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I
t is moments before the show, and you are 
nervous. You reflect on the many hours 
of prepping for this special performance. 
You have invested a lot of time and energy. 

Anxiety and jitters set in, and you just want to 
get out and play. Finally you are on stage and 
your band starts to play the first song; your 
body and soul are flooded with excitement. You 
breathe in the energy from the audience. Being 
on stage brings the satisfaction that you are 
doing what you were born to do.  
 The last song is played, the curtain closed, 
and the audience goes home. You are left 
with a gloomy, sad feeling inside—a sense of 
emptiness. You wonder, “What’s wrong with 
me? I was having the time of my life, and now 
I just feel…hollow.”  
 Does this sound familiar? This phenomenon 
is known as Post-Performance Depression 
(PPD), and it can be experienced by all types 
of performers from athletes to singers, speakers 
to drummers. Even a seasoned performer who 
does not have nervousness or stress leading 
up to the show can experience signs and 
symptoms of PPD. When the body experiences 
major shifts in mood, it is flooded with several 
different neurotransmitters (dopamine and 
serotonin, just to name a few), resulting in a 
bio-chemical release that leads to a feeling of 
ecstasy and excitement.  
 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 is not 
releasing the same level that caused the 
exciting feelings, resulting in the lingering 
sadness. In normal day-to-day life, bio-
chemicals are released and rest/recovery follow, 
causing the typical ups and downs of life. In 
the case of PPD, the process is more extreme 
with higher highs and lower lows.  
 There are some skills that everyone can use 
to manage moments like these. Here a few:

LOWER BIOLOGICAL VULNERABILITIES 
 Marsha Linehan, the creator of Dialectal 
Behavioral Therapy, teaches that one can 
curb the natural vulnerability to emotional 
satiability by properly sleeping for eight hours, 
eating healthy, and exercising. Just as two-year-
olds are more likely to have temper tantrums 
when they are hungry or sleepy, musicians 
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and athletes are more likely to be emotionally 
vulnerable if their basic needs have not been 
cared for. Balancing out sleep, healthy eating, 
etc., will allow you to have more emotional 
control, thus allowing more control over the 
emotional swings of PPD.

SELF-VALIDATION 
 When we experience an emotion, we only 
feel it for a matter of seconds. The reason 
we typically continue to feel the emotion is 
because we feed into it. We have thoughts, 
actions, and behaviors that fan the flames of 
the emotions. I often tell my clients, “Emotions 
are neither fact nor fiction, but feedback.” 
Emotions are designed to communicate 
information very quickly, and if we are not 
addressing them, the message the emotions are 
sending will continue to communicate until we 
acknowledge that message.  
 So if we ignore the message the emotions are 
sending or we condemn the message by saying 
it “should” be this way or “I shouldn’t feel 
this,” the emotion system will communicate 
its message even more intensely. For example, 
if we are having the after-performance blues 
and the PPD feelings set in, we start saying to 
ourselves, “Why can’t I shake this?” or “This is 
not what I want,” or “I ought to be having fun 
after such a great show. What is wrong with 
me?” These thoughts could cause the emotions 
to send their message more intensely. 
 On the other hand, if we take the time 
and validate the feelings by figuring out the 
message the emotional system is sending, we 
can end the cycle that’s fueling the emotional 
flames. When experiencing PPD, take the 
time to try and understand what is going 
on and why you feel the way you do. Ask 
yourself, “What is being communicated to me 
by my emotions?” Validate the emotions and 
experiences so they do not continue to send 
the message again and again. Label the feelings 
and describe the situation. In so doing, you will 
be able to make sense of the situation. 
 For example, when feeling down after 
a performance one could say, “I have been 
staying up really late recently, and I am going 
from extreme highs to extreme lows. No 
wonder I am feeling so down right now,” or, 
“I really enjoyed that experience; no wonder 
I am feeling down now that it is over.” Avoid 
labeling the emotions as awful or unbearable. 

That will just feed the intense emotion cycle. 
The more you learn to be “okay” and are able 
to sit with the feelings and notice them, the 
sooner you will be able to handle them and 
they will linger less. 
 Some people may feel like this sounds really 
“Pollyannaish,” but it is backed by a large 
body of research on thoughts and emotional 
restructuring. This should empower individuals 
to take charge of their emotional experience, 
instead of letting their emotions overtake 
them.  

OPPOSITE ACTIONS  
 There is scientific evidence that our body 
positions and facial expressions correlate with 
our emotional state. In fact, Dr. Paul Ekman, 
a psychologist who has studied the connection 
between emotions and facial expressions, has 
found that if we change our facial expressions, 
we can change our emotional experience. He 
discovered this serendipitously while trying 
to find which muscles one uses to make anger 
and sad feelings. He noticed that after trying to 
mimic the facial expressions, he started to feel 
the emotions he was attempting to imitate. The 
important thing to note here is that we have 
more control over our emotional state than we 
think. Change your facial expressions and body 
postures, and you will change your emotional 
state.  
 William James, one of the first educators of 
psychology, put it this way: “Actions seem to 
follow feeling, but really actions and feeling go 
together; and by regulating the action, which 
is under the more direct control of the will, 
we can indirectly regulate the feeling, which 
is not. Thus the sovereign voluntary path to 
cheerfulness, if our cheerfulness be lost, is to 
sit up cheerfully and to act and speak as if 
cheerfulness were already there.”  
 So the next time you feel the PPD blues, put 
on a smile, sit up, and act cheerful. You are in 
more control then you think you are!

CONTROL THOUGHTS AND REFRAMING 
 As mentioned above, our thoughts and 
behaviors fan the flames of our emotional 
state. We need to be mindful of what we are 
saying to ourselves after the show. One could 
be negatively judging his or her personal 
performance, thinking it was awful or by saying 
something like, “I am depressed it is over!” or, 
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“No show will ever be as great.” People play 
these types of thoughts over and over again 
like a tape recorder in their inner and outer 
dialog. That is what continues the PPD cycle. 
Be aware of these thought patterns and replace 
them with positive affirmations, or reframe 
how you are seeing the situation.  
 Replace “I am depressed it is over” with “I 
am glad for the opportunity to play in front of 
a great crowd.” Replace “No show will ever be 
as great” with “That was a great show. The band 
will have other good shows, too.”  
 Research shows that replacing a thought, 
or even stopping a thought, helps with such 
situations. Take a non-judgmental stance, 
repeat the positive affirmation in your head, 
and replace the negative comments. Google the 
word “affirmations” and you will find tons of 
them online. Have a pre-made list of phrases 
before you start to experience PPD. Trying 
to come up with a list of positive affirmations 
when you are feeling down is pretty difficult. 
Repeat them even if you do not believe them. 
Say them until you believe them. 

FOCUS ON OTHER THINGS THAN YOUR 
MUSIC  
 We have all heard the sayings “moderation 
in all things” or “find balance in your life.” If 
music and performance are the only things 
in your life, it is no wonder that after a show 
you are depressed, because you feel that when 
the show is over, there is nothing else in your 
life. If you particularly struggle with PPD, 
plan something active the next day or after 
the show—something you will look forward 
to doing. Commit yourself to do it and follow 
through with your plans. For example, read a 
good book, or watch your favorite movie or 
T.V. show. Have a plan that does not include 
drugs, violence, or other harmful and addictive 
behaviors.  
 If you struggle with PPD, read the book 
or watch the show just before the suspenseful 
part, and then go perform; by doing this you 
will have created something to look forward to. 
Follow through with your commitment, even if 
you do not feel like it. 

SUMMARY: USE WHAT WORKS 
 Henry David Thoreau once wrote, “I trust 
that none will stretch the seams in putting 
on the coat, for it may do good service to 

him whom it fits.” If these skills are not a 
good fit for dealing with your level of PDD, 
seek professional help from your physician or 
therapist to find something that will fit and 

Change your facial expressions 
and body postures, and you will change 

your emotional state.
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work. These skills are just a few from many that 
can help you manage PDD. Keep in mind that 
managing PDD is not about perfection but 
progression, so outdo your yesterday with today 
by mastering these skills.
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