for the specific demands of public performance 

(such as the exposure of being a lead CCM singer). Additionally, Osborne, Greene and 

Immel (2014) uphold that clinical interventions only offer a partial solution to equipping the 

performer to perform well in pressurised situations, with body and mind techniques drawn 

from sports coaching suggested as a further solution. 

 

Gómez-López and Sánchez-Cabrero (2023) call for problematic levels of MPA to be 

alleviated by approaches that address the underlying issues (with suggestion of a 

combination of clinical therapy and common strategies such as mindfulness) rather than only 

the physical symptoms, against the tide of the normalised use of alcohol and prescription 

drugs (including beta-blockers). In terms of prevalence, Burin et al (2019) reported that 

13.5% of musicians overuse alcohol, and Juncos and de Paiva e Pona (2018) reported 30% 

of professional musicians use beta-blockers. In recent years, concern has grown over high 

levels of toxicity from a common beta-blocker, Propranolol, with changes made to its 

recommended use by the General Pharmaceutical Council (2024). Furthermore, taking beta-
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blockers has been advised against for singers because it can affect breathing (Sataloff, 

Rosen, and Levy, 2000; Kenny, 2011). 

 

In seeking to expand my range of non-clinical interventions to better support my students, I 

align with the effective multi-modal approach of Spahn, Walther and Nusseck (2016), which 

they recommended to be tested with singers, utilising physical, mental and technical skill-

building strategies to reduce MPA. I recognise attention is needed to the manner of strategy 

application to support SE development (Bandura, 1997; González, Blanco-Piñeiro and Díaz-

Pereira (2018). 

 
Methodology  
The pragmatic paradigm was selected as it values practical solutions to real-world problems 

and is appropriate for social subjects (Sol and Heng, 2022; Creswell and Creswell, 2018), 

with types of Performance Anxiety having a strong connection with social situations and 

perceptions (Powell, 2004). I acknowledge this fits with my personal paradigm due to my 

openness to any approach that best serves the research inquiry. Pragmatism allows space 

for researcher subjectivity and is commonly employed for mixed methods approaches (Guba 

and Lincoln, 2005; Morgan, 2007; Mertens, 2020). A mixed methods approach with a 

convergent parallel design was deemed applicable in this case to provide more depth and 

completeness by comparing, contrasting and interpreting qualitative and quantitative data 

(Creswell and Plano Clark, 2011; Doyle, Brady and Byrne, 2016). This has taken place 

through a Participatory Action Research (PAR) design, which invites collaboration with 

participants in how to address the issue of the research question (Kindon, Pain and Kesby, 

2008).  

 

The above-described design used the following instruments: 

1) Literature review 

2) Pre-Intervention Survey – using rating scales (quantitative) 

3) Interventions – developed from the literature review 

4) Field notes – observations in the vocal studio (qualitative) 

5) Post-Intervention Survey (quantitative) 

6) Interviews – audio recordings (qualitative) 

 

Participants were recruited by emails I sent to 29 CCM vocal students I train who fit the 

criteria of being UK-based adults. I anticipated 20 students would take part in the initial pre-

intervention survey, however, only 12 took part. To gather the quantitative survey data the 

New General Self-Efficacy (NGSE) scale (Chen, Gully and Eden, 2001; Stanford University, 
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no date) to measure SE and Kenny’s revision of her Music Performance Anxiety index (K-

MPAI-R) (Kenny, 2009; Peak Performance 101, 2016; Philippe et al, 2022) to measure MPA 

were selected (see Appendix D). The K-MPAI-R was selected for its thoroughness which 

identifies the levels of components of MPA for each participant. Because the K-MPAI-R is 

long, the succinct NGSE scale was paired with it, with a short instruction for responses to be 

made regarding vocal performance tasks (Appendix D). Six participants were selected to be 

taken forward to the subsequent stages of the research to make the interviews and analysis 

manageable within the short timeframe. These 6 were the students who ranked in the top 5 

for low SE and/or the top 5 for high MPA. 

 

With consideration for interventions to be practical and tangible for the participants in our 

collective endeavour to answer the research question, 4 multi-modal interventions were 

selected out of the options from the literature review: 

1) Box Breathing - This method of deep breathing, a commonly mentioned strategy, is 

said to promote a body-mind connection and reduce physical symptoms of anxiety by 

calming an activated nervous system (Spahn, Walther and Nusseck, 2016; Balban et al, 

2023; Irie, Morijiri and Yoshie, 2023). 

2) Visualisation - This mental rehearsal strategy was selected as one of the more 

commonly mentioned to cognitively prepare for performances in a positive way (Spahn, 

Walther and Nusseck, 2016; Henshaw and Collyer, 2022; Irie, Morigiri and Yoshie, 

2023). 

3) Vocal Improvisation - This strategy is deemed to build musical competency and 

creative flexibility and is a newer and less researched concept within the literature 

(Ladano, 2016; Heasman-Cossins, Winter and Juncos, 2025). 

4) Expressive Writing - The idea of this less-researched cognitive strategy for MPA is 

that writing out thoughts and feelings towards performances clears mental space to 

improve concentration and self-talk (Tang and Ryan, 2020; Gómez-López and Sánchez-

Cabrero, 2023). 
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The timeframe of data collection with the participants (Table 1) was 6 weeks, through the 

process shown in Figure 2 below. An offer of further support of their continuing participation 

was made at the Intervention session, which was available by email or during lessons within 

this time frame. One participant chose to make minor alterations to their transcript during 

member checking.  

 

 

 

I used Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) on the interview data, which was then triangulated 

with field observations I made and statistical information that came out of the quantitative 

data. RTA was selected due to being highlighted by its developers, Braun and Clarke (2006), 

as an excellent first qualitative analysis method to learn with space for participant 

collaboration (in keeping with the PAR design) and for the researcher to be present in the 

interpretation of the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006). I believe my presence as an insider-

researcher is valuable to this inquiry due to my subject knowledge, personal experience and 

teacher-student relationships, which assist with bringing out deeper meanings. 

 

Table 1: Participant Information Table 

PARTICIPANT (was Full Name)Singing Genre/s Type of Vocational / Avocational Singer Gender Age (Years)

A Popular Music Avocational: Hobbyist Female 18 - 29
B Popular Music Avocational: Aspiring Semi-professional/Professional Female 18 - 29
C Contemporary Christian Worship;Popular Music Vocational: Semi-professional Female 60 - 69
D Contemporary Christian Worship;Jazz;Popular Music Vocational: Semi-professional Female 40 - 49
E Blues;Folk;Popular Music Avocational: Hobbyist Male 30 - 39
F Musical Theatre;Popular Music Avocational: Aspiring Semi-professional/Professional Female 18 - 29

G Jazz;Musical Theatre Avocational: Hobbyist Female 18 - 29

H Contemporary Christian Worship Avocational: Hobbyist Female 40 - 49
I Musical Theatre;Popular Music Avocational: Hobbyist Male 30 - 39
J Popular Music Vocational: Professional Female 18 - 29
K Musical Theatre;Popular Music Avocational: Hobbyist Female 30 - 39
L Contemporary Christian Worship Avocational: Volunteer Female 18 - 29

Participants who took part in all stages of the study.

Figure 2: Research Process of 
Participants Flow Chart 
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Throughout the research process, ethical considerations were acknowledged and mitigated, 

beyond the initial approval of the UWTSD ethics review board, to ensure the wellbeing of 

those involved (Creswell, 2007). Care was taken around the possibility of emotional or 

psychological distress around the personal experiences of MPA and SE for all parties 

present (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).  

 

Questions for the interview were thoughtfully constructed, based on survey responses and 

interventions, to remain within the scope of my work as a Singing Teacher, avoiding territory 

reserved for psychological professionals. In one interview, I recognised some signs of 

discomfort in a participant sharing about prior MPA experience and took care not to delve 

further. I gained consent to continue the interview and judged that signposting to additional 

support was not needed, though it was known to be available. Over the 6 weeks of 

participation, I regularly checked that participants were happy and able to continue and 

awaited their confirmation before proceeding. One participant withdrew from the process 

after the Interventions session, and I provided thankfulness for their participation to that point 

and reassurance that it was not a problem. 

 
Findings  
Quantitative Findings 

The quantitative data was collected through an online survey to capture pre- and post-

intervention scores, which were analysed using Jamovi (The Jamovi Project, 2024; R Core 

Team, 2024; Kerby, 2024). Firstly, the relationship between SE and MPA was tested using 

all pre- and post-intervention scores collected from the 12 participants, which revealed a 

moderate negative correlation 

(r = -0.48, t = 10.5, p = <0.001, 

n = 17) with statistical 

significance (Figure 3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: MPA and SE Scatterplot 
and Line of Correlation 
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Secondly, the pre- and post-scores for SE and MPA for the 5 who participated in all parts of 

the study were compared (Table 2). After considering the evidence, the one MPA score that 

increased in the post-intervention survey was deemed an anomaly and removed, as the 

participant responded as follows:  

 

“Maybe it's my way of reading the question because they were general questions, but 

then I don't know if it's changed my level of anxiety. I've scored more, but I don't know if 

that reflects the truth.” 

(Participant H, Interview) 

 

 

 

 

The change in MPA levels (Figure 4) of the remaining continuing participants showed 

statistical significance (p = 0.019, t = 4.59, Cohen’s d = 2.29, n = 4) with a mean average 

improvement of 15 (pre-x̄ = 149, post-x̄ = 134). This post-intervention average means the 

participants are still experiencing MPA at levels categorised as ‘above average’ according to 

the K-MPAI-R (Kenny, 2009). 

 

The change in SE levels (Figure 5) of all participants who completed both surveys also 

showed statistical significance (p = 0.033, t = -3.18 Cohen’s d = -1.42, n = 5) and a mean 

average improvement of 8 (pre-x̄ = 21, post-x̄ = 29). This post-intervention average sits just 

below the ideal level of 30 or above (Chen, Gully and Eden, 2001). 

Table 2: Participant SE and MPA Scores and Rankings 

Pre- Pre- Post- Pre- Pre- Post-

PARTICIPANT Low SE Ranking SE SE High MPA RankingMPA MPA

A 4th 24 27 3rd 146 133
E 1st 15 33 5th 135 127
F 2nd 18 26 1st 174 150
H 3rd 22 28 113 123
K 5th 25 31 4th 141 124

Anomaly
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The levels of the specific contributing factors within MPA were measured (Table 3). Although 

the top three contributing factors are the same, the perceived levels of each have reduced, 

and the second and third highest factors exchanged places. 

 

 

 

The process of collecting data worked efficiently. The analysis of this quantitative data using 

a new programme and statistical understanding was more involved.  

 

During the interviews, one further piece of statistical information was collected by asking 

participants which, if any, of the 4 given interventions they wished to continue with (Figure 

6). 

Figure 4: Participant Pre and Post MPA Levels Box and 
Whisper Plot 

Figure 5: Participant Pre and Post SE Levels Box and 
Whisper Plot 

Table 3: Pre and Post MPA Component Percentages Table 
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Qualitative Findings 

Through Reflexive Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) the main themes and sub-

themes were deduced from the interview data (Figure 7). 

 

This analysis process proved more challenging, with scope for greater presence of the 

researcher, and featured cycling through the data to interpret codes into developed themes 

and sub-themes and key relationships between them. 

 
Figure 7: Theme and Sub-theme Thematic Map 

Figure 6: 
Participant 
Intervention 
Continuation 
Bar Chart 
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Discussion  

To produce a robust study, triangulation has been used to cross-validate the findings from all 

methods (Feilzer, 2010), and member checking has also been used (Lim, 2024). Within this, 

due to the PAR design (Kindon, Pain and Kesby, 2008) the participants’ viewpoints have 

been given prominence. Therefore, the 5 themes (Figure 7) that were interpreted from the 

interview data through RTA (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Byrne, 2022) are each discussed. 

 

Patterns of MPA Experience 

Central to this study was how each participating singer experiences MPA. All 5 described 

how they have always experienced MPA when singing in public, for example: 

 

“I've always had this anxiety when it comes to singing in public, and it doesn't even have 

to be like singing in public… It's even when it's… you and I.” 

(Participant K, interview) 

 

When considering that the K-MPAI-R results captured biological vulnerability, trait anxiety 

and worry based on scrutiny (Table 3) as the top 3 components of the participants’ collective 

MPA makeup, it is perhaps not surprising to hear this “always” pattern of their MPA. 

 

There was commonality among participants of having a mix of physical, cognitive and 

behavioural symptoms of MPA (Kenny, 2010). The named physical symptoms included 

shortness of breath, feeling sick, dry mouth, and muscle tightness. The cognitive symptoms 

included rumination, catastrophising, fear of judgement, avoidance, and comparison. The 

behavioural symptoms included reduced demonstrable vocal skills, observable upset, 

fidgetiness, and performance avoidance. 

 

They showed a range of beliefs about MPA, ranging from “It just gives you that added boost 

of adrenaline” (Participant A) which shows perceived positive qualities despite her ranking 

third for high MPA and describing challenging symptoms, to “I think it's a big barrier to me” 

(Participant F), to an acceptance that “there is always a level of nervousness” (Participant 

K). I believe this fits with Hoehn-Saric and McLeod (1990), stating that moderate anxiety can 

help focus attention and employ coping strategies, whereas severe anxiety can be 

disorganising and problematic. Also, I see that singers may have beliefs about MPA that do 

not necessarily fit their current experiences. 

 

Some participants drew comparisons between MPA for singing and Performance Anxiety for 

other tasks (such as public speaking and playing an instrument), with one venturing: 
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“There's something oddly more vulnerable about the fact that I'm making the noise.” 

(Participant E, interview) 

 

This is an important difference influencing MPA that is unique to singing, reinforcing the 

need for research directly with singers (Henshaw and Collyer, 2022). 

 

For my professional practice, gaining awareness of singers’ usual MPA pattern is useful. In 

analysing the interview data, it became more apparent that these usual patterns of MPA can 

be influenced and successfully become less problematic, with the survey results attesting to 

this (Table 2). Influencing factors will be explored in the following themes. 

 

Singers’ Agency in Targeted Intervention Selection 

I observed that all participants demonstrated a willingness to try and a commitment to 

continuing to practice the 4 interventions introduced during their Intervention session. The 

interventions were designed to be easy to learn and self-apply. 

 

Box breathing was described as calming by 4 out of 5 participants, with a noted 

effectiveness in reducing physical MPA manifestations by Participant E, and as a body-mind 

recentring by Participant A, in line with existing literature by Spahn, Walther and Nusseck 

(2016) and Balban et al (2023). By contrast, Participant H did not see the connection 

between anxiety and box breathing, so she did not find it effective. However, the other 4 

participants indicated they will continue practising it, making it a popular choice. Three of 

these had prior experience of box breathing or other deep breathing techniques, but not 

applied to singing. 

 

All participants acknowledged some prior experience of using visualisation, though not 

always related to singing, and 3 expressed that it often does not go well. The suggested 

method encouraged imagining a vocal performance going well (Irie, Morijiri and Yoshie, 

2023), and by the interview 2 out of 3 shared how they had benefited from this. The other 

expressed how they found it challenging for their mind to accept imagined rehearsal as valid. 

Ultimately, 4 out of 5 elected to continue with this intervention, with 2 saying it was their 

favourite. This adds validation to visualisation being a common strategy (Irie, Morijiri and 

Yoshie, 2023). 

 

Vocal improvisation, suggested to increase the singer’s musical skills and creative flexibility 

to reduce MPA, was introduced in a way that encouraged participants to take small steps 
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into it from wherever they were rather than aiming for a set skill level, to mitigate the known 

possibility of it producing an anxiety response (Heasman-Cossins, Winter and Juncos, 

2025). The playful nature of it was acknowledged by 2 participants, yet 3 found it raised their 

anxiety. I believe this may be due to the perceived exposure and potential judgment from 

singing without pre-planning (Kenny, 2011). It was the least popular, with only Participant H 

selecting to continue it beyond the study as a desired skill rather than to reduce MPA. To 

me, this pointed towards vocal improvisation not being a viable intervention to move forward 

with. 

 

Expressive writing, as a means of improving mental clarity and self-talk, proved more 

effective, with 3 participants selecting to continue practising it, and one being surprised by its 

efficacy. These participants found it helped them know and challenge their thoughts and 

beliefs as a reflexive process (Tang and Ryan, 2020). A further participant found its 

application challenging as it took them longer than their planned 5 minutes to write each 

time. This is a reminder that, with busy schedules, interventions need to be fast and easy for 

singers to apply. 

 

The varied responses of the participants regarding these interventions highlights the 

importance of individual singers' agency in intervention choices, including their ability to 

judge the effectiveness and tailor the application for themselves. These judgements may 

have been influenced by prior application of some interventions. When asked which 

interventions she is likely to continue with, Participant F shared the following: 

 

“Expressive writing, maybe I'll do that when I'd be feeling particularly nervous about 

something, and I just kind of couldn't talk through it.” 

(Participant F, interview) 

 

Her response demonstrates a singer-led multimodal approach to ongoing MPA and SE 

management, which I am in favour of. Agency refers to the sense of the actions we choose 

having an impact on what happens, which gives us a sense of influence from feeling in 

charge (Moore, 2016), which is important to our ability to change. Participant F’s MPA was 

the highest of the pre- and post-intervention measurements, and showed the largest 

reduction of 24 points. Therefore, for this participant especially, agency could be most 

valuable to develop, with her feeling out of control of problematic symptoms in vocal 

performances, reporting: 
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“I'd feel really anxious… [Even] if it's just in a relaxed environment, I'd still like get upset 

and not be able to control that... will I be judged negatively?… will I get it wrong?” 

(Participant F, interview) 

 

This emphasises the importance of studies such as this to find effective strategies for 

singers like Participant F to find relief from such problematic MPA and reinforces the 

importance of a supportive vocal studio environment for each singer. 

 

All participants selected at least 2 interventions to continue with beyond the study and 

benefited from having agency, adding to the value of the multimodal approach, including 

participants then self-selecting strategies, of Spahn, Walther and Nusseck (2016). The 3 

participants who named their favourites, all named cognitive interventions (visualisation and 

expressive writing). As MPA is primarily cognitive (Osborne, Greene, and Immel, 2014), I 

find it logical that these approaches would be most effective. From this, I take on board my 

responsibility to select and trial interventions, and value the singer’s agency in this process. 

 

Influence of Vocal Skill Development 

When asked about what she believed contributed to the positive changes in her scores, 

Participant A responded: 

 

“The only thing I've actually changed is the interventions. So, I'm going to have to put it 

down to the interventions.” 

(Participant A, interview) 

 

Whereas, Participant E, who described being new to vocal training when he began the 

study, recognised the impact of vocal skill development in his score improvements, stating 

he believed the change came: 

 

“Not just through the interventions… [but] doing the lessons… being in a more 

encouraging environment… seeing tangible improvements… I think that's helped a lot.” 

(Participant E, interview) 

 

As well as demonstrating this singer’s motivation to improve through training, this speaks to 

the role of the Singing Teacher in the support they can offer to achieve change through the 

vocal studio environment, reassuring words and targeted skill development tools. This can 

give vocal students the conditions and tools to explore improvements in their voice and in 

other aspects of being a performer, such as lowering MPA and building SE. This example 
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connects strongly to existing literature on forming SE through skill mastery (vocal skills), and 

verbal encouragement (from the Singing Teacher) (Bandura, 1997; González, Blanco-

Piñeiro and Díaz-Pereira, 2018). I will be considerate of this in my teaching approach going 

forward. It also demonstrates the correlation between SE and MPA found in the survey data 

(Figure 3). 

 

Testing Improvements in Public Performance  

As the study period was short, and though it was not part of the study itself, most 

participants either mentioned having the opportunity to test out the measured changes in 

their MPA and SE levels in public performance or identified a need for this testing to take 

place. 

 

As one who did test their improvements, Participant K stated “really good” upon hearing her 

two scores had improved. For this singer, the measured improvements gave reassurance 

and aligned with her real-life experience of the improvements in action, as her reflection of 

what contributed to the change was as follows: 

 

“I feel like the visualising really helped… I was doing breathing all the time before 

[performing]… and it really helped calm me down… I didn't have sweaty hands… that's a 

big one for me… I wasn't so nervous.” 

(Participant K, interview) 

 

Here, Participant K exemplifies the agency of the singer in applying interventions and testing 

their impact in performance, leading to the pleasing result of feeling she performed well 

vocally. This is significant for this singer. This strengthens my belief that supporting singers 

to take up lower-pressure performances to positively influence their pattern of MPA and form 

SE is a helpful strategy, which is recommended in Macafee and Comeau (2023). I will 

accommodate this by inviting small groups of vocal students to join in at local open mic 

nights with me. 

 

Singers’ MPA and SE Reflexivity 

Due to the small sample size, the study was not able to confirm or contradict the literature 

showing females are significantly more affected by MPA (Papageorgi, Creech, and Welch, 

2013). Yet, there was some evidence that older singers may have more self-developed 

coping strategies. For example, Participant H (40-49 years) already used calming self-talk 

and two of the interventions before the study and showed understanding of her MPA pattern, 

demonstrating a pre-existing reflexivity. This contrasts with the younger Participant F (18-29 
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years) who, at the outset of the study, described avoidance (cognitive and behavioural) as 

her main existing strategy, resulting in undeveloped reflexivity. This fits with existing 

literature that young adulthood is a critical time for developing coping strategies and 

emotional regulation (Aldwin, Yancura and Lee, 2021). 

 

Within the timeframe of the study, 3 participants’ responses showed evidence of increased 

reflexivity, such as Participant F, who stated: 

 

“Then I thought, I'm literally setting myself up to fail if I'm visualising myself doing it 

negatively, whereas if I visualise it going well, then that kind of removes that initial sort of 

self-doubt.” 

(Participant F, interview) 

 

For this singer, visualisation gave rise to the possibility that performances can go well and 

encourages a readiness to share the vocal skills she does have. 

 

And Participant E, regarding expressive writing, said: 

“It's odd because it shouldn't really make a difference… but it does. When you see it 

written on paper you can see how mad some of the things you're thinking are… You can 

look at it and say… obviously that's over the top” 

(Participant E, interview) 

 

This shows its usefulness for rationalising thoughts, responses and expectations. For my 

practice, I now see how reflexivity can be encouraged in connection with implementing 

interventions to promote improvements in SE and MPA. 

 

Reflections 

With the centrality of the participants’ views in mind, as shared in this discussion, I offer this 

reflection: 

 

“It’s been encouraging, to my own Self-Efficacy as a practitioner, to hear so directly from 

some singers that what I am offering them is doing them good!” 

(Researcher, reflective diary) 

 

This is a reminder that influence goes both ways as a Singing Teacher and the importance 

of modelling for vocal students. 
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I found the RTA process one of the most challenging parts of the study, and reflected mid-

theme development as follows: 

 

“I had to ask myself the question, “Am I forcing a connection or is there really one there?” 

In this, I recognised my bias to like everything to tie up neatly.” 

(Researcher, reflective diary) 

 

In most cases, I concluded the connections were valid and separated ideas where I deemed 

this was more fitting. 

 

Final Considerations 

Within the interviews, the participants recognised numerous influences on MPA and SE, 

including many not explored above.  

 

Participants found that SE improvements can be helped by improving vocal skills, physical 

and cognitive interventions, singing teacher support, high motivation, effective practice and 

preparation, and reflexivity. For MPA, participants found that improvements can be helped 

by repeated exposure to similar performance conditions, social support, reflexivity, reducing 

unknowns, increased SE, and combinations of interventions. These are useful to consider in 

addressing MPA and SE with further vocal students. 

 

Though positive progress was measured and felt in most participants, MPA scores remained 

above the clinical cutoff point of 105 (Heasman-Cossins, Winter and Juncos, 2025) for all 

participants, meaning they remain higher than ideal. For SE, 2 out of 5 participants’ 

improved scores moved into the ideal category, with the remaining 3 moving closer towards 

the 30-plus ideal marker, but remaining below ideal. Therefore, participants would benefit 

from continuing to develop their SE and reduce their MPA. However, given the limitation of 

the short study timeframe, to see a positive and statistically significant overall trend in scores 

is a promising result for all involved. 

 

The impact of neurodiversity as a further influence on SE and MPA would benefit from 

exploration in future research (Steiner, 2024), as one participant disclosed their 

neurodiversity diagnosis within the intervention session, due to its direct impact on making 

vocal improvisation more challenging. Also, within the field notes, another participant 

mentioned a strong belief that their neurodiversities negatively impact their SE and MPA. For 

transparency, I say this as a neurodiverse researcher, and suggest this impact may be due 

to differences in social perceptions and specific skill deficits. 



 

 25 

 

It is possible that social desirability bias (Lee, 2008) affected the results, however, this was 

mitigated against by not disclosing to the participants their pre-intervention result until their 

post-intervention score had also been collected. These were delivered in the interview, 

capturing their immediate reflections as naturally as possible. 

 

Conclusion  
This exploration of multimodal strategies has shown promise for addressing the MPA and 

SE needs of adult CCM singers. In this study, box breathing, visualisation and expressive 

writing proved effective for most participants, with individual preferences. For the CCM 

Singing Teacher, it suggests the importance of collaborating with the singer and engaging 

their agency in selecting a fitting combination of interventions (particularly physical and 

cognitive), as well as targeted vocal and performance skills development, opportunities to 

test their development in public performance, and encouraging singer reflexivity. Collectively, 

this is likely to produce cumulative positive change to the singer’s MPA and SE, as indicated 

in this small study. This aligns with the effective multimodal approach on MPA in musicians 

(Spahn, Walther and Nusseck, 2016). 

 
Regarding my individual learning outcomes, I have gained applicable knowledge and tools to 

take forward into my professional practice. I now feel more equipped in addressing the 

needs of singers in general, as well as the specifics of addressing MPA and SE. I have 

worked on and tested out my presentation skills and improved my use of concise language 

and appropriate speech rate after feedback ahead of the final presentation. Also, I feel more 

confident having put into practice emerging and existing skills I have as a primary 

researcher. I believe I rose to the challenge of working within a short timeframe for data 

collection with the participants, and I was pleased to find how much I enjoyed the interviews 

with them. 

 
Further research into multimodal MPA strategies on larger samples of CCM singers with a 

wider range of interventions would be informative for practitioners. This could include greater 

performance exposure, the impact of age and neurodiversity, and testing of longer-term 

impacts. For my professional practice, I take forward the 3 preferred interventions (box 

breathing, visualisation and expressive writing), and a greater awareness of ways I can 

nurture SE in singers to reduce MPA (González, Blanco-Piñeiro and Díaz-Pereira, 2018). 
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