
Alexander Technique Project: Performance anxiety, its effect and how we can use the 
technique to help. 
 
The topic that my group chose to explore was performance anxiety.  The reason for this 
choice was that both of us in the group suffer from it and therefore would benefit from 
knowing how to deal with it better.  In this essay, first of all I will analyse the results of 
the questionnaire.  Then I will identify the causes performance anxiety.  I will explore 
how Alexander Technique can help with performance anxiety when practicing before a 
concert, in the moments leading up to a concert, and during the concert itself.  I will then 
focus particularly on the top four most common symptoms of anxiety, and how these in 
particular can be helped.  
 
Results 
Between the two of us we gathered results from 73 questionnaires.  We asked 2 
questions.   
 
The first was “Do you suffer from performance anxiety during solo performance?” 
 
40% of those asked said they always suffered from performance anxiety. 
45.5% said they sometimes suffered from performance anxiety. 
10.5% said they rarely suffered from performance anxiety. 
4% said they never suffered from performance anxiety. 
 
The second question was a list of the symptoms of anxiety, to order from most relevant to 
least relevant.  (Only to be answered by those who did suffer from stage fright). 
 
The symptom most often in the top 3 was lack of muscle control. 
The symptom second most often in the top 3 was memory lapses. 
The symptom third most often in the top 3 was mind wandering. 
The symptom fourth most often in the top 3 was coldness or sweatiness. 
 
These effects of performance anxiety can greatly hinder a performer and make their job 
very difficult.  Finding ways of avoiding these symptoms is therefore very useful and 
possibly necessary in order to enable a performer to fulfill their potential. 
 
I am going to try and identify how to combat a problem that affects 96% of students at 
the Royal College of Music.  I will focus particularly on the top 4 symptoms and how 
these can be helped by learning more about Alexander Technique.   
 
 
Causes of stage fright.  
 
Alexander describes performance as an “emotional disturbance” that can lead to a 
“disturbed psycho-physical condition”. (De Alcantara: 259)  He recognizes that the 
concert platform is a very different environment to what surrounds us every day, and this 
leads us to behave and feel quite differently.  He describes his work as “to get able to 



meet a stimulus that always puts you wrong and to learn to deal with it”. (De Alcantara 
1997: 259).  This sums up what performers who suffer from performance anxiety need to 
do in order to achieve their goals. 
 
Some stage fright is caused by a lack of proper preparation. If the performer has not done 
enough practice to be able to play the piece confidently in his own room, then it goes 
without saying that on the concert platform it will not magically improve.  Technically 
and musically, they must have the ability to play it confidently in other environments if 
they are to stand a chance of playing it with this added pressure. 
 
Another cause is bad lifestyle choices.  This includes not getting enough sleep, being too 
hungry, or  having a hangover.  Any of these can cause a performer to feel anxious during 
performance. 
 
 
Both these causes can easily be avoided.  Simply by preparing properly and behaving 
sensibly leading up to a concert these factors can be removed.  Unfortunately, 
performance anxiety often still affects people despite very good preparation in the days 
and weeks leading up to the concert. 
 
  
External circumstances beyond the control of  the performer can also adversely affect 
them.  For example, a late start can give time for nerves to increase.  A cough, a draught, 
or an unexpected movement from somewhere else in the concert hall can distract the 
performer from the task at hand.   
 
This is something that Alexander can help with. Suggestions for how to use the minutes 
leading to a concert can help usefully prepare for a concert by focusing the mind without 
panicking.  This includes spending some time in semi-supine, whispered “ahs” and 
various exercises that will allow the performer to be ready.  This could help if there was a 
delay in performance as there is no limit to how long these can be used. 
 
During the performance, external distractions can also be helped by following 
Alexander’s principles.  By being aware of the primary control, and by being present, the 
mind is focused on the performance  and will be less likely to be distracted by minor 
events elsewhere.   
 
However, performance anxiety is often present when none of these factors are an issue.  
The very nature of performance can be enough to cause anxiety, despite good preparation 
and no distracting external factors.  Then it seems like the only thing stopping the 
performer from achieving their best is unwarranted performance anxiety.   
 
 
Preparation for the concert during practice 
 



Pedro de Alcantara suggests that stage fright is “a specific manifestation of a general 
phenomenon.”  (De Alcantara 1997, 259). Therefore by working on the use of the whole 
self on a general basis, the body will be used to the state and be able to continue this state 
despite the pressures of performance.  This suggestion to be in a self-aware and present 
state during practice will not only help performances but also the practice itself.  It will 
also make the technical aspects of the pieces more attainable as the energy of the person 
is more focused during practice.  By being aware of breathing, panoramic vision and the 
primary control during practice it will follow on in performance.  Obviously, it is unusual 
to have an audience while practicing and this is something that can’t so easily be 
simulated. If a very important concert or recital is coming up, then performing the same 
programme beforehand in a less important setting can serve as a practice run. In this way 
it can also be possible to  find a comfortable warm up routine. By incorporating this into 
practice it can help to prepare the mind for practice and also create a routine that can be 
carried over to performance.  
 
In practice sessions the performer can also get used to the way of thinking Alexander 
describes as the “means-whereby” rather than “end-gaining”. “End-gaining” is described 
by Frank Pierce Jones as “An orientation toward an end to be achieved, which distracts 
the person from the steps (means-whereby) needed to achieve the end.” (Pierce-Jones 
1997; 210).  Focusing on small steps rather than the end result means being aware of 
what is necessary to achieve the end result, and not relying on old habits to get there. This 
encourages “inhibition”, which is “any suspension of activity or temporary withholding 
of response” which “releases, rather than represses, spontaneity by suspending habitual 
responses to stimuli” (Pierce-Jones 1997; 211).  By getting used to this way of thinking in 
practice, he will be more generally aware of his movements, and will be less likely to 
allow old habits to take over during performance. 
 
Practice needs to achieve the goal of making the performer technically ready to play the 
music, but also to prepare them for the added stresses of the concert hall and help them to 
keep their cool under this pressure. 
 
 
Preparation for the concert in the few minutes leading up to performance 
 
This time can be crucial in preparing the whole self for the concert.  Endlessly repeating 
the music for the performance at this stage will achieve very little, as by now the music 
should be well and truly learnt.  It can be tiring doing this, and also increases nerves, as 
any mistakes made in this time will not be able to be fixed before the concert. On the 
other hand, doing nothing and being too relaxed can lead to a feeling of being unready 
when you have to face the bright lights of the concert platform. 
 
Pedro de Alcanatra recommends “a series of lively and vigorous monkeys, lunges and 
whispered “ah’s” to awaken and direct the various tensions necessary for performance”.  
(De Alcantara 1997; 259).  Before the performance it is useful to be in the present, rather 
than thinking too much about what is to come. Lying in semi-supine can help to enable 
this.   



 
These ideas are therefore not exactly the same as advice to relax.  It is more an active 
preparation, a chance to fully prepare the whole self for what is about to happen.  This is 
a very different approach to those who take beta blockers or other drugs.  Rather than 
suppressing nerves and emotions, Alexander wants to use emotions to good effect  so that 
the state of performing has a positive rather than a negative impact on the performer.  
Rather than nerves being responsible for spoiling the performance, they can instead be 
used to make a performance much more musically satisfying, and at a higher level than 
an ordinary practice session. 
 
Dealing with the pressures during performance 
 
When playing in a concert, sometimes there are so many things going on inside the head 
of a performer they almost forget about the music.  It is possible for an inner commentary  
to be going on that simultaneously analyses the mistakes of the previous passage and 
worries about the pitfalls of what lies ahead. In this way the performer is in the past and 
the future, but manages to miss out thinking about the present.  In order to avoid this, it is 
necessary to allow the voice to be there, but to try not to listen to it. 
 
One way people sometimes try to deal with the pressure of having an audience is to 
pretend that they aren’t there.  Of course, the audience is what is making the situation 
different from a practice room, so it is easy to blame them for the nerves, but they can 
also have a positive impact.  They are alive and have an energy of their own, which can 
help rather than hinder the performance.  By communicating with them, they may react 
and help to calm nerves.  Before the performance starts, it can ease nerves to introduce 
the piece or tell a joke.  Not only does it make the audience feel more comfortable, the 
performer also sees them smile and/or clap so feels less intimidated by the prospect of 
playing to them. 
 
If in practice the performer has been aware of their primary control, it is more likely they 
will be able to be aware of it in performance situations as well.  This means they will be 
enabled to concentrate more generally on making music rather than more technical 
aspects, such as how the bowing arm is moving, or a particularly difficult arpeggio.  
Alexander sees the solution not as a “doing”, but a “non-doing”- preventing the misuse of 
the primary control. 
 
The same is true for principles of end-gaining and inhibition.  If in practice it has been 
common it is much more likely to continue into performance.  In performance the 
performer can sometimes get so fixed on the notion that he must play well, it stops him 
doing exactly that.  Instead they should try to enjoy what is happening at that moment.  
Alexander teaches the performer to accept whatever happens, and encourages the 
performer not to beat themselves up if they make a mistake.  Instead they should focus on 
what is happening in the present. 
 
Lack of muscle control 
 



By being aware of the primary control and focusing on the present, muscles should feel 
less under pressure and therefore less likely to feel out of control.  Being aware of the 
surroundings and using panoramic vision can again take the focus off the technical 
concerns and enable the muscles to work freely.  Regular work on this in practice could 
help greatly in giving a freer and more comfortable performance.  Also a good warm-up 
routine before the concert could help the whole self to feel more prepared, and so less 
likely to a problem in performance. 
 
Memory lapses 
 
With this issue, it is necessary to be absolutely sure that the piece is learnt very well in 
practice sessions.  By simulating the feeling of performance using trial runs (  performing 
in front of family or friends), it is possible to build confidence in the ability to remember 
it and therefore focus on the other aspects of performing when in the concert.  Being in 
the present and not listening to the inner commentary are particularly important if a 
mistake does happen in performance, because it needs to be possible to continue and 
focus for the rest of the concert. 
 
Mind wandering 
 
As previously stated, it is necessary to try to be present during performance.  Noticing 
breathing, the primary control and panoramic vision can help this.  Again, the moments 
before the concert can be used to help focus the whole self for the job at hand.  Being 
focused in practice  sessions will help to get used to this state. 
 
Sweatiness or coldness 
 
If this is caused by external factors that you cannot change, ie. the temperature of the 
room, then keeping warm or cold right up until the minute you go on stage can help. 
Unfortunately if it is a factor that is unchanging and it is not possible to remedy the 
situation by wearing fewer or more clothes, then it is necessary to just try to focus on the 
music.  If the sweatiness or coldness is caused by internal factors, ie. nerves, then 
preparation beforehand can help.  A familiar warm-up routine , and as many trial-run 
performances as possible can make the situation seem less daunting. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The Alexander Technique does not have a quick solution that will guarantee an 
immediate end to the negative impact of performance anxiety.  But it does provide very 
useful methods that with time and thought can alter the approach to a concert platform.  
The concerns dealt with in the survey can definitely all be helped by good use of the 
primary control, and by developing the ability to react positively to the “disturbed 
psycho-physical state” (De Alcantara, 259) brought on by a performance. By encouraging 
this in practice situations this will become more natural in performance.  In the warm-up 
time before the performance, it is useful to be alert and awake but not focusing on the  



technical side of the music to come.  Rather than desperately trying to prevent stage 
fright, during the performance the performer needs to allow themselves to focus on the 
present, and be aware of themselves and their surroundings. 
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