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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Article type Aim: One of the recent research challenges in the field of attentional focus
Research Article instructions, are the study of its effects on the performance of elite athletes
x 1 in continuous tasks. The aim of this study was to compare the effects of
Article history different attentional focus instructions on performance of agility in elite futsal
Received: 2024/04/20 players.

Methods Participants included 12 elite futsal players (mean age 23.91£1.56)
that were selected from the first league of Division Qom via convenience
sampling method. Participants were asked to perform the agility L run test
under three attentional focus instructions (the internal, external and control)
in three trials. Rrepeated measure Analysis of Variance and paired t test were
used for analysis of data.

Result: The results showed a significant effects of the type of attentional
focus instructions on test execution time. Analyses showed that
performance in the external focus of attention was higher than the internal
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focus conditions. Also, the result demonstrated that there is no significant
difference between internal focus of attention and control conditions, and
also between external focus of attention and control condition.

Conclusion: The results of this study provide evidence that in skilled
athletes, executing the continuous tasks improve through verbal instructions
that conduct focus of attention externally.
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Extended Abstract:

Background: Over the past two decades, the role of attentional focus in motor
learning and sports performance has garnered increasing scholarly attention.
Numerous studies have examined how the direction of an athlete’s attentional
focus—whether internally oriented toward their body movements or externally
directed toward the effects of those movements on the environment—can
profoundly influence performance outcomes across various motor tasks. The
constrained action hypothesis suggests that an external focus of attention fosters
more automatic, efficient motor control, whereas an internal focus disrupts this
automaticity by encouraging conscious control. In contrast, the conscious
processing hypothesis posits that any form of explicit attentional focus may
degrade performance in highly skilled athletes performing proceduralized
movements. Additionally, the perception-action coupling framework emphasizes
that effective motor performance depends on the seamless integration of sensory
information and motor responses; an external focus may enhance this coupling
by aligning attentional resources with the most relevant environmental
affordances. More recently, the OPTIMAL theory of motor learning has further
refined our understanding by suggesting that combining an external focus with
enhanced motivation and autonomy support leads to optimized performance and
learning outcomes. While substantial evidence supports the constrained action
hypothesis and the OPTIMAL framework in tasks involving object manipulation
(e.g., golf putting, basketball shooting), less research has addressed how
attentional focus impacts continuous, whole-body agility tasks, particularly among
expert performers in team sports such as futsal. Given that agility in futsal
involves rapid directional changes and continuous online processing within a
dynamic environment, understanding the attentional demands of such tasks is of
great theoretical and practical significance. Moreover, prior studies have yielded
mixed findings regarding the efficacy of attentional focus strategies in agility
tasks, especially when comparing novice and expert populations. The present
study seeks to extend the existing literature by systematically examining the
effects of different attentional focus instructions on agility performance in skilled

futsal players, thereby addressing an important gap and providing evidence-
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based guidance for coaching practices. The primary aim of this study was to
compare the effects of internal focus, external focus, and neutral (control)
attentional focus instructions on agility performance in elite futsal players. The
study sought to test predictions derived from the constrained action hypothesis
and the conscious processing hypothesis within the context of a continuous,
whole-body agility task—the L-run agility test. Specifically, we aimed to determine
whether an external focus of attention would enhance agility performance relative
to an internal focus and whether skilled athletes might naturally adopt optimal
focus strategies in the absence of explicit instructions.
Methods: The study employed a within-subjects, repeated-measures
experimental design. Participants were 12 highly skilled male futsal players
(mean age 23.91 + 1.56 years), recruited from the first league of Qom Province,
Iran, using convenience sampling. All participants had at least five years of
competitive futsal experience and engaged in regular training (minimum of three
sessions per week). Inclusion criteria included being free from injury and having
consistent participation in official league competitions. The agility test itself was
meticulously designed to assess rapid whole-body movement with directional
changes, consisting of two 5-meter sprints connected at a right angle to form an
L-shape, with timing measured via handheld stopwatch by an experienced tester
positioned at the finish line, and previous research has established this test's
strong reliability (ICC > 0.90) and validity for assessing sport-specific agility in
elite athletes. The test consisted of two 5-meter sprints connected at a 90-degree
angle, forming an L shape. Timing was conducted with a handheld stopwatch by
an experienced tester positioned at the finish line. Each participant performed
three trials under each of three attentional focus conditions:

1.Internal Focus Condition: Participants were instructed to focus on
specific body movements (e.g., “focus on planting your foot firmly during turns”).

2.External Focus Condition: Participants were instructed to focus on the
environmental effects of their movements (e.g., “focus on pushing off the cone as
hard as possible”).

3.Control Condition: No specific attentional focus instructions were

provided; participants were simply instructed to “complete the course as quickly
|
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as possible.”

The order of conditions was counterbalanced across participants to control for
order effects. Adequate rest periods (5 minutes of active recovery) were provided
between trials to minimize fatigue. The entire data collection process spanned
three days to ensure sufficient recovery and reduce the influence of circadian
factors on performance. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures ANOVA
with Bonferroni-adjusted post hoc comparisons. Normality of the data was
confirmed via the Shapiro-Wilk test, and assumptions of sphericity were assessed

using Mauchly’s test.

Results: The repeated-measures ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of
attentional focus condition on agility performance (F = 6.62, p = 0.006, n? =
0.516), indicating that focus instructions had a meaningful impact on execution
time. Post hoc comparisons showed that performance in the external focus
condition was significantly faster than in the internal focus condition (p < 0.05).
No significant differences were observed between the control condition and either
the internal or external focus conditions.

Descriptive analysis indicated that the mean agility time was lowest (i.e., best
performance) in the external focus condition, followed by the control condition,
with the internal focus condition yielding the slowest times. These results align
with the predictions of the constrained action hypothesis, suggesting that
directing attention externally facilitates more automatic and efficient movement
patterns. However, the lack of significant differences between the control
condition and the two experimental conditions suggests that skilled athletes may
already employ effective attentional strategies when not given explicit
instructions. Discussion: The findings of this study contribute to a nuanced
understanding of attentional focus effects in continuous, whole-body agility tasks
among expert performers. Consistent with the constrained action hypothesis, an
external focus of attention enhanced agility performance relative to an internal
focus, likely by promoting automatic motor control and reducing conscious

interference. However, the results did not support the universal applicability of the
|
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conscious processing hypothesis, which would predict performance decrements
under any explicit attentional focus condition in skilled athletes. The absence of
significant differences between the control condition and the two focus conditions
suggests that skilled futsal players may possess sophisticated self-regulatory
capabilities, enabling them to adopt optimal focus strategies without explicit
guidance.

These findings resonate with previous studies demonstrating the benefits of
external focus in agility tasks among novices and extend them to skilled
populations. Moreover, they underscore the importance of considering task
characteristics when evaluating attentional focus effects. The L-run agility test,
with its continuous, closed-loop nature, likely demands ongoing perceptual-motor
adjustments, making it particularly sensitive to the advantages conferred by an
external focus. Conversely, the variability in individual focus strategies observed
in the control condition aligns with prior research indicating that expert performers
often exhibit idiosyncratic attentional preferences based on extensive experience

and procedural knowledge.

Conclusion: This study provides empirical support for the efficacy of external
focus instructions in enhancing agility performance among skilled futsal players.
The findings suggest that coaches and practitioners should consider
incorporating external focus cues into agility training protocols to optimize
performance. However, the results also highlight the adaptability of expert
athletes, who may naturally employ effective attentional strategies in the absence
of explicit instructions. This underscores the importance of individualized
coaching approaches that respect and build upon athletes’ existing self-
regulatory skills.

Practical Implications

For coaches working with elite futsal players and athletes in similar agility-
dependent sports, the practical takeaway is clear: verbal instructions that direct
attention externally (e.g., “explode toward the cone”) are likely to yield better
performance outcomes than those that emphasize internal bodily movements.

However, given that skilled athletes may already utilize effective attentional
|
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strategies, coaches should be cautious about over-instructing and potentially
disrupting well-established motor patterns. Instead, subtle, well-timed external
focus cues may be most beneficial, particularly during training sessions aimed at
refining agility.

Several limitations of the present study should be acknowledged. First, the
sample size was relatively small (N = 12), and all participants were male futsal
players from a single provincial league, potentially limiting the generalizability of
the findings to other populations, such as female athletes or players from different
cultural contexts. Second, the use of stopwatch timing, while practical and
ecologically valid, lacks the precision of motion capture technologies that could
provide deeper insights into kinematic and biomechanical differences across
conditions. Third, the laboratory-style testing environment, though controlled,
may not fully replicate the complex attentional demands of competitive match
play.

Future studies should address these limitations by employing larger, more
diverse samples that include female athletes and players from various
competitive levels and sports. Additionally, incorporating advanced motion
analysis techniques could elucidate the biomechanical mechanisms underlying
the observed performance differences. Longitudinal studies examining how
attentional focus training influences agility development over time would also be
valuable. Furthermore, exploring the interaction between attentional focus and
psychological factors such as anxiety, fatigue, and motivation in competitive

settings could yield important insights for optimizing performance under pressure.
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