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Introduction
Arousal theory examines how physiological and psychological activation can influence attention,
motivation, and performance. Arousal ranges from very low states such as drowsiness to intense
states of excitement, fear, or stress, and it affects concentration, reaction time, memory, emotion,
and physical readiness. The widely discussed Yerkes–Dodson principle suggests that performance
often improves as arousal rises to an appropriate level and then declines when activation becomes
excessive, although the ideal level depends on the person and the task (Yerkes & Dodson, 1908). This
framework connects naturally with broader psychological questions about motivation, stress, goal
conflict, productivity, group decision-making, attitudes, prejudice, and personality. These theories
should not be treated as universal laws that classify every person in the same way. Their value lies in
showing how behavior changes when needs, expectations, social pressures, resources, and coping
strategies interact.

Arousal, Stress, and Performance
The relationship between arousal and performance is often represented as an inverted U. Very low
activation may produce boredom, slow reactions, and weak concentration, while very high activation
may narrow attention, increase tension, disrupt working memory, and encourage mistakes. Between
those extremes, a moderate level of activation may support focus and effort. The original
Yerkes–Dodson experiment involved learning in mice under different levels of stimulation, so
extending the result directly to every human activity requires caution. Task complexity matters.
Simple, familiar, or highly practiced tasks can often tolerate relatively high arousal because responses
have become automatic, whereas difficult tasks involving creativity, fine judgment, or unfamiliar
decisions usually benefit from lower levels of activation. Expertise also changes the experience: an
experienced athlete may interpret a rapid heartbeat before competition as readiness, while a
beginner experiences the same sensation as threat.

People can regulate arousal through preparation, sleep, breathing, exercise, routines, gradual
exposure, environmental design, and realistic self-talk. Someone who is under-aroused may benefit
from a clear deadline, movement, stimulating surroundings, or social accountability, whereas a

https://academic-master.com/arousal-theory-and-the-level-of-performance/


Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 2

person who is over-aroused may reduce distractions, slow breathing, rehearse the task, and divide it
into smaller steps. The distinction between eustress and distress is useful here. Eustress describes
demands interpreted as meaningful and manageable, while distress occurs when demands appear
harmful, uncontrollable, or greater than available resources. Lazarus and Folkman’s appraisal theory
adds that stress depends partly on how a person evaluates an event and the coping resources
available. Primary appraisal concerns whether an event is irrelevant, beneficial, threatening, harmful,
or challenging; secondary appraisal concerns what can be done about it (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
Reframing can help, but it should not be used to deny genuine danger or unhealthy working
conditions.

Needs, Motivation, and Goal Conflict
Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs remains one of the most recognizable models of motivation. It
is commonly described through physiological needs, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-
actualization, with later discussions also considering self-transcendence (Maslow, 1943). The model is
useful because it reminds us that motivation does not occur in a vacuum. Hunger, insecure housing,
illness, social isolation, or fear can affect the attention available for learning and achievement. At the
same time, the hierarchy should not be treated as a rigid ladder. People may create art during
poverty, sacrifice safety for political or moral commitments, care for others while ill, or seek meaning
before every material need is fully satisfied. Culture, family roles, spirituality, identity, and social
expectations also influence which goals receive priority.

Motivation more broadly includes the processes that initiate, direct, and sustain behavior. Intrinsic
motivation arises from interest, enjoyment, curiosity, or satisfaction in the activity itself, whereas
extrinsic motivation depends more directly on external outcomes such as grades, money, praise,
promotion, or avoiding punishment. The two can coexist. A student may enjoy mastering a subject
while also caring about the grade. Motivation is affected by goal clarity, confidence, feedback, fatigue,
perceived control, reward, values, and the ease of beginning the next action. This helps explain why
vague goals often lead to avoidance. “Work on the project” requires more mental effort than a
concrete instruction such as “open the data file and identify the missing values.”

Goal conflict provides another way to understand hesitation. An approach–approach conflict occurs
when a person must choose between two attractive alternatives, such as two good career
opportunities. An avoidance–avoidance conflict involves two undesirable options, such as completing
an unpleasant task or accepting a penalty for ignoring it. An approach–avoidance conflict occurs when
one option has both appealing and costly features, such as a promotion that offers greater income but
reduces family time. These conflicts demonstrate that indecision is not always caused by laziness or
lack of information. Choosing one path can mean giving up another benefit, accepting a cost, or
closing an option. Clarifying values, identifying reversible choices, and separating immediate
discomfort from long-term consequences can improve decision-making.
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Productivity and Group Decision-Making
David Allen’s Getting Things Done method addresses a different but related problem: the cognitive
burden created by unfinished commitments. The five commonly described stages are capture, clarify,
organize, reflect, and engage (Allen, 2015). Capture means recording tasks and ideas outside
memory. Clarify means deciding what each item actually requires and identifying the next visible
action. Organize means placing reminders in appropriate lists, calendars, project records, or waiting-
for categories. Reflect involves reviewing the system so that it remains current and trustworthy, while
engage means selecting and completing an action based on context, time, energy, and priority. The
method can reduce mental clutter because ambiguous obligations become defined actions. However,
productivity systems cannot decide which commitments deserve attention. Becoming efficient at low-
value tasks is not the same as making good decisions, and an effective system also requires the
ability to decline work that does not support important goals.

Groupthink illustrates how decision quality can fail even when a group contains capable people. Irving
Janis used the term for situations in which the desire for agreement and cohesion becomes stronger
than critical evaluation. Warning signs can include collective rationalization, belief in the group’s
moral superiority, stereotypes of outsiders, pressure on dissenters, self-censorship, an illusion of
unanimity, and members who shield leaders from contrary information (Janis, 1982). The problem is
particularly serious when leaders announce their preferred option early or when groups are isolated
from independent expertise. Preventive measures include asking members to make independent
judgments before discussion, assigning a devil’s advocate, seeking outside review, separating idea
generation from evaluation, and allowing subgroups to analyze the same problem separately.
Psychological safety is essential because diversity does little to improve decisions if people believe
disagreement will damage their status or employment.

Attitudes, Intergroup Conflict, and Prejudice
The ABC model of attitudes separates affective, behavioral, and cognitive components. The affective
component includes feelings and emotional evaluations, the behavioral component concerns actions
or intentions, and the cognitive component includes beliefs and interpretations. These elements do
not always align. A person may believe that exercise is beneficial, dislike the experience emotionally,
and still attend because of a commitment. This helps explain why information alone does not always
change behavior. Attitude change may require evidence, emotional experience, social support,
opportunity, or changes in habit. Behavior can also influence attitude when people interpret their own
repeated actions and become more comfortable with something they initially resisted.

Realistic conflict theory focuses on hostility between groups and proposes that competition over
scarce resources, status, territory, jobs, or political power can intensify prejudice. Muzafer Sherif’s
Robbers Cave study demonstrated how competition between groups of boys produced hostility and
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how superordinate goals requiring cooperation reduced conflict (Sherif et al., 1961). The theory is
useful but incomplete because prejudice can also be maintained through identity, history, institutions,
ideology, misinformation, and elite messaging even when material competition is weak. Perceived
competition may be influential even when the threat is exaggerated or false. Gordon Allport’s work on
intergroup contact similarly suggests that meaningful contact can reduce prejudice when participants
have relatively equal status, common goals, cooperation, and institutional support (Allport, 1954).
Contact under hostile or unequal conditions may reinforce stereotypes instead.

People targeted by prejudice should not be made responsible for repairing the discrimination directed
toward them. Self-acceptance, supportive relationships, counseling, community connection, reporting
channels, and legal or organizational protections can help individuals cope, but institutional
accountability remains necessary when biased policies or practices cause harm. Anger can be a
legitimate response to unfair treatment, and coping should not require pretending that discrimination
is harmless. Psychological theories are most useful when they help identify both individual reactions
and the social conditions that shape those reactions.

Personality and Coping Frameworks
Several classic personality frameworks attempt to describe how people manage conflict and stress.
Freud’s structural model divides personality into the id, ego, and superego. The id represents
instinctual drives and immediate gratification, the ego represents reality-oriented planning and
negotiation, and the superego represents internalized ideals and prohibitions. The model has been
historically influential but is difficult to test scientifically in its original form, so it is best treated as a
conceptual account of internal conflict rather than a literal map of the brain. Similarly, Type A and
Type B labels simplify complex traits. Type A behavior has been associated with competitiveness,
impatience, time urgency, and hostility, while Type B is used loosely for a calmer pattern. Later
research suggests that hostility may be more relevant to some health outcomes than the broad Type
A label itself.

Claims about a “Type C personality” should be treated especially carefully. The label has been used
inconsistently for emotional suppression, compliance, or difficulty expressing negative feelings, and
simple claims that a Type C personality causes cancer are not supported and can unfairly blame
patients for illness. The idea of psychological hardiness offers a more useful coping framework.
Hardiness is often described through commitment, control, and challenge: remaining engaged,
believing that some response is possible, and interpreting change as something that can be
approached rather than only feared. Hardiness does not make anyone immune to trauma,
discrimination, unsafe environments, or chronic stress. It describes a set of attitudes and coping
tendencies that may support adaptation when paired with realistic resources and social support.
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Conclusion
Arousal theory provides a useful starting point for understanding performance because both too little
and too much activation can interfere with effective action, while an appropriate level depends on
task difficulty, experience, and personal interpretation. The broader theories considered here expand
that insight. Maslow highlights the role of needs, intrinsic and extrinsic motivation explain different
sources of effort, goal-conflict models clarify indecision, Getting Things Done reduces ambiguity,
groupthink warns against agreement without criticism, the ABC model separates beliefs from feelings
and behavior, realistic conflict theory connects prejudice with competition, and classic personality
models describe different forms of internal and social adjustment. None of these theories should be
used as a rigid label or universal law. Their value comes from identifying patterns that help people
and organizations understand behavior, improve decisions, regulate stress, and design environments
that support better performance.
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