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Abstract

Music performance anxiety (MPA) affects numerous musicians, preventing them from performing
to the full extent of their abilities. A variety of tools are used to cope with MPA among which is
meditation. Although research conducted to date has made a distinction between the types of
meditative techniques and their effects, this aspect is still not thoroughly investigated. The aim
of this qualitative study is to investigate the experience of specialists in the field and identify the
meditations employed for counteracting MPA. Sixteen semi-structured interviews were held with
experts; recordings and transcripts were verified multiple times and imported into NVivo software.
Thematic analysis was conducted, developing three main themes which illustrate how the experts
describe MPA, the influencing factors for the effectiveness of meditation, the employed meditative
techniques and how they reduce MPA. Within the last theme, body-centered meditations and
breathing techniques, along with visualizations and Vipassana meditation, occupy a prominent
place. Results show furthermore that affect-centered meditations offer interesting perspectives
for counteracting perfectionism and self-criticism. The findings of this study may be of interest to
educational institutions and musicians who want to acquire emotional awareness, self-regulation
strategies for counteracting MPA, and improving performance skills.
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The ability to manage the emotional aspects of a performance is a fundamental skill developed
by musicians as part of their musical training to become professionals. Musicians’ emotional
arousal is crucial in leading to peak performance and essential for expressiveness and
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relationship with the audience (Wilson & Roland, 2002). However, when the emotional arousal
exceeds certain limits, it can become debilitating and manifest as music performance anxiety
(MPA; Lehmann et al., 2007). The phenomenon can be experienced with physiological, cogni-
tive, and behavioral symptoms, requiring multiple tools and approaches to overcome it.
Recently, alongside more established treatments like psychological therapy, pharmacology, and
combined therapies (Juncos & de Paiva e Pona, 2018; Kenny, 2005; Lehrer, 1987; Nagel et al.,
1989; Sweeney & Horan, 1982), meditation has been considered as a valuable tool to counter-
act MPA (Butzer et al., 2016; Czajkowski et al., 2020; Diaz, 2018; Lin et al., 2008).

The term meditation refers to hundreds of contemplation techniques and mental training
which originated as spiritual practices in Hindu and Buddhist traditions (Nash et al., 201 3;
Sedlmeier et al., 2012). To create a unified taxonomy, researchers developed classification sys-
tems ranging from a two-dimensional system (Lutz et al., 2008) to more detailed categorization
(Dahl et al., 2015; Nash et al., 2013) up to definition of 20 types of techniques grouped in
seven categories (Matko & Sedlmeier, 2019). A number of meditative techniques used to coun-
teract MPA were explored by researchers in the last 20years, with quantitative and mixed
methods. Zen meditation was explored for its effects on MPA, state anxiety, and concentration
levels during performance (Chang et al., 2003; Lin et al., 2008). Participants who attended one
meditation class per week for 8 weeks showed an improvement in MPA compared with the con-
trol group, while there was no substantial difference between the groups in levels of state anxi-
ety and concentration. The effect of yogic practice comprising asana, breathing, and meditation,
plus counseling targeting performance problems and music career stress was explored in rela-
tion to MPA (Butzer et al., 2016; Khalsa et al., 2009). Statistical analysis showed a significant
decrease in MPA, and also in relation to depression, tension, anger, and general anxiety. Hatha
yoga practice, including asana, breathing, and meditation showed significant improvements in
the levels of MPA and trait-anxiety for 24 students of the Conservatory of Boston who took
9 weeks of yoga classes, approximately 2 per week (Stern et al., 2012). The mindfulness-based
stress reduction (MBSR) protocol (Kabat-Zinn, 1994, 2011) comprising formal and informal
mindfulness practices to be applied in daily life, was adapted for use by musicians and tested in
its effects on singers and instrumentalists in two exploratory mixed-method studies (Czajkowski
et al., 2020; Czajkowski & Greasley, 2015). Encouraging results on the enhancement of music
and social skills and a beneficial impact on MPA and the quality of performance show that fur-
ther research detailing the effects of mindfulness on MPA, and the skills involved in musical
learning and performance, would be of value to musicians interested in improving their life and
performance skills.

In addition, previous research in the extra-musical field has also shown different effects of
different meditation techniques in terms of neural activations (Klimecki et al., 201 3; Tomasino
et al., 2014), confirming the relevance of in-depth future research. In particular, a 9 month
longitudinal study (Singer & Engert, 2019), explored the effects of 3 meditation techniques
based on presence, socio-affective processes, and meta-cognitive processes with perspective on
oneself and others. Results showed the development of different skills depending on the type of
meditation practiced, like attentional skills improved with the practice of the presence and
affect meditation module but not with the perspective module. Differences were also observed
in terms of neuroplasticity: the presence module increased cortical thickness in prefrontal
regions, the affect module activated parietal and frontoinsular regions, and the perspective
module was correlated with the inferior frontal and temporal cortices activity and increased
total gray matter volume.



Paese and Egermann 3

Method
Aims and study design

Meditation as a tool to counteract MPA is widely employed by professionals helping musicians,
therefore, a close investigation of their practical experience can offer interesting insights.
Considering previous research, there is still much to be investigated in detail on the use of medi-
tation as a tool to counteract MPA and the effects of different meditative techniques on MPA
symptoms. In addition, previous studies have been conducted mainly with a quantitative or
mixed-method approach, investigating the experience of students or professional musicians
participating in meditation interventions. This study aims to explore the perspective of special-
ists who teach meditation as a tool to cope with MPA, to identify which meditations they use,
and to correlate those meditations with MPA symptoms. A qualitative approach is used to accu-
rately consider their different experiences (Williamon et al., 2021). Semi-structured interviews
were conducted with 16 psychologists, teachers, and performance coaches who all include
meditation as a tool for helping musicians suffering from MPA. A semi-structured interview
approach appeared the most suitable for an exploratory study of specialists’ experiences to
deepen the topics of interest in this study but also to allow the experts to enrich the interview
with other aspects not included in the schedule (see the appendix). The study obtained ethical
approval from the Arts and Humanities Ethics Committee of the University of York.

Participants

The 16 experts were selected for the relevance of their work in the field: they are performance
coaches, musicians, teachers, psychologists, and authors, working at music conservatories and
universities like the Royal Northern College of Music, University of Cambridge, University of
Oxford, Leeds University, Royal Glasgow Conservatoire, Royal Academy of Music, Conservatoire
of Music in Milan, Conservatoire of Music in Lugano, the Juilliard School in New York, and
Cleveland Institute of Music. Several of them are freelancers and practitioners within the
British Association of Performing Arts Medicine (BAPAM). Their professional experience ranges
from 5 to over 20 years and includes a variety of approaches including meditation as a tool to
counteract MPA (see Table 1).

Data collection

The interview schedule (see the appendix) comprised 10 questions aimed at investigating the
experts’ experiences with musicians suffering from MPA, the effects of meditation techniques
on MPA symptoms, present, and future scenarios for the use of meditation as a tool to cope with
MPA. The interviews were conducted over 12 months in English and Italian on Zoom and
Skype, and recorded after obtaining consent from the experts. The interview schedule was
mostly covered in its entirety; in addition, each expert explored detailed aspects of their experi-
ence and training that shaped the approach to work with musicians. The total duration of the
interviews was 30 to 60 min.

Analysis

The interviews were transcribed and translated from Italian to English where necessary.
Recordings and transcripts were verified by the author with multiple listening of recordings
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Table I. List of Experts (N=16), Professional Background, Professional Music Career.

List of Name Professional background Professional
experts music career
Expert 1 Cinzia Barbagelata Teacher, mindfulness practitioner Violinist
(MBSR)
Expert 2 Anna Beaumont Performance anxiety coach, Singer
teacher
Expert 3 Gloria Campaner Performance coach, teacher Pianist
Expert 4 Dr Kathleen Riley Performance coach, teacher, Pianist
researcher, author
Expert 5 Dr Chula Goonewardene MBACP, psychotherapist Guitarist, drummer
Expert 6 Dr David Juncos Psychologist, performance coach, Guitarist, keyboard,
PhD, author electronic
composer
Expert 7 Dr Noa Kageyama Performance psychologist Violinist
Expert 8 Sophie Langdon Performance coach, teacher Violinist
Expert 9 Annie Little Performance coach, teacher. Singer
actress
Expert 10 Candi Louise Performance coach Singer
Expert 11 Dr Karen Neil Mindfulness teacher (MBSR
- Mindfulness-based stress
reduction, MBCT)
Expert 12 John Wild Psychotherapeutic counselor, actor
Expert 13 Charlotte Tomlinson Performance coach, teacher, Pianist
author
Expert 14 Dr Xenia Pestova Bennett ~ Performance and wellness coach Pianist
Expert 15 Ruth Phillips Performance coach, meditation Cellist
teacher
Expert 16 Federica Righini Performance coach, teacher, Pianist
author

Note. Please note that the experts agreed to be named. MBSR: mindfulness-based stress reduction. MBCT: Mindfulness-
based cognitive therapy. MBACP: Member of the British Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy.

and readings of transcriptions, to ensure the accuracy, and to familiarize with the contents. The
transcripts were returned to the experts for verification and opportunity for redacting. The doc-
uments were subsequently imported into NVivo software by which thematic analysis was con-
ducted with the six-step process (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2021). Thematic analysis was chosen
to understand in depth and flexibly the experiences and thoughts of the participants. The
researcher coded the interviews and developed themes engaging in reflexivity by keeping pro-
cedural notes on the analysis steps. The consistency of themes and research questions was veri-
fied during the coding and theme development phase; researcher’s belief systems and personal
experiences with MPA and meditation were also considered and annotated to avoid influencing
the results of the analysis and to preserve research validity. Themes were generated with a com-
bined inductive bottom-up approach for investigating the specialists’ experience, and deductive
top-down approach for identifying the used meditations grouped within the classification sys-
tem by Matko and Sedlmeier (2019). This system includes 20 meditative techniques grouped by
similarity into seven categories based on two dimensions, the amount of body orientation and
body activation: meditation with movement, body-centered meditation, mindful observation,
contemplation, visual concentration, affect-centered meditation, and mantra meditation.
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Table 2. Themes and Subthemes.

Themes Sub-themes
Conceptualizing MPA e MPA is not about the music
e Judgmental narrative about oneself and MPA, and related shame/

distress
The role of culture and education
e Psychological and physiological symptoms related to music and to
music instruments
Influencing factors for the e DPositive factors: sharing thoughts and feelings with a meditation
effectiveness of meditation group and regular practice
e Negative factors: addictions, trauma and specific terminology

Note. MPA: music performance anxiety.

Results and discussion

Three main themes were developed and branched into a number of sub-themes (see Tables 2
and 3). Themes 1 and 2 (Table 2) are the result of thematic analysis conducted with a deductive
bottom-up approach, showing significant aspects of specialists’ experience related to MPA con-
ceptualization and influencing factors for meditation effectiveness. Theme 3 was developed
with an inductive top-down approach, and illustrates the meditations used and considered
effective by the specialists. Table 3 illustrates the meditations used by the experts with reference
to the MPA symptoms and their main effects.

Theme I: conceptualizing MPA

Extensive research on MPA has been conducted hitherto with thorough understanding of the
phenomenon (Cox & Kenardy, 1993; Kenny, 2011; Kenny & Ackermann, 2015). Kenny's
(2011) comprehensive definition reports that

Music performance anxiety is the experience of marked and persistent anxious apprehension related
to musical performance that has arisen through underlying biological and/or psychological
vulnerabilities and/or specific anxiety-conditioning experiences. It is manifested through combinations
of affective, cognitive, somatic, and behavioural symptoms. (p. 433)

Although the purpose of this study was not to further investigate the phenomenon of MPA but
to explore the use of meditation as a tool to counteract it, understanding the highlights of MPA
according to the interviewed experts was interesting for a potential correlation with the selected
meditation types.

MPA is not about the music. “The fears a musician feels while playing are very similar to those felt
in life; those fears indicate the inner obstacles that need to be faced, the path ahead” (Righini &
Zadra, 2010, p. 111). Expert 12 reported that “after the first or second session you can recog-
nise that the point is not about the work or about performance, it's about their lives, it's about
what’s going on in the background, what’s going on in the subconscious mind.” Expert 16
confirmed this insight:

I think that MPA is a symptom of something that does not work with the relationship with oneself. This
aspect could be present at several levels: sometimes there are expectations, sometimesit isindoctrination
because people are often heavily influenced.
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Table 3. Summary of Meditations Used by Experts and Main Effects on MPA Symptoms.

MPA symptom MPA symptom Meditation type Effects

category

Physiological Tachycardia, Body-centered meditations: Increased body awareness
tunnel vision, body-scan, grounding, counteracting all
muscle tension, posture, alignment of physiological symptoms
hyperventilation, the spine, breath nose
uncontrollable (Shamata)
shakiness in Meditation with movement: Released excess energy,
the muscles, Osho meditations, shaking, increased body
dry mouth, walking meditation, five awareness, stabilized
gastrointestinal senses, yoga, manipulating mind, reassured body,
problems, the breath (Pranayama) and mind
disconnection Mindful observation: sitting Increased awareness,
from the body and in silence (Vipassana) ability to observe
mind, high-tension without acting
backstage, excess
adrenaline

Cognitive Rumination, Affect-centered meditation: Reduced rumination and
negative thoughts, loving-kindness (Metta), negative thoughts
lack of attention, compassion meditation
difficulty in (Karuna)
concentration, Mantra meditation: repeating Counteracted rumination
memory lapses, encouraging words, keeping the mind
narrowed attention transcendental meditation engaged, calmed breath
onto perceived Body-centered meditations: Stabilized mind
threats breath nose (Shamata)

Visual concentration: Self-regulation of
concentrating on an object, attention, refocused
candle meditation (Trataka), attention, counteracted
picture frame meditation distraction

Affective Self-criticism, loss Affect-centered meditation: Reduced self-criticism,
of confidence, loving-kindness (Metta), increased confidence,
anxious compassion meditation improved social skills,
apprehension (Karuna) decreased apprehension
for performance Mindful observation: sitting Increased awareness,
and audience, in silence (Vipassana) ability to observe
perfectionism, without acting,
judgmental remodeled inner
narrative dialogue

Mantra meditation: repeating Counteracted self-
encouraging words criticism and

judgmental narrative
Behavioral Overt and covert Affect-centered meditation: Increased self-

avoidance
behavior, muscle
stiffness, technical
and notational
inaccuracy

loving-kindness (Metta),
compassion meditation
(Karuna)

Body-centered meditations:
body-scan, grounding,
posture, alignment of the
spine

compassion, change
of judgmental and
competitive narrative
Increased body
awareness

Note. MPA: music performance anxiety.
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Previous research shed light on the aspect of self-evaluation rather than social evaluation as
a crucial component of MPA, focusing on critical self-perception and fear of making mistakes
or failing rather than aspects of social anxiety (Fogle, 1982). “Sometimes people nurture
dreams of perfection, in order not to be confronted with the dissatisfaction of being them-
selves” (Expert 16).

Judgmental narrative about oneself and MPA, and related shame/distress. Expert 7 noted that one of
the most dysfunctional patterns influencing the onset of MPA is self-criticism which is deeply
rooted in musicians involved in academic training: “usually students can’t play few notes before
some sort of evaluative thoughts come in their heads and they realise how difficult it is to avoid
self-evaluation when they are playing.” Although evaluation is a fundamental component in
instrumental training, it is often confused with judgment. Expert 1 shared that “it is important
to work on the difference between a healthy evaluation of the outcomes and automatic judge-
ment, which can cause a decrease in self-esteem, a drive to mental rumination and manipula-
tion or removal of reality.” The judgmental attitude is closely related to shame, which is
frequently experienced as a form of distress, also expressed in the language used toward oneself
and when experiencing MPA.

When someone is ashamed of having performance anxiety, they say things like “It's my fault, I am a
bad performer, I am less than compared to my peers who are better” so you can hear it in their language.
And when someone has shame behaviorally, they hide. So someone who is ashamed is not going to
challenge themselves to take on more auditions or solos or optional performance opportunities. T
believe that is probably the most common expression of distress. (Expert 6)

The role of culture and education. The Western cultural environment and traditional education
systems can be influential in modeling musicians’ mindset that can favor the onset of MPA. “I
think it’s sadly built into the culture of classical music to feel less than others or to feel ashamed
of yourself, sometimes because it's a very perfectionistic environment” (Expert 6).

It's a problem of our Western classical system of education. In other cultures like among Balinese
gamelan players there isn’t any worries about performances going wrong, nobody is sitting and
listening to them like this, music is part of their lives. (Expert 13)

Culture and education also play a fundamental role in increasing shame among musicians
experiencing MPA, because vulnerability is perceived as weakness with possible influence of
a patriarchal perspective. Expert 10 shared that: “as a female you have to work twice as hard
to measure up, and it means that you get more nervous because you want to be taken seri-
ously.” Regarding the educational institutions, a number of experts (n=11) reported a lack
of adequate training of emotion regulation skills required for performance management
within the academic curriculum, which should be provided in connection with the learning
of musical skills.

Psychological and physiological symptoms related to music and music instruments. “My perception of
MPA is that stems from a disconnection of the mind and body where the mind is no longer pre-
sent” (Expert 9). “MPA is when I allow my thoughts to override listening. Through my research
I noticed that my students were not hearing things the same, and I began to see them experienc-
ing more anxiety” (Expert 4). This disconnection may start with an obsessive thought of fear
with terrifying scenarios that do not necessarily occur but afflict the body and mind.
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A recurring thought is “what if?”: what if I am judged, what if I am going wrong, what if I lose my
career; those scary questions made dangerous also a concert which is perceived as threatening. It is
very deep rooted, it is quite primitive. (Expert 13)

Moreover, Expert 13 underlined a relationship of MPA symptoms with the instrument, in line
with previous research evidencing the linear association between MPA and playing-related
musculoskeletal disorders (Ackermann et al., 2014; Lamontagne & Bélanger, 2014).

A lot of people will have negative sensations related to the instrument: a pianist could have cold and
sweaty hands and nothing to do with their mouth or their breathing; flutists have sensations of dry
mouth but nothing related to the fingers for example. Physiological symptoms are often related to the
instrument. (Expert 13).

Theme 2: influencing factors for the effectiveness of meditation

The experts emphasized the importance of monitoring potential influencing components for
the effectiveness of meditation, either to prevent detrimental effects or promote optimal results
(see Table 2).

Positive factors: sharing thoughts and feelings with a meditation group and regular practice. Sharing
emotions and thoughts and meditating together is considered a powerful tool to connect musi-
cians, combat isolation and poor self-esteem (Experts 1, 5, 7, and 10). Indeed, isolation and
shame about oneself and MPA are reported as frequent among musicians, and this represents a
further detrimental aspect for MPA.

Since not enough people are willing to open about their own fragility, musicians look at their peers
thinking they are super confident and have no fear, but I think the majority of people suffer with
insecurity and anxiety at times. (Expert 5)

The experts (n=10) consider a regular meditation practice as fundamental for developing
skills, as already known to students and musicians from their instrumental training. It must be
bearing in mind that meditation is not a fast solution but requires time and constant practice.

Negative factors: addictions, trauma, and specific terminology. Reflecting on the factors that can have
a potential detrimental effect on meditation effectiveness, the experts recommended to consider
potential trauma or addiction.

Addictive disorders are recognized by experts as one of most debilitating factors for self-
esteem and confidence, and also for meditation effectiveness (Experts 5, 13, and 16). As they
are widespread and unrecognized, it is even more complicated to deal with them properly. The
experts’ suggestion is to investigate the daily habits of the musicians and, if any addiction is
detected, to refer them to other specialists or to do dedicated work to eradicate the addiction
before meditation can be practiced to resolve MPA. Previous research has confirmed the benefi-
cial effects of meditation in addiction recovery, integrated with therapeutic approaches for an
appropriate intervention (Pruett et al., 2007).

Undiagnosed trauma is reported as a cause of the ineffectiveness of meditation in counter-
acting MPA. As the body itself can be a traumatic place, it is recommended a careful practice of
body-centered and breathing meditations (Experts 11, 14, and 15), to avoid reinforcing trauma
and eventual adverse effect from meditation (Lambert et al., 2023). The advice of the experts is
to listen carefully to the experiences and symptoms reported by musicians who seek help in
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managing MPA, to identify any components that might make meditative practice ineffective
and possibly refer them to other professionals: “If there is underlying trauma or addiction then
meditation or mindfulness on its own won'’t really remedy the problem but in conjunction with
the right therapeutical clinical support I think that it definitely can help” (Expert 5).

Reflecting on a social stigma about meditation, experts consider the use of specific terminol-
ogy as a barrier to be circumvented to operate in a multicultural context (Experts 1, 10, 14, and
15). The use of familiar words is more appropriate to bypass prejudices about practices derived
from spiritual traditions, like focus exercise instead of meditation or body-based intervention
instead of yoga, following the example of Kabat-Zinn (1994, 2011).

Theme 3: meditative techniques reducing MPA

The experts indicated the meditations most frequently used in their work with musicians suffer-
ing from MPA and what are the main effects they have observed as a result of their practice.
Table 3 is summative of the experiences of the specialists, not illustrative in detail of the indi-
vidual meditations used by each expert.

Body-centered meditations: body-scan, grounding, posture, alignment of the spine, breath nose
(Shamata). Meditative techniques aimed at improving body awareness are the most recom-
mended by the experts (n=14) to recognize and counteract MPA physiological and body-related
behavioral symptoms.

Much of the initial work I do with students is about knowing the body, how it speaks to us, learning to
listen to feelings. This is an opportunity to learn about the mechanism of the alarm reaction, to realize
that you can afford not to be frightened by the accelerated heartbeat that assails you, because you can
find small strategies to calm it and overcome the discomfort but, first of all, you need to know what is
happening to you. (Expert 1)

Body-scan is considered one of the most effective techniques, also included in the MBSR proto-
col (Kabat-Zinn, 1994). It consists of bringing attention and scanning in detail the parts of the
body in sequence from the feet to the head or vice versa, while inhaling and exhaling.

Body-scan helps take people into their bodies and awareness of bodily sensations and that is a practice
we start in the first lesson of mindfulness courses. To be able to change your posture when you need to
notice it and be aware is the most powerful effect of the body-scan. (Expert 11)

Grounding in the body, alignment and posture are considered fundamental aspects for musi-
cians that can be also consolidated and improved with this type of meditations. Moreover, they
represent a proper introduction to more advanced forms of meditation.

Shamata breath nose meditation involves letting the natural breath be and noticing how it
moves in and out. To facilitate meditation and avoid mental dispersion, counting of breaths can
sometimes be added. All the experts emphasized the importance of this type of meditation in
counteracting physiological and cognitive symptoms. “When you breathe deeply and slowly you
work on your physiological side, you are telling your body you are safe” (Expert 13); “Being
aware of the breath is such a huge teacher in terms of whatever we take in we let go” (Expert 15).

Meditation with movement: Osho meditations, shaking, walking meditation, five senses, yoga, pranayama,
and meditations on the breath. Meditations with movement are also recommended (n=12) as
preliminary to static and advanced meditations requiring prolonged attention and stillness.
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“When young people practice static meditation, they start to feel their heartbeats and some-
times they get scared, so this meditation is not suitable for contacting physical sensations. Medi-
tations with movement could be much more interesting and useful” (Expert 16). Among this
category, Expert 16 mentioned the meditations with movement like created by the Indian mys-
tic Osho (2014), which can also be practiced as a suitable preparatory step to static and more
advanced meditations.

Shaking is mentioned as an effective technique to release tension and excess adrenaline
before the performance (Expert 13). It consists of shaking the body without forcing the move-
ment but simply allowing it.

Irecommend shaking in situations of panic or when there is too much adrenaline that is overwhelming.
What is interesting is that you can observe this action among animals in dangerous situations. After
they overcome being chased by bigger animals, when it feels safe they would start shake. What it does
is shaking the adrenaline out, all that adrenaline that saved your life was shaken out and when it’s
done everything is normal again. (Expert 13)

Walking meditation deriving from the Zen tradition can also relieve anxiety by bringing
attention and awareness to the body, and is also practicable anywhere in pre-concert settings.
Experts 1 and 12 who teach the MBSR protocol (Kabat-Zinn, 1994, 2011), and the experts
using mindfulness practices (Experts 9, 12, and 15) mentioned positive effects on physiological
symptoms from the practice of meditations involving daily actions like walking or five senses, as
a result of raising awareness from ordinary acts.

The MBSR protocol has a significant quality: it allows you to experience mindfulness through different
awareness practices. It includes activities capable of evolving awareness: formal practices such as
body-scanning, sitting meditation on the breath and other objects of attention, walking meditation,
yoga, informal practices based on focusing mindfulness on daily actions. (Expert 1)

The meditation on the five senses consists of connecting to the here and now while main-
taining interoceptive and interoceptive awareness through the five senses. In the MBSR proto-
col (Kabat-Zinn, 1994, 2011), it is known as raisin meditation because a sultana grain is used
with the aim of increasing the conscious perception of internal and external reality, with the
five senses explored in a specific order (sight, touch, smell, hearing, and taste).

Experts 3, 8, 10, and 14 shared the benefits of yogic practice, in particular forward bendings
or yoga poses with a cooling effect, depending on individual needs.

Sometimes people need to be energised before their performance and a warming type of practice, so it
depends on people’s energy. With the Yin yoga I teach, most of the poses are done on the floor involving
a lot of work with the legs, where holding a pose might involve some discomfort. By taking a mindful
approach you observe what’s going on in the body rather than fighting against it, which can be helpful
and applied to MPA situations. (Expert 14)

The yogic practice of breathing (pranayama) consists of manipulating the breath in a variety
of forms with different effects, and it is recommended to cope with physiological symptoms
(Experts 3, 10, 11, and 14).

With pranayama it is possible to act on the breath at the boundary of the involuntary system, even in
situations of high tension such as backstage concert preparation. Highly recommended are the Ujjayi
and the Surya Chandra pranayama with alternating nostrils; depending on the need, practising different
pranayama can warm, cool, calm or activate the body and mind. (Expert 3)
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Reflecting on MPA physiological symptoms and pain-related anxiety (Kenny & Ackermann,
2015), the experts suggest meditations with movement or body-centered, with practices aimed
at counteracting specific instrument-related physiological symptoms. Those meditations were
reported to be effective in increasing body awareness and reducing MPA, in line with previous
research on the effects of meditation on MPA (Butzer et al., 2016; Czajkowski et al., 2020;
Czajkowski & Greasley, 2015; Stern et al., 2012). They were recommended by the experts for
counteracting physiological, cognitive, and behavioral symptoms in the regular daily practice
and also in the moments before the concert; body-centered meditations and meditations with
movement were suggested to release tension and excess adrenaline.

Mindful observation: sitting in silence (Vipassana). Vipassana meditation was reported as one of the
most effective meditations to cope with MPA, aimed at observing emotions and thoughts with
acceptance (n=11). With this meditation musicians can look inside, remodel the inner dialogue
and recognize judgment, and criticism not identifying with them. The static position teaches to
be in the body as it is, and to observe emotions without being attached to them. It is considered
useful in counteracting physiological and psychological symptoms. “It is allowing, stopping
grasping, stopping pushing, relaxing back, it is so powerful. It is a kind of non-interference, let-
ting the music be, taking ourselves away from our personality and allowing music to live just
through us” (Expert 15).

Moreover, mindful observation as well as other mindfulness practices were recommended to
improve attention and counteract distraction. Results are in line with previous research in
extra-musical field on enhanced attentional skills resulting from meditation practice (Lutz
et al., 2008; Malinowski, 201 3; Valentine & Sweet, 1999; Van Leeuwen et al., 2012).

Affect-centered meditation: loving-kindness (Metta), compassion meditation (Karuna). Affect-centered medi-
tations were mentioned for their effect on psychological and behavioral symptoms (Experts 2, 4, 9,
11, and 15). “Once there is compassion towards yourself and even compassion towards your audi-
ence, it is no longer an adversary to you and you are not an adversary to yourself either” (Expert 9).
By practicing the loving-kindness and self-compassion meditations, musicians develop a compas-
sionate approach and non-judgmental self-narrative, including those rejected emotions which are
part of the performance and themselves. In fact, the denial of fear and emotions labeled as negative
because associated with MPA, does not improve the ability to cope with a performance; on the con-
trary, suppressing fear also silences the passion and joy of playing, whereas moderate levels of anxi-
ety positively affect the quality of performance (Steptoe & Fidler, 1987; Wilson & Roland, 2002).

If we shut off fear, we also shut love and the desire to connect with music and the audience. I think it
is very dangerous when you think you should not feel fear, because it is energy. We need to remember
that it comes from love and care. (Expert 15)

In relation to the emotional dimension, setting gratitude as an intention was reported to be
helpful with cognitive and affective symptoms.

If you are going on the stage with gratitude no one is going to remember wrong notes unless you focus
on them and lost your inner hear connection to your present unfolding all the notes; you lose that
focus and you can come back having set your intention of gratitude, which brings you back to your
purpose and inspiration. (Expert 4)

Specialists’ reflections on judgmental narratives about oneself and shame about MPA, can be
correlated with their use of affect-centered meditations. Previous research has shown that only
socio-cognitive and compassion-based practices produced positive effects in reducing shame,
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self-judgment and rumination (Hildebrandt et al., 201 7; Klimecki et al., 2013; Singer & Engert,
2019). Self-compassion includes self-kindness, self-acceptance and the ability to consciously con-
tain failure and suffering while feeling oneself as part of a greater whole and not as an isolated
being (Neff, 2003). Therefore, affect-centered meditations can be a valuable tool for counteract-
ing MPA affective and behavioral symptoms, in particular within unsupportive and competitive
environments which were reported as most negative aspects by musicians (Pecen et al., 2018).
Notwithstanding there is growing awareness and support for students’ health within academic
institutions (Chesky et al., 2006; Williamon & Thompson, 2006), it is still necessary to provide
students with more tools to ensure physical and emotional health (Aratjo et al., 2017).

Mantra meditation: repeating syllables or words, transcendental meditation. Mantra meditation was
mentioned as effective in dealing with cognitive and affective symptoms (Experts 8, 10, and
13). It consists of repeating syllables or words with or without meaning. For instance, simple
words with empowering, compassionate or calming effects are regarded as valuable aids before
the performance and can also be employed as daily mental training. “It’s that mental hug that
you give yourself to go” (Expert 10); “Tjust say the word ‘easy’ or ‘let go’ and it is really soothing
because it allows me to relax and let go” (Expert 13). On the other hand, meditations using syl-
lables or words with no meaning, like transcendental meditation, exploit the calming effect of
repeated sound on the breath, and rumination by keeping the mind engaged (Expert 8).

Visual concentration: concentrating on an object (candle gazing meditation, picture frame medita-
tion). Expert 13 recommended visual concentration meditation to cope with cognitive symp-
toms, in particular for attention regulation.

I suggest using objects of attention such a candle in order to focus the attention on them; I believe that
if you learn to enhance your attentional capability you have great results also on focusing your
attention on music during performance. Learning to focus is important and you develop a meditative
focus on stage.

This concentrated gazing technique known as Trataka meditation is derived from yogic prac-
tice (Iyengar & Menuhin, 1979). It is considered beneficial for vision and physiological aspects
in general as well as mental aspects like anxiety, poor concentration, and memory (Svatmarama
& Sing, 1974).

Expert 6 shared his experience with the use of another type of concentrated gazing tech-
nique, the picture frame meditation which consists in scanning the perimeter of a picture frame.

In my opinion it helps them to self-regulate attention and that’s really the key point of doing mindfulness
within therapy and performance. If you can recognize when you are paying attention versus when you
are distracted and if you know what to do about when you are distracted, you can just focus and train
yourself to overcome the hurdle of distraction and re-engage with a task.

Conclusion

The aim of this interview study was to investigate the experience of specialists in the field and their
use of meditation as a tool to cope with MPA. We explored with the experts the essential compo-
nents of MPA, and which meditative techniques are employed to counteract it, considering influ-
encing factors for their effectiveness. In general, this research contributes to an understanding of a
range of meditations used by experts to counteract MPA, that differ in type and effects on body and
mind, as demonstrated by research in extra-musical contexts (Singer & Engert, 2019).
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The sample was relatively small and although we tried to interview experts with different musi-
cal, contemplative, and psychological specializations, some disciplines and meditative traditions
may be under-represented. Further qualitative and quantitative research involving more experts
and other meditative traditions not mentioned in this study would be important. Furthermore, it
should be considered that this study aimed to explore the potential effects and applications of indi-
vidual meditative practices in more depth, but not to suggest a non-combined practice. In fact, the
majority of specialists shared that they use a range of meditations in their work with musicians
suffering from MPA, given the multifaceted nature of the phenomenon. Future quantitative
hypothesis-testing research correlating the effects of different meditation techniques with MPA
symptoms would be valuable for a detailed analysis of their effects and potential application.
Findings from this and future research on the topic may be of interest to both musicians who want
to acquire emotional self-regulation tools, and to educational institutions keen to provide greater
tools and support to their students who are preparing to become professional musicians.

Acknowledgements

The authors would like to thank the experts who participated in this study for their time and willingness
to share their experiences.

Author contributions

Serena Paese designed and conducted the study, analyzed the data, and created a first draft of the manu-
script. Hauke Egermann contributed to the study design, data analysis and presentation, and revised the
manuscript. Both authors contributed to the article and approved the submitted version.

Ethical approval

The study involving human participants was approved by the Arts and Humanities Ethics Committee,
University of York. The experts provided their oral and written informed consent to participate in this
study.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/or
publication of this article: Serena Paese received financial support for the research from the Italian
Ministry of Education.

ORCID iDs
Serena Paese (/2 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3025-2896
Hauke Egermann https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7014-7989

References

Ackermann, B. J., Kenny, D. T., O'Brien, I., & Driscoll, T. (2014). Sound practice-improving occupational
health and safety for professional orchestral musicians in Australia. Frontiers in Psychology, 5, Article
973. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00973

Araujo, L. S., Wasley, D., Perkins, R., Atkins, L., Redding, E., Ginsborg, J., & Williamon, A. (2017). Fit to
perform: An investigation of higher education music students’ perception, attitudes and behaviors
toward health. Frontiers in Psychology, 8, Article 1558. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01558

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology,
3(2), 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). Can I use TA? Should I use TA? Should I not use TA? Comparing reflex-
ive thematic analysis and other pattern-based qualitative analytic approaches. Counselling and
Psychotherapy Research, 21(1), 37-47. https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12360



14 Psychology of Music 00(0)

Butzer, B., Ahmed, K., & Khalsa, S. B. S. (2016). Yoga enhances positive psychological states in young
adult musicians. Applied Psychophysiological Biofeedback, 41(2), 191-202. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10484-015-9321-x

Chang, J. C., Midlarsky, E., & Lin, P. (2003). Effects of meditation on music performance anxiety. Medical
Problems of Performing Artists, 18(3), 126—130. https://doi.org/10.21091/mppa.2003.3022

Chesky, K. S., Dawson, W. J., & Manchester, R. (2006). Health promotion in schools of music: Initial rec-
ommendations for schools of music. Medical Problems of Performing Artists, 21(3), 142—144. https://
doi.org/10.21091/mppa.2006.3027

Cox, W.]., & Kenardy, J. (1993). Performance anxiety, social phobia, and setting effects in instrumental
music students. Journal of Anxiety Disorders, 7(1), 49-60. https://doi.org/10.1016/0887-6185
(93)90020-L

Czajkowski, A. L., & Greasley, A. E. (2015). Mindfulness for singers: The effects of a targeted mindfulness
course on learning vocal technique. British Journal of Music Education, 32(2), 211-233. https://doi.
org/10.1017/S0265051715000145

Czajkowski, A. L., Greasley, A. E., & Allis, M. (2020). Mindfulness for musicians: A mixed methods study
investigating the effects of 8-week mindfulness courses on music students at a leading conservatoire.
Musicae Scientiae, 26(2), 259-279. http://doi.org/10.1177/1029864920941570

Dahl, C. J., Lutz, A., & Davidson, R. J. (2015). Reconstructing and deconstructing the self: Cognitive
mechanism in meditations practice. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 19(9), 515-523. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.tics.2015.07.001

Diaz, F. M. (2018). Relationships among meditation, perfectionism, mindfulness, and performance anxi-
ety among collegiate music students. Journal of Research in Music Education, 66(2), 150-167. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0022429418765447

Fogle, D. 0. (1982). Toward effective treatment for music performance anxiety. Psychotherapy: Theory,
Research and Practice, 19(3), 368-375. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0088448

Hildebrandt, L. K., McCall, C., & Singer, T. (2017). Differential effects of attention-, compassion-, and
socio-cognitively based mental practices on self-reports of mindfulness and compassion. Mindfulness,
8(6), 1488—1512. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-017-0716-z

Iyengar, B. K. S., & Menuhin, Y. (1979). Light on yoga: Yoga dipika. Schocken Books

Juncos, D. G., & de Paiva e Pona, E. (2018). Acceptance and commitment therapy as a clinical anxi-
ety treatment and performance enhancement program for musicians: Towards and evidence-based
practice model within performance psychology. Music & Science, 1, Article 748807. https://doi.
org/10.1177/2059204317748807

Kabat-Zinn, J. (1994). Wherever you go there you are: Mindfulness meditation in everyday life. Hyperion.

Kabat-Zinn, J. (2011). Some reflections on the origins of MBSR, skillful means, and the trouble with maps.
Contemporary Buddhism, 12(1), 281-306. https://doi.org/10.1080/14639947.2011.564844

Kenny, D. (2005). A systematic review of treatments for music performance anxiety. Anxiety, Stress and
Coping, 18(3), 183-208. http://doi.org/10.1080/10615800500167258

Kenny, D. (2011). The psychology of music performance anxiety. Oxford University Press.

Kenny, D., & Ackermann, B. (2015). Performance-related musculoskeletal pain, depression and music
performance anxiety in professional orchestral musicians: A population study. Psychology of Music,
43(1), 43-60. https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735613493953

Khalsa, S. B. S., Shorter, S. M., Cope, S., Wyshak, G., & Sklar, E. (2009). Yoga ameliorates performance
anxiety and mood disturbance in young professional musicians. Applied Psychophysiological and
Biofeedback, 34(4), 279-289. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10484-009-9103-4

Klimecki, O. M., Leiberg, S., Lamm, C., & Singer, T. (2013). Functional neural plasticity and associated
changes in positive affect after compassion training. Cerebral Cortex, 23(7), 1552—1561. http://doi.
org/10.1093/cercor/bhs142

Lambert, D., van den Berg, N. H., & Mendrek, A. (2023). Adverse effects of meditation: A review of
observational, experimental and case studies. Current Psychology, 42, 1112-1125. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s12144-021-01503-2



Paese and Egermann 15

Lamontagne, V., & Bélanger, C. (2014). Pain-related and performance anxiety and their contribu-
tion to pain in music students: A pilot study. Health Psychology Report, 3(1), 59-68. https://doi.
org/10.5114/hpr.2015.47088

Lehmann, A., Sloboda, J. A., & Woody, R. M. (2007). Psychology for musicians. Understanding and acquiring
the skills. Oxford University Press.

Lehrer, P. (1987). A review of the approaches to the management of tension and stage fright in music per-
formance. Journal of Research in Music Education, 35(3),143—153. https://doi.org/10.2307/3344957

Lin, P., Chang, J., Zemon, V., & Midlarsky, E. (2008). Silent illumination: A study on Chan (Zen) medita-
tion, anxiety, and musical performance quality. Psychology of Music, 36(2), 139-155. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0305735607080840

Lutz, A., Slagter, H. A., Dunne, J. H., & Davidson, R. (2008). Attention regulation and monitoring in medi-
tation. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 12(4), 163—169. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2008.01.005

Malinowski, P. (2013). Neural mechanism of attentional control in mindfulness meditation. Frontiers in
Neuroscience, 7(7), Article 8. https://doi.org/10.3389/fnins.2013.00008

Matko, K., & Sedlmeier, P. (2019). What is meditation? Proposing an empirically derived classification
system. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, Article 2276. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02276

Nagel, J. J., Himle, D. P., & Papsdorf, J. D. (1989). Cognitive-behavioural treatment of musical perfor-
mance anxiety. Psychology of Music, 17(1), 12-21. https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735689171002

Nash, J. D., Newberg, A., & Awasthi, B. (2013). Toward a unifying taxonomy and definition for medita-
tion. Frontiers in Psychology, 4, Article 806. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00806

Neff, K. (2003). Self-compassion: An alternative conceptualization of a healthy attitude towards oneself.
Self and Identity, 2(2), 85-101. https://doi.org/10.1080/15298860309032

Osho. (2014). Meditation: The first and last freedom—A practical guide to meditation. St. Martin’s Griffin.

Pecen, E., Collins, D. J., & MacNamara, A. (2018). “It’s your problem: Deal with it"—Performers’ expe-
riences of psychological challenges in music. Frontiers in Psychology, 8, 2374-2374. https://doi.
org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.02374

Pruett, J. M., Nishimura, N. J., & Priest, R. (2007). The role of meditation in addiction recovery. Counseling
and Values, 52(1), 71-84. https://doi.org/10.1002/j.2161-007X.2007.tb00088.x

Righini, F., & Zadra, R. (2010). Maestro di te stesso. Guida pratica alla realizzazione artistica e personale del
musicista con gli strumenti della Programmazione Neuro Linguistica (PNL) [Master of yourself. Practical
guide to the artistic and personal realization of the musician with the tools of Programming Neuro
Linguistic (PNL)]. Curci.

Sedlmeier, P., Eberth, J., Schwarz, M., Zimmermann, D., Haarig, F., Jaeger, S., & Kunze, S. (2012). The
psychological effects of meditation: A meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 138(6), 1139-1171.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0028168

Singer, T., & Engert, V. (2019). It matters what you practice: Differential training effects on subjective
experience, behaviour, brain and body in the Resource Project. Current Opinion in Psychology, 28,
151-158. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.12.005

Steptoe, A., & Fidler, H. (1987). Stage fright in orchestral musicians: A study of cognitive and behavioural
strategies in performance anxiety. The British Journal of Psychology, 78(2), 241-249. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.2044-8295.1987.tb02243.x

Stern, J. R. S., Khalsa, S. B. S., & Hofmann, S. G. (2012). A yoga intervention for music performance anxi-
ety in conservatory students. Medical Problems of Performing Artists, 27(3), 123-128. https://doi.
org/10.21091/mppa.2012.3023

Svatmarama, S., & Sing, P. (1974). The hatha yoga pradipika. AMS Press.

Sweeney, G. A., & Horan, J. J. (1982). Separate and combined effects of cue-controlled relaxation and
cognitive restructuring in the treatment of musical performance anxiety. Journal of Counseling
Psychology, 29(5), 486—497. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.29.5.486

Tomasino, B., Chiesa, A., &Fabbro, F.(2014). Disentangling the neural mechanismsinvolved in Hinduism-
and Buddhism-related meditations. Brain and Cognition, 90, 32—40. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
bandc.2014.03.013



16 Psychology of Music 00(0)

Valentine, E. R., & Sweet, P. L. G. (1999). Meditation and attention: A comparison of the effects of concen-
trative and mindfulness meditation on sustained attention. Mental Health, Religion & Culture, 2(1),
59-70. https://doi.org/10.1080/13674679908406332

Van Leeuwen, S., Singer, W., & Melloni, L. (2012). Meditation increases the depth of information process-
ing and improves the allocation of attention in space. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 6, Article 13 3.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2012.00133

Williamon, A., Ginsborg, J., Perkins, R., & Waddell, G. (2021). Performing music research: Methods in music
education, psychology, and performance science. Oxford University Press.

Williamon, A., & Thompson, S. (2006). Awareness and incidence of health problems among conservatoire
students. Psychology of Music, 34(4), 411-430. https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735606067150

Wilson, G. D., & Roland, D. (2002). Performance anxiety. In R. Parncutt & G. E. McPherson (Eds.), The
science and psychology of music performance: Creative strategies for teaching and learning (pp. 47-61).
Oxford University Press.

Appendix
Interview schedule

1. According to your studies and experience, what is music performance anxiety (MPA)?

2. What is your experience as a therapist/meditation teacher/performance coach with
musicians suffering from MPA?

3. Which meditation technique have you found to be the most effective in dealing with
anxiety symptoms?

4. Could you identify a meditation technique for each type of symptom (physiological, cog-
nitive, and behavioral)?

5. Could you mention other meditations not yet cited that could help musicians in relevant
aspects involved in MPA, such as awareness or self-efficacy?

6. What is the role of self-compassion in MPA and how effective can it be to practice affect-

centered meditations?

. Could you describe the highlights of working with musicians suffering from MPA?

. Could you describe the challenges and difficulties of applying meditation on MPA?

. Do you think that musicians have sufficient support from educational institutions?

. What are the future scenarios for the use of meditation to counteract MPA?
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