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Stress is an unavoidable feature of high performance. Whether competing in elite sport,
operating in high-risk professions, or navigating complex professional environments, individuals
are frequently required to execute skills and make decisions under conditions of uncertainty,
time pressure, and elevated consequences.

In these moments, performance success depends not only on physical preparation or technical knowledge,
but on the brain’s ability to regulate attention in the face of stress.

At Premier Mindset Institute (PMI), we often refer to this process as the brain's Performance Control Tower.
Much like an air traffic control tower that must track multiple aircraft, anticipate conflicts, and guide safe
landings under rapidly changing conditions, the brain must continuously monitor internal physiological
states, emotional responses, and external task demands while directing attention toward what is most
relevant. When this system functions effectively, performers maintain clarity, adaptability, and consistency.
When itis overwhelmed by stress, performance often deteriorates.

Understanding how stress affects attention is therefore not a matter of academic curiosity alone. It has
direct implications for performance reliability, resilience, and long-term development. Stress does not
simply feel uncomfortable; it alters neural processing, biases perception, and reshapes how attention is
allocated. Without deliberate training, these changes can pull attention away from task-relevant
information and toward threat-related thoughts, worries about outcomes, or self-focused evaluation.

Importantly, research also shows that attention regulation is not a fixed trait. The neural systems
responsible for focus and cognitive control are responsive to training. By understanding how the brain
responds to stress and how attention can be deliberately redirected, performers can learn to operate their
Performance Control Tower more effectively, even under fire.

WHAT STRESS DOES TO THE BODY

Stress is fundamentally a physiological response designed to promote survival. When an individual
perceives a situation as threatening or overwhelming, the body initiates a coordinated response involving
the autonomic nervous system and the endocrine system. This response prepares the organism for rapid
action, but it can also carry performance costs when demands require precision, adaptability, or sustained
concentration.

Activation of the sympathetic nervous system leads to increases in heart rate, blood pressure, and muscle
tension, while the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis releases cortisol and other stress hormones
(McEwen, 2007). These changes mobilize energy and heighten arousal, but they also interfere with fine
motor control, timing, and sensory discrimination. As physiological arousal increases beyond an optimal
range, performance becomes more variable and less efficient.
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HOW STRESS IMPACTS COGNITIVE PERFORMANCE

From a cognitive perspective, stress is associated with reductions in working memory capacity, slower
information processing, and diminished cognitive flexibility. In other words, performers under stress are
more likely to perseverate on ineffective strategies, miss critical cues in their environment, and struggle to
adapt to changing conditions. These effects have been observed across domains, including sport, military
operations, medical decision-making, and complex problem-solving tasks.

Stress also increases the likelihood of attentional lapses. Under pressure, attention is frequently pulled
away from task-relevant cues and redirected toward intrusive thoughts, such as concerns about failure,
evaluation by others, or potential consequences of mistakes. These attentional shifts are not signs of poor
motivation or lack of discipline; they are predictable outcomes of how the brain prioritizes threat processing
when stress levelsrise.

THE BRAIN’S DEFAULT THREAT RESPONSE

The effects of stress on performance are rooted in specific neural mechanisms. Central among these is the
interaction between subcortical threat-detection systems and cortical regions responsible for executive
control.

The amygdala plays a critical role in detecting potential threats and signaling the need for heightened
vigilance. Under stress, amygdala activity increases, amplifying sensitivity to negative or threatening
stimuli. This heightened reactivity biases attention toward perceived dangers, both external and internal,
such as self-doubt or fear of failure.

At the same time, stress-related neurochemical changes impair the functioning of the prefrontal cortex, a
region essential for sustained attention, goal-directed behavior, and inhibitory control (Arnsten, 2009;
Arnsten, 2015). Elevated levels of cortisol and catecholamines reduce the efficiency of prefrontal networks,
making it more difficult to maintain focus on task goals and suppress irrelevant information.

As aresult, control over behavior shifts away from deliberate, flexible processing toward more habitual and
reflexive systems. While this shift can be adaptive in situations requiring immediate action, it undermines
performance in tasks that demand precision, strategic thinking, or ongoing attentional regulation. Under
these conditions, performers may experience tunnel vision, become overly reactive to distractions, or
struggle to recover focus after an error (Easterbrook, 1959; Eysenck et al., 2007).

AMYGDALA PREFRONTAL CORTEX HABITUAL AND

Under stress, amygdala activity Elevated levels of cortisol and REFLEXIVE SYSTEMS

increases > catecholamines reduce the Control over behavior shifts away
efficiency of prefrontal networks from deliberate, flexible

processing

The Brain’s Default Threat Response
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HOW THE BRAIN ADAPTS TO MANAGE STRESS

Despite these vulnerabilities, the brain is highly adaptable. Through repeated experience and targeted
training, individuals can develop more effective cognitive strategies for managing stress and preserving
attentional control.

This adaptability is supported by neuroplasticity, the brain’s capacity to reorganize its structure and
function in response to experience. Training that repeatedly challenges attention under pressure
strengthens the neural circuits connecting the prefrontal cortex with regions involved in emotion regulation
and arousal control. Over time, these adaptations support greater stability of attention, evenin the
presence of stress.

Highly skilled performers do not eliminate stress responses. Instead, their brains learn to interpret
physiological arousal differently. Rather than viewing increased heart rate or muscle tension as signs of
impending failure, trained performers are more likely to interpret these sensations as indicators of
readiness or engagement. This reframing reduces the likelinood that stress will be appraised as a threat,
preserving cognitive resources for task execution.

MINIMIZING THE IMPACT OF STRESS ON PERFORMANCE

Effective performance under stress depends on the ability to regulate attention, not simply on reducing
arousal. The critical skill is the capacity to notice when attention has been pulled away from task-relevant
information and to deliberately redirect it.

This process requires awareness of attentional state, the ability to disengage from distractions, and the
capacity to reorient focus toward relevant cues. When these skills are trained systematically, performers
become more resilient to the disruptive effects of stress and better able to maintain consistency across
varying conditions.

01 02 03

AWARENESS OF THE ABILITY TO DISENGAGE THE CAPACITY TO REORIENT

ATTENTIONAL STATE FROM DISTRACTIONS FOCUS TOWARD RELEVANT
CUES

“A GREAT EXAMPLE OF THE BENEFIT OF THIS TRAINING IS SEEN IN
AN ATHLETE WE WORKED WITH.”
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A BRIEF APPLIED EXAMPLE

Consider an elite women’s gymnast we worked with who consistently performed at a high level in training
but struggled late in close competitions. Physically, nothing changed. Her routines were well within her
capabilities. But as the stakes rose, her attention began to drift inward—toward scores, standings, and self-
evaluation—right as execution demands peaked.

Through attentional training, she learned to recognize the early signs of that drift and deliberately redirect
her focus to performance-relevant cues she put in her Focus Bullseye. They were focusing on her rhythm on
the approach, pressure through the floor, eyes to the corner, and intentional instructive self-talk. Over time,

the speed of her refocus improved. Small mistakes no longer spiraled into larger ones. Performance
stabilized—not because pressure disappeared, but because her attention stayed anchored when pressure
arrived.

FOCUS BULLSEYE DRIFT INWARD
Rhythm on the approach e Scores

Pressure through the fioor e Standings

Eyes to the corner e Self-evaluation

Intentional instructive self-talk

PMI DATA POINT: FOCUS UNDER PRESSURE IS RARELY TRAINED

Despite the central role of attention in performance, PMI data reveal that only 23 percent of Olympic and
professional athletes report always using refocusing techniques during training or competition. This finding
highlights a substantial gap between what is known about the importance of attention control and how
frequently it is deliberately trained.

ALWAYS USING REFOCUSING TECHNIQUES DURING TRAINING OR COMPETITION

Olympic and professional athletes 23 PERCENT

Many performers invest extensive time in physical conditioning, technical refinement, and tactical
preparation, yet far fewer engage in systematic training of attentional skills. This discrepancy is striking
given that the ability to focus on what is most important in the moment often determines whether skill is
effectively expressed under pressure.
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PEER-REVIEWED RESEARCH SUPPORTING THE IMPORTANCE OF FOCUS AND ATTENTION

A robust body of empirical research supports the conclusion that attention regulation is a defining
characteristic of high-level performance. Studies comparing expert and novice performers consistently
demonstrate that experts are more effective at allocating attention to task-relevant cues while resisting
distraction, particularly under time pressure and stress.

Mann et al. (2007) showed that elite performers possess superior perceptual-cognitive skills that allow
them to extract critical environmental information more efficiently than less skilled individuals. This
enhanced attentional control enables faster and more accurate decision-making in dynamic performance
settings, even when stress levels are elevated.

Additional evidence comes from Vickers’ research on the Quiet Eye phenomenon. Quiet Eye refers to the
final fixation or tracking gaze directed toward a relevant target prior to movement execution. Across
multiple sports, longer and more stable Quiet Eye durations have been associated with superior accuracy
and consistency, particularly under pressure (Vickers, 1996, 2007). These findings suggest that elite
performance depends not only on physical execution but also on the ability to stabilize attention at critical
moments.

Stress-related attentional disruptions have also been examined extensively. Beilock and Carr (2001)
demonstrated that performance breakdowns under pressure often occur when individuals shift attention
inward toward conscious monitoring of skill execution rather than maintaining focus on task goals. This
attentional misallocation disrupts automaticity and increases performance variability, particularly in highly
practiced skills.

Collectively, this research underscores a consistent conclusion: attentional control is not a peripheral
factor in performance. It is a central mechanism through which skill is expressed or disrupted under stress.

FOCUS AND ATTENTION AS TRAINABLE SKILLS

One of the most important implications of contemporary neuroscience is that attention and focus are
trainable capacities. The neural systems that support sustained attention, distraction resistance, and
cognitive control, strengthen with deliberate practice, much like muscles adapt to physical training.

Training the mental game involves repeatedly practicing the process of recognizing attentional drift and
reorienting focus to the task at hand. Over time, this practice increases the speed and efficiency with which
performers recover from distractions. The difference between good and great performers is not the
absence of distraction, but the rapidity and effectiveness of refocusing. Elite performers are distinguished
by their ability to remain anchored in the present moment, even after mistakes or unexpected disruptions.
This capacity allows them to execute skills with consistency and adaptability, regardless of external
pressure.
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CLOSING SUMMARY

The human brain evolved to prioritize survival, and under stress it automatically reallocates resources

toward threat detection and rapid response. This evolutionary adaptation favors speed and safety, but it
can interfere with performance when tasks require precision, adaptability, and sustained attention. Under
pressure, heightened amygdala activity and stress-related neurochemical changes reduce the efficiency of
prefrontal control systems, increasing susceptibility to distraction and attentional drift.

Although stress reliably challenges attentional control, research from neuroscience and performance
psychology demonstrates that attention regulation can be strengthened through deliberate practice.

Performers who train the ability to notice attentional lapses and rapidly refocus on task-relevant cues are
better equipped to maintain consistency and effectiveness under pressure.

For athletes and other high performers, optimal performance does not require the elimination of stress.

Rather, it depends on the capacity to manage stress-driven attentional shifts and regain focus when it
matters most. This capacity is not an innate trait limited to elite performers; it is a trainable skill grounded in

well-established principles of brain adaptation.

By developing control over attention, individuals take command of their Performance Control Tower. In doing
S0, they transform stress from a disruptive force into a manageable component of high-level performance
and create the conditions necessary for clarity, consistency, and excellence under pressure.
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PMIis the research division of Premier Sport Psychology, dedicated to understanding and improving human

performance through science, data, and applied innovation.

premiermindsetinstitute.com
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