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Highly Accomplished People More Prone 
To Failure Than Others When Under Stress

Science Daily — Talented people often choke under pressure because the distraction caused 
by stress consumes their working memory, a psychologist at the University of Chicago has 
found.

Highly accomplished people tend to heavily rely on their abundant supply of working 
memory and are therefore disadvantaged when challenged to solve difficult problems, such 
as mathematical ones, under pressure, according to research by Sian Beilock, Assistant 
Professor of Psychology at the University of Chicago. Her findings were presented 
Saturday, Feb. 17 at the annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement 
of Science.

People with less adequate supplies of working memory learn other ways of problem solving 
to compensate for their deficiencies and although these alternative problem solving 
strategies are not highly accurate, they are not impacted additionally by working under 
pressure, the research found.

Beilock found that when put under pressure, the talented people with larger amounts of 
working memory began using short-cuts to solve problems, such as guessing and 
estimation, strategies similar to those used by individuals with less adequate working 
memories. As a result of taking those shortcuts, the accuracy of the talented people was 
undermined.

"These findings suggest that performance pressure harms higher working memory 
individuals by consuming the cognitive resources that they rely on for their superior 
performance -- and as a result, higher working memory individuals respond by switching to 
the less accurate problem solving strategies normally used by lower working memory 
students," Beilock said.
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The results have implications for the evaluation of performance on high stakes tests, such as 
those needed to advance in school and college entrance examinations, she said.

Working memory is a short-term memory system that maintains a limited amount of 
information in an active state. It functions by providing information of immediate relevance 
while preventing distractions and irrelevant thoughts from interfering with the task at hand.

People with a high level of working memory depend on it heavily during problem solving. 
"If you've got it, flaunt it" Beilock said.

However, that same advantage makes them particularly susceptible to the dangers of stress. 

"In essence, feelings of pressure introduce an intrusion that eats up available working 
memory for talented people," Beilock said.

In order to study the impact of stress on working memory, Beilock and her colleagues 
tested roughly 100 college undergraduates. They gave them tests to determine the strength 
of their working memory and then subjected them to a series of complicated, unfamiliar 
mathematics problems.

Students were given pressure by being told they would be paid for their correct answers, but 
that they would only receive the money if a partner, chosen randomly who they did not 
know, would also win. Then they were told that their partner had solved the problem 
correctly, thus increasing the pressure.

The study showed that as a result of the pressure, the performance of students with strong 
working memory declined to the same level as those with more limited working memory. 
Those with more limited working memory performed as well under added pressure as they 
did without the stress.

Note: This story has been adapted from a news release issued by University of Chicago.

 

New! Search Science Daily or the entire web with Google:

  

 

  
Web 

 ScienceDaily.
com 

 

 
 
 

Related News Sections

●     Health & Medicine
●     Mind & Brain

Related News Topics

●     Memory
●     Educational 

Psychology
●     Intelligence

 

●     Dementia
●     Behavior
●     Alzheimer's 

Research

Related Science Stories

●     While Under Pressure Those Most Likely To 
Succeed Will Most Likely Fail

●     Stereotype-induced Math Anxiety 
Undermines Girls' Ability To Perform In 
Other Academic Areas

●     Distress-prone People More Likely To 
Develop Memory Problems

●     Development Of Working Memory, 
Allowing Voluntary Control Of Behavior, 
Defined

 

In Other News ...

... more breaking news at 
NewsDaily -- updated 
every 15 minutes

file:///C|/Shared/HPL%20Website/Popular%20Press/Science%20Daily%202007.htm (2 of 10)8/27/2007 4:21:57 PM

http://www.sciencedaily.com/
http://www.google.com/
http://ads.adhostingsolutions.com/oasisc.php?s=2055&w=300&h=250&t=_blank&cb=1188249709234
file:///news/health_medicine/
file:///news/mind_brain/
file:///news/mind_brain/memory/
file:///news/mind_brain/educational_psychology/
file:///news/mind_brain/educational_psychology/
file:///news/mind_brain/intelligence/
file:///news/mind_brain/dementia/
file:///news/mind_brain/behavior/
file:///news/health_medicine/alzheimer's/
file:///news/health_medicine/alzheimer's/
file:///releases/2005/02/050211095919.htm
file:///releases/2005/02/050211095919.htm
file:///releases/2007/05/070524082806.htm
file:///releases/2007/05/070524082806.htm
file:///releases/2007/05/070524082806.htm
file:///releases/2007/06/070611164334.htm
file:///releases/2007/06/070611164334.htm
file:///releases/2004/10/041030184311.htm
file:///releases/2004/10/041030184311.htm
file:///releases/2004/10/041030184311.htm
http://ads.adhostingsolutions.com/oasisc.php?s=2055&w=160&h=600&t=_blank&cb=1188249709750
http://www.newsdaily.com/

	Local Disk
	ScienceDaily: Highly Accomplished People More Prone To Failure Than Others When Under Stress


	OCOAIHGKAJHFPGMKPBMFPOJAOOPKBDDN: 
	form1: 
	x: 
	f1: ScienceDaily.com
	f2: 
	f5: ScienceDaily.com
	f6: pub-1787672658759074
	f7: 1
	f8: 2177248774
	f9: ISO-8859-1
	f10: ISO-8859-1
	f11: active
	f12: GALT:#008000;GL:1;DIV:#FFFFFF;VLC:663399;AH:center;BGC:FFFFFF;LBGC:000000;ALC:0000FF;LC:0000FF;T:000000;GFNT:0000FF;GIMP:0000FF;LH:50;LW:200;L:http://www.sciencedaily.com/images/googlesearch.gif;S:http://www.sciencedaily.com;FORID:1;
	f13: en

	f3: Search
	f4: 

	form2: 
	x: 
	f1: 

	f2: 

	form3: 
	x: 
	f1: CBSCIDLY
	f2: cbscidly2003
	f3: all
	f4: e.g., registered nurse
	f5: City, State or Zip
	f6: [ALL]

	f7: 




