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ABSTRACT

Target panic refers to the inability to shoot confidently and accurately. In the world of competitive archery,
“target panic” is a particular type of performance block that impacts over 90% of archers. Despite extensive
research, a definitive cause for target panic’s various manifestations is still elusive. However, performance
blocks in athletes are well-studied. Performance blocks are psychological and neurological barriers that prevent
athletes from performing at a high level. Drawing on insights from research on performance blocks and anxiety
sensitivity and disorders, this study reviews different psychological factors contributing to target panic, includ-
ing perfectionism, anxiety sensitivity, and traumatic experiences. The paper additionally explores interventions
to help cure target panic and performance blocks, such as SPT drills, imagery training, self-talk, cognitive-
based techniques, and mindfulness-based interventions. SPT drills coupled with imagery training were effective
in training muscle memory and confidence in archers. Mindfulness-based interventions helped with concentra-
tion. Cognitive-based techniques such as self-talk helped archers boost their confidence and ability to overcome
anxiety and high forms of stress. In conclusion, this study emphasizes the importance of addressing the physical
and cognitive dimensions of archery performance to manage performance blocks and target panic effectively.

Introduction

Within the competitive archery realm, the term "target panic" strikes fear and uncertainty among athletes. De-
spite advances in sports medicine, researchers have yet to pinpoint a definitive cause for this phenomenon's
various forms and occurrences. Target panic poses a significant challenge for archers, constituting a psycho-
logical or neurological barrier that undermines their accuracy and confidence. Its manifestations include flinch-
ing, snapping, freezing, and punching, affecting each archer differently (Priambudi 2023). Even globally re-
nowned archers like Michael Schloesser, Sarah Lopez, and Braden Gellenthien struggle to articulate a unified
description of target panic. Some liken it to a fear of shooting, while others view it as any form of anxiety that
inhibits optimal performance. Although concrete data on the prevalence of target panic among archers is scarce,
researchers estimate that approximately 90% of them have grappled with it at some stage in their careers. This
further emphasizes the taboo surrounding "target panic" within the athletic archery community.

Through different qualitative interviews, many studies have concluded that an amalgamation of intense
anxiety causes that target panic. This can be related to the broader and more universal term, performance blocks.
Performance blocks are a psychological disorder of control involving the loss of the ability to carry out specific
movement patterns. They often result in involuntary jerks, spasms, tremors, and freezing. (Bawden & Maynard,
2001). Understanding the psychological aspects of archery is crucial for enhancing performance, as psycholog-
ical factors like target panic can profoundly impact an archer's career.
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Prevalence and Manifestation of Archery Target Panic

Target panic is a complex problem that significantly affects how well someone performs in archery. In new
research, Prior and Coates (2019) investigated the causes of target panic and found that it is primarily a loss of
conscious control over an action. They also discovered that of the 128 survey respondents, 118 had experienced
target panic, so it seems like a nearly inevitable part of an archer's life. They further hypothesized that it might
have to do with storing and reacting to a large amount of sensory information that is very important to the
conscious mind. In addition, target panic can produce experiences that throw an archer off their game, like an
athlete develops "the yips" in baseball, golf, or another activity (Rooke, 2023). This relates to the executive
functioning of arcing the shot in a way that allows the brain to direct the body to perform the shot correctly and
handle it when it matters most. Control problems can manifest as physically missing the proper form for the
shot, flinching, or punching at the release. Archers troubled by target panic can manifest freezing up altogether
or snap-shooting—the kind of release an animal might make at a perceived danger sign.

Besides the concrete symptoms, target panic also has psychological consequences. The presence of
"anxiety sensitivity" (AS) in an archer's mental profile often accompanies the symptoms of an anxiety disorder,
and indeed, AS is theoretically connected to the appearance of anxiety disorders like panic disorder. For in-
stance, an archer with AS is almost certainly going to be alarmed by the sight of a panic attack, which in turn
feeds into the performance anxiety of nighttime panic that makes a poor-shooting archer perpetually worsen.
Research demonstrates that target panic is a widespread problem among archers, affecting as many as 90% of
them at some point during their careers. Because the incidence of target panic is so high, it is essential to talk
about it and try to understand what archers experience when they have it. By better understanding target panic,
it might be possible to help archers manage and overcome this common problem.

All in all, target panic among professional archers takes numerous forms. It can be seen in an archer's
struggle to maintain control, in their inability to concentrate, or in them repeatedly and overly flinching or
freezing. Furthermore, for many a target-panicking archer, both the sight of the bullseye and the moment the
bowstring is released can be rife with intense anxiety. And when panic singularly characterizes an individual's
experience or, worse yet, becomes a nearly inescapable constant of an archer's competition life, then something
needs to be done. That's where targeted interventions and support come in.

Psychological Factors Contributing to Target Panic

Delving further into the manifestation of target panic among archers, it is crucial to understand the numerous
psychological factors behind the issue. As target panic is a similar type of performance block for archers, this
section reviews the different psychological factors contributing to performance block and target panic.

Performance Blocks

Regarding performance blocks in all sports, the mental aspect plays an unprecedented role in affecting factors
like pressure and anxiety. Research indicates that young elite athletes are particularly susceptible to high stress
levels due to intense training loads, uncertainty related to the selection process and results, role conflicts, and
pressure to excel in sports and academics. Markus Gerber studied 257 young athletes in North-Western Swit-
zerland and followed up on a 6-month. It was found that about 1 in 10 of these athletes had clinically related
burnout and depression, which can be correlated to the performance block that they were experiencing. The
study also showed that mental toughness is a factor in fighting burnout and depression, thus decreasing perfor-
mance blocks experienced (Gerber et al. 2018).
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Another psychological aspect that contributes to performance block is perfectionistic ideals. Perfec-
tionistic concerns are prevalent among elite athletes and have been linked to significant psychological distress,
emphasizing the toll that performance expectations can have on mental well-being. A cross-sectional study was
performed on first-year athletes from Norwegian elite sports high schools (n=711) and regular high school
students (n=500). Using self-reported data, the study showed that psychological distress, perfectionism, and
eating problems are prevalent among most sports athletes (Rosenvinge et al. 2018). Moreover, Koivula,
Hassmén, and Fallby (2002) surveyed 178 professional Swedish athletes, 69 females and 109 males, who were
all either Olympians or potential future Olympians. The questionnaire measured three critical factors among
the athletes: self-esteem, perfectionism, and competitive anxiety/self-confidence. The researchers found that
sports-related anxiety is positively correlated to patterns of negative perfectionism, which is dependent on ath-
letes who relate their self-esteem to performance and competency (Koivula, Hassmén, and Fallby 2002). These
findings can be applied directly to archery since sports performance blocks have several parallels with target
panic struggles.

Target Panic

Anxiety plays a significant part in the development of target panic among archers. This is because of the sort
of complex interactions that form in an archer's mind when they are attempting to make a shot while in the grip
of profound anxiety. To understand just why target panic can arise — and more importantly, how it can be reined
in and turned to just occasional symptoms if it must be at all — it's valuable to first understand what happens
inside the anxious mind during shot execution. An anxious archer is one who fills their thoughts with all the
many things that can go wrong during a shot; things their poor, under siege follow-through can try to fix if the
miracle of landing a decent shot is to occur. Next comes the apprehension that dominates the moment of release
and the anticipation of where the shot will go if it doesn't have the archer's intentions or hopes behind it. And
then there's the issue of tension and pain — a grand moment of spectacle that can take an archer under the
influence of profound anxiety and keep 'em there, shot after shot.

Furthermore, research on panic shows an influence on an individual's perception of threat, fear of the
unknown, coping behaviors, and social psychological factors. The study conducted by Prior and Coates (2019)
gathered senior archers (archers above the age of 18) of various skill levels (ranging from club archers to pro-
fessional archers) who were actively participating in archery and had prior experience of target panic. The study
used an interpretative phenomenological analysis to give participants who were to be interviewed the ability to
share their personal experiences with target panic and how they perceived it. Participants were interviewed and
asked to give their accounts of their target panic. The case of participant David shows my looming fear of
sudden shock such as loud noises can cause that target panic. David stated that his target panic gets triggered
when he hears sudden, loud noises, often making the body flinch or cringe as a reaction. This is a clear perfor-
mance block since David unwillingly anticipates an unfavorable situation while shooting, and it results in grow-
ing anxiety and discomfort. He states that this anxiety oftentimes causes him to avoid releasing a shot altogether
and enter a cycle of lifting the bow and letting it down, which can hinder archery performance. Another partic-
ipant, Jessica, opened up on her problem of anxiety for her safety during her shooting process, which shows
that target panic can also manifest from thoughts of post-trauma. This is because she experienced an injury due
to her bow malfunctioning in the past. She states that “‘your conscious mind and subconscious mind are con-
nected’” and that the bad memories from her subconscious state of mind creep into her conscious mind in the
middle of a shot and cause her to panic. This suggests that traumatic experiences can cause an anxious subcon-
scious state of mind and can result in increased levels of stress (Prior and Coates 2019).
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Interventions in Performance Psychology for Managing Target Panic

The current exigency with the prevalence of target panic and its overwhelming impacts on archers calls for
specific interventions that can help overcome the shared issue. This section of the paper provides an overview
of the existing interventions aimed at mitigating target panic. Because of the several different aspects linked to
performance blocks in archery, there are many different methods by which interventions are designed to target
specific weaknesses for archers.

SPT-Drill

Archery is a sport that requires mental competency, but it also demands great physical ability. As explained in
detail earlier, psychological factors are extremely important when it comes to impacting target panic. However,
it is important to recognize that a strong physical base can support levels of self-esteem and confidence, which
may ultimately assist in minimizing anxiety levels while shooting. Not only this but when physical competency
is trained alongside psychological strengthening, they can synergize to improve overall skill and performance.
Amini et al. conducted a study on 45 undergraduate military science students (shooters) between 18 and 25
years old in order to find the relationship between cognitive and motor training and their effect on shooting
skills. They utilized three different experimental groups and had “cognitive imagery” and “motor representa-
tion” intervention strategies to compare the participant's “acquisition” and “retention” of shooting skills. The
researchers found that cognitive imaging and motor representation interventions included together had the most
significant impact on improving shooting skills. Shooters oftentimes only focus on refining their motor and
physical skills, so they begin to neglect the importance of mental training. However, this study shows that
cognitive training is a catalyst for improving “basic skills required in perceptual-motor activities” (Amini et al.
2022).

For archery specifically, archers oftentimes get caught up in the process of diligently practicing their
shooting form and the technical processes and end up disregarding all the important mental factors that have
just as much of an effect on their shot. Therefore, taking the findings from Amini et al. into consideration, it is
important to find an intervention for managing target panic that targets both physical and cognitive areas. Pri-
ambudi (2023) performed a study on 12 archery athletes, 9 males, and 3 females, in order to find an intervention
to minimize symptoms of target panic. They used classroom action research to find the effectiveness of their
intervention strategies over the course of their training program. The researchers chose to utilize Specific Phys-
ical Training (SPT), which is a physical conditioning drill for archers, and mental imagery. These two interven-
tion approaches targeted both physical and mental aspects of the athletes’ weaknesses: the rationale was their
hope to change archers’ “
situations from different angles and have varying perspectives to help alleviate panic-related symptoms. After
5 weeks of training, Priambudi found that SPT and mental imagery intervention methods did show a “significant
change in the ability to control target panic symptoms.”

perceptions of archery situations and techniques” so that they could view archery

EEINT3

The SPT-Drill specifically was found effective in improving “flexibility,” “structure,” “endurance,”
and “power to feel the expansion movement.” These factors allowed for a smoother and more confident shoot-
ing process that allowed athletes to overcome flinching and maintain consistency. For the mental aspect, the
imagery method allowed for growth in areas such as “self-confidence, concentration, emotional control, and
positive thinking.” As opposed to the SPT-Drill, overcoming target panic symptoms such as “freezing and snap-
shooting” were dependent on the athletes’ improved imagery. Overall, the combination of the two interventions
is “expected to synergize” for archers to feel more collected under pressure and anxiety-inducing situations so

that they do not experience symptoms of target panic to an extreme extent.
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Cognitive Behavioral Techniques: Imagery Training and Self-Talk

To tackle target panic, archers can experience the positive impacts of both imagery training and self-talk tactics.
Imagery training is a psychological tool that requires an individual to imagine specific archery shooting scenes,
which will activate the networks responsible for motor functioning. Consequently, as a result of doing this
training, an archer’s awareness will progress, and progressions can continually be made toward optimal perfor-
mance (Chang et al., 2010). Self-talk is a technique used to better control an archer's focus and maintain proper
technique. Specifically for performance techniques in sports, research has found that self-talk can alter the
perception of effort cardio-respiratory outcomes during exercise and cortisol surrounding exercise (Basset et
al., 2021). With the use of motivational interviewing techniques, having positive motivational self-talk and
imagery training can regulate levels of arousal and moods (Hardy et al., 2014). The idea is that a phrase or
image is enough, but with an understanding the physiology and belief of the mind then an archer will be in a
state of homeostasis eliminating target panic.

The application of imagery training and self-talk has been suggested as a way of managing state anx-
iety and performance in archery. A study that will be focused on is a study carried out by Isar et al. (2022) in
which the effect of imagery training and instructional self-talk on cognitive state anxiety, somatic state anxiety,
self-confidence, and archery performance was studied. The study was conducted among 45 athletes of Sports
School Malaysia Pahang. The intervention lasted about 6 weeks for all groups in the study and the results
showed that there was improved confidence in archery performance and reduced state anxiety. The study pro-
vides evidence of the beneficial influence of combining imagery training and self-talk on a decrease of anxiety
and increased performance in archery.

Adopting these mental skills training strategies has been viewed as a beneficial way of increasing an
athlete’s psychological preparedness and overall success in competitive environments. Chang et al. carried out
a study with 18 right-hand archers that shows that motor imagery allows for more precise movements. They
tested active imagery conditioning against a nonmotor imagery task as a control. It showed that motor imagery
increased the cortical processes, which caused the performance to be more consistent.

Mindfulness-Based Interventions

Mindfulness-based interventions have shown efficacy in increasing attentional control and decreasing anxiety
among diverse populations, including athletes such as archers. Studies provide evidence that mindfulness inter-
ventions are useful for improving symptoms both physically and psychologically (Shapiro et al., 2005). As an
example, research on the effects of the mindfulness-based intervention Mindfulness-based Peak Performance
(MBPP) showed enhanced results on athletes' performance and cognitive functioning among archers (Wu et al.,
2021). Mindfulness training appears to be valuable in optimizing sports performance and mental health in sports
environments. Moreover, mindfulness interventions emphasize cultivating greater attention and awareness of
the present-moment experience (Creswell, 2017). Studies have revealed that mindfulness-based interventions
could reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression, develop mindfulness skills, and enhance quality of life. In
addition, the results of the mindfulness-based skill development program showed that mental skills and mind-
fulness levels were enhanced in highly skilled archers.

In a study by Wu, TY, et. al (2021), the authors examine the impact of mindfulness-based interventions
(MBI) or mindfulness-based peak performance (MBPP) on athletes' performance and cognitive function in
archers. Mindfulness-based interventions involve psychological constructs, and certain practices, and facilitate
academicians to specifically influence individual effects on concentration, clarity, acceptance, and equanimity
in mindfulness processes. A group of 23 competitive archers from the National Taiwan University of Sport
volunteered to take part in an experiment that was conducted to investigate the influence of mindfulness-based
interventions (MBIs) on athletic performance and cognitive functions among archers (Wu, TY, et. al, 2021).
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The study's methodology was based off of a regulated mindfulness-based peak performance (MBPP) program,
which all of the participants were required to complete. The program was comprised of eight 60-minute ses-
sions, meeting two times a week for 4 weeks. The aim of this program was to improve levels of mindfulness
and performance among the athletes by introducing an array of mindfulness exercises such as mindful check-
ins, mindful breathing, body scanning, seated meditation, mindful walking and mindful listening. The average
second test scores for the participants (mean = 621.70, standard deviation = 32.08) were greater than the average
test scores of the first test (mean = 613.48, SD = 29.72). Examining the test results of both trials, it was con-
cluded that the shooting scores of the participants in the second trial was higher than that of the first trial.

In another experiment, researchers tried to understand whether [MBIs] can positively influence archery
performance. Subjects utilized in the research comprised 11 elite recurve archers enrolled on the Turkish Na-
tional Archery Team (Terzioglu, Z & Cakir, S). According to the Terzioglu and Cakir study, there was evidence
suggesting that the training program enhanced the archers’ relaxation, activation, competition planning, and
refocusing skills.

Conclusion

This paper aims to provide a comprehensive overview of the current scholarly literature surrounding the issue
of target panic among archers and the existing interventions that seek to mitigate its effects. It introduces the
complexity of performance blocks by demonstrating how they form in athletes, the physical and psychological
effects, and strategic approaches that can be utilized to minimize their impact. Target panic is also shown to be
a sports performance block. Target panic manifests in archers in several different ways, mainly through an
archer having to deal with psychological issues that can harm confidence and the overall ability to shoot com-
fortably. Interventions in performance psychology are promising treatments to target panic for archers. SPT
drills, cognitive behavioral techniques, and mindfulness-based interventions have been shown to be effective
in treating target panic, anxiety, and low confidence. SPT drills primarily target the physical aspect of archery
performance, aiming to improve flexibility, structure endurance, and power. It involves physical conditioning
drills tailored to enhance archer’s motor skills and physical competencies. The aforementioned research sug-
gests that combining SPT drills with mental imagery can significantly improve an archer’s ability to control
target panic symptoms such as freezing or snap shooting. Cognitive-based techniques, like self-talk and imagery
training, improve the cognitive aspect of archer performance which regulates focus, confidence, and emotional
control. Studies have shown that utilizing both imagery training and self-talk can lead to reduced anxiety sen-
sitivity therefore preventing target panic symptoms from occuring. Mindfulness-based interventions target both
the physical and psychological aspects of archery. The interventions involve practicing breathing, body control,
meditation, and listening to cultivate awareness of the moment. These help with relaxation skills and therefore
remove anxiety from the moment the archer shoots.

Based on the review, it is recommended that coaching staff and archery athletes incorporate both phys-
ical and mental training into their regimens to help reduce the onset of target panic and its various symptoms.
In addition to this, the paper also draws attention to the lack of research being done on target panic specifically,
even though it manifests in most archers at least once in their careers. Further research should be done to com-
pare different interventions and their effectiveness towards different manifestations of target panic.
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