IJSPT

LITERATURE REVIEW

THE IMPACT OF ATTENTIONAL FOCUS ON THE
TREATMENT OF MUSCULOSKELETAL AND
MOVEMENT DISORDERS
Christopher Hunt, PT, DPT, SCS, CSCS1
Arsenio Paez, PT, DPT, MSc, CEIS, LEND1
Eric Folmar, PT, DPT, OCS1

ABSTRACT
Treatment plans employed by physical therapists involved in musculoskeletal rehabilitation may follow a
conventional medical-model approach, isolating care at the tissue level but neglecting consideration for
neurocognitive contributions to recovery. Understanding and integration of motor learning concepts into
physical therapy practice is integral for influencing the human movement system in the most effective
manner. One such motor learning concept is the use of verbal instruction to influence the attentional focus
of the learner. Evidence suggests that encouraging an external focus of attention through verbal instruction
promotes superior motor performance, and more lasting effects of a learning experience than an internal
focus of attention. Utilizing an external focus of attention when instructing a patient on a motor task may
facilitate improved motor performance and improved functional outcomes in treatment plans devised to
address musculoskeletal injury and movement disorders. The purpose of this review is to summarize the
basic principles of motor learning and available evidence on the influence an external focus of attention
has on motor learning and performance, including the benefits of an external focus of attention over an
internal focus of attention and how therapists may inadvertently encourage the latter. Furthermore, the
benefits of possessing greater awareness of neurocognitive mechanisms are discussed to exhibit how implementing such concepts into musculoskeletal rehabilitation can maximize treatment outcomes.
Level of Evidence: 5
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