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Arousal theory explains how physiological and psychological activation can influence attention,
motivation, and performance. The original statement appears to contain a wording error: performance
is not improved when an “orgasm” is aroused, but when an organism or individual reaches an
appropriate level of arousal. Very low arousal may produce boredom, slow reaction, and weak
concentration, while excessively high arousal may produce anxiety, narrowed attention, tension, and
mistakes. Between these extremes, a person may reach a level that supports effective performance.
The ideal level differs according to the person, task, skill, experience, and situation. The original
article also reviewed Maslow’s hierarchy, motivation and conflict, the Getting Things Done method,
groupthink, attitudes, realistic conflict theory, prejudice, Freud’s personality structure, and personality
types. These topics can be retained as connected concepts in motivation, social psychology,
personality, and performance, but each requires careful definition and acknowledgment of its limits.

Arousal Theory and the Level of Performance

Arousal refers to a state of alertness and activation ranging from deep sleep to intense excitement or
stress. It includes changes in attention, heart rate, muscle readiness, emotion, and nervous-system
activity. The Yerkes-Dodson law is commonly represented as an inverted-U relationship between
arousal and performance: performance improves as arousal rises to an optimal point and then
declines when arousal becomes excessive. The original research by Yerkes and Dodson involved
learning in mice under different levels of stimulation, so its popular application to every human task
should be cautious. Nevertheless, the general principle is useful. A student who is completely
unconcerned may not study, while one overwhelmed by fear may be unable to recall information. A
moderate sense of importance can focus effort. (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908)

Task Difficulty and Individual Differences

The optimal level of arousal is not identical for all performance. Simple, familiar, or highly practiced
tasks may be completed effectively under relatively high activation because the response is
automatic. Complex tasks involving working memory, fine judgment, creativity, or unfamiliar
decisions often require lower arousal. Expertise also matters. A skilled athlete may interpret pre-
competition activation as readiness, while a beginner experiences the same sensations as threat.
Personality, sleep, health, caffeine, past experience, and the meaning of the event influence the
response. Therefore, arousal theory should guide self-observation rather than prescribe one universal
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level,

Managing Arousal

People can regulate arousal through preparation, breathing, movement, sleep, routines, self-talk,
environmental design, and gradual exposure. Someone under-aroused may use a deadline, physical
activity, music, social accountability, or a stimulating workspace. Someone over-aroused may reduce
distractions, slow breathing, rehearse, break a task into steps, or reinterpret physical sensations as
readiness. Avoiding every stressful event can preserve anxiety because the person never learns that
the situation is manageable. At the same time, severe or persistent anxiety may require professional
support. Arousal management should improve functioning without implying that people are personally
responsible for every stressful condition in their workplace or environment.

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs

Abraham Maslow proposed a theory of human motivation that is often displayed as a pyramid. The
commonly listed levels are physiological needs, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-
actualization. Physiological needs include food, water, sleep, shelter, and bodily regulation. Safety
includes physical protection, stability, employment, health, and predictability. Belonging concerns
friendship, family, intimacy, and membership in groups. Esteem includes competence, achievement,
recognition, and self-respect. Self-actualization concerns realizing abilities and pursuing meaningful
growth. Maslow later discussed self-transcendence, in which a person is motivated by purposes
beyond the individual self. (Maslow, 1943)

Limits of a Strict Hierarchy

The hierarchy is useful as a reminder that unmet material and relational needs affect motivation, but
people do not always satisfy needs in a fixed order. Individuals may create art during poverty,
sacrifice safety for justice, care for others while ill, or seek belonging despite insecurity. Culture also
influences whether autonomy, family, spirituality, status, or community receives greater emphasis.
Maslow’s original theory drew from a limited set of biographies and observations rather than broad
cross-cultural experimental evidence. The model should therefore be treated as a flexible framework,
not a law that predicts every decision. In practice, several needs can operate simultaneously.

Motivation

Motivation consists of the processes that initiate, direct, and sustain behavior toward goals. It can
arise from biological needs, expected rewards, values, identity, curiosity, social relationships, or
avoidance of harm. Intrinsic motivation comes from interest or satisfaction in the activity itself, while
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extrinsic motivation depends more directly on external reward or consequence. The two can coexist.
A student may enjoy learning and also value a grade. Motivation is not simply a stable amount of
willpower; it changes with goal clarity, confidence, resources, feedback, fatigue, and perceived
control. Effective motivation often begins by making the next action specific and achievable.

Eustress and Distress

The original article described eustress as productive stress. Eustress refers to demands interpreted as
challenging, meaningful, and manageable. It may increase energy and concentration before a
competition, presentation, or important deadline. Distress occurs when demands are perceived as
harmful, uncontrollable, or beyond available resources. The same event can produce different
responses in different people or at different times. Stress is not made beneficial merely by calling it
positive. Chronic excessive demands, unsafe work, discrimination, or lack of recovery can harm health
and performance. Organizations should not use eustress theory to justify unreasonable pressure.

Approach-Approach Conflict

An approach-approach conflict occurs when a person must choose between two attractive
alternatives. Selecting between two promising careers, two universities, or two enjoyable activities
can still create stress because choosing one means losing the other. Decision-making can be
improved by clarifying values, comparing long-term consequences, identifying reversible elements,
and accepting that no option may satisfy every preference. Delay sometimes reflects the emotional
cost of closing a path rather than lack of information.

Avoidance-Avoidance Conflict

An avoidance-avoidance conflict involves two undesirable alternatives, such as completing an
unpleasant task or accepting a penalty for avoiding it. People may procrastinate, withdraw, or search
repeatedly for a third option. Sometimes a new alternative exists; at other times delay worsens both
choices. Breaking the decision into smaller actions and distinguishing immediate discomfort from
long-term harm can help. The concept also reminds leaders that people given only punitive options
may comply without commitment.

Approach-Avoidance Conflict

An approach-avoidance conflict occurs when one goal has desirable and undesirable features. A
promotion may offer status and income while increasing pressure and reducing family time. As the
person moves closer to the goal, its negative features may become more noticeable, producing
hesitation. Ambivalence is not irrational; it can signal a genuine trade-off. A good decision assesses
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whether costs can be reduced and whether the goal remains aligned with values. Repeated
movement toward and away from a decision may indicate that the conflict has not been made
explicit.

The Getting Things Done Method

Getting Things Done (GTD), developed by David Allen, is a workflow for reducing the mental burden of
trying to remember commitments. The original article identified collection, clarification, organization,
and execution but omitted reflection and used slightly different labels. The five commonly described
steps are capture, clarify, organize, reflect, and engage. The method assumes that unfinished
commitments consume attention when they have not been placed in a trusted system. Externalizing
them does not complete the work, but it allows the mind to focus on the current task. (Allen, 2015)

Capture and Clarify

Capture means recording tasks, ideas, obligations, and concerns in an inbox rather than relying on
memory. Clarify means deciding what each item means and whether action is required. If an item is
actionable, the person identifies the next visible action. “Prepare report” is vague; “open last month’s
report and list missing figures” is actionable. Items requiring several actions become projects. Items
requiring no action may be discarded, stored as reference, or placed on a future list. Clarification
reduces avoidance caused by ambiguity.

Organize, Reflect, and Engage

Organize means placing reminders in appropriate lists, calendars, project records, or waiting-for
categories. Time-specific commitments belong on the calendar, while other actions can be grouped by
context, energy, priority, or project. Reflect involves reviewing the system regularly so it remains
complete and trusted. Engage means choosing and doing an action based on context, time, energy,
and importance. GTD can support performance, but it is not a substitute for deciding which
commitments should be rejected. Productivity without priorities can make a person efficient at
unimportant work.

Hazards of Groupthink

Groupthink is not simply solving a problem as a group. Irving Janis used the term for a pattern in
cohesive decision-making groups where the desire for agreement overrides critical evaluation.
Symptoms may include an illusion of invulnerability, collective rationalization, belief in the group’s
morality, stereotypes of outsiders, pressure on dissenters, self-censorship, an illusion of unanimity,
and members who shield leaders from contrary information. Groupthink can lead to poor risk
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assessment because silence is mistaken for agreement. It is especially dangerous when leaders
announce their preferred decision early or when the group is isolated from independent expertise.
(Janis, 1982)

Preventing Groupthink

Groups can reduce the risk by assigning a devil’'s advocate, inviting outside review, separating idea
generation from evaluation, collecting independent judgments before discussion, and creating
genuine protection for dissent. Leaders can withhold their initial preference and ask what evidence
would change the group’s mind. Subgroups may analyze the same problem separately and compare
conclusions. Psychological safety is essential: members must believe that respectful disagreement
will not damage status or employment. Diversity alone does not prevent groupthink if people with
different backgrounds feel unable to speak.

The ABC Model of Attitudes

The ABC model describes attitudes through affective, behavioral, and cognitive components. The
affective component includes feelings and emotional evaluations. The behavioral component
concerns actions or intentions toward the object. The cognitive component includes beliefs,
knowledge, and interpretations. A person may believe exercise is healthy, feel bored by it, and still
attend a class because of a commitment. The components therefore need not align perfectly. Attitude
change may target beliefs through evidence, emotions through experience, or behavior through
opportunity and habit. Behavior can also reshape attitude when people interpret their own repeated
actions.

Realistic Conflict Theory

Realistic conflict theory explains intergroup hostility as a response to competition over scarce
resources, incompatible goals, status, territory, jobs, or political power. Muzafer Sherif’s Robbers Cave
study showed how competition between groups of boys produced hostility and how superordinate
goals requiring cooperation reduced conflict. The theory helps explain prejudice that intensifies during
economic or political competition. However, not all prejudice begins with direct material conflict.
Social identity, history, ideology, institutions, and elite messaging also matter. Perceived competition
can be influential even when the groups do not actually threaten one another. (Sherif et al., 1961)

Ways to Overcome Prejudice

Prejudice involves generalized negative attitudes or judgments about people based on group
membership. Individuals can examine automatic assumptions, seek reliable information, listen to
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affected people, and avoid treating stereotypes as evidence. Meaningful intergroup contact can
reduce prejudice when groups have relatively equal status, cooperate toward common goals, receive
institutional support, and have opportunities for genuine relationship. Contact under unequal or
hostile conditions may reinforce stereotypes. Structural reform is also necessary because
discrimination can persist through policies and practices even when individuals express tolerant
attitudes. (Allport, 1954)

Responding to Prejudice as a Target

The original article advised self-acceptance, group connection, and positive coping. These can be
protective, but responsibility for prejudice belongs to those who produce or sustain it, not to the
person targeted. Supportive communities, counseling, reporting systems, legal protection, and
organizational accountability may help. People should not be required to remain positive in the face of
harm. Anger can be a legitimate response and a motive for change when expressed safely. Coping
should preserve dignity without normalizing discrimination.

|d, Ego, and Superego

Sigmund Freud'’s structural model describes the id, ego, and superego as interacting aspects of
personality rather than chronological “stages.” The id represents instinctual drives and the pursuit of
immediate satisfaction. The ego develops capacities for reality-oriented planning and negotiates
among desire, external conditions, and moral demand. The superego represents internalized ideals,
prohibitions, and conscience learned through relationships and culture. The model is historically
influential but difficult to test scientifically in its original form. It should be understood as a theory of
internal conflict, not a literal map of separate brain structures.

Type A and Type B Patterns

Type A behavior was described in research on stress and coronary risk as a pattern involving
competitiveness, urgency, impatience, and hostility. Later evidence suggested that hostility may be
more relevant to health risk than the broad type. Type B refers loosely to a calmer and less time-
urgent pattern. These labels simplify continuous traits and should not be used to diagnose
personality. A person may be urgent at work and relaxed at home. Stress outcomes depend on
resources, coping, sleep, health, and environment as well as disposition.

Type C and Hardiness

Type C has been used inconsistently to describe emotional suppression, compliance, or difficulty
expressing negative emotion. Claims linking a “Type C personality” directly to cancer are not
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supported as a simple causal relationship and can unfairly blame patients. The original reference to
“Type H” appears to concern hardiness rather than a standard personality type. Psychological
hardiness is commonly described through commitment, control, and challenge: involvement in life,
belief in some capacity to influence response, and interpretation of change as an opportunity for
growth. Hardiness can support coping, but it does not make people immune to harmful conditions.

Primary Appraisal

In Lazarus and Folkman'’s stress theory, primary appraisal is the evaluation of whether an event is
irrelevant, beneficial, challenging, threatening, or harmful. Secondary appraisal concerns available
coping resources and options. Two people can interpret the same demand differently because of
experience, values, health, and support. Appraisal helps connect arousal to performance: a rapid
heartbeat interpreted as readiness may support action, while the same sensation interpreted as
impending failure can intensify anxiety. Reappraisal can change response, but it should not deny real
danger. (Lazarus, 1984)

Conclusion

Arousal theory proposes that performance is strongest when activation fits the person and task, while
very low or excessive arousal can interfere. This principle connects with broader theories of need,
motivation, stress appraisal, conflict, productivity, group decisions, attitudes, prejudice, and
personality. Maslow offers a flexible framework for human needs; GTD externalizes commitments;
groupthink warns against agreement without evaluation; the ABC model separates feelings, behavior,
and beliefs; realistic conflict theory links hostility to competition; and Freud’'s model describes internal
conflict. Each theory highlights part of human behavior but has limitations. Effective application
requires avoiding rigid types, recognizing context, and using psychological concepts to improve
understanding rather than label people simplistically.
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