why do we get worse at games than better
psychology

why do we get worse at games than better psychology is a compelling question that delves
into the complex relationship between human performance, cognitive processes, and emotional
factors. Many players experience periods where their gameplay deteriorates despite consistent
practice, leading to frustration and confusion. Understanding the psychological mechanisms behind
this phenomenon can offer valuable insights into improving performance and sustaining motivation.
This article explores the multifaceted reasons why players sometimes decline rather than improve,
examining cognitive overload, motivation shifts, anxiety, and habit formation. Additionally, it
discusses strategies rooted in psychology to counteract these declines and foster consistent growth.
The following sections will provide a detailed analysis to help clarify this paradox and offer practical
solutions.

The Role of Cognitive Load in Gaming Performance

Impact of Motivation and Emotional States

Psychological Barriers and Performance Decline

Neuroplasticity and Skill Retention

Strategies to Overcome Decline and Enhance Improvement

The Role of Cognitive Load in Gaming Performance

Cognitive load theory explains how the amount of mental effort required to perform a task affects
learning and performance. In the context of gaming, excessive cognitive load can overwhelm a
player’'s working memory, leading to errors and decreased efficiency. When players attempt to learn
new mechanics or adapt to complex strategies, their brains can become overloaded, resulting in a
temporary performance decline.

Types of Cognitive Load

There are three primary types of cognitive load that impact gaming performance:

¢ Intrinsic load: The inherent difficulty of the game or task being learned.

e Extraneous load: Unnecessary information or distractions that do not contribute to the
learning process.

e Germane load: The mental effort dedicated to processing and understanding new information
effectively.



When intrinsic and extraneous loads are too high, players may struggle to process essential
information, leading to worsening gameplay rather than improvement.

Working Memory Limitations

Working memory capacity is limited, and when a game demands simultaneous attention to multiple
elements—such as tracking enemies, managing resources, and executing precise controls—players
may experience cognitive overload. This overload can cause a decline in decision-making speed and
accuracy, making it seem like one is getting worse at the game.

Impact of Motivation and Emotional States

Motivation plays a critical role in skill development and performance in games. Fluctuations in
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation can significantly influence whether a player improves or
deteriorates. Emotional states such as frustration, anxiety, and stress also have a profound effect on
cognitive functioning and gameplay outcomes.

Motivational Decline and Burnout

Players often start games with high enthusiasm and intrinsic motivation, which drives consistent
practice and improvement. However, over time, motivation can wane due to repetitive tasks,
perceived lack of progress, or external pressures. This decline in motivation may lead to burnout,
characterized by exhaustion and reduced engagement, ultimately causing performance to worsen.

Effects of Anxiety and Stress

Performance anxiety and stress trigger physiological responses that impair cognitive and motor skills.
Elevated cortisol levels can reduce attention span and working memory capacity, causing players to
make more mistakes. This phenomenon, known as “choking,” explains why some individuals perform
worse under pressure despite having the skills to do better.

Psychological Barriers and Performance Decline

Several psychological barriers can contribute to why players get worse at games instead of better.
These barriers often interfere with the learning process and negatively impact consistency and
confidence.

Fixed Mindset vs. Growth Mindset

Players with a fixed mindset believe that their abilities are innate and unchangeable, leading to
discouragement when faced with challenges. Conversely, a growth mindset embraces failure as an
opportunity to learn. The presence of a fixed mindset can cause players to give up more easily or
become discouraged, resulting in a decline in performance.



Negative Self-Talk and Reduced Self-Efficacy

Negative internal dialogue can undermine confidence and increase performance anxiety. Reduced
self-efficacy—the belief in one’s ability to succeed—can cause players to doubt their skills, which may
lead to decreased effort and poorer gameplay outcomes.

Distraction and Lack of Focus

In today’s digital environment, distractions such as notifications, multitasking, or environmental noise
can fragment attention. This lack of focus reduces the quality of practice sessions and leads to
inconsistent performance that appears as a decline.

Neuroplasticity and Skill Retention

Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s ability to reorganize and form new neural connections based on
experience and learning. While neuroplasticity enables skill acquisition and improvement, it also
means that skills can deteriorate if not maintained.

Forgetting Curve and Skill Decay

The forgetting curve illustrates how memory retention decreases over time without reinforcement. In
gaming, if practice becomes irregular or skills are not challenged, the neural pathways associated
with those skills weaken, leading to decreased performance.

Interference and Overlearning

Interference occurs when learning new skills disrupts previously acquired skills, causing temporary
setbacks. Overlearning, or practicing beyond mastery, can help solidify skills and protect against
interference and decay, promoting sustained improvement.

Strategies to Overcome Decline and Enhance
Improvement

Understanding the psychological factors behind performance decline allows for targeted strategies to
counteract these effects. Implementing evidence-based techniques can help players maintain steady
progress and avoid the pitfalls that cause deterioration.

Managing Cognitive Load

Reducing extraneous cognitive load by minimizing distractions and breaking down complex tasks into
manageable components improves learning efficiency. Prioritizing germane cognitive load ensures
that mental effort is focused on meaningful skill acquisition.



Enhancing Motivation and Emotional Regulation

Setting realistic goals, celebrating small achievements, and maintaining balanced practice schedules
help sustain motivation. Techniques such as mindfulness and controlled breathing can mitigate
anxiety and stress, improving focus and performance.

Developing a Growth Mindset

Encouraging a growth mindset by reframing failures as learning opportunities fosters resilience.
Positive self-talk and cognitive restructuring enhance self-efficacy and reduce negative thought
patterns that impair performance.

Consistent Practice and Skill Reinforcement

1. Establish regular practice routines to strengthen neural pathways.
2. Engage in varied challenges to prevent skill interference.
3. Incorporate rest periods to consolidate learning and prevent burnout.

These strategies leverage neuroplasticity to promote long-term skill retention and continuous
improvement.

Frequently Asked Questions

Why do some people get worse at games even after practicing
for a long time?

People might get worse at games despite practicing due to factors like burnout, lack of focused
practice, increased stress, or negative mindset, all of which can hinder performance and learning.

How does negative psychology affect gaming performance?

Negative psychology, such as self-doubt, anxiety, or frustration, can impair concentration, decision-
making, and reaction times, leading to worse performance in games.

Can overconfidence make someone worse at games?

Yes, overconfidence can lead to complacency and less effort in improving skills, causing a decline in
performance over time.



Why does multitasking or distractions make us worse at
games?

Multitasking divides attention, reducing focus and cognitive resources needed for complex tasks in
games, which leads to decreased performance and more mistakes.

How does the psychology of motivation influence gaming skill
improvement?

High motivation encourages consistent practice and learning from mistakes, while low motivation can
result in less engagement and poorer skill development, causing performance to stagnate or decline.

Can stress and pressure cause us to perform worse at games?

Yes, stress and pressure trigger anxiety and impair cognitive functions like memory and reaction
time, often causing players to perform worse than their actual skill level.

How does the concept of fixed vs. growth mindset relate to
getting better or worse at games?

A fixed mindset leads players to believe their abilities are static, causing them to give up easily and
perform worse, whereas a growth mindset encourages learning and persistence, leading to
improvement over time.

Additional Resources

1. Why We Lose: The Psychology of Decline in Skill-Based Games

This book explores the cognitive and emotional factors that contribute to a decline in performance in
games and sports. It delves into how stress, overthinking, and negative self-talk can impair decision-
making and motor skills. The author combines scientific research with real-world examples to explain
why some players deteriorate instead of improving over time.

2. The Paradox of Practice: When More Isn't Better

Focusing on the counterintuitive idea that sometimes practicing more can lead to worse performance,
this book investigates the psychological traps players fall into. It discusses issues like burnout, loss of
motivation, and the impact of flawed practice routines. Readers learn how to identify and avoid these
pitfalls to maintain and enhance their gaming skills.

3. Choking Under Pressure: The Science Behind Performance Decline

This title examines the phenomenon of choking, where individuals perform worse than expected
under pressure. It explains the neurological and psychological mechanisms behind this decline, such
as anxiety and distraction. The book offers strategies to manage pressure and maintain peak
performance in competitive gaming environments.

4. The Decline Effect: Why Skills Deteriorate Over Time
This book investigates why some players experience a decline in their gaming abilities despite
continued play. It covers factors like aging, changing motivation, and cognitive fatigue. The author



also explores how environmental and social influences can contribute to a gradual loss of skill.

5. Mind Games: The Cognitive Barriers to Improvement

Delving into the mental obstacles that hinder progress, this book highlights common cognitive biases,
fixed mindsets, and negative thought patterns that cause players to stagnate or regress. It provides
practical advice on overcoming these barriers to foster continuous growth and adaptability in gaming.

6. From Mastery to Mediocrity: Understanding Skill Regression

This book takes a deep dive into cases where expert players experience a drop in their abilities. It
looks at psychological burnout, loss of focus, and changes in life circumstances as key contributors.
The narrative combines scientific insights with interviews from professional gamers who have faced
skill regression.

7. The Role of Motivation and Emotion in Gaming Performance

Examining how fluctuating motivation and emotional states impact game performance, this book
discusses why players sometimes perform worse despite having the necessary skills. It outlines
strategies to sustain motivation, manage frustration, and create a positive mindset conducive to
improvement.

8. Overthinking and Overplaying: When Strategy Backfires

This book explores how excessive analysis and playing too much can lead to worse performance. It
explains the psychological concept of analysis paralysis and mental fatigue, showing how they reduce
reaction time and decision quality. The author offers practical methods to balance practice and
mental rest.

9. The Psychology of Skill Decay: Why We Sometimes Forget What We Know

Focusing on the phenomenon of skill decay, this book explains how and why previously learned skills
can deteriorate without proper reinforcement. It covers memory, neural plasticity, and the effects of
inconsistent practice. Readers gain insights into maintaining their skills and preventing decline
through effective habits.
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