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Yerkes-Dodson Law of Arousal Psychology Definition

The Yerkes-Dodson Law of Arousal, a cornerstone concept in psychology, elucidates the relationship
between arousal and performance. This principle, formulated by psychologists Robert Yerkes and
John Dillingham Dodson in 1908, suggests that there is an optimal level of arousal for peak
performance in tasks, which can vary based on the complexity of the task at hand. Understanding
this law is crucial for both individuals and organizations seeking to optimize performance in various
settings, including education, sports, and workplace environments. This article delves into the
nuances of the Yerkes-Dodson Law, its implications, and practical applications.

The Origin of the Yerkes-Dodson Law

The Yerkes-Dodson Law emerged from a series of experiments conducted by Yerkes and Dodson in
the early 20th century. Their research primarily focused on animal behavior, specifically examining
how arousal affects learning and performance. They found that:

1. Simple tasks improved with higher levels of arousal.
2. Complex tasks showed a decline in performance when arousal levels were too high.

This led to the formulation of the inverted U-shaped curve, which visually represents the relationship
between arousal and performance.



The Inverted U-Shape Curve

The Yerkes-Dodson Law is often illustrated through an inverted U-shaped curve, which depicts the
following:

- Low Arousal: At low levels of arousal, performance tends to be suboptimal. Individuals may feel
drowsy, uninterested, or distracted, leading to poor performance.

- Optimal Arousal: As arousal increases, performance improves, reaching its peak at a certain point.
This optimal arousal level varies depending on the complexity of the task.

- High Arousal: Beyond the optimal point, further increases in arousal can lead to a decline in
performance. This is especially true for complex tasks that require higher cognitive functioning,
where too much stress or anxiety can impair performance.

The Role of Task Complexity

One of the critical aspects of the Yerkes-Dodson Law is its emphasis on task complexity. The
relationship between arousal and performance is not one-size-fits-all; it varies depending on the
nature of the task being performed.



