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My Struggle with Performance Anxiety
and How I’ve Overcome it
Although music is one of my biggest passions, I almost gave up my singing career at one point

in my life because of performance anxiety. In this chapter, I want to tell you the story of how I

managed, after many years of struggle, to overcome this issue once and for all.

My name is Elisa Di Napoli, but when I'm on stage, I call myself Elyssa Vulpes. The main

reason is that when I first started my clinical practice, I felt embarrassed, scared, and

sometimes even ashamed of also being a performer. The official reason was that I didn’t want

people to look me up on Facebook and find photos of me singing and playing drums and

generally going wild at festivals. I was worried they’d lose trust in my abilities as a therapist, but

I also felt too vulnerable to allow myself to be fully seen and heard, so I split my identity in two.

I’m telling you this, because every time we hide a part of ourselves for fear of rejection or

embarrassment, we suffer and find less of that acceptance that we crave. Luckily, my

commitment towards integrity, wholeness, and a sense of authenticity kept demanding I bring

these two aspects of my life together—but for the longest time, I couldn’t figure out how.
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Having a successful clinical practice helped me a lot in terms of developing a healthy dose of

self-esteem, but after many years of dedicating myself to the business of serving others, I still

felt a lack of balance in my life. I needed to rediscover my creativity so I could overcome my

fears and limitations.

Fish don’t know they are in the water, and in the same way, I could not see the obvious solution

to my performance anxiety problem. Although I had been helping people with anxiety using

hypnotherapy for years, it just never occurred to me that I could try it to overcome my

performance anxiety. Instead, I went about it in all the wrong ways: I tried to drink wine before a

gig, but it only made me feel sick and forget the chords of my songs. I tried Beta Blockers, but

they made me feel strangely dissociated from my performance and my audience. Improv

classes worked to keep me a little more ‘in the moment’, however I still felt like a wreck

whenever I had to play my own songs.

For many years before becoming a full-time therapist, I had tried to ‘make it’ as a musician but

suffered from a bad case of the not-good-enough. I never felt comfortable with both self-

promotion and public performances. This is because both have as their foundation a firm belief

in our worthiness of being seen and heard. I never entirely gave up on my dreams, but when it

became clear to me that I had “failed” at my goal of achieving fame and fortune, I decided to

shift focus, and my passion for psychology and healing led to starting my own business.
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Although this approach helped, it didn’t ‘fix’ me completely. I decided to get back to studying so

I could approach the issue from every angle and find the best ways of resolving it. After doing a

lot of research and helping many clients with this problem, I ended up developing an entire

system that addressed all aspects of the question to make sure that even the most complex

cases could be successfully treated.

At this point, I started thinking about writing a book and preparing an online course to teach

others what I had discovered so that as many people as possible could benefit from it, but

something kept stalling me. A question at the back of my mind demanded: who was I to write a

book about performance anxiety?

I had not entirely overcome my fear, so I was just a fraud! I would be found out and publicly

shamed! I hoped the problem would vanish in time, but of course, that didn’t happen.

I realised I needed to understand the mindset of those who were able to perform well despite

their nerves. Would they feel nervous or distracted while playing? Would they always be

thinking about the mistakes they could be making? Were they ever worried about what they

imagined others were thinking of them? Or would they not be concerned at all with how they

came across? Wouldn’t it be more likely they just cared about the piece they were playing or

the speech they were giving and were wholly immersed in its feeling and message? They

seemed to be enjoying themselves, and that joy seemed to pass over onto the audience. I

needed to feel the same way they did, and to do that, I needed to  the same way.think

I knew that was something hypnotherapy could help with, so I sought the assistance of a

colleague. A couple of sessions with him helped me realise that anxiety was at the core of my

distracting thoughts, and that could be reduced by a mindset focussed on staying in the

present. The sessions also addressed my concern with trying to focus on the enjoyment of the

moment, rather than to fixate on perfectionism and judgment.
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Chapter 3: The Six Fundamental Mind
Hacks for Achieving Lasting Success
When you understand how to communicate effectively with your mind, you will be able to get

the most benefit out of the sessions because you will know how to use hypnosis to influence it.

To do so, you need to know how to make your subconscious do what you want it to do, 

.

not

what you don’t

Partly borrowed and adapted from Marisa Peer’s  framework, here is my method for hacking

your mind so it becomes your best friend rather than your worst enemy.

[1]

HACK 1—Your mind does what it thinks you want it to

Finally, one day the obvious answer came to me: I had helped hundreds of people successfully

deal with their issues in this area, and I already had all the tools I needed to leave my problems

behind, but I just refused to use them, because I wanted s to save me.omeone else 

The solution would be to actually  the techniques outlined within my book. By taking

responsibility, doing the work, and walking the talk, I could stop feeling like a fraud and

transform into the performer I wanted to be. I would also be able to merge my two identities

back together, revealing who I was and risking judgment, but becoming whole in the process.

practice

I want this to become your success story, too. Because it is possible not only to be on stage

and feel calm and confident, but also to look forward to it as an opportunity to be seen, heard,

and to share your light with the world. So, let’s jump right in and have some fun!
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Once your mind knows what you think is good or bad for you, it will transform that into a belief

that will inform your future actions. So, if you think snakes are fun, you will become excited by

the prospect of handling pythons. If, on the other hand, you tell yourself that talking to a

stranger is hell, then your mind will most probably make sure you avoid all social situations so

that you are not in danger of suffering.

HACK 2—Your mind responds to only two things
Your subconscious is always listening, and it responds to only two things: 

 The words you say to yourself (inside your own head and aloud)

 The pictures you create in your mind.

The words you say to yourself automatically produce pictures in your head.

Since your mind does not distinguish between what you imagine and what you experience, it

responds to the pictures you imagine as if they were real.

From the moment you come into this world, your subconscious has one job: to keep you alive

for as long as possible. It does that by taking you away from pain and moving you towards

pleasure.

It is easy for your mind to know what gives you physical pain, but how about psychological

pain? After all, an event could be pleasurable for some and painful for others. Some people

love to jump off planes with a parachute. For others, that would be the picture of hell.

To know what is psychologically painful or pleasurable to you, your subconscious gathers

information by listening to what you say to yourself and noticing the positive or negative

meaning you assign to events.
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So, negative language will produce the very result you fear. Why? Because when we formulate

thoughts, we immediately associate images, sounds, and sensations to create an idea in our

minds of the objects and states described in the thoughts. But words such as “don’t” or “not”

have no actual content—they are not ‘picture words’; they only make sense when paired with

an object or state they are trying to negate.

In other words, a red bus is a real thing we can imagine. The word “not” is nothing in and of

itself and makes sense only as far as it is paired with which we will

immediately imagine. So, signs such as “don’t forget to lock the door” might as well be

translated in our brain as “lock the door”. This is super important for trying to condition

ourselves, because if we feed our attention with what we don’t want, we will get exactly that.

something else 

Your words are powerful. Language shapes our perception. People who speak different

languages will especially know what I am talking about. If you don’t have a word for something,

it might as well not exist. Naming something gives it power, because the brain immediately

creates pictures when we use ‘picture words’ such as nouns.

The implication of this is massive. How many times have you been told not to do something

and ended up doing that very thing? If you have kids, you will know that the worst thing you can

tell them is not to touch an object, because now, they immediately want to touch it. The fact is

trying  something is the best way to assure we continue doing it.not to do

Here’s an example. Try not to think of a red bus. Just don’t think of a red bus. Do anything you

like, but don’t think of a red bus. What are you thinking about?
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Once I finally realised I was telling my subconscious to produce the very result I feared, I

turned my inner dialogue around. I began to say, “I remember the words of my songs perfectly.

My memory is flawless. My voice knows what to do. It all just flows out of me automatically”…

and—Bang! —I haven’t had a problem ever since.

Your mind forms a blueprint based entirely on the words you use and the pictures those words

make, and your body matches that blueprint. The moral of the story is this: be very careful

what you say to yourself. Avoid using negation. Imagine what you want!

HACK 3—Emotion trumps logic

When you remind yourself of what you don’t want, your mind doesn’t register the negatives,

and moves you towards the very things you don’t want. When you spend all your time saying

to yourself, “I hate performing”, “Giving presentations is hell”, “I am going to forget what I am

saying”, “I am going to make a fool of myself”, “My throat is going to dry up”, “Interviews are

torture”, “I am terrified”, “I’d rather do anything else”, “I am terrible at speaking in public”, and so

on, your mind is listening—its job is to keep you away from pain, remember? So, when it hears

your words, it thinks, “Torture? Hell? Hate?” it responds with, “I’d better get you out of it then!

Perhaps I’ll give you a panic attack, the flu, a migraine, or I’ll make you lose your voice!”

I used to endlessly worry that I would forget parts of my songs while performing. During a

concert, I would repeat to myself, “Oh, God! What if I forgot the lyrics? What if I forgot the

chords? That would be terrible! I bet I’ll forget them at exactly the wrong moment”. Although I

have been performing the same songs for years and I know them like the back of my hand, as

soon as I thought those words, my mind would be listening and bang, the lyrics would vanish.
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Your thoughts control your feelings, your feelings control your actions, and your actions

influence events. How you interpret these events will influence your thinking and the loop will

go on.

Once you have said something negative to yourself such as, “I am terrified of speaking in front

of an audience” or “I always botch up my interviews”, this thought will produce a negative

emotion in you. The latter will in turn produce a physical reaction, such as a nervous stomach,

shaky hands, or a trembling voice. You cannot control this chain of events because it’s an

automatic response.

So, if you want to change how you behave, you need to change your feelings, and to change

your feelings, you need to . You may have noticed thoughts

sometimes come automatically to you, out of habit. If you have spent your entire life telling

yourself that you are a terrible speaker, that is the first thought you’ll have when asked to give a

speech.

change your thinking first
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HACK 4—Repetition is the key to changing your beliefs
Once you become aware of that thought, you have a choice. You can indulge it, or you can

dismiss it. You can feed it and repeat it and believe it, or you can starve it of attention, ridicule it,

doubt it, and flip it over to its opposite. Which one will you do?

If you repeat something to yourself long enough, your mind will believe it. Your subconscious

does not care whether what you tell it is true or false, good or bad, healthy or unhealthy.

Your mind accepts whatever you tell it repetitively as true. This is even more relevant in

hypnosis, because you bypass the conscious critical factor.

Remember, whatever you focus on expands. Whatever you focus on, you get more of. The

plant you feed is the one that grows. The plant that you starve is the one that dies.

HACK 5—What you expect tends to be realised
Remember that what you expect is almost always realised. What happens in the outer world is

a reflection of what is happening in your inner world. As I said before: you don’t see reality as it

is, but as . Your thoughts are a blueprint that your mind and body work together to

meet.

you are

So, be careful to always expect the best and accept the rest. Although you cannot influence

what others do, you can influence how you interpret and respond to events.

If you go to a meeting expecting everybody to hate you, you will probably behave in such an

awkward and insecure way that people will not like you much. But since outer reality is a mirror

of your inner reality, you have no better way of trying to influence other people’s response to

you than expecting them to like you because you like yourself.
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When you say to yourself that you are liked and accepted, you will behave in a more friendly

way and the right people will respond positively. If they don’t you also have a choice. You can

see it as a disaster and proof that you are worthless, or you can see it as a blessing; they are

not your tribe. Now you know who your real friends are.

So, expect the ideal outcome of any situation. Put in your best effort and trust that is all you can

do. This way you will be likely to influence your outcome with a good attitude and even if you do

not obtain the result you anticipated, you are more likely to take it well and not unreasonably

conclude that it’s all your fault.

HACK 6—Your mind loves what is familiar and rejects
what is unfamiliar.
Your mind loves familiarity because it makes evolutionary sense. If something is familiar, it is

something you already know. So, it is more likely that you know how to deal with it if things go

wrong.

Your subconscious loves what it already knows because it makes it feel safe. But of course, if

you stay ‘safe’ in your comfort zone, you will never grow. And if your comfort zone is full of

negative habits, you can end up being safe in hell. To hack your mind, you need to make the

unfamiliar familiar and the familiar unfamiliar.

If, for example, you constantly put yourself down whenever you make a mistake, that will

become very familiar to you, and as such it will feel natural. If I then suggested you replaced

that negative habit with a practice of self-encouragement, you may find the new behaviour very

unfamiliar. But by consciously deciding to start praising yourself when you do well and to be

more compassionate and gentler when you don’t, you will begin to feel better and you will

achieve better results.
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The trick is to decide to make the familiar behaviour less familiar by repeatedly replacing it with

a more helpful behaviour. For example, if you practiced replacing self-criticism with a

willingness to forgive yourself and a decision to learn from your mistakes, over time, it would

become more natural to be gentle with yourself and the self-criticism would stop.

Begin by noticing what your negative self-talk is saying. How does it relate to the above? To

kickstart change, we need to recognise our go-to negative beliefs and flip them over to their

respective opposite. In Audio Session 2, I will show you how to do this in detail and in Bonus

Session 3, I will outline how to create auto suggestions and affirmations to develop better

beliefs.

How to apply these hacks
The best thing you can do to help yourself overcome performance anxiety is to always keep

the above rules in mind. To overcome negative beliefs, self-criticism, and self-doubt, is to

improve your self-esteem. When your self-esteem goes up, so does your performance. So,

pay attention to your self-talk. What language are you using? What are you expecting? What

are you focusing on?

When you notice negative expectations and negative inner dialogue, stop, and take a breath.

Are these beliefs serving you or disempowering you? What are you communicating to your

mind? Is this what you want?

Remember that most problems in life stem from adopting the following negative core beliefs:

 you are not good enough.

 you don’t belong.

 you can’t have what you want.
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It’s a good idea to begin by flipping these over to their opposite:

 I am good enough.

 I belong.

 I can have what I want.

I would suggest you include these fundamental positive core beliefs in your self-hypnosis

suggestions. To find out how to do that, read Bonus Session 3.

In this chapter, I have shown you the fundamental ways in which you can influence your mind.

In the next chapter, I will show you how hypnosis can help you achieve your performance

goals.

Notes

Marisa Peer has written books on confidence, self-esteem, and fertility, and I would recommend her framework if you’re

interested in knowing more about how the mind works. ↑
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