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Basic concepts



Arousal

•Drive: provides motivation to perform, but does not select appropriate 

response or determine the direction of behavior.

•Arousal: similar to drive in terms of its behavioral properties, but more 

closely related to its physiological substratum, the reticular activating system.
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Yerkes-Dodson (1908) law: Optimal arousal

•Arousal sometimes is used as a synonym for emotional stress.

•Stress: an emotional response to excessive environmental demands.

•Stress management: some programs use the Yerkes-Dodson law to illustrate 

the psychological consequences of stress.



Arousal and related concepts

•Arousal sometimes is used as a synonym for attention.

•Attention: perceptual selectivity.

•Arousal and attention: arousal tends to reduce the range of stimuli to which 

the organism can pay attention (focusing). 



Arousal and related concepts

•Arousal sometimes is used in relation to curiosity.

•Curiosity: “drive” to explore the environment.

•Curiosity and complexity: complex stimuli tend to induce more curiosity, 

especially after some experience.  

Smith & Dorfman, J Pers Soc Psychol, 1975, 31, 150-155.
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Arousal and related concepts

Humor may involve a (pleasant) increase in arousal, often related to incongruity 

and surprise.


