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patient who presents for help with disabling performance anxiety symptoms, particu-
larly the musician, speaker, actor, or athlete, may be facing a career-threatening
problem. There is little margin for error in performance for those who pursue those
activities professionally.

Careful history taking for the physical symptoms of performance-related sympa-
thetic nervous system discharge (tachycardia/palpitations, sweating, and tremor
being the most commonly mentioned), consideration of a diagnosis of panic disorder
if such symptoms first appeared spontaneously and are not always related to
performance, and differentiation of limited social phobia from the more global
disorders generalized social phobia and avoidant personality disorder are essential.
The psychiatrist must also remain vigilant for concurrent depression, substance
abuse/dependence, and other phobias that may be present in this population.

Once having determined that a patient does indeed suffer from a limited social
phobia/performance anxiety, the clinician may consider beta-adrenergic blocker
therapy. One must be mindful of resting bradycardia, diabetes mellitus, reactive
airway disease, Raynaud’s phenomenon and other medical conditions which would
make beta-blocker therapy problematic. When beta-blocker therapy is to be tried, the
clinician can start at a low dose (e.g., propranolol 20 mg to 40 mg or atenolol 50 mg)
and titrate upwards to control troublesome symptoms (38). The patient should be
taught to check his pulse and not take higher doses if the resting pulse is less than 60
BPM. Pulse and blood pressure should be checked on office visits. If the patient has a
history of CNS side effects from beta-adrenergic blockade (including the ophthalmic
preparations of timolol, levobunolol, and betaxolol), these agents should be used very
cautiously.

For patients who face a symptomatically phobic stimulus only on occasion (e.g.,
the musician who has an occasional difficult audition or performance), the use of
beta-adrenergic blockade on a PRN basis one or two hours prior to performance may
be adequate. For the limited social phobic who must face his phobic challenge and
perform well daily, daily dosing of the medication may be necessary. For the athlete
who needs fine motor control (e.g., the archer, golfer, or billiards player), the
clinician must learn whether the use of beta-blockers would violate the rules of the
sport’s governing body. Beta-adrenergic blocking agents are not among substances
banned for Olympic athletes (39).

It may be most effective to combine pharmacotherapy with behavioral therapy,
cognitive restructuring and when needed social skills training to achieve lasting
results for this challenging clinical problem.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS:

The views expressed herein are those of the author and do not represent the
official position of the Department of the Air Force, the Department of Defense, or
other U.S. federal agencies.

The author would like to thank the Wright State University Word Processing
Center for preparation of the manuscript and Cathy Constance, A M.L.S., for her
invaluable library research assistance.



MANAGEMENT OF PERFORMANCE ANXIETY WITH BETA-ADRENERGIC BLOCKERS 27

20.

21.

REFERENCES

. Hartley LR, Ungapen S, Davie I, et al.: The effect of beta-adrenergic blocking drugs on

speakers’ performance and memory. British Journal of Psychiatry 142:512-517, 1983

. James IM, Griffith DNW, Pearson RM, Newbury P: Effect of oxprenolol on stage fright in

musicians. The Lancet 1i:952-954, 1977

. James I, Savage I: Beneficial effect of nadolol on anxiety-induced disturbances of perfor-

mance in musicians: A comparison with diazepam and placebo. American Heart Journal

1984; 4 Part 2:1150-1155

. Brantigan CO, Brantigan TA, Joseph N: Effect of beta blockade and beta stimulation on

stage fright. American Journal of Medicine 72:88-94, 1982

. Gates GA, Saegert J, Wilson N, et al.: Effects of beta blockade on singing performance.

Annals of Otology, Rhinology, Laryngology 94:570-574, 1985

. Liden S, Gottfries CG: Beta-blocking agents in the treatment of catecholamine-induced

symptoms in musicians. The Lancet 1i:529, 1974

. Lockwood AH: Medical problems of musicians. New England Journal of Medicine 320:221-

227, 1989

. Noyes R: Beta-blocking drugs and anxiety. Psychosomatics 23:155-170, 1982
. Ziporyn T: Pianist’s cramp to stage fright: The medical side of music-making. Journal of

the American Medical Association 252:985-989, 1984

. Wesner RB, Noyes R, Davis TL: The occurrence of performance anxiety among musicians.

Journal of Affective Disorders 18:177-185, 1990

. Liebowitz MR, Gorman JM, Fyer A]J, et al.: Pharmacotherapy of social phobia: An interim

report of a placebo-controlled comparison of phenelzine and atenolol. Journal of Clinical
Psychiatry 49:252-257, 1988

. Gorman JM, Liebowitz MR, Fyer A], et al.: Treatment of social phobia with atenolol.

Journal of Clinical Psychopharmacology 5:298-301, 1985

. Taggart P, Carruthers M, Somerville W: Electrocardiogram, plasma catecholamines and

lipids, and their modification by oxprenolol when speaking before an audience. The Lancet
1i:341-346, 1973

. Liebowitz MR: Psychopharmacological management of social and simple phobias, in The

Clinical Management of Anxiety Disorders. Edited by Coryell W, Winokur G. New York
and Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1991

. Agras WS: Treatment of Social Phobias. Journal of Clinical Psychiatry 1990; 51(Supple-

ment):52-55

. Dominguez RA, Goldstein BJ: Beta-blockers in psychiatry. Hospital and Community

Psychiatry 35:565-568, 1984

. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Third Edition—Revised (DSM-III-

R). Washington, The American Psychiatric Association, 1987

. Heimberg RG, Hope DA, Dodge CS, Becker RE: DSM-III-R subtypes of social phobia:

Comparison of generalized social phobics and public speaking phobics. Journal of Nervous
and Mental Disease 178:172—-179, 1990

. Turner SM, Beidel DC: Empirically derived subtypes of social anxiety. Behavior Therapy

16:384-392, 1985

Liebowitz MR, Campeas R, Levin A, et al.: Pharmacotherapy of social phobia. Psychosomat-
ics 28:305-308, 1987

Liebowitz MR, Gorman JM, Fyer AJ, Klein DF: Social phobia: Review of a neglected
anxiety disorder. Archives of General Psychiatry 42:729-736, 1985



28

22,

23.

24.

25,

26.

275
28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

JEFFERSON JOURNAL OF PSYCHIATRY

Pohl R, Balon R, Yergani VK: Performance anxiety and panic disorder. Journal of Clinical
Psychopharmacology 8:225-226, 1988

Clark DB: Performance-related medical and psychological disorders in instrumental
musicians. Annals of Behavioral Medicine 11:28-34, 1989

Fishbein M, Middlestadt SE with Ottati V, et al.: Medical problems among ICSOM
musicians: Overview of a national survey. Medical Problems of Performing Artists 3:1-8,
1988

Nagel JJ: Musicians’ maladies. New England Journal of Medicine 321:51-52, 1989

Waitley DE, May JR, Martens R: Sports psychology and the elite athlete. Clinics in Sports
Medicine 2:87-99, 1983

Tyrer PJ: Use of beta-blocking drugs in psychiatry and neurology. Drugs 20:300-308, 1980
Mills PJ, Dimsdale JE, Ziegler MG, et al.: Beta-adrenergic receptors predict heart rate
reactivity to a psychosocial stressor. Psychosomatic Medicine 52:621-623, 1990

Foster GE, Evans DF, Hardcastle JD: Heart rates of surgeons during operations and other
clinical activities and their modification by oxprenolol. The Lancet ii:1323-1325, 1978
Neftel KA, Adler RH, Kappeli L, et al.: Stage fright in musicians: A model illustrating the
effects of beta-blockers. Psychosomatic Medicine 44:461-469, 1982

James IM, Burgoyne W, Savage IT: Effect of pindolol on stress-related disturbances of
musical performance: Preliminary communication. Journal of the Royal Society of Medi-
cine 76:194-196, 1983

Brewer C: Beneficial effect of beta-adrenergic blockade on “exam nerves.” The Lancet
ii:435, 1972

Drew PJT, Barnes JN, Evans SJW: The effect of acute beta-adrenoreceptor blockade on
examination performance. British Journal of Clinical Pharmacology 19:783-786, 1985
Siitonen L, Janne J: Effect of beta-blockade during bowling competition. Annals of Clinical
Research 8:393-398, 1976

McAinsh J, Cruickshank JM: Beta-blockers and central nervous system side effects.
Pharmacology and Therapeutics 46:163-197, 1990

El-Mallakh RS: The use of beta-blockers in psychiatry. Resident and Staff’ Physician
35:49-52,59,62, 1989

Noyes R: Treatments of choice for anxiety disorders, in The Clinical Management of
Anxiety Disorders. Edited by Coryell W, Winokur G. New York and Oxford, Oxford
University Press, 1991

Hallett M: Classification and treatment of tremor. Journal of the American Medical
Association 266:1115-1117, 1991

Strauss RH: Drugs in Sports, in Sports Medicine. Edited by Strauss RH. Philadelphia, W.B.
Saunders Company, 1984

Weiner N: Drugs that inhibit adrenergic nerves and block adrenergic receptors, in
Goodman and Gilman’s The Pharmacological Basis of Therapeutics, 7th Edition. Edited by
Goodman Gilman A, Goodman LS, Rall TW, Murad F. New York, MacMillan Publishing
Co., 1985

Katzung BG: Introduction, in Basic and Clinical Pharmacology, 3rd Edition. Edited by
Katzung BG. Norwalk CT and Los Altos CA, Appleton and Lange, 1987

Drug Evaluations, 6th Edition. American Medical Association. Philadelphia, W.B. Saun-
ders Company, 1987

McMahon FG: Management of Essential Hypertension: The New Low-Dose Era. Mount
Kisco NY, Futura Publishing Co., 1984



