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Introduction

Welcome To The 10 Worst Mistakes Musicians Make 
and How to Avoid Them. 

This  little E-Book was written in response to postings on the 
Confident Performer Blog and the Facebook page I created. I 
asked musicians what was the worst musical mistake they 
had made in their careers. Many of the contributors told 
stories of transport and the misplacing of instruments before 
a concert or a gig. The response I received was 
overwhelming and it took me days to record all the problems 
and issues which came out of the initial questions. I also 
included a few more delicate issues which had been raised 
by students and personal friends who are musicians. I have 
reflected on all of the 10 mistakes and given top tips which I 
have found through my own experience have worked for me. 
I have also learned from the excellent advice of many 
professional musicians I have worked with and taught 
alongside. I hope you enjoy reading. 

Clive Stocker BA MA PGCE (MUSIC) is the author of 10 
Mistakes Musicians  Make and How to Avoid Them, and is 
also the author of How To Become a Confident Performer 
Book and CD series. Having been a teacher and lecturer in 
music education for 15 years and been an active performer 
for over 22 years, Clive has developed confident performer 
techniques through his work with musicians of all ages. 



Starting out as  a very nervous performer himself, he 
developed strategies to overcome his fear of performance 
through studying what worked for other musicians and what 
helped nervous performers to become confident musicians. 
Working closely with Tessa Kirby, he also studied the effects 
of hypnosis and Neuro Linguistic Programming techniques on 
musicians and started to incorporate this into his own 
teaching and coaching.

I know you will enjoy reading this book and remember that 
the full How To Become a Confident Performer book is 
available at www.confidentperformer.co.uk 

Clive Stocker

http://www.confidentperformer.co.uk
http://www.confidentperformer.co.uk


1. Stopping in a musical performance. 

It is  every musician’s  worst nightmare but stopping in the 
middle of a piece has probably happened to most musicians 
at some point. So, what causes the stopping? Not practising 
the transitions. 
Many years ago, I stopped in a piano recital I was giving in an 
old people’s home and at the time, I wished the ground had 
swallowed me up completely. What had caused it was not 
knowing the music well enough. I could just about play the 
music and thought I would be fine if I could play it reasonably 
well. WRONG. As I talk about in the book, amateurs practise 



music until they get it right and professionals  practise music 
until it cannot go wrong. Many times, I have been so relieved 
when I can play a piece, I stop practising and do not see the 
bigger picture of making it solid. I need it to be accurate and 
reliable. These days, I always practise the transitions 
between the section I can play and the new section and then I 
work beyond it. If I practise leading into a section and out of it, 
I am more likely to play it all smoothly and correctly in 
performance. It is  also a good idea to create a little 
performance opportunity in front of a group of friends to test 
how well you know the music in a slightly more real 
performance environment. The same is true of an 
examination. Many musicians I have coached have found it 
much easier to treat the musical examination as a mini-
concert. For some, it really helps with nerves by turning them 
into excitement. 
All too often, I have been able to play the music in a casual 
environment but as soon as I get into the situation of a live 
public performance, the pressure can change the way our 
minds work. Always take the opportunity to play your pieces 
or sing your songs to people before a concert, especially if 
the music is tricky. 
The other technique which can make a big difference is to 
practise the transitions each and every day. By repeating 
these little tricky sections  and transitions, we can stimulate 
the development of our motor memory. I used to think that 
motor memory took hours and hours of work whereas I found 
out that my mind was just as happy with a little bit of input 
each day. So – always practise transitions and have your 



instrument ready for a quick five-minute practice here and 
there throughout the day. Repetition is key. Make sure you 
use the right technique and fingering (if you are playing a 
fretted or keyboard instrument) as the wrong fingering will 
make it almost impossible to perform accurately. If you are 
not able to play the piece or section, remember that no 
miracles ever happen on stage. I have seen musicians think 
that the adrenalin will make something which they couldn’t 
play in rehearsal suddenly materialise on stage. It never 
does. It is a good idea to play another piece. I have had to 
back out of the odd gig because I was  unable to learn the 
music well enough. There are always others who know the 
repertoire if you do not. It is  not a sign of weakness, just a 
way of protecting your reputation as a musician. 
There is also valuable piece of advice I received when I was 
learning the piano. When we feel that we are going to go 
wrong or stop, we tend to speed up. My dear and late piano 
teacher, Sylvia Curtis, told me to always slow down if I felt 
was going to make a mistake. She was absolutely right. I 
recorded myself playing a tricky piece. I noticed that when I 
slowed down, the recorded tempo was still the same. My 
brain had sped up when I had become slightly stressed 
during performance. It is an interesting idea! 

So in short, 
• Always practise your transitions between the 

sections which are easier and the sections which 
are more complex. 



• Practise the section and its transitions in a piece 
until it is reliably accurate.

• Stage mini mock performances in front of your 
friends of the pieces, which are causing you 
problems. 

• Remember to slow down if you feel stressed in a 
performance, your brain often makes you go faster.

• It is okay to change material if necessary. 
• REMEMBER that no miracles will ever happen on 

stage.

In the How To Become a Confident Performer book, there 
are many more tips on reducing the amount of stops we 
make and how to improve our motor memory. There are 
also some excellent tips and suggestion from top 
professionals about preparing before a gig and 
remaining calm even in the most high profile of concert 
or gig.



2. Forgetting your instrument. 

It sounds unbelievable but every musician I know, whether 
professional or enthusiast has forgotten to bring their 
instrument to a gig. Some of the stories  I have heard range 
from forgetting a guitar for a tour, having to borrow a bass  for 
a gig or someone reaching the studio with everything they 
need, except their kick drum. Other interesting equipment 
remembering fails include a clarinettist bringing two halves of 



different clarinets  to an orchestral concert! I asked the 
clarinettist, did the two halves fit together and he assured me 
they did not as one was in A and the other was in Bb. It is a 
tough profession! So why do we forget our equipment? 
Getting ready for a gig can be stressful. Most musicians  have 
busy lives and when you throw travel into the equation, the 
pressure on our time can be immense. I have forgotten my 
keyboard once for a gig because I did not check it had gone 
into the van. We were running behind as we were pressed for 
time. How do we ensure that we remember our instruments 
and other equipment? The use of a checklist was such a 
good suggestion from my friend and fellow musician Rob 
Wilson. Having the list and checking it before you drive off to 
the gig has saved my life a few times. It is also good to make 
the list when you are calm or immediately after you have got 
back from a gig when you forgot a key piece of equipment. 
Checklists  are saving lives in hospital so it is  a good idea for 
your gig or concert! Part two of this  musical mistake list was 
forgetting a key accessory, making your job of playing 
impossible or very difficult. For me as a keyboard player, 
forgetting the pedal is  a nightmare or forgetting a lead is a 
minor catastrophe. Guitarists always complain to me about 
forgetting leads, straps, music scores, plectrums and 4 way 
mains adapters! It is a good idea to have a set of gig 
equipment which never comes out of the case (if you can 
afford to do this!). Woodwind players tell me tales of woe 
when they realise that they have no spare reads. Spares and 
consumables are also important to put on your list. The 



amount of drummers I know who have only one pair of sticks 
on a gig is incredible! You need spares!!!! 
SO! What will be on your list? Make it now?!!! 

In the How To Become a Confident Performer book, there 
is a more comprehensive list and even more useful 
advice about how to prepare for your gigs. 



3. Making the wrong musical selection for a 
concert/gig. 



Interestingly, this was very high on the list and yet it is 
probably the easiest to prevent. Problems people had ranged 
from entering a particular battle of the bands competition and 
then realising it was only for Indie bands. That’s a bit of a gig 
for a Death Metal Band! I remember being booked to play at 
a pub and then realising that our blues band were to replace 
the Karaoke that had cancelled at the last minute. Needless 
to say, the awaiting crowd of drinkers and would-be singers 
was not happy! There was almost a full-on riot! So, how do 
you get round this? Checking with the organisers  that what 
you are prepared to play is what is expected. Sometimes we 
are eager to get a gig, NO MATTER WHAT. Surely, a GIG IS 
A GIG? However, sometimes taking on a gig and trying to 
convince a venue owner that what you play is what he/she 
wants is not the answer. It can do more harm than good. You 
may be making yourself a bad reputation. If people do not 
hear what they expect, they think you are not very good. Be 
careful about what you take on and make sure that you have 
time to rehearse new material. Check with the rest of your 
band too, they may need a little bit of convincing. Sometimes, 
the expectations people have are specific so when they say 
JAZZ, they really mean Glen Miller! They are very different! 
Getting a potential event organiser to tell you song titles is 
really important. Sometimes, I have spared myself from 
imminent danger by realising the organiser means rock and 
roll and not blues. There is a big difference between Stevie 
Ray Vaughan and Chuck Berry! Communication is the key to 
this. I often meet with the organiser of an event just to run 
over the sorts of songs and artists  they would like to hear. 



When meeting up in person, you can read his/her body 
language and also judge the enthusiasm for compromises. 

So in short, 
• Communicate with the organisers of the event.
• Check specific songs with the event organiser to 

see if what they say is what they really mean about 
styles. 

• Talk with your band and make sure they are 
enthusiastic about the styles you may be agreeing 
to. 

In the How To Become a Confident Performer book, there 
are many more tips on communication and professional 
interaction strategies. There is also a chapter on how to 
manage band egos. 



4. Playing/Singing in the wrong key. 

I have lost count of the times I have turned up for a concert 
and realised that the singer is  expecting a song in a different 
key than I normally play the song. This can be a complete 
nightmare for you and an even bigger nightmare for the 



singer! There are many tales of guitarists forgetting to put 
capos on the guitar and starting straight away without any 
thought to a rather bemused and petrified singer! All the 
musicians I know have had issues with keys. I remember 
booking a saxophonist for a gig thinking he played Tenor 
Saxophone when he actually played Alto Saxophone… the 
parts  were ALL in the wrong key. So I had to transpose all the 
songs into the right key for him. It was a nightmare! Always 
check which type of saxophone or transposing instrument is 
being used and let the musicians know what the concert pitch 
of the song is. Always find this out a long time before the gig!  
Agreeing the key before hand and TRYING the key with the 
singer is crucial. Remember that singers  can sometimes 
confuse the starting note with the key of the piece. They are 
often different! So check the chords and transpose the whole 
piece and check with the singer or other musician. 
It is  okay to use technology on keyboards to transpose the 
instrument for you but it is also a good idea to play in other 
keys as much as possible. Always practise your riffs  and solo 
licks in as many different keys as possible. 

So in short, 
• Check with the singer the keys you need. PLAY 

THE SONG TO CHECK.
• If you are a singer, find out what key it is  and write 

it down. 
• Have a capo handy for your guitar.



• Always check which key a transposing instrument 
may be in. Bb saxophones and Eb saxophones are 
very different!

• Always agree and write down and transpose the 
whole piece of music. 

• Rehearse and check the keys BEFORE you go on 
stage! 



5. Losing your place in a piece of music. 

One of the biggest causes of stress  for me when I am playing 
a concert which has a written score, is  the worry that I might 
lose my place in a piece of music. When playing with a band, 
there is often a need to count rests and then watch out for 
repeats, second time bars, vamp sections and codas… The 



first time I played timpani for a musical, I got terribly lost 
counting rests and missed my cues on the first night. I felt 
terrible! Just recently, I was playing on a Jazz workshop 
where the music was quite challenging and there were many 
first and second time bars with a tricky coda. I hadn’t seen the 
music before the rehearsal so it was tricky and my fear came 
back momentarily. Then I remembered all I needed to do was 
go through the music and run my finger along each bar and 
repeat. There is something very physical about following the 
music with your finger and it helps you so much. Musicians 
call this  finding the geography of the score. It is  the most 
crucial tip I have for playing sheet music in a band. It is also 
good to highlight the things you are going to need to practise 
when you get five minutes. Sometimes, I feel a little 
overwhelmed if the score is long when in fact, the only bits  I 
cannot play are short and often repeated. Look out for 
landmarks in the piece i.e. big cymbal crashes, big loud 
chords which occur in the piece. You may need to write in 
really useful cues yourself. 

So in short, 
• Walk yourself through the music, going through 

each bar, each repeat, each first and second time 
bar.

• Practise any transitions between the sections.
• Write out any music on extra manuscript for tricky 

page turns.
• Memorise any really difficult page turns. 



• Write in any cues which might help you to 
remember where you are in the music. Lead lines 
or vocal lines are always useful. 

• Make sure you write in ANY changes immediately 
and check they are right if a band leader or 
conductor tells you. 

• Target the parts of the score you cannot play. 
• You may want to make a cheat sheet if you are 

playing a simpler part to save the hassle of turning 
many pages. 

• Make sure that you can see the conductor. 

In the How To Become a Confident Performer book, there 
is more comprehensive advice about reading scores and 
sight-reading. 



6. Being under-rehearsed for a concert/gig.

So many of the musicians I know fear being under-rehearsed. 
It is the one area when even the most confident musician can 
feel well outside his/her comfort zone. I have seen some of 
the best musicians come unstuck in a concert because there 
has been little or no rehearsal time. When a musician gets to 
the end of the dress  rehearsal and realises that there are 
parts  of the score or programme which have not been 
covered or decisions about intros, endings and tempos which 



have not been made, people start to worry. It can be really 
damaging for your reputation as a musician if the 
performance is  not of a good quality so there are a few tips to 
overcome these problems. If you have a band which has 
come together for the performance, make sure that the parts 
are fairly straight forward to read or that they are already 
known to the performers. If you play jazz, and the songs are 
in the Jazz Real Book, then you should be okay. If you are 
playing other styles of music, check with the musicians  in the 
band that the music is okay for them BEFORE the rehearsal. 
Sometimes people just do not like being put on the spot sight-
reading but given a day’s notice, they are fine. Give out 
scores for the concert as soon as possible BEFORE the 
rehearsal to maximise rehearsal effectiveness. Limit the 
addition of new, complex or difficult pieces to 1 or 2 for each 
concert or gig if rehearsal time is  limited. Get to know the 
musicians with which you are working so you know how they 
will cope with the music. Simplify the music as much as 
possible. When musicians are playing the material with little 
or no rehearsal it can be easier to eliminate complex endings 
and introductions or just give that to the main pianist/guitarist. 
Think about the flow of the music- keep that going! If 
musicians do not read well, give them Youtube links to the 
song versions you will be playing. I am always amazed at 
how quickly some musicians learn by ear. Remember, 
everyone learns in different ways! Remember it is okay to 
drop the odd song if it is not ready to play. I have been to 
some very short concerts  and nobody complains at a concert 



which is  short. The audience gets to spend more time at the 
bar! 
So in short, 

• It is okay to pick simple material if rehearsal time is 
limited. 

• Check that material is okay for the musicians. 
• Get suggestions from the band – their enthusiasm 

is always useful. 
• Get to know the musicians you are working with 

and know their strengths and limitations. 
• Simplify structures of the music wherever possible. 
• It is okay to drop a song if it is not ready. 



7. Forgetting the words or music whilst 
performing. 



This  is  one of the biggest worries  for most classical and jazz 
musicians I know. The idea of not having music in front of 
them scares them completely. For most Rock musicians, 
forgetting the music is not a problem as they do not use 
musical scores. Q. How do you get a guitarist to turn his 
volume down? A. Give him a musical score. One very useful 
way to remember the structure of a piece of music is to link 
the sections with visual cues in the room. This was a valuable 
piece of advice given to me by Sam Brown, the session 
drummer and music trainer at a Summer School training 
session. He picked out the four windows which were in our 
line of sight and suggested that we look at the first window for 
the introduction section and then the other windows for the 
subsequent sections. Turning something time based into 
visual cues is  a really good memory aid. In Rock, the playing 
of the music is  so physical and active, movements actually 
become part of the memory process. It might be a good idea 
to add simple choreographed movements to make the 
memorising process easier. 
Over the years, I have found that we get exactly what we 
think about. When I was  19, I starred in a college musical and 
had a memory failure in a couple of places in the show and I 
was fumbling around for the words to the song. I had filled my 
head with, “What will happen if it goes wrong?” The best way 
to minimise the risk of mistakes is to engross yourself in the 
background and meaning of the song. For example, if you are 
singing a song about losing someone, then imagine the pain, 
the feeling of loss and what that might feel like. When you 
think of the lyrics  at this  point, they will have more meaning 



and feeling attached to them and you are more likely to sing 
them accurately. The way we learn the music and/or lyrics is 
really important too if we want to memorise them. On a jazz 
course, I watched the visiting quartet play the entire 1 hour 
set from memory. Afterwards, I asked the pianist how he 
managed to play from memory when I always have to use the 
Real Book score. He answered, “I don’t learn the music from 
the Real Book. I listen to the records and learn from them. I 
notice the patterns and remember the patterns of the chords 
and then I find it easier”. It made sense to me. This was 
similar to the method I use to learn song lyrics. I always listen 
to the CD and write down the lyrics by ear. When I do this, I 
find it easier to recall them and fix them in my memory. 

In the How To Become a Confident Performer book, there 
are many more tips on remembering music and musical 
structures and how to make your memory more reliable. 



8. Having transport problems. 

One of the worst nightmares a musician can experience is 
being lost on the way to a gig. A dear friend and colleague 
told a tale of a late musician on her way to the Chippenham 
Folk Festival. When she was quite late the other musicians 
started to worry and fear the worst. They called her asking 



where she was and she answered cheerfully that she was in 
Chippenham. She said that there didn’t appear to be a folk 
festival though… My friend Marick asked her what she could 
see and it transpired she had made her way to Chippenham 
in Cambridgeshire and NOT Chippenham in Wiltshire. The 
difference being 177 miles… 
Never take anything for granted! Overstate the main details of 
WHEN and WHERE to everyone involved in the gig. It is  easy 
to overlook these things when you are busy and perhaps  a 
little bit stressed when on your way to a gig. It is also a good 
idea to check out the parking too so that you know where you 
will leave your car. Relying on satnav is  not always a great 
idea. Assuming that a postcode will bring you to the front door 
of a venue is  little ambitious! Knowing what the venue looks 
like is a good idea too – if you have an idea, you know what 
to look out for. It is also a great idea to have the telephone 
number of the venue as the staff will know exactly how to get 
there. It is also good to keep them informed of your journey! 
I know a musician who drove 100 miles  to a gig with his band 
only to realise that the venue had closed. Nobody had 
checked that the venue was still expecting them. I have 
turned up to a gig only to find that I was double booked and 
another band were already on stage playing! Again, always 
check to save time, money and petrol!
Speaking of petrol, always make sure that you have enough 
to get you there and back with some left over. Petrol stations 
often close before you finish playing and it can be a real 
nightmare if you run out in a strange city or in the middle of 
nowhere. 



So in short, 
• Make sure everyone in the band/orchestra knows 

where to go.
• Allow time for traffic.
• Get a postcode.
• Print a basic map.
• Google the venue to see what it looks like.
• Check the venue is actually still open! 
• Check that you are not double booked before you 

set off on a journey of any great distance. 
• Check you have enough petrol and fill up in 

advance. 



9. Not being able to hear yourself. 

One of the most common problems I have encountered is a 
musician not being able to hear him or herself. Technically, it 
is  easy to fix but many musicians do not realise the problem 
at the time and start to think that they are lacking skills  and 
ability. I have seen even the most confident performer start to 
crumble because of low sound levels  in the monitor. Some 
sounds cut through better than others and it can be difficult to 
work out what is wrong with the situation. Knowing a good 
sound engineer is a real boon in these situations and as an 
ex-student Amy said to me, “Always be nice to the sound 



engineer.” This is definitely the best advice for anyone who 
plays amplified music! It always pays off. The main thing to 
remember about being able to hear yourself, is knowing 
exactly what you need to hear to perform well. Take time and 
talk to the sound engineer so that he or she can get the best 
sound for you. They often have great tips about where to 
stand or how to position the microphone and/or monitor. It 
can be very beneficial to get your own mic and monitor 
speaker because equipment in frequent use is  not always 
going to give you good results. As a pianist in a Jazz quartet 
or trio, I need to be able to hear the bass player and then the 
drums. I need to be able to hear myself too so I position my 
amplifier on one side and then the bass player’s amplifier on 
the other side. I am then able to hear everything I need to 
ensure a smooth performance. 
When I sing vocals and I am not playing an instrument, I 
really need to be able to hear the bass and also some of the 
chord instruments, maybe the piano or guitar. It is interesting 
to note that the same is true when recording. I have seen 
some very stressful recording situations where the engineer 
has given the singer EVERY SINGLE INSTRUMENT in his/
her headphones. Now this sounds like a great thing but there 
are times when it is better just to hear the rhythm instrument 
and maybe bass. I have changed the mix for a singer and 
suddenly the singer regains confidence. It is worth 
experimenting to see exactly what is needed for you to be 
able to play accurately. I was amazed to find I just needed a 
bit of drums and a little bit of chords and I was fine. The same 
is  true for the metronome. I learned from Glen Tommey, a 



professional studio engineer, that it is a good idea to use a 
simple programmed drum pattern rather than a metronome. 
This  really helped me in the studio as  a metronome can 
sound and feel a bit mechanical and scary. 

So in short,
• Work out exactly WHAT you need to be able to 

hear to perform well. 
• Position yourself carefully next to the musicians 

who give you the musical cues you need to be 
accurate. 

• Befriend the sound engineer and make sure you 
know what you want to practise. 

• Pick songs for a sound check which will highlight 
the times where you need to be able to hear 
yourself well. 

• Only have in your monitor what you need. 
• Practise with monitors and microphones. This is a 

good way to improve your stagecraft.

In the How To Become a Confident Performer book, there 
are many more tips on making sure you have what you 
need to perform confidently with other musicians and the 
subject of how to deal with egos is also tackled. That 
loud guitarist who is making you strain your voice had 
better watch out! 



10. Starting with the wrong tempo.

One of the most common errors I have seen musicians make 
is  to start the song or piece of music at the wrong tempo. I 
have often started playing or conducted a piece which was 
the wrong tempo only to realise it when I reached a section 
which is  impossible to play at a fast speed! It is a great way to 
lose friends and displease your fellow musicians!
So how do we make sure that the tempo is right? The 
simplest and best way is to sing the words and tune in your 
head before you start playing or counting in. The melody and 
lyrics really help us to see if the tempo is right. It is also a 
good idea, if the formality of the concert allows, to move your 
body to the tempo which you are thinking of playing. Feeling 
the tempo is a really good way of checking too. I have taught 



the technique of singing the melody to establish the tempo of 
the song to many drummers and it is really effective indeed.

Sometimes there are songs or melodies which have a large 
quantity of syncopation (offbeat rhythms) which may be at a 
slow tempo. Slower tempos are often difficult to judge 
because there is no real ‘feel’ as  such. It can often seem that 
the musician is  just picking a tempo at random and starting 
without much regard for anyone else. This  is  my next piece of 
advice, ONLY START WHEN YOU ARE SURE THAT THE 
TEMPO IS RIGHT. There is  no reason to feel rushed – just 
take your time to find the tempo. The other thing to do is  to 
give the starting of the song or the count-in to the person who 
has the most rhythmic part in the song. They have a better 
feeling for it due to the nature of the part. 

When there is  still a problem, it is  also good to use a 
metronome set on the tempo you will need for the song. I use 
an app on my phone which has the whole song set in it to 
help me be spot on each time for singers. This is  a really 
good idea if there are songs which are always problematic. It 
is  not a good idea to use the app every time because it 
makes you less likely to rely on your own sense of timing. 
Like everything in life, there is always a balance point 
between your own judgement and skill and that of a 
computer. 

So in short,



• Sing the melody and lyrics of the song to find the 
tempo. 

• Only start the song when you really ‘feel’ the tempo 
of the song. 

• Agree who is the best person to count-in the piece 
if you are in band. It is not always the drummer. 

• Use a metronome app which can have multiple 
songs in its  memory to enable accurate playing of 
each song if required. 
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