
Grow in Flow, Justyna Ponulak, All rights reserved. �1



“GROW IN FLOW” COURSE  

Contents: 

Session 1: Understanding Stage Fright 

Session 2: Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) Test 

Session 3: Managing Emotions 

Session 4: Managing Body’s Stress Response 

Session 5: Building up Self-confidence 

Session 6: Motivation & Goal Setting 

Session 7: Focus & Flow State 

Session 8: Peak Performance & Pre-Performance Routine 




Grow in Flow, Justyna Ponulak, All rights reserved. �2

GROW IN FLOW E-BOOK



 

Session 1: Understanding Stage Fright

• Lesson 1:  Is it Stage Fright or Performance Anxiety? 
• Lesson 2: What is Music Performance Anxiety (MPA)? 

Lesson 1:  Is it Stage Fright or Performance Anxiety? 

If you are a performing artist or a musician, you may have experienced Stage Fright. Most musicians 
and performers do. Some of the musicians handle it pretty well and Stage Fright helps them perform 
better. After this initial trembling, they are able to focus on the task and play at their best. However, there 
is a large number of musicians who suffer from Performance Anxiety which has a negative impact on 
their performance.  

Understanding Stage Fright 

What is actually Stage Fright and how is it different from Performance Anxiety?  
Stage Fright is a normal reaction that affects 80% of the population when required to perform in front of 
an audience. It may affect people in everyday situations, like in job interviews, presentations, but it 
affects especially professionals who perform on stage on a regular basis, like, musicians, singers, 
dancers, actors, and public speakers. 

There are many physical and emotional symptoms of Stage Fright. People affected by Stage Fright may 
report somatic, cognitive, emotional and behavioral symptoms. 
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All of these symptoms may appear and there are completely normal reactions to the feeling of being 
exposed standing in front of an audience.  

Stage Fright is a normal reaction but it should be optimized to enhance performance. When there is an 
optimal level of emotional and physical arousal Stage Fright can serve as a stimulus to make you 
perform at your best. 

What is Performance Anxiety?  

Performance Anxiety is the experience of persistent, distressful apprehension and/or actual impairment 
of performance skills in public context. It is a serious condition that may require professional treatment. 
Most of the time people with severe Performance Anxiety are not able to manage their anxiety without 
professional help. 

Is it Stage Fright or Performance Anxiety? 

To recognize if what you experience is Stage Fright or 
Performance Anxiety you have to look at the intensity and 
severity of your symptoms. Depending on how intense your 
Stage Fright symptoms are and how they interfere with 
performance, you can tell if what you experience is Stage 
Fright or if it has turned into Performance Anxiety. We talk 
about Performance Anxiety when the symptoms are 
persistent, intense, and impairing performance. 
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Anxiety State and Anxiety Trait 

The Performance Anxiety phenomenon may be broken down into two components - Anxiety State and 
Anxiety Trait.  

• Anxiety State is a temporary mood state marked by anxiety triggered by specific events or situations. 
In the context of a public performance, an example would be someone who gets Performance Anxiety 
only on some occasions and is extremely anxious before and during a particular type of concerts, 
contests, or auditions.  Such a person may be perfectly fine performing in many situations but he or 
she can choke at events perceived by them as threatening.  

Example: 

Tom who is a highly accomplished musician with 15 years of 
experience of being a section violinist. This is what he 
experienced while taking one of his orchestra auditions.    
“I play in an orchestra, I do a lot of gigs, and also do solo 
performances on various occasions, and I don’t get nervous 
about any of that. But when it  comes to auditions, it can hit me. 
Last time when I was getting ready for an audition I felt really 
prepared, and then I can remember driving down in the car 

thinking ‘Oh, what happens if I suddenly get nervous?’ I didn’t really 
expect it, but this thought came to mind… And then when I went in and played that day, something 
happened, I completely choked. It was that bad that I couldn’t actually play, and I got stopped. It was a 
nightmare. I felt like my brain was just not connected with what I was doing. I just wasn’t in control of 
what was going on. It was a shock because I play the violin every day and then suddenly not being able 
to play it - that was a shock.” 

• Anxiety Trait is another component of Performance Anxiety and it is someone’s natural predisposition 
to experience anxiety at a more intense level. For example, someone with an anxiety prone personality 
may perceive different situations as more threatening compared to other people and can react more 
intensively to stressful situations.

It is important to point out that Performance Anxiety will be experienced in a different way depending on 
the level of anxiety trait. Highly trait-anxious people usually experience more anxiety than do people with 
lower trait anxiety, especially in highly competitive, evaluative situations, like in auditions, competitions, 
and high-stakes public performances. 

Key Takeaways 

• Stage Fright is a normal reaction that should be optimized to 
enhance performance.  

• Performance Anxiety is a disorder that elevates stress response to 
the point where a person is unable to perform well, and hence as 
such, it should be treated. 
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Lesson 2:  What is Music Performance Anxiety (MPA)? 

Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) is a persistent anxious apprehension related to musical 
performance. It may occur in a range of performance settings, but it’s usually more severe in settings 
involving high ego investment and evaluative treat, like in solo performances, auditions, or competitions. 

• Symptoms
MPA is manifested through a combination of somatic, cognitive, emotional and behavioral symptoms, 
which are actually the same as in Stage Fright, but typically more severe. 

• Causes
MPA is a complex phenomenon caused by the interaction of many factors which we can divide into three 
groups: (1) inadequate preparation for performance, (2) intrapersonal factors, and (3) lack of mental 
preparation for performance.  

Problem 1: Inadequate preparation for performance
It seems obvious that the process of technical and musical preparation for performance is the most 
important link in the chain and its flaws may be the most trivial cause of Performance Anxiety.  
Poor practice methods and insufficient technical & musical preparation for performance is the number 
one cause of anxiety for everyone performing on stage. Another factor is an inadequate level of task 
difficulty, which means that a task that a person is going to perform or a piece of music that a musician is 
go ing to p lay i s too d i fficu l t o r 
insufficiently learned due to t ime 
constraints. Insufficient performance 
experience can also make a musician 
perform far below his or her abilities, 
which in turn can cause fear of 
performing. That’s why it is so important 
to devote  significant  amount of time 
for  run-throughs and mock auditions to 
practice stage performance and get used 
to the feeling of performing in front of an 
audience. 

Problem 2: Intrapersonal factors 

Intrapersonal factors - our individual attributes and characteristics are the most crucial factors 
contributing to developing Performance Anxiety. They are often the result of our upbringing and genetic 
factors but the good news is that many of them can be changed.  
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• Personality type 
People have different innate temperaments and types of personality. Depending on their personality  
type they might feel nervous and suffer from  stress to varying degrees. For example, people with 
anxiety-prone personality experience anxiety more often in many social interactions, not only when 
performing on stage. 

• Upbringing 
All the necessary skills needed to deal with stress and life pressure have been shaped in us since early 
childhood. The emotional, social and physical development of young children has a direct effect on their 
overall  development  and on the adult they will become. Unconditional love and affection from 
a parent can make children emotionally happier, less anxious, more confident, and resilient to stressful 
life events. On the contrary, having a difficult childhood and bad life experiences can be a huge 
challenge to anyone struggling with Performance Anxiety unless a person with such a problem decides 
to learn the right skills and abilities to cope with stress. 

• Level of self-confidence 
Depending on the level of self-confidence people handle stressful situations differently and they react 
differently to the same stressor, like performing in front of people. People with low self-confidence usually 
have more negative view of themselves, they tend to worry about how others perceive them, they 
experience the fear of failure and struggle with negative thoughts, which impair their ability to perform in 
public. During performances, they tend to focus too much on themselves rather than on the task at 
hand, which is why they have trouble concentrating. 

• Negative thoughts and inability to manage emotions
People who have never learned how 
to deal with emotions are more prone 
to experiencing negative thoughts 
and emotions during their public 
performances. The ability to manage 
emotions helps individuals recog-
nize, challenge, and put in perspec-
tive any negative thoughts which 
may interfere with their ability to 
perform on stage. It also helps to 
deal with fear of failure, authority 
figures, mistakes, and criticism.  

• Negative performance experiences - anxiety conditioning
According to many scientific studies, musicians who report having a negative performance experience 
in the past have higher levels of Music Performance Anxiety than those who did not report such an 
experience. A negative performance experience is such a performance where something traumatic 
happens, for example, everything goes really bad, someone feels humiliated and ridiculed by someone, 
or laughed at. Having such traumatic experience can become a trigger point for Performance Anxiety. 
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Problem 3: Lack of mental preparation for performance

The third group of factors causing Performance 
Anxiety is lack of mental preparation for a stage 
performance. In order to be successful on stage 
and to prevent Performance Anxiety every 
music ian should use the same menta l 
preparation for performance as professional 
athletes do for competition or training. These are 
the skills and abilities that every performer should 
learn and develop to be able to successfully 
perform on stage: 

• Learn skills to manage negative thoughts and emotions  
• Learn techniques to manage the body’s stress response (e.g. shaking hands, shallow breath etc.)  
• Build up and boost self-confidence 
• Set appropriate goals  
• Develop internal and external conditions for peak performance (e.g. the ability to focus) 
• Develop a mental pre-performance routine and use it while getting ready for stage performances (e.g. 

using relaxation & visualization techniques on a regular basis, using positive self-talk & affirmations) 

The “Grow in Flow” course teaches all these mental skills, abilities, and techniques that are essential for 
a successful public performance. Depending on what your main needs and shortcomings are you can 
work on them using the techniques and skills presented in this course. 

If you would like to find out what the actual causes of your Performance Anxiety might be and you would 
like to learn about the strategies to overcome your fears, we invite you to take the Music Performance 
Anxiety Test (MPA Test) available on our website (link). Go to the Grow in Flow Journal from Session 2 to 
check the test results and guidelines on what steps you may want to take to overcome Performance 
Anxiety and to reach your peak performance.  
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Do I have Music Performance Anxiety? If so, when did it begin? 

You probably don’t remember yourself having Performance Anxiety as a child. It is because very young 
children rarely experience Performance Anxiety. They usually love to perform. A transition between this 
innocent time and developing Performance Anxiety usually takes place between childhood and 
adolescence (between 14 and 19 years old). This transition is due to a combination of a few factors and 
it depends on:  
• Your innate temperament (What type of personality you have.) 

• Increased self-awareness (At some point you may have started to be aware of yourself, of your 

thoughts, and you  may have started to worry about how others perceive you.) 

• Type of parenting and other interpersonal experiences that you had as a child. (Whether your parents 

and teachers would help you build your self-esteem and resilience to stressful life events, or not. It all 

matters.) 

• Perception of your technical skills and mastery (At some point you may have started to worry about 

your technical skills and preparedness whenever you were about to perform in public. You might have 

experienced negative thoughts like, “I haven’t practiced enough”, I can’t do this”, etc.) 

• Past performance experiences ( If you have ever had any negative performance experience, it may 

have become a trigger point for your Performance Anxiety.) 

Anxiety and Classical Conditioning 

Anxiety can be learned through a type of learning called classical conditioning. Here is an example of a 
little girl who developed anxiety trough this type of conditioning. 

Mia was a very good student and she performs on various occasions. One day she performed for a 
relatively big audience consisting of parents and other students. Everything went smoothly until Mia 
made a mistake. Nothing really serious, but, at this very moment Mia heard someone’s laugh coming 
from the audience. It might have been another student, simply chatting and joking around, but Mia didn’t 
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know that. She simply assumed someone was 
laughing at her, because of the mistake she had made. 
She didn’t even think about different possible explanations 
of such behavior coming from the audience. Sadly, 
though, from that time on, whenever Mia would be about to 
perform in public, she would experience Performance 
Anxiety. Mia would feel anxious and would be afraid of 
making a mistake, even if she would be well prepared for 

her recital. She wouldn’t be  aware of the reason for her    
                                                                        Performance Anxiety, but, she might develop it.    

According to many scientific studies, students who report having a negative performance experience in 
the past have higher levels of Music Performance Anxiety than those who did not report such an 
experience.  

Key Takeaways

Music Performance Anxiety is caused by the interaction of many factors including: 

1. Inadequate preparation for performance
2. Intrapersonal factors:

• Personality type 

• Upbringing 

• Level of self-confidence 

• Negative thoughts and inability to manage emotions 

• Negative performance experiences 

3. Lack of mental preparation for performance

If you would like to find out if the feeling of nervousness you may experience when performing on stage 
is common Stage Fright or Music Performance Anxiety, you need to look at the intensity and severity of 
the symptoms you experience.   

• We might say that you experience Stage 
Fright if your symptoms are temporary (they 
go away after a few seconds/minutes of the 
performance), they are relatively mild, and 
they don’t impair your performance.  

• You possibly experience Performance 
Anxiety if your symptoms are persistent, 
very intense, and they impair your 
performance. 
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These are just the basic assumptions about 
the level of severity and possible causes of 
your anxiety.  
If you would like to find out what the actual 
causes of your Performance Anxiety might be 
and you would like to learn about the 
strategies to overcome your fears, please 
take the Music Performance Anxiety Test and 
go to the “Grow in Flow Journal” to check the 
test results and guidelines on what steps you 
may want to take to overcome Performance 
Anxiety and to reach your Peak Performance.  

Before you do that, please do the exercises assigned to this lesson. This will help you to consolidate the 
knowledge from this session and prepare you for the next one.  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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises  
Your goals:  

• Understand what causes your MPA 

• Identify the symptoms of your Performance Anxiety. 

• Determine if what you experience is Stage Fright or MPA. 

Exercises:  

1. Write down the symptoms of stage fright/MPA that you experience before and during your stage 
performances.  

2. How intense and impairing performance are the symptoms of stage fright/MPA that you experience?           
Please circle the number that best describes your answer. 

Stage Fright Symptoms                                                                                                          MPA Symptoms 

     1               2               3                4               5                6                7                8                9             10 

SOMATIC COGNITIVE EMOTIONAL BEHAVIORAL
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3. Write down what you think the causes of your Stage Fright / MPA might be. 

4. What are your goals and expectations of the “Grow in Flow” course? What would you like to accomplish 
through this course? 
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Session 2: Music Performance Anxiety (MPA)Test 

In this session, you are going to take the Music Performance Anxiety Test to identify the causes of your 
Performance Anxiety.  

Why should I take the test?

The goal of the Music Performance Anxiety 
Test is to help you realize what causes your 
Performance Anxiety and to show you in 
what areas you need help to deal with your 
performance anxiety and improve your 
chances for peak performance.  

There are many causes of MPA and they are different for each one of us. However, there are some 
common factors causing MPA: 

• Inadequate Preparation for Performance 

• Lack of Mental Preparation for Performance 

• Personal Life Story & Characteristics of Personality 

The MPA Test is divided into three parts and each one of them corresponds to one of the groups of 
factors causing MPA.  

Part 1: Inadequate Preparation for Performance  

Part 2: Lack of Mental Preparation for Performance   

Part 3: Personal Life Story & Characteristics of Personality 

You don’t have to take all three parts of the test at once, however, keep in mind that all three parts are 
connected to each other and only answering the questions from all three parts is going to give you the 
whole picture and insights on different aspects of your professional and personal life that may contribute 
to your ability to perform in public.  
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MUSIC PERFORMANCE ANXIETY (MPA) TEST PART 1 

Are you well prepared for your performances? Do you know different methods, strategies and techniques to 
prepare for a public performance? Please circle one number to indicate how much you agree or disagree 
with each statement. 

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 1 Strongly Disagree      Strongly 
Agree

Section 1: Preparation for Performance

1. I have a plan for overcoming performance anxiety I might 
experience.

 5            4             3             2           1

2. I have a method for coping with stress that works.  5            4             3             2           1

3. I am always well prepared for my performances.  5            4             3             2           1

4. I know different strategies and techniques to improve my 
learning process. 

 5            4             3             2           1

5. I know strategies to improve my ability to perform in different 
performance settings and conditions. 

 5            4             3             2           1

6. I always do multiple performance simulations/mock auditions 
to get ready for my stage performances.

 5            4             3             2           1

7. I usually take enough time to mentally prepare for my 
performances. 

 5            4             3             2           1

8. I know strategies and coping techniques to help me overcome 
performance anxiety.

 5            4             3             2           1

9. I know techniques that can help me overcome negative 
thought patterns. 

 5            4             3             2           1

10. I know strategies and techniques to reduce my body's stress 
reactions.

 5            4             3             2           1

11. I know how to build up my self-confidence.  5            4             3             2           1

12. I know strategies and techniques that can help me to focus 
and enter the state of flow (the zone).

 5            4             3             2           1

13. I understand that mental preparedness is equally important as 
practicing my instrument to get ready for performance.

 5            4             3             2           1
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MUSIC PERFORMANCE ANXIETY (MPA) TEST PART 2 
What causes your Music Performance Anxiety and how is it manifested? Below are some statements 
about how you feel in general, and how you feel before or during your stage performances. Please circle 
one number to indicate how much you agree or disagree with each statement.  

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 2 Strongly Disagree      Strongly 
Agree

Section 1: Control of Emotions and Negative Thought 
Patterns

1. I usually feel very nervous before a performance.  1            2             3             4           5

2. I usually feel very nervous when performing.  1            2             3             4           5

3. I very often fear my performance will fail to meet my 
expectations. 

 1            2             3             4           5

4. I very often fear my performance will fail to meet my teacher’s 
expectations.

 1            2             3             4           5

5. I very often fear my performance will fail to meet my audience’s 
expectations.

 1            2             3             4           5

6. Prior to, or during a performance, I feel fear of forgetting the 
music and making mistakes.

 1            2             3             4           5

7. Prior to, or during a performance, I’m afraid I’ll loose control of 
my body and won’t be able to play well. 

 1            2             3             4           5

8. I worry that one bad performance may ruin my career.  1            2             3             4           5

9. I often prepare for a concert with a sense of dread and 
impending disaster.

 1            2             3             4           5

10. Thinking about the evaluation I may get interferes with my 
performance.

 1            2             3             4           5

11. I am often concerned about a negative reaction from the 
audience.

 1            2             3             4           5

12. I am concerned about being scrutinized by others.  1            2             3             4           5

13. I am often concerned about being judged by people.  1            2             3             4           5

14. There is little I can do to change many of the important things 
in my life.

 1            2             3             4           5

15. I believe that if I start working on something, I have good 
chances to be able to accomplish it.

 5            4             3             2           1

16. What happens to me in the future mostly depends on me.  5            4             3             2           1

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 2
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17. I often feel helpless in dealing with the problems of life.  1            2             3             4           5

18. When I really want to do something, I usually find a way to 
succeed at it. 

 5            4             3             2           1

19. I have little control over the things that happen to me.  1            2             3             4           5

20. Sometimes I feel that I am being pushed around in life.   1            2             3             4           5

Section 2: Control of the Body’s Stress Response

21. Prior to, or during a performance, I experience increased 
heart rate, which dramatically interferes with the quality of my 
performance.

 1            2             3             4           5

22. Prior to, or during performance, I experience dry mouth, 
which dramatically interferes with the quality of my performance.

 1            2             3             4           5

23. Prior to, or during a performance, I have increased muscle 
tension, which dramatically interferes with the quality of my 
performance.

 1            2             3             4           5

24. Prior to, or during a performance, I experience shaking or 
trembling (hands, knees, lips, voice), which dramatically interferes 
with the quality of my performance.

 1            2             3             4           5

25. Prior to, or during a performance, I experience sweating, 
which dramatically interferes with the quality of my performance. 

 1            2             3             4           5

26. Prior to, or during a performance, I experience shallow 
breathing which dramatically interferes with the quality of my 
performance. 

 1            2             3             4           5

27. Prior to, or during a performance, I experience dizziness/
lightheadedness, which dramatically interferes with the quality 
of my performance. 

 1            2             3             4           5

28. Prior to, or during a performance, I experience nausea/
butterflies in the stomach, which dramatically interferes with the 
quality of my performance. 

 1            2             3             4           5

Section 3: Self-confidence

29. I like who I am as a person.  5            4             3             2           1

30. I feel pretty/handsome.  5            4             3             2           1

31. I am a physically attractive person.  5            4             3             2           1

32. I am an intelligent and smart person.  5            4             3             2           1

Strongly Disagree      Strongly 
Agree

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 2
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33. Sometimes I feel deep down in my heart that I am a failure.  1            2             3             4           5

34. I often worry about what other people think of me.  1            2             3             4           5

35. I like who I am as a musician/a dancer/an actor/a speaker 
etc.

 5            4             3             2           1

36. I consider myself to be a good musician/dancer/actor/
speaker etc.

 5            4             3             2           1

37. I learn music the content of my performance easily.  5            4             3             2           1

38. I believe in me and my professional abilities.  5            4             3             2           1

39. Even in the most stressful performance situations, I am 
confident that I will perform well.

 5            4             3             2           1

40. Even if I work hard in preparation for a performance, I am 
likely to make mistakes.

 1            2             3             4           5

41. After the performance, I worry about whether I played/
performed well enough.

 1            2             3             4           5

42. After the performance, I replay it in my mind over and over.  1            2             3             4           5

43. After the performance , I worry about what other people 
thought of my performance and of me. 

 1            2             3             4           5

44. I feel fear of being criticized.  1            2             3             4           5

45. I usually take criticism well.  5            4             3             2           1

46. I know how to deal with criticism.  5            4             3             2           1

47. I am critical of myself in my lessons/practicing/performance.  1            2             3             4           5

48. I give myself permission to make mistakes in life.  5            4             3             2           1

49. I give myself permission to make mistakes when performing.  5            4             3             2           1

50. I feel I have to be perfect at everything.  1            2             3             4           5

51. This is what I believe: ‘I can’t do it unless I do it perfectly’.  1            2             3             4           5

52. I remain committed to performing even though it causes me 
great anxiety.

 5            4             3             2           1

53. I give up worthwhile performance opportunities because of 
my performance anxiety.

 1            2             3             4           5

Strongly Disagree      Strongly 
Agree

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 2
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54. When I make a mistake when performing it distracts me and 
causes concentration problems.

 1            2             3             4           5

55. When I make a mistake when performing I have no problems 
with letting it go and refocusing on my music. 

 5            4             3             2           1

Section 4: Motivation

56. I know what I want in my life.  5            4             3             2           1

57. I have a clear idea of what I want to accomplish in a month.  5            4             3             2           1

58. I have a clear idea of what I want to accomplish in a year.  5            4             3             2           1

59. If I don’t achieve my short term goal (e.g. winning a 
competition, winning an audition, scoring the highest grade etc.), 
it means that I am a bad musician (a bad professional).

 1            2             3             4           5

60. I am only happy with myself as a musician (a professional) if I 
achieve my short term goal (e.g. wining a competition, winning an 
audition, scoring the highest grade).

 1            2             3             4           5

61. The process of learning doesn’t matter to me. Winning is the 
only indicator of success. 

 1            2             3             4           5

62. I enjoy challenges.  5            4             3             2           1

63. I enjoy competition.  5            4             3             2           1

64. I like new situations.  5            4             3             2           1

65. I prefer performances to auditions.  1            2             3             4           5

Section 5: Focus & Flow State

66. I tend to be easily distracted.  1            2             3             4           5

67. Feelings of worry and nervousness affect my ability to focus 
and concentrate.

 1            2             3             4           5

68. When performing, I am easily distracted by thoughts or 
images.

 1            2             3             4           5

69. I maintain my focus easily when practicing.  5            4             3             2           1

70. I am confident to perform from memory.  5            4             3             2           1

71. I experience being in the state of flow (focused, immersed in 
the activity at hand to the point of losing track of the passage of 
time) when practicing.

 5            4             3             2           1

Strongly Disagree      Strongly 
Agree

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 2
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72. I experience being in the state of flow when performing solo.  5            4             3             2           1

73. I experience being in the state of flow when performing with 
others. 

 5            4             3             2           1

74. I usually feel very happy and fulfilled after playing a concert.  5            4             3             2           1

75. I have a clear goal of how I want my performance to look like 
(the outcome of the performance, my body sensations, my 
feelings, etc.). 

 5            4             3             2           1

Strongly Disagree      Strongly 
Agree

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 2
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MUSIC PERFORMANCE ANXIETY (MPA) TEST PART 3 
What are some other factors that may contribute to developing your Music Performance Anxiety?  

Below are some statements concerning characteristics of your personality and your life experiences with 
regard to Performance Anxiety. Please circle one number to indicate how much you agree or disagree with 
each statement. 

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 3 Strongly Disagree      Strongly 
Agree

Section 1: Characteristics of Personality 

1. Sometimes I feel depressed without knowing why.  1            2             3             4           5

2. I often find it difficult to work up the energy to do things.  1            2             3             4           5

3. I often feel that I have nothing to look forward to.  1            2             3             4           5

4. I often feel that I am not worth much as a person.  1            2             3             4           5

5. I believe that some things that happened to me, changed me 
so deeply, that I will never be able to recover.

 1            2             3             4           5

6. Excessive worrying is characteristics of my family.  1            2             3             4           5

7. One or both of my parents are/were overly anxious.  1            2             3             4           5

8. As a child I often felt sad.  1            2             3             4           5

9. As a child I often felt anxious.  1            2             3             4           5

10. As a child I was a natural performer.  5            4             3             2           1

11. From early in my music education, I remember being anxious 
about performing.

 1            2             3             4           5

12. Prior to, or during a performance, I get feelings akin to panic.  1            2             3             4           5

13. During a performance I find myself thinking about whether I’ll 
even get through it.

 1            2             3             4           5

14. Prior to, or during a performance, I feel sick or faint.  1            2             3             4           5

15. Sometimes I feel anxious for no particular reason.  1            2             3             4           5

16. I worry so much before a performance, I cannot sleep.  1            2             3             4           5

17. I usually feel very anxious in new situations (meeting new 
people, going to new places etc).

 1            2             3             4           5

18. I feel anxious when I find myself in the spotlight.  1            2             3             4           5

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 3
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19. I feel very uncomfortable knowing that I am observed by 
other people when performing on stage.

 1            2             3             4           5

20. I feel awkward in social situations.  1            2             3             4           5

	Section 2: Personal Life Story

21. My parents were mostly responding to my needs.  5            4             3             2           1

22. My parents almost always listened to me.  5            4             3             2           1

23. My parents encouraged me to try new things.  5            4             3             2           1

24. My parents encouraged me to persevere.  5            4             3             2           1

25. My parents have always believed in me.  5            4             3             2           1

26. My family has always supported me.  5            4             3             2           1

27. My family has always supported me in my performances.  5            4             3             2           1

28. My parents have always loved me.  5            4             3             2           1

29. I feel like I belong.  5            4             3             2           1

30. I feel like I belong at my school/work place etc.  5            4             3             2           1

31. I feel I belong in my teacher’s studio and I feel comfortable 
there.

 5            4             3             2           1

32. I feel comfortable performing in front of my colleagues.  5            4             3             2           1

Section 3: Lifestyle & Mindset

33. I live a healthy lifestyle.  5            4             3             2           1

34. My diet is healthy.  5            4             3             2           1

35. I exercise regularly.  5            4             3             2           1

36. I get enough sleep on a regular basis.  5            4             3             2           1

37. I regularly drink enough water.  5            4             3             2           1

38. I deal with stress well.  5            4             3             2           1

39. I turn to alcohol to cope with stress.  1            2             3             4           5

40. I turn to marijuana (weed, pot) to cope with stress.  1            2             3             4           5

41. I have a good relationship with my family.  5            4             3             2           1

42. I have a good relationship with my father.  5            4             3             2           1

Strongly Disagree      Strongly 
Agree

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 3
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43. I have a good relationship with my mother.  5            4             3             2           1

44. I have a good relationship with my siblings.  5            4             3             2           1

45. I have online friends.  5            4             3             2           1

46. I have real life friends.  5            4             3             2           1

47. I have a few close friends.  5            4             3             2           1

48. I have a good relationship with my friends.  5            4             3             2           1

49. I am involved in a long-term romantic relationship.  5            4             3             2           1

50. I avoid people.  1            2             3             4           5

51. Beside being a musician/a performer, I have other interests 
and hobbies I enjoy doing. 

 5            4             3             2           1

52. I consider myself to be a religious or spiritual person.  5            4             3             2           1

53. I regularly attend religious services.  5            4             3             2           1

54. I believe that a higher power is looking out for me.  5            4             3             2           1

55. My faith gives me power to strive to become the best version 
of myself.

 5            4             3             2           1

56. I believe that things happen for a reason.  5            4             3             2           1

57. I am optimistic about my future. 1            2             3             4           5

58. I can improve the way I live, think, see the things, and the 
way I react to them.

1            2             3             4           5

59. I agree with the following statement: ’It Takes a Positive 
Attitude to Achieve Positive Results’.

1            2             3             4           5

60. In the coming weeks I'm going to take the time to do 
everything I can to learn about and deal with performance anxiety 
and other issues that I’m struggling with.

 5            4             3             2           1

Strongly Disagree      Strongly 
Agree

GROW IN FLOW TEST PART 3
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MUSIC PERFORMANCE ANXIETY TEST RESULTS 
The goal of the Music Performance Anxiety Test is to help you recognize what causes your performance 
anxiety and to help you realize in what areas you need help to deal with your performance anxiety and 
improve your chances for peak performance. 

PART 1 focuses on recognizing the level of your general preparedness for stage performances. 

Section 1: Preparation for Performance: Questions 1-13 

PART 2 includes the topics related to mental/emotional readiness to perform in from of an audience.  

Section 1: Control of Emotions and Negative Thought Patterns: Questions 1-20


• Anxiety, Worry & Catastrophe Anticipation: Questions 1-9


• Worry About Other People’s Opinions: Questions 10-13


• Feeling in Control: Questions 14-20


Section 2: Control of the Body’s Stress Response (Somatic Symptoms): Questions 21-28


Section 3: Self-confidence: Questions 29-55


• Self-confident Person: Questions 29-34


• Self-confident Professional: Questions 35-43


• Dealing with Criticism: Questions 44-46 


• Perfectionism: Questions 47-51


• Perseverance: Questions 52-55


Section 4: Motivation: Questions 56-65


• Motivation and Goal Setting: Questions 56-58


• Focus on the Outcome: Questions 59-61


• Competitiveness & Challenges: Questions 62-65


Section 5: Focus & Flow State: Questions 66-75


• Focus & Concentration: Questions 66-70


• Peak Performance/The State of Flow: Questions 71-75


PART 3 points to some other factors with regard to personality type and personal life story, that may 

contribute to developing music performance anxiety. 

Section 1:  Characteristics of Personality Questions 1-20
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• Depression/Depressive Personality Trait: Questions 1-5


• Personality Factors/Anxiety Trait: Questions 6-11


• Public Performance Anxiety Levels: Questions 12-16


• Social Anxiety: Questions 17-20


Section 2: Personal Life Story Questions 21-32


• Parenting Style: Questions 21-28


• Sense of Belonging: Questions 29-32


Section 3: Lifestyle & Mindset: Questions 33-60


• Health: Questions 33-40


• Social Life: Questions 41-51


• Spiritual Life: Questions 52-56


• Positive Attitude: Questions 57-60
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MPA TEST - RESULTS  

MPA TEST PART 1 - RESULTS 

Inadequate preparation is a fundamental factor that causes Performance Anxiety. We can break down the 
concept of inadequate preparation into three key parts:  
• Poor practice methods 
• Insufficient performance experience 
• Lack of mental preparation 

Poor practice methods happen when you don’t spend enough time on practicing your material, you have 
no clear practice plan, you keep too long practice sessions, you lack concentration during your practice, 
which in result, makes your mind wandering and thinking about irrelevant things. You are also not practicing 
correctly if you mindlessly repeat the material and have no conscious thought about what you want to 
accomplish through it. 

Insufficient performance experience can be very harmful to your stage performance and happens when 
you don’t arrange on having enough practice performances or mock auditions before the actual 
performance. 
You are also not preparing well for your stage performance when you don’t take your time to get used to the 
new stage conditions, (e.g. a new performance venue, concert attire, or even a concert hairstyle or makeup), 
and when you have no clear plan on how you want to develop your performance experience. 

Lack of mental preparation means not knowing or using different strategies and methods to mentally 
prepare for public performance (e.g. using techniques to prevent or overcome performance anxiety, negative 
thoughts, body’s reactions to stress etc.). 
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Section 1: Preparation for Performance: Questions 1-13  

The number of points indicates how well you are prepared for your performances, including your knowledge 
about different methods, strategies and techniques that help prepare for public performance. The higher 
number of the points is typically correlated with experiencing performance anxiety. 

Score: 13-26 points 

Congratulations. According to the test you are typically well prepared for your performances and you seem to 
know mental methods that help get ready for a stage performance. If you still experience performance 
anxiety, it may be caused by other factors covered in other parts of the test. 
Score: 27-51 points 

You seem to be somewhat prepared for pubic performance but you may be at risk for developing 
performance anxiety resulting from inadequate preparation. 
Score: 52-65 points 

You are in a high-risk group of people who may get performance anxiety caused by lack of or inadequate 
preparation. The knowledge about different methods and mental strategies that help prepare for a stage 
performance would be very beneficial for you.   

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

If you would like to learn more about an efficient pre-performance routine, with tips on developing practice 
experience and other strategies that help to get ready for a stage performance, please watch Session 9 of 
the “Grow in Flow” course - “Peak Performance & Pre-performance Routine”.   
The “Grow in Flow” course doesn't concentrate on technical practice methods per se and its main goal is to 
focus on mental and emotional preparation for public performance. However, you may find some helpful 
articles on good technical practice techniques in the resources section at our website 
www.GrowinFlowPerformance.com 
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MPA TEST PART 2 - RESULTS 

For many decades, professional musicians have not been considering mental preparation a part of their daily 
professional routine. They would assume that practice is the only thing they need to focus on to be 
successful in their performances. Nothing could be further from the truth. Sport psychology research has 
revealed that mental preparation and training is essential in the development of successful athletes. In the 
same way, musicians, just as athletes, need to master their cognitive and emotional capabilities to be ready 
to perform at their best.  

Lack of mental preparation is one of the factors causing performance anxiety and it results in:  
• Lack of emotional self-control - the inability to manage emotions or negative thoughts.  
• Lack of physical self-control -  the inability to manage body’s reactions associated with anxiety. 
• Low self-confidence - the inability to see one’s worth and strengths. 
• Wrong motivation - the inability to put things in perspective and attaching one’s self-worth to the outcome 

of their work. 
• Inability to focus - the inability to stay focused on the task at hand. 

Section 1: Control of Emotions and Negative Thought Patterns: Questions 1-20 
• Anxiety, Worry & Catastrophe Anticipation: Questions 1-9 
• Worry About Other People’s Opinions: Questions 10-13 
• Feeling in Control: Questions 14-20 

• Anxiety, Worry & Catastrophe Anticipation: Questions 1-9 
Lack of emotional self-control is the inability to manage your emotions and negative thoughts. Anxiety, worry, 
catastrophe anticipation and feeling helpless are the main factors that may contribute to developing 
performance anxiety. The number of points in this section indicates how much negative emotions of fear, 
anxiety, or disaster thinking affect your ability to perform in public. The higher the number of points, the less 
emotional self-control you seem to have.  

Score: 9-18 points 

You don’t seem to lack emotional self-control and worry and negative thinking may affect your performance 
in a  minimal way.  
 

Score: 19-35 points 
You seem to experience some negative effects of anxiety and worry on your performance. 
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Score: 36-45 points 
You seem to lack emotional self-control which severely affects your performance.   

• Worry about other people’s opinions: Questions 10-13 
The number of points indicates how much apprehension of other people’s opinion affects your ability to 
perform in public. The higher the number of points, the more you worry about other people’s opinion, which 
significantly increases your chances of developing performance anxiety. 

Score: 4-8 points 

You don’t worry too much about other’s opinions. This ability will help you stay focused during your public 
performances and not be distracted by worrying what others may think of you. 
Score: 9-15 points 

You seem to be somewhat concerned about being judged by people and you may worry about other 
people’s opinions regarding your performance. This may occasionally interfere with your ability to focus on 
stage to some degree.   
Score: 16-20 points 

You seem to be concerned about other people’s opinions to a large degree. Worry about the negative 
evaluation by others is a risk factor of developing music performance anxiety and therefore it should be 
addressed in an applicable therapy.  

• Feeling in Control: Questions 14-20  

The feeling of sense of control is very important because it defines our perception of our own capabilities to 
deal with adversities and difficulties we encounter. The number of points in this section indicates how much a 
sense of control you have. The higher number of points, the less sense of control you seem to have. A low 
sense of control is one of the factors contributing to developing performance anxiety. 

Score: 7-14 points 

You seem to have a strong and realistic sense of control. This is a good thing since in most situations it 
should protect you from experiencing performance anxiety. 
Score: 15-27 points 

You seem to have a moderate sense of control. It typically means this factor shouldn’t contribute to 
performance anxiety. 
Score: 28-35 points 

You may be prone to experiencing performance anxiety because of a very limited sense of control that you 

seem to have.  
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KEY TAKEAWAYS: 

Lack of psychological preparation is one of the factors causing music performance anxiety and it results in 
lack of emotional self-control. The inability to manage emotions and negative thoughts may be very 
damaging to your stage performance because it: 
• makes you vulnerable emotionally  
• prevents you from focusing on the task at hand (It’s because your brain is busy with dealing with your 

anxiety instead of focusing on the music) 
• make cause some musicians to stop performing on stage altogether, if they cannot handle the pressure 

and the emotional pain of performing on stage. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

If you scored medium or high on the questions of this section and would like to learn how to feel in control, 
deal with negative thoughts, stop worry about other people’s opinions and be able to manage your 
emotions, please watch Session 3 of the “Grow in Flow” course - “Managing Emotions”. You will find helpful 
resources to deal with your challenges there. This part of the course is packed with fascinating research, 
real-life case studies, and exercises to help you reach your goals. 
Section 2: Control of the Body’s Stress Response (Somatic Symptoms): Questions 21-28 

Lack of physical control is another factor causing Music Performance Anxiety. Knowledge on how to control 
the physical response associated with stage fright is essential to gaining control on stage.  
When stage fright kicks in we find ourselves unable to manage its symptoms. We may experience rapid heart 
rate, muscular tension, sweating, shaky hands/knees/voice, dry mouth, or shallow breath. 
Different types of performing professionals suffer from various stage fright symptoms that are specifically 
harmful to their performance. For example, wood and brass players find shallow breath the most disturbing 
and harmful factor to their performance, whereas it doesn’t really matter too much to the string players.   

The questions in this section of the test are to help you identify what specific performance anxiety symptoms 
interfere with your performance the most. This knowledge will help you find the best solutions to deal with 
your issues with your body’s stress response. The higher number of points, the more the body's stress 
response interferes with the quality of your performance, which may lead to performance anxiety. 

Score: 8-16 points 

Your performance is affected by the body’s stress response in a minimum way. Still, you may benefit from 
learning how to deal with the physical symptoms of MPA. 
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Score: 17-31 points 
Your performance is affected by the body’s stress response to some degree. You may benefit from learning 
how to control your body and relax muscles to get rid of muscle tension and how to deal with other physical 
symptoms of MPA. 
Score: 32-40 points 

The negative effects of flight or fight response are severe and may negatively affect your ability to perform in 
public.  
To be able to perform successfully, it’s recommended for you to learn how to control your body through 
specifically tailored mental exercises and relaxation techniques. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS: 

Lack of physical self-control is one of the key factors causing MPA. The inability to manage your body’s 
reaction may be damaging to your stage performance because it makes you unable to control the way you 
play your instrument and prevents you from focusing on the task at hand (since you are overwhelmed by the 
physical symptoms you feel in your body, you are unable to focus on your music and on the performance 
itself). 
The inability to manage your body’s reaction can also make you stop performing on stage at all (if you cannot 
control the way you play your instrument, it’s hard to even think about performing on stage). 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

If you would like to learn how to efficiently control the body’s stress response associated with performance 
anxiety, please watch in the “Grow in Flow” course, Session 4. This part of the course is packed with 
practical knowledge, breathing, relaxation, and visualization techniques that will help you manage your 
body’s reactions to stress. 

Section 3: Self-confidence: Questions 29-55 

Self-confidence is a very important factor in combating performance anxiety. People with low self-confidence 
usually experience performance anxiety more intensely than more confident individuals. The number of points 
in this section indicates how confident you are as a person, and as a professional. You will also find out 
where you are when it comes to dealing with criticism, perfectionism and perseverance. 

Low self confidence may be about: 
• not feeling confident physically - This is an important factor because if you don’t feel physically 

attractive, it is even more difficult for you to stand before other people and perform. 
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• not feeling confident mentally & emotionally - If you are not confident, you may have doubts about 
your capabilities. You may ask yourself: “Do I have what it takes?”, “Am I good enough?”, ”Smart 
enough?” etc. 

• doubting in yourself as a professional - You may wonder if you have enough skills to deliver, if you are 
good or bad at what you are doing etc.  

Low self confidence leads to the fear of disapproval - it’s the worry about how other people evaluate me, 
how they perceive me, what they think of me and of my abilities. Low self confidence also makes us unable 
to deal with criticism, which makes us feel even more worthless or insecure.  

There are a few factors measured in this section of the test and there are corresponding five groups of 
questions: 
• Self-confident Person: Questions 29-34 
• Self-confident Professional: Questions 35-43 
• Dealing with Criticism: Questions 44-46  
• Perfectionism: Questions 47-51 
• Perseverance: Questions 52-55 

The number of points in this section indicates how confident you are as a person and as a professional. You 
will also find out where you are when it comes to dealing with criticism, perfectionism and perseverance. 

• Self-confident Person: Questions 29-34 
The higher number of points, the less confident as a person you seem to be. 

Score: 6-12 points 
You seem to be a confident person when it comes to the way you perceive your looks and abilities. This 
definitely may help you in being confident when performing on stage. 
Score: 12-24 points 

You seem to be somewhat confident. You may improve your self-esteem by the systematic work on boosting 
your self-esteem using specifically tailored mental exercises and techniques. 
Score: 24-30 points  
You don’t seem to believe in yourself and you have a tendency to undermine your self-worth. It would be 
very important for you to address this issue because emotional insecurity is one of the highest risk factors 
that may contribute to developing performance anxiety. You may want to work on boosting your self-
confidence using specifically tailored mental exercises and techniques presented in the “Grow in Flow” 
course. If your score is very high, you may consider contacting a mental health specialist to identify the cause 
of your low self-esteem.   
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• Self-confident Professional: Questions 35-43  
The higher number of points, the less confident as a professional you seem to be, which may lead to 
performance anxiety. 

Score: 9-18 points 

You seem to be a confident professional. Believing in your professional abilities and competence increases 
your chances to succeed in your performances and to reach your peak performance.  
Score: 19-35 points 
You seem to be somewhat confident in your professional abilities and competence. You may boost your 
professional confidence using specifically tailored mental exercises and training.  
Score: 36-45 points  

You don’t seem to have confidence in your professional abilities, which may prevent you from succeeding in 
your professional career. This may be changed by systematic work through specifically tailored mental 
exercises and techniques.  

• Dealing with Criticism: Questions 44-46 The higher number of points, the less prepared you are to deal 
with criticism. 

Score: 3-6 points 

You don’t seem to be afraid of being criticized. This factor is unlikely to negatively affect your public 
performance.   
Score: 7-11 points 

You seem to be somewhat able to deal with criticism, but you could benefit from learning how to deal with 
criticism and people who may criticize you.  
Score: 12-15 points 

You don’t seem to take criticism well and you probably don’t know the strategies how to deal with it. This 
might result in developing strong performance anxiety. It’s highly recommended to broaden knowledge about 
the mechanisms behind criticism and ways to combat it.  

• Perfectionism: Questions 47-51 
The higher number of points, the more traits of a perfectionist personality type you seem to have. 

Score: 5-10 points 

You seem to be easy on yourself and give yourself permission to make mistakes, which is a good strategy in 

combating performance anxiety. 
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Score: 11-19 points 
You don’t seem to a perfectionist, but you are somewhere in between giving yourself permission to make 
mistakes and having the need of doing everything perfectly. You would benefit from learning about best 
psychological approaches to succeed.  
Score: 20-25 points 

You seem to be very critical to yourself and expect you do everything perfectly, which can be a high risk of 
developing performance anxiety and that’s why it’s crucial for you to learn how to deal with perfectionism so 
it doesn’t hinder your efforts to reach peak performance.  

• Perseverance: Questions 52-55 
The higher number of points, the less perseverant you are and you tend to withdraw instead of keeping 
doing it till the end, even if it's hard. 

Score: 4-8 points 

You seem to be perseverant even if the situations you encounter are challenging at times. This characteristic 
of your personality will help you persevere in your performances and to refocus quickly even if you happen to 
make a mistake. This will also help you stay on your professional path no matter what.  
Score: 9-15 points 

You seem to be able to persevere in general, but still sudden challenges or adversities make you stumble. 
You would benefit from learning the strategies to bounce back from failures and to keep going despite 
difficulty.     
Score: 16-20 points 
You don’t seem to know how to persevere, which can negatively affect your ability to recover after and to 
refocus during challenging situations. It’s highly recommended that you learn the strategies to be more 
perseverant, persistent and focused on your goals.  

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

If you would like to learn how to improve your self-esteem as an individual and as a professional, know how 
to deal with criticism, stand firm in difficult and challenging situations, live a balanced professional & personal 
life, be able to challenge yourself but at the same time go easy on yourself, please watch in the “Grow in 
Flow” course, Session 5, “ Building Self-confidence”, where the these topics are discussed in detail and 
where you can find specifically tailored mental exercises and techniques to boost your self-confidence.  
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Section 4: Motivation, goal setting and challenge: Questions 56-65 

Motivation is a very important factor on your way to peak performance. Without the right balance between 
different areas of your professional and personal life you may not be able to set your goals in such a way that 
will lead you to a sense of accomplishment and enable you to reach your peak performance.  
Wrong motivation is one of the major factors causing music performance anxiety.  
Wrong motivation happens when you are not able to put things in perspective and when you focus on 
yourself instead of on the task at hand, focus on the outcome instead of on the process, attach your worth 
to the outcome, and finally when you don’t have clear goals of what you want to accomplish. 

There are three groups of questions in this section:   
• Motivation and Goal Setting: Questions 56-58 
• Focus on the Outcome: Questions 59-61 
• Competitiveness & Challenges: Questions 62-65 
 
The number of points in this section indicates how well motivated you are as a person and as a professional. 
You will also learn what is the main focus of your performance, how much competitive or how open to new 
situations you are, which is also a big factor contributing to performance anxiety. 

• Motivation and Goal Setting: Questions 56-58 

The higher number of points, the less you are aware of what you want in your professional and personal life. 

Score: 3-6 points 

You seem to be well-motivated and you have a clear idea of your goals.  
Score: 7-11 points 

You seem to be somewhat motivated but you are not sure of the things that you would like to accomplish.  
Score: 12-15 points 

You don’t seem to be well-motivated nor to know what you would like to accomplish in your professional life. 
With no clear professional goals it’s hard to reach peak performance and a sense of of accomplishment. 
If you scored medium-high on these questions, it’s highly recommended that you learn the strategies to 
motivate yourself to be able to set and achieve your life goals. This ability is very important in dealing with 
performance anxiety and is one of the key elements to achieve peak performance.  
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• Focus on the Outcome: Questions 59-61 

The research shows, that people who base their self-worth on external sources, including appearance, 
approval from others and the outcome of their performance report more stress, anger, professional work 
problems, relationship conflicts, and have higher levels of drug and alcohol use and symptoms of eating 
disorders. 

The higher number of points, the more focused on the outcome you are, which may lead to performance 
anxiety.  

Score: 3-6 points 

You don’t seem to attach your worth as a professional to the outcome of your performances. 
Score: 7-11 points 

You seem to somewhat attach your worth as a professional to the outcome of your performances. 
Score: 12-15 points 

You seem attach your worth as a professional to the outcome of your performances. You can change the 
perception of your own self-worth and set the right goals by learning the topics related to motivation and by 
systematically using mental exercises that are discussed in session 6 of the “Grow in Flow” course.   

• Competitiveness & Challenges: Questions 62-65 

The higher number of points, the less naturally competitive you are.  

Score: 4-8 points 

You seem to be naturally competitive which definitely helps you achieve your goals. However, it would be 
good for you to know how to balance your competitive personality, so you don’t stumble when facing 
adversaries.  
Score: 9-17 points 
Although you don’t seem to be naturally very competitive, you seem to be open to challenges and new 
situations. This will help you achieve your goals and overcome challenges.  
Score: 16-20 points 

You don’t seem to be naturally competitive and you seem to dislike situations where you have to compete 
with other people. This may lead to avoiding challenging situations, or reducing your efforts in new situations, 
which is a self-sabotaging behavior and may lead to even more severe performance anxiety. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

If you would like to learn how to be well-motivated, how to set the right short and long term goals, how to 
find your own balance in professional and personal life, please watch session 6 of the “Grow in Flow” course, 
“Motivation & Goal Setting”. In this session you will also learn about mastery orientation, which is the best 

Grow in Flow, Justyna Ponulak, All rights reserved. �36

GROW IN FLOW E-BOOK



type of goal setting focused on learning process and improvement, so you can conquer performance anxiety 
and reach your peak performance. 

Section 5: Focus & Flow State: Questions 66-75  

The ability to focus on performance is essential to reaching peak performance and the state of flow (which is 
the most optimal state of mind for a successful and enjoyable performance). On the contrary, inability to 
focus can contribute to developing performance anxiety. If we are distracted when performing, and we let our 
mind wander, we are not able to get into a creative mindset to be able to enter the state of flow. 
There are two groups of questions in this section:   
• Focus: Questions 66-70 
• Flow State: Questions 71-75 

• Focus: Questions 66-70 

The number of points in this section indicates how easily distracted you tend to be during your practice and 
performance, which also can effect your ability to perform from memory. 
The higher number of points, the easier distracted by negative thoughts/images you are. 

Score: 5-10 points 

You seem to maintain your focus easily during your practice and performances.  
Score: 11-19 points 

You seem to maintain your focus during your practice and performances to some degree. 
Score: 20-25 points 

You seem to be easily distracted by negative thoughts during your practice and public performances. The 
ability to maintain focus and to turn off all distractions and to commit your attention to a single task is 
essential for a successful performance. 

• Flow State: Questions 71-75 

The State of Flow is the most optimal state of mind for a successful and enjoyable performance which can 
be reached if certain conditions are met. The number of points in this section indicates how much familiar 
you are with   experiencing the state of flow and in what circumstances it’s more likely for you to experience 
it.The higher number of points, the less familiar you are with experiencing the state of flow in your 
professional life. 

Score: 5-10 points 

You seem to know how it feels to be in the zone and to enjoy your performances.  
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Score: 11-19 points 
You seem to experience the state of flow at times but not in all performance settings.   
Score: 20-25 points 

You don’t seem to be familiar with the feelings and the mental state associated with the state of flow and 
peak performance. However, you can easily make it up by learning about the state of flow and about the 
necessary conditions to achieve it.  

RECOMMENDATIONS:  

If you would like to learn how to maintain focus during your practice and performances, or what to do to 
increase your chances of getting into the zone and the state of flow, please watch the Grow in Flow course, 
Session 7 “Focus and Flow State”. If what distracts you during your performances are your negative 
thoughts, please watch Session 3 of the “Grow in Flow” course and learn how to control your negative 
emotions. This will help you to stay focused when performing on stage.  
If the reason of your distraction on stage is the physical reaction to stress like shallow breath, shaking and 
sweating, please watch Session 4 “Managing body’s stress response” and learn how to control your physical 
reactions to stress. 

MPA TEST PART 3 - RESULTS 

The goal of the MPA Test Part 3 is to point you to some other factors that may contribute to developing 
music performance anxiety.  

Section 1: Characteristics of Personality: Questions 1-20, contains different factors related to individual 
characteristics of personality. 
• Depression/Depressive Personality Trait: Questions 1-5 
• Personality Factors/Anxiety Trait: Questions 6-11 
• Anxiety Levels: Questions: 12-16 
• Social Anxiety: Questions 17-20 

Section 2:  Personal Life Story: Questions 21-32, contains questions about your personal life experience 
with regard to performance anxiety. 
• Parenting Style:  Questions 21-28 
• Sense of Belonging: Questions 29-32 
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Section 3: Lifestyle & Mindset: Questions 33-60, contains other factors like lifestyle & philosophy of life, 
which may contribute to developing a healthy lifestyle, enabling an individual to overcome performance 
anxiety and to focus on creating a balanced and meaningful life. 
• Healthy Lifestyle: Questions 33-40 
• Social Life: Questions 41-51 
• Spiritual Life: Questions 52-56 
• Positive Attitude: Questions 57-60 
Some of the topics covered in the third part of the MPA Test may be the fundamental risk  factors  in the 
development of performance anxiety and may require consulting with a mental health professional who can 
properly diagnose, apply appropriate therapy, and prescribe and monitor medications, if needed.  

Section 1: Characteristics of Personality 

• Depression/Depressive Personality Trait: Questions 1-5 

Depression is a common mental disorder. Globally, more than 300 million people of all ages suffer from this 
mood disorder. Depression is different from usual mood fluctuations and short-lived emotional responses to 
challenges in everyday life. Especially when long-lasting and with moderate intensity, depression may 
become a serious health condition. It can cause the affected person to suffer greatly and function poorly at 
work, at school and in the family. At its worst, depression can even lead to suicide.  

Major depressive disorder is characterized by:  
• persistent depressed mood or sadness lasting more than two weeks 
• loss of interest in usual activities 
• weight loss or weight gain 
• sleep disturbances & fatigue 
• hyperactive or slowed behavior  
• feelings of worthlessness 
• difficulty concentrating or making decisions  
• recurrent suicidal thoughts 

This part of the MPA Test includes a few questions regarding Depression and Depressive Personality 
Disorder (DPD), which are not the same thing, although they have similar symptoms.  

Depressive Personality Disorder is a condition characterized by the presence of several different 
symptoms that leave affected individuals in chronically depressed or melancholy moods.  Depressive 
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personality traits can seriously diminish the affected person’s sense of well-being and can dominate their 
worldview from day to day. The higher number of points, the more depressed you seem to be.  

Score: 1-10 points 

You don’t seem to be depressed or to have depressive personality traits in your behavior.  
Score: 11-19 points 

You don’t seem to be depressed or to have depressive personality traits, however, you may get sad or feel 
blue at times, which is a normal and temporary emotional reaction to adversity.  
Score: 20-25 points 
The results of the test indicate that you may suffer from depression at the moment, or you may have 
symptoms of depressive personality disorder. It’s important to point out that there are effective psychological 
and pharmacological treatments for depression and depressive personality disorder. It’s strongly 
recommended that you contact a mental health professional to discuss your issue and potentially find the 
right therapy to deal with this condition.  

• Personality Factors/Anxiety Trait: Questions 6-11 

Anxiety Trait is someone’s general level of anxiety, his or her personality and the natural predisposition to 
experience anxiety. For example, someone who has anxiety prone personality is generally more anxious and 
may perceive different situations as more threatening comparing to other people, and can react more 
intensively to stressful situations. Anxiety traits are usually acquired during development or through 
experience (e.g. by coping 
anxiety-promoting parental behaviors)  

The higher number of points, the more anxiety prone personality you seem to have.  

Score: 6-12 points 

You don’t seem to have any anxiety traits developed during your childhood.  
Score: 13-23 points 

You seem to have some anxiety traits which might have developed during your childhood.  
Score: 24-30 points 

You seem to have anxiety traits which might have developed during your childhood. This factor may greatly 
contribute to developing performance anxiety and may require consulting a mental health professional.  

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
If you would like to learn more about the topic of anxiety trait and other personality factors, please watch the 
“Grow in Flow” course, session 1 - “Understanding Stage Fright”, and session 3 - “Managing Emotions“.  
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• Public Performance Anxiety Levels: Questions 12-16


Most people experience some level of anxiety associated with public performance, which is perfectly normal. 
However, sometimes the level of anxiety is so high that it may prevent an individual from successful 
performance on stage.  

The higher number of points, the more levels of anxiety associated with public performance you seem to 
have. 
  
Score: 5-10 points 
You seem to have low levels of anxiety with regard to public performance.  
Score: 11-19 points 
You seem to have experience some level of anxiety with regard to public performance, which may develop 
into performance anxiety.  
Score: 20-25 points 

Your behavior seems to be characterized by high levels of anxiety with regard to public performance, which 
may lead to developing performance anxiety.  

RECOMMENDATIONS:  
If you would like to learn more about the topic of anxiety levels and other related issues, please watch the 
“Grow in Flow” course, session 1 - “Understanding Stage Fright” and session 3 - “Managing Emotions“.  

• Social Anxiety: Questions 17-20 

It's normal to feel nervous in some social situations. But in Social Anxiety Disorder, everyday interactions 
cause significant anxiety, fear, self-consciousness and embarrassment because of the fear of being 
scrutinized or judged by others. In social anxiety disorder, fear and anxiety lead to avoidance that can affect 
an individual’s daily routine, work, school or other activities, and can disrupt their whole life. 
Social anxiety disorder may be a learned behavior. For example, some people may develop the condition 
after an unpleasant or embarrassing social situation. Also, there may be an association between social 
anxiety disorder and parents who either model anxious behavior in social situations or are more controlling or 
overprotective. 
The higher number of points, the more social anxiety traits you seem to have.  

Score: 4-8 points 
You don’t seem to have social anxiety.  
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Score: 9-15 points 
You seem to experience some levels of anxiety in social situations, which doesn't necessarily mean that you 
may have social anxiety.  
Score: 16-20 points 

Your score indicates that there are some traits of social anxiety present in your behavior. This is not a medical 
diagnosis but you may suffer from social anxiety disorder. If your score is very high, you may consider 
contacting a mental health professional to find out if you might be affected by this disorder.  

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

If you would like to learn more about the topic of social anxiety, please watch the “Grow in Flow” course, 
session 5 - “Building Self-confidence”. 

Section 2:  Personal Life Story Questions 21-32 

• Parenting Style:  Questions 21-28 

Childhood is the most important stage of life because it’s the foundation of our adulthood. This stage is 
crucial for everyone's physical, emotional and social development. Everything a child sees or does during this 
period of time will either motivate the child or haunt him/her for the rest of their life. Different parenting styles 
may shape different behaviors and life expectations. The way our parents behave and interact with us 
influences the way we perceive ourself and other people. Emotionally neglectful parents often fail to validate 
children’s successes, comfort them when they are sad, and are unable to express their own emotions 
openly. If parents are emotionally unavailable, demanding, perfectionistic, or too permissive, emotional 
neglect can be the result. However, it’s important to note that most parents do not mean to emotionally 
neglect their children, and many of them are not even aware they’re doing it. They may not know that they 
lack the skills to care for their children emotionally. Many emotionally neglectful parents were neglected as 
children themselves and are recreating the type of relationship they had with their own parents. 
The wounds of emotional neglect can be lifelong if they are unaddressed, but as an adult, you can take 
responsibility for your own healing. You may educate yourself about the symptoms of emotional neglect, 
learn to meet your own emotional needs, and break the cycle of emotional neglect in your relationships. If 
you feel that this issue greatly affects your life, you may also want to consider contacting a mental health 
professional to find the best solution to recover from emotional neglect. 

The higher number of points, the less emotional support you received to be able to succeed in professional 
and personal life. 
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Score: 8-16 points 
Your score indicates that you received enough emotional support from your parents/guardians to be able to 
succeed in professional and personal life. 
Score: 17-31 points 

Your score indicates that you have received some emotional support from your parents/guardians, but there 
might be a lack in certain emotional needs, which may effect your behavior and the level of your self-worth.  
Score: 32-40 points 

Your score indicates that you might have been emotionally neglected by your parents/guardians. You might 
have been deprived of attention and/or approval, which are very important factors in building self-confidence, 
resilience, and perseverance in adulthood. It is strongly recommended that you contact a mental health 
professional to address this issue to be able to continue your journey from performance anxiety to peak 
performance.  

• Sense of Belonging: Questions 29-32 

Parenting style also influences people’s sense of belonging. From a psychological point of view, a sense of 
belonging is a basic human need. Many psychologists describe this need as being at the level of importance 
of that as food, water, and shelter. A sense of belonging can be so powerful that it can create both value in 
life and the ability to learn healthy coping skills when experiencing intensive and painful emotions. On the 
contrary, lack of a sense of belonging may lead to feelings of social isolation, alienation, loneliness, and may 
be even a predictor of depression.  
The higher number of points in this section you score, the less sense of belonging you have, especially with 
regard to your study/work place. 

Score: 4-8 points 
You seem to have higher levels of sense of belonging. 
Score: 9-15 points 

You seem to have medium levels of sense of belonging. 
Score: 16-20 points 

You seem to have lower levels of sense of belonging. If you find this factor disturbing, it’s recommended that 
you contact a mental health professional to discuss and address this issue.  

IMORTANT FACT: 

A traumatic event may be another important factor that may be the cause of performance anxiety. For 
practical reasons, the topic of a traumatic event is not included in the “Grow in Flow” MPA Test. However, it 
may be helpful to understand the nature of a traumatic event and use it for individual assessment, because 
this may have a crucial importance in combating performance anxiety. 
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A traumatic event is an incident or a very stressful life event that causes physical, emotional, spiritual, or 
psychological harm. An example of a traumatic event may be: 
	 •	 Domestic or family violence 
	 •	 Community violence (shooting, mugging, burglary, assault, bullying) 
	 •	 Physical, emotional or sexual abuse 
	 •	 Natural disaster such as a hurricane, flood, fire or earthquake 
	 •	 A serious car accident 

The person experiencing a traumatic event may feel threatened, anxious, or frightened as a result. In some 
cases, they may not know how to respond, or may be in denial about the effect such an event has had on 
them. About 70 % of adults in the US have reported experiencing a traumatic event at least once in their life. 
It is common for people to experience emotional challenges after trauma and their symptoms can lessen in 
intensity over time as they continue to heal.  
However, some people develop post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and they find themselves 
experiencing symptoms that continue to cause them significant distress. They have negative thoughts, suffer 
from hyperarousal, avoidance, and keep re-experiencing the traumatic event in their heads over and over. It 
is estimated that 7-8 % of people in the US experience PTSD at some point during their lifetime. 

Traumatic experiences that happen to people when they are children are especially harmful. When a child 
grows up living under constant or extreme stress, the immune system and body’s stress response systems 
may not develop normally. Later on, when the child or adult is exposed to even ordinary levels of stress, 
these systems may automatically respond as if the individual was under extreme stress. For example, an 
individual may experience significant physiological reactivity such as rapid breathing or heart pounding, or 
may "shut down" entirely when presented with stressful situations. These responses, while adaptive when 
faced with a significant threat, are out of proportion in the context of normal stress and are often perceived 
by others as “overreacting” or as unresponsive or detached. 
Also, children with complex trauma histories may develop chronic or recurrent physical complaints, such as 
headaches or stomachaches. Adults with histories of trauma in childhood have been shown to have more 
chronic physical conditions and problems. They may engage in risky behaviors that compound these 
conditions (e.g., smoking, substance use, and diet and exercise habits that lead to obesity). 

RECOMMENDATIONS:  

If you have ever experienced a traumatic event and you feel it still has a negative impact on your life, please 
consider contacting a mental health professional, who will help you deal with this issue.  
Also, the topic of traumatic experiences with regard to the public performance is covered in the “Grow in 
Flow” course, in session 3: “Managing Emotions”.  
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Section 3:  Lifestyle & Mindset: Questions 33-60 

A healthy lifestyle is a very important factor on the way to peak performance and it has both short and long 
term benefits. For your body to work properly, it needs a balanced diet, regular exercise and enough sleep. 
An unhealthy  lifestyle is a risk factor for depression and anxiety. This is especially important for performing 
artists who need to reduce the risk of developing depression, anxiety or other health problems related to their 
occupation  and work environment. Living a well-balanced life, which is a healthy balance between work, 
social, and  personal life, is also very important when it comes to stress management.  
The questions in is section are going to help you realize where you are when it comes to your lifestyle. The 
higher number of points, the less healthy your lifestyle seems to be.  

• Healthy Lifestyle: Questions 33-40 

Score: 8-16 points 

Congratulations! You seem to live a healthy lifestyle.  
Score: 17-31 points 

You seem to live a somewhat healthy lifestyle but you would certainly benefit from educating yourself about 
what steps you can take to make your lifestyle even more healthy. 
Score: 32-40 points 

You don’t seem to lead a healthy lifestyle. This can increase the risk of developing anxiety, depression, or 
other mental and/or physical health issues.  

RECOMMENDATIONS:  

If you would like to learn more about the topic a healthy life style please watch the “Grow in Flow” course, 
session 4 - “Managing Body’s Stress Response”, lesson 4 -“Well balanced life”, and session 8 “Peak 
Performance & Pre-Performance Routine”. 
  

• Social Life: Questions 41-51 

Social life  is one of the most important  influences on mental health. Without positive, durable relationships, 
both our mind and body don’t function well. Social  isolation can have a negative impact on mental and 
physical health including increased risk of becoming depressed, anxious, or having panic attacks. 

The higher number of points, the more complicated and unbalanced your social life seems to be.  
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Score: 11-22 points 
Congratulations! You seem to have a well-balanced social life and you know how to balance your 
professional and personal life.  
Score: 23-43 points 

You seem to have a somewhat balanced social life. 
Score: 44-55 points 

You don’t seem to have a well-balanced social life, which may affect your capabilities to cope with the 
challenges of daily stress and hardships.  

RECOMMENDATIONS:  

If you would like to learn more about the topic a well-balanced lifestyle please watch the “Grow in Flow” 
course, session 4 - “Managing Body’s Stress Response”,  lesson 4 - “Well balanced life” . 

Spiritual Life: Questions 52-56 

The research indicates that there is the link between religious belief, religious practice, and mental health. 
Both religious belief and practice can help a person cope with stress and life challenges by generating sense 
of peace, purpose of life, sense of belonging, forgiveness, and gratitude.  

The higher number of points, the less religious/spiritual person you seem to be. 
  

Score: 5-10 points 
You seem to be a religious/spiritual person.  
Score: 11-19 points 

You seem to be a somewhat religious/spiritual person.  
Score: 20-25 points 

You don’t seem to be a religious/spiritual person.  

RECOMMENDATIONS:  

If you would life to learn about what research says about the relationship between religious belief, religious 
practice and mental health, please check the resources section at www.GrowInFlowPerformance. 

• Positive Attitude: Questions 57-60 

A positive attitude helps cope more easily with the daily affairs of life and makes it easier to avoid worries and 
negative thinking. It is also necessary for bringing and applying any constructive changes into your life (e.g. 
working on combating performance anxiety and reaching peak performance). 
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The number of points in this short section indicates if you have a positive attitude to make necessary 
changes in your life. The higher number of points, the less positive attitude you have.  

Score: 4-8 points 

You seem to have a positive attitude towards making good changes necessary for combating performance 
anxiety and reaching your peak performance. Positive mindset will definitely increase your ability to achieve 
your goals.  
Score: 9-15 points 
You seem to have a somewhat positive attitude towards making changes necessary for combating 
performance anxiety and reaching your peak performance.  
Score: 16-20 points 

You seem to have a negative attitude towards taking some concrete steps and making necessary changes. 
This may jeopardize  your chances of reaching your goal of combating performance anxiety and reaching 
your peak performance. It’s highly recommended that you work on changing your attitude, so you can see 
positive changes in your life.   
 

RECOMMENDATIONS:  

If you would life to learn about what research says about the relationship between a positive attitude and 
successful life please check the resources section at www.GrowInFlowPerformance. 

GENERAL RECOMMENDATIONS:  

Please watch all the sessions of the “Grow in Flow” course in order or focus on individual sessions/lessons, 
based on your results of the MPA Test and given recommendations.  
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Session 3: Managing Emotions 

• Introduction  

• Lesson 1: Emotional Competence 

• Lesson 2: Understanding the Stress Response 
• Lesson 3: Managing Emotions 
• Lesson 4: Managing Emotions for Public Performance 

Introduction:  

Ability to manage emotions and negative thoughts is fundamental in dealing with Performance Anxiety 
and it is also essential to being able to reach the State of Flow because you won’t be able to focus and 
get into the zone, if negative thoughts occupy your mind.   
The main goal of this session is to teach you to manage your emotions and negative thoughts. This will 
be crucial not only in the context of your stage performances but will also benefit your whole life. 
This session is split into four lessons. In the first lesson, you will learn about your emotional competence, 
namely, about the things that you can and cannot change in your life, so you know how much control you 
have over the things that happen to you. In lesson two, you will  learn about how emotions are triggered, 
so you understand the way your body works. In the third lesson, you will learn how to effectively manage 
your emotions and negative thoughts, and the fourth lesson will be dedicated to applying this knowledge 
to Performance Anxiety and public performance. 

Lesson 1:  Emotional Competence 

In order to handle the ups and downs of your professional and personal life, you need to be able to 
handle your negative emotions and the way you think. Most of us spend a lot of time inside our own 
minds — replaying events from the past or worrying about the future. This is useless and harmful to our 
emotional health because we have no control over the past nor the future.  
Negative thoughts can distract us from focusing on what’s important here and now, and  they drain our 
energy. They can also make us feel anxious and depressed, because they often bring sadness, regret, 
and fear. 

Negative thoughts might be compared 
to stray dogs - they’ are never satisfied, 
they loiter on roads, and they might also 
be dangerous to us. That is why we 
need to learn how to control them. Our 
mind should be like an owner who 
controls his dog and decides where he  

                                                 wants his pet to go.  
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Although emotions come to us, or rather appear in us, with no or little control on our side, we do have 
the capability to control them, by choosing how we respond to them.  
We have no control over a stressful situation or over someone who is causing our distress, and we 
cannot help it when anger or fear appear in us, but we can choose what we want to do with these 
emotions. 
It is very important for you to realize that you can control the way you think. It is not that someone or 
something is forcing you to think or to respond in this or that way. It is you who let this happen. You can 
decide to dwell on the negative thoughts and let them negatively influence your professional and 
personal life, or you can learn how to manage them. 

There are people who are so discouraged and overwhelmed because so many bad things beyond their 
control have happened to them in the past, that they stopped trying to help themselves. This 
phenomenon is called learned helplessness and this happens when a person comes to believe they 
have no control over their situation, and that whatever they do is futile. As a result, the person will stay 
passive in the face of an unpleasant, harmful, or damaging situation, even when they actually do have 
the ability to improve their circumstances.  

Of course, there are things in your life that you cannot change. You cannot change: 

• your past 
• your personal history 
• other people's beliefs, thoughts, and behavior (unless they choose to change it) 

However, when it comes to your life, you can change a lot of things: 

• your present behavior  
• your future behavior  
• how you respond to the behavior of others (e.g. you may choose to forgive or apologize, and let go)  
• your habits (both good and bad) 
• the choices and plans you make 
• the responsibility you take for yourself 
• the way you think - your values and goals  
• you can make a decision what skills you choose to acquire and develop  
• how you want to apply your talents and strengths 

You need to develop a healthy sense of personal control and focus your energy on those events that you 
have influence over, rather than situations beyond your control. All it takes is just to make a conscious 
decision to take responsibility for your own life and take back the control over the way you think and live. 
If you feel that negative thoughts make you anxious, impair your stage performances and prevent you 
from reaching your full potential, then my message for you today is that you can change it! Just be 
patient with yourself because everything that is good and has a beneficial value takes time and effort to 
learn and master. We will do it together! In the next parts of this session, you will learn how to manage 
your emotions and what to do to control them better. In the next lesson, you are going to find out about 
how emotions are triggered. This knowledge will help you understand the mechanisms behind Stage 
Fright and negative emotions, which in turn, will help you manage these negative reactions.  
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Lesson 2:  Understanding the Stress Response 

We all have emotions. They are immediate and uncontrollable reactions to every situation we encounter.  
The emotions we feel each day play an important role in how we think and behave. But what is actually 
an emotion and how is it manifested in our mind and body? Let’s have a look at the definition of emotion. 

Emotion is a complex psychophysiological state that involves three distinct components:  
• a subjective experience (this is what you feel) 
• a physiological response (this is what your body feels) 
• a behavioral response (which is how you react). 

Emotion is our reaction to a situation or to someone, and it is influenced by what our brain thinks of the 
situation or the person we encounter. 

Think about what happens to you when you 
experience emotions. Imagine, you have just 
learned that something bad is about to happen to 
you. You start to feel that something is going on in 
your mind and body - you experience emotions.  
• How do you feel? Are you happy or anxious?  
    (You probably feel anxious.)  
• How does your body feel? Are you relaxed or 

tense? (You probably feel tense.)  
Emotions are these reactions that happen in your mind and body as a response to someone or to a 
situation that you encounter. 

We can divide emotions into two groups - basic (or primary) emotions and complex emotions. 
  
• Basic emotions, such as fear, anger, 
happiness, sadness, surprise, and disgust, are 
innate and happen automatically, without much 
cognitive processing.  

• Complex emotions, like rage, boredom, or 
apprehension, are more self-conscious 
emotions, and they require self-reflection and 
self-evaluation to be triggered. They also last 
longer than basic emotions. 
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To understand the emotional processes behind performance anxiety, we need to take a closer look at 
the basic emotions and see how they are triggered. Specifically, let’s talk about fear. For that, let’s go to 
another example: 

John loves mountains and one day he decides to go on 
a trip to the mountains. While being there he is enjoying 
beautiful views and nature. What does he feel? - We 
may assume he is happy. What does his body feel? - He 
is probably relaxed. Suddenly, John sees a big bear. 
What happens to his body and mind? Without even 
thinking about it, he experiences fear, and his body is 
aroused – ready to flee.   

The mechanism that is triggered here is called the Fight or Flight Response, which is the body's 
reaction to perceived threat or danger. The part of the brain that is responsible for triggering the Fight or 
Flight response is called the amygdala, and it’s a part of the limbic system. This is our “emotional brain”.  

The Amygdala plays a large role in producing emotions related to our survival, especially fear. 
It sees and hears everything that occurs to us instantaneously and inhibits rational thinking when there is 
no time to analyze whether a seen object is a threat or not. It’s the most primitive survival response. 
If the amygdala perceives an emotional emergency, it can take over the rest of the brain before the 
rational part of the brain has time to analyze the signals coming in, and decides what to do.  

Once the amygdala picks up on a threat, it talks to a 
part of the brain called the hypothalamus, which in turn 
releases chemicals telling the pituitary gland to react, 
pump the hormone adrenaline into the bloodstream, 
and cause the body to activate the stress response 
instantly (which by the way, is the same as the ones 
associated with Performance Anxiety).  

As adrenaline circulates through the body, it brings on a number of physiological changes: 
• Increased Heart Rate (The heart beats faster than normal, pushing blood to the muscles, heart, and 

other vital organs.)  
• Increased blood pressure (Pulse rate and blood pressure go up.) 
• Increased respiration (The person undergoing these changes also starts to breathe more rapidly. Small 

airways in the lungs open wide. This way, the lungs can take in as much oxygen as possible with each 
breath. Extra oxygen is sent to the brain, increasing alertness. Sight, hearing, and other senses 
become sharper.)  

• Slowed Digestive Functioning (Adrenaline triggers also the release of blood sugar (glucose) and fats 
from temporary storage sites in the body. These nutrients flood into the bloodstream, supplying energy 
to all parts of the body.) 
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All of these changes happen so quickly that a person who is experiencing the Fight or Flight 
Response is not aware of what is going on with them. This mechanism has helped in evolution as a 
survival mechanism when our ancestors encountering a danger had to answer the question: Does it eat 
me or do I eat it? You can't sit around and think about it; you need to have an instantaneous response. 
That is how our ancestors survived and this is actually how we still react. We modern people, 
surrounded by our smartphones, computers, the Internet, and other technological conveniences have 
the same bodies, we have the same brain reactions as our ancestors million years ago. Even if our 
environment has changed, we still react in the same way, as if our response was crucial to our survival. 

Decision making
We like to think that most of our decisions are made based on what we think about something. But 
emotions influence decision making and in reality, the vast majority of people make decisions based on 
their emotional state of mind. In other words, decisions are made based on how we feel about 
something, rather than, what we think about it.   

Emotions, in fact, have the ability to completely take over 
our mind and change our thoughts. And it is so because 
there was an emotional brain long before there was a 
rational one, and that is why emotional reactions and 
responses sometimes may be stronger than rational ones. 
We could not survive without the emotional brain. The 
emotional brain is our early warning system. It keeps us 
safe. It is our friend and protector. Unfortunately, 
sometimes, it can be wrong and get the wrong idea about 
the source of our fear. It can easily decide that certain situations are much more dangerous or 
threatening than they really are. In other words, the emotional brain can become easily overly-aroused 
and when this happens it often causes problems, because it can pitch us into paralyzing fear, rage, or 
high anxiety before we even know what’s going on. And again, it is all because of the Amygdala.  

The Amygdala is responsible for storing and classifying unconscious emotionally charged memories. It 
helps to faster recognize if a given object or a situation was a threat in the past. This memory helps to 
avoid this dangerous situation in the future.  

Here is an example of how the amygdala works: 

John likes walking in a park. Unfortunately, one day he is 
attacked by a dog. What do you think he might feel? - He is 
probably afraid, scared and feels helpless. His amygdala 
will store the memory of this unfortunate experience and will 
remember to avoid dogs in the future.  

This is an example of how great this survival mechanism is. However, when the amygdala is over-
stimulated then fear conditioning may happen. Instead of using the memory of the dog attack to avoid 
future dog attacks, the mere sight of a dog may become associated with a deadly threat. 
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Moreover, when a person experiences an event that 
elicits an emotion such as fear or anxiety, the memory 
of the event (such as a dog attack) and associated 
feelings are automatically stored in the amygdala. 
Years later, when that person thinks about that 
experience, he or she will also feel some of the anxiety 
that was stored with the memory of the event. This is 
h o w a t r a u m a t i c e x p e r i e n c e i s f o r m e d . 
Tr a u m a t i c  m e m o r i e s a r e  f o r m e d  a f t e r 
an  experience  that causes high levels of emotional 
arousal and the activation of stress hormones. 

What does it mean to you?

If you experience Performance Anxiety and the Fight 
or Flight Response when you perform on stage, it 
means that your amygdala got the wrong idea about 
the importance of that performance. Your body 
perceives a public performance as a threat, as 
something dangerous. If your amygdala perceives a 
performance as a threat, your body reacts in the way, 
as if the performance was crucial for your survival.  
 

Do you remember the story of Mia’s bad performance 
experience discussed in session 1? Imagine Mia 15 
years later. She can still remember that performance 
when it all happened and she feels anxious whenever 
she thinks about this negative experience. What 
happens is, that she unconsciously transfers her 
previous bad stage experience onto her present 
public performance situations. That is why she gets 
Performance Anxiety every time she performs. It is not 
because of any present reasons, but because of her 
past negative experiences.   

If something like that happened to you, or you realized that for some reason you perceive a public 
performance as a threat, rest assured that you can change it. In the next two lessons, you are going to 
learn how to manage your emotions and deal with any negative past experiences, which may affect your 
ability to perform in public right now. 
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Lesson 3:  Managing Emotions 

The ability to manage negative emotions is one of the most important emotional intelligence skills, very 
important to our wellbeing. Unfortunately, life happens and we have to face difficult and painful 
situations. Someone says something, or things happen not the way we expected, and all of a sudden we 
find ourselves surrounded with anxiety and fear without realizing the main reason for that.  

Many of us spend large parts of our lives on auto pilot, not aware of what we are experiencing. When 
something unpleasant happens to us, our habit  is often  to judge instantly and react quickly, often 
working from a faulty or limited perspective that restricts our options or creates issues.  
To gain control over our emotional reactions, first of all, we need to learn how to be aware of them.  
We need to learn to pause, get a clearer picture of a situation, and then respond more skillfully. 

Here are three practical steps that will help you decode your emotions and de-arouse your “emotional 
brain”. 

Step 1: Recognize the emotion
First, you need to become aware of your emotions. As soon as you realize that something has happened 
to you, ask yourself, “what is it”? “how do I feel?”, and “how can I name it?”   

Step 2: Explain the emotion
If you are aware of your emotions, you are ready to move to the next step and try to understand and 
explain the cause of the emotions that you’re experiencing. Ask yourself, “I feel… Why is it so?” “What’s 
going on?” “What triggered the emotion?” 

Step 3: Respond to the emotion 
If you have recognized your emotions and found out what triggered them, you are ready to take control 
over your emotions by deciding how you want to respond to them. You may ask yourself the following 
questions, “What can I do about it?” “What do I want to do about it?” and “How do I want to respond?” 

Now, let’s see what happens in your brain 
when you try to control your emotions. 
Imagine something happened to you (we’ll 
call it “an activating event”), and you 
experience an emotion. Your first reaction 
will be unconscious, through the amygdala, 
which is a part of the emotional brain and 
an emotional shortcut. This will be a very 
fast reaction, a very short way, and you will 
have no control over it. Fortunately, in 
parallel to that, our brain activates the 
“rational” pathway as well. There, the signal 
flows through thalamus, which is a part of our “thinking brain”. It’s a longer but a more accurate way to 
process the emotions that you’re experiencing.     
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As we discussed, there are three steps that your thinking brain can take to help you control your 
emotional state. 

Step 1: Recognize your emotions and become aware of them
Step 2: Explain what triggered the emotions  
Step 3: Choose the way to respond to the emotions

As you can see, there is a slower but more accurate reaction which leads to self-control. You can 
manage your emotional reaction by recognizing its reasons and making decision about its importance. 
In consequence, you can choose the way you want to respond. 

If you try to recognize your emotions with some regularity, you may start to see the habitual patterns that 
lead you to react automatically in negative or unhelpful ways that create stress. However, by observing, 
instead of reacting, you can develop a broader perspective and can choose a more effective response. 

Now, let’s practice the whole process using 
the following example. Let’s say, someone 
has offended you. An emotion appears. It’s 
anger. Your amygdala leads you to a rapid 
angry reaction. Again, it’s happening so fast 
that you have no control over it. However, 
your thinking brain can take you on a 
journey to self-control:  

• You recognize the emotion - “I am angry” 

• You explain the emotion - “I am angry because…”  

• You respond to the emotion - “ I choose to respond in that way” 

It may seem to be easier said than done to be able to manage your anger and respond to an unpleasant 
situation in a more adequate way, but it is possible. However, it is good to know in advance what to do 
when something unpleasant happens and when you start feeling strong emotions like anger or fear.  
In such situations, before you take any action, follow theses tips:  

1. Breath through emotions 
If you start to get a faster heartbeat or sweating palms, the best thing is not to fight it. Stay where you are 
and simply feel it without trying to distract yourself. Place the palm of your hand on your stomach and 
breathe slowly and deeply. This will help you to calm down and reduce the impact of the Fight or Flight 
syndrome. Try some breathing technique for stress, if needed. 

Grow in Flow, Justyna Ponulak, All rights reserved. �55

GROW IN FLOW E-BOOK



2. Take time out
It is difficult to think clearly when you are flooded with fear, anxiety, or anger. The first thing to do is to 
take time out so you can physically calm yourself down. Don’t respond right away to a text message, a 
phone call or an email that made you feel distressed. Take time out. Distract yourself from worrying or 
other negative feelings you experience for 15-30 minutes by walking around the block, talking to a 
friend, or making a cup of tea. Tell yourself these emotions won’t last forever and they will go away. You 
may be feeling unhappy or angry right now but all of this will pass and you’ll feel better.  

3. Face your fears
Each emotional reaction that we feel has its cause. We may experience different feelings like: anger, 
disappointment, etc., but very often at the very bottom of these emotional layers is fear. The only way to 
deal with fear is to face it. Avoiding fear only makes it scarier and it prevents us from moving forward - it 
makes us anxious. So, whatever your fear, if you face it, it should start to fade. If you have taken 15-30 
min. time out, you might be ready to address the emotion you experience and the situation that triggered 
it. 

It is understandable and natural that we feel angry when someone says or does something nasty to us. 
Experiencing unjust treatment, hearing a criticism, or simply not getting what we want are but a few of 
the potential triggers. Anger is simply an internal alarm that tells us something is not quite right.  

Is it Anger or Fear?
The problem is that usually underneath the anger you can find some other emotions, like fear or 
sadness. If this happens, you need to find out why. We usually tend to avoid feelings of fear and sadness 
because they make us vulnerable. We subconsciously shift into anger more easily, but although anger 
can be a means of creating a sense of control and power in the face of vulnerability and uncertainty, if 
we don’t go deeper to deal with the fear that is underneath, we won’t be able to let go of these negative 
emotions. 

Why do we experience anger and fear? It is because we 
perceive a given situation, or a person involved in that 
situation, as a threat. The way we experience emotions 
depends on how we interpret a situation that triggers the 
emotions. In other words, we can consciously decide if a 
situation or an object we encounter is a threat to us or it is 
not.  

In the previous lesson, you learned about the phenomenon 
called fear conditioning and we talked about  John who got a 
fear of dogs through conditioning. His amygdala was trained 
to be afraid of dogs, so he felt anxious whenever he saw a 
dog. However, if he would be aware of that fact, he might be 
able to reduce the anxiety, step by step, by explaining to 
himself that there is no more reason to be scared. The next 
time he would see a dog, he could say to himself something 
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like that, “When I was little I was bitten by a dog. That is why I’m afraid of dogs in general. But this cute 
dog is not the same one that bit me. I’m an adult, I’m safe, I don't need to be afraid.” 

You have the capability to consciously decide 
if a situation or an object you encounter is a 
threat to you or not. If you feel that your body 
is aroused, analyze your emotions and think of 
any past experiences that might have led to 
these emotions. Consciously look for a reason 
for your emotions and explain to yourself why 
you feel that way. 

This is the most efficient way of managing emotions, however, sometimes the explanation for why you 
feel the way you do, may be misleading, and may be based purely on your predictions or your previous 
experiences. There is a very interesting theory, called the Two-Factor Theory of Emotion, which says that 
when people become aroused they look for cues as to why they feel the way they do. Sometimes, 
though, their clues may be misleading. This phenomenon is called the Misattribution of Arousal.  

Two psychologists, Art Aron and Donald Dutton 
(1974) conducted one of the most famous 
experiments using the Misattribution of Arousal. It is 
called the Suspension Bridge Experiment. In this 
experiment, Dutton and Aron had male participants 
walk across two different kinds of bridges. One of 
them was a suspension bridge, very scary, which 
presumably increased participants’ arousal, and 
the other one was a normal, much safer bridge. The 
researcher had an attractive female experimenter 
stand in the middle of the suspension bridge or a safer bridge. After male participants walked across 
either bridge, the female experimenter asked them to fill out a survey and gave them her phone number 
to call, if they had any further questions. The goal of the experiment was to see which group of men was 

more likely to call the woman.  
What were the results? The men who walked across 
the scary and arousing bridge were more likely to call 
the woman, most likely because they misattributed 
their arousal from the bridge for attraction for the 
woman. Strangely, when the men were asked why they 
called the woman, they all had reasons for why they 
called her. Some said it was because of her attractive 
face, body, and eyes. Yet, none of the participants 
attributed their feelings to the bridge causing arousal. 

As you can see, it is possible to confuse your assumptions about the reasons for your emotions with the 
real causes that triggered these emotions. Here is another example of how the Two-Factor Theory may 
be manifested in your daily life. 
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Imagine you wake up in the morning and first thing you feel is 
anxiety. You are trying to understand what is going on. You may 
say to yourself, “Oh, yeah, I have such a busy day ahead of me…
I need to practice a lot because I have a solo performance in two 
weeks. My car broke down yesterday and I need to take care of 
it. On top of that, when I called my mom yesterday she sounded 
sad, I wonder what is going on.”  
Your brain is searching to find an explanation for those sensations 
in your body that you interpret as anxiety, so that you know what 
to do about them. But those sensations might not necessary 
mean that there is something wrong in your life. They might have a 

purely physical cause. Maybe you are tired. Maybe you didn’t sleep enough. Or maybe you are just 
hungry or dehydrated. You need to be aware of all those factors that can trick you into the anxiety spiral. 

We usually tend to explain our emotions based on predictions, which are 
shaped by our past experiences. So we need to be very careful in 
recognizing the reasons for our physiological arousal.  
The next time that you feel intense distress, ask yourself, “could this have 
a purely physical cause?” The higher heart-beat and shaking hands may 
actually be the result of a strong coffee and may have nothing to do with 
your emotional state. 

Now, let’s go back to our three step formula to deal with negative emotions.  

Step 1: Recognize your emotions and become aware of them
Step 2: Explain what triggered the emotions  
Step 3: Choose the way to respond to the emotions

We have said that in order to manage emotions you need to recognize them, explain what triggered 
them, and choose the way you want to respond to them. The second step says that you need to explain 
to yourself what triggered your emotions and you have to find the best way to explain them.  
 

We have just also said that the way you experience emotions 
depends on how you interpret a situation that triggers these 
emotions.  
 
The way you interpret a situation depends on your beliefs about 
this situation or people who are involved in this situation. Your 
beliefs, in turn, are based on your predictions and your past 
experiences. 
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Let’s go back to our previous example to see what to do with all these predictions and beliefs:  
Someone has offended you and you feel angry. Now, your job is to explain to yourself what happened, 
but if what you experience may be based on your assumptions and predictions, you need some more 
tools to look at the situation more accurately. You have to dispute your beliefs - ask yourself for evidence- 
and put it all in perspective. You have to generate alternatives, produce counter-evidence, and put it all 
in perspective before you choose the way you want to respond to your emotions. 

When asking yourself about the causes of your emotions you may want to ask yourself a few more 
questions: 
• I feel… Why? What’s going on? What triggered the emotions? 
• How do I interpret what has happened? 
• Do I feel threatened? Insecure? Intimidated? 
• What do I think about the person that was involved in the situation? 

Then, you need to dispute your beliefs by asking the following questions:  

• What do I know for sure? Are my beliefs biased? (e.g. by my past experiences, similar situations) 
• Where is the evidence? 
• Is there any explanation for that? 
• What is the worst-case scenario? 

Finally, you have to put things in perspective and replace your negative/irrational/false beliefs with some 
new, effective, positive ones. When you take enough time to think over what happened, separate the 
facts from your assumptions, and put things in perspective, you might be ready to decide how you want 
to respond to your emotions, a situation, or to a person involved in that situation. 

You may ask yourself the following questions: 
• What can I do about it? 
• What do I want to do about it? 
• How do I want to respond?  
• How do I want to respond to a person who triggered my emotions? 

You may feel hurt but you can still be in control. You don’t have to overreact - 
you can respond. You are in the driver seat, not your hurt feelings. You can 
choose the way to respond to your emotions, to a situation, or to a person 
that triggered your emotions. The most healthy way to respond is to express 
your emotions, forgive, and move on. 

Closure
After choosing the way to respond to the emotions or to the people involved in a situation that triggered 
the negative emotions, you are ready for a closure. As every unpleasant situation has a start, it also 
needs to have a closure for you to move on. You may get closure by confronting the wrongdoer and  
trying to forgive.  
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Express your emotions
It is OK to express your emotions and to explain why such and such a behavior has hurt you. However, it 
will have a better impact if it comes from an emotionally calm place. It won’t do any more damage, or 
hurt even more, but might become a teachable moment. If you take this route, refrain from blaming. 
Simply express how you feel and explain how you want to move forward.  
Unfortunately, it will not always be possible to express our feelings to the person who has hurt us. Some 
people may be unavailable or unwilling to talk to us. But there is one thing we can do for ourselves to get 
over these negative feelings - we can forgive. 

Forgive
People have a false idea of forgiveness. They think that if we forgive, it is like we are saying, “it’s OK, 
nothing happened”. No, it happened. And it hurt. To forgive doesn't mean that we don’t hold people 
accountable for what they have done. But unforgiveness is like drinking a cup of poison and wishing that 
the other person die. Harboring resentment and unforgiveness will hurt us more than the person we are 
refusing to forgive. If we want to be healthy and vibrant, then we must learn to forgive.  
If you find it hard to let things go and you think that people who hurt you don't deserve forgiveness, think 
of all the situations in your life when you made a mistake, did something wrong, or hurt someone’s 
feelings. Wouldn’t you like to be forgiven? We all make mistakes. Also, we don’t really know the true story 
of the person who has hurt us. Each one of us has a whole other movie going on inside of our heads, 
and we follow our own script. It is important to realize and accept, that we have no clue about what the 
other person’s reality is like. We shouldn’t judge the motives of their behavior based on our assumptions 
only. The thing is that usually people who hurt other people and look so confident and arrogant, in fact 
feel threatened and insecure about themselves. If you try to look at them from a different perspective, it 
may help you to let things go.   
Lastly, resentment and unwillingness to forgive will keep you locked in the past and prevent you from 
moving forward with your life. Remember: When you forgive, you aren’t doing it for the other person - you 
are doing it for yourself, for your own good  and wellbeing. If for no other reason than that, forgive and let 
go. 

Move on and stop ruminating
Once you forgive and let things go, don’t let yourself fall into a trap of dwelling on the past. Rumination 
can be a trap in which you beat yourself up regularly for letting it happen, or for not seeing what would 
happen ahead of time. What do you need to do? Acknowledge the situation that caused your hurt and 
know that, as it ends, you don’t have to feel sad or angry anymore. It was just something that happened 
to you. Don’t let this situation determine who you are and how you feel today. 

Take responsibility for your part
If you own your part in what happened to you, apologize for anything you may have done to contribute to 
the situation. Many people carry a false belief that admitting  their mistakes makes  them weak. No, it is 
not true. Everybody has the freedom to make mistakes. Admitting your mistakes doesn't make you weak. 
It makes you credible and trustable.   
You have the opportunity to become empowered, as difficult situations actually help us grow as an 
individual. This doesn’t mean that you take all the blame, or bury your head in shame. Instead, take an 
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honest look at any mistakes you see that you made, or any lessons you may be able to take from the 
experience. There is an opportunity to grow and learn from everything that happens to you.  

Set personal boundaries in the future
Make a plan as to how you’ll move forward and avoid the same problem in the future. Then, hold yourself 
to sticking to the plan. This is a way to take back your power and stop giving the other person power 
over you. This will also help prevent you from getting hurt in the future. 

Key Takeaways

There are three steps in the process of managing emotions: 

Step 1: Recognize your emotions and become aware of them
Step 2: Explain what triggered the emotions (Dispute your beliefs and put it all in perspective.)

Step 3: Respond to the emotions the way you choose (Take control over your emotions by deciding   

             how you want to respond to them.)

How to Manage your Emotions

How to manage your emotions

Step 1: Recognize your emotions.  
             Become aware of your emotions.

Questions to ask yourself: 

What is it?  
What do I feel?  
How can I name it? 

Before you take any action:

• Breath through emotions 
• Take time out  
• Face your fears

Step 2: Explain what triggered your emotions

Questions to ask yourself: 

Grow in Flow, Justyna Ponulak, All rights reserved. �61

GROW IN FLOW E-BOOK



 

Now is the time to put what you have just learned into practice. Please do the exercises assigned to this 
lesson. Since it takes some time to digest the whole material and adjust to new ways of thinking, it is 
recommended to take some more time to work on the exercises. It might be a few days, or you can work 
on them over the course of one week. Don't try to rush  things that need time to grow. Take the time to 
digest it, and be patient with yourself. Gradually, you’ll see a difference in the way you manage your 
negative thoughts and emotions. 

I feel… Why?  
What triggered the emotion? 
How do I interpret what has happened? 
Do I feel threatened? Insecure? Intimidated? 
What do I think about the person that was involved in the situation?

• Dispute your beliefs, generate alternatives, and produce counter-evidence by asking yourself: 

What do I know for sure?  
Are my beliefs biased (e.g. by my past experiences, similar situations?) 
Where is the evidence? 
Is there any explanation for that? 
What’s the worst-case scenario?

• Put things in perspective and replace your negative/irrational/false beliefs with some new, effective, 
positive ones.

Step 3: Respond to the emotions/a situation/a person the way you choose 
             Take control over your emotions by deciding how you want to respond to them.

Questions to ask yourself:

What can I do about it?  
What do I want to do about it?  
How do I want to respond?  
How do I want to respond to a person who triggered my emotions?

The most healthy way to respond:

• Express your emotions 
• Forgive  
• Move on

Additional tools: 

• Take responsibility for your part 
• Set personal boundaries in the future
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises  

Your Goals:  

• Understand How to Manage Emotions 

• Recognize and Control Negative Thought Patterns 

Exercise 1: Be aware of your emotions 

The goal of this exercise is to recognize the early signs of anxiety through self-monitoring. Pay attention to 
your emotions and record situations in which you experience anxiety as well as your reactions to these 
situations throughout the week. Be aware of your emotions and your body’s reactions. Write down any 
negative emotions and try to think what might have caused them. Be aware of all of the factors that may 
influence your mood (external, internal, emotional, physiological, etc.) 
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Exercise 2: Take control over your emotions  

In this exercise you will learn how to manage emotions on a daily basis. You will practice how to take control 
over your emotions by recognizing, explaining, disputing your beliefs and replacing them with the new 
alternative effective beliefs. 

Think of a recent adversity or an unpleasant situation that made you feel angry/anxious/
hopeless/worthless etc. and describe what happened. 

Activating event:  What happened? 

Step 1: Recognize your emotions.  

• What was it? 

  

• What did you feel? 

• How can you name it?  

Did you take time out before taking any action? What did you do before responding? 
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Step 2: Explain what triggered your emotions 

• How did you feel?… Why?  

• What triggered your emotions? 

• How did you interpret what had happened? 

• Did you feel threatened? Insecure? Intimidated? 

• What did you think about the person that was involved in the situation? 

• Dispute your beliefs, generate alternatives, and produce counter-evidence by asking yourself: 

• What did you know for sure?  

• Were your beliefs biased (e.g. by your past experiences, similar situations?) 

• Where was the evidence? 

• Was there any explanation for that? 

• What was the worst-case scenario? 
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• Put things in perspective and replace your negative/irrational/false beliefs with some new, effective, 
positive ones. 

Step 3: Respond to the emotions/a situation/a person the way you choose 
             Take control over your emotions by deciding how you want to respond to them. 

• What could you do about it?  

• What did you want to do about it?  

• How did you respond?  

• How did you respond to a person who triggered your emotions? 
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Did you respond in the most healthy way? 

• Did you have a chance to express your emotions? 

• Did you forgive?  

• Did you move on? 

• Did you take responsibility for you part of the problem? 

• Did you set personal boundaries to use in the future? What did you decide?  
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Lesson 4:  Managing Emotions for Public Performance 

If you want to manage your emotions, which appear anytime you are about to perform in public, the first 
step is to understand what is their root cause. In lesson 3 you learned that we usually tend to explain our 
emotions based not on actual facts, but on predictions, which are shaped by our past experiences. That 
is why we have to be very careful in recognizing the reasons for our emotions and the physiological 
arousal, especially when it comes to recognizing the causes of performance anxiety. 

You may have experienced Stage Fright before, so you know the feeling, but next time when you start 
feeling its symptoms, ask yourself if it is really Stage Fright, or if there may be some other factors. Do you 
remember what we said? - A rapid heart-beat and shaking hands may actually be the result of a strong 
coffee and may have nothing to do with your emotional state. 

Anxiety or Excitement?

There is a very interesting fact that may 
completely change the way you perceive your 
physical sensations before any public 
performance: The somatic symptoms of Stage 
Fright, like a rapid heart rate, increased blood  
pressure, or sweating, are actually very similar 
to the feelings of excitement. Anxiety and 
excitement are both arousal emotions and 
therefore they have similar symptoms. 

Think about what you feel in your body when you are excited about something huge. For example, 
imagine, you have just found out that you won a lottery, or you see someone you really like and find 
attractive. Your heart is probably racing, you are sweating, and you almost feel dizzy. The physical 
feelings of these intense positive emotions are the same as when you find yourself performing in front of 
an audience. It is your perception of emotions that tells you what you feel. It is you who decide if what 
you feel is anxiety or excitement and it is the same with your emotions concerning the public 
performance. It is your perception of emotions that tells you what you feel and your perception becomes 
your reality.  

There has been a very interesting study that 
shows the relationship between perception of the 
challenge and its outcome. In the experiment all 
of the participants were asked to say “I’m 
excited” before a stressful event, like taking a 
math test, or making a public speech. When 
people reappraised their anxiety as excitement, 
they actually performed much better. They 
weren’t less anxious but they performed better. 
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They stayed in the high arousal state and just flipped from negative to positive, from anxiety to 
excitement. It happened so because when you are getting yourself out of a threat mindset, (when you 
are focused on all the things that could go wrong), and get yourself into an opportunity mindset, and you 
focus on all the good things that could happen, you actually change your perception of what is 
happening within you, and you perform better.  

So, next time you are going to perform in 
public, try to turn your feelings to your 
advantage. Instead of fighting your anxiety, 
harness the excitement, and treat your 
performance as a challenge, a privilege to 
perform, and an opportunity to grow and to 
share your love for music with other people. 
Instead of saying,“I feel nervous. I don’t 
know how it’s gonna be”, say, “I’m so 
excited to have the opportunity to perform. 
It’s gonna be great!” 

Also, you can explain to yourself your body’s stress response and change your perception of what it is  
doing to you. When you feel that your heart is beating faster, think about it in the following way, “My heart 
is beating faster and my body releases adrenaline and cortisol. This means that my heart is working 
harder and my body is mobilizing its energy to get ready for this challenge.” When you feel you 
breathing is fast and shallow when you feel nervous, this means that you just should take a deep breath. 
Your faster breathing means more oxygen is getting to your brain, so you can think more clearly. When 
you feel your blood pressure is increasing, know that circulatory changes are allowing more oxygen and 
nutrients to fuel your muscles. Because of that, you will feel stronger and ready for the challenge ahead. 

The bottom line here is that if you flip your thinking and start to perceive a task ahead of you as a 
challenge and an exciting opportunity rather than a treat, the physical reactions that you may experience 
might actually make you perform better.  
Performance Anxiety happens when you focus on yourself, when you resist and fight your anxiety and 
when you think of the performance situation as a threat, rather than a challenge. However, when you 
focus your attention on your performance, accept your anxiety, work with it, and perceive your 
performance as a challenge, you may gradually reverse the negative effects of Stage Fright on your 
performance.  

What if it doesn’t work for me?
What if you have tried this approach - you have tried to be more excited about your public performances 
and change the way you perceive them, but you still feel extremely anxious? Then, you need to go a little 
deeper to find the root cause of your anxiety.  
Let’s go back to the following statement, the way you experience emotions depends on how you 
interpret a situation that triggers the emotions.  
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If you experience the Fight or Flight response when you perform on stage, it is most likely that your 
brain has a wrong idea about the importance of your performance and perceives it as a threat. This 
emotion of fear may be hidden deep inside you, and you may not even realize that.  

How can you deal with all of this? 
First, you need to think of any reason that may have led you to perceiving a public performance as a 
threat. Did you have any negative experiences in the past that might have influenced your capabilities to 
perform in public?  

• What was it?  

• How did you feel about it at that time when it happened? 

• What emotions did the negative experience activate? Was it anxiety, shame, or helplessness? 

• What do you think about it now? 

• What emotions does the memory activate now? Is it also anxiety, shame, helplessness? 

If you realize that you feel the same emotions as when the negative experienced happened, you may be 
sure that it’s all because the anxiety conditioning. 

How to deal with Performance Anxiety which derives from anxiety conditioning? 

Here is what you already learned in the previous lesson 
and what is recommended in this particular situation - 
you have to gradually change your inaccurate 
thinking patterns by rationalizing them, disputing your 
false beliefs, putting it all in perspective, and replacing 
them with the new effective way of thinking.  
Here are just a few examples of how you could work on 
changing your inaccurate thinking patterns. You can 
ask yourself:  

• What really happened? 

• What do I know for sure? 

• How does it affect me now? 

• What does it tell me about myself? Is it true? 

• Is it true what I think about the importance of my performance? 

Then you explain to yourself:  

• Yes, it happened to me in the past, but it’s different now, it’s not the same situation.I don’t have to be 

afraid. 

• I don’t have to be afraid of what people will say or think. It’s important what I think about myself. 
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• It’s gonna be okay even if I make a mistake. It is about the music, not about myself. 

This is just an example to give you an idea of how the process of changing your negative thought 
patterns may look like. Of course, the questions will vary depending on your individual situation and your 
life story. The same model of changing negative thought patterns applies to any type of anxiety, not 
necessary only to anxiety acquired through negative past experiences.  
 

Another very important factor in dealing with 
Performance Anxiety is the fact that the way you 
interpret a situation that triggers your negative 
emotions depends not only on the beliefs you 
hold about that situation and people who are 
involved in this situation, but also on the beliefs 
you hold about yourself.  

Let’s have a look at the following examples. 
 

Activating Event: Ann’s teacher told her that he was unhappy with her last performance.  

Beliefs about herself: What’s her belief about herself? She thinks she’s a failure. 

Consequences: The activating event triggered an emotion that she believes to be true, and 

the consequence is that she becomes anxious and depressed because she has a negative 

view of herself and very little faith in her own capability. As a consequence she is feeling anxious and 

depressed. 

Let’s have a look at the very same situation, but with a different emotional outcome: 

Activating Event: Emma’s teacher also told her that he was unhappy with her last 

performance. 

Beliefs about herself: Emma has a positive view of herself  and she thinks she did her best.  

 Consequences: As a consequence she is disappointed but confident things will get better. 

What is the difference between these two scenarios? 
There might be two different people confronted with the 
same remark by their teacher and each one of them may 
react in an entirely different way. The difference between 
Ann and Emma is how they perceive themselves. Ann has 
poor self-image, whereas Emma has high self-esteem. 
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People with low self-esteem feel insecure and tend to interpret everything in a negative way. (Hence 
the belief: I'm a failure.)  
On the contrary, people with high self-esteem, are confident, emotionally balanced and, in general, are 
more positive about everything. (The Belief: I did my best.) 
 

Based on these examples, we can clearly see that the 
way you perceive yourself, influences your emotions, 
the way you react to them, and the way you perceive 
reality. Depending on your level of self-esteem, you 
will perceive reality in different ways.  

What about you?
Where are you with all of that? Are you struggling with negative thoughts when something similar to the 
example of the complaining teacher happens to you? Do your negative thoughts about yourself affect 
your performance ability? Are you constantly worrying about the way people see you?If the answer to 
these questions is yes - don’t worry. We will work it out. Now you are going to learn how to deal with false 
beliefs about yourself. You will also learn more about how to build your self-confidence in session 5. 

How to deal with false beliefs about yourself?

To practice dealing with false beliefs about ourself, let’s go back to our example:  

Activating Event: Imagine, you are told by your teacher that he is unhappy with your last performance. 

Belief about yourself: You feel that you’re a failure.  

Consequence: You are feeling anxious and depressed. 

What is important here is that the activating event doesn't cause the consequences. Consequences, 
which are your feelings of anxiety or depression, are caused by your false beliefs about what happened 
and are the consequence of how you perceive yourself. In this situation, now would be the time to use 
the three step model to manage emotions. You would have to dispute your beliefs, replace your false 
beliefs with new effective believes, and put it all in perspective.
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You can dispute your beliefs by asking yourself:  

• Why do I feel depressed? - Because my teacher is unhappy with my last performance. 

• What am I telling myself? - I think I’m telling myself that I’m a failure. I feel like I’m a failure.  

• Where is the evidence that I am a failure?  - The mere fact that my teacher is unhappy with my last 

performance doesn't mean that I am a failure. 

Next, you have to replace your false beliefs with the truth and find positive solutions for this situation.  
•  I am not a failure. This is just a minor setback. I can work it out! 

The next step is to put in all in perspective and ask yourself what might happen as a result of it? You can 
ask yourself:  

• What do I know for a fact? - I know that my teacher in unhappy with my last performance. 

• What is a worst-case scenario that can happen?  

• What will most likely happen?  

If you do that, you will realize that even the worst-case scenario most likely wouldn’t be as bad as you 
might have imagined. Of course, there might be situations where the worst-case scenario will be 
something difficult, or really bad for you. However, if you learn how to manage negative thoughts and 
emotions on a daily basis, you will see that even in the most difficult situations, there is always hope, and 
that there’ll always be a rainbow after the rain.  

Negative self-talk on stage 

Now, let’s talk about negative thoughts that may 
bother you when you perform on stage. There is 
always something going on in our mind when we 
perform. Our mind is trying to distract us and 
focus our attention on negative thoughts. It may 
be self doubting, worry, or fear of failure. If you 
want to control your negative thoughts on stage, 
you have to learn to change inaccurate thinking 
patterns and to replace your negative self-talk 
with positive, realistic self-talk. Here are a few 
examples of how you can replace your negative 
self-talk with positive, realistic self-talk.  
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Let’s have a look at the following diagram. For example, if you hear your inner voice saying, “I can’t do 
it”, you should replace it with a more realistic view, like, “I know how to do it. I’ve done this before, I just 
need to focus.” Or when you hear, “I’m no good.”, you can boost your confidence by saying, “I’m 
capable enough. I can do it”.  

Now is the time to put what you have just learned into practice. Please do the exercises assigned to this 
lesson. Keep in mind that the process of changing the way of your thinking may take some time and may 
require some other tools that are discussed in further sessions of this course, like working on your self-
confidence or developing master orientation. 
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises  

Your Goals:  

• Understand How to Manage Emotions During Public Performances 

• Identifying Potential Causes of Performance Anxiety 

• Learn how to replace negative self-talk with positive, realistic self-talk. 

Exercise 1: Public Performance as a Threat 

If you experience the Fight or Flight response when you perform on stage than it is most likely that you 
perceive a public performance as a threat. In this exercise, try to think of any reason that may have led you to 
perceiving a public performance as a threat. Think of all your negative or traumatic experiences that might 
have led to these emotions.  

Try to recall if you have ever had any negative experiences that might have influenced your 
capabilities to perform in public. 

• What happened? What was it? 

• How did you feel at the time when it happened? What emotions did the negative experience activate? 
What did you think about it? 
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• What emotions does the memory activate now? What do you think about what happened now? 

• Having realized what past negative experience triggers your negative emotions, what can you say to 
yourself to rationalize the emotions that you experience? How can you dispute your beliefs and replace 
them with the new effective way of thinking?  

• What might be some other reasons for you to perceive a public performance as a threat? 

• Mark on the following scale how you assess the level of your self-confidence. 

Low                                                                                                                                                              

High 

 

 1               2                3                4                 5                6                7                8                9             10 
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Exercise 2: Negative Self-Talk vs. Positive, Realistic Talk. 

Write down any negative thoughts that you usually have before or during your performances and replace 

them with the new, effective affirmations, focusing on the positive outcome. 

• What are your beliefs about yourself in the context of public performance? What do you think of 
yourself when you are about to perform?  

• Where is the evidence for what you think of yourself?  

NEGATIVE SELF-TALK POSITIVE, REALISTIC SELF-TALK

Example: What if I fail? I will do my best. The rest is beyond my control.
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Examples of how to replace negative self-talk with positive, realistic self-talk. 

NEGATIVE SELF-TALK                                                         POSITIVE, REALISTIC SELF-TALK

I can't do it. I know how to do it, I've done this before,  
I just need to focus.

I'm no good. I am capable enough. I can do it. 

I’ll mess up. I'll do my best. I can do it.

I'll disappoint people. I don’t do it for other people. I do it for  
myself. Besides, I don’t have to please people  
all the time. It’s inevitable to disappoint  
people sometimes. I don’t have to fear it. 

People will laugh at me. Even if they will, so what? They have the right  
to think whatever they want. It’s important  
what I think about myself. I know I can do it  
well. 

What if I fail? I’ll do my best. The rest is beyond my control.

I’m nervous. I do not know if I can handle it.  I’m excited! I’m looking forward to it!

Grow in Flow, Justyna Ponulak, All rights reserved. �78

GROW IN FLOW E-BOOK



Session 4: Managing Body’s Stress Response 

• Introduction  

• Lesson 1: Breathing Techniques (Diaphragmatic Breathing & Slow Breathing)  
• Lesson 2: Relaxation Techniques (Somatic stress management techniques - Applied Relaxation Method) 
• Lesson 3: Visualization Techniques & Affirmations (Cognitive Stress Management Techniques) 
• Lesson 4: A Well Balanced Life 

Introduction:  

Performance Anxiety is manifested by mental (cognitive) symptoms, like worry and negative thoughts  
and by physical (somatic) symptoms, like sweating or shaking hands. If your ability to perform in public 
is particularly affected by the physiological symptoms of Performance Anxiety, this session is for you.  

In the previous lessons you learned different techniques to manage your emotions and negative  
thoughts that may interfere with your stage performances. In this session we are going to focus on  
managing the physiological response to stress. You will learn a set of skills that will help you manage  
your body’s reactions that you experience when Stage Fright kicks in. You will learn different breathing,  
relaxation and visualization techniques that you’ll be able to use at any time, depending on your  
needs.  
As each one of us is different, I recommend that you explore and learn about all of the stress  
management  techniques presented in this session, so you can choose the ones that work best for you.   

Also, in this session you will find out how to be a healthy performer and how to lead an optimal, well- 
balanced lifestyle to be able to reach your peak performance. 

Lesson 1: Breathing Techniques 

Breathing exercises are an excellent, quick 
and easy solution for anxiety relief. Proper 
breathing techniques  work on anxiety on a 
physiological level by automatically slowing 
your heart rate. Normally when we are anxious, 
the result in our body is that our breathing rate 
increases, and we take shorter, shallower 
breaths. When we are relaxed, the opposite 
happens. By slowing down the breath, we trick 
our brain into thinking we are relaxed, and all of 
the relaxation neurochemicals are released.  Also, deep breathing techniques have been shown to 
significantly reduce the production of hormones associated with stress, such as adrenaline and cortisol. 
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How to breath?

Breathing is a core component of every relaxation technique. The way you breathe has an effect on your 
whole body and enables you to enter the state of relaxation. That is why it is important to know how to 
breathe. 
  
When a person is under stress, their breathing pattern changes. Typically, an anxious person takes 
small, shallow breaths, using their shoulders rather than their diaphragm to move air in and out of their 
lungs. This style of breathing can cause feelings of anxiety. Shallow over-breathing, or hyper-ventilation, 
can prolong feelings of anxiety, by making the physical symptoms of stress worse.   

Helping the air move through the body, with the 
primary help of the diaphragm, helps activate the 
parasympathetic nervous system, which slows the 
heart rate and is responsible for the body’s rest 
function. 
When a person is relaxed, they breathe through their 
nose in a slow, even and gentle way. 

This is a short and easy exercise that will teach you how to breathe from the diaphragm. 

Breathing exercise: Slow Diaphragmatic Breathing 

Sit comfortably in a chair with your feet on the floor. Fold your hands on 
your belly. Breathe in slowly and calmly. Fill up the belly with a normal 
breath. Try not to breathe in too heavily. Your hands should move up 
when you breathe in, as if you were filling up a balloon. Avoid lifting the 
shoulders as you inhale; rather, breathe into the stomach. Breathe out 
slowly and count steadily from 1 to 5. Try to slow down the rate of the 
exhale. Work to continue to slow down the pace of the breath and 
practice this for about 5 minutes. 

Now that we know how to breathe using the 
diaphragm, let’s put it into practice. This is a very 
simple  relaxation technique, called slow breathing. It 
is a very quick and effective anxiety-reducing 
technique that you can use whenever you need it. Slow 
Breathing is one of the best breathing techniques for 
anxiety because it helps slow your heart rate, and 
naturally calms all of the body’s systems involved in the         

                                                                               Fight or Flight response.  
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1. Breath out slowly
Slow breathing technique is very simple. The core instruction is to breathe out slowly.  

2. Focus on your out-breath and ignore your in-breath
The key is to focus on your out-breath and ignore your in-breath.  Your in-breath will naturally lengthen 

when your out-breath is longer.  Therefore you don't need to actively focus on your in-breath at all.  

3. Try to make your breath out slow, steady, and gentle
Some people find it useful to imagine they are blowing up a balloon, slowly and steadily and with the 

absolute least amount of force. Breathe out until the last drop of breath is released.  

4. Scan your body for anywhere you're holding tension
While you are slow breathing, you can also scan your body for anywhere you are holding tension. Typical 

places are your lips, jaw and shoulders. With each slow out-breath, allow the tension you're holding to 

flow out, and relaxation to flow in. 

When you slow your breathing, your heart rate will naturally slow, and you'll notice your stress and 
anxiety reduce immediately. 

Please feel free to try these two breathing techniques and keep track of your learning process using the 
Breathing Exercises Log from the “Grow in Flow” Journal. 
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises  

Your Goal:  

• Learn to breathe correctly. 

Lesson 1:  Breathing techniques 

Exercise: Learn how to breath using diaphragmatic or slow breathing techniques. 

Date
Diaphragmatic 

breathing 
technique 

used

Slow 
breathing 
technique 

used

Other 
technique 

used
Comments

Day 1: 

Day 2:  

Day 3: 

Day 4: 

Day 5: 

Day 6: 

Day 7: 
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Lesson 2: Relaxation Techniques 

Relaxation is a technique that can be used to reduce anxiety and to control the body’s stress response 
which is particularly detrimental when it comes to playing an instrument on stage. When your muscles 
are tense, you have no control over your body. Your hands are shaky, cold or sweaty, your breath is 
shallow, and you can’t fully control the way you play your instrument. When you are relaxed, the body 
slows down, deactivates the sympathetic nervous system and thus decreases stress levels. 

Relaxation techniques are very helpful in dealing with Performance Anxiety because they: 

• help reduce muscle tension,  

• slow down breathing,  

• manage the effects of the Fight-or Flight response on your body.  

You can’t be relaxed and stressed at the same time, so if you learn how to relax, you’ll be able to control  
your body. Before going over the relaxation techniques we’ll quickly discuss some core elements of the 
relaxation procedure and the relaxation position.  

Relaxation position
In general it’s recommended to 
practice the relaxation techniques 
while sitting because your goal is 
to use relaxation during your 
stage performances, when you 
are sitting or standing. However, if 
you are new to the idea of 
relaxation techniques and you 
have never learned how to relax, 
you may lay down for the first few 
sessions to make it easier for you 
to relax. Once you are familiarized with relaxation techniques and have been doing them for some time, 
you’ll be able to relax in every position.  
If you want to go through a relaxation exercise, first make yourself comfortable in your seat. Next, sit 
comfortably with your feet flat on the floor, ankles uncrossed, and hands lying comfortably in your lap 
and close your eyes. In this position you are ready to start the relaxation procedure.  

What does relaxation feel like?
When people are relaxed they experience the feeling of warmth or heaviness in their limbs. When you 
start the relaxation procedure try to concentrate on one of these sensations. For the first few sessions of 
relaxation you may alternate the focus between the feeling of warmth and heaviness just to determine 
which one you prefer.  
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Breathing
Breathing is one of the core elements of relaxation techniques. We have discussed the topic of proper 
breathing techniques in the previous lesson. Just to overview the basic rules, when you breathe during 
the relaxation procedure try to: 

• breath out slowly,  

• focus on your out-breath and ignore your in-breath,  

• try to make your breath out slow, steady, and gentle,  

• keep breathing at whatever depth and rate is most comfortable for you. 

The Applied Relaxation Method (AR)
There are many different relaxation techniques to choose from. The Grow in Flow teaches how to use the 
Applied Relaxation Method (AR), which is a long standing, very effective treatment for anxiety, including 
Performance Anxiety. The goal of this method is to teach you a coping skill which will enable you to relax 
in a short time and to use this skill when you experience anxiety in natural settings (like before a public 
performance). 

The Applied Relaxation method strategies include:  

• noticing early signs of anxiety, 

• learning relaxation skills,  

• applying relaxation at the first sign of anxiety in natural settings. 

The Applied Relaxation method is structured as a 
skill building system with each step building on 
the previous learned skill. There are six steps that 
need to be applied one after another to build a 
strong, long-lasting ability to relax on the spot, 
whenever you need it. We’ll start with the basic 
techniques and then we will build up to the very 
rapid and effective methods that you can use at 
any time to take control of your stress reactions.  

In this lesson we will talk over the six steps of the 
Applied Relaxation Method. After explaining how 
each step of this method works, you will be asked 
to practice each of these steps by listening to the 
recording from the resources section found at 
GrowInFlowPerformance.com.  
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Step 1: Active Progressive Relaxation Technique
Sometimes the muscle tension may be so automatic that we may forget what it feels like when our 
muscles are completely relaxed. This step teaches you how to reduce anxiety and tension in the body. 
Through the practice of tensing and relaxing different groups of muscles, you will learn to feel the 
difference between tension and relaxation.  
You can find the recording of this relaxation in the resources section at GrowInFlowPerformance.com.  
Also, please keep track of your learning process using the Relaxation Exercises Log from the“Grow in 
Flow” journal. 

Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises 

Step 1: Active Progressive Muscle Relaxation 
             Track1, Recommended: 2x per day for 1 week. 

Date Recording used Technique form 
recording used

Comments

Day 1: 

Day 2:  

Day 3: 

Day 4: 

Day 5: 

Day 6: 

Day 7: 
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Step 2: Passive Progressive Relaxation Technique (Release-only relaxation)

In this step we take out tensing the group of muscles, to learn to release muscles and feel relaxed even 
more quickly. Through the practice of relaxing different group of muscles, you will learn how to relax your 
body faster. You can find the recording of this relaxation in the resources section at 
GrowInFlowPerformance.com. Also here, please use the Relaxation Exercises Log to keep track of your 
learning process. 
Many people find they can relax much more deeply using this technique but it’s much easier to do this if 
you've already learned the method from step one, the active progressive method. The passive 
progressive relaxation is a little faster than the active progressive relaxation and it gives you the 
foundation for developing much faster methods which we’ll get onto in the next parts of this session. 

Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises 

Step 2: Passive Progressive Muscle Relaxation (Release-Only Relaxation) 
             Track 2, Recommended: 2x per day for 1 week. 

Date Recording used Technique form 
recording used

Comments

Day 1: 

Day 2:  

Day 3: 

Day 4: 

Day 5: 

Day 6: 

Day 7: 
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Step 3: Cue-Controlled Relaxation Technique  (“On the spot” Relaxation) 

Cue-Controlled Relaxation reduces the amount of 
time to deep relaxation through the use of 
passive  progressive relaxation, (the technique 
used in step 2), and adding to it a verbal and 
physical cue that you can use to achieve rapid 
relaxation as you need it. This technique is called 
an “on the spot” technique because you can use 
it at any time, even when other people are around 
you, without them being aware that you are doing 
it. We’ll start this exercise by getting you relaxed 
using the technique from step 2 and then we will  

                                                                                        add a cue word “relax”. 

Once you learn this method, you can adapt it to 
your needs by adding different cue words or items. 
For example, you can pick something related to 
your instrument or anything that you could always 
take with you when you perform on stage, (for 
example a piece of cloth, a mouthpiece, a pencil, 
or colored tape), and you can use the method from 
this exercise to associate this new cue to the state 
of relaxation you have achieved in the exercise.  

You can find the recording of this relaxation in the resources section at GrowInFlowPerformance.com. 
Please also use the Relaxation Exercises Log from the “Grow in Flow” journal to keep track of your 
learning process. Once you master this relaxation technique, you are ready to go to the next step where 
you will put previously learned relaxation techniques into practice, while playing your instrument.  
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises 

Step 3: Cue Controlled Relaxation “On the spot”  
             Track 3, Recommended: 2x per day for 1 week. 

Date Recording used Technique form 
recording used

Comments

Day 1: 

Day 2:  

Day 3: 

Day 4: 

Day 5: 

Day 6: 

Day 7: 
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Step 4: Differential Relaxation Technique 
The goal of Differential Relaxation Technique is to help 
you learn to relax in the midst of daily activities. Most 
daily activities involve the use of some muscles but 
not others. In this step you will learn how to isolate the 
muscles you need for a specific task and how to relax 
the rest of your body. The technique is modified to 
teach you to relax different groups of muscles while 
playing your instrument at the same time. This 
technique may be extremely beneficial during your 
stage performances when the ability to relax your 
body is essential for being comfortable at your instrument and for a successful outcome. 

Relaxing while sitting down should be pretty much routine for you by now. The goal of this exercise is to 
maintain relaxation while playing your instrument. You can't play your instrument without using muscles. 
Usually you are using both hands while playing and your muscles can’t be completely relaxed. However, 
the muscles that you are using to play your instrument should have only as much tension as is needed 
and all other muscles that you are not using to play your instrument should be relaxed.  

How to use the differential relaxation?
As a preparation for this exercise, take your instrument and put it in front of you ready to play. Then, sit 
comfortably in a chair and start this exercise by doing a quick relaxation.  

• Please sit comfortably with your feet flat on the floor and ankles uncrossed  

• Hands lying comfortably in your lap 

• Keep your eyes open  

• Take a deep breath and as you let it out … relax  

• Check your body for tension and release it if you find it  

• Shoulders down  

• Arms relaxed  

• Teeth parted  

• Just stay relaxed as we continue 

To speed up the relaxation process you can also use your cue-controlled relaxation - the one with the 
word “relax” or any other cue that you have established for yourself.  
Now, let’s move to the second part of this exercise where you’ll play your instrument and learn how to 
relax your muscles at the same time. As you play, try to relax all of the muscles that are not involved in 
playing your instrument. This may feel quite strange at first. Try to keep the non-active muscles 
completely relaxed while you use the other muscles.  
Become aware of signs of physical tension in your body. Clenched teeth or raised shoulders are two of 
the most common symptoms. When you notice them, relax the shoulders or part the teeth. Don't hold 
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your breath. Try to make your breath out slow,  steady, and gentle. Practice 2-5 minutes sitting or 
standing, depending on the position that you use most during your stage performances.Your ability to 
relax during playing your instrument will improve with practice.  

When sitting:

• Remember about a good posture. 
• Don’t slump in your chair. Depending on an instrument you play you may 

slightly adjust the way you sit. If you slouch and find it uncomfortable to sit 
straight and tall it is likely that you have let your back muscles become weak 
from practicing poor posture. 

• When you find your position, start playing and first try to focus on relaxing your 
feet, knees, and thighs. Then focus on relaxing your neck, shoulders, arms 
and back muscles.  

• Try to focus on breathing through your diaphragm, which will help keep your shoulders down and 
relaxed. Focus on relaxing your muscles. 

While performing, whenever you have a chance, return your instrument to its rest position and relax your 
shoulders and arms. It will also help to relax your back muscles if you move a little bit and lean forward 
and backward while playing.  

When Standing: 

• Find a good position.  
• Stand firm, with feet grounded and heavy on the floor.  
• First try to focus on relaxing your shoulders and arms.  
• Move around, take one step forward and backward. Transfer the weight of the 

body from one foot to the other. When you transfer your body’s weight to one foot, 
try to relax the other one.  

• Observe your body and become aware of any signs of physical tension.  
• Be aware of maintaining relaxation in your shoulders, arms, jaw and back.  

Again, this may feel strange at first but with practice your ability to remain relaxed while playing your 
instrument will improve. Keep practicing this exercise at least 3 times per day for a week.  
Once you master this relaxation technique, you’ll be ready to go to the next step where you will learn the 
“rapid relaxation technique” which is a very quick and efficient technique to relax while performing on 
stage. 
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises 

Step 4: Differential Relaxation 
             Recommended: 3x per day in 2-5 minute increments 

Date Relaxation 
type

Sitting Standing Comments

Day 1: 

Day 2:  

Day 3: 

Day 4: 

Day 5: 

Day 6: 

Day 7: 
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Step 5: Rapid Relaxation 
Rapid Relaxation is a technique that allows to bring the time to relaxation down to 20-30 seconds. It 
works best when you practice this as often as you can in normal, non-stressful situations. You can listen 
to the record ing o f the rap id re laxat ion techn ique in the resources sect ion a t 
GrowInFlowPerformance.com. Please make sure to master previous, longer, relaxation techniques, to be 
able to relax in a short time.  Also, use the Relaxation Exercises Log from the “Grow in Flow” journal to 
keep track of your learning process. 

Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises 

Step 5: Rapid Relaxation 
             Track 4, Recommended: 2-3x per day for 1 week. 

Date Recording used Technique form 
recording used

Comments

Day 1: 

Day 2:  

Day 3: 

Day 4: 

Day 5: 

Day 6: 

Day 7: 
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Step 6: Applied Relaxation
The final stage of learning the relaxation techniques is to apply them to more stressful, real life situations, 
like rehearsals, mock auditions or actual performances. By now, you should be ready to relax quickly 
under actual stressful circumstances.  
You can elaborate your relaxation technique using the techniques learned in this lesson and apply it to 
your performance situations. Keep track of the process of applying your relaxation method in the 
Relaxation Exercises Log in the “Grow in Flow” journal.  
The relaxation exercises work best if practiced regularly. As with any skill, relaxation takes time and 
practice to master. Once you go through all the steps of the Applied Relaxation Method, you will start to 
notice a huge difference in your ability to quickly relax your mind and body. 

Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises 

Step 6: Applied Relaxation 

Date Technique used Comments
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Lesson 3: Visualization Techniques and Affirmations

Imagination, if used correctly, is a powerful practical mental tool that can 
be used to overcome anxiety and to get the most out of our abilities.  It 
may help us to review the past, go through the problem solving process 
and imagine possible scenarios of the future. We can also use it to 
change our attitude about ourselves, build confidence, control negative 
behaviors, and to achieve a sense of wellness. 

Visualization techniques can be used for various purposes. Here, in the “Grow in Flow” course, we are 
focusing on two applications of visualization which can be useful for musicians and other performers:  
• visualization used for stress reduction  
• visualization used as a pre-performance tool   

Visualization used for stress reduction combines guided imagery and 
physical relaxation techniques. The technique is based on the systematic 
practice of creating a detailed mental image of a peaceful setting or 
environment. The goal here is to associate the sensations of relaxation with 
the peaceful visual image, so that future practice sessions involving 
imagery alone will quickly bring back to mind the physical sensations of 
relaxation. 

Visualization is not only beneficial in stress management but it can also be 
an excellent pre-performance routine tool. If used correctly, it can help 
manage Performance Anxiety, sharpen ability to focus, promotes creativity, 
prepares for the upcoming performance, and sets the mind on the positive 
outcome of the performance, rather, than on one’s fears or doubts.  
 

In this lesson you will be introduced to three guided 
visualization exercises based on the Goal-Directed 
Visualization Method which are going to help you deal 
with Performance Anxiety on stage. We’ll also use them 
later, in the next sessions of the course, as one of the 
pre-performance tools. All three visualization 
techniques are structured as a skill building system 
with each step building on the previous learned skill 
and they should be applied one after another to build a    

 strong, long-lasting effects.  
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Visualization 1: Basic Visualization - creating your “special place”

We’ll start with a basic visualization technique that will help you to 
create your “special place”, your sanctuary, a place where you 
feel safe and calm. This exercise will develop your ability to use 
all your senses to create a visual image and will equip you with a 
calm place in your mind that you could always go to, to regain 
your emotional balance.  

Visualization 2: Stage Performance Visualization

In this visualization the same technique of goal-directed 
imagination and programming visualization will be used to 
create an image with regard to your public performances. You 
will be asked to imagine you performing on stage, and play an 
active role in the achievement of your desired outcome of the 
performance.  

Visualization 3: Stage Performance Visualization with Affirmations

The third visualization exercise will also consist of visualizing 
your upcoming stage performance, but this time you’ll be asked 
to use your own affirmations, which you will develop before 
going through this visualization exercise.  Affirmations, if used 
correctly, can be very effective in anxiety management and 
personal development, especially in setting your mind on the 
positive outcome of your efforts.  

Before you go to the first visualization technique, let’s quickly talk through 
some core elements of the visualization procedure. As in relaxation 
techniques, you need to: 

• Find a private calm space and make yourself comfortable. Make sure no 
one will disturb you during the visualization exercise. It is hard to relax if 
you think you might be interrupted at any time.  

• Sit comfortably, placing your feet flat on the floor, ankles uncrossed and 
hands lying comfortably in your lap.  

• Close your eyes and breath through your nose. Become aware of your breathing. 
• Relax your body using one of the short relaxation techniques that you learned in the previous lesson. 

Starting  with  your feet and palms,  begin to relax your  body. Notice that  your feet  and palms are 
becoming warm and  relaxed. Once you  start to  notice  your body feeling  relaxed, begin the 
visualization exercise. 
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Visualization 1: Basic Visualization - Create Your “Special Place” 
 

This visualization technique will help you develop 
your skill of using all your senses in visualization 
and will help prepare you for the next techniques 
presented in the “Grow in Flow” course. Regular 
use of these techniques has been shown to be 
effective at reducing stress and many of its 
physical symptoms like raised blood pressure, 
anxiety, tension, and sleep disturbance. Practice 
is very important. Visualizations are skills and 
developing a skill takes time. Practice this 

visualization technique for a week (ideally twice a 
day) and then move on to the next visualization technique. Use the mp3 with the recording of this 
technique until you feel able to use the technique independently. Keep your daily report and make notes 
of how you feel.  

In this visualization exercise, you will be asked to create a special, safe place in your mind to equip you 
with your own sanctuary where you can always go to regain your emotional balance. Some people 
create and use just one place for visualization but other find it effective to create and use several 
different places to suit their mood and purpose in visualization at different times. They may have some 
outside and some inside places, some real places and some completely imaginary places. If they are 
spiritual they may also imagine a safe place associated with their religion. Whatever it is, please make 
sure it is a place of your rest and respite. 
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises

Visualization 1: Basic Visualization - Create Your “Special Place” 
                           Track 1, Recommended: 1-2x per day for 1 week. 

Date Recording used Technique form 
recording used

Comments

Day 1: 

Day 2:  

Day 3: 

Day 4: 

Day 5: 

Day 6: 

Day 7: 
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Visualization 2: Stage Performance Visualization 

After practicing Visualization 1 for a few days, 
you should be able to create a vivid image of 
your “special place” in your mind to feel more 
safe and calm. In this exercise, you will be asked 
to use your visualization ability to create positive 
m e n t a l i m a g e r y o f y o u r f u t u re s t a g e 
performances.  

Mental imagery is a very well known technique used in sports as a part of athletes’ pre-performance 
routine. It is a process of imagining positive scenarios of future events and all the steps that lead to 
them.  
There are three ways of using mental imagery that may be beneficial for all performers: 
• to perfect your skills,  
• to perfect your public performance skills,  
• to familiarize yourself with a public performance setting (venue, conditions etc). 

• Using Mental Imagery to Perfect Your Skills  

Jack Nicklaus, an American retired professional golfer regarded by many as 
the greatest golfer of all time, when describing how he images his 
performance, said: "I never hit a shot even in practice without having a sharp 
in-focus picture of it in my head”. 
 

In the same way, musicians can use mental imagery to facilitate the learning and 
refinement of their skills during the process of preparation for a performance. 
When you use this kind of mental imagery, you can imagine yourself playing 
perfectly, one after another, specific musical sequences or technically 
challenging passages. The research shows that there is an actual improvement 
of skills and technical abilities when mental imagery is practiced.  

• Using Mental Imagery to Perfect Public Performance Skills 

Mental imagery is an integral part of the pre-performance routine, which helps set the mental stage for a  
successful performance. In this type of mental practice, your job is to imagine yourself performing on  
stage and then to do a complete mental run through the key elements of your performance.  
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While doing it, you should focus your mind on the actions to achieve the desired 
outcome of the performance.  
Research shows that performers who picture themselves succeeding and 
achieving their goals during mental imagery, actually accomplish similar results 
during real life performances. 

• Using Mental Imagery to Familiarize Yourself with Performance Setting 

Mental imagery can be effectively used to familiarize yourself with all kinds of 
things related to public performance, such as a performance venue, a 
performance schedule, new people, new circumstances, and a new environment. 
Based on what you know about the venue of your upcoming performance, you 
can imagine yourself performing in these new stage settings, so you can 
familiarize yourself with them through that process. 

It is very important to note that when you imagine different situations or events like a stage performance, 
the same biochemical changes may be stimulated as occur in reality. So, if you experience Performance 
Anxiety during your public performances, you can also experience the feeling of anxiety while using 
mental imagery. If you do, don’t worry. You will learn how to overcome it. 
Usually when people think about their stage performances, the first thing that comes to their mind is 
anxiety and apprehension. The whole idea of this exercise is to fix your mind on the positive outcome of 
your performance and to set the mental stage for your peak performance. 

How to do a mental imagery exercise?
When you do mental imagery exercise and imagine yourself performing on stage, you should: 

• See and feel yourself performing successfully, with confidence, 
• See yourself enjoying the activity and feeling happy with your performance,  
• Try to notice the sounds around you and the sensations in your body, as you mentally imagine your 

performance.  

When you imagine yourself performing on stage, ideally, you should be 
wearing the clothes you perform in. You may also hold your instrument 
or a piece of equipment associated with your performance, like a 
microphone, or a baton.  
If at any point during the visualization you start to feel nervous, take a 
deep breath and relax. When you feel comfortable again, continue the 
process of imagining yourself performing on stage feeling confident and mentally strong as you do it.  
As you repeat this kind of visualization again and again, its message becomes stronger and more 
deeply embedded in your mind, making you more confident and positive about the desired outcome of 
your performance. 
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How to do stage performance visualization?
In this exercise you will be using your ability to visualize to create a positive mental imagery of your future 
public performances. You will be asked to imagine you performing on stage, and play an active role in the 
achievement of your desired outcome of the performance. You will be asked to imagine yourself a few 
minutes before your performance, with all the things you do before entering stage and while performing. This 
exercise will help you to perfect your music and performance skills, and to familiarize yourself with all future 
performance settings, such as a performance venue, a performance schedule, new places, new people, or 
new circumstances. You will also develop a positive attitude which is a core element in achieving Peak 
Performance. 

Usually when people think about their public performances, the first thing that comes to their mind is anxiety 
and apprehension. The whole idea of this exercise is to fix your mind on the positive outcome of your 
performance and to set the mental stage for your peak performance. The goal of this visualization is help you 
familiarize yourself with all kinds of things you may experience during public performance. 
In imaging the event or situation, the same biochemical changes may be stimulated as occur in reality. If at 
some point while listening to the recording you start to experience anxiety, don’t worry, just stop for a 
moment go to your “special place” in your mind, (which you established in the pervious visualization), calm 
down and come back to this exercise when you are ready. With practice and time your anxiety will decrease 
and you will learn how to overcome it. 
Once you get the idea of the visualization procedure you may start doing it with without the recording.  As 
you repeat this visualization again and again, its message becomes stronger and more deeply embedded in 
your mind, making you more confident and positive about the desired outcome of your performance. 
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises

Visualization 2: Stage Performance Visualization,  
                          Track 2, Recommended: 1-2x per day for 1 week 

Date Recording used Technique form 
recording used

Comments

Day 1: 

Day 2:  

Day 3: 

Day 4: 

Day 5: 

Day 6: 

Day 7: 
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Visualization 3: Stage Performance Visualization with Affirmations

I hope you enjoyed practicing Stage Performance 
Visualization. Now we are going to add one more 
element to the same visualization to make it even 
more beneficial for your stage performance. We are 
going to create positive affirmations which we will 
incorporate into the next visualization exercise. 

 

As we discussed in the previous sessions, many 
musicians experience negative thoughts before and 
during their stage performances. In their head they 
hear something like: "I'm never going to be able to do 
it”, or “I'm just not skilled enough”. Research shows 
that the negative  thoughts about ourselves make our 
emotions and confidence go down.  

Negative thoughts can also become self-fulfilling 
prophecies. It us us who talk ourselves into believing 
that we are not good enough, not smart enough, or 
not talented enough. As a result, these thoughts may 
drag down our personal and professional lives. 
However, if we deliberately do the opposite and use 
positive thoughts about ourselves, the effect can be 
just as powerful but far more helpful. 
 

Affirmations are positive statements that can help 
you to challenge and overcome negative thoughts and 
self-sabotaging. They can be very effective for use in 
Performance Anxiety treatment and personal 
development.Affirmations are like physical exercises 
for our mind and our outlook. These positive mental 
repetitions can reprogram and change our thinking 
patterns so that, over time, we begin to think and act 
differently. When we repeat them often, and believe in them, they can start to make positive changes. 

There is a lot of confusion around using affirmations. Some people claim that you don’t have to believe in 
affirmations for them to be effective. Others say that the mere repetition of a positive affirmation, like  
“I will have a lot of money by the end of this year” will change the reality.  
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What does the science say about affirmations? Do you have to believe in affirmations for them to be 
effective? Yes, research shows that if you want the affirmations to work for you, they must be 
believable to your mind. The affirmations have to give a realistic message to your subconscious mind, 
something that doesn’t contradict your subconscious beliefs. 

How to create effective affirmations? - The Five P’s of Affirmations
There are some fundamental rules for making sure affirmations are effective. They need to be: 

Positive
Effective affirmations are phrased in a positive manner. For example, when you say “I am not stressed” it 
is actually a negative phrasing that will tie your mind to the idea of stress first and is therefore unlikely to 
be effective as a stress relieving affirmation. To build an affirmation that is positively phrased, think of the 
opposite of stress and build a positive statement around that, for example, “I am calm”. This is a positive 
statement that does not  first raise the image of that which is unwanted.  

Present tense 
Effective affirmations need to be stated in present tense. Since our emotions always concern the present 
moment, effective affirmations also need to refer to the “here and now”. For example, when we say “I will 
be calm”, it doesn’t actually specify when. If we say “I am calm”, this is likely to be much more effective.   

Personal 
Effective affirmations always refer to the self directly and they are personal. For example, “I am…” “I 
have…” “I do…” etc.  

Persuasive 
Affirmations are another aspect of visualization and, like visualizations, they should be constructed in 
such a way so they engage as many of the senses as possible. We should use emotional language to 
make affirmations more persuasive. For example, instead of saying, “I am confident”, we could say “I 
have complete and absolute confidence in myself”. 

Private 
Affirmations  are your private and personal tools to achieve your own goals. It is their private nature that 
helps to allow the use of emotional language and superlatives in their construction. 
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We have already said that if we want the affirmations to be effective, they have to give a realistic 
message to your subconscious mind, something that doesn’t contradict your subconscious beliefs.  
Research indicates that the higher your self-esteem, the more effective positive affirmations can be. If 
you believe in yourself, your subconscious finds it likely that you’ll succeed in your efforts. However, 
there is evidence that if you have low self-esteem, positive affirmations may actually make you feel 
worse, because they set up a conflict between the positive state you desire and the negative feelings 
you currently experience.  
Our  subconscious mind  is a vast storage of all of our  experiences, thoughts and beliefs, and it 
remembers the impressions that were placed there long ago, keeping us in the cage of our own making. 
For example, if you have grown up believing that nothing you do is good enough, that you aren’t worthy 
and don’t deserve good things in your life, those beliefs may be stuck in your subconscious, which has 
learned over the years of repetition of those thoughts that they are true. Our subconscious is a much 
bigger part of our mind than our conscious mind.  

That’s why we need to deal with 
our subconscious beliefs about 
ourselves first and only then start 
using positive affirmations to 
make positive changes in our life.  
If you think this may apply to you 
and you may be struggling with 
low self confidence, make sure to 
go to session 5 and work on 
b u i l d i n g u p y o u r s e l f -
confidence  before you use 
affirmations. 

Affirmations - short and long term goals
Affirmations may be used to work on reaching your short and long term goals. In this lesson we are 
focusing on the affirmations which are to help you specifically in dealing with Performance Anxiety and 
which you can use before and during your stage performances. You may also use affirmations for your 
personal development. In that case affirmations should be designed to help you develop as a person, 
with a long term goal of your improvement. 

Using the comparative
If you would like affirmations to serve you as an ongoing personal development tool, they should be 
stated in the comparative. For example, "I am confident" may not be as effective as "I am becoming more 
and more confident”. An even better affirmation might be "I choose to feel more and more confident”. 
The reason for using the comparative, is because there is no end to how much more confident you can 
become. Otherwise, your mind may think you are already confident enough, and it will not need to do 
any more work. 
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How to Develop Effective Affirmations?

1. First analyze the thoughts or behaviors that you would like to change in your stage performances. 
2. Next, come up with positive, credible, and achievable affirmation statements that are the opposite of 

these thoughts. 
3. Brainstorm some statements about anxiety control, being calm and in control, etc. without worrying if 

they obey the rules for affirmations or not. For many people it is easier to think of statements that may 
well be negatively phrased first. Write these statements in the left hand column of your affirmation 
worksheet. In the right hand column of the worksheet develop equivalent statements that do obey the 
The Five P’s of Affirmations. 

4. Use the right hand versions as your affirmations and repeat them every time you are visualizing your 
performance or at any other time of a day, especially when you find yourself slipping into negative self-
talk. 

Examples of affirmations: 

Now, please work on developing your own affirmations using the Five P’s of Affirmations. 

Incorrect phrasing         Correct phrasing         

I’m not nervous. I’m calm.

   My hands are not shaky. My hands are steady and relaxed. 

My breath is not shallow. My breath is steady and calm. 

    Your Initial Statements   Affirmations equivalent that obey the 5 P’s
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises

Visualization 3: Stage Performance Visualization with Affirmations 
                          Track 3, Recommended: 1-2x per day for 1 week 

Affirmations are most effective when you use them alongside visualization 
techniques, so when you finish developing your affirmations, go ahead and incorporate them into the 
“Stage Performance Visualization”. 

Date Recording used Technique form 
recording used

Comments

Day 1: 

Day 2:  

Day 3: 

Day 4: 

Day 5: 

Day 6: 

Day 7: 

Grow in Flow, Justyna Ponulak, All rights reserved. �106

GROW IN FLOW E-BOOK



Lesson 4: A Well Balanced Life 

A healthy, balanced lifestyle is a must if you really want to develop yourself professionally and to perform 
on stage at your best. Yet, many musicians and other performing artists seem to have difficulties with 
establishing a healthy, balanced lifestyle. Think of the classic image of a touring musician: always on  the 
go, with high expectations to perform at your best, not getting sufficient amount of sleep after, overusing 
alcohol or drugs. With such lifestyle there is little time for yourself, no time to see your family and friends 
and to feel their support and presence. No surprise that many musicians struggle and some of them end 
up having depression or substance abuse problems.  

The American Federation of Musicians conducted a very interesting survey study which presented 
health problems of over 2000 professional orchestra musicians. The results of the study showed that 
82% of the musicians experienced some medical problems. 76% stated that at least one medical 
condition interfered with their performance, and 36% suffered from independent problems like: 
  
•  lower back pain (22%),  
•  neck pain (22%),  
• shoulder pain (20%),  
• upper back pain (16%),  
• stage fright (24%),  
• depression (17%),  
• sleep disturbance (14%),  
• acute anxiety (13%),  
• severe headaches (10%). 

Looking at the results it seems like the 
topic of the well-being should be really 
addressed so all the performing artists 
could learn what to do to avoid these 
negative and unpleasant health 
problems. 

Every stage performance, whether you 
play solo or with a group of other 

musicians, is emotionally demanding. When you think of a performance atmosphere on one hand there 
is Stage Fright with its adrenaline and excitement because of the nature of the life performance, on the 
other hand we have high endorphin levels and the state of flow which are present because of the 
creativity and the music itself.  
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Musicians have one of the most exalted  jobs and each live 
performance can provide a real high which can be hard to 
adjust to – especially when the elevated status that musicians 
receive on stage is suddenly lost after the performance. For 
many musicians, the contrast between the highs of a 
successful show and the anti-climactic low that often follows 
can be hard to adjust to and they experience a phenomenon 
that is called post-performance depression, or PPD.  

 

When the body experiences major shifts in mood, 
i t i s fl o o d e d w i t h s e v e r a l d i f f e r e n t 
neurotransmitters, resulting in a biochemical 
release that leads to a feeling of ecstasy. After 
these moments the nervous system needs time to 
recalibrate itself to prepare for another release. 
After an exciting performance the body starts to 
balance out the level of neurotransmitters, and 
therefore it’s not releasing the same level that 
caused the exciting feelings, resulting in the lingering sadness. It’s just hard to replace all that adrenaline 
and endorphins  in normal day-to-day life and with post-performance depression the process of 
recovery is more extreme, with higher highs and lower lows.  
That’s why many musicians struggle with finding the right work-life balance and a healthy way to unwind 
and recover, emotionally and physically. Many people turn to alcohol, drugs or other unhealthy things to 
self-treat anxiety and to escape from their mundane reality, but this will only make things worse. 

What can you do then to balance your professional and personal life, so that you can grow as a musician 
and enjoy your long term success? It’s very simple - go back to basics. Here are five tips to maintain a 
healthy work-life balance, so you can thrive and grow as a person and as an artist: 
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1. Define your priorities 

To show you how a well-balanced life should look like let’s do a little experiment. Imagine that you have a 
glass container and you are going to fill it with table tennis balls. Do you think the container would be 
full? Next, what would happen if you pour small pebbles into the container? Would there still be some 
room? What if you poured sand into the container? Would it be full by then? 
Now, let see what all these items in this experiment represent. 

The glass container represents your life. The table tennis balls are the most 
important things in your life: your faith, your values, and whatever defines 
you who you are as a human being. It’s your health and things that make 
you function well emotionally and physically. It’s your family, people you 
love and who love you, your 
close friends - real friends, not 
so ca l led “soc ia l med ia 
friends”, but people really 

close to you, who care for you). Your life goals, things that 
you want to achieve in life professionally and personally. 
These are the things that if everything else was lost and only 
they remained, your life would still be full.  

Pebbles are all the material things that matter in your life: your 
job, your car, your house, your phone, your clothes and many 
other material things. 
  
Sand is everything 
e l s e , i r r e l e v a n t 
things, the small 

stuff, things that come and go, conflicts and relationships 
that don’t matter and are not relevant when you look at the 
big picture. In fact, some of these things may even stand in 
the way of your lifetime goals. For example, worry may be 
your sand, if you worry  too much about something that is 
not relevant to your lifetime goals. 

We need to realize that if we put the sand into the container first, there will be no room for the pebbles or 
the table tennis balls. The same goes for your life. If you spend all your time and energy on the small 
stuff, you will never have room for the things that are important to you. You also need to learn to 
recognize the difference between things that matter and the ones that don’t, and learn to let them go.  
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises  

Your Goal:  

• Define your priorities 

To help you realize your life’s goals and values, please answer the following 
questions. Think about your whole life and try to see a big picture. Once you realize 
your priorities, it will be easier for you make good use of your time to attend to them. 
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• What are your tennis table balls - the most important things in your life? 

What are your unchangeable values? 

Map your social network - who is in your life? Who can you count on? (your family/close friends) 

What are your life goals? (Things that you want to achieve in life professionally and personally.) 

Is your health your priority? What changes would you like to make? 

   

• What are your pebbles - the material things that matter in your life? 

• What is your sand - things that come and go and are not relevant when you look at the big 
picture? 



2. Eat healthy

The next important factor for a healthy lifestyle is eating healthy. A 
proper diet benefits our overall quality of life, supports our mind and 
determines how we function emotionally and physically. We need to 
be aware of what we are putting into our bodies because essentially, 
we are what we eat. Eating healthily, however, doesn’t mean that you 
have to radically change your diet and give up all your favorite foods. 
Adapting a healthy diet is different for everyone. There is  all kinds 
of diet and nutrition advice out  there. My recommendation is just to 
stick to the basics. Here are 6 easy to follow tips for a healthy, 
balanced diet: 

•Eat more whole-grain foods. E.g. whole-wheat 
bread, pasta or oatmeal. 
•Eat more vegetables, fruits & nuts.
•Limit processed foods. Prepare your own food 
instead of purchasing ready made or fast food. 
•Avoid sugar & salt.
•Drink plenty of water. We should drink six to eight 
glasses daily, sipping the water in small amounts 
rather than the whole glass at once. Adding lemon 
to the water will boost your immune and digestive 
system thanks to its high levels of vitamin C. 
•Maintain a healthy balance between calories in 

and calories out. This will help you stay healthy and energetic.  

Caffeine & performance
Research suggests that drinking caffeinated beverages promotes mental alertness and that’s why so 
many people drink coffee. However, it is good to realize that too much caffeine can cause nervousness, 
restlessness, a rapid heartbeat and insomnia. Research indicates that sleep difficulties and anxiety are 
two of the top five barriers to Peak Performance. If you get anxious or jittery with caffeine, gradually 
reduce the amount of coffee, tea, soda and energy drinks you have each day, especially if you suffer 
from the physical symptoms of Performance Anxiety.  

3. Rest and sleep 

Sleep plays a vital role in good health and well-being. Even minimal sleep loss can take a substantial toll 
on your mood, energy, mental sharpness, and ability to handle stress. On the contrary, the right amount 
of sleep, will maximize your productivity, emotional balance, brain and heart health, immune system, 
creativity, vitality, and even your weight. There is a big difference between the amount of sleep you can 
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get by on and the amount you need to function optimally. Just 
because we are able to operate on six or seven hours of sleep 
doesn’t mean that we wouldn’t feel a lot better and get more 
done if we slept longer. Most healthy adults need between 7 to 9 
hours of sleep per night to function at their best. Children and 
teens need even more. 
What’s interesting, studies have shown that sleeping straight 
after a self-study or after practicing an instrument helps to retain 
what you learned faster. So, whenever you have time, try to take 
a short nap after practicing to let your body rest and your mind 
process what you have just learned.  

4. Exercise regularly

Many successful musicians find physical activity to be a 
necessity to their careers in music and they attribute their 
musicality and creativity to their health. Here are just a few key 
reasons why exercising is important.Exercise is a great stress 
management tool because it reduces  levels of the body's stress 
hormones, such as adrenaline and cortisol. Physical activity also 
helps us feel better because it stimulates the production of 
endorphins, chemicals in the brain that are the body's natural 
painkillers and mood elevators. Exercise also improves mood 
and sleep. When we sleep better our body rests and heals better. 

Another benefit of exercise is that it improves brain functions. New research indicates that 
regular cardio exercise: 
 

1.  Stimulates  Brain Growth 

Exercise stimulates the production of different proteins, which in 
turns stimulates the growth of new nerves and synapses, and 
also preserves the survival of existing brain cells.  

2. Improves Memory and Learning

Regular exercise also improves memory and learning skills. 
Research shows that regular cardio exercise seems to boost the 
size of the hippocampus - the brain area involved in verbal 
memory and learning.  
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3. Increases Mental Health

Regular exercise also increases our mental health. We look and 
feel better about ourselves when we exercise. We have  stronger 
muscles and bones, and maintain a healthy weight, which also 
helps us feel better when we are to perform on stage.  

4. Combats Health Conditions and Diseases

Regular exercise combats health conditions and diseases. Physical activity is critical to restore vitality 
and blood flow to the overworked muscles and organs, especially after long practice sessions. Regular 
exercise also decreases risk of many diseases, like depression, heart disease, stroke, high blood 
pressure, osteoporosis, and decreases the risk of bones injury. 
  
In short, physical activity helps keep you strong and healthy, mentally and physically. A healthy body 
means a fresh mind, which means you will function better and complete your work in less time. 

There are many ways to move your body. You can walk, jog, bike, 
stretch, dance, play sports, swim, and even perform weight 
training. Basically, any type of exercise is good for musicians, but 
the key here is training correctly. Improper training techniques can 
lead to injuries that can hinder performances and gigs. If you are 
considering a weight training or cardio training program, it’s 
recommended to consult with a trained fitness consultant or 
personal trainer first to develop a program tailored for your 
particular needs and which won’t be risky to your ability to play 
your instrument. 

In addition, one of the most beneficial to your mental 
health and a very safe form of physical exercise is a walk 
in nature. Being in nature reduces fear and anxiety and 
increases pleasant feelings. Being connected to nature not 
only makes people feel better emotionally, but it also 
reduces blood pressure, heart rate, muscle tension, and 
the production of stress hormones—all signals of stress 
and fear. 

5. Refrain from drug use, excessive alcohol use, and smoking

There is a lot of contradictory information about the impact of using alcohol and drugs on health. People 
have various reasons and excuses for using different substances. What we know for sure is that alcohol 
and drugs are two elements that endanger the lives of many young people.  
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There are many different types of hard and soft 
drugs, including prescription drugs. The most 
common addictions in the US are: 

1. Tobacco (nicotine) addiction - over 40 million 
addicted people 
2. Alcohol -18 million  
3. Marijuana – 4.2 million 

If you would like to learn more about short and long term effects of tobacco, alcohol and marijuana on 
your body, please go to the resources section at www.growinflowperformance.com 
 

Alcohol, cigarettes and marijuana are used by a number of 
people, including musicians and other performers, to de-stress 
and unwind. But what are the alternatives and more healthy 
choices to prevent and channel your stress?  
Here is a list of 10 best ways to de-stress, unwind and let go of the 
pressures after a stressful day or a demanding stage 
performance: 
 

No matter how you choose to unwind, it will be difficult to do if you’re still thinking 
about work and your responsibilities. Turn your phone off, don’t check your email 
box. You deserve to save some time for yourself and your family. 

 

The best way to leave work behind you is to wash away the tension from your 
body. Water has a calming effect on the mind and soul. Try a nice hot bath or a 
shower to help your muscles relax followed by a cool splash of cold water to 
energize the cells in your body. 

 

Eating when you are stressed or feeling low is usually not recommended, but a 
good, nutritious meal is a must after a long, stressful day. Moreover, certain foods 
have lasting powers to fight anxiety and depression, and turn around a bad day.  
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Work off the stress – literally. As we said before, exercise releases endorphins 
and it can help you release and channel your negative thoughts and emotions. 
Get out of the house, if possible. A change of scenery will help you relax. In fine 
weather, try seeking out nature – you don’t even have to go farther than your 
backyard. Breathing in some fresh air and looking around the greenery can let 
your mind wander away from your work responsibilities. 
 

Seek peace of mind and calm yourself down by listening to some soothing 
tunes. The music you listen to influence your mood substantially. Slower music, 
that you can close your eyes and breathe along with, will help to reduce your 
heart rate. Also, sometimes the best way to escape the chaos of the day-to-day 
is to slip into another one. Research suggests that the part of our brain that feels 
empathy gets a great workout when we read fiction. Try reading about a 
powerful character, or a positive situation. If you are not an avid reader, you can          
 opt for an episode or two of TV series you like. 

Music, art or writing can help you emotionally and physically as it reduces stress 
and anxiety. Find something creative you like, or try new ways to express 
yourself. It will energize and refresh you, and enable you to nurture the creative 
thought that is essential to every artist. 

 

After a stressful day, it’s good to stop and check in with your thoughts about 
what happened during the day. There is always something to worry about but 
the goal here is to stop worrying about the past or getting worked up about the 
future and instead focus on the present, live in the moment and be grateful  
and thankful for everyone and everything what you have in your life.  

 

Having a support base of close friends and family nearby is what keeps us 
grounded. During times of high stress we have a tendency to retreat, we cancel 
social plans, and focus on the source of our stress. But the world does not look 
as challenging with a friend by our side. You may not be someone who likes to 
talk about your problems, but letting out your troubles to a family member or to a 
friend can help you blow off some steam and find the best solutions to your 
challenges. Keeping it in will make the issue seem bigger than it actually is.   

 Research says that friends and social support are among the best forms of 
therapy to help escape stress for brief periods of time. If you don’t have a chance to see anyone close in 
person, make a phone call. It will help you a lot.  
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Some people prefer to be alone at home after a long day and they recharge 
their batteries best when left alone in solitude and silence. For others, though, 
there is nothing more diverting than enjoying the company of your friends and 
loved ones. Whether they provide a distraction or they help you to shift your 
focus, their help can really help to reduce your stress and anxiety.  

 

There is no better way to restore energy than getting a good night’s sleep. This 
can be challenging for many of us. To set yourself up for success, prepare early. 
Ensure that your bedroom is a place for sleep only by removing distractions that 
prevent you from sleeping. Once you are in bed, you are there to sleep. Avoid 
checking your phone and power down your electronics at least half an hour 
before going to bed. 

If you think you might need to further improve your personal way to unwind, so it is more healthy and 
consistent, please use the Grow in Flow Wellness Program, which can help you accomplish this goal. 
Creating an evening self-care routine that allows you to  relax and reflect on what happened on a 
particular day, will make a huge difference in your ability to wind down, sleep more peacefully, and get  
ready for the next day, with all its professional and personal challenges.  

Depending on where you are with your life, you may need to make some big changes to make your life  
more healthy, or maybe all you need is just a few adjustments. In either case, don’t do everything at 
once. Make the changes gradually, so you don’t feel overwhelmed. You will notice, though, that once you  
make an effort to change your life for better, you will see a huge difference in your capabilities, especially  
in the way you handle your professional challenges, including public performance. 
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises  

Goal: Develop your evening unwind routine  

Please read the following statements and write down your answers.   

How do I plan to disconnect myself after a work day?

switching off my phone, computer etc.

other

How can I relax?

take a warm bath/shower

use relaxation techniques

use breathing techniques

use visualization techniques

have a massage

exercise (what type of exercise? indoors/outdoors?) 

have a walk 

listen to the music

read a book

watch a movie

do something creative (what?)

pray/meditate

being by myself 

having a company

talking to a friend (in person/over the phone)

have a good meal 

other

What kind of changes in my diet would I like to 
make?

How much sleep do I get every day?
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Session 5: Building up Self-confidence 

• Introduction  

• Lesson 1: Self-esteem, Self-efficacy and Self-confidence 
• Lesson 2: The real self vs. the ideal self 

• Lesson 3: Dealing with authority figures and different types of audience 

• Lesson 4: Dealing with criticism, perfectionism, mistakes and setbacks 

Introduction:  

Self-confidence is an important mental skill that all performers must possess to be successful in public 
performance. Self-doubt, in turn, is the number one mental barrier that blocks performing artists from 
confident and enjoyable performances. A common challenge that musicians face is the ability to 
perform in public as well as they do in practice. Any musician can feel confident in practice, but the 
challenge is having the same high level of confidence when performing under pressure in high-risk 
performance situations, for example, in important public performances, auditions or competitions. 

In session 3 you learned that if you get Performance Anxiety when you perform on stage and you 
experience the Fight or Flight Response, (your brain’s reaction responsible for your survival), it is most 
likely that your brain has a wrong idea about the importance of your performance and perceives it as a  
threat, which significantly interferes with your performance abilities. We also said that the way your brain 
interprets a situation that triggers your negative emotions depends on your beliefs about yourself. The 
way you perceive yourself influences your emotions and the way you perceive reality. If you are insecure 
and have low self-confidence, you are more likely to perceive a public performance as a threat and thus 
experience Performance Anxiety. If you have high levels of self-confidence, you are more likely to 
perceive a public performance as a challenge and thus experience less anxiety. 

In this session, we will focus on equipping you with essential tools to help you boost your self-
confidence. In lesson 1, you will learn about different aspects of self-confidence that may affect you as 
an individual and as a performer. In lesson 2, you will learn how to build up your self-esteem by 
identifying your real and your ideal self, by recognizing your personal strengths, weaknesses, and 
achievements, and by learning how to deal with the negative patterns of thinking about yourself. In 
lesson 3, you will find out how to deal with so-called authority figures, and in lesson 4, you will learn how 
to deal with criticism, perfectionism, and errors which very often negatively influence our performance 
abilities. 
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Lesson 1: Self-esteem, Self-efficacy and Self-confidence 

The goal of this session is to help you build up your self-confidence so you can be more successful in 
your public performances. As we did in the previous session, we need to begin our journey with some 
definitions that will help you understand different aspects of the discussed topic.  

Self-confidence is a commonly used word referring to someone’s worth and abilities. However, in fact, 
self-confidence is a combination of different aspects of perception of the image people have of 
themselves. Let’s have a look at the following definitions of various self constructs. We will start with the 
definition of self-esteem. 

In psychology, the term  self-esteem  is used to describe a person's 
overall sense of self-worth or self- value. In other words, it is about how 
much you appreciate and like yourself.  

Self-esteem can involve a variety of beliefs about yourself, such as the appraisal of:  

• your own appearance (that is feeling confident about your looks),  

• your intellectual capabilities (feeling smart and intelligent)  

• your beliefs, emotions, and behaviors (feeling at peace with them) 

Self-esteem can apply specifically to a particular dimension, e.g., someone believes that he or she is a 
good musician/actor/performer (“I believe I’m a good musician/actor/performer.”), or to a global 
dimension, e.g. someone thinks they are smart and they feel positive about themselves in general. (“I 
believe I’m smart.”) 
 

Self-efficacy refers to a person’s belief in their capabilities and abilities 
to succeed at tasks. 

• General self-efficacy is the belief in one's general capacity to handle tasks.  (“I believe I’m good at 
handling tasks.”) 

• Specific self-efficacy refers to beliefs in one's ability to perform specific tasks and it is related to 
someone’s area of expertise (“I believe I’m good at public speaking/driving/studying/cooking”.) 

 

Self-confidence is a combination of self-esteem and general self-
efficacy and it refers to belief in one's personal worth and the 
likelihood of succeeding.  
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Why is self-confidence important?
Self-confidence can play a significant role in your motivation and success throughout your whole life. 
Low self-confidence may hold you back from succeeding at school or work because you don't believe 
yourself to be capable of success. By contrast, having a healthy self-confidence can help you achieve 
because you navigate life with a positive, assertive attitude and believe you can accomplish your goals. 

People with high self-confidence are more likely to view obstacles as challenges to overcome, so they 
aren't afraid to face new things. They recover quickly from setbacks, because they view failure more as a 
result of external circumstances rather than their personal weaknesses and shortcomings.  

What are the factors that influence self-confidence?
There are different factors that can influence self-confidence. Genetic factors that help shape the overall 
personality can play a role, but it’s often our life experiences that form the basis for overall self-
confidence. People who consistently receive overly critical or negative assessments from their family 
members, teachers or friends, are more likely to experience problems with low self-confidence. 
 

How can you recognize if you have healthy self-confidence or if you’d need help in building it up and 
improving the way you feel about yourself? You probably have a good sense of who you are and what 
you can accomplish if you have the following abilities and characteristics:  

Sings of healthy self-confidence: 

• Having a balanced, accurate view of yourself (which means 
having a good opinion of your abilities but also recognize your 
flaws) 

• Feeling of total acceptance and love for yourself as you are

• Seeing yourself as deserving the respect of others

• Being assertive in expressing your needs and opinions

• Being confident in your ability to make decisions

• Being realistic in your expectations and less likely to be overcritical of yourself and others
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• Being able to learn from mistakes (e.g. being able to say, "I made a mistake, I’m sorry.”) 

• Being more resilient and better able to deal with stress and setbacks

• Taking care of yourself  physically, emotionally, mentally and spiritually (balancing being and 

doing) 

On the contrary, you may need to work on how you perceive yourself if you exhibit any of these signs of 
poor self- confidence. 

Signs of Low Self-confidence:

• Focusing on your perceived weaknesses and faults

• Putting little value on your opinions and ideas

• Frequently worrying about not being good enough

• Having difficulty accepting positive feedback

• Having fear of failure (which can hold you back from succeeding at 
work or school) 

• Experiencing fear of change and reluctance to take risks

• Evaluating your worthiness based on what you do, not on who you are

• Constantly comparing yourself to others and thereby feeling inferior or superior

• Basing your self-worth on the opinions of other people

If you have realized that you may have the symptoms of low self-confidence, this session may help you 
to build it up and to improve the way you feel about yourself. In the next lesson, we are going to work on  
identifying your true and your ideal self, which are the true and false images that you hold about yourself. 
You will learn about different methods to build your self- confidence and you will do a few practical 
exercises that will help you change your negative thoughts about yourself. 
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Lesson 2: The real self vs. the ideal self 

Everybody has an image of themselves. Our self-concept - the image that we have of ourselves - begins to 
form from birth and our early childhood. This image develops in a number of ways but is particularly 
influenced by our interactions with important people in our lives. Along with our inherited genetic makeup, 
everything that we were told about ourselves has shaped our beliefs about who we are. What people who 
are very important to you told you about you, affects your beliefs about yourself today. 

Our subconscious mind is adopting new 
knowledge by repetition, without judgment of 
any kind. This usually happens in our early 
childhood, when we accept everything that 
someone, and especially our parents, tell us 
as true because we don’t yet have our own 
experience to help us filter the information that 
we are receiving.  

If our parents repeat that the sky is blue, we will eventually understand what blue is, and learn to recognize it 
everywhere we see it. However, if our parents taught us that the sky is green, our perception of the world 
would be much different, and later in life, it could cause some serious misunderstandings with other people, 
which would last until we understand that the belief that we had for so long was incorrect.  

It’s the same with every other belief that forms in us. The words, ideas, behaviors that often repeat, impress 
in our subconscious as a rule and as truth, which is very difficult to change. As long as they are not hurting 
us or standing in the way of us living a happy and fulfilled life, it’s OK to hold them – that usually means that 
they are benign or beneficial to us. However, if we discover that something inside us is holding us back, 
makes us miserable and doesn’t allow us to live up to our full potential, then we need to exactly pinpoint 
what it is, and find a way to get rid of it. To be able to do it, first, we need to identify our real self and our ideal 
self - two images of ourselves that we hold. 

The real self vs the ideal self 
Everybody has an image of themselves and everybody has an image of the person they want to be.  These 
two concepts are called the real self and the ideal self. 
 

The real self is who you are. Your attributes, your personality traits, your 
strengths and weaknesses. Your real self has formed through years of 
accumulating your life experiences. For example, you could be easygoing, 
helpful, kind, or selfish and self-centered.  

Grow in Flow, Justyna Ponulak, All rights reserved. �122

GROW IN FLOW E-BOOK



 
The ideal self is who you wish to be or you feel you should be. 
For example, you wish to be smarter, learn faster, look better, or you feel 
you should be more helpful or patient. 

The ideal self is very often a result of social and parental influences. It can 
serve as one of the self-discipline tools and might be beneficial to us, for 
example, when we strive to be a better person (for example we say to 
ourselves, “I should be more helpful, patient, kind” etc.).  

Unfortunately, it can 
also have a negative impact on the way we perceive 
ourselves if the message that we receive is not to build us 
up, but to put us down. For example, some people may 
hear, “you should be more like your sister!”, “you should do 
this or that”, “you should behave like that”. This can lead us 
to take paths in life that are not really for us because they’re 
not allowing us to live up to our full potential. 

For example, imagine a father who wants his son to become a lawyer and doesn’t listen to the son’s true 
dreams and predispositions, or parents who are constantly comparing siblings, making one of them “an 
example” and the other one not. Or parents telling a child that he or she is not good at something (e.g. at 
math), based on limited or subjective perspective, and making a child believe it to be true and thus 
withdrawing effort to get better in that area.   

In many cases, the way we see ourselves and how we would 
like to see ourselves don’t quite match up. There is an internal 
conflict between how we see ourselves and what we think of 
ourselves and how we would like us to be. If we want to really 
thrive in life, we need to develop a healthier and more accurate 
view of ourselves. There should be a balance between the real 
and the ideal self-image that we have. If our ideal-self is too 
exorbitant and rigid, we won't be able to reach it, which will   

 make us feel even worse. Research shows that people whose 
ideal and real selves don’t match are more likely to suffer from low self-confidence and depression.The good 
news is that self-image is not permanently fixed. We can work on developing a healthier view of ourselves 
and there are specific steps that can help us develop a positive, balanced self-image.  

Steps to develop a positive self-image: 
  
First, we need to focus on identifying our real selves. As we said, the 
real self is who you are: your attributes, your personality traits, your 
strengths, and your weaknesses. The thing is that we usually don’t 
think about who we are and what we can. That’s why it’s very 
important to take the time and identify those qualities.  
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• In this step, first, you have to make a list of your positive qualities, 
personality traits, strengths and accomplishments. See how far 
you have come and how much you have accomplished. When 
making a list of your accomplishments try to notice if there are any 
negative thoughts that arise while thinking about them. It will help 
you see what you really feel and think deep down about your 
achievements.  

 

For example, one of your accomplishments is that 
you got a prize at your music school. But what do you 
actually think about it? You tell yourself…:”it was 
nothing special. the school was small and anyone 
could have received it if they practiced consistently”. 
So what are you doing with it? - You are downgrading 
your  own  achievement instead of acknowledging it, 
and saying that you’re proud of yourself. 
  

• After making a list of your strengths and accomplishments, create a list of your imperfections and 
weaknesses - this will also help you to see your real self, or rather the way you perceive yourself. 

• Next, ask your family or friends for feedback. Sometimes it’s difficult for us to recognize our strengths and 
our real self because we tend to underestimate our abilities, personality traits, and achievements. That’s 
why it’s very helpful to ask a close friend or a member of your family to describe your positive qualities and 
accomplishments for you. They are usually more objective and can help you look at you and things in your 
life from a different perspective.  

• After receiving feedback from your family or friends, compare two lists - yours and the one that you got 
from them. See if they are consistent and similar or you look at yourself completely differently than other 
people see you.  

 

The next step in developing a positive self-image is to identify your 
ideal self - everything that you feel you want to be, or feel you should 
be, and all the things that other people told you that you should be.  
You will start this task by making a list of your “shoulds” - of all the 
things that you keep saying to yourself  that you should.   
 

• In this step, make a list of your “shoulds” and write down everything   
  that you keep saying to yourself that you should be or do.  
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• Next, write down everything that you hear or heard from other 
people that you should be or do. Make a list of what other people 
think that you should be or do.  

Try to determine how these statements affected you and use the method that you learned in session 3 to 
deal with false beliefs about yourself and confront your thinking distortions. Dispute your beliefs (find the 
evidence for each one of them), replace your false beliefs with new effective believes and put it all in 
perspective. Also, In session 6 we will be talking more about how the words “I should” affect our goal setting 
and what are some better wording alternatives for “I should” that may be more beneficial to us.  
 

The next step in developing a positive self-image is to identify if you 
hold any negative beliefs and lies about yourself and confront them.  
In this step try to identify your childhood labels and self-labels and 
explore their impact.   

 

• Make a list of any “names” that people might have called 
you or negative “adjectives” that people might have used 
to describe you. For example, you may have heard that 
you were “stupid”, “fat”, “lazy”, etc.  

• Also, try to identify your core negative beliefs and the lies you tell yourself about you. For example, you may 
tell yourself, “I’m no good”, “I’ll never be able to do it”, etc. 

Those lies that we tell ourselves work like inner vows 
that prevent us from reaching our full potential and they 
put us down. To take control over your life you need to 
renounce and reject these false negative beliefs. To help 
yourself in the process of recognizing your negative 
beliefs about yourself.  
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• Keep a record of all of your negative self-talk, especially of 
what comes up when you’re trying to be positive. Keep a 
notebook with you all the time, and after two or three weeks 
you should be able to analyze it and to define where the 
problem is. Then, again, dispute your false beliefs, replace 
your false beliefs with new effective believes and put it all in 
perspective. 

Keep in mind that the negative self-beliefs take a lot of time and repetition to establish, so changing them 
and creating new, positive beliefs is also a process that requires effort on our part, and a lot of time for the 
new beliefs to take root in our mind. If you feel that you can’t do this by yourself, don’t hesitate to call for 
help. There are trained professionals who can help you overcome this, and there is nothing wrong with using 
their help. You have already made the first step by realizing that you need to change your beliefs and by 
proclaiming that you want to change for the better. That’s more than most people will ever do. 
 

The next step in developing a positive self-image is to find the 
right balance between the real and the ideal self.  
There should be a balance between the ideal and the real self. 
People with low self-confidence usually suffer from their two 
self-images not matching. If your ideal self is too exorbitant 
and right, you won’t be able to reach it. That’s why you need 
to identify things that you can and cannot change in your life 
(we were talking about it  in session 3) and learn how to make   
 personal goals and objectives that will be reasonable and   

                                                                       measurable. You will learn how to do it in session 6 (Motivation  
                                                                       & Goal-setting). 
 

The last crucial step in developing a positive self-image is to 
learn to love yourself and remember that you are unique. 
It’s very important to accept every aspect of our self. To live in 
inner harmony, we must accept ourselves at every level of our 
existence - emotional, intellectual and physical. If there is 
anything that you could improve and work on, do it. However, 
if there’s something that you cannot change about yourself, 
try to accept it. Love and accept yourself as you are with all  

 your imperfections and weaknesses because you are much        
                                                                        more than they are.  

Now, please do the following exercises that will help you to practice everything that we have discussed in this 
lesson. 
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises  

Your Goals:  

• Identify your real and ideal self 

• Identify your self-labels and core negative beliefs 

Exercise 1: Identify your real self

a) Make a list of your positive qualities, strengths, personality traits, and accomplishments. Write down 
everything, even the small things that you consider as your accomplishments.  

My positive qualities & strengths:

The personality traits that have helped me obtain my achievements:

My accomplishments:
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b) Write down any positive or negative thoughts that arose while doing this exercise and place them next 
to your accomplishments. It will help you see what you really feel and think deep down about your 
achievements. 
Example:  

c). Make a list your imperfections, weaknesses, and things you should work on. 

My accomplishment:      Thoughts & emotions:

• I got a prize at my local music school. •  It was nothing special. The school was small          

and anyone could have received it if they 

practiced consistently. 

• I got the lead role in my church performance. •   I’m proud of myself.

My accomplishment:      Thoughts & emotions:
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d) Answer the following questions: 

• What are your strengths as a musician/a performer? 

• What makes you different from other musicians/performers?  

• What are your accomplishments as a musician/a performer? 

• What are your weaknesses as a musician/a performer? 

•  What are the skills that you need to improve?  

My imperfections & weaknesses:
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Exercise 2: Ask family and friends for feedback

a) Ask a close friend or a member of your family to describe your positive qualities and make a list of  
your accomplishments, as they see it.  

Commentary: Sometimes it is difficult for us to recognize our strengths and our real self because we  
tend to underestimate our abilities, personality traits and achievements. That’s why it is very helpful to  
ask a close  friend or a member of your family to describe your positive qualities and accomplishments  
for you. They are usually more objective and can help you look at you and things in your life from a  
different perspective.  

b) After receiving feedback from your family or friends, compare two lists - yours and the one that you  
got from them. See if they are consistent and similar or you look at yourself completely differently than  
other people see you.  

Exercise 3: Identify your ideal self

a) Make a list of your “shoulds” and write down everything that you keep saying to yourself that you 
should:  

I should be…

I should be more…

I should be less…

I should do…
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b) Make a list of what other people (family members, friends, teachers, coaches etc.) think and say that 
you should be or do.  

My                                    says that I should be… 
  

My                                    says that I should do… 

My                                    says that I should... 

Try to determine how these statements have affected you.  Use the method that you learned in session 3  
to deal with false beliefs about yourself and confront your thinking distortions: 
• Dispute your beliefs (find the evidence for each one of them) 
• Replace your false beliefs with new effective believes  
• Put it all in perspective 

 

I should…
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Exercise 4: Identify your self-labels and core negative beliefs

a) Make a list of any negative self-labels you gave yourself, labels you were given, or names you were  
      called as a child, which still affect you now. 

b) Identify your core negative beliefs about yourself that you may have.  

your self-labels labels you were given names you were called
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Commentary: Core negative beliefs about ourselves work like inner vows that prevent us from reaching  
our full potential and they put us down. For example, you may tell yourself, “I’m no good”, “I’ll never be  
able to do it”, etc. To take control over your life you need to renounce and reject these lies and false  
beliefs. Also, again, use the following steps: 

1. Keep a record of all of your negative self-talk, especially of what comes up when you are trying to be  

      positive. Keep a notebook with you all the time, and after two or three weeks you should be able to  

      analyze it and define where the problem is. 

2.   Dispute your false beliefs (find the evidence for each one of them), replace your false beliefs  

      with new effective believes and put it all in perspective.  

3.   Keep in mind that the negative self-beliefs take a lot of time and repetition to establish, so changing  

     them and creating new, positive beliefs is a process that requires effort on our part, and the time for  

     the new beliefs to take root in our mind. 
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Lesson 3: Dealing with authority figures and different types of audience

One of the most difficult challenges for a musician or any performer is to perform in front of other people. 
The presence of other people during a public performance is one of the biggest challenges that artists 
face. There are several theories that attempt to explain why it happens and one of them is Social 
Facilitation. 

Social Facilitation is a phenomenon where performance is altered due to the presence of another 
person or other people. This can have either a positive or a negative effect on performance as we can 
observe in many life situations. For example, a musician is nervous in front of a crowd and performs 
worse than when performing for a friend, or an athlete runs faster when racing others as opposed to 
when running alone.  

 

To explain why it’s happening, Robert Zajonc, the 
author of the Social Facilitation theory, proposed 
Drive Theory which states that the mere presence of 
other people creates arousal. If we would like to 
explain this in terms of evolution of our emotional 
brain, we would say that our mind decides to draw its 
attention to the people surrounding us and to be 
prepared for some action, just in case, because we   
are never sure what other people would do. 

To test this theory, Robert Zajonc created a very interesting study, using cockroaches. He wanted to 
examine how the cockroaches would behave in the presence of other members of the species.   

Cockroaches have a natural tendency to run from the light to darker areas. In this experiment, Zajonc set 
up two mazes, one simple and one complex. In both mazes, a light was shed on the cockroach at one 
end of the maze, to force the cockroach to find a darkened exit at the end of the maze. The mazes were 
both tested with two different conditions. In one condition, the roach was in the maze alone with no 
observers. In the other condition, there were other roaches observing from audience boxes along the 
maze.  
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In the simple maze condition, 
cockroaches found the darkened exit 
faster when there were other roaches 
observing. However, in the complex 
maze condition, the cockroaches 
completed the task slower when 
other roaches were observing. 

 

Based on the findings of th is 
experiment Zajonc’s Drive Theory 
states that if a person is about to 
per form a task wel l known or 
subjectively perceived as simple, the 
presence of other people and the 
increased arousal will make him or her 
perform better. However, if the task is 
more complex, requires certain skills 
or is perceived by that person as 
difficult, the effect of increased arousal 
will make the task less well done. 

What does it mean for you in the context of your public performances? 

You need to realize that the way you perceive a task that you are about to perform (if you think it’s easy 
or too difficult for you) affects the way you handle it in the presence of other people.  

For example, if you are about to perform a 
piece of music that you perceive as easy, 
the presence of other people will most likely 
make you perform better. However, if you’ll 
be asked to play a piece which you regard 
as too difficult for you or which you didn’t 
practice enough, then the presence of the 
audience may make you perform worse.  
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There are some other psychologists who argue that Zajonc’s Drive Theory is too simplistic. They claim 
that it’s not just only whether an audience is present or not that influences our performance, but it’s also 
how we react to that presence.  

There is another theory cal led Evaluation 
Apprehension Theory that states that arousal that we 
experience in the presence of other people is not 
caused by their mere presence but by our 
apprehension about being evaluated by them.  

Here is where our self-confidence and feelings 
of self-efficacy come into play. If we have 
confidence in our stage performance abilities, 
the awareness of being watched by others will 
make us perform better. But if we are not 
confident then we might be constantly worrying 
about being evaluated by the people watching 
us, which may negat ive ly a ffect our 
performance.  

Now, if our fear of being evaluated by people sitting in the audience is one of the key factors influencing 
the way we perform on stage, it seems crucial to look deeper and analyze what and who we are really 
afraid of.  

The way we evaluate the audience 
influences our emotional reaction and the 
way we perform on stage. When we are 
about to perform, we usually know or 
predict who might be in the audience 
and what type of audience this may be. 
For example, it makes a difference for us 
if the audience consists of random school 
children or of a group of college 
professors and our peers. The more 
expert we evaluate the audience, the 
more afraid we are of it.  

Let’s take a closer look at the way we perceive people who might be sitting in the audience during our 
performances or other authority figures who may affect the way we perform. As we said before, one of 
the most difficult challenges for a musician is to perform in front of others and one of the main reasons 
for that is that we tend to worry about being evaluated by other people. Many of us often find ourselves 
wondering what other people think of us. We’re wondering if they see us the way we want to be seen. We 
have a very particular image of ourselves in our heads and we want other people’s perception of 
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ourselves match our own image. The 
reality is that there is no way we can make 
that happen. We have no control over 
what people think of us but the thing is 
that, in fact, it doesn’t matter. Of course, 
there are different life situations where we 
should consider what other people think 
of us, but in the context of a successful 
public performance, it is not important 
what other people think of you and of the 

way you perform. The most important thing that affects your performance is what you think of yourself.  

In the last lesson you have recognized your strengths as a person and as a musician. By now you 
should know who you are, what makes you different from other people and from other musicians.  

Hopefully, you realize that you are unique in your 
own way. There might be other people better in 
some areas or aspects of playing your 
instrument, but you certainly have something 
special to offer - your musicality, technique, 
emotions, joy, or passion. Each one of us has 
something that no one else has, or ever had - as 
a person and as a musician. You should be 
aware of that and you should be proud of that.   

When we are about to perform, there might always be people in the audience who may make us feel 
anxious because we feel that they intimidate us in some way. Imagine the following situation. You are 
about to play a recital. You are waiting backstage and you decide to have a quick peek at the audience. 
You say to yourself in your head: “ok, I see my friends, my mom and my sister are there, oh, James 
brought his friend Beth, she is such a good pianist and now she will listen to me…and then, oh no, 
professor Thomson, everyone but him! People say that he is very judgmental. What if I fail?”   

Have you ever experienced anything like that? Many musicians do. They feel much better if they don’t 
see in the audience the people who are their “authority figures”. But whether they want these authority 
figures to come to their concerts or not, they will come anyway. That’s why it is so important for every 
musician to learn to deal with authority figures so that their presence in the audience does not negatively 
affect their emotions. 

To deal with authority figures, first, you need to identify who your authority figures are.   
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There are unquestioned authorities like our 
parents, our teachers or our best friends. 
Those are the people whom we trust and who 
make us feel validated. They know everything 
about us and we know they accept us no 
matter what we do. That’s why, when we 
perform, we are not afraid of making a 
mistake in front of them because we know 
that even if we do, this is not going to change 
their attitude towards us and the way that they 
perceive us.  

However, there are other people. We may not know all of them, or only know them by sight, but we still 
want them to think highly of us. We want to impress them, or at least, we don’t want them see us fail or 
make mistakes. And that’s where our anxiety begins. These people may be your peers, people you know 
by sight or you know of them, other teachers, professors, potential coworkers, bosses, judges in the 
competition, you name it. Bottom line, there is something about them that makes you feel afraid of them. 
Somehow you made them your authority figures and the way you perceive them makes you anxious 
because you think they are going to judge you.  

Depending on who your authority figure might be, there are different ways to deal with them. We are 
going to analyze all the potential cases in a little while, but before we start, let’s talk about a very 
interesting phenomenon that applies to all these situations which is known as the social schema.  

Social schemas are 'scripts' or expectations that 
we form about other people or about how things 
operate within our environment. Social schemas 
help us organize and make sense of information 
which is based on our assumptions, partial 
knowledge and other people’s opinions. The less 
we know about an object - a person or a situation 
- the more social schema we use.  

Whether we realize it or not, we use social 
schemas on a daily basis, and they are especially in use in the context of our stage performances, when 
we think about authority figures or anyone sitting in the audience. We need to be aware of that because 
there is a chance we may have a tendency to overestimate or undermine their abilities, based on our 
assumptions and partial knowledge about them. It may be so that we experience performance anxiety in 
the presence of some people because we ascribe some imagined powers to them and we believe they 
have the ability to affect us through their evaluation of our performance. That’s why the first thing we 
should do is to understand what we really know about our authority figures, based on facts rather than 
on our assumptions and biases. We should also identify and try to reduce any imagined power we 
ascribed and gave to anyone and increase the sense of our own power by boosting confidence in 
ourselves and in our abilities. 
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Now, let’s analyze what we can do to deal with some potential authority figures depending on who 
they are and what type of audience they represent.  

How to Deal with Authority Figures

Whether you like it or not, you need to accept that there 
will always be some kind of competition between you, 
your peers, co-workers, and even your friends. People 
compare their looks, their abilities, what they have, what 
they do etc. It’s just how the world works. And that’s OK. 
Let people be who they are. You can’t change them. 
With the right mindset, though, it doesn’t have to bother 
you.  

Whenever any of your peers or friends, who are also musicians, come to your performance, accept that 
they may, even subconsciously, evaluate you and compare you to themselves. They have the right to do 
so. But their judgment, whatever it is, concerns only them, it’s their private matter and it has nothing to do 
with your true value, both as a person and a musician.  

Now, if any of those people particularly makes you 
nervous when you perform, the first step to reducing 
their emotional impact on you, is to “work him or her 
out”.This will give you the knowledge you need to deal 
with the imaginary powers that you have assigned to 
them. The first thing to do is to: 
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To help yourself in that process you can ask yourself the following questions: 

For example, if you know that this person has very good technical skills and you know that your 
technique is not so advanced now, you can always admit: “OK. Maybe I'm not as good technically on 
the violin as she is but I have a beautiful sound and a well-developed sense of musicality.” 

Once you go through the process of assessing and comparing your skills and attributes with the other 
person, you should realize that both of you have some unique strengths and abilities and that there is no 
reason to feel intimidated by them. They are also human, with their strengths and weaknesses. They also 
make mistakes when they perform, so even if you mess up on stage, it’s gonna be OK. They will not 
cross you out because you made a flub. On the contrary, if they see that you are OK. with making a 
mistake, they will sympathize with you because this will show them that making a mistake is not such a 
big deal and the most important thing is how to rally and move on with humor and positive attitude.  

Grow in Flow, Justyna Ponulak, All rights reserved. �140

GROW IN FLOW E-BOOK



The next type of audience that you may deal with are 
the people whom you know only by sight but you still 
care about what they think of you. Let’s see what we can 
do to boost our confidence when we see these people in 
the audience. In this case, we can’t really use the same 
tools as with the people you know. You can’t assess 
these people’s skills and attributes because you simply 
don’t know them.  

The first step here would be to remind yourself of your 
positive attributes and accomplishments, so it can 
help you keep your spirits up and focus on your 
strengths. Next, you need to be aware of all 
faulty  thinking patterns and social schemas that may 
mislead you because they arise based on your 
assumptions and partial knowledge about the people 
in the audience. 

There is an interesting phenomenon called self-fulfilling prophecy which is a belief or expectation 
about the future event that influences our behavior at the subconscious level and, in turn, causes itself to 
become true.  

Self-fulfilling prophecies can involve: intrapersonal processes (e.g., an individual’s belief affects his or 
her own behavior) and/or interpersonal processes (i.e., an individual’s belief affects another 
person’sbehavior). 
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Self-fulfilling prophecies - intrapersonal processes 

When we believe something about ourselves, we are 
more likely to act in ways that correspond to our 
beliefs, thus reinforcing our beliefs and encouraging 
the same behavior. For example, if we are constantly 
doubting our ability to perform on stage and kind of 
expect us to fail, we may inadvertently sabotage 
ourselves. Since we believe our capabilities are 
weak, we may avoid putting much time and effort into 
preparation for the performance. Also, when 
performing, we may focus on our limitations and 
weaknesses, which will make us more prone to 
making mistakes during our performance.  

Self-fulfilling prophecies - interpersonal processes

Similarly, when we believe something about others 
and expect certain behaviors, we may act in ways 
that make the expected behavior more likely to 
occur, thus reinforcing our beliefs about them. For 
example, if we believe that someone is rude and 
unfriendly we may interact with that person in an 
unfriendly way (since “we are sure” that she will be 
rude or unwelcoming to us), which in turn, may make 
the other person indeed act that way, because of our 
behavior.  

The same mechanism happens when we assess people sitting in the audience. What we think of them 
may influence the way we interpret their behavior, which in turn, may influence our emotions and 
reactions. Let’s see what our emotional reaction would be depending on how we perceive the audience. 

Let’s imagine the following situation. You are about to 
play a concert and you have heard that there is a 
group of people in the audience who tend to be very 
critical and judgmental. While you are performing on 
stage you see two people whispering to each other. 
Since you expect them to be unfriendly and 
unpleasant, you immediately assume they are talking 
negatively about you.  

Grow in Flow, Justyna Ponulak, All rights reserved. �142

GROW IN FLOW E-BOOK



What might be your reaction? - Anxiety, anger, decline in 
self-confidence, distractions and lack of focus. However, if you 
assume that people in the audience are friendly, whenever you 
s e e a s i m i l a r 
b e h a v i o r, y o u 
w o u l d a s s u m e 
that these people 
are simply talking 

about something irrelevant, like, for example to what 
restaurant they want to go afterwards. In this situation you’d 
be calm, confident and able to move on with your 
performance without thinking about it.        

The truth is, it doesn’t happen very often that you have to perform in front of a hostile audience who is 
only waiting for your mistakes. Usually it’s the other way around. People want you to succeed. What 
happens in our heads it’s another story.  

As we learned in previous sessions, many of us struggle with 
negative thinking patterns that may affect our stage 
performances. In the context of predicting what type of 
audience you’re dealing with, ask yourself if you’re engaging 
in any of the following unhelpful thinking styles: 

Mind reading - it’s when you assume you know what other people are thinking, and that 
they see you in the same negative way as you see yourself. 

Fortune telling - it’s when you predict the future, usually while assuming the worst will 
happen. You just “know” that things will go horribly, so you are already anxious before 
you are even in the situation. 

Catastrophizing - it’s an irrational thought that something is far worse than it actually is. 
It’s when you blow things out of proportion. For example, you think that if people notice 
that you are nervous, it will be “awful”, “terrible”, or “disastrous.” 

Personalizing - it’s when you assume that people are focusing on you in a negative way 
or that what’s going on with other people has to do with you. 
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Next time when you enter the stage and you see someone that you heard of to be judgmental or 
unfriendly, remember about the self-fulfilling prophecy mechanism and the negative thinking patterns 
that may affect your emotions. Try to ignore what you think you know about this person and when you 
happen to see him whispering, or behaving in an unusual way, don’t take it personally, because it is very 
likely that what they are doing is completely irrelevant to your performance. As you learned in session 3, 
always dispute your beliefs, replace false beliefs with new effective beliefs, and put it all in perspective. 

The next type of audience that you may deal with are 
your teachers, professors or judges sitting in an 
audience and listening to your performance.  

There are a number of tips on how to overcome the fear of authority figures like teachers or judges:   

1. They are people, too.

Remember that they were once in your shoes. They also had to go through the same process of being 
judged or assessed by others. Not everyone starts out as the powerful professor, and it is worth looking 
up his or her resume so you can familiarize yourself with their route to fame and fortune. Also, keep in 
mind that they too have their own lives. They have families, sick children, health or financial problems. 
They don’t have magical powers. They are simply human beings, having bad days and ups and downs, 
like all of us. 

2. They have a job to do.

Remember that authority figures, like your professors, coaches or judges have a job to do. Part of that 
job is to assess you. There is nothing personal, no one wants to put you down or to see you fail. On the 
contrary, your teachers and coaches want you to excel and they applaud your efforts and appreciate 
your hard work. It’s a little bit different when it comes to judges. They still focus on the positive qualities in 
a contestant to find the best talent to take to the top, but we need to realize that the process of judging 
may not be fully objective. Many judges rely on their own musical experience, basing their score on how 
they feel about the contestant. There is nothing personal about it - they just have different and very 
subjective musical tastes and preferences. It is true that it’s not always fair but this is just the nature of 
music competitions that not everyone can win first place, yet everyone involved can still learn valuable 
lessons.  
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3. They have authority and power by virtue of his/her role only. 

Remember that your teachers or judges have authority and power over you by their role only. They are 
providing you with guidance and try to lead you in the right direction but don’t let them become your 
gurus who may want to control all aspects of your life. Don’t let the authority figures have power over 
you. Don’t give them your inner permission to do so. They are just people. Knowledgeable and 
experienced, but just people. You can listen to them and take advantage of their expertise and 
feedback, but recognize that only you have the right to judge and validate your worth as a person. 

4. They are amazing and experienced but you’re unique, too.

There is no question that many of our teachers, professors, or jurors are the undisputed authorities when 
it comes to their knowledge, expertise and experience. But that shouldn’t intimidate you. They were 
students once, too, and they understand the process of becoming an artist. Remember that as you are 
unique, you also have something unique to offer when it comes to your musicality and interpretation of a 
piece of music. Just be yourself and trust your musical instinct.    

5. Don’t focus on getting them to validate you.

Feeling validated is a basic, fundamental human need. We rely on each other to fill a lot of our 
psychological and emotional needs. The need to belong is one of them and  one of the most powerful 
ways of feeling like we “belong,” is by being validated by others, especially by our authority figures. 
However, if we focus on getting our teachers or coaches to like us and to validate us, this may make us 
anxious. As soon as we want their approval and validation, we become afraid of them, of their 
disapproval and judgment. And at some point we may even start to believe that they don’t like us. 
Sometimes we seek confirmation of our value in other people, which causes our fear and anxiety. The 
truth is that no one will ever be able to make us feel valuable, intelligent or competent unless we believe 
it ourselves. At a certain point, we have to stop looking to others to validate us. We must find it within 
ourselves. 

Visualization techniques

Another useful tool to help you deal with authority 
figures is the use of visualization techniques. If you are 
stressed out by someone’s presence during your 
performance, use visualization techniques to familiarize 
yourself with their presence. You can use the 
visualization techniques that you learned in session 4 
and add to them your individually crafted scenarios.  
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For example, you can:  

• Visualize your “authority figure” sitting in the audience, 
smiling, and looking friendly as they listen to your 
performance.  

 

• Visualize yourself calmly meeting with your authority figure, 
asking a question, making a comment, or sharing 
information. 

  

 

• Visualize your authority figure as a mere human being in fun 
social situations. 

Now it’s time to identify your authority figures or any other people who may make you feel anxious when 
you perform on stage. Please do the following exercises. In the first exercise, you’ll assess and analyze 
the attributes of any person that may be your authority figure and then compare them to your capabilities 
and abilities to desensitize you to the unhealthy ways in which their presence affects you. And in the 
second exercise, you will use the visualization techniques to familiarize yourself with an authority figure 
who might be present at your performances and whose presence makes you anxious. 
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises  

Your Goals:  

• Identify your authority figures 

• Deal with authority figures using visualization techniques 

Exercise 1: Identify your authority figures 

Think of an authority figure or any other person that makes you anxious when you perform and answer the 
following questions: 

1. Assess his/her real skills & attributes 

2. Assess your skills & positive attributes  

What makes him/her so special? What makes him/her “a regular human being”?

He/she is… He/she is… 

He/she can…. He/she tends to….

He/she has… He/she has…

He/she did… He/she did…

What makes me special? What makes me“a regular human being”?

I am… I am… 

I can…. I tend to….

I have… I have…

I did… I did…
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3. Compare your attributes with those of the other person  (focus on your positive attributes) 
Once you finish answering the above questions, compare your authority figure to yourself and see that even if 
he/she has more experience/accomplishments/talent etc., there is still something in you that makes you 
special and unique and that you have something exceptional to offer. 

Exercise 2: Use the visualization techniques 

Think of an authority figure that makes you anxious and use the 
visualization techniques to familiarize yourself with their presence. You can 
use visualization techniques that you learned in session 4 and add to 
them your individually crafted scenarios.  

For example, you can: 

• Visualize your authority figure sitting in the audience, smiling, and 
looking friendly as they listen to your performance. 

• Visualize yourself calmly meeting with your authority figure, asking a question, making a comment, or 
sharing information.  

• Visualize your authority figure as a mere human being in fun social situations. 

He/she is BUT I am…

He/she can…. BUT I can…

He/she has… BUT I have…

He/she did… BUT I did…
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Lesson 4: Dealing with criticism, perfectionism, mistakes and setbacks 

Whenever we perform on stage we open ourselves to criticism. Performing involves self-exposure and if we 
want to improve, we have to get used to the idea of being evaluated. Feedback is critical for everyone, 
especially for every musician who wants to develop as an artist. We want to know what our authority figures 
and other people think of our work. Usually, after a recital or a performance we have a moment with our 
teacher or someone else who were in the audience and we listen to their feedback. However, sometimes we 
confuse the meaning and purpose of feedback and criticism, and we interpret someone’s feedback as 
negative criticism. This is because many people don’t know how to give constructive feedback and they end 
up criticizing others.  

What is the difference between negative criticism and good feedback?  

Criticism is a negative commentary about someone or something. It generally suggests disapproval of or 
disagreement with someone or something. Criticism also emphasizes the downsides of something and has 
nothing to do with helping the recipient of the critique.  

Feedback is a constructive commentary about someone’s behavior or their work. It’s a way of helping the 
receiving feedback person to stay motivated, gives them more perspective and helps them make their next 
set of choices to achieve their goals.  

When we criticize, we put the other person 
into defensive mode. This reduces the chance 
that they will take in and do something 
constructive with our information. On the 
contrary, when we share constructive 
feedback, we reduce the implied threat and 
the defensive response, and we invite the 
other person into a discussion about a 
potential opportunity. Giving feedback is an 
intimate human exchange that can strengthen 
relationships and create an opportunity for 
everyone’s growth.  

As we said in the previous lesson, one of the most difficult challenges for a musician is to perform in front of 
others and one of the main reasons for that is that we tend to worry about being evaluated or criticized by 
other people. Since receiving feedback is an unavoidable part of artistic development, we should learn how 
to deal with it. Many people want to give feedback but they don’t know how to provide useful criticism and 
they simply tell us what’s wrong with us or whatever we’ve done or made. Since there might always be such 
people, you need to learn the right tools to deal with receiving negative commentaries. Here are 6 ways that 
will help you deal with criticism and feedback. 
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1. Everyone has a right to their opinion. 

Before I tell you what you can do to deal with criticism, you need to understand and accept that everyone 
has a right to their opinion. You have to learn to live with that. At the same time, remember, that not all 
opinions are equally valuable and valid. Every person sitting in the audience and watching you performing 
has a right to think whatever they want, just as you are entitled to think whatever you want. But the thing is 
that whatever they think, it doesn’t have to be true and it can’t change who you are or what you are worth. 
Music itself and musical taste are very subjective. As every human is a unique individual, our tastes, likes, 
and dislikes grow, change and may be different than other people’s. Even so-called “experts” may have their 
own preferences based on their feelings and thoughts rather than facts and data. No matter what, remember 
that people’s thoughts or opinions of you cannot add or subtract anything to or from you, unless you allow 
them to. Now, here is what you can do about it. 

2. You have a right to either accept or reject criticism. 

It is very important for you to understand that even if someone criticizes you, your behavior, your work, or 
your performance, it is you who decide if you want to accept the criticism or reject it. No one’s opinion 
should affect you in such a way to make you feel worthless or helpless. It is up to you whether you accept or 
reject the criticism. To help yourself in the decision-making process, do the following: 

3. Understand motivation and the message behind criticism. 

Whenever someone is sharing their thoughts about you, your behavior or work, try to listen calmly to the 
person talking to you, only to understand what they are saying. Try to understand the motivation of the 
person who is criticizing you. Don’t interrupt, argue, refute, correct facts, or bring up your own criticisms and 
complaints. If your points are legitimate, that’s all the more reason to save them for a different time, when 
they can be a focus of the conversation and not a defense strategy. Try to understand if what they are saying 
is because of jealousy, malice, frustration or really for your own good. 

4. Appreciate and acknowledge feedback. 

Once you listen to what that person is saying, respond to their feedback and let them know that you take his 
or her thoughts and feelings seriously. You can say something like: “Thank you, I appreciate your feedback 
and your perspective.” or “I understand what you are saying. I can see what you mean.” Or something 
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like ,“It’s not easy to hear what you’re telling me, but I want you to know that I’m going to give it a lot of 
thought.” If you don’t fully understand what they mean, ask them questions to find out more, so that you can 
get the complete picture. If their critique is too vague or confusing, ask what concrete improvements they 
suggest you make. 

5. Think about it and decide if you want to accept or reject criticism. 

Since you have expressed your appreciation, acknowledged and understood what the person giving you 
feedback said, consider their suggestion or whatever they said. See if there is value in what they said, if their 
criticism has merit and is valid. Are they objective, or they are forcing their own personal tastes?  

The problem with criticism is that most of us judge the message on how it is delivered, not on what is 
delivered.If the criticism crashes into our ego, we are more inclined to reject it, even if it is a helpful piece of 
information. So, be honest with yourself and give yourself time to analyze each objection. Then, decide what 
you want to do with that. To help yourself in that process, ask yourself the following questions: 

6. Respond to criticism 

There is a huge difference between reacting to 
criticism and responding to criticism. A reaction is 
typically quick, emotion-filled, without much 
thought, tense and aggressive. A response is 
thought out, calm and non-threatening. 
Response removes all emotions and allows for 
assertiveness without aggression. No matter 
what your response to the criticism is, it should 
always be stated in a positive way. For example, 
in a situation where someone is criticizing your 
last performance, your response, based on your internal judgment and discernment should be like that: If 
you decide to accept criticism it would mean that you decided to use it to better your craft and performance 
skills. If you decided to reject criticism it would mean that you decided to not let negative criticism, which you 
think is not valid, to affect your work, attitude and morale.    
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The ability to accept criticism is largely related to the level of self-esteem. People with low levels of self-
esteem very often react to criticism with aggression - taking it personally, feeling like they are being attacked, 
often experiencing anxiety or pride, or with passivity - accepting criticism as an evidence of their 
incompetence, having no emotional strength. Whereas, people with high levels of self-esteem seem to 
respond to criticism more assertively - being fair to themselves and others by considering criticism and 
deciding to accept it or reject it.  

Using visualization techniques to deal with criticism. 

If you notice that you have a hard time responding to criticism, practice different scenarios by visualizing 
potential situations where someone might criticize you or give you feedback.  

Start the visualization exercise with boosting your 
confidence by remembering all your positive attributes 
and accomplishments. Then, imagine different people 
saying various comments, negative or positive, notice 
your emotional reaction to those comments, write 
them down and how you feel, and go through the 6 
ways to deal with criticism to put it all in perspective. 

Here are a few more tips on how to deal with criticism in the long run:  

It’s very important that you look for knowledgeable, 
well-intentioned mentors who might help you and who 
you want to pay attention to in the long run. It can be 
helpful to know what other qualified people see in your 
work and what needs to be improved. Ultimately, 
finding other artists or mentors that you trust to give 
you honest feedback will only make your work and 
career stronger.  

Remember not to let any authority figure have power 
over you. You can listen to them and take advantage of 
their expertise and feedback, but, ultimately, it’s you 
who decide what to take to heart and what to reject. 
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You don’t need to take every critique to heart. 
Sometimes it’s best to let unsolicited comments roll off 
your back and fade away. Especially when they come 
from the internet and social media. 

 

Put criticism in perspective and explain to yourself what 
happened. For example, suppose, you had a 
performance that many people admired and a few 
expressed dislike. Realize that you can’t please all of 
the people all of the time. For every one person who 
criticizes, there might be probably a few more who feel 
the same way, but even with these numbers your 
performance was being enjoyed by the majority.  

Don’t fear failure. Failure is something that many 
people fear and focus on when they think about their 
performance.  

In fact, there is no need to fear failure because there is 
no real failure. Every time you perform on stage, you can either win or learn. Of course, you can’t control the 
result of your every performance, especially if it is an audition or a competition that you take part in. But as 
long as you prepare thoroughly and perform as good as you can, you can say to yourself that you 
succeeded, even if you don’t get the job or don’t win the competition.  

At the same time, even if you mess up in this same performance situation, you still shouldn’t call it a defeat or 
failure because this can give you feedback on how to improve and what to do to perform better next time. It 
would be normal to feel regret in this situation, but it is important to reject every negative thought that may 
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appear in your mind and to refuse to put yourself 
down. You have to explain to yourself that there will be 
more opportunities in your life and apparently this one 
wasn’t for you. So never give up, but learn from your 
mistakes and go forward. Try to approach your 
performance situation with a broad-based career plan 
and a solid sense of who you are so that the stakes don’t 
assume inflated importance of your performance.   

You don’t have to be perfect. It’s very important that you 
realize that everyone, including yourself, has a right to 
make a mistake. Allow yourself to be wrong because you 
don’t have to be perfect all the time. If you have problems 
with accepting this, and you feel that there is something 
in you that tells you the opposite, the next part of this 
lesson is for you. 

 

I hope everyone understands that to minimize the 
appearance of errors in performance, you have to 
prepare thoroughly. Lack of preparedness is one of the 
main causes of performance anxiety. However, the truth 
is that due to the nature of live performance, even if you 
learn your material deeply and thoroughly, you can only 
minimize mistakes to a large extent, but typically, you may 
not be able to completely eliminate them. That’s why you 

have to learn to deal with errors both musically and 
psychologically so that, when they occur while you perform on stage, they don’t threaten your performance 
or your self-confidence.  

Here are 4 core rules that can help you accept and digest the idea of making mistakes: 

1. Everybody makes mistakes. 

Nobody likes making mistakes on stage but mistakes are bound to happen during a recital or performance- 
no matter how many times we’ve run through that piece of music. Everyone makes mistakes. It’s a reality 
that every musician must learn to accept. The big difference between professional and amateur performers 
isn’t necessarily the number of mistakes they make, but in how they handle those mistakes.  

2. Mistakes are not failure. 

In lesson two, we talked about self-image and the concept of the ideal self that we have. Sometimes our 
self-image is such that we feel we have to be perfect and we have to do things perfectly to be accepted, 
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valued, or admired. We fall into the trap of perfectionism and do not allow ourselves to make mistakes 
because that would mean that we are a failure. With such a mindset, every performance is a potential risk of 
losing the image of ideal-self because if we don’t perform to a flawless standard each time we step on stage, 
then we would be a failure. Nothing could be further from the truth! There is a huge difference between errors 
or making mistakes and failures.  

Mistakes are very concrete and instructive type of 
feedback. They are very useful information. They 
tell you that you don’t have a solid grasp on 
something and that you should practice more to 
make corrections. Making mistakes is a natural part 
of the learning process and can happen in any live 
performance, even when presented by world-class 
artists. 

Failure, defined as something having lasting 
consequences, doesn’t really exist in the context of 
a stage performance, especially when we talk 
about young musicians. Sure, you can make a lot 
of mistakes, you can even get a bad grade, but it 
doesn’t mean that you fail as an inspiring and 
developing artist. A mistake on stage cannot 
become a failure unless a musician turns it into one 
by confusing mistakes with failure.  

How you define failure or success depends on how you set your goals. The way you experience success or 
failure will depend on what you are focusing on. For example, if you are focusing on a single event, like a 

recital or getting the best grade, if you don’t get it, 
you will most likely feel like a failure. On the 
contrary, if you focus on an ongoing process of 
development as a musician, and you have broader 
goals than simply getting the best grade, if you 
don’t get an A+, you might feel disappointed, but 
won’t feel like you have failed because your 
definition of success is your continuous growth as 
a musician and a constant improvement. 

3. Mistakes can trigger guilt and shame.   

When a prepared performer makes an accidental error, that’s just very human. It shouldn’t cause guilt or 
shame, unless they know they messed up because they hadn’t been practicing enough. We usually feel 
guilty when we think we do or did a bad thing.  Shame is a slightly different emotion. It tells us that if we did 
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something wrong, that means that we are bad and we can’t do anything right. When making errors 
triggers shame, the meaning of every mistake is increased disproportionately and the negative thoughts 
about us that come to mind negatively affect our self-esteem and sense of control. The issues of 
perfectionism and shame should be addressed and worked on because they can elicit destructive behaviors 
and prevent you from succeeding. Errors will stop bothering you only when you unconditionally accept 
yourself and give yourself permission to make mistakes. 

4. Audience doesn’t usually notice mistakes. 

When you are on stage, your job is to entertain the audience and let them enjoy the performance, so be 
professional and perform to the best of your ability - whatever the circumstances. If you make a mistake, 
carry on with the performance. Unless it’s something major, like a part of the stage has fallen down, chances 
are the audience won’t even notice. And even if they do, if you carry on as normal, it probably won’t bother 
them. So, don’t make a big deal out of mistakes or highlight them, just keep on with your music. Focus on 
the smiling faces of the people sitting in the audience and remember they’re here to enjoy your performance. 

Now, here is what you can do to deal with errors when they happen in your stage performance. 

Remember that errors in performance are inevitable and it’s normal when they happen. When they appear, 
disregard them and go on as if nothing unforeseen has happened. Release tension from your body by taking 
a deep breath and stay positive. Don’t linger over your mistakes and don’t give them a second thought. Just 
let them go. Get over mistakes and move on by focusing on the task at hand and making music. If you need, 
explain to you what happened and use positive self-talk to deal with negative thoughts. For example, you 
may say to yourself, ”It’s just a minor mistake. Let it go. Focus on the music.”  
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I f you made some mistakes dur ing a 
performance, be sure to take time after the recital 
to think about every mistake that was made and 
how they can be avoided in the future. If you aren’t 
actively learning from your mistakes, you are just 
setting yourself up to make more.  

Being able to ignore minor mistakes and keep 
playing is a skill that takes practice, so practice 
making mistakes and dealing with them while at 

home. Of course, you should dedicate time to correct your mistakes in the practice room and work on the 
hard parts so that you can smooth them out. But it is also very important to get used to just playing through 
mistakes at home because this will make it a lot easier to do so in front of a live audience. 

Finally, let’s talk about how to deal with and recover from 
setbacks. As we said before, the way we perceive failure depends 
on the way we define it. Similarly, the way we explain away 
setbacks makes us feel that we either fail or learn from 
overcoming challenges. 

        

Explanatory style is the way in which people explain the causes 
of the events that happen in their lives, either good or bad. When 
important things happen to people they tend to explain the cause 
of the events in an optimistic or pessimistic way and in that way 
they develop a pessimistic or optimistic explanatory style. 
Depending on how people perceive and explain away the cause 
of the events influences the way they deal with setbacks. Let’s have a look at the main differences in these 
two ways of thinking. This will help us realize how we tend to explain away our setbacks.  

People with a pessimistic explanatory style 
think about their failures, rejections, and 
challenges in terms of “always” and “never”. 
They believe that the causes of the bad 
events that happen to them are permanent 
and since the cause will persist forever, they 
reason, bad events are always going to 
recur. For example, a college freshman may 
think, “No one will ever want to hang out 
with me at my new grad school.” 
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In contrast, people with an optimistic 
explanatory style think about bad events 
in words such as “sometimes” or “lately”. 
They bounce back well from setbacks 
and resist depression because they 
believe that the causes of bad events that 
happen to them are temporary. For 
example, a college freshman may think, 
“It takes time to find new friends when 
you move to a new school.” 

People with pessimistic explanatory style 
believe that the cause of their setback is 
pervasive, and they project its effect 
across many different situations in their 
life. They interpret one failure to be a 
predictor of many other failures to come. 
For example, a student who did poorly on 
a math test may think: “I blew the math 
test! I’m terrible at math! I'll never get a 
good grade because I’m just lousy at 
school in general.” 

On the contrary, people with optimistic 
explanatory style can put their troubles 
and mistakes aside and go about their 
lives even when one important part 
crumbles.  They explain their setbacks in 
terms of specific causes and find 
concrete solutions to their problems. For 
example, a student with an optimistic 
explanatory style who did poorly on a 
math test may think: “I blew the math 
test! This is just a minor setback. I have to 

study more so I can get better next time!” 

When bad things happen, people with 
pessimistic explanatory style blame 
themselves for the failure and they 
consider every setback as a confirmation 
for their incompetence (internal causes) 
For example, a student who did poorly on 
a math test may think: ”It was my fault. 
I’m a failure. I got a D on the test because 
I’m stupid.” 
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At the same time, a person with an 
optimistic explanatory style would explain 
such setback in terms of external reason 
and he would blame circumstances or 
other people for that. (external causes). 
He would just say, “The test was difficult 
that’s why I didn’t do well.” or “The 
teacher gave us too difficult math 
problems.” 

  

As you can see, the optimistic explanatory style is a better and healthier way of explaining reality because it 
allows us to get back on track after a setback and remain motivated. The only danger in this explanatory 
style is that people who always blame other people for their failures may have a hard time accepting 
responsibility for their actions when they should, and they may act out against those they blame. That’s why 
it is very important to learn how to see ourselves accurately so that we don’t automatically blame ourselves 
or others when something goes awry.  

Accurate self-perception helps us take responsibility and correct our  behavior  rather than blaming 
our  character when problems  are  our fault. If something goes wrong and objectively it is our fault and 
responsibility, we need to learn to use behavioral self-blame rather than general self-blame. General self-
blame (“I’m stupid”, “I’ll never be able to do it” etc.) damages our self-esteem and produces long lasting 
passivity and despair. On the contrary, behavioral self-blame motivates us to try harder to change our 
behavior so we can prevent future problems or overcome a setback. (“I got a D on the test because I didn’t 
study hard enough. I’ll study more to get a better grade next time.”) 

Explanatory styles are very much 
connected to what we discussed in 
session 3. Back then we learned that the 
way we experience emotions depends on 
how we interpret a situation that triggers 
these emotions. Similarly, here we can say 
that the way we deal with setbacks 
depends on how we explain the situations 
that cause our setbacks.  

Based on what we discussed, the most effective and emotionally healthy explanatory style is an accurate 
optimistic explanatory style, the one in which we take responsibility for our actions. For example, in the case 
of an adversary, like getting a D on a test, we are ready to take responsibility for our actions and motivate 
ourselves to do better next time. In consequence, we will intensify our efforts and maintain emotional balance 
and high self-esteem.   
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To summarize what we have just discussed, here 
are the most important steps and skills to deal with 
setbacks:  

1. Build up your self-confidence by remembering 
your success. Bring to your mind all you have 
accomplished so far and remind yourself of all your 
attributes.  

2.Explain away fai lure using optimistic 
explanatory style. 

• Catch automatic thoughts - recognize the thoughts that flit across your mind at the times you feel worst. 

• Dispute & evaluate your automatic thoughts - consider evidence for and against them. 

• Challenge your automatic thoughts - generate more accurate explanations when bad things happen and 
use them to challenge your automatic thoughts.  

• Decatastrophize your automatic thoughts - consider the worst case scenario and see how unlikely it is that 
this will happen.  

3. Replace your inaccurate beliefs and change negative self-talk with realistic self-talk. We talked 
about how to do it in session 3. Here are a few examples of how to do it in this context. For example, as we 
can see in the first example in the table, to deal with your setback you can simply admit that, yes, you 
messed up, but you did your best and that it was really beyond your control. 
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Grow in Flow Journal: Exercises  

Your Goals:  

• Learn to deal with criticism 

• Learn to deal with mistakes  

Dealing with criticism

6 ways to deal with criticism & feedback
1. Everyone has a right to their opinion. 
2. You have a right to either accept or reject criticism. 
3. Understand motivation and the message behind criticism. 
4. Appreciate and acknowledge feedback. 
5. Think about it and decide if you want to accept or reject criticism. 
6. Respond to criticism. 

Exercise 1: 
Think of a recent or past situation when someone criticized you or your performance and answer the 
following questions:  

What happened?

What did the person say?

How did you react? What did you feel? Did you take it personally? 
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Exercise 2: Using the visualization techniques in dealing with criticism

Use visualization techniques to practice dealing with criticism. You can use the visualization techniques 
that you learned in session 4. Start the visualization exercise with boosting your confidence by 
remembering all your positive attributes and accomplishments. Then, imagine different people, for 
example, your authority figure, saying various comments, negative or positive, notice your emotional 
reaction to those comments, write them down and how you feel, and go through the 6 ways to deal with 
criticism to put it all in perspective. 

Dealing with mistakes in performance: 
1. Understand that mistakes are inevitable and it’s normal when they happen. 

2. Disregard errors when they appear and go on as if nothing has happened. 

3. Release tension from your body by taking a deep breath and stay positive. 

4. Don’t linger over mistakes. 

5. Move on by focusing on the task at hand and making music. 

6. Use positive self-talk. 

Was this criticism of you or your ideas/work/performance?

Do you think that the person was right? Do you agree with her/his point of view?

Do you think that the person was right? Do you agree with her/his point of view?

How would you respond if a similar situation happened again? (after what you’ve learned in this 

lesson)
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Exercise 3: Answer the following questions.

• How do you feel when you make a mistake in performance? 

• What does making mistakes tell you about your work? 

• What does making mistakes tell you about yourself? 

• Do you ever feel guilty or ashamed when you make a mistake while on stage or in the practice room? 

• What new things did you learn about making mistakes today? 

• What do you have to do when you make a mistake during performance? 

Exercise 4: Using the visualization techniques in dealing with mistakes
Use visualization techniques to practice letting go of mistakes in performance. You can use the 

visualization techniques that you learned in session 4 and add to them your individually crafted 

scenarios. For example, you can: 

• Imagine yourself performing on stage and making a mistake. 

• Visualize yourself being calm and remaining positive when making a mistake. 

• Visualize yourself moving on and focusing on the task at hand, saying ”It’s just a minor mistake. Let it 

go. Focus on the music.”  

• Imagine yourself feeling great as the rest of the performance goes smoothly despite a few slips that 

happened.  
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Exercise 5:  
a) Write an example of explaining setbacks using optimistic and pessimistic explanatory style. 

b) Think of your past setback and practice explaining it using accurate optimistic explanatory style. 

        OPTIMISTIC EXPLANATORY STYLE:

Adversary: 

Belief:  

Consequences:  
(emotional & behavioral)

        NEGATIVE EXPLANATORY STYLE:

Adversary: 

Belief:  

Consequences:  
(emotional & behavioral)

       ACCURATE OPTIMISTIC EXPLANATORY STYLE:

Adversary: 

Belief:  

Consequences:  
(emotional & behavioral)
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Examples of replacing negative self-talk with realistic self-talk. 

Steps to dealing with setbacks:
1. Build up your self-confidence by remembering your success. 

2  Explain away failure using optimistic explanatory style. 

 Catch automatic thoughts. 

 Dispute & evaluate your automatic thoughts.  

 Challenge your automatic thoughts.  

 Decatastrophize your automatic thoughts. 

3. Replace your inaccurate beliefs and change negative self-talk to realistic self-talk. 

Negative self-talk Realistic self-talk

I messed up. 
Yes, but I did my best. It was really beyond my 

control.

I messed up. I’m a failure.
Yes, I did. I need to regroup and think it over. I’m 
sure there is a way to improve and do better next 

time. I know I can do it!

I messed up. I’m a disappointment. 
Yes, I messed up and disappointed some people. 
But it’s inevitable to disappoint people sometimes. 

I’ll do my best to make it right. 

I messed up. People were laughing at me. 
No, they didn’t. And even if they were, so what? 

They have a right to think whatever they want. It’s 
important what I think of myself. I’ll do better next 

time! I know I can do it well! 
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