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Component 1

Portfolio on Music Performance Anxiety

Part 1: Rationale for Choosing Music Performance Anxiety

Introduction

Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) refers to the intense fear or nervousness experienced

by musicians before or during a performance (Spahn et al., 2021). Performance in this definition

includes any time an individual has to perform in front of others, so this of course includes the

big performances, but also auditions (which are a lot of pressure), or even sometimes things

that seem “low pressure” like an open mic night or karaoke performance (Taborsky, 2007).

Some people refer to this as “stage fright,” which oftentimes undermines the seriousness of this

experience. It is more than being nervous; it is a condition that manifests in physical, cognitive,

and emotional symptoms that have a dire effect on performers (Spahn et al., 2021). MPA is a

significant concern for many musicians across various genres and ages. It encompasses a

complex interplay of psychological, physiological, and emotional factors that can impede a

musician's ability to perform to their full potential (Zelenkova, 2018). Examples of this are

symptoms such as trembling, sweating, racing heartbeat, negative thoughts, and a sense of

impending failure (Morris & Reardon, 2017). Like most mental or physical struggles, MPA can

range from mild to debilitating which significantly interferes with a musician’s ability to perform at

their best (Zelenkova, 2018). My choice to focus on MPA for Module 4 is informed by a

combination of my personal experiences, academic interests, and the growing recognition of

mental health in the voice community. This portfolio will explore the rationale behind selecting

this topic, including personal connections, academic relevance, and implications for professional

development.

Personal Connection

As a musician, I have faced the challenges posed by performance anxiety in my own

career. I vividly recall a pivotal moment during a live performance when I was overwhelmed by



anxiety, resulting in a less-than-ideal rendition of a piece I had practiced extensively. This

experience not only affected my performance but also left me questioning my capabilities as a

musician. I remember saying to my teacher, “I just want to be able to trust that when I sing, it will

sound good.” Now that I am a teacher, I have witnessed many of my students also suffer from

MPA. These students sound wonderful in their lessons, but then when they go to perform, they

lose sense of pitch and control. Bakker and Dijk (2020) noted that in their research, performers

with MPA experienced diminished musical expression, which led to career setbacks in the long

run. Zelenkova (2018) mentioned that they have watched MPA lead to depression and burnout,

particularly for musicians who feel that their identity is tied to their performance success

(Zelenkova, 2018). Observing my peers and students grapple with similar issues has

heightened my awareness of the pervasiveness of MPA in the musical community. Witnessing

friends, colleagues, and students struggle with their anxiety has instilled in me a sense of

responsibility to advocate for better support systems and coping strategies. Knowing that I am

not alone in this struggle has motivated me to delve deeper into the phenomenon of MPA,

seeking to understand its underlying mechanisms and how it can be effectively managed. This

empathy drives my commitment to understanding MPA, as I aspire to contribute positively to the

experiences of my fellow musicians.

Career Opportunities

With an increasing emphasis on mental health in the arts, expertise in MPA can open up

diverse career pathways. As a music educator, I may find myself in situations that require me to

support students dealing with anxiety or to develop programs that address mental health issues

in the musical community. I already have found myself in these situations and did not know what

to do, thus making me want to study this further. This specialization may also lead to

opportunities in music therapy or performance coaching, where I can further explore the

psychological aspects of performance and help individuals navigate their anxiety.

Academic Relevance



Interdisciplinary Approach

The study of MPA allows for an interdisciplinary exploration that merges psychology,

music education, and performance studies. Understanding how psychological factors influence

performance can enhance pedagogical approaches and inform intervention strategies. By

examining the emotional and cognitive aspects of MPA, I hope to develop a well-rounded

perspective that integrates these various domains, ultimately benefiting both my teaching and

performance practices.

Research Gaps

While considerable research exists on MPA, there are still significant gaps that warrant

further exploration. For instance, the influence of genre-specific factors on performance anxiety

has not been thoroughly investigated. According to Kenny (2011), classical musicians may

experience different pressures than jazz musicians or pop artists. By focusing my studies on

these gaps, I aim to contribute new insights into how MPA manifests differently across musical

contexts, thus informing tailored interventions for musicians in various genres.

Professional Development

Teaching Implications

As I continue to advance in my career as a theatre teacher and music educator,

understanding MPA will enable me to create a more supportive and nurturing environment for

my students. Knowledge of MPA will inform my teaching practices, allowing me to implement

coping strategies and interventions that can help students manage their anxiety. Creating a

classroom culture that prioritizes mental health and emotional well-being will not only enhance

learning but also empower students to embrace performance opportunities with confidence. The

creation of this classroom culture that is conducive to individuals with music performance

anxiety involves addressing both the physical and psychological factors that influence their

experience. The environment can be optimized by focusing on four key areas: physical space,

social support, preparation, and emotional regulation (Sjögren et al., 2013).



1. Physical Environment

A comfortable, familiar, and quiet space can significantly reduce anxiety levels. For example, a

well-lit and acoustically favorable practice space, with no distractions, can help performers feel

more at ease. This includes ensuring that the space is free from interruptions and has minimal

external noise, allowing the performer to concentrate on their music and not external factors

(Creech et al., 2013).

2. Social Support

Social support is critical in alleviating performance anxiety. An environment that fosters positive

reinforcement and encouragement from peers, teachers, or family can enhance self-confidence

and reduce feelings of isolation (Kenny, 2011). Supportive, non-judgmental feedback is crucial,

as negative criticism or perceived disapproval can exacerbate anxiety (Sjögren et al., 2013).

3. Preparation and Routine

An environment that encourages structured, consistent practice routines can help build

confidence and reduce anxiety. Knowing that the environment supports adequate preparation

and mastery of skills can lower performance-related stress. The use of progressive relaxation

techniques before performances, such as deep breathing exercises, may also help performers

manage their anxiety in performance settings (Osborne, 2017).

4. Emotional Regulation

An environment that promotes emotional regulation strategies such as mindfulness and

cognitive-behavioral techniques (CBT) can be particularly beneficial for performers. Music

performance anxiety can be diminished by creating an environment where performers feel

encouraged to engage in relaxation and mindfulness exercises that help manage physiological

responses to anxiety (Chambless & Gillis, 2004).

The best environment for people with music performance anxiety should be supportive,

structured, emotionally regulated, and tailored to reduce distractions and stressors that trigger



anxiety. By focusing on these aspects, the performer is better equipped to handle anxiety and

perform confidently (Chambless & Gillis, 2004).

Rationale Conclusion

In summary, choosing Music Performance Anxiety as my topic is rooted in personal

experiences, academic curiosity, and a commitment to professional growth. By exploring the

complexities of MPA, I hope to deepen my understanding of its impact on musicians and

develop effective strategies for managing it. Ultimately, I aspire to foster a supportive

environment for my peers and students, contributing to a culture of resilience and well-being

within the musical community.

Part 2: Planned Program of Study

Overview

The layout of this independent study will consist of a scoping literature review, presenting

what is known about Music Performance Anxiety, gaps in the research, and how to apply

knowledge gained from research in the workplace.

Aims

The aim of conducting this literature review on music performance anxiety is to explore

the various psychological, physiological, and social factors that contribute to this common issue

among musicians. By synthesizing existing research, I seek to better understand the underlying

causes of performance anxiety, the impact it has on musicians’ well-being and performance, and

the strategies that have been proposed to manage or reduce it. Additionally, this review will

examine how factors such as personality traits, stage experience, and cultural contexts may

influence the intensity and frequency of performance anxiety. Ultimately, my goal is to identify

gaps in the current literature and highlight areas where further research is needed, contributing

to a more comprehensive understanding of the subject and potential interventions to support

musicians.

Objectives



1. Understand the Nature of Music Performance Anxiety: My primary objective is to gain a

thorough understanding of MPA, including its definitions, prevalence, underlying causes, and

effects on performance. This foundational knowledge will inform subsequent aspects of my

study.

2. Examine Coping Strategies: I will explore various coping strategies and interventions that

have been shown to mitigate the effects of MPA. This includes cognitive-behavioral techniques,

mindfulness practices, and performance preparation strategies.

Study Components

Literature Review

I will conduct a scoping literature review of existing research on MPA, focusing on its

psychological, social, and performance-related impacts. A scoping literature review is extensive

and answers broad research questions (Verdejo et al., 2021). It focuses on exploring the

published literature on a given topic, seeing what has been covered thus far, and tends to show

the general overview of research on a topic rather than answering a specific question (Verdejo

et al., 2021). According to Winter (2022), a scoping literature review is best when voice

researchers are synthesizing an emerging field. This literature review will provide a solid

foundation for understanding the topic and identifying key themes and gaps in the research. I

will also examine different perspectives on MPA, including psychological models, performance

contexts, and coping mechanisms. This will involve analyzing studies that highlight the role of

personality traits, situational factors, and cognitive processes in the development and

management of MPA.

Reflection and Evaluation

I will maintain a reflective journal throughout the study, documenting insights, challenges,

and personal growth. This journal will serve as a space for self-reflection, allowing me to track

my progress and identify areas for improvement. At the conclusion of the program, I will

evaluate the impact of the strategies implemented on both my students and myself. This



evaluation will involve assessing performance outcomes, student feedback, and my own

experiences in managing MPA.

Timeline

I created a Gantt chart to track my progress, which is included in Appendix B. The timeline for

my independent study is outlined as follows:

Weeks 1-4: During this period, I brainstormed potential topics, reviewed existing research, and

ultimately selected my focus area. I also began conducting preliminary research and attended

lectures at the Voice Study Centre.

Weeks 8-12: I continued my initial research and began drafting the introduction and rationale for

my project. This phase also involved refining my focus based on the findings from the early

research.

Weeks 12-16: I explored various types of literature reviews and decided on the approach that

best suited my study. I then began writing the literature review, synthesizing key sources to

support my research.

Weeks 16-20: In this phase, I gathered additional sources, edited my literature review for clarity

and coherence, and wrote a reflective piece on the research process. By the end of this period,

my literature review was nearly complete, and I was able to assess my overall progress.

The Gantt chart provides a visual representation of these phases, helping me stay on track and

manage my time effectively throughout the project.

Part 3: Critical Reflection on Learning Experience

Writing my paper on music performance anxiety (MPA) has been a multifaceted

experience that challenged both my intellectual and emotional responses to the topic.

Throughout the process, I not only delved into existing research on MPA but also reflected on

my personal experiences with performance anxiety, which made the writing process feel more

personal and meaningful. The project required me to balance scholarly analysis with my own

reflections, which led to both challenges and breakthroughs as I navigated this topic. According



to the Gibbs Reflective Model, one can properly reflect by Description, Feelings, Evaluation,

Analysis, Conclusion, and Action Plan (Parsons, 2024). Using the Gibbs Reflective Model

(Appendix B), I will outline these steps:

1. Description: What happened?

2. Feelings: What were you thinking and feeling?

3. Evaluation: What was good and bad about the experience?

4. Analysis: What sense can you make of the situation?

5. Conclusion: What else could you have done?

6. Action Plan: if it arose again, what would you do?

Initial Thoughts and Topic Selection

At the beginning, I chose music performance anxiety because I have personally

experienced it during my own musical performances and my students have as well. I was

interested in understanding the psychological and physiological mechanisms behind it, as well

as exploring potential strategies for managing it. I found that music performance anxiety was a

topic that resonated with many musicians and performers, and I hoped that my research could

offer practical insights for others dealing with similar struggles. Initially, I underestimated how

much depth and complexity there was to the subject. I thought I would primarily find information

about causes and strategies for managing MPA, but as I dug deeper into academic articles and

case studies, I quickly realized how diverse and nuanced the literature on the subject is. The

scope of the topic expanded beyond just symptoms and treatment, to include theories on

performance, the impact of social and environmental factors, and even the historical context of

performance anxiety.

Research Process

The research process was both stimulating and challenging. I had to sift through a wide

range of sources, including psychological studies, music performance guides, and interviews

with musicians. At first, I struggled with narrowing my focus—there was so much information



that it felt overwhelming. One key moment of insight came when I realized that I didn’t need to

cover every aspect of MPA; rather, I could focus on specific aspects that I found most interesting

and relevant to my own experiences.

One of the challenges I faced was understanding and synthesizing psychological concepts

related to anxiety, such as cognitive-behavioral theories and the fight-or-flight response. These

concepts were complex, and I had to invest time in making sure I fully understood them before

incorporating them into my paper. I also found that the language in some of the academic

articles was quite technical, and I had to ensure I translated those ideas into more accessible

terms for my intended audience. Balancing accessibility with scholarly rigor was tricky, but

ultimately rewarding.

Writing Process

The writing process was both rewarding and, at times, frustrating. Early on, I struggled to

organize my ideas cohesively. I had a lot of information and personal reflections, but I wasn’t

sure how to present them in a way that flowed logically. Eventually, I broke the paper into

sections—first explaining the nature of performance anxiety, then discussing the physiological

and psychological components, followed by strategies for overcoming it. This structure helped

me bring order to my thoughts and allowed me to present the information in a way that made

sense.

Another challenge was staying objective while discussing something so personal. As someone

who has experienced performance anxiety firsthand, I was emotionally invested in the topic. It

was important for me to maintain an academic tone while still drawing from my own experiences

to support my argument. I think I struck a good balance in the end, but it took some conscious

effort to avoid letting personal anecdotes overwhelm the paper.

Insights and Growth

As I researched and wrote the paper, I gained a deeper understanding of the nature of

performance anxiety, not just from a psychological standpoint but from a more holistic



perspective that included physical, emotional, and social factors. I realized that anxiety is a

complex interplay of factors, and no one-size-fits-all solution exists for managing it. The range of

treatment options, from cognitive-behavioral therapy to mindfulness practices, gave me a sense

of hope that MPA can be managed through multiple approaches.

On a personal level, writing this paper was a cathartic experience. Reflecting on my own

experiences with MPA gave me a deeper understanding of my struggles as a performer. I now

recognize that the anxiety I experience isn’t a sign of weakness but a common challenge many

musicians face. Additionally, the research gave me new tools and strategies that I can use to

manage my own performance anxiety moving forward.

Through the process, I also honed my academic writing skills. I became more comfortable with

synthesizing research, presenting arguments logically, and discussing complex ideas in a clear

and concise manner. I also became more confident in expressing my thoughts and opinions

while grounding them in scholarly evidence. This process helped me grow not only as a writer

but also as a thinker.

Challenges and Areas for Improvement

While I made significant progress throughout the writing process, there were a few

challenges I encountered that I would address differently in the future. One area I struggled with

was time management. I found myself spending a lot of time on research in the early stages and

not leaving enough time for the writing and revision process. In hindsight, I would allocate more

time to drafting and revising, allowing myself more opportunities to refine my ideas.

Additionally, I feel that I could have explored the impact of cultural differences on the experience

of MPA in more depth. While I focused on general causes and strategies for overcoming MPA, I

did not fully address how cultural norms around performance could influence the severity or

manifestation of performance anxiety. This is an area I’d like to explore further in future work.

Reflection Conclusion



Writing this paper on music performance anxiety was an enlightening and reflective

experience. It provided me with valuable insights into both the academic study of anxiety and

my own personal relationship with performance. The research and writing process allowed me

to engage deeply with the topic, and I believe the final paper reflects that engagement. This

experience has not only improved my research and writing skills but has also given me a

greater sense of empathy for others who struggle with performance anxiety. Moving forward, I

will carry with me the lessons I’ve learned about managing my own anxiety, as well as the

awareness that MPA is a challenge faced by many musicians and performers—one that can be

understood and overcome with the right strategies and support.

Component 2

Music Performance Anxiety: A Comprehensive Literature Review and Its Implications for

Singing Teachers

Introduction

Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) is a pervasive issue that significantly impacts

musicians across genres, from classical performers to contemporary artists. As a psychological

condition characterized by intense fear and apprehension before or during a performance, MPA

can undermine even the most skilled musicians, preventing them from realizing their full

potential (Kenny, 2011). In an era where performance opportunities are abundant yet highly

competitive, understanding and addressing MPA has never been more critical. The implications

of this anxiety extend beyond individual performances, affecting musicians' mental health,

career trajectories, and overall quality of life.

The relevance of MPA is underscored by its prevalence among musicians, with studies

indicating that anywhere from 20% to 60% experience significant levels of anxiety (Clark &

Fairclough, 2014). This variability in prevalence can be attributed to factors such as genre,

performance context, and individual differences. For instance, classical musicians often report

higher anxiety levels compared to jazz musicians, suggesting that the performance environment



and expectations play a crucial role in shaping anxiety experiences (Tarrant et al., 2016). This

will be discussed more in depth later on in the literature review.

This literature review aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of MPA, delving into its

definitions, prevalence, causes, impacts, and coping strategies. By synthesizing recent

research, this review will illuminate the complex nature of MPA and its implications for singing

teachers. The insights gained will not only enhance our understanding of this phenomenon but

also offer practical strategies for educators to support their students in overcoming performance

anxiety.

Definitions and Terminology

The term Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) encompasses a range of experiences and

symptoms, making it a complex construct to define. According to Kenny (2011), MPA is

characterized by a fear of negative evaluation during musical performances, leading to a variety

of physiological and psychological symptoms. While "stage fright" is a commonly used term

mainly by non-performers (Chambless & Gillis, 2004), some researchers argue that MPA is

more specific to the context of musical performance, highlighting the unique pressures

musicians face (Kenny & Osborne, 2006).

Research on MPA has evolved over the years, with early studies primarily focused on its

prevalence among classical musicians. However, recent research has expanded to include

diverse genres and performance contexts. For example, Clark and Fairclough (2014) conducted

a comprehensive study on classical musicians and found that approximately 45% reported high

levels of MPA. Their research utilized a combination of self-report questionnaires and

physiological measures, offering a nuanced view of the anxiety experienced by musicians.

Conversely, Tarrant et al. (2016) explored MPA among jazz musicians and reported

lower prevalence rates. Their findings suggest that the genre and performance context

significantly influence anxiety levels. The improvisational nature of jazz, for instance, may

contribute to a different set of performance pressures compared to the highly structured



environment of classical music. This variability highlights the need for tailored approaches to

understanding and addressing MPA across different musical genres. Different genres have

distinct performance practices, audience expectations, and technical demands, all of which can

influence a musician’s anxiety levels. I mainly teach musical theatre, which has a lot of pressure

as well. Some things can be improvised, but that can be frowned upon if doing it for no reason,

as it can cause the other actors to lose trust in you or “break character.” These insights provided

by Tarrant et al. (2016) helped me realize that I need to find the balance as I am teaching voice

and directing musical theatre productions. Yes, these productions are serious work; however,

they are also meant to be fun!

In addition to genre, other demographic factors, such as age, experience level, and

gender, also play a crucial role in shaping MPA experiences. Studies indicate that younger, less

experienced musicians may experience higher levels of anxiety due to their perceived lack of

competence (Harris et al., 2017). Conversely, seasoned performers may develop coping

strategies over time, leading to reduced anxiety levels. Understanding these demographic

influences can inform targeted interventions for musicians at different stages of their careers.

Overall, the prevalence of MPA is a complex issue influenced by various factors,

including genre, experience, and individual differences. By recognizing the diverse experiences

of musicians, educators can better support their students in managing performance anxiety. This

could look differently for each student: implementing cognitive behavioral techniques with

assistance from a therapist, mindfulness and relaxation techniques, and performance

preparation.

Prevalence and Statistics

Research indicates that MPA is highly common among musicians, with studies

consistently reporting that a substantial number of performers experience anxiety. For example,

a study by Kenny and Osborne (2006) found that approximately 30-40% of musicians

experience significant levels of anxiety, ranging from mild nervousness to severe



performance-related distress. This is corroborated by a study by Wilson, Kammen, and McGrath

(2002), which found that 60% of professional musicians reported experiencing anxiety to some

degree, with 20% describing it as debilitating. Similarly, Osborne and Franklin (2002) reported

that 40% of musicians regularly experience performance anxiety, particularly before high-stakes

performances such as concerts and competitions.

Causes of Music Performance Anxiety

Personality Traits

One of the most significant personality traits associated with MPA is trait anxiety. Trait

anxiety refers to a person's general tendency to experience anxiety across various situations,

including music performance situations (Kenny & Osborne, 2006). In the context of MPA, trait

anxiety describes individuals who are more predisposed to experiencing anxiety not only in

performance settings but also in everyday life (Kenny & Osborne, 2006). This characteristic is

distinct from state anxiety, which refers to anxiety levels triggered by specific situations, such as

performing on stage (Spielberger, 1983). Individuals who score high on measures of trait anxiety

tend to experience anxiety more broadly across various situations, including musical

performances (Kenny, 2009). This predisposition can manifest as a pervasive fear of negative

evaluation, leading to heightened anxiety levels during performances.

Perfectionism is another critical factor linked to MPA. Perfectionism refers to a

personality trait characterized by setting exceedingly high standards (often unrealistic) for

oneself and striving for flawless performance, which can be a significant factor contributing to

MPA (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). Perfectionists set excessively high standards for themselves and

are often highly self-critical, contributing to increased performance anxiety (Flett et al., 2016).

Perfectionistic tendencies in musicians often involve a fear of making mistakes, which can

heighten anxiety before and during performances (Kenny & Osborne, 2006). The pressure to

meet these self-imposed standards can result in increased stress and fear of failure, both of

which are closely linked to MPA. For example, a musician who believes that any mistake during



a performance reflects a personal failure may experience overwhelming anxiety (Flett & Hewitt,

2002). Studies have shown that musicians with perfectionistic tendencies such as excessive

self-criticism, fear of judgement, and overreaction to mistakes report higher levels of MPA and

greater difficulties managing their anxiety during performances (Kenny & Osborne, 2006). Flett

et al. (2016) found that perfectionism correlates with both increased anxiety and decreased

performance quality, underscoring the detrimental effects of self-imposed pressure. In the

context of MPA, perfectionism manifests in two primary forms: adaptive perfectionism and

maladaptive perfectionism (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). Adaptive perfectionists tend to have high

standards but are able to cope with mistakes and view them as opportunities for growth. In

contrast, maladaptive perfectionists are more likely to become overly self-critical and experience

intense anxiety when they perceive their performance as less than perfect (Flett & Hewitt,

2002). Research by Kenny and Osborne (2006) found that musicians with maladaptive

perfectionistic tendencies report higher levels of MPA, as they are often focused on the fear of

negative evaluation and the potential to fail in front of an audience. Fear of failure is a common

consequence of perfectionism in musicians, particularly when they have an overwhelming

desire to meet external expectations, such as those of teachers, conductors, or audiences.

Davidson (2012) suggests that perfectionism can lead musicians to experience heightened

stress because they focus more on the potential for errors than on the performance itself. This

constant concern about failure exacerbates MPA, as musicians worry not only about the

technical aspects of their performance but also about being judged negatively by others

(Davidson, 2012). Moreover, perfectionism has been shown to contribute to avoidance

behaviors, where musicians may try to avoid performance situations altogether to reduce the

risk of failure and anxiety (Flett & Hewitt, 2002). This avoidance, while temporarily reducing

anxiety, can ultimately hinder a musician's growth and career development.

Situational Factors



Situational factors also significantly influence MPA. Research indicates that larger

audiences and high-stakes performance scenarios are associated with increased anxiety levels

(Holt, 2015). For example, Holt's study found that musicians performing in front of large

audiences experienced more anxiety compared to those in smaller, less formal settings. This

suggests that the size and context of the audience can impact the level of anxiety experienced

by musicians (Holt, 2015).

The presence of evaluative listeners, such as judges or critics, can exacerbate MPA.

Osborne and Kenny (2013) found that musicians reported heightened anxiety when their

performance was being evaluated by experts, emphasizing the role of perceived judgment in

shaping anxiety levels. The pressure to meet external standards and the fear of negative

evaluation can significantly impact musicians' performance experiences.

Additionally, the increasing influence of social media and digital platforms has introduced

new situational pressures for musicians. The ability to share performances online can amplify

feelings of scrutiny and comparison, further intensifying anxiety (Tarrant et al., 2016). Musicians

may feel compelled to present a flawless image (an element of perfectionism), leading to

heightened performance anxiety (Kenny & Osborne, 2006).

Cognitive Processes

Cognitive processes, including negative self-talk and catastrophic thinking, are critical

contributors to MPA. Negative self-talk refers to the internal dialogue where individuals engage

in self-criticism or focus on their perceived shortcomings (Davidson, 2012). This internal

commentary can create a sense of inadequacy, reinforcing feelings of anxiety and

incompetence. In the context of music performance anxiety, a musician might constantly tell

themselves things like: "I’ll never get this right," or "I’m going to embarrass myself on stage."

Such thoughts undermine confidence and increase the fear of failure (Kenny & Osborne, 2006).

For example, a singer might be preparing for a performance and, during practice, tell

themselves, “I’m so bad at this song; I’m going to mess it up in front of everyone.” This negative



self-talk feeds into their anxiety, creating a cycle where the more they fear failure, the more likely

they are to experience physiological symptoms of anxiety (such as shaking hands, a racing

heart, etc.), which can, in turn, lead to mistakes during the performance itself (Davidson, 2012).

Catastrophic thinking involves imagining the worst possible outcome in a given situation, even if

it is highly unlikely (Flett & Hewitt, 2002).. It often leads to an exaggerated fear of failure, where

a small mistake is seen as a disaster. In relation to MPA, a musician might think: “If I hit one

wrong note, my entire performance will be ruined, and the audience will think I’m terrible.” Such

thoughts magnify the potential consequences of mistakes, making the performer more anxious

and less likely to focus on the music itself (Flett & Hewitt, 2002).

During a performance, a singer might slip up on a difficult section and immediately think, "I’ve

ruined the entire piece. Everyone is judging me. This is going to ruin my career.” Even though

the error is minor, the catastrophic thought leads to an overwhelming sense of failure and

anxiety, often causing further performance difficulties (Kenny & Osborne, 2006)

Musicians who engage in self-critical thoughts and overestimate the consequences of a poor

performance are more likely to experience anxiety (Beilock & Carr, 2005). Cognitive-behavioral

models suggest that addressing these maladaptive thought patterns can help manage MPA. For

instance, Beilock and Carr (2005) found that musicians who engaged in positive self-talk and

reframed their performance expectations reported lower levels of anxiety and improved

performance outcomes. This could look like the following:

● Before the Performance: A musician might replace thoughts like "I’m going to mess this

up in front of everyone" with "I’ve practiced this piece well, and I can handle whatever

comes my way." This helps reduce the fear of failure and builds confidence.

● During the Performance: If a mistake occurs, instead of thinking "That was horrible, the

whole performance is ruined," they could think "Everyone makes mistakes. I can recover



and keep going." This shift in mindset helps prevent the anxiety from escalating and

allows the musician to stay focused on the present moment.

● After the Performance: Rather than ruminating on minor errors, a musician might say to

themselves, "That performance went well overall. I did my best, and I’ll keep improving."

This helps prevent the cycle of self-criticism and builds resilience for future performances

(Beilock & Carr, 2005).

Reframing performance expectations involves adjusting one's perspective on performance in a

way that reduces the pressure for perfection and instead emphasizes personal growth,

enjoyment, and flexibility (Beilock & Carr, 2005). This could manifest for singers by setting

realistic goals, viewing mistakes as part of the process, and changing the focus from outcome to

process (Beilock & Carr, 2005).

Research on cognitive-behavioral approaches such as these emphasizes the importance of

challenging negative thoughts and developing adaptive coping strategies. Harris et al. (2017)

suggest that cognitive restructuring and exposure therapy can be effective in reducing MPA by

helping musicians change their thought patterns and gradually expose themselves to

performance situations. By fostering more positive cognitive patterns, musicians can mitigate

the impact of anxiety on their performances.

Overall, understanding the multifaceted causes of MPA is essential for developing

effective interventions. By recognizing the interplay of personality traits, situational factors,

environmental factors, and cognitive processes, educators can provide targeted support to help

musicians navigate their anxiety.

Impact of Music Performance Anxiety

Performance Quality



The impact of MPA on performance quality is well-documented. Studies have shown that

musicians experiencing high levels of anxiety often exhibit decreased technical accuracy and

expressive performance (Kenny, 2011). For example, a study conducted by Kenny (2011) found

that musicians with elevated anxiety levels were more likely to make errors during their

performances and exhibited reduced expressive qualities in their music. This could be due to a

number of things–heart racing, shirtness of breath, shaky body–all of these factors do not assist

in performing at peak ability. This decline in performance quality can have lasting repercussions,

affecting musicians' career opportunities and self-esteem.

Psychological Well-being

The psychological effects of MPA are substantial. Musicians with high levels of MPA are

at an increased risk for mental health issues, such as depression and generalized anxiety

disorder (Flett et al., 2016). The chronic stress associated with MPA can contribute to long-term

psychological distress, adversely affecting musicians' overall well-being. Flett et al. (2016) found

that musicians with elevated levels of MPA reported higher levels of depressive symptoms and

generalized anxiety, highlighting the broader psychological implications of performance anxiety.

The impact of MPA on psychological well-being underscores the need for effective interventions

and support systems for musicians struggling with anxiety. In addition to mental health issues,

MPA can also lead to physical health problems. Chronic anxiety can result in symptoms such as

muscle tension, fatigue, and sleep disturbances, further exacerbating the challenges faced by

musicians (Kenny, 2011). Addressing MPA is not only essential for improving performance but

also for promoting overall health and well-being.

Social and Professional Implications

The social and professional implications of MPA are significant. Socially, it can lead to

isolation, strained relationships, and a decreased enjoyment of music. Professionally, it may

result in career stagnation, suboptimal performance quality, and mental health challenges.

(Davidson, 2012). Musicians may avoid performance situations or withdraw from opportunities



due to fear of negative evaluation (Osborne & Kenny, 2013). This avoidance behavior can

hinder professional development by limiting networking opportunities, affecting musicians'

careers and social interactions (Osborne & Kenny, 2013). Moreover, the stigma surrounding

mental health issues in the performing arts can exacerbate feelings of isolation for musicians

struggling with MPA. Many people peg individuals with mental health struggles as “weak”,

“unreliable”, or “crazy.” While this is far from the truth, many performers are afraid of not being

granted opportunities due to their mental health struggles (Kenny & Osborne, 2006). They fear

disclosing their anxiety, worrying that it could jeopardize their careers or reputations (Tarrant et

al., 2016). By fostering a more supportive and understanding environment (using strategies

discussed in latter sections), educators and institutions can help reduce the stigma associated

with performance anxiety and encourage musicians to seek help.

Coping Strategies and Interventions

Effective coping strategies and interventions are essential for managing MPA and enhancing

musicians' performance experiences. Various approaches, including cognitive-behavioral

techniques, mindfulness practices, and performance preparation strategies, can help musicians

navigate their anxiety.

Cognitive-Behavioral Techniques

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) is a well-established method for managing MPA. As

a former therapist, I have experience with CBT. Research supports the effectiveness of CBT in

reducing MPA and improving performance outcomes. For example, Beilock and Carr (2005)

found that cognitive-behavioral interventions effectively reduced anxiety levels and enhanced

performance quality among musicians. Techniques such as cognitive restructuring and

exposure therapy are commonly used to help musicians challenge and change maladaptive

thoughts and behaviors associated with performance anxiety (Beilock & Carr, 2005). These

techniques focus on changing unhelpful thought patterns and gradually exposing singers to

performance situations, ultimately reducing anxiety and improving performance outcomes.



Cognitive restructuring involves identifying negative or irrational thoughts (cognitive distortions)

and replacing them with more balanced, realistic thoughts (Chambless & Gillis, 2004). For

singers with MPA, this helps shift their mindset from fear and self-doubt to confidence and a

focus on growth. A teacher can implement it as follows:

1. Identifying Negative Thoughts

Teachers can encourage students to notice and identify negative thoughts that occur before,

during, or after singing performances. These might include:

● "I’ll mess up and everyone will notice."

● "I’m not good enough to perform in front of others."

● "If I forget the lyrics or make a mistake, it will be a disaster."

A good practice is to have students keep a journal or thought diary where they record these

anxious thoughts before and after performances or rehearsals (Beilock & Carr, 2005).

2. Challenging Negative Thoughts

Once negative thoughts are identified, help students critically evaluate them. Ask questions

such as:

● Is this thought based on evidence? For example, “Have I failed every time I performed?”

● What is the likelihood that this will happen? For instance, “How often do I really forget

the lyrics or make a significant mistake?”

● What would be the worst-case scenario, and how would I handle it? This can help to

make the feared outcome less intimidating.

Encourage the student to reframe irrational thoughts into more balanced, helpful alternatives.

For example, replace "If I make a mistake, everyone will think I’m terrible" with "Mistakes are

part of performing. Even professional singers make mistakes, and the audience usually doesn't



notice them." This helps to reduce the fear of failure and allows the student to focus on the

process of singing rather than worrying about perfect outcomes (Flett & Hewitt, 2002).

3. Reinforcing Positive Self-Talk

Teach students to replace self-critical thoughts with positive affirmations and

self-encouragement. For example, before a performance, a singer could say, "I’ve practiced

hard, and I am ready to share my music." Positive self-talk can enhance self-confidence and

reduce anxiety by reminding the student of their capabilities (Kenny & Osborne, 2006).

Exposure therapy is based on the principle that gradual exposure to the feared situation

reduces anxiety over time (Chambless & Gillis, 2004). For singers with MPA, this means

progressively facing performance situations in a controlled manner to reduce their fear and build

confidence. Here's how to incorporate exposure therapy into singing lessons:

1. Gradual Exposure to Performance Situations

Start by exposing the student to low-pressure performance situations and gradually increase the

difficulty:

● Private practice with the teacher: Begin with the singer performing for the teacher in a

safe, non-threatening environment.

● Small, supportive audiences: Once the student is comfortable performing for the teacher,

invite a small group of trusted individuals (e.g., family, fellow students) to watch the

performance. Gradually increase the size of the audience as the student becomes more

comfortable.

● Public performances: Eventually, the student should perform in front of larger groups,

such as at student recitals, masterclasses, or community events. These environments



are less intimidating than professional performances and provide a safe space to

continue to face performance anxiety.

The idea is to expose the singer to performance settings incrementally, so they can experience

manageable levels of anxiety and gradually adapt (Davidson, 2012). This exposure helps to

reduce the fear of performing and builds confidence over time.

2. Simulated Performance Situations

Role-playing or simulated performance situations can be an effective way to expose the singer

to performance anxiety in a low-risk environment. For instance:

● Mock concerts or auditions: Recreate performance scenarios in the lesson where the

singer has to face imagined challenges, such as an unexpected technical issue or an

audience's behavior.

● Video recording: Record the singer while they perform a piece. Watching the recording

may initially be anxiety-inducing, but it can also help the singer become more

comfortable with seeing themselves perform. This is an excellent tool for desensitization,

allowing the singer to review their performance objectively (Beilock & Carr, 2005).

3. Exposure to Stressful Performance Components

In addition to the performance itself, it’s important to expose the singer to other anxiety-inducing

aspects of performing, such as:

● Stage presence: Practice walking on stage, adjusting the microphone, or speaking to the

audience.

● Dealing with mistakes: Have the student practice continuing a performance after making

an intentional mistake, reinforcing the idea that mistakes do not ruin the entire



performance. This can help reduce the fear of failure and teach resilience (Flett & Hewitt,

2002).

Mindfulness and Relaxation Techniques

Mindfulness and relaxation techniques are also effective in managing MPA. Techniques

such as deep breathing, progressive muscle relaxation, and mindfulness-based interventions

have been shown to help musicians reduce physiological symptoms of anxiety and increase

their overall sense of calm (Kenny & Osborne, 2006). For instance, Kenny and Osborne (2006)

found that mindfulness-based interventions improved both psychological and performance

outcomes among musicians, highlighting the potential benefits of incorporating mindfulness

practices into performance preparation. Mindfulness techniques, such as focused attention and

acceptance, can help musicians manage their anxiety by promoting a sense of present-moment

awareness and reducing the impact of negative thoughts and feelings. Research suggests that

mindfulness-based interventions can effectively improve performance outcomes and reduce

anxiety levels among musicians (Tarrant et al., 2016). Several intervention techniques, including

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) and relaxation training, have shown promise in

reducing Music Performance Anxiety (MPA). MBSR, which combines mindfulness meditation

with body awareness, has been found to help musicians manage anxiety by fostering greater

present-moment awareness and reducing the impact of negative thoughts associated with

performance (Kenny & Osborne, 2006). Studies have demonstrated that mindfulness practices

can lower physiological arousal and improve emotional regulation, both of which contribute to

reduced anxiety (Flett et al., 2016). Similarly, relaxation training techniques, such as progressive

muscle relaxation (PMR) and deep breathing exercises, have been shown to effectively reduce

the physical symptoms of MPA, such as muscle tension and rapid heartbeat (Beilock & Carr,

2005). For example, a study by Clark and Fairclough (2014) indicated that relaxation techniques

helped musicians decrease anxiety levels, leading to improved performance quality. Both MBSR



and relaxation training target the physiological and psychological components of MPA, offering

musicians tools to manage anxiety both before and during performances (Kenny, 2009). These

interventions are increasingly recognized for their ability to not only alleviate immediate anxiety

but also to enhance overall well-being by promoting resilience in high-pressure performance

environments.

Performance Preparation

Improving performance preparation is another effective strategy for managing MPA.

Strategies such as systematic desensitization, where musicians gradually expose themselves to

performance situations, can help build confidence and reduce anxiety (Clark & Fairclough,

2014). For example, Clark and Fairclough (2014) found that systematic desensitization was

effective in reducing anxiety levels and improving performance quality among classical

musicians. Additionally, pre-performance routines and mental rehearsal techniques can

enhance preparedness and reduce anxiety. Research has shown that developing a consistent

pre-performance routine and engaging in mental rehearsal can help musicians feel more

prepared and confident during performances (Osborne & Kenny, 2013). These strategies can

help musicians manage their anxiety and improve their overall performance experience.

By implementing a combination of cognitive-behavioral techniques, mindfulness

practices, and effective performance preparation strategies, musicians can develop a

comprehensive toolkit for managing MPA. Educators can play a vital role in facilitating these

strategies, ensuring that musicians feel supported and empowered to overcome their anxiety.

Future Directions

Intervention Research

Future research should prioritize evaluating the long-term effectiveness of various

interventions for MPA. While cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and mindfulness techniques

have demonstrated promise, more comprehensive studies are needed to assess their efficacy

across diverse populations and performance contexts (Harris et al., 2017). For example, future



research could investigate the effectiveness of combined interventions, integrating CBT with

mindfulness practices, to reduce MPA and enhance performance outcomes Moreover,

examining the timing and frequency of interventions on MPA could yield valuable insights.

Studies could explore whether different intervention approaches are more effective when

applied at specific stages of performance preparation or throughout various phases of a

musician's career (Harris et al., 2017).

Genre-Specific Factors

Investigating genre-specific factors in MPA can illuminate how different musical contexts

influence anxiety levels. Examining this may facilitate the development of tailored strategies for

managing MPA across various musical contexts. For example, research could assess which

coping strategies are more effective for musicians in different genres and how these strategies

can be incorporated into performance preparation and training programs.

Technological Advancements

The impact of technological advancements on MPA is another area of interest for future

research. Innovations such as virtual performances and digital feedback may influence anxiety

levels and performance outcomes (Holt, 2015). Virtual performance platforms, for instance,

could change audience interaction dynamics and affect musicians' anxiety in new ways. Future

studies could investigate how technology affects MPA and identify strategies to leverage

technological advancements in supporting musicians as they manage their anxiety. Research

could focus on the effectiveness of virtual reality simulations for performance practice, the role

of digital feedback in alleviating anxiety, and the potential benefits of technology-assisted

relaxation techniques (Holt, 2015).

Implications for Singing Teachers

Singing teachers play a crucial role in recognizing and addressing Music Performance Anxiety

(MPA) in their students. There are several practical strategies that can be implemented to create

a supportive learning environment, reduce performance-related stress, and help students



manage their anxiety. Understanding the complexities of MPA can significantly enhance the

teaching practices of singing teachers. By applying findings from this literature review, educators

can create supportive environments that foster confidence and resilience in their students.

Developing a Supportive Learning Environment

Creating a supportive classroom atmosphere is crucial for helping students manage music

performance anxiety (MPA). Teachers should encourage open discussions about performance

anxiety, allowing students to express their feelings and share coping strategies without

judgment. This normalizes MPA and reduces stigma, fostering a sense of community (Kenny,

2011).

Incorporating Mindfulness Practices

Mindfulness techniques, such as deep breathing, visualization, or grounding exercises, can

help students manage anxiety. Teachers can integrate these practices into warm-ups, making

them a habitual part of the student's routine to promote focus and calm nerves before

performances (Tarrant et al., 2016).

Role-Playing and Simulated Performances

Gradually exposing students to performance situations in low-pressure contexts, such as

role-playing exercises, can reduce anxiety. Performing in front of peers or the teacher allows

students to practice coping mechanisms and become more accustomed to managing

performance stress (Osborne & Kenny, 2013).

Customized Performance Preparation

Teachers can implement performance preparation strategies, such as gradual exposure to

increasingly larger audiences and developing pre-performance routines. Giving students

autonomy in selecting repertoire empowers them, reducing pressure and boosting confidence

(Clark & Fairclough, 2014).



Encouraging Positive Self-Talk

Guiding students to challenge negative thoughts and replace them with positive affirmations

fosters a healthier mindset. Reframing mistakes as learning opportunities helps shift focus

toward growth, reducing anxiety (Beilock & Carr, 2005).

Collaboration with Mental Health Professionals

Collaborating with counselors specializing in performance anxiety ensures students receive

comprehensive support, and provides teachers with effective strategies for managing MPA

(Osborne & Kenny, 2013).

Conclusion

Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) is a multifaceted issue with significant implications for

musicians' performance, psychological well-being, and professional development. This literature

review has explored the definitions, prevalence, causes, impacts, and coping strategies related

to MPA. While research has provided valuable insights into MPA and effective interventions,

ongoing investigation remains crucial for further understanding and addressing this challenge.

Future research should focus on evaluating the long-term effectiveness of interventions,

investigating genre-specific factors, and exploring the impact of technological advancements on

MPA. By continuing to explore these areas, researchers can contribute to developing more

effective support systems and strategies for musicians dealing with performance anxiety. For

singing teachers, applying these findings can lead to enhanced teaching practices, improved

student outcomes, and a more supportive environment for aspiring musicians.
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Appendix A

Gantt chart timeline for Module 4 timeline



Appendix B

Gibb’s Reflective Cycle (Parsons, 2024)


