
Arousal Theory of Motivation 
Finding the Optimal Level of Activation for Peak Performance 

CORE PRINCIPLE 
Performance is optimized at a specific, moderate level of physiological and psychological activation. 

Too little arousal = poor performance. Too much arousal = poor performance. The sweet spot is in the middle. 

The Yerkes-Dodson Law: Inverted-U Curve 
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The Three Zones of Arousal 

 UNDER-AROUSAL 
• Boredom, lethargy 
• Lack of motivation 

• Poor attention 
• Slow reaction time 

 OPTIMAL AROUSAL 
• Peak performance 
• Focused attention 
• High motivation 

• Efficient processing 

 OVER-AROUSAL 
• Anxiety, panic 

• Impaired cognition 
• Tunnel vision 

• Reduced accuracy 

Task Complexity Matters 

Simple Tasks 
Higher arousal helps (e.g., running) 

Moderate Tasks 
Medium arousal ideal (e.g., tennis) 

Complex Tasks 
Lower arousal best (e.g., calculus) 

Practical Applications 

 Sports 
Psych up for power 

Calm down for 
precision tasks 

 Academics 
Manage test anxiety 

Optimize study 
environment 

 Work 
Deadlines create 
helpful pressure 
(not too much!) 

 Self-Regulation 
Breathing, music, 

visualization to 
adjust arousal 

 KEY TAKEAWAY 
Everyone has an optimal arousal zone for best performance. Too calm = boredom. Too stressed = anxiety. 

Learn to recognize your zone and use techniques to stay there for peak performance! 

Note: Optimal arousal varies by individual (personality, experience, age) and situation. 
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