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It is very unusual for a book to address a topic-of major interest to
sports fans which is little understood and sometimes appearing to be unex-
plainable. At the same time, it is also interesting when the topic has chal-
lenged researchers to formulate research paradigms in an attempt to ad-
vance knowledge. Such is the case with what has been termed choking.
The general description of this episode is when an a very skilled athlete, in
a critical moment in a sporting event, performs at a level less than expected
at what he or she is capable of achieving.

Sometimes, this does not occur one time in an athlete’s experiences.
Why does this happen? What can be done to reduce the probability of its
occurrence? Professor Wang has undertaken an ambitious project to go into
great detail to provide scientific, theoretical, and practical perspectives,
Very little research is available on this theme. No book that I am aware of
has been published on it, and even books that cover many topics in sport
psychology have included a very limited discussion on choking. Thus, this
book has been very challenging to Professor Wang as to what to present,
how to present the sections, and how to resolve issues. He demonstrates
scholarly expertise as well as a good understanding of practical applica-
tions,

Therefore, the book should be appealing to different readerships.
Those in academia, like students and faculty, will be stimulated by the in-
tellectual approach taken to relate many scientific perspectives to the topic

of choking. Sports fans, athletes, and coaches will be enlightened with the
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many case studies presented of athletes in different sports, and discussions
on potential contributors to the occurrence of this phenomenon. The nature
of attention, consciousness and subconsciousness, and potential internal
and external distractions immediately prior to and during performance en-
compass many of the issues. And, of course, the major question is why a
well-trained athlete who has performed successfully on many occasions sud-
denly seems to fall apart at a critical moment in the event,

The reader will have to turn the pages of the book to obtain insights
into such questions and related ones. Many perspéctives will be presented;
conclusions offered. An extensive treatment of the topic has been avoided
for too long. Professor Wang has indeed filled a void and will no doubt con-

tribute in many ways to advancing knowledge and furthering research.

Robert N. Singer
Professor Emeritus
University of Florida
USA
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Sport is by its nature competitive and sporting struggles are often
stressful, The more intense the rivalry becomes, typically, the more stress
it generates. Thus, elite level sport is usually the most stressful, but it is
also the most rewarding for those who are successful. We have long known
that some stress is necessary for human beings to function at all. Some-
times stress is exciting or exhilarating. We get a “buzz” from it. This is the
basis of the rapid rise of what we call “extreme sports”. On the other side
of the coin, however, the outcomes of sport encounters often become so
important in the eyes of the performers, their teams, their fans and even
their countries, that the stress athletes experience is unpleasant, being de-
scribed as “anxiety”. We have many anecdotal and research reports of ath-
letes’ experiencing anxiety in sport, and evidence of the negative impact
high anxiety frequently has on performance. Often, a moderate intensity of
anxiety produces small decrements in performance, but occasionally the im-
pact of anxiety is sufficient to cause a major, if temporary, breakdown in
athletes’ capacity to perform. This has popularly been termed “choking” in
sport.

The temporary decrement in typical performance under pressure that
has been given the name choking is seen in its extreme in a number of well-
known and dramatic reversals in which performers “snatch defeat from the
jaws of victory”, as the ironic switch of the common adage expresses it.
We can all recall well-publicised cases in golf and tennis in particular.

These famous examples of choking caught and transmitted by the world’s
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media represent the tip of the iceberg, however. Choking occurs in compet-
itive sport at many levels and much more often, if a little less dramatically
and publicly, Anxiety in general has been widely studied by sport psycholo-
gists. Choking has only recently attracted attention, which is surprising
because it is especially painful for the performer who experiences it and per-
plexing for those around them. Why is it that a performer on the verge of a
comfortable and famous victory suddenly seems to forget how to play the
game?

In this book, Performing Below Par at Critical Moments During Com-
petition: Choking Under Pressure, the author Wang Jin comprehensively
examines the critical issue of choking and how to manage it. Jin has studied
choking for many years, including being awarded a PhD for several original
research studies on aspects of choking. Jin examines the theoretical under-
pinning of choking and the practical question of what to do té minimise the
chance of choking at critical points in competition. The first half of Per-
forming Below Par is about theory and research. In this part, Jin examines
the major theories that psychologists have applied to choking and research-
ers’ attempts to test those theories. This is complex stuff because each of
the main theories explains much of the observed behaviour associated with
choking, so subtle and sophisticated studies are needed to distinguish be-
tween the theories. The intricacies of this part may be beyond the interest
of many coaches and athletes, but sport psychology practitioners must
recognise that, although some psychological techniques might help some
athletes on some occasions, it is only through thoroughly tested theory that
our understanding develops to the point where we can predict and control
behaviours like choking, In the long run, good theories will make us more
effective practitioners.

In the second part of Performing Below Par, Wang Jin moves to the
questions that more directly interest coaches, performers and many sport
psychology practitioners. These questions concern how to avoid choking
and how to minimise its impact when it does occur, Applied research is be-
ginning to show us ways to handle the state of choking on a specific ocea-
sion. In addition, researchers, afnong whom Jin is a leader, have proposed

the major characteristics (traits) of choking — susceptible and choking re-
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sistant athletes. On the basis of a small number of personality measures,
we can now predict who is likely to choke under pressure and who is not.
Of course, this is still a long way from knowing who will and who won’t
choke, but it does allow us to have some expectation, so we are more pre-
pared to act and direct preventive measures in a more effective and targeted
fashion.

In addition to providing an excellent review of what we currently know
about choking in sport from theoretical and applied perspectives, Perform-
ing Below Par will present many aspiring researchers with a solid founda-
tion on which to build their research and to develop applied work to yet
more sophisticated levels., This is a thorough and informative book that
should be of great value to the many athletes, coaches and sport psycholo-

gists who must manage the threat of choking in sport.

Tony Morris

Professor of Sport and Exercise Psychology

Victoria University, Melbourne

President, Asian South Pacific Association
of Sport Psychology(1998—2011)
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