Whether you're revving up for a motorsport track day, prepping for a big presentation at work, or simply trying to
nail your next big challenge, understanding how your body and mind handle pressure can make a huge
motorsportweek.com difference. One of the most useful tools for this is the Inverted-U Arousal Curve. It's often
called the Yerkes-Dodson Law, and it shows how your level of arousal—think alertness, focus, mental energy—

affects your performance.

This blog post will cut through the jargon and explain why it matters to you, especially if you want better reaction
times and sharper decision making under stress. Plus, I'll share practical insights on how to manage your

arousal with simple pre-session routines and easy breathing techniques.

What Is the Inverted-U Arousal Curve?

Imagine plotting your performance on a graph against your arousal level. At very low arousal—say when you're
sluggish or bored—your performance tends to be poor. As arousal increases, so does performance, up to a point.
But beyond that, if arousal gets too high, performance declines. When you draw that curve, it looks like an upside-

down “U."

Arousal Level Performance Typical Mental State Low Poor — sluggish, unfocused Bored, tired, under-stimulated
Moderate Optimal — peak reaction times and decision-making Alert, engaged, tuned-in High Poor — jittery,

overwhelmed, careless errors Anxious, stressed, frantic

This relationship is named the Yerkes-Dodson Law after psychologists who first described it in 1908. Although
the curve shape is a simplification, it provides a valuable framework to tune your mental state and maximise your

best performance—what we can call your optimal arousal band.

Why The Optimal Arousal Band Matters for Reaction Time and
Decision Making

In sports like motorsport, quick reflexes and split-second decisions can be the difference between a smooth lap

and a costly mistake. Research shows that being in your optimal arousal band helps you:

* Process information faster: Your brain efficiently filters what's important, improving reaction time.
* Make better decisions under stress: You avoid panic or rushing, maintaining clear judgement.
* Stay calm yet alert: You engage your focus without becoming overwhelmed.

Drop below the band and you're slow and lazy, lagging behind the action. Push above it, and your brain floods

with stress chemicals like adrenaline and cortisol, making you scatter-brained or prone to errors.

This effect is not just for athletes. GOV.UK's mental health guidance states that managing stress levels helps you

maintain wellbeing and cognitive sharpness, which confirms the science behind the curve.

How to Manage Your Arousal Before Your Session: Pre-Session Routine
as Working-Memory Management

This is where a good pre-session routine enters the picture. Think of your brain's working memory like a
whiteboard—it has limited space to hold info upfront. If this board is cluttered with worries, distractions or specific
outcome expectations (like “I must not mess up, or else”), it cripples your ability to focus on what really matters

right before you start.


https://www.motorsportweek.com/2026/08/10/nerves-at-200mph-how-racing-drivers-manage-anxiety-and-focus/

So, a functional pre-session routine acts like an eraser, sweeping unnecessary thoughts away and tuning your

focus externally—on the process and immediate cues, not the looming results.

1. Set a simple, clear process cue: for example, "Watch the apex, smooth throttle” for your track session, or

“Focus on breath and listen” during a presentation.
2. Run through a brief checklist: physical checks (equipment, posture), mental checks (awareness, confidence).
3. Engage your senses: look, listen, feel the environment to ground attention outside your head.
4. Avoid thinking about 'winning' or ‘failure’: these outcome goals increase pressure and distract.

By creating this routine—something reliably repeatable—you manage your working memory load and climb into

your optimal arousal band more easily.

Using Extended-Exhale Breathing for a Quick Physiological Shift

If you start feeling your arousal sneak into the the “too high” zone, there's a neat physiological trick that many
driver coaches endorse: extended-exhale breathing. It's simple but powerful. By slowing your exhale relative to
your inhale, you tap into your parasympathetic nervous system—the “rest-and-digest” mode—that calms your

heart rate and quiets your racing thoughts within 60-90 seconds.
Here's how to try it:

1. Inhale gently through the nose for 3—4 seconds.
2. Exhale slowly through the mouth for 5-6 seconds, longer than your inhale.

3. Repeat this cycle 5-7 times, keeping your focus on the breath rhythms.

This technique gives your body and mind a fast-track back to the "alert but calm” sweet spot on the curve. It's
especially useful in the crucial two minutes before it starts—the pre-grid lineup, the moments before green lights

go, or the seconds prior to a presentation.

External Process-Focused Attention vs Outcome Focus

A big mental difference under pressure is whether you focus on how you're performing versus what result you
want. This subtle shift in attention is one of the best-known tricks amongst driver coaches and sports

psychologists.

® Outcome Focus: “| must finish top 3,” or “Don’t mess up this corner.” This ramps up anxiety and narrows

your thinking to consequences instead of actions.

* Process Focus: "Look far ahead,” “Smooth steering inputs,” or “Keep your eyes up.” This draws your mind

away from worries and into the task-relevant moment.

Many studies back this up: a process focus encourages staying within your optimal arousal band, improving

reaction time and decision making. It prevents you from freezing or rushing impulsively when stakes are high.

Sharing and Discussing the Inverted-U Curve

If you found this explanation helpful, sharing it could help your friends, colleagues, or fellow enthusiasts perform

better too. Here's how you can spread the word via popular social platforms:

* Facebook: Post the link with a short note about how managing your mental state can improve your daily

performance.



¢ Twitter/X: Tweet key phrases like #YerkesDodsonLaw #OptimalArousal and tag @GOVUKMentalHealth for

evidence-based credibility.

® Reddit: Share in subreddits like r/sportspsychology, r/Motorsports, or r/Productivity and start a discussion on

how routines help performance.
¢ LinkedIn: Write a short post connecting the curve with workplace performance under deadlines.

® Pinterest: Pin infographics or summary tables related to stress management and the curve for visual learners.

Summary: Master Your Arousal, Master Your Performance
To wrap things up:
¢ The Inverted-U Arousal Curve (Yerkes-Dodson Law) shows that too little or too much arousal harms
performance; your goal is to hit the optimal arousal band.
® Your reaction time and decision making under stress improve when you're alert but calm.
* A solid pre-session routine clears mental clutter, managing your working memory and prepping your focus.
* Extended-exhale breathing offers a quick, practical way to lower arousal before you start.
¢ Keeping attention on the external process instead of outcomes helps maintain the optimal mental state.

Next time you're gearing up for a big moment, ask yourself: “What will | do in the two minutes before it starts?”

Use that time wisely to tune your mind and body into the perfect racing rhythm.

Think about it: got questions or want to share how you manage arousal? drop a comment or hit share on your

favourite social network!

Based on research and guidance from GOV.UK mental health resources and sports performance psychology

principles.
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