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To Yanique









Foreword
by Arsène Wenger


A penalty shootout is the highest moment of pressure in a footballer’s life. It’s a mental test. Not a technical test.


Penalties show how the mental aspect can interfere with technique. When I saw Harry Kane miss a penalty for England against France in the 2022 World Cup, I would have understood if the goalkeeper had stopped it. But Kane missed the target altogether. That shows how much pressure was on him.


With penalties, players have to try to make themselves immune to the external world. The circus around them should not influence what they have decided to do. External factors contribute to internal pressure. And blocking those factors out is the key to lessening your internal pressure. You have to control yourself to focus on what you want to do.


But, you never know. Penalties is always a poker game.


I don’t like it when goalkeepers move out and stand in front of the ball. Now we have created a new rule where the keepers cannot behave like clowns. However, what the goalkeeper is doing on the line is fine. I like that he is trying to have an influence. That is part of the emotional intensity that people want to see as well.


My teams would practise penalties. We took penalties in training. Not too much, but a little. I would try to make the level of concentration in training match as closely as possible the level in the game. Rewards helped: prizes increased people’s concentration.


In the break before a penalty shootout, the clarity of organisation is important. I tried to have the names of the penalty takers ready early. And then to agree with the players about the order. Because some players will be, like: “I’ll take the last one.” And I would say: “No, you’re taking number two!” The manager has to decide.


At that moment, I would also be trying to strengthen the players’ determination and their belief. I would tell them: this is now our opportunity to show them that we are mentally stronger. Focus on what we have in front of us now. Forget the past and focus on the moment.


At Arsenal, I was involved in 15 shootouts. I won the first two, then lost four in a row, but won eight of the last nine. I had not thought about this, but Geir Jordet reminded me.


Today, the use of data and analysis has completely changed. When I was a player, we never saw opponents taking penalties. You maybe knew the team’s main penalty taker, but you ignored the others. We didn’t have specialist goalkeeping coaches. We now have much more information. Sometimes we don’t see the evidence that is right in front of us. We can easily get into a routine way of thinking where the penalty shootout is not as important. We are tempted to focus much more on other aspects of the game. Yet players need to be conscious that penalties decide big successes and big failures. Much more than we expect.


Penalty shootouts are important now and will be more so in the future. At FIFA, we have increased the number of teams in the World Cup from 32 to 48. That means one more knockout stage, and another chance for teams to have penalties. Also, from 2025, we will have a Club World Cup with 32 teams, where there will also be penalties. We need to give this part of the game serious consideration, as Geir Jordet does in this book.


Roberto Baggio says that he still thinks about the penalty he missed in the 1994 World Cup. That tells you one thing: it’s worth being prepared.


Arsène Wenger, Chief of Global Football Development, FIFA, and former manager of Arsenal FC (1996-2018)


March 2024









Introduction




“Only big players can miss penalties because small players don’t take them.”


Ante Milicic, coach of the Australia women’s team, 2019





Imagine this. You are 23 years old. You have one chance to deliver. One shot, with the whole world watching. If you are successful, it’s only what everyone was expecting. You might get a respectful nod, at most. If, on the other hand, you fail, it will shatter the dreams of millions, including your teammates, family and friends.


You failed last time you were in this situation. The fallout was devastating. But eventually people forgave you. If you fail this time, no one will forget. It will define you forever. Your name will forever be synonymous with this moment of failure.


In addition, you’re exhausted. You’ve just completed two hours of hard, physically strenuous work, at the end of a whole month in which you have been on constant duty with your team.


When you are about to deliver your shot, there is an opponent in front of you, smiling. Next come cruel words and disturbing gestures, with one aim only – to get inside your head, trigger your worst fears and knock you off balance.


And one final thing: this is a situation you and your team have not prepared for. You’re thrown into this situation without rehearsal. Why? Because your boss does not believe such moments can be practised.


Dread. Anxiety. Fear.


Welcome to the penalty shootout.


When Kylian Mbappé walked from the centre circle to the penalty spot on December 18, 2022, this was his situation. This was the World Cup final, between his France and Argentina.


To say that everyone he knew was watching him at that moment would be no overstatement. There were 1.5 billion people tuned in on television.1


A nationally record-breaking 29 million viewers were watching in France alone.2


Mbappé was up against Argentina’s goalkeeper, Emi Martínez, one of the most notorious trash-talkers and penalty-taker disruptors in the world. And the French team was woefully unprepared – their manager had stated numerous times his belief that it is impossible to practise penalties.


The last time Mbappé had been in a penalty shootout for France was in a round of 16 match in the 2020 European Championships, held in 2021. All the opponents from Switzerland scored, all Mbappé’s teammates scored, but Mbappé missed. The aftermath was ugly. He was blamed for the loss. Fans questioned his character: he was an egotist, in it for himself, not a team player. It was said that he didn’t care enough. He was racially abused. Eventually, he met with the president of the French Football Federation to discuss whether he would retire from the French team. He played on, but the consequences of taking part in a penalty shootout were painfully clear.


One year on, he was back at the penalty spot. But with even higher stakes. The World Cup trophy on the line. Mbappé was France’s biggest star, the one everyone expected would deliver.


He had everything to lose.


I have always been fascinated by penalty kicks. More precisely, I have been fascinated by missed penalty kicks. The idea of having to do something which everyone reasonably expects you to manage, then failing to manage it, and your failure affecting everyone around you… this scenario has always seemed uniquely terrifying to me. My obsession with it began when I played football myself. Although I was a decent youth player, scored quite a few goals and often captained the teams I played for, I feared penalties. I never volunteered to take them. There were two occasions, however, when I could not avoid them.


The first was when I was 15 and played a tryout game for the Oslo regional team. Being picked to play for this team had been my dream for years. I had already failed at the trial stage once, and leading up to this tryout game I was more nervous than ever.


It didn’t seem to show, though – or not at first. I played the game of my life. Dribbles, passes, everything clicked. I even scored a nice goal.


Then my team got a penalty.


I walked away, as I normally would. Others could take care of it. The coach saw it differently. “Geir Jordet will take it!”


On the one hand, I didn’t even know that the coach knew my name, so that was something. On the other hand… take a penalty? In this game? Dread washed over me. But I had no choice. So I grabbed the ball.


My hands were shaking so badly I could hardly keep hold of it to place it on the spot. I walked back, having no real idea what I would do. But I was able to take aim. That memory is clear and vivid – I aimed for just inside the right post. I ran up to the ball as quickly as I could and shot. The ball slowly rolled into the net.


Relief. I had scored. My teammates were happy, the coach seemed impressed. But there was something about this penalty that only I knew. The ball had entered the goal just inside the left post – the opposite side from where I was aiming. I had missed my intended target by about seven metres. Complete fluke.


I made the team. I kept quiet about the penalty, though. Until now, in fact.


My second penalty was in a shootout. I was 17 and playing in what at the time was the biggest international youth tournament in the world, the Norway Cup. I was in a good U19 team, with several Norway youth international players. We felt that we had a shot at winning the whole thing. We breezed through to the round of 16 and confidence was high. But that game went to extra time, and then to penalties. I missed and we went out.


The small consolation was that someone else on our team missed his penalty too. Moreover, the other guy was a more senior player, and he probably felt a bit more responsibility for his miss. Yet for me this was still the summer that I crushed the dreams of my teammates and friends. Because that is what it feels like to miss a shot in a penalty shootout. I never took another penalty kick.


My curiosity about penalties did not leave me, though. On the contrary, I grew more and more fascinated by the penalty shootout and the uniquely distilled nature of its drama. In the summer of 2004, having completed my PhD in psychology and football, and while I was waiting to start in my first academic job, the European Championships for men took place in Portugal. Most people remember this tournament for the classic victory of the under-dogs – Greece, who beat the hosts 1-0 in the final. For me, it was the tournament that marked the start of my professional quest to understand the psychology of the penalty shootout.


There were two dramatic shootouts in the 2004 Euros quarter-finals. First, Portugal beat England 6-5. Then, two days later, the Netherlands beat Sweden 5-4. Everybody was talking about David Beckham, who was probably at the time the player with the highest profile in the game. Beckham was chosen to take the first penalty in England’s shootout against Portugal. The Portuguese goalkeeper, Ricardo, came to greet him at the penalty spot prior to the shot, taunting Beckham, gesturing and trash-talking to him. A few seconds later, Beckham fired a shot that went between one and two metres over the crossbar – a huge miss. I watched it live on TV and could hardly believe it. But we had seen it before. Being a superstar is a liability in a penalty shootout. The pressure is higher on them than on others. And extraordinary players suddenly become very ordinary.


Norway is a small country and there were not many specialists in football psychology at the time, so the day after the game I was called up by a national radio station and asked if I would talk about the shootout we had just witnessed. Right before we went on air, the host told me another guest would be joining the discussion, linking in from a remote studio. It was Henning Berg. Oh, OK. Berg was a huge figure in Norway. He had just retired as a player after a distinguished career: 100 caps for his country, playing in two World Cups. He also played 66 games for Manchester United in the Premier League.


I was the first one up on the radio show. “How could someone like Beckham miss?” was the question. I delivered a couple of my pre-rehearsed psychological observations and speculations: “The pressure on Beckham is enormous. He is the biggest superstar in the game. Everyone expects him to score, he probably started to overthink his kick, and…”


A loud and scathing voice interrupted me.


“That’s nonsense. Completely wrong!”


It was Henning Berg.


“I played with David Beckham for three years,” Berg continued. “I know him very well. He’s extremely mentally strong. His miss had nothing to do with pressure.”


I was so stunned, I didn’t even hear the rest of what he said. There was no way I could question Berg’s authority – nor his self-certainty. I had nothing to counter with, and barely said a word after that. I left the radio studio feeling pretty crushed.


But I also felt determined. Despite Berg’s two-footed challenge, I did believe that penalty taking was, to an important degree, about pressure and the management of pressure, and that penalty shootouts had a psychological dimension that might deserve attention. I certainly knew I wanted to delve deeper into this topic. And so began a period of intense exploration. I sought out the existing studies – and found that these typically featured student footballers being recruited to a penalty simulation task in a laboratory. I didn’t get it. How could they come even close to simulating the real pressure of a major penalty shootout? I knew that I needed to focus more on what actually happened in real-world shoot-outs. My interest rapidly became a mission. I watched videos, read memoirs, interviews, explored the drama and emotions involved in penalty kick experiences and tried to identify the behaviours that might mean something. I asked myself: what were players who scored doing differently from the ones who missed?


It certainly seemed that it would be useful to know. In the World Cup for men, there have been 35 penalty shootouts since this method of deciding a tied game was introduced to the tournament in 1974, which means that 20% or one in five of all World Cup knockout games go to penalties. The number of penalty shootouts in the European Championships is higher (26%) and for the Copa América higher again (30%). For women, the equivalent percentages are 11% in the World Cup, 15% in the European Championships and 30% in the Copa América Femenina. This means that any team going into one of those tournaments with an ambition to go all the way is being very naive if it doesn’t expect and plan to feature in at least one penalty shootout.


Meanwhile, with respect to penalty kicks awarded within regular game time, at least one penalty is given in 27% of the matches in the top European leagues for men.3 Given that more than half of all football games are either tied or decided by only one goal, it stands to reason that any penalty kick awarded is likely to play a major part in the outcome of most games.4 Again, understanding penalty taking in all its dimensions would seem like a good idea.


My first breakthrough came after I started my job in the autumn of 2004 at the University of Groningen in the Netherlands. The Netherlands and England have very similar penalty shootout histories: traumatic and painful. Leading up to the 2004 Euros, the Netherlands had participated in four big penalty shootouts – in the Euros in 1992, 1996 and 2000, and in the World Cup in 1998. They lost all of them. The most excruciating loss was probably in Euro 2000, when they were the host nation. They faced Italy in the semi-final at the Amsterdam Arena. During regulation time, the Dutch missed two penalty kicks, the score remained 0-0 and the match went to a penalty shootout. In that, three of four Dutch penalty takers missed. Italy won comfortably. Consequently, when the Dutch team won their penalty shootout against Sweden in the quarter-final of Euro 2004, it was a cathartic moment for a country obsessed with football.


Even before starting my new job at the university, I had begun thinking about doing some type of study of penalties, together with my new Dutch colleagues. Upon arriving, I found out that one of those colleagues, Chris Visscher, had connections that could gain us some access to the Dutch team. Coincidentally, I also personally knew some of the Swedish players who took part in that Euro shootout. My thought was that maybe I could get them to speak to me about what they went through. It was a long process and took all our powers of persuasion, but eventually we secured interviews with players from both sides, and I had the material for a unique study, exploring in depth the players from two top-level teams’ experiences of facing each other in a penalty shootout.


What was excitingly clear to me was that the penalty shootout in football is a natural laboratory for the study of pressure and human performance. Moreover, it’s a laboratory with some enormous advantages. Firstly, it can do something that regular laboratories cannot – produce high levels of raw, real-world pressure that would be impossible, and surely unethical, to induce in participants in regular studies. Here, in other words, is pressure in the wild, naturally occurring and ready to be examined.


A second benefit is that we can use the penalty shootout to study the effects of pressure on elite, high-performing individuals. This is an exclusive group who would be hard to draft for university lab studies.


And third, even though the binary outcome of a penalty kick or a penalty shootout is simple – score or miss, win or lose – the cognitive, emotional, social, technical and tactical variables surrounding penalty taking are incredibly rich, offering us a uniquely rounded and illuminating picture of the pressure experience.


Those years in the Netherlands were the beginning of an enduring passion which led me to publish numerous academic research studies on penalty shootouts. In the process, I interviewed more than 30 top-level players in depth about their thoughts, emotions and experiences during penalties, and conducted detailed video observation of more than 2000 penalty kicks. And I got to test my predictions in practice while consulting with over 20 elite teams, including Germany men (for the 2022 World Cup), Great Britain/ England women (for the 2020 Olympics), the Netherlands men (for the 2006 World Cup), Norway men and women (regularly over the past decade), as well as several leading European clubs from the Premier League and other top leagues.


In this book, I will present the highlights of my research. I will dig deeply into the constituents of pressure, how it manifests in penalty shootouts, and describe and explain how the world’s best (and some of the worst) penalty takers cope and maintain performance under some of the most extreme pressure conditions that exist in sport. Most of my research is on men, which is related to the historical lack of availability of video and data from the women’s game. Hopefully there will be more research on women and penalties in the near future.


However, the focus is not only on footballers and their penalty kicks – it is as much on the experience and management of stress itself. As we shall see, the way that successful penalty takers perform under pressure is not only about a physical act, a kick at a ball. To be perfectly honest, I am personally not even that interested in the penalty kick itself. What happens to the ball after the foot has struck it is not my primary focus. It is all about the pressure that is on before the kick, what players think and feel, what they do, how they relate to and communicate with others. This is where the magic happens. And this is where the broader lessons are. Not many of us will be asked to take a penalty for our country in a World Cup shootout. But all of us will face pressure of some kind in our lives, and maybe it would be useful to know what we can do to prepare ourselves, overcome our fear of failure and survive, and even thrive, in those big-pressure moments.


This has become a lifelong mission for me, yet it might never have been so if it had not been for that on-air tackle by Henning Berg. In a full-circle moment, exactly 10 years after that crushing radio experience, on June 1, 2014, Legia Warsaw had just beaten Lech Posnan 2-0. This was the last match of the season, and they were now handed the trophy as the 2013-2014 winner of Ekstraklasa, the Polish league. I was at the stadium and found myself in the dressing room after the match, celebrating with the players and my good friends, the coaches of Legia Warsaw – Pål Arne Johansen, Kaz Sokolowski and their boss, the head coach… Henning Berg. The following year, Legia Warsaw became Polish cup champions. The most dramatic match was the quarter-final, where Henning Berg’s men won after a very well-executed penalty shootout.


In that 2022 World Cup final, Kylian Mbappé did not just take France’s number one shot in the penalty shootout, he also took two penalty kicks in the game – one 10 minutes before the end of regular time and one two minutes before the end of extra time. Each kick was a make-or-break shot, where missing would almost certainly have meant that France would lose the game. This is the penalty kick. One small act, massive repercussions. And, accordingly, immense amounts of pressure.


Even though France ended up losing, Mbappé scored on all three of those occasions, producing one of the most extraordinary performances under pressure ever seen in football.


What did he do differently from the year before with those kicks?


That, ultimately, is the subject of this book.









Chapter 1


Feeling the pressure




“Penalties look so simple, that’s why they’re difficult.”


Johan Cruyff





The penalty shootout was adopted by FIFA in 1970 as the official way to decide tied football matches in knockout competitions. The first shootouts were, perhaps inevitably, raw, unpolished events, rough at the edges. Penalty takers had not learned about how one should or shouldn’t behave in this extraordinary new scenario. Referees were inexperienced and very loose in their control of the situation and the actors involved. Watching film of those shoot-outs now, they look unvarnished, unmediated – and actually rather magical, especially if you happen to be a researcher with an interest in pressure and its effects. Here is performance under pressure in a very pure form.


Watch, for instance, the shootout at the end of the 1980 Cup Winners’ Cup final between Arsenal and Valencia.5 The game had finished 0-0 after extra time so for the first time a major European club final would go to penalties.


Valencia naturally sent down their most trusted penalty taker for their first kick. That was Mario Kempes, one of football’s brightest superstars, a World Cup winner with Argentina in 1978, the top scorer in that tournament, with six goals including two in the final against the Netherlands, the winner of the South American Footballer of the Year award. He missed. It was the first time the world had seen one of the game’s living legends get stripped of their dignity by the ruthless spectacle of a penalty shootout. And it would certainly not be the last.


A little later, with the score still level after the designated five kicks for each team, confusion seemed briefly to reign about what should happen next. Should each team’s first five kickers cycle through again? Or did the remaining players now have to take a turn? While the goalkeepers stood together discussing the matter, coaching staff ran down to the referee for clarification. Carry on through the team, was the instruction.


Valencia took their sixth penalty and scored. Graham Rix, 22 years old at the time, had played well in the match and now stepped up for Arsenal. Rix needed to score to keep Arsenal in the contest. If he missed, the cup was Valencia’s.


Rix arrived in the penalty area with the air of someone for whom this couldn’t be over soon enough. As he stepped up to place the ball, he looked at Carlos Pereira in the Valencia goal and attempted some cheekiness by miming a side-foot shot before the ball was down. Looking at it now on the video, the joke is sort of funny and sort of not; mostly it oozes nervous energy. Naturally. They were all nervous, and they were showing it in different ways.


Rix then took only a few steps back from the ball and, on the referee’s signal, immediately sprinted in. Not a bad penalty kick, but the goalkeeper went correctly and made a relatively simple save. Arsenal were beaten – the first team to know the unique pain of surrendering a European final on penalties. As the jubilant Valencia players rushed past him to mob their goalkeeper, Rix, with his socks around his ankles, could only stand still, bent over in an altogether new form of mortification.


Or wind forward a little from there to 1984 and watch the shootout to decide the final of the UEFA Cup (the Europa League, as we now know it) between Tottenham and Anderlecht. By today’s standards, it’s incredible how impatient and rushed these players seem. Nine of the 10 penalty takers react to the referee’s whistle as if it were the crack of a starting pistol. Because the referee in this shootout blows as the players are walking back from the ball, they don’t even pause or gather themselves in any way, not even for a second, before they begin their run-up. Moreover, four of the five Tottenham players turn their backs on the goalkeeper when walking away, so the referee’s signal produces from them one fast, fluid and surely quite hard-to-coordinate movement: walk, turn around, run, kick. The only Spurs player who does not turn his back on the goalkeeper, Gary Stevens, starts his run-up before the whistle has gone, making the referee appear to react to him rather than the other way around. Stevens then becomes the only player in major penalty shootout history to kick the ball at the same time as the referee blows. He scores and the Belgian goalkeeper, Jacques Munaron, understandably protests bitterly afterwards, but to no avail.


The Belgian players are also fast, although not quite as fast as the English. And the only player in the shootout who notably takes a little bit more time is Enzo Scifo. He is only 18 years of age, yet incredibly composed prior to his run-up. His one-second pause after the whistle feels like an eternity compared with the rest. Scifo will go on to have an impressive career and earn 84 caps for Belgium. However, Tottenham win the penalty shoot-out, 4-3, and the trophy.


Or wind back again and watch what happens when Uli Stielike takes his kick for West Germany in the shootout to decide the 1982 World Cup semi-final against France, in Seville, Spain. This is the first time penalties have been used to decide a World Cup game, and as such, the first time this supremely edgy drama has been played out on the global stage.


The teams are exhausted after 120 minutes of intensely competing for a place in the final. (At one point, France led 3-1 in extra time, only for West Germany to pull back to 3-3.) In the centre circle, instead of the shoulder-to-shoulder team formation we are now used to seeing during penalty shootouts, the players are spread around, laid out on the ground. No attempt to preserve their muscle tone, no attempt to appear ready or competitive. They have simply given in to their tiredness and sat down.


Uli Stielike is the third penalty taker for West Germany, and the sixth in the contest. Nobody has yet missed. When Stielike walks up to the ball, he does not look confident at all. He too reacts quickly to the referee’s whistle, but walks relatively slowly towards the ball while looking at the goalkeeper. With his last steps, he looks down, then delivers a shot at medium height, but only a metre or two to the left of the goalkeeper.


Penalty saved. Yes – a German has missed a penalty. Savour this moment because it won’t happen again at a major tournament for another 34 years.


But watch Stielike. Even before the goalkeeper has fully landed from his dive, he has slumped to his knees with his hands covering his face. Then he surrenders to a combination of shame and gravity, falls flat on the grass and rolls himself into a tight ball of pain. For a full 10 seconds, he is curled up next to the penalty spot, until his own goalkeeper, Harald Schumacher, comes and literally lifts him off the ground before half carrying, half dragging him out of the way. Pierre Littbarski, who is next up to kick for West Germany, then takes the still demolished Stielike in his arms, holds him and consoles him.


Meanwhile, Didier Six of France is stepping up to take his penalty – and he misses, too. But the TV audience doesn’t get to see that because the cameras are still focusing on Littbarski’s nursing of Stielike. The first the viewers know of Six’s miss is Littbarski’s exhilarated reaction to it. What the audience does see, before the replay of Six’s miss, is Six, too, falling to the ground, hiding his face in his hands and curling into a ball inside the six-yard box. Six also stays down for 10-15 seconds, before he is urged to get up by his goalkeeper, and eventually makes it to his feet. He doesn’t make it out of the penalty area, though. Six is actually still standing inside the area, watching, hunched over and defeated, as Littbarski hammers his penalty into the top right corner. Meanwhile, further up the pitch, Stielike remains curled up on the ground for the rest of the shootout, peeking out now and then to see what is happening, but mostly hiding his face in his hands. In the end, France miss again and West Germany win, but the memories of Stielike’s and Six’s pain and the intensity of their reactions will endure. And for Six, who did not just miss but also lost, the trauma was not left behind in Seville: “I had difficulty finding a job, because they said, ‘That one is unstable.’ And all of that has come from this missed penalty kick.”6


If there was one thing the world very quickly learned from this painful footage, it was that a penalty shootout is a merciless beast. Here was a format which, in a split second, could turn men into mice, superstars into scapegoats and international-level performers into balled-up figures on the ground.


Stielike and Six were among the first to show intense, negative post-miss trauma and shame in penalty shootouts, but they are not alone. For simple descriptive analyses in this book, I have gathered videos of every single shot (718 in total) from every single penalty shootout in the World Cup, European Championships and Champions League for men since the beginning in 1970 until 2023. This shows that 53% of the players who have missed their penalty behave in a similar way by making themselves look smaller, falling to the ground, hiding their faces in their hands or looking down and not facing teammates as they walk back.


Penalty shootouts are unforgiving and ruthless. What was clear from these displays of post-shot emotion was that how you emerged from your encounter with the beast of the penalty shootout was going to vary significantly depending on how you handled the pressure – whether you coped with it or whether you choked on it.


Football and choking


There are plenty of examples of choking in elite competition but the most vivid tend to be in individual sports: the golfer Jean van de Velde squandering a three-shot lead at the 18th and final hole of the 1999 British Open; Jana Novotná losing a commanding lead over Steffi Graf in the final set of the 1993 Wimbledon women’s singles final; the Australian swimmer Cate Campbell going into the 100 metre freestyle final at the 2016 Olympics as the heavily backed world record holder and finishing fifth, “possibly the greatest choke in Olympic history,” Campbell herself reckoned afterwards.


Identifying examples of choking in team sports such as football is more complicated. Teams that dramatically collapse at the biggest stage in the most important moments look like strong contenders: AC Milan, who lost a 3-0 half-time lead in the 2005 Champions League final in Istanbul, and the penalty shootout that followed; Bayern Munich, who had a 1-0 lead in the 1999 Champions League final at 90 minutes, but three minutes later had lost 2-1; Brazil, who, as host nation, were humiliatingly trounced 1-7 in the 2014 World Cup with a place in the final at stake. However, all these examples might not be choking but the consequence of outstanding performances from their opponents – Liverpool, Manchester United and Germany, respectively.


Penalties, though, both in regulation play and in game-deciding shootouts, are the moment when football suddenly approaches the condition of an individual sport – a direct face-off, with most of the pressure on the kicker. Typically in football matches, about 80% of in-game penalties are scored – though we’ll see in due course that there is large individual variation and those percentages drop for penalty shootouts in major competitions. Nevertheless, when the kicker arrives at the spot, there is an expectation that they will score. The odds seem to be stacked in their favour. I have had the privilege of attending penalty training sessions at the elite level, and can tell you that the same thing happens every time. Everyone scores, more or less. To be precise, in a squad with about 20 players, if each player only has one kick, often 19 or 20 will score. The penalty skill performed without the pressure, and without an audience, is relatively easy. However, add a crowd, a TV audience, consequences, pressure… well, as at no other moment in football, the game suddenly dramatically changes and the odds for choking skyrocket.


Just to be clear, a missed penalty is not always a choked penalty. It might be a great save, or bad luck or an inexplicable absence of skill on the kicker’s part, with anxiety playing little or no role at all. (That, essentially, was Henning Berg’s view of that Beckham penalty miss in the 2004 Euros, though I disagreed and still do.) Certainly, a penalty can be a surprisingly complex event, with layers that need to be carefully identified and analysed before any conclusions are drawn about cause and effect. Nevertheless, it’s evident that penalty kicks and penalty shootouts present a unique setting in which to observe what happens to performance in the presence of acute stress and anxiety. And it’s not always pretty.



Acute stress



On a normal summer day in the Munich area of Germany, around 20 people are admitted to hospital needing medical attention for cardiovascular issues such as heart attacks or strokes. On June 30, 2006, however, that number more than tripled, surging to 64. So what made that particular Thursday different? Well, there was at least one thing: it was the day Germany’s World Cup quarter-final against Argentina went to penalties.


Heart-related hospital admissions spiked on every one of the seven days that Germany competed in the World Cup that summer – 43 admissions for the tournament opener against Costa Rica, 49 for the group stage game against neighbouring Poland. But the match with the penalty shootout in it (which Germany won, almost needless to say) spiked highest.7


This is by no means just a German thing. In the Netherlands, when their men’s team lost on penalties to France in the quarter-finals of the 1996 European Championships, 14 more people than normal actually died due to heart attacks or strokes.8 And more than 20 other studies document the same morbid effects from all over the world – simply watching an exciting game can have devastating consequences.9 When you read studies like that, you start to wonder whether watching penalty shootouts should itself be categorised as an extreme sport.


And if that’s the effect of merely watching these events, what sort of stress is being experienced by the people who are participating in them? Players who have taken penalties in a shootout sometimes provide very telling descriptions of what it felt like. Stuart Pearce, who took, and missed a shot for England in the 1990 World Cup semi-final shootout against West Germany, expressed it like this: “All you need to do is walk fifty yards, take a penalty and score. That’s the worst part of it, that bloody walk from the halfway line. Why do they make you stand there, so far away? God only knows which masochist decided that. It is clearly someone who has never been in this nerve-jangling position because it heightens the tension to an unbelievable degree.”10


Similarly, one of the players I interviewed about his experience of being part of a penalty shootout in a European Championships game told me he was almost overwhelmed with anxiety: “When we were in the centre circle I became incredibly nervous. I thought it showed on TV that my legs were shaking, that is how nervous I was.”11


Occasionally, images emerge from the scene in the centre circle during shootouts that beautifully illustrate some of the acute stress these players experience in that phase of the event. One of my personal favourites is of Brazil’s Marcelo. He is a highly accomplished, vastly experienced footballer – 386 official games for Real Madrid, 58 caps for his country. Yet his body language when he stands in the centre circle during penalty shootouts is akin to that of a petrified child. Facing Chile in the shootout to decide their 2014 World Cup round of 16 match, every Brazilian player in the group is clearly affected by the pressure, but Marcelo still stands out. A photograph reveals him, at this high-pressure moment, to have taken a firm hold of two of his teammates’ shorts, one with his left hand and the other with his right hand.


You can see him do something similar at club level with Real Madrid in a penalty shootout in the 2011-2012 Champions League. This time the item that Marcelo has a reassuring hold on, while he is sitting on his heels, is the thigh of his teammate Pepe.


Most people will probably relate. Touch is comforting and it does make you feel safe to hold onto something when you are under stress. For me, for example, when I give presentations or speak to large audiences – one of my regular pressure moments – it is always calming to have a slide-clicker control in my hand. Slide-clicker, Pepe’s leg – same thing, maybe.


When we are put under serious pressure – and this is not just penalty takers, it’s all of us – our heart rates increase, our breathing becomes faster, our muscles tense and butterflies start flinging themselves around in our stomachs. Pressure, like threat, sets off a cascade of psychophysiological processes: our adrenal glands release cortisol into our bloodstreams;12 our pupils dilate to admit more light while our peripheral vision blurs and our perception narrows, perhaps causing us to experience “tunnel vision”;13 our hearing alters, it feels almost as if our ears are covered, and we can have trouble locating the source of specific sounds;14 and our attention gets funnelled onto whatever we perceive to be causing the stress, impairing our working memory and our cognitive flexibility and making us rigidly focused.15


Some of these processes are helpful for performance. For example, the narrowing and focusing of one’s attention and energy might be useful because there are clearly occasions where being less distractable is advantageous. However, these psychophysiological processes also have the capacity to backfire on us because of other, less welcome consequences: insufficient situational awareness, flawed situational judgment, more cognitive errors, increased risk taking and decrements in fine motor control.16


These stress reactions are universal human responses, likely true for all high-stress situations, whether it’s stepping up to take a penalty with a World Cup final place at stake, striding out onto a theatre stage on opening night, or standing up at the table to deliver a speech at your best friend’s wedding. Unfortunately, we have yet not been able to strap psychophysical measurement devices to players who are getting ready to take a big penalty kick, but we have systematically tapped into their thoughts and emotions. What specifically do we know about penalty takers’ experience of pressure at the penalty spot?


In our interviews with the 10 players who were involved in the Euro 2004 quarter-final shootout between Sweden and the Netherlands, we provided them with a list of 24 emotions, 14 of which were positively toned and 10 of which were negatively toned. The participants were asked to think back to the penalty shootout and identify from the list the emotions that applied.17 Although the players also experienced positive emotions (determination was most popular – identified by eight players), the emotion that featured most prominently of all was anxiety. Indeed, it was the only emotion on our list that all 10 of the players said they had experienced. Not surprising.


However, on closer inspection, the anxiety was not something stable that endured throughout the shootout.18 Rather, it was constantly evolving, coming and going, depending on the way events unfolded. One player told us that his experience of anxiety was most intense early on: “I was the most nervous here, between the first and the second shot. Yes. Most nervous. Absolutely. Absolutely. No doubt.” But the anxiety disappeared as soon as one of his teammates missed: “First, I felt bitter and angry, but then the nervousness went away. I became much calmer.”


Interestingly, for several of the players, the anxiety seemed to be more pronounced and present when they were standing in the centre circle than when they approached their shot. Waiting and watching other players taking shots, with its associated powerlessness, was perceived as very difficult: “When one of them or one of us shoots, then the tension is a lot higher than for that person who is going to take the penalty. Because it is not in your hands [to control].” This is an important part of the threat involved in a penalty shootout for these players – potentially very negative outcomes if it goes badly, and very little control to influence it.


In our interviews with penalty takers, three players explicitly said that their anxiety gradually decreased between the centre circle, the walk and the penalty spot: “When [the shootout] started I was indeed stressed. I had some of those small shivers then. When I walked to the ball, it was over.” If anxiety was less present during the walk, it is probably because the players at this point could actively take some measure of control. Their performance had started, and they could focus on what was familiar: taking the ball and attempting to put it in the net. That said, players were nervous during the walk as well, but, unlike Stuart Pearce, they did not single out the walk as the most stressful phase. The players’ experience of anxiety during the walk varied much more than one might have assumed.


That their performance starts the moment they step out of the centre circle is consistent with some of the leading theories about anxiety in sport, which predict anxiety to be highest immediately prior to the onset of competition and then to dissipate once the competition has begun.19 Thus, when the players arrived at the penalty spot, they experienced less worry, being preoccupied instead with adopting a constructive focus. Two players said that they needed to have the right feeling before they could take their shot: “I would only take it when I was ready to. You have to take the time to do that. It was very important for me to have that feeling.” Four players even talked about being calm at the penalty spot (“I was calm, very calm, just shoot it in, very relaxed”), while two others clearly experienced anxiety: “When you are walking towards the ball things are going fine, but at that moment when you put the ball down, you get a special feeling in your body.” Two others indicated that their anxiety progressively decreased on their final approach to the penalty spot: “At a certain moment, I put the ball down and everything was just gone. Before that moment, I was really very nervous and tense.”


Anxiety is a normal reaction in pressure situations. The question with respect to how it will impact performance is: how do you interpret it and what do you do with it? Later, I will show how elite athletes, and particularly penalty kickers, are able to gain control when faced with anxiety, and hence perform better. But first we need to look at what can happen when penalty takers allow anxiety to take over.


Overthinking


In the penalty shootout to decide the final of the 2020 European Championships at Wembley, Marcus Rashford of England faced the Italian goalkeeper Gianluigi Donnarumma. Rashford can’t have known it but he was about to set a record. After the referee had blown his whistle, the England player stood still for 11 seconds before he started moving towards the ball. In all the 718 penalty kicks taken in the World Cup, Euros and Champions League for men between 1976 and today, no other player has paused as long as this before making their move.


So what kept him? The day after the final, Rashford put it like this: “Something didn’t feel quite right. During the long run-up I was saving myself a bit of time and unfortunately the result was not what I wanted.”20 In his book published the year after, Rashford said a little bit more: “Normally I don’t get nervous when playing football. But that day, when I picked up the ball to take my penalty, I felt different, as if something was off.”21


Further, as he was addressing the ball, he seems to have set himself a tough challenge: “For some reason, my brain wasn’t telling me ‘Just try your best,’ like it normally did. Instead, it was saying: ‘You have to be perfect.’” He then did something new: “I tried a different penalty style from the ones I normally do. I did a stuttering run-up, where I paused a little bit on my way to kick the ball, trying to get Donnarumma to move early and make the penalty easier.”


Towards the end of the run-up, he seemed to hesitate a little before reaching the ball. His shot struck the foot of the post. Miss. England never recovered in the shootout. Both Jadon Sancho and Bukayo Saka missed as well, and Italy became European champions.


Eleven seconds is by far the longest Rashford has paused before a penalty shot in his whole career. He usually takes quite long pauses – but not that long. On his last 10 penalty kicks prior to the penalty shootout against Italy, he paused for about 5.7 seconds on average (see diagram below). He scored on every single one of those 10 kicks but missed the kick against Italy.
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So did that extra-long pause contribute to impair his performance at that crucial moment? Before trying to answer that, here is another example of something similar, from the 2023 Women’s World Cup. In that tournament, there were several dramatic and spectacular penalty shootouts. The first was between Sweden and one of the big favourites in the tournament, the USA. The Americans were the reigning champions, having defeated the Netherlands in the 2019 final. On that occasion, Megan Rapinoe scored the first goal with a brilliant penalty shot. The 2023 World Cup was her last appearance for her country prior to her international retirement, which she had announced before the tournament. When she stepped up to take shot number four in the shootout against Sweden, many things were in play: this moment in her personal story, her huge profile in the game and the expectation of pretty much everyone that she would score. A lot to carry. Massive pressure.


Prior to her kick, everything looked normal. Rapinoe was obviously nervous, but that was to be expected. The referee blew the whistle and Rapinoe paused. She always does this, so nothing to worry about. Or was it? She paused for 5.7 seconds after the whistle. This was longer than she had waited in any of her last 20 penalty kicks (see diagram below).22 And she missed. Blew the ball high over the crossbar. The first time in 16 kicks she had missed, and the first time in 21 kicks that she had missed the goal altogether.
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Why did this happen to both Rashford and Rapinoe? Here were two experienced penalty takers, faced with probably the most important single kicks of their careers. And they both took the longest time that they had ever taken prior to their shots, and they both missed.


It is time to speculate a bit. When players pause for an unusually long time before they start their run-ups, it sometimes (but certainly not always) indicates that they have walked into the trap we call overthinking. And overthinking is consistent with some of the classic theories about why people choke under pressure.23


The overthinking theories of choking essentially propose that performance anxiety causes a performer to disrupt what otherwise is an automatically run skill. Instead of exclusively attending to the external information relevant to performing the task well (the lie of the ball, the position of the goalkeeper, the area of the goal one is aiming for, and so on), attention is turned inwards to the production of one’s own movements. Suddenly, with pressure and anxiety, performers find themselves consciously controlling and/or monitoring decisions and movements which they would normally perform without thinking. What usually is smooth, natural and effortless becomes measured, restrained, complicated. And performance suffers.


This type of choking was first studied in 1984 by one of the world’s leading social psychologists, Roy Baumeister. Over six experiments, he found support for the links between pressure, self-consciousness and low performance (choking).24 Later studies have elaborated on these findings. For example, in an experiment with dribbling the ball, it was shown that an expert’s performance is harmed when they turn their attention to monitoring the step-by-step performance involved in that skill, while less experienced performers, on the contrary, benefit from such skill-focus.25


Support for the operation of this theory during penalty kicks was found by a group of Dutch brain researchers. They used a sophisticated optical brain-monitoring technique called fNIRS to estimate the concentration of haemoglobin in the blood across different areas of the brain, and to monitor how this varies with different conditions, emotions and penalty kick performances. Among their significant findings was that experienced football players with anxiety showed a relatively higher left temporal cortex activation. Since that’s an area of the brain linked to self-instruction and reflection, the implication was that these players had stopped executing their skills automatically and had started thinking about them.26


For Rashford and Rapinoe, it is possible that these theories can explain their missed shots. The extraordinarily long pauses could indicate that they took time explicitly planning, controlling and monitoring the details of their movements going into their penalty kicks. Rashford’s statements seem to support this. He clearly felt the pressure: “something didn’t feel right” and “something was off”. He then focused on the ingredients of the skill: “have to be perfect” and “tried a different penalty style from the ones I normally do”. This seems consistent with the “turning inward”, overthinking, theories of choking.


To be fair, the margins in these shots are incredibly small and to interpret the specific cognitive mechanisms involved is inevitably speculative. Those two big misses might still just be coincidences, the mess-ups that happen every now and then for no real or determinable reason. Having said that, both Rashford’s and Rapinoe’s penalties were anomalies. Their pauses were much longer than the ones they normally took before taking penalties, and missing the goal entirely is equally rare for the pair of them. Besides, Rashford’s statements clearly express that, for him, this shot was different. That miss, along with Rapinoe’s, does bear many of the traits of a classic overthinking choke.


Meanwhile, there are theories about why performers choke which imply an almost opposite view of the mechanisms involved. Let’s have a look at some of those.



Ironic processes



Elite-level penalty takers don’t just wish not to miss their shots; they intensely wish not to miss them. Our interviews with players who have taken part in major shootouts are resoundingly conclusive about this. One player said: “You don’t want to ruin it all. You don’t want to not go through to the next round because YOU missed. So, you just hope that you will not miss your penalty. And you think: Don’t miss, don’t miss, don’t miss, DON’T MISS! That’s all I’m thinking.”27


Ironically, though, this adamant desire not to miss could be something that makes missing more likely. Ample research (and perhaps your own experience) shows how instructing yourself not to do something will, under physical or cognitive load (e.g. performance pressure), increase the probability of doing the very thing you were trying to avoid.28 A series of studies by a research group from the Free University of Amsterdam has shown that football penalty takers are at least as vulnerable as anyone else to such ironic processes.29 Experienced football players were given different instructions for their kicks performed in a laboratory. Ironically, players who were instructed not to shoot within the reach of the goalkeeper ended up both looking more at the goalkeeper and shooting more towards the goalkeeper than players who were instructed to shoot as accurately as possible or towards the open areas of the goal.


Quiet eye and disordered eye behaviour


In the 2023 Women’s World Cup penalty shootout between the USA and Sweden, the first three US penalty takers, Andi Sullivan, Lindsey Horan and Kristie Mewis, gave a dazzling demonstration of composure and narrow focus. Their facial expressions clearly betrayed that all three of them were nervous, but they displayed an almost identical pre-shot routine that most likely kept those nerves under some type of control: a three-second pause after the referee gave the whistle, a deep breath prior to the run-up and eyes firmly locked on the ball throughout. Result: three goals. Three impressions of a team and penalty takers who have prepared and rehearsed for the unique demands of high-pressure penalty kicks.


Sweden scored twice and missed twice with their first four shots, while Megan Rapinoe missed for the US team, the incident we encountered above. This meant that if Sophia Smith scored with her penalty, the USA would be through to the quarter-finals. A massively important shot, but with a positive incentive – if you score, you win.


Like her teammates, Smith paused after the whistle for three seconds. She also took a deep breath. However, in contrast with the others, who all had their gaze steadily focused on the ball throughout those pre-shot seconds, Smith’s eyes suggested enormous uneasiness. She constantly shifted her gaze – from the ball to the goalkeeper, back to the ball, back to the goalkeeper, continuously readjusting. Then she ran in. The Swedish goalkeeper went early to the penalty taker’s left, but Smith went right. However, the ball was poorly struck and went way clear of the post. Miss.


Does this type of eye behaviour play a role in penalty kick performance? Before I say anything more, I need to stress that there are no absolutes with respect to what works and does not work in the lead-up to a penalty kick. Rapinoe had the opposite type of gaze from Smith’s, steadfast and locked on the ball, and she missed as well. Nevertheless, some behaviours may make success more or less likely. What does the research say?


Much work has been done on athletes’ performance under pressure and something called “quiet eye”. Quiet eye is defined as the duration of the final visual fixation on a relevant target prior to the initiation of the final movement.30 More than 30 studies have been conducted and together they document a significant positive effect of a longer quiet eye period for performance across many different sport tasks.31 This means, the longer performers can maintain a focused and still gaze, aimed at their target, the more likely they are to deliver a good performance.


Several studies also show that when athletes are put under pressure, they reduce their quiet eye duration. For example, in a study of basketball free-throw shooters, conversion rates decreased from 68% under low pressure to 57% under high pressure.32 The quiet eye duration also dropped significantly across those conditions, suggesting that pressure causes the free-throw shooters to maintain their last visual fixation for a shorter time, and that this may contribute to a disrupted free-throw performance.


However, not everyone under pressure suffers quiet eye reductions. Studies show that when athletes are put in the same pressure situations, some will interpret the stressful situation as threatening (and negative), while others will interpret it as challenging (and positive). The ones who feel threatened are more likely to show short quiet eye periods, while those who feel challenged have longer quiet eye periods.33 Thus, with the proper mindset, the negative effects from pressure can be countered.


Why do quiet eye reductions impact performance? Researchers link this to distraction theories of choking, which posit that anxiety or fatigue increases a performer’s distractibility. This means that in situations of pressure, anxiety disrupts one’s ability to maintain visual attention (eye fixation) on the key information for your performance.34 Penalty takers under pressure are more likely to be distracted and not optimally attend to the most relevant aspects of their situation – the ball, the goalkeeper, the area of the goal they want to shoot for. Result: more missed penalties.



Avoidance gaze behaviour



“I can’t bear to look.” We’ve all felt it, possibly said it, maybe even hid our eyes accordingly. And that includes football managers and coaches during penalty kicks.


When the final of the men’s Euro 2020 between Italy and England went to penalties, the late Gianluca Vialli, assistant coach to Italy’s manager Roberto Mancini, firmly took up a position with his back towards the field, and did not turn around until Italy had won. Zlatko Dalić, the manager/coach for Croatia, who faced Russia in a penalty shootout at the quarter-final stage of the 2018 World Cup, sat on the bench throughout the torment with his face hidden behind his hands. Croatia also ended up winning. Liverpool FC’s Jürgen Klopp routinely assumes the back-to-the-pitch position when his team gets decisive in-game penalties. He did this when James Milner took a late penalty against Swansea in November 2015; and when Bukayo Saka made it 3-2 to Arsenal with a 75th-minute penalty at the Emirates Stadium in October 2022. Finally, Chelsea women’s manager, Emma Hayes, could be spotted looking down or looking away from the penalties in the Champions League quarter-final against Lyon in 2023. All coaches who turn away pick up quickly on what’s happening, of course, from the reactions of people around them and the crowd. But they prefer not to see it with their own eyes.


Players do the same. When Bayern Munich received a late and potentially decisive penalty kick in the 2012 Champions League final against Chelsea, Bastian Schweinsteiger could be seen sitting on the grass at the opposite end of the pitch in the Bayern penalty area, with his back towards the action. The penalty didn’t go in, and Schweinsteiger later found himself taking, and missing, a penalty in the shootout and ending up on the losing side.


In the 2014 World Cup, Kun Agüero stood with his Argentina teammates in the centre circle during the penalty shootout in their semi-final against the Netherlands. However, while the others were nervously watching the kicks, Agüero had turned his back and was looking the opposite way. Chelsea’s Portuguese defender Ricardo Carvalho adopted the same position in the 2008 Champions League final against Manchester United, and England’s Paul Ince was heavily criticised in the English media for sitting down in the centre circle with his back to the penalties during the epic shootout against Germany in the semi-final of Euro 96. Even back in 1980, in the early days of this kind of drama, at the Cup Winners’ Cup final, the TV cameras picked up Paul Barron, the reserve goalkeeper for Arsenal, standing on the sideline with his back towards the ongoing shootout.


The cocktail of unpleasant emotions these players get served when participating in a penalty shootout can be explosive, and some clearly decide that the best thing to do is not watch at all. This “perceptual avoidance”, or “experiential avoidance”,35 is something everyone can probably empathise with. We have all done more or less the same at some time or another, whether we are about to drive past a squashed animal on the highway, or about to witness a particularly gruesome scene in a horror movie, or (yes) when our team is about to take an important penalty kick in a football match. We look away to spare ourselves the trauma.


And fair enough. Watching a penalty shootout is a stressful business: it makes sense to protect yourself. And that goes as much for those watching on the sideline as for those of us in our living rooms. However, there is obviously a difference if you are there as a member of the performing team. Maybe we should draw the line at perceptual avoidance in that case. If you’re a player who is active in the shootout, your actions and behaviours are always likely to speak to and affect the other performers. You cannot not communicate.36 And maybe you need to be wary of conveying emotions that will negatively impact your teammates.


We will return to this in Chapter 4, when we consider ways in which penalties are actually a team game. In the meantime, what are the penalty takers themselves doing with respect to their gaze and their natural instinct for avoidance? Obviously you can’t take a penalty with your back towards the ball…


Or can you?


Two years after Paul Ince sat down in the centre circle, looking the wrong way, he found himself involved in another penalty shootout for England. This time it was in the magnificent (for the neutral, certainly) clash with Argentina in the 1998 World Cup quarter-final. And this time, Ince did not remain watching for the duration of the shootout, because he had to take a shot. When he walked towards the ball, he gave a little smile. Confidence? Or an attempt to mask a lack of confidence? Difficult to tell. However, what happened then, although in some ways mundane and undramatic, could provide a clue.


After players have placed the ball on the penalty spot, they essentially have two ways to walk back to the spot from which they later initiate their run-up. They can walk backwards, while keeping their face in the direction of the goalkeeper (I call this approach looking). Or they can turn around and walk away with their back towards the goalkeeper (avoidance looking). This latter strategy gives the penalty taker a relief from watching and engaging with the goalkeeper, and it’s fully consistent with the “perceptual avoidance” theory described above. This is the strategy Ince used. He put the ball down and immediately turned his back on the goalkeeper when he walked away to prepare his run-up. With this he gave himself a pause from looking. He extended the period of perceptual avoidance. Then he turned around to face the ball, and the goalkeeper. Finally, he quickly ran towards the ball. And missed.


What exactly do we know about this visual strategy in a penalty shootout? In 1982, when France’s Alain Giresse was first up in that first ever World Cup penalty shootout, he initially stood with his back towards Harald Schumacher, the German goalkeeper. Giresse said about this: “I don’t want to look at Schumacher. I don’t want to. I look away. You never know, he might have thrown me off, with gestures, so, I didn’t look at him.”37 In our interviews, several players talk about how stressful it is to watch the goalkeeper as one prepares one’s shot. For example, one player looked away after observing the goalkeeper’s actions. The goalkeeper had taken his time getting into the goal, had ostentatiously thrown his drinking bottle away and had then verbally queried the shooter’s placement of the ball. “Usually I don’t turn when walking back from the ball,” the player said. “But it felt good to have a second where I did not have to look at him”.


We know that under the conditions of greatest intensity in a penalty shootout, players engage more in avoidance looking than in other situations. We published a paper in 2008, showing that up until that time, when players in the major tournaments took one of those extraordinarily high-pressure shots where a miss would instantly mean their team lost, the players turned their backs on the goalkeeper on 44% of their shots.38 This was significantly more than when players had shots where a goal would instantly produce a win (14%), and also higher than where their shots would make no immediate decision (30%). It really does seem that when the pressure is at its highest, football players seek relief by looking away.


There are also some distinct national differences when it comes to avoidance looking. In 2009, I published a paper entitled “Why do English players fail in soccer penalty shootouts?”39 I looked at differences between countries with respect to several variables and behaviours. Players from what are traditionally considered strong football nations with the most competitive domestic leagues, among whom England definitely figured, showed more avoidance behaviours than players from other countries. For example, 57% of English penalty takers turned away from the goalkeeper when they walked back from the ball. This was by far the highest proportion among the eight European countries examined in the study, and considerably more than the country with the second-most avoidance looking (see diagram below).
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