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Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology (Sport, Organizational, Cognitive, Clinical Assessment)

1. Core Definition and Purpose

The Test of Attentional and Interpersonal Style (TAIS) is a sophisticated and widely utilized self-
report inventory designed to quantify an individual's typical cognitive processing patterns and
their characteristic manner of interacting within social and group environments. Developed
primarily for high-performance contexts, the instrument measures 17 distinct psychological
dimensions, providing a detailed profile of how an individual processes external stimuli, manages
internal thoughts, and directs their focus--critical elements that dictate performance efficiency
across varied tasks, from elite athletics to complex organizational management. Its primary utility
lies in identifying an individual's dominant, yet sometimes maladaptive, attentional style, thereby
offering prescriptive data for targeted training or placement.

Unlike inventories that focus exclusively on personality traits, the TAIS specifically targets the
dynamic and trainable aspects of attentional control. By measuring both the breadth (narrow
versus broad focus) and the direction (internal versus external focus) of attention, the TAIS
framework allows practitioners to understand why an individual might "choke" under pressure or
fail to synthesize complex information effectively. The inclusion of interpersonal style scales further
enriches the profile, linking cognitive processing deficits or strengths directly to factors like
leadership potential, communication effectiveness, and susceptibility to criticism within a team
setting. This dual focus makes the TAIS a uniquely comprehensive tool for predicting and
modifying behavior in performance-driven fields.

2. Historical Development and Theoretical Basis

The TAIS was formulated in the 1970s by Robert M. Nideffer, an American psychologist whose

work centered on the relationship between cognitive processes, arousal, and optimal human
performance. Nideffer's initial research was heavily influenced by the need to understand why
highly skilled individuals sometimes failed in crucial moments--a phenomenon often attributed to a
breakdown in attentional capacity rather than lack of skill. He recognized that while traditional
personality inventories were valuable, they did not adequately address the moment-to-moment
demands of attention required in dynamic, high-stakes environments.

Nideffer's theoretical foundation rests upon the premise that attentional abilities are not fixed traits
but skills that can be assessed and trained. He posited that performance deterioration often results
from an inability to shift attention effectively, leading to either attentional overload (too broad a
focus when a narrow one is needed) or attentional rigidity (a fixed focus when flexibility is
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required). The development of the TAIS was a direct effort to operationalize this theoretical model,
allowing researchers and practitioners to systematically measure these attentional shifts and
deficits. Over time, the inventory evolved to include the interpersonal component, acknowledging
that successful performance often requires not only internal cognitive control but also effective
social interaction and management of external relationships.

3. Structure and Administration

The TAIS is composed of 144 self-report items, which respondents answer using a frequency
scale (e.g., rarely, sometimes, often). These items are organized into 17 distinct subscales, which
are generally grouped into two major categories: the Attentional scales and the
Interpersonal/Control scales. The rigorous structure of the inventory ensures comprehensive
coverage of both internal psychological processing and external behavioral manifestations. The
standardized administration and scoring procedures allow for the comparison of an individual's
profile against normative data, including specialized norms developed for specific populations like
athletes or executives, enhancing the relevance and interpretability of the results.

The 17 subscales are meticulously calibrated to avoid overlap and provide granular insight. The
structure is specifically designed to detect underlying patterns that might not be evident through
surface-level observation. For instance, high scores on scales related to external awareness
combined with low scores on scales related to internal analysis might indicate an individual who
excels at reactive tasks but struggles with strategic planning or self-reflection. The instrument's
psychometric robustness is maintained through continuous validation studies, ensuring its
continued relevance in modern psychological assessment.

4. The Attentional Component: The Four Quadrants

The core of the TAIS methodology lies in its detailed assessment of attentional styles, typically
categorized into six key subscales derived from Nideffer's four-quadrant model of attention. This
model divides attentional focus based on two orthogonal dimensions: Direction (Internal vs.
External) and Breadth (Broad vs. Narrow). Effective performance requires the ability to quickly and
accurately shift between these four quadrants depending on the environmental demands.

Broad-External (BET): This style involves observing the environment and processing multiple
cues simultaneously. It is crucial for strategic tasks, such as a basketball point guard surveying the
entire court or a business leader analyzing market dynamics. A dysfunctional broad-external focus
leads to Overload External (OET), characterized by distraction and an inability to filter irrelevant
external information.

Broad-Internal (BIT): This style is focused on analyzing and synthesizing internal data, thoughts,
feelings, and strategies. It is essential for planning, problem-solving, and deep reflection. A high
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BIT score often correlates with strong conceptual skills. When dysfunctional, this manifests as
Overload Internal (OIT), leading to excessive worry, over-analysis, and psychological paralysis.
Narrow-External (NET): This is the ability to focus intensely on a single, specific external cue,
such as aiming a rifle or concentrating on a specific line of text. It is crucial for execution and
precision. Maladaptive use of this focus, often referred to as Attentional Reduction, results in
missing critical peripheral cues.

Narrow-Internal (NIT): This involves concentrating on a specific internal thought, feeling, or
physiological sensation, often utilized for mental rehearsal, relaxation techniques, or monitoring
one's own immediate physical state during performance.

The ability to score an individual across these six functional and dysfunctional attentional scales
provides a highly actionable profile. The ideal performer, according to Nideffer, is not someone
who scores highly on one style, but someone who demonstrates high capacity across all four
qguadrants and low scores on the two overload scales (OET and OIT), indicating flexibility and
resilience against distraction.

5. The Interpersonal Component

The second major cluster of scales within the TAIS addresses Interpersonal Style, assessing
traits related to social interaction, emotional regulation, and overall behavioral control. These 11
subscales provide insight into how an individual handles stress and pressure in social contexts,
which is particularly relevant for team sports, leadership roles, and client-facing business positions.
High scores on certain interpersonal scales often reveal an individual's need for control or their
reaction to authority.

Key dimensions assessed within the interpersonal profile include: Behavioral Control (BC), which
measures the degree to which an individual regulates their actions; Self-Confidence (SCON); and
Information Processing (IP), related to how they receive and respond to new instructions or
criticism. For example, an individual who scores high on the Need for Control scale might struggle
in collaborative environments or when forced into a follower role, irrespective of their cognitive
abilities. Conversely, high scores on the Expression of Criticism scale might highlight potential
friction points within a team structure.

The integration of interpersonal and attentional profiles is central to the TAIS's comprehensive
assessment. A tennis player might possess excellent narrow-external focus for executing serves (a
strong attentional score) but might score poorly on emotional control, meaning they are prone to
outbursts or internal frustration (a poor interpersonal score) that ultimately disrupts their attention
and leads to performance degradation. The TAIS seeks to identify these synergistic relationships
between cognitive regulation and social behavior.
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6. Applications in Sport Psychology

The TAIS has found its most profound and widespread application within the field of sport
psychology, where the demands for immediate, precise, and flexible attention are paramount.
Coaches and sports psychologists use the TAIS to create mental training programs specifically
tailored to an athlete's unique profile. If an athlete tends toward Broad-Internal Overload (OIT),
training would focus on interrupting rumination and thought spirals during competition.

A critical application is the identification of an athlete's Ideal Performance State (IPS). By testing
athletes under both low-stress and high-stress conditions, practitioners can determine which
attentional shifts are most disrupted by pressure. For instance, a golfer who normally exhibits a
strong Narrow-External focus might, under tournament pressure, shift dysfunctionally into an
Overload External (OET) state, becoming distracted by the crowd or environmental noises. The
resulting TAIS profile allows for targeted intervention, often involving techniques like centering,
visualization, or simulation training designed to maintain the required attentional breadth and
direction regardless of external pressure. This predictive power makes TAIS an indispensable tool
for maximizing athletic potential and preventing the psychological phenomenon of "choking."

7. Applications in Organizational Settings

Beyond sports, the TAIS is highly valuable in organizational and occupational psychology,
particularly for roles where performance hinges on vigilance, quick decision-making, or complex
strategic planning. Businesses utilize the inventory for selection, placement, and leadership
development. For example, a candidate for a high-volume air traffic control position would ideally
show a high capacity for Broad-External focus combined with low OET scores, indicating an ability
to monitor multiple screens and auditory inputs without becoming overwhelmed.

In leadership contexts, the TAIS can identify executives whose attentional profiles are ill-suited for
their responsibilities. A leader who scores highly on Narrow-Internal focus might excel at deep,
specialized analysis but struggle to delegate or synthesize the needs of diverse departments--a
task requiring flexible shifts between Broad-Internal (strategic planning) and Broad-External
(observing team dynamics). Furthermore, the interpersonal scales are used to assess attributes
relevant to team cohesion, communication effectiveness, and resilience to organizational stress,
allowing managers to construct more balanced and synergistic work teams.

8. Validity, Reliability, and Critiques

The TAIS is generally recognized as a psychometrically sound instrument, demonstrating good
internal consistency and test-retest reliability across its 17 scales. Furthermore, substantial
evidence supports its predictive validity, especially within sport performance, where TAIS scores
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have frequently correlated with success metrics and susceptibility to performance deficits under
duress. The theoretical framework provided by Nideffer is well-established and integrates neatly
into modern cognitive psychology models of attention.

Despite its utility, the TAIS is not without criticism. As a self-report measure, it is susceptible to
response bias, particularly social desirability bias, where respondents may consciously or
unconsciously choose answers that reflect an idealized version of their attentional skills rather than
their actual behavior. Another key critique centers on the static nature of the assessment: while the
TAIS measures an individual's typical attentional style, attention is inherently dynamic. Critics
argue that a single administration may not fully capture the complexity of attentional flexibility
required in highly variable real-world environments. Researchers continue to explore ways to
integrate TAIS findings with behavioral observation and physiological measures to provide a more
holistic assessment of attention and performance.

Further Reading

Robert M. Nideffer (Wikipedia entry on the creator of the TAIS)
Sport Psychology (General resource on the field)

Academic literature on TAIS validity and application (Scholarly articles focusing on the inventory)
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