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Introduction

The following literature review addresses the effects of various stressors on cognition. While
attempting to be as inclusive as possible, the review focuses its examination on the relationships
between cognitive appraisal, attention, memory, and stress as they relate to information processing
and human performance. The review begins with an overview of constructs and theoretical
perspectives followed by an examination of effects across attention, memory, perceptual-motor
functions, judgment and decision making, putative stressors such as workload, thermals, noise, and
fatigue and closes with a discussion of moderating variables and related topics. In summation of the
review, a conceptual framework for cognitive process under stress has been assembled. As one might
imagine, the research literature that addresses stress, theories governing its effects on human
performance, and experimental evidence that supports these notions is large and diverse. In
attempting to organize and synthesize this body of work, I was guided by several earlier efforts
(Bourne & Yaroush, 2003; Driskell, Mullen, Johnson, Hughes, & Batchelor, 1992; Driskell & Salas,
1996; Handcock & Desmond, 2001; Stokes & Kite, 1994). These authors should be credited with
accomplishing the monumental task of providing focused reviews in this area and their collective
efforts laid the foundation for this present review. Similarly, the format of this review has been
designed in accordance with these previous exemplars. However, each of these previous efforts either
simply reported general findings, without sufficient experimental illustration, or narrowed their scope
of investigation to the extent that the breadth of such findings remained hidden from the reader.
Moreover, none of these examinations yielded an architecture that adequately describes or explains
the inter-relations between information processing elements under stress conditions. It is the author’s
hope that this review may provide an initial step toward this end.

What is Stress?

It’s a question that has beguiled many prominent researchers of this era. The term itself is amorphous
and sustains the difficulty in discerning its meaning. Definitions of stress range from metallurgical
strain to one’s emotional wits end. Although convergence on a common definition of stress is highly
desirable, the scientific community has not been able to do so. Instead, the research literature reflects
wide and divergent opinions concerning stress.

Stokes and Kite (2001) suggest that the term’s versatility (its range of application), is its undoing as a
useful scientific term or concept, and they are not alone in this assertion (Tepas & Price, 2001).
Accordingly, stress can be viewed as, “...an agent, circumstance, situation, or variable that disturbs the
‘normal’ functioning of the individual...stress [is also] seen as an effect—that is the disturbed state
itself...this bifurcation of meaning is arguably the most fundamental source of the confusion
surrounding the stress concept.” (p. 109). Stokes and Kite contend that there are no psychological
stressors in any absolute, objective sense.

In their review of the construct and its evolution, they assert that there are two traditional models of
psychological stress, stimulus-based and response-based. The stimulus-based stress approach assumes
certain conditions to be stressful and dubs these stressors (i.e., workload, heat and cold, time pressure,
etc.). Historically this has resulted in researchers selecting such exogenous variables, applying them
experimentally, and concluding that the outcome witnessed was likely the result of a “stress”
manipulation. The approach is based on an engineering analogy (mechanical stress and emotional
strain) that Stokes and Kite contend is inadequate. They argue that this model ignores individual
differences, does not evaluate circumstances, and leaves out emotion—we are not just machines that
react to environmental stimuli.



The response-based stress approach holds that stress is defined by the pattern of responses (i.e.,
behavioral, cognitive, and affective) that result from exposure to a given stressor. In contrast to the
stimulus-based approach, these variables can be considered endogenous or coming from within the
individual. This model has relied heavily on the work of Yerkes and Dodson (1908) and later Selye
(1956) and found its emphasis in physiological dimensions (this evolution is described in more detail
in the following section).

Stokes and Kite (2001) suggested that physiological measures have failed to provide a complete
understanding of the human stress response and do not necessarily equate to psychological stress, and
thus a third approach to understanding the human stress response has emerged —the transactional
model. Transactional models view stress as the interaction between the environment and individual,
emphasizing the role of the individual’s appraisal of situations in shaping their responses. From the
transactional approach, stress is defined as, “...the result of a mismatch between individuals’
perceptions of the demands of the task or situation and their perceptions of the resources for coping
with them.” (p. 116). The fundamental assumptions underlying this approach are discussed in
greater detail during a review of the cognitive appraisal literature.

There seem to be as many definitions of stress as there are stress researchers. Adding to the difficulty
in finding an adequate definition for stress is the fact that the term is used in association with so many
different constructs. For instance, Tepas and Price (2001) suggested that stress is commonly
connected to the following concepts: adaptation, anxiety, arousal, burnout, coping, exertion,
exhaustion, exposure, fatigue, hardiness, mental load, repetitiveness, strain, stressor, and tension. Given
the formidable breadth of the domain it is not difficult to see why stress as a construct has become
unwieldy for most researchers.

For the sake of simplicity and coherence, I have selected a definition proposed by McGrath (1976)
that seems to be broad enough to incorporate most of the current assumptions about what stress is
and is not, yet focused enough to be meaningful. McGrath conceptualized stress as the interaction
between three elements: perceived demand, perceived ability to cope, and the perception of the
importance of being able to cope with the demand. Unlike many previous definitions of stress, this
formulation distinctly incorporates the transactional process believed to be central to current
cognitive appraisal theories. No longer is stress seen merely as a mismatch between demand and
ability; on the contrary, one’s perception of these two elements, and more importantly the desire or
motivation one experiences to meet the demand, is central to the construct.

While McGrath’s (1976) definition of stress provides a high-level concept of stress, it says little if
anything about how stress affects human performance. To do so requires a theory of underlying

mechanisms. Unfortunately, no unitary framework has gained consensus by the scientific
community. Instead, several theories have been proposed and debated.

Theoretical Perspectives
Arousal, Activation, and Energetical Theories
Yerkes-Dodson and Arousal Theory

One of the earliest theories that attempted to provide a comprehensive framework was arousal theory.
Razmjou (1996) provided us with a definition for arousal that seems to encompass most perspectives:
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“Arousal is a hypothetical construct that represents the level of central nervous system activity along
a behavioral continuum ranging from sleep to alertness.” (p. 530). Stokes and Kite (2001) have also
suggested that arousal be considered, “the basic energetic state of an organism.” (p. 113).
Combined, these definitions provide an adequate foundation for understanding the rather general and
nonspecific nature of arousal as it is typically discussed in the research literature. As this theory states,
arousal mobilizes and regulates the human stress response. Everyday living informs us that various
events and conditions elicit a response. This response frequently incorporates physiological,
cognitive, behavioral, and emotional dimensions. As arousal theory would assert, what facilitates this
response is an energetical or activation system that is general and nonspecific. Although the arousal
response is multidimensional, historically, physiological markers have dominated its measurement.

To understand how the scientific community first came to support arousal theory we must go back to
the turn of the twentieth century, specifically to the work of Yerkes and Dodson (1908).

Yerkes and Dodson examined mice involved in a simple learning task. The task put before the mice
was to learn to discern a white from a black doorway and pathway (and to refrain from walking down
the black pathway). Thus performance was measured by how many attempts the mice made prior to
learning that exploring the dark pathway was not a good idea. Electric shock was the aversive
stimulus used to shape the animals’ behavior. Although it is unclear as to how well these shocks were
calibrated, different intensities of shock were used to study the effect they had on the mice’s learning.
The results of this study suggested that when mice are shocked with high-intensity electricity, they are
quicker to go the other way, in this case through the white doorway and down the white path, than
when one uses low-intensity shocks. This became the first Yerkes-Dodson principle, later becoming a
“law” of performance.

Over time this finding, and others, led to the postulate that moderate levels of arousal (often used
synonymously with stress) will result in optimal performance, whereas too little arousal or too much
arousal will degrade performance -- a curvilinear relationship sometimes termed an inverted U. This
general assertion seems to make intuitive sense to most people. In fact, this notion, and arousal theory
in general, have likely gained such success for this very reason—it seems as though that’s the way it
should be. After all, if one lacks motivation or even the most modest amount of arousal to stay
focused and get going, one’s performance on various tasks is likely to suffer. The inverse of that is
equally compelling, with too much exertion or strain, our performance is likely to decrease. But does
it accurately portray what science says about stress and performance? The answer is...not exactly.

The Infamous Inverted U

The Yerkes and Dodson experiments later became the foundation on which the curvilinear
relationship between arousal and performance was based. The belief in this relationship became so
popular and widespread that it has taken its critics the better part of the last three decades to fully
challenge it. There have been numerous criticisms of Yerkes and Dodson’s experiments, not the least
of which concerns the mice-to-man extension of their findings as well as the generalizability of their
simple laboratory learning paradigm to real-world complex performance issues. A further criticism
concerns Yerkes and Dodson’s failure to measure stress (or even arousal) in these mice. Instead, they
administered different levels of shock (which, incidentally, have also been criticized for their poor
calibrations) that were later interpreted as resulting in arousal or stress in the mice. Certainly, one
could argue that electric shock would in many instances increase arousal (surprisingly this is not
always the case) and might even constitute stress, but Yerkes and Dodson did not themselves make
this claim. However, a large portion of the psychological community concluded that electric shock
increased the arousal in the mice, acting as a stressor of different intensities, motivating the mice to
learn faster—a contentious and hotly debated issue to this day. The reality is that we don’t actually



know how aroused, stressed, motivated, anxious, or upset the mice were. This was never measured
physiologically or behaviorally. It is interesting to note that subsequent research has found that mild
to moderate electric shocks do not necessarily cause arousal in different animals and can be rapidly
habituated to in laboratory settings (Hancock & Ganey, 2002; Hancock, Ganey, & Szalma, 2002).

Reviews of this claim (Banich, Stokes, & Elledge, 1987; Stokes & Kite, 1994) report that replication
attempts using a variety of animals have repeatedly failed to find comparable results. During Brown’s
(1965) early critique of the Yerkes-Dodson law (focused mostly on methodological flaws in their
design), the author asserted that the “law” should be silenced. Landers (1980) also criticized the
hypothesis, noting, “In actuality, the inverted-U hypothesis is not an explanation for the arousal-
performance relationship; it merely posits that this relationship is curvilinear without explaining what
internal state or process produces it.” (p. 346). Further concerns have been raised about the
methodology required to either prove or refute the hypothesis since arousal can not be generated in
the laboratory per se (it tends to result from some event or condition). That is to say, researchers
typically measure physiological reactions to workload and stressful conditions, linking them to
arousal as supposed markers, since arousal itself is a theoretical construct. Neiss (1988) suggested that
the current research literature in support of the Yerkes-Dodson principle of arousal and performance,
“is psychologically trivial” (p. 353). In his review of the inverted-U hypothesis, Neiss disputed the
relationship between arousal and motor performance and instead explored a reconceptualization of
arousal into specific psychobiological states (an interdependence model between affect, cognition,
and such states). Neiss recommended that any investigation of these psychobiological states should
optimally include measures that have historically been associated with arousal: respiration, heart rate,
electroencephalography, electromyography, etc. (as well as other measures that may discriminate
between states).

It should be pointed out that the direction taken with Yerkes and Dodson’s work (1908) should not
be blamed on those authors themselves. On the contrary, they were rather modest in their conclusions
about what they had found. In fact, the field of psychology remained silent on the topic for half a
century before Broadhurst (1957) unearthed the finding and raised it to its lawful status. Hancock et
al. (2002) point out that during the intervening decades, the curvilinear function of these two

High
Performance improves as
arousal increases until a point
at which time it decreases
Low
LOW ~mm e e High
Arousal

Figure 1. The Yerkes-Dodson principle as it is often shown in various texts.
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properties (arousal and performance) remained untouched by the scientific literature. So why is it
that this figure (see figure 1) is found in many introductory psychology texts and most books that
reference stress, arousal, or performance? There are several reasons, not the least of which is that
many researchers found parallels between their work and that of Yerkes and Dodson.

Early on, two competing hypotheses evolved to take the place of emotion literature in the explanation
of performance outcome. The first, drive theory (Hull, 1943; Spence, 1951) held that the relationship
between arousal and performance was positive and linear. The Hull-Spence drive theory specifically
states that an increase in drive (that has become linked by many to arousal) will increase the
likelihood that a well-learned response will occur (likely improving performance); whereas arousal
will decrease performance of a task that is not well-learned (Spence & Spence, 1966). However, this
position gradually fell out of favor due to its lack of empirical support, the difficulty in testing the
hypothesis, and the robust anecdotal evidence to the contrary (Neiss, 1988). This allowed the
inverted-U hypothesis to gain further support as the predominant framework.

Duffy is cited as one of the major early proponents of arousal and activation constructs (Duffy 1941,
1957). She conjectured that humans organize responses to achieve and maintain equilibrium (based
heavily on Cannon’s hypotheses). Moreover, she suggested that we tend to be selective in our
response to various stimuli and that our attention is directed as a result of our personal goals. She
indicated that after evaluating the relationship of elements within the environment we mobilize an
energetical system (Cannon, 1915) to meet the demands presented. Duffy implicated arousal in the
activation of this system and indicated that it supplied the energy for the organism’s behavioral
response. Driven by the desire to reduce the number of psychological concepts required to explain
such a response, she further contended that these three qualities: directional response, relational
evaluation, and energy mobilization, were common to all human responses (Duffy, 1941). In later
work, Duffy (1957) provided a review of the experimental support for arousal as a unitary function
in the human response system. Taking this notion and the original work of Yerkes and Dodson a step
further, she asserted, “In general, the optimal degree of activation appears to be a moderate one, the
curve which expresses the relationship between activation and quality of performance taking the form
of an inverted U.” (p. 268). Thus, the desire for an organizing force and the reduction of
unnecessary levels of psychological explanation appear to have fueled early investigations into the
role of arousal as the underlying energy system in human performance.

Duffy was certainly not alone in her assertions. During the middle of the last century, Hebb (1955)
was examining the relationship between motivation and the nervous system. He characterized this
relationship as roughly curvilinear. Falk and Bindra (1954) found that performance on simple tasks,
like time estimation, was enhanced through modest increases in arousal (inferred from the threat of
pain). Broadhurst (1957) attempted to expand Yerkes and Dodson’s principle to include different
motivational influences (air deprivation instead of electric shock) and a different population, using
rats instead of mice. His findings appear consistent with the curvilinear principle —rats swimming
speed while immersed under water increased based on the amount of time submerged up to a point, at
which it decreased. Broadhurst concluded that learning has an optimal level of motivation or drive
associated with it, and that when motivation exceeds this level, performance suffers. Shortly afterward,
Easterbrook (1959), in his seminal paper on the relationship between stress and performance (the
effects of emotion on cue utilization), argued that there is an optimal level of stress associated with
cue sampling (attention allocation) as one scans and absorbs the various stimuli in his or her
environment. Easterbrook (1959) proposed that the effects of arousal under stress were motivational
in nature, serving to better organize a course of action, as opposed to emotional, leading to a
disruption in performance. This too seemed to adhere to the Yerkes-Dodson principle.



A large body of work by Hans Selye (1956) furthered this concept. Selye published over 1,500
articles and 30 books on the subject of stress and coping, and his work on the Global Adaptation
Syndrome (GAS) propelled beliefs in the ubiquitous inverted U. Other authors encouraged the
field’s adoption of the hypothesis as well. Teichner, Arees, and Reilly (1963) proposed a distraction-
arousal theory. They contended that stressors have two primary mechanisms for negatively affecting
performance: they either distract the operator, drawing attention away from the primary task or they
increase the operator’s level of arousal past optimal levels. Turning their focus to affective processes,
Schachter and Singer (1962) devised an ingenious experiment aimed at determining the relationship
between arousal and cognition in the creation of emotional states. They injected subjects with
epinephrine to induce physiological arousal and then exposed them to various social conditions using
confederates that provided a model for their cognitive and emotional experience (i.e., acting agitated
or joyful). They suggested that emotions were nothing more than generalized arousal added to
context-based cognitions. Specifically, they found evidence for the assertion that physiological
arousal was necessary but not sufficient for emotion. Similarly, cognition was not enough alone to
enact an emotional state either. However, when provided with physiological arousal and explanatory
cognitions, individuals experienced emotional states that were congruent with that of confederates.
While these findings were later challenged by others (Plutchik & Ax, 1967), they demonstrate the
widespread acceptance and propagation of the theory.

During the course of arousal theory’s evolution, many have come to view its definitive expression as
a physiological one. Given the apparently inseparable state of arousal and stress, researchers
commonly link physiologic reactivity to the human stress response. However, Stokes and Kite (2001)
report on the misperception of various physiological measures (i.e., corticoids or skin temperature) as
necessarily indicators of stress. They note that such measures need not co-vary and are often
associated with a variety of positive and negative affective states. Roscoe (1978), in his investigation
of this alignment, stated that physiological markers are not accurate measures of emotional stress.
This connection has fused in large measure due to Cannon’s (1915) efforts to detail the human fight
or flight response and Selye’s (1956) work on the Global Adaptation Syndrome (GAS). Stokes and
Kite (2001) cite Selye’s contention that the human response to stress is a nonspecific systemic
reaction. This view closely resembles elements in arousal theory and served to support volumes of
experimental work in this joint direction. They argue that although nonspecific physiological arousal
has become inextricably linked with psychological stress, it is inadequate in its explanation of the
human stress response.

Stokes and Kite propose, as Lazarus suggested earlier (1991), that the human stress response may be
best envisioned within the context of emotions. In concert with this perspective, they promote the
Affect Program Theory (Ekman, 1977) as an empirically grounded framework for the relationship
between emotions and stress. This approach suggests that when an event or condition is experienced
that is deemed significant to the organism, its features are matched to a pre-packaged template or
pattern of adaptations. Specifically, any pattern encountered elicits a prepared physiological
response. Each emotion corresponds with, or is contained within, this pre-packaged response. This
line of thinking is consistent with that of many emotion researchers who have come to view emotional
response as a preparatory step to formulate action. Emotions are seen as managing both motivational
resources and regulating behavioral and cognitive activation (Frijda, 1986; 1996; Panksepp, 1996).
Stemmler, Heldmann, Pauls, and Scherer (2001) extended this view in their exploration of
psychophysiological responses to fear and anger under real-world and imaginal states. They suggest
that emotion exists in context-deviation specificity. Specifically, they concluded that each individual
has response components within a greater somatovisceral response organization that directs resource



allocation based on situational circumstances. Examples of such responses are the activation of
behavioral inhibition, approach and avoidance responses, the alerting response, and the defense
reflex. According to Stemmler and colleague’s framework, these response components would
naturally be followed by an, “emotion signature proper” whose primary function is “...to prepare
the organism for the emotion-specific, upcoming need to act and to protect itself with a hardwired,
fixed somatovisceral adaptation.” (p. 290). The authors suggested that Cannon’s (1915) fight or
flight model would be best reconceptualized as a defensive reflex given the proposed organization
described above.

These views are consistent with the work of Thackray (Thackray, 1988; Thackray & Touchstone,
1983) who examined the startle response and its impact on performance. Thackray reported that the
startle reflex immediately follows an initial orienting response to an unexpected stimulus, typically
within 100 milliseconds after the event. Accordingly, he and others (Landis & Hunt, 1939) have
suggested that this reflexive response is likely to be pre-emotional. The authors asserted that the
response includes physiological and subjective dimensions. Physiologically, the startle reflex includes
a full array of autonomic and central nervous system activation that has been characterized as general
and non-specific. The authors theorized that the subjective feeling state induced by the startle reflex
is related to fear or anger; however, being pre-emotional, the reaction is believed to be different, in
some yet undefined way, than these more advanced affective states. Research on the startle response
has convincingly demonstrated its effects on performance (May & Rice, 1971; Sternbach, 1960;
Thackray, 1965) and is discussed in a further section of the review.

Certainly there is no consensus concerning emotion’s role in the human stress response, nor has there
been a more dominant voice than that of arousal theory. There are a variety of inverted-U designs
that are depicted in the stress literature, but they all resemble a bell curve or normal distribution
curve. Some texts use the term arousal (as the x-axis seen in figure 1) while others choose to call it
motivation, stress or even anxiety. However, these are all different constructs and none are definitively
tied to Yerkes and Dodson’s original work (1908) nor are they explicitly connected to all of the
subsequent studies “confirming” the utility of arousal theory. To make the situation worse, much of
the time the graphic (the inverted U) fails to make explicit the nature of the performance or stressor
in the model. Readers are simply left to assume that this model must apply generically across the
gamut of performance possibilities.

Yet the majority of the scientific community today says that this isn’t so. Christianson (1992)
conducted a rigorous review of the literature on arousal’s role in memory function and suggested
that it was time to retire the inverted U as it no longer was useful in describing the relationship
between stress or arousal and memory performance. Other authors have similarly rejected the
common use of this model within a variety of cognitive and physical domains (Stokes & Kite, 1994).
Broadbent (1963) argued that since the effects of stressors are different, there may not be a singular
mechanism that mediates an individual’s reactions to stress. He found that various putative stressors
resulted in differing patterns of behavior. For example, loss of sleep affected the speed of
performance but not the accuracy of that performance and only typically at the end of a task. Noise
affected accuracy but not speed and also only typically at the end of a task. However, heat affected
accuracy but not speed and it did so generally at the beginning of a task. Thus, when holding the task
constant, these putative stressors revealed different patterns of decrement in performance, which may
hint toward different underlying mechanisms—something inconsistent with a unitary arousal
explanation. Broadbent’s later work (1971) asserted that noise increased arousal which in turn
resulted in a narrowing of attention leading to a restriction in the range of information processed.
This position is consistent with Easterbrook’s earlier hypothesis regarding restricted cue sampling.



This suggests that arousal may have a role to play, perhaps simply as a covariate, in the moderation of
information processing that relates to changes in performance under stress.

Although research in this area has supported a number of different conclusions, research specific to
cognitive performance generally suggests more of a linear trend under arousal and stress (Broadbent
& Broadbent, 1988). Giesbrecht, Arnett, Vela, and Bristow (1993) found that performance on
complex tasks like public speaking or math calculations was degraded through increases in arousal,
and similar results were reported by Lovallo (1997). However, even this area of study is not immune
to divergence. Brookhuis and de Waard (2001) provided support for a curvilinear relationship
between stress and performance. They drew a distinction between underload —a condition leading to
a reduction in alertness and lowered attention, and overload—leading to distraction and diverted
attention. Other research indicates that an idiographic performance profile, tied to the specific stressor
and the specific dimension of performance being measured, is most appropriate. Sullivan and Bhagat
(1992) reviewed the research literature pertaining to relational models. They suggested that there are
a number of different relationships that have empirical support. Some of these resemble skewed
versions of the inverted U, others are non-inverted Us, many show linear patterns, and some are even a
straight line, showing very little effect of arousal across different intensities and performance

Figure 2. Positive and negative linear relationships are depicted above, the absence of a
relationship is shown by the straight line, while a combination of research findings (positive,
negative and null) are mapped alongside the curvilinear model proposed by the Yerkes-Dodson
principle.
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dimensions (see figure 2). Westman and Eden (1996) examined the relationship between stress and
performance across a variety of mental domains. These authors tested for the inverted-U hypothesis
and the negative linear trend hypothesis. Their results demonstrated support for the latter and not the
former. In other words, the research literature addressing this issue remains conflicted.

In any case, the Yerkes-Dodson law and the infamous inverted U seem to have outlived their
usefulness as an absolute and unitary theory in human performance. However, if not an overarching
theory of arousal, then how should the relationship between stress, the various demands one faces, and
human performance be explained? Several authors have approached this question in an attempt to
create an adequate replacement for arousal theory. A brief summary of recent frameworks, models,
and theories follows.

Theoretical Perspectives of Resource Theory and Activation

Welford (1973) explored three models of stress and performance (arousal theory, signal-detection
theory, and the Yerkes-Dodson law) in an attempt to unify them under a new framework. He posited
that stress arises when an organism departs from an optimal condition. Drawing upon stress
definitions from McGrath (1970) and Sells (1970), he suggested that motivation plays a role in
spurring action against this deviation from an optimal state. Welford has not been alone in asserting
the strong role motivation may play in performance outcome. Lovallo (1997) suggested that the
greater the arousal, the greater the motivation and confirmed this notion with research conducted on
the stress or anxiety imposed by public speaking. Welford’s observation of an imbalance in the
organism’s state has been furthered by Hammond (2000) who asserted the Cognitive Continuum
theory. This framework is based on two prevailing perspectives, one of Coherence (behavior results
from an interaction between cognitive processes and environmental demands), and one of
Correspondence (behavior results directly from the demand and the outcome of the response to that
demand). According to this theory, stress is viewed as something that breaches the homeostatic
relationship between cognition and the environmental demand (the task).

Pribram and McGuiness (1975; McGuiness & Pribram, 1980) proposed that arousal was one of two
cortical regulatory systems in the body. According to their framework, arousal is the externally
oriented system while activation is the internally oriented system. These authors further delineated
three brain-based attentional mechanisms that ground the model in empirically derived
neuroanatomical relationships. They posited that the first regulates arousal based on input values
(externally oriented). The authors suggested this control function is best associated with the
amygdala. This assertion is heavily based in a review of amygdalectomy research that has found a
consistent pattern of the amygdala’s role in both facilitating and inhibiting physiological arousal.
The second mechanism is located within the basal ganglia and has been implicated in the control of
the organism’s preparatory response system—referred to as activation. This connection draws on the
voluminous literature detailing the orienting response. Finally, Pribram and McGuiness’ third
mechanism coordinates the former two, arousal and activation. This final system is believed to be
associated with the hippocampus (based at least in part on a review of hippocampalectomy research
findings). One of its primary functions is to separate the stimulus and its response through the re-
organization of amygdala and basal ganglia mechanisms. The authors suggested that this process is
best described as the application of effort. Their investigation provides a detailed description of the
neuronal systems and corresponding research that offer support for the relationships described
above.

Hancock and Warm (1989) formulated their own arousal replacement framework. In their model
these authors described the "trinity of stress" as consisting of input features (environmental stressors),



adaptation features (cognitive appraisal), and output features (changes in bodily functions and
ultimately performance efficiency). After reviewing the stress and human performance literature,
Hancock and Warm concluded that every stressor produced a unique array of effects on both
cognition and performance. This led them to agree with Broadbent (1963) surmising that it may not
be possible to find a unitary governing theory. Wofford and Daly (1997) also defined the human
stress response as constituting three domains: physiological arousal (i.e., heart rate, blood pressure,
temperature, etc.), psychological responses (i.e., dissatisfaction, anxiety, sleep problems, depression,
irritation, etc.), and behavioral responses (i.e., job performance, drug abuse, eating disorders,
aggression, poor relations, etc.). Although not attempting to apply a unitary model, their division of
the stress response represents a convergence among many researchers—outlining physical, cognitive
or psychological, and behavioral or performance characteristics.

One traditional theory of cognitive science dictates that there are three levels of explanation that can
be used to understand cognitive phenomena: biological, symbolic processing, and adaptive (Newell,
1980; Pylyshyn, 1984). For example, noise may be seen as affecting cortical arousal, causing the
redistribution of processing resources, or it may affect the personal meaning of the task leading to a
change in motivation (Matthews, 2001). One theory that has been linked to all three of these levels is
resource theory. Resource theory suggests there is a general reservoir of mental resources that can be
drawn from to assist the organism in completing task demands. From a theoretical perspective, this
pool of resources is believed to vary in amount based on the arousal of the individual (Kahneman,
1973; Mandler, 1979). Szalma and Hancock (2002) provided an overview of the concept and its
development. They point out that various metaphors have been used to describe resources, hydraulic
and thermodynamic principles have been the most common. It has been suggested that the cognitive
structures responsible for information processing are in fact the resources described although this can
not be established given the state of current research capabilities.

Kahneman (1973) is frequently cited as the progenitor of the limited-capacity resource model,
although Norman and Bobrow (1975) are typically credited with coining the term. Specifically,
Kahneman posited that there is a limited pool of mental resources that can be divided across tasks.
Thus, when considering concurrent task management, Kahneman suggested there is likely to be an
attentional conflict created between the demands of the competing tasks. He asserted that this conflict
is due to the dual demand on resource allocation (from the primary to the secondary task). Wickens
(1984) suggested that resources can be considered synonymous with a number of terms such as
capacity, attention, and effort. He indicated that these concepts all refer to the “...underlying
commodity, of limited availability, that enables performance of a task.” (p. 67). Kinsbourne and
Hicks (1978) argued that resources can be construed as competing for actual cerebral space. Others
have tied the brain’s metabolism of glucoproteins and changes in blood flow to resource
management and consumption (Gur & Reivich, 1980; Sokoloff, 1975).

Fairclough (2001), in his review of compensatory models of effort (related to fatigue), indicated that
Kahneman (1973) was the first to conclusively link mental effort to attention control within an
information processing model. He asserted that Kahneman’s basic premise was that task demands
were defined by the amount of effort required and that failure to provide that level of effort resulted
in performance decrements. Fairclough suggested that the regulation of mental effort at the principle
level is performed on the basis of subjective appraisals of the task demands, the individual’s current
performance level, and a self-appraisal of stress and comfort. Evidence supports the notion that this
self-assessment becomes more inaccurate with greater stress: “the appropriate regulation of mental
effort hinges on the reliability of feedback by self-monitoring and appraisal.” Fairclough argued
that “an increase of mental effort is associated with an increased fidelity of self-monitoring, effective
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memory retrieval, and analytical processing of a problem space.” (p. 491). From this perspective,
then, mental effort is a finite resource that is regulated (invested or conserved) and may be
synonymous with the regulation of attention.

Yeo and Neal (2004) have also examined the relationship between effort (how hard someone tries to
do something) and performance. Although little is known about how effort and performance are
directly related, the authors state that “motivation is assumed to affect performance by influencing
the way that individuals allocate effort to tasks. The majority of motivation research has concentrated
on assessing the predictive strength of motivational interventions, such as goal setting, or constructs,
such as valence and self-efficacy, that are thought to influence the allocation of effort to tasks.” (p.
231). The authors note several assumptions that underlie this view of effort and performance. For
instance, task difficulty is believed to relate to the amount of effort that is allocated to the task
(assuming that the more difficult the task, the greater the effort allocation). Yeo and Neal’s review of
this literature highlighted several key findings: 1) an individual’s employment of effort depends on
his level of skill on a task and his rate of learning, 2) when faced with novel tasks, effort tends to
initially increase until greater familiarity with the task is achieved, 3) perceived task difficulty and
effort are highly correlated which may suggest they share an underlying construct, and finally, 4)
effort changes throughout skill acquisition and these changes appear related to cognitive ability and
goal orientation.

Resource theory has found support among a large cross-section of the research community. While
attempting to create a power function to predict psychophysical workload, Gopher and Braune
(1984) found a strong correlation between the task difficulty index (based on task characteristics)
and a measurement of invested resources (based on subjective measures). They concluded that their
data strongly supported Kahneman’s (1973) resource model. Consistent with this perspective,
Neuberg and Newsom (1993) asserted a cognitive structuring model that explains the effects of stress
on various elements of cognition. They indicated that the creation and use of schemas, prototypes,
scripts, attitudes, and stereotypes helps to reduce cognitive load, which draws upon this finite pool of
resources.

Wickens (1984; 1991; 1992) has worked extensively on both attentional capacity theory and an
expansion of this framework as a revision of resource theory. Wickens (1991) defined resources as
“...a small set of scarce commodities within the human information processing system, which is
associated with a distinct physiological structure, and with physiological arousal changes as increased
demands are placed on it.” (p. 22). He has also asserted that resources can be mobilized voluntarily
and allocated in regulated quantities as needed for task completion. Describing the specific
mechanism and structures under which these processes function is a bit more difficult; however, based
on earlier resource capacity frameworks, Wickens (1991) introduced a multiple resources model:

“the resource concept is founded on the underlying assumption that the human operator has a
limited capacity for processing resources that may be allocated to task performance.” (p. 4). He
illustrated this model using concurrent task management. Wickens suggested that three possible
factors were engaged in concurrent task management performance outcomes. The first was

confusion. He defined the confusion of task elements as a condition where similar tasks often
interfere with performance while more distinct tasks degrade performance less often. The second
potential outcome is cooperation. The cooperation between task processes can be seen when high task
similarity yields combined results (i.e., tracking a ball as you prepare to hit it with a racquet). Finally,
there also can be competition between demands. Competition for resources, specifically resource
allocation to one task versus another, results in diminishing resources from the other task(s) being
managed. Wickens has argued that timesharing (cooperation) improves between tasks to the extent
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that they use separate versus shared resources. Wickens (1991) has drawn a very distinct parallel
between mental effort and resources. In diagramming the relationship between performance, task
difficulty, and resources, he asserted that Performance = Resources / Task Difficulty. Thus ultimate
performance can be described (not predicted) by assessing the amount of resources remaining after
having been divided by the difficulty of the task.

Several theorists have attacked the suggestion that there is a general reservoir of resources (Allport,
1980; Neisser, 1976) used for information processing and others have suggested there may be
multiple pools of resources as opposed to s single pool (Marsh, Hicks, & Cook, 2004). Navon (1984)
examined the notion of resources and the assumptions made by resource theory. He challenged the
idea that such resources were limited in nature, stating, “...the existence of resources of limited
quantity serving as mental input to processing is a theoretical claim that should be put to empirical
test.” (p. 217). During his review of the theory, Navon pointed out the many enticing features of
resource theory that frame the various effects found in the research literature. For instance, he
observed that motivational level can be readily seen as a regulatory agent involved in the allocation of
resources to a task, that task difficulty can been seen as a modulator of the efficiency of a resource in
its production or output, and that task complexity, “...may be regarded as tapping the load imposed
by the task and thereby the amount of resources.” (p. 219). Furthermore, from this perspective, dual-
task deficits may be viewed as degrading performance on the primary task as a result of a reduction
in the resources activated. In addition, bolstering the priority given to the concurrent task may also
reduce the resources available to the primary task and a similar effect may be incurred by varying the
concurrent task’s difficulty. It is generally assumed that the more complex the task, the more
resources it consumes (Gopher & Braune, 1984).

All of this said, Navon contends that there are many limitations and difficulties with the theory that
have not been resolved. For instance, there are no reliable tools at our disposal to validate the claims
listed above. Also, the theory as posited is unfalsifiable. The author concluded that a limited-capacity
resource theory is no more explanatory than an unlimited-capacity resource theory. Thus, without
clear empirical validation of its explanations or predictions, Navon stated resource theory “...may
turn out to be excess baggage.” (p. 216).

Matthews (2001) also provided a critique of resource models, concluding that they tend to be
somewhat ambiguous at an explanatory level, suggesting that their usefulness remains descriptive. He
proposed that there are three potential bases for the relationship between the resource model and the
outcomes it describes. First, there may be an actual change in the parameters of the information
processing architecture. That is to say, stressors may change the total quantity of resources available
at any given moment. Resource loss may occur as a result of changes in biological or neural
functioning (i.e., thermal stress leads to a breakdown in thermal regulation). Second, changes in task
demands may occur. Specifically, a processing distraction may interfere with task-related
performance (i.e., multiple tasks may overload the processing of information). Finally, changes in
strategy may occur. The suggestion here is that the strategic allocation of resources across different
task components may change. Matthews indicates that this type of change is likely a consequence of
emotion-focused coping.

Energetical Models

Hockey (1984; 1997) presented a framework for the analysis of the effects of stress and high
workload on human performance based on Broadbent's (1971) and Kahneman's (1973) models,
combining energetical and informational processes. Hockey proposed that activation or energetical
processes are allocated, controlled, and subjected to resource management decisions. His model
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assumes that behavior is goal-directed and self-regulated and that this regulation incurs costs to other
parts of the system.

Gaillard and Wientjes (1994) presented their own conceptual framework for mental load (objective
demands imposed by a task or subjective ratings of task demands) and stress (input demands or
environmental factors, output responses, state feelings, or processes). These authors identified two
different types of energy mobilization systems: effort (dominated by the adrenal-medullary system
and catecholamines) and distress (dominated by the adrenal-cortical system and cortisol). This
formulation is similar to Karasek and Theorell’s (1990) model of activity and strain. From this
perspective, mental load-related energy mobilization is associated with activation states while stress-
related mobilization is associated with disorganized states.

Gaillard (2001) put forth a theory of energetic mechanisms that focuses on the way in which our
body regulates states of activation needed to perform and process. Unlike the various resource
theories (Kahneman, 1973; Sanders, 1983; Wickens, 1991; 1992), this model is focused on regulatory
processes and not the availability of supplies. Gaillard’s perspective on the role of a regulated energy
mobilization process is shared by many others (Dyregrov, Solomon, & Bassoe, 2000). Consistent with
the Gaillard and Wientjes’ (1994) framework, Gaillard (2001) views arousal as an activating or
energizing force. He favors the term energetics in describing the regulation of information
processing, preferring it over arousal, effort, fatigue, and activation because it does not have any
specific theoretical connotations. Gaillard believes that these energy mobilizations typically occur
under one of the following conditions: 1) task-induced situations—in which activation results from
the stimulation of the task or environment itself, 2) internally guided mental effort—a voluntary
mobilization under a given mental load, or 3) under periods of emotional arousal —during stressful
or threatening situations.

Gaillard (2001), after reviewing the research literature, concluded that stress had several dimensions,
including 1) an input function (work demands, emotional threat, or adverse environment), 2) an
output function (pattern of behavioral, subjective, and physiological responses —strain), 3) an
affective state (in which one feels strained and threatened subjectively), and 4) a process (resulting in
a degraded work capacity). He also argued that complex or novel tasks require greater resources than
do simple, well-trained tasks. His research has helped to reveal that a “try harder” effortful response
can sustain performance for brief periods prior to incurring high physiological and psychological
costs (measured via strain and fatigue). He has also found that intense and negative emotions have a
deleterious impact on performance in three ways: they disrupt state regulation, they distract the
processing of task information, and they cause psychosomatic complaints that demand attention. For
example, anxiety is an emotion that takes, in Gaillard’s language, “control

precedence” —continually begging for attention, reducing the capacity available for processing task-
relevant information.

Gaillard (2001) distinguished between mental load and stress. In terms of energy mobilization,
mental load manifests itself as normal mental effort (a healthy coping strategy) while stress is seen as
enhanced activation that fails to improve performance. Similarly, state regulation, when viewed
relative to mental load, is seen as a temporary condition that assists task completion and then returns
to normal. On the other hand, stress’s activation is not controlled by the task demands and fails to
facilitate recovery. Gaillard viewed one’s mood as arising from the positive emotions associated with
challenges under mental load versus stress’s negative affectivity which results from threat perceptions.
Finally, the author asserted that coping strategies also differ significantly between these two processes.
Under mental load, coping tends to be task-focused while under stress it tends to be emotion-focused.
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Direct and Indirect Effects of Putative Stressors

There is significant inconsistency among researchers concerning the direct and indirect effects of
various putative stressors. Direct stress effects are those incurred by the task load alone irrespective of
any psychological stress that may also be generated. Accordingly, indirect stress effects are those that
evolve out of psychological factors associated with the task load demands. There is a fine line that
separates these two, and they can be indistinguishable at times. This fact has made their separation
and measurement particularly difficult. There are several issues at the heart of the inconsistencies
found in the literature. For example, is the application of some task demand (i.e., workload or time
pressure) an application of stress? Many would argue that it is while others would contend the
contrary. Proponents of the former typically offer one of two arguments. The first argument states
that stress is a term that can be applied to any demand on a system. Therefore, any task that requires
mental resources qualifies as a stressor—it places a demand on the system. This argument meets the
criteria of early stress definitions (stimulus-based approaches); however, it is no longer as accepted
given the widespread belief that stress is transactional in nature. The second argument proposes that
demands incur a psychological cost in addition to their direct effects. That is to say, these demands
trigger a psychological response such as frustration, anxiety, or psychological discomfort. This
response often contains both physiological and mental components that vie for resources. In this way,
stress acts as a secondary workload factor drawing resources away from the primary demand,
devoting them instead to secondary psychological processes.

On the other hand, a compelling argument can be made that workload is a demand that does not
require, nor regularly incur, a secondary psychological cost. In applying the stated definition of
stress—the interaction between three perceptions: a demand, an ability to cope with that demand, and
the importance of being able to cope (McGrath, 1976), it’s difficult to see how demand
characteristics alone qualify as stressors. For example, in some circumstances time pressure and/or
workload would trigger anxiety or frustration that might further distract or interfere with
performance. However, it is not clear that this would necessarily be so in most, let alone all, situations.

If we agree that subjective experience and specifically cognitive appraisal (a transactional model
assumption) is elemental in defining stress, then one must assume it plays a significant role in
answering questions about whether workload, time pressure, or other putative stressors carry both
direct and indirect effects. Does this suggest that when a demand is deemed stressful or upsetting it is
necessarily a stressor, regardless of the objective outcome? If an increase in workload does not impair
performance yet is viewed as stressful by the operator, does this indicate that it should be considered a
stressor? Reasonable arguments can be made to support both positions, and the research literature, in
its current state, is a reflection of this fact. Although it can be argued that each “stressor” involves
direct effects, each may also carry indirect effects as well. For example, time pressure limits the time
available to perform a given task. This limit is a physical boundary that does not require any
psychological explanation in understanding its direct effects on performance. However, this limitation
often evokes a corresponding psychological reaction such as anxiety that has secondary or indirect
effects on performance. The ability to separate these two dimensions has proven difficult for the
research community. The research that addresses various putative stressors discussed in the review
(e.g., workload, time pressure, heat and cold, noise, and fatigue) rarely makes the distinction between
these two dimensions, given the inherent difficulty in doing so. Therefore, discussions of these factors
in this review comprise both direct and indirect effects, without distinguishing between them.

Workload as a Substitute for Stress

Several researchers have attempted to side-step the inter-relationship between direct and indirect
effects by relying on descriptions of workload alone, ignoring potentially related psychological stress
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(Hancock & Desmond, 2001). In doing so, they have circumvented a direct discussion of stress and
its role in performance degradation or enhancement. However, in leaving this issue unaddressed, these
authors have left the reader to infer a stress effect in many instances, correctly or not. I have not
attempted to resolve this issue but to make the reader aware of it.

Andre (2001) defined workload as, “...a hypothetical construct that represents the cost incurred by a
human operator to achieve a particular level of performance.” (p. 377). Kahneman (1973)
considered workload to be a primary source of resource depletion and defined it as “...the
proportion of the capacity an operator spends on task performance.” Kantowitz and Simsek (2001)
defined it as, “an intervening variable that modulates the tuning between the demands of the
environment and the capabilities of the organism.” They indicated that this variable, being theoretical
in nature, “...cannot be directly observed but must be inferred from changes in performance.” (p.
405). The central purpose of workload as a construct was provided by Gopher and Donchin (1986)
who suggested that it was “...intended to capture limitations on the operator’s information
processing apparatus as...viewed from the perspective of some assigned tasks.” Lastly, Wickens
(2001) favored Moray’s (1979) definition of mental workload; “...an inferred construct that
mediates between task difficulty, operator skill, and observed performance.” (pp. 443). These
definitions of workload are very similar to early conceptions of stress—an interaction between
demands and resources (the stimulus-based approach). The most noticeable feature here is the
absence of any explicit cognitive function such as appraisal. However, one shouldn’t conclude that
workload simply constitutes the demands of a given task. On the contrary, the dominant perspectives
in the field cited above provide ample evidence that workload is believed to be much more than that.
Unfortunately, once researchers go beyond the most elementary description of the term, confusion
over its meaning rises rapidly.

In response to this confusion, Hilburn and Jorna (2001) differentiated between workload and task
load. They suggested that task load should be defined as the demand imposed by the task itself, and
they conceive of workload as the subjective experience of the task demand. Parasuraman and
Hancock (2001) made a similar differentiation in their dynamic and adaptive model of workload:
“Workload may be driven by the task load imposed on human operators from external
environmental sources but not deterministically so, because workload is also mediated by the
individual response of human operators to the load and their skill levels, task management strategies,
and other personal characteristics.” (p. 306). The authors defined task load as what the work or tasks
bring as environmental loads on the organism or system while workload concerns what is experienced
by the organism or system as it attempts to adapt accordingly. These two sets of definitions illustrate
the continued overlap between direct and indirect stress effects in the research literature.

Hendy, Farrell, and East