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T
he other day I got a text from a 
close friend of mine, saying, “Dud, 
I’m in trouble and need your help.” At 
first I could only think of the worst 

possibilities. After all, a text like that can go a 
lot of ways. Then the next one came in; “I think 
I have target panic and have no idea what to 
do.” This was surprising, because this guy is an 
archery industry veteran that I would assume 
wouldn’t struggle with this. He assured me he 
had target panic, but had no idea when or how it 
had started. Within a day of my buddy’s text one 
of my son’s friends came over for some shooting 
practice. I watched him for a few arrows before 
realising he too was battling the same problem. 
He was barely able to get his pin on the target 
butt before wanting to punch the trigger. I asked 
him how long he had been punching the trigger 
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that way. I had watched him shoot previously 
without this problem and he said, “I have no 
idea”. These two responses are what motivated 
me to write this article.

Target panic is a very complex and ever-
changing condition. I have found that it has no 
friends yet tries to socialise with everyone. The 
reality is, the odds are stacked highly in favour 
of you encountering some form of target panic 
during your archery life. For those of you that are 
struggling with it I can assure you that there is 
hope. For some it happens sooner and for others 
it happens later, but either way, it is how you 
handle yourself at the start that will affect the 
amount of time and effort it will take to get back 
to how you were before. Nearly all of the best 
archers in the world are recovering sufferers of 
target panic. Their ability to face that problem 

and learn to overcome it is what makes them as 
good as they are today.

Recognise and Recover
The most important thing about target panic is 
recognising that you have it as soon as possible. 
This is critical, because it will determine the 
amount of effort you will have to put into getting 
yourself back to the way you were. The reason 
for this is because the longer you do something, 
whether right or wrong, the more likely you are to 
make that a solid habit. Think of it like smoking. 
Maybe it starts with just one with a friend, but the 
next time it could turn into two. Suddenly, before 
you know it, you just start smoking a little on your 
own until eventually you are a full-blown smoker. 
What started as a simple change in routine 
quickly evolved into a habit that is going to be 
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tough to overcome. The same is true with target 
panic issues, and the sooner you recognise 
that you are doing something that isn’t healthy 
to your shooting the quicker you will be able to 
recover and avoid making it into a habit. 

My son’s friend unfortunately had no 
knowledge of what he was doing wrong, and 
did it for several months before I pointed it out. 
Now he has formed a solid habit that will be 
much more time consuming to cure, as opposed 
to my other buddy who got in touch with me 
the day he felt he was doing something wrong. 
To help you recognise possible panic warning 
signs, here are some red fl ags to look out for: 
the inability to hold your pin center on the target, 
the inability to hold your fi nger on the trigger 
without wanting to fi re it, freezing with your 
pin in a solid state but off the target, or forcing 
the pin towards the middle while punching the 
trigger. You may also experience shakes or 
tremors as your pin is on the area you want to 
shoot. Lastly, it could be as simple as getting 
an overwhelming feeling of anxiousness while 
moving your pin towards the target or moving 

your fi nger by the trigger. All of these things are 
symptoms of target panic, and something you 
need to honestly evaluate yourself on. If you feel 
like you have any of these conditions then you 
should assume you are going down the wrong 
path and need to focus on recovery.

Re-invent the 10
What I have found is that many archers develop 
these panic-related problems because they are 
striving to perform better and have focused a 
lot of their attention on centre of the target. It is 
an honest mistake to put so much value on the 
score of 10. What happens to many people is 
that they want to shoot a 10 so badly that they 
actually build a mindset where they’re afraid of 
missing the 10. That small fear of missing is 
a likely root of all the problems that arise with 
target panic. Ultimately, it is a performance 
anxiety. I strongly believe that that perfect value 
score is totally pointless without the value of 
perfect quality to achieve it. 

When my professional career started it was 
in 3D archery. I practiced my shooting every day 

and felt like I was a great shooter. However, as 
tournaments would unfold, I found days when I 
was executing perfect shots, but that would go 
unrewarded if my distance estimation wasn’t 
spot-on as well. On the fl ipside, there were days 
when my distance estimation was not accurate, 
nor was my shooting execution. As luck would 
have it I may have over-estimated a target, yet 
bobbled and made a poor shot and still scored 
a perfect mark. My outcome sometimes was 
more about luck then performance. As time 
progressed I developed the habit of not worrying 
about my shot execution as long as I could get 
the 10. This is when target panic came into my 
life. Everything fell apart after that. I developed 
nearly every bad habit possible, and archery was 
not fun anymore.

For a few years I fought it until one day I 
decided to reinvent the 10 and change my way 
of shooting it. I realised that the 10-ring was 
what got me in trouble. I decided to shoot 10s, 
but not on the target itself. I knew what a good 
shot entailed. I knew I needed to be able to go 
through my shot routine and settle the pin on 
the target and hold it there. I knew I needed to 
trust the pin fl oating around the center and then 
be able to focus on a dynamic back motion to 
manipulate the release until my shot happened 
unexpectedly. I knew without a doubt that is 
what makes a perfect shot. I made this feeling 
of perfect execution count as a 10 in my book.

Mentally, I made my mind up that unless my 
shot had all of those things included in it then 
it was not a 10. My 10s were now about how I 
execute on the line. I reprogrammed my mind to 
perfection in form, instead of perfection in score, 
and let my day’s execution be the judge of how I 
performed. I reinvented the 10. Instead of going 
out and shooting a 300 practice round, I would 
instead make 30 shots and judge them only by 
how I executed on the shooting line. I focused on 
my shot routine and being slow on my release, 
telling myself to aim small and pull slow. I made it 
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All my attention as a coach is 
on what is happening on the 
line rather than downrange 
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a game to see how slow I could pull on a trigger 
until it fi red. I made it more about patience and 
fi nding a surprise release. Only a perfect shot 
would deserve a 10 on my scorecard. Some 
days my execution just so happened to score 
well enough on paper to earn me a win. Other 
times it didn’t, but I’m ok with that because it 
keeps shooting stress free.

Hurry Up and 
Miss
The same day my 
son’s buddy was here 
shooting I started 
helping him with 
his panic issues. I 
talked with him about 
several of the things 
I have written here 
so far. I told him to 
make it a game about 
slowing down and seeing 
how slow he could press on 
the release. After several shots 
he started to slow down. He made one 
shot that looked perfect to me and I know he felt 
it too because he looked at me and said, “That 
was a good shot!” I said ok, now that you know 
what one feels like then that should be the only 
feeling that you are shooting for. He focused on 
that perfect feeling and, sure enough, made four 
more great shots. Naturally his grouping was the 
best he had ever shot. He was really proud of it 
and strutted back to shoot another end. 

This time he was focused on grouping and 
scoring better than the last fi ve. Consequently, 
he forced the next shots and was quick on the 
trigger. His grouping was terrible and one shot 
missed the target completely. That was when 
I pointed out to him that when you get in a 
hurry you most likely miss. The bottom line is, 
when you have target panic, everything is about 
rushing the shot and making it happen. Instead 

of rushing to make it happen, you should 
slow down and let it happen. This young boy 
unfortunately picked up his target panic without 
ever knowing what he was doing. By practicing 
the wrong way for several months he developed 
a full-time bad habit. His homework from me 
was to keep his targets close for now and not 

shoot for score but instead keep track of 
his 10s on the shooting line and 

try to make the perfect shot he 
felt he made before.

All in all, I believe 
that my target panic 
actually saved my 
shooting career. I am 
sure many of you 
won’t believe I just 
said that – but it is 

true. Ultimately, striving 
to execute perfectly 

again and having this new 
mindset made me a much 

better archer in the long run. It 
has unlocked a level of shooting I had 

no idea existed, and I strongly believe anyone 
can do it. Target panic is not fun, and it is not 
always easy to cure either, but it can be done. 
Sometimes you go down only to bounce 
back up higher than you were before. If you 
are battling target panic right now, then keep 
that in mind. Also, remember it is important to 
recognise quickly that you have trouble areas 
and get on the right path to recover from it as 
soon as possible. I really believe that focusing 
on execution and reinventing the “10” can 
help you overcome all kinds of archery anxiety. 
Mentally, you need to believe in the fact that 
archery is about form and discipline. It is a sport 
of Zen and not just about the win. The score 
should just be an after-thought. Try it, see what 
happens, and share it with me on Facebook. 

All the best my friends, John Dudley ¤

 
I strongly 

believe that that 
perfect value of score 

is totally pointless 
without the value of 
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Good shots on the line always 
come before good shots 

downrange
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