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Positive 
thinking

game but it was � rst wri� en in the seventies and there have been so many 
other things since’. He was inspired to look into training in neuro-linguistic 
programming because of some of the American orchestras which work on 
the mental side of performance. So he started a two-year course of training 
in London, a process which he says is he is constantly refreshing. ‘� e people 
I was training with were doing it for all sorts of reasons. � ere were people 
with writer’s block, people wanting to use it for sleep training and even some 
doctors who were looking to use it to work with people with social problems.’ 
� e training was ‘total immersion’ as he puts it. It was not music-speci� c at all, 
but during the training Cunningham put the principles to use on his own per-
formance preparation and a� erwards began working with musician friends. 

Although he runs workshops and sees clients individually, Cunningham 
o� en works alongside Alexander technique, yoga and hypnosis teachers as 
people always see the process as being integrally linked with the physical body, 
which is where symptoms manifest. ‘People come to me with the physical 
symptoms like shaking and sweating,’ he says. ‘� e body doesn’t know the 
di� erence between what one is really experiencing and the imagination. 
People get good at imagining being nervous, they go over and over it and 
then the scenario plays out with all the physiological symptoms. An extreme 
example would be someone who came to me who was physically sick four or 
� ve times before going on stage. We worked together and managed to break 
the habit.’ 

Clients get a guarantee from Mike Cunningham that they will feel more 
con� dent as well. ‘People o� en put o�  addressing a problem and then they 
feel that if they do, they’ll have to embark on endless sessions without know-
ing if there will be any improvement. Here, they pay for the result when they 
feel more con� dent. We discuss if my work will be useful for their problem 
and then we agree a course of action. We agree a fee and then we take the time 
to get the result of con� dence and they don’t pay until they have it.’ 

Cunningham has a place in central London to see clients from the business 
world. He is happy to travel to musicians to see them play wherever they 
want. � e music colleges are beginning to show a real interest in his work but 
it does not stop at college level. ‘Without naming names,’ Cunningham says, 
‘I’ve worked with people at the very highest level.’ As musicians, many of us 
are only too aware of the problem. Now hopefully people can � nd a method 
through Mike Cunningham’s work to help them tackle it. 
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All in the mind: Mike Cunningham giving 
a workshop at the Royal College of Music
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