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Introduction
In a fast-paced world filled with constant stimuli and 
multitasking demands, understanding the mechanisms behind 
mental effort and task performance is more crucial than ever. 
From students juggling assignments to professionals managing 
multiple projects, cognitive load affects our ability to function 
effectively. The Cognitive–Energetical Theory (CET) 
offers a conceptual model that explains how mental effort 
is managed and what factors influence performance under 
various conditions. By focusing on how energy resources are 
regulated in the brain, CET helps explain why individuals 
perform well in some situations and poorly in others—even 
when their skills remain the same [1].

Kahneman initially introduced the idea in his 1973 book 
Attention and Effort, and later scholars, notably Robert 
Hockey, integrated motivation and emotional control into 
the theory. CET essentially treats mental performance as 
a balancing act between cognitive demand and available 
energetic resources [2].

Mental load refers to the amount of cognitive effort being 
used at a given time. CET suggests that performance degrades 
when task demands exceed available resources. For instance, 
trying to study for an exam while responding to work emails 
divides attention and depletes energy reserves [3].

According to CET, arousal (a general state of alertness or 
wakefulness) and effort (the mental resources voluntarily 
applied to a task) interact to affect performance. Too low 
arousal results in underperformance (boredom, lack of focus), 
while too high arousal (anxiety, pressure) may also impair 
function by overwhelming cognitive resources. Hence, 
maintaining an optimal level of arousal is critical [4].

CET asserts that effort is a modifiable, limited resource. 
When multiple tasks are being performed, individuals can 
consciously or unconsciously shift effort toward more 
critical or engaging tasks. This flexibility helps explain why 
multitasking is often inefficient—each task competes for the 
same cognitive pool [5].

The theory highlights that performance is not just about raw 
cognitive power but also motivation. A boring task might 
receive less effort unless it is tied to a meaningful reward. 
Therefore, increasing motivation—through goals, feedback, 
or incentives—can help individuals better allocate their 

resources and manage cognitive load more effectively [6].

When mental resources are depleted through sustained effort, 
performance declines—a phenomenon known as cognitive 
fatigue. CET helps differentiate between passive fatigue 
(decline due to prolonged effort) and active disengagement 
(when an individual chooses to withdraw effort). Recognizing 
these mechanisms can help individuals take proactive steps 
like breaks or task rotation [7].

Environmental distractions or emotional stressors influence 
arousal levels, which in turn affect the ability to manage 
mental load. CET provides a theoretical explanation for why 
emotional regulation and a structured workspace are critical in 
high-performance settings [8].

In academic contexts, understanding CET can improve 
learning outcomes by structuring study sessions that balance 
effort and arousal. For example, the Pomodoro technique—
studying in short bursts with breaks—aligns well with CET 
by preventing fatigue and maintaining optimal arousal.
In professional environments, CET can guide better task 
management and scheduling. Assigning high-effort tasks 
during peak alertness periods (e.g., morning) and lower-effort 
tasks later in the day can improve overall productivity [9].

CET is also applied in fields like aviation, emergency 
medicine, and user interface design, where mental load must 
be carefully balanced. For instance, cockpit designs that 
reduce unnecessary complexity help pilots conserve cognitive 
resources for decision-making under stress [10].

Conclusion
The Cognitive–Energetical Theory provides a powerful lens 
for understanding how humans allocate mental resources 
during tasks. By recognizing the roles of arousal, effort, and 
motivation, we gain insight into how to balance mental load 
more effectively. Whether in academic, professional, or high-
stakes environments, CET offers actionable principles to enhance 
performance and reduce the mental strain that undermines 
productivity. In a world that often demands more than our brains 
can comfortably handle, applying CET can be a step toward 
sustainable mental well-being and better outcomes.
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