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Music Performance Anxiety
“Music performance anxiety (MPA) is a natural, emotional, and physiological response to the stress of public performance.” (Belen Gomez- Lopez, 2023)
Music Performance Anxiety affects millions of performers every day. From individuals beginning their music journey to famous artists who have been performing for years. On the website “Songbird Studios” it has been documented that Andrea Bocelli said, 
“Stage fright is my worst problem. A voice is very intimate. It’s something of your own. So there’s always this fear, because you feel naked. There’s a fear of not reaching up to expectations.” (Songbird Studios, 2017)
Over the course of my degree, I have struggled with performance anxiety but feel that in my final year of university, I have finally turned a corner in pushing past this fear, especially in these final six weeks. Through a performance that has been produced and performed eight times in various schools across Wales, my fear of acting through song has near become non-existent. During this module, I have uncovered solutions in which I can prevent negative thoughts from impacting my performance. I have therefore decided that the aim of this essay will be discovering the causes of performance anxiety, the biology behind it and the solutions that have helped many people. 
When looking into performance anxiety it is important to delve into previous experiences to discover if there was any moment where confidence was significantly impacted and has ultimately caused performance anxiety. In my experience, I had always been confident in performances in school and singing in concerts until I was being laughed at by peers and a teacher after a performance. I believe that this was the root cause of my performance anxiety. According to Brian Jones, some causes of Music Performance anxiety are learning difficult pieces resulting in a lack of confidence and unpleasant experiences after or during a performance (Jones, 2019). For musicians, the cause of the decreased confidence and self-belief does not just stem from having a poor experience in a performance, it can be the cause of anything else that the performer feels that they are unable to complete. They may think that if they cannot complete a simple task then how can they perform a difficult piece of music to a high standard and ultimately wonder about the audience’s reaction to the performance. On the other hand, in a study, it was found that a number of music students felt increased anxiety while practicing alone rather than performing for a public audience (Amélie J. A. A. Guyon, 2022). I personally discovered that my anxiety was considerably lessened by a larger audience as there were more points of contact during the performance rather than the intimate atmosphere in an audition or assessment where professionals are watching and listening to every note. In the presence of a larger audience, many people will not be able to notice any small mistakes that a professional in that field can identify and this decreases the anxiety that derives from perfectionism. This is not to say that this anxiety is not just felt by the performer. Audience members can often see these symptoms and the effect it has on the performance. For example, if a performer shakes when put in this environment, it can be displayed in the hands or even the voice of the performer which can sometimes diminish the enjoyment felt by the audience. Quite often these effects are unnoticeable to the majority of the audience who do not have a personal connection to the performer. It has been argued that Music Performance Anxiety can present itself in a way so severe that it could be labelled a social phobia due to certain extreme symptoms (Margaret S. Osborne, 2002). 
Like other forms of anxiety, Music Performance anxiety is triggered by a portion of the brain called the amygdala. When the brain is aware of a situation of fear, the amygdala triggers responses in the form of “Flight, Fight or Freeze.” This means that a person may run away from that fear, put up barriers in attempt to fight the possible threat or to be unable to combat this and “freeze” (Performance Under Pressure, 2024). In the first term of University, I experienced panic attacks both before and after a performance to peers who I did not know very well. These panic attacks consisted of symptoms of nausea, dizziness, breathlessness, and trembling. These symptoms are common with music performance anxiety sufferers and many people also experience the feeling of a dry mouth and failing to remember specific points of the piece (Kenny, 2011). This could be due to the performer focussing on the more challenging parts of the piece and subsequently forgetting the easier passages as a result of nervousness. The cause of these symptoms also comes from having high expectations of ourselves as musicians, especially classical musicians (Francisca Skoogh, 2019). It has been found that the majority of music performance anxiety sufferers are female (Albert LeBlanc, 1997). Over the course of my degree, I have been given numerous opportunities to perform therefore my performance anxiety has lessened gradually over the past three years. 
There are many ways in which these symptoms can be lessened gradually but for me, the main ways in which a person can do this is by changing their mindset and through regular performance. My music performance anxiety originated from a fear of embarrassment and so I found mantras and affirmations that relaxed my mind and body prior to performing (Marks, 2024). Square Breathing is an exercise in regulating breathing when anxious (Sutton, 2023). It consists of breathing in for four seconds, holding the breath for four seconds, exhaling for four seconds and then holing the breath again for four seconds. To visualise this, many people will draw a square in their mind while doing this. I have used this technique many times either before a performance or in a different situation where I feel anxious or overwhelmed. Often, I would start these days in advance of a performance as the anxiety would present itself through insomnia. I was consistently told by our director that they would never ask us to do something that would not present us in the best light, and this helped me to overcome my fear of acting in the rehearsal room. Others combat these issues through practice, speaking about how they memorise every aspect of the music in such a way that they could write the score for memory and this helps them to feel confident before a performance (Tahirbegi, 2022). Alexander Technique has also proven effective to help musicians struggling with music performance anxiety. It is a technique used to connect the mind and the body as when you can visualise what is happening in your body when performing, it can elevate the performance (Brennan, 2016). It also helps to release tension that builds up when performers become anxious before a performance. After learning about the effects of Alexander Technique, I found that visualising the way I was breathing in preparation to sing and releasing tension in my shoulders, the tone of my voice was clearer, and this helped me to feel more confident when performing. Performing with those you trust is also a key component in performing as when you are joined by someone that you trust, it makes the environment a safer performance space. Since I began singing, my father accompanied me on the piano, but I found that when I began my degree, I was singing with accompanists that I did not know. Although singing with different accompanists and being able to adapt to new people is a skill, I struggled greatly with this. Over the years I became more confident with the lecturers who accompanied us in rehearsals and assessments and was able to develop that trust in a shorter time frame. This is not to say that it is only accompanists we should trust on stage. There also must be an element of trust with other performers on stage in a production or ensemble performance. Another solution to feeling anxious in performing is to record any performance. This gives the performer the opportunity to see and hear their performance and will ease the thoughts of self-doubt. When looking at the recording, performers may find that their mistakes were unnoticeable to the audience or praise themselves for recovering after the mistake. It has also been said that sometimes, having music performance anxiety can encourage the performer to push themselves and elevate their performance (Ginsborg, 2017). 
In conclusion, I feel that through the course of this project I have been able to identify the root cause and triggers of my music performance anxiety and subsequently, have developed techniques to counteract these responses. Researching this topic has helped me to discover why this anxiety can cause physical responses as well as psychological. This development in my confidence will now allow me to become a more confident person and also in my future aspirations of becoming a teacher. The use of these techniques are not confined to the music industry but also for other sectors in which speaking publicly, and leadership roles are involved. To help others who suffer from music performance anxiety, I feel like techniques such as square breathing and practicing affirmations could be practiced more in rehearsals as well as having sessions that help students combat these moments of anxiety before they arise making way for more confident and emotionally intelligent performers. 
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