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THE KNIFE-EDGE OF ANXIETY AND EXCITEMENT

A Better Path
to High Performance

HEN FORCED to perform
in a high-pressure situa-
tion—addressing a room of
skeptical colleagues, meet-
ing with a demanding boss, or singing for
a crowd—keep calm! That, at least, is the
conventional wisdom. Yet new research by
social scientist Alison Wood Brooks, assis-
tant professor of business administration
at Harvard Business School, suggests that
people in fact perform best not when they
try to relax, but when they take simple steps
to get excited about the challenge at hand.

In previous work, Brooks studied how
even run-of-the-mill anxiety (Did I re-
member to turn off the stove? Will I meet
my deadline?) can harm decision-making.
Her research revealed that anxiety is a
drain on cognitive resources, using up
brain power and information-processing
ability and reducing confidence. “Feeling
anxious is very unpleasant,” she says, so
people go to great lengths to avoid it. If
they are involved in negotiations, for ex-
ample, “they exit early, they make large
concessions, they respond very quickly to
counteroffers, and ultimately they perform
poorly.”

Yet anxiety doesn’t always harm per-
formance. The Yerkes-Dodson Law, for-
mulated in the early twentieth century,
maintains that “a moderate amount of
anxiety can actually be motivating and en-
ergizing,” Brooks explains: it may prompt
thorough preparation for a high-stakes

presentation. If arousal and anxiety build,
though, performance begins to decline.

In especially large doses, anxiety can be
debilitating, and trying to quash mount-
ing anxiety in high-pressure moments is
a tremendous challenge. “You must fight
against your physiology—your automatic
physical responses to the situation—
which is very difficult to do,” says Brooks,
who began to wonder whether learning
to think about this physiological state in
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a different way might help people. Anxi-
ety and excitement, she recognized, “are
very similar emotional states. Both emo-
tions are high-arousal, signaled by a rac-
ing heart, sweaty palms, and high levels of
the stress hormone cortisol.” Her studies
have found that people do perform better
when they assign those sensations a posi-
tive meaning, calling them “excitement,”
rather than “stress” or “anxiety.”

In a series of three experiments she de-
scribes in The Journal of Experimental Psychol-
ogy: General, Brooks invited people into a
behavioral laboratory and asked them to
perform an anxiety-inducing activity: sing
karaoke, give a speech, or complete a diffi-
cult math problem. She divided the partic-
ipants for each task into multiple groups;
some were instructed to say “I am excited”
aloud or read instructions on getting ex-
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cited, and others were asked to say, “I am
calm” or “I am anxious.”

Brooks says she saw a “Fake it until you
make it” effect among the excited group. (“If
you say, ‘I'm excited,” you're likely to actu-
ally feel excited,” she notes.) The karaoke-
singing participants used a video game with
voice-recognition software that scored sing-
ing performance on measures such as vol-
ume, pitch, and rhythm. “People who said,
‘T'm excited,’ before they sang actually sang
better on this objective performance mea-
sure,” she reports. In the public-speaking
experiment, independent judges found that
excited people seemed more persuasive,
competent, persistent, and confident.

What makes the excited state so pow-
erful? Brooks explains that feeling anx-
ious is “associated with a threat mind-set.
We're worried about how things can go
wrong in the future.” But when people are
feeling excited, they are “focusing on the
opportunities, how things can go well and
work out in their favor. What we find in
this paper is that, by focusing deliberately
on the positive potential outcomes, you
actually are more likely to achieve them.”

The findings are particularly appealing,
she adds, because simple self-encourage-
ment can make a dramatic difference.
Brooks had the opportunity to put her
findings to the test when she was apply-
ing for jobs as she completed her doctor-
ate in 2013. The process involved lectur-
ing on this very research before groups of
senior academics who peppered her with

tough questions. It was a “challenging,
thrilling, and strangely reflective process,”
she says. “Everyone loved asking me, ‘Are
you anxious, or are you excited?”

~ERIN O'DONNELL

ALISON WOOD BROOKS WEBSITE:
www.hbs.edu/faculty/Pages/profile.
aspx?facld=684820

THE TEMPERATURE TARIFF

Climate Change’s
Economic Heat

Y MAY, snow and ice may seem a
distant memory, but the economic
effects of an unusual winter still
linger. Frequent snowstorms in the
eastern United States are estimated to have
cost the economy tens of billions of dollars
as productivity slowed and both consum-

ers and workers stayed home. Meanwhile,
the season’s record-high temperatures in
the American West intensified a lengthy
drought, which will increase the risk of
wildfires this summer.

Weather has diverse and far-reaching ef-
fects, and—given realized and anticipated

Fragrance-Free Workplaces?

In the 1960s few would have believed that smoke-free workplaces would before
long become the norm. Could fragrance-free workplaces be the wave of the future?

A CDC policy bans the use of air fresheners and scented candles in every
CDC facility in the country. This policy states: “The use of some products
with fragrance may be detrimental to the health of workers with chemical
sensitivities, allergies, asthma, and chronic headaches/migraines.”

The full CDC policy can be viewed on the website of the Chemical Sensitivity
Foundation, which contains information about multiple chemical sensitivity
(MCS), including a research bibliography. Individuals with MCS react not only
to fragrances but also to substances such as cleaning products, pesticides,
diesel exhaust, air fresheners, fabric softeners, and new carpet. Symptoms

To learn more, play

on YouTube the video
“Multiple Chemical
Sensitivity: A Life-Altering
Condition,” which contains
footage of interviews with
four leading members of
Congress and a former
Commander of Walter Reed

Army Medical Center.

can include asthma attacks, sinusitis, headaches, skin rashes, irritable bowel

symptoms, fatigue, and difficulty with concentration, memory, and cognition.

www.ChemicalSensitivityFoundation.org
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