
MMJ 
CASE REPORT

The Editorial Board retains the copyright of all material published in the Malta Medical Journal. Any reprint in any form of any part will require 
permission from the Editorial Board. Material submitted to the Editorial Board will not be returned, unless specifically requested.

This case study attempted to elucidate the psychological 
underpinnings behind a moment in time of Roberto Baggio’s 
life. There are many theories which could explain Baggio’s 
response to pressure at the moment he choked under 
pressure during the Italy vs Brazil 1994 World Cup where his 
final penalty of the tournament ‘punched a hole in the sky’. 
The Biopsychosocial theory, neuroendocrine theory and the 
Theory of Challenge and Threat States in Athletes 
transactional theories were chosen given the years of 
consistent robust published research. The breakdown of the 
skill which led to the penalty shot going wide over the 
crossbar was described through the reinvestment theory; 
deautomization of skill which happens when attentional focus 
shifts from external to internal, due to the heavy demand on 
declarative memory. Rational Emotive Behavioral Therapy 
(REBT) was the chosen therapy for Baggio’s hypothetical 
psychological intervention given the positive evidence it has 
over other psychotherapies and the role new Rational beliefs 
play in positively altering the perception of the player under 
stress.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gTCCqqb6mSQ
The 1994 World Cup final, a historic event not just for Brazil's 
victory but also for Roberto Baggio's missed penalty in the 
shootout, serves as a poignant case for our study. Baggio a 
revered figure in Italian football, had been a driving force for 
his team throughout the tournament. However the intense 
pressure of the moment led to a rare miss, allowing Brazil to 
clinch the title. This outcome, while shocking, provides a 
compelling case for delving into the psychological factors that 
can disrupt even the most skilled athletes.
Baggio's reflection on the incident highlights his thought 
process: "As for the penalty, I knew Taffarel always dived, so I 
decided to shoot for the middle, about halfway up, so he 
couldn't get it with his feet. Unfortunately I do not know how 
the ball went up three meters and flew over the 
crossbar".1 This case study applies various psychological 
theories to unpack the mechanisms that led to Baggio's 
breakdown under pressure.
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A Case study of the breakdown of Sport skill Under Pressure
Roberto Baggio’s 1994 World Cup Final penalty
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The biopsychosocial model provides an initial 
framework for understanding how physical, 
psychological, and social factors all contribute to 
performance outcomes in stressful situations.2 In 
Baggio's case, these factors converged in the form of 
the high stakes of the World Cup final, fatigue from 
120 minutes of play, and the expectations of an 
entire nation. The cognitive appraisal of this 
situation, in which Baggio likely assessed the penalty 
kick as a significant threat rather than a challenge, 
adds another layer to the analysis.

According to Lazarus and Folkman's theory of 
cognitive appraisal.3, the way an individual perceives 
and reacts to stress depends on their evaluation of 
the demands of a situation versus their perceived 
ability to meet those demands. The Theory of 
Challenge and Threat States in Athletes (TCTSA) 
expands on this by focusing on how athletes respond 
physiologically and emotionally to competitive 
pressure 4 Baggio's situation likely induced a threat 
state, where his perception of the demands 
outstripped his resources to cope, leading to a 
physiological response characterized by increased 
cortisol levels and heightened vascular resistance.5

ANALYSIS

Several key factors likely contributed to Baggio 
experiencing a threat state rather than a challenge 
state. First the immense pressure of taking a penalty 
in the World Cup final would have weighed heavily on 
any player. This stress was exacerbated by Italy's 
position in the penalty shootout — Baggio's miss 
would (and did) seal their loss. Further compounding 
this was the fatigue from a gruelling match and extra 
time and the weight of Italy's expectations on his 
shoulders.

Physiologically a threat state can trigger increased 
heart rate and vascular resistance while failing to 
increase cardiac output, ultimately impairing 
performance under pressure. Research by Mendes 
and Blascovich highlights that athletes in a threat 
state show significant changes in cardiovascular 
response, such as elevated blood pressure, that 
negatively impact their ability to perform tasks 
requiring precision, like a penalty kick. These 
physiological responses, coupled with the 
psychological stress, likely played a significant role in 
Baggio's skill breakdown.

Baggio's skill breakdown is also well explained by 
reinvestment theory, which posits that under 

pressure, athletes tend to focus more on the 
mechanics of their actions rather than allowing 
automated skills to unfold naturally.8 This shift from 
an external focus (eg, aiming for a particular spot in 
the goal) to an internal focus (e.g., overthinking the 
mechanics of the kick) can lead to what is often called 
"paralysis by analysis." Masters and Maxwell describe 
this as the 'dechunking' of learned skills, where the 
automatic sequences of actions break down under 
pressure.9

In Baggio's case, his decision to aim for the middle of 
the goal, combined with his internal reasoning about 
Taffarel's tendencies, suggests that he may have 
been thinking too much about the specifics of the 
kick, thereby losing the automaticity that usually 
characterizes expert performance. This kind of 
cognitive interference is well-documented in studies 
of athletes under pressure, where conscious 
monitoring of performance can cause even highly 
practised actions to fail.10

Baggio's missed penalty was not just a physical error 
but likely a psychological response to the enormous 
stress he was under. The attentional shift from 
external to internal cues, combined with the 
physiological impact of being in a threat state, led to 
a momentary breakdown in his ability to execute the 
kick. These findings have significant implications for 
sports psychology and coaching, suggesting the need 
for interventions that address both the psychological 
and physiological aspects of performance under 
pressure.

PROPOSED INTERVENTION: 
RATIONAL EMOTIVE BEHAVIOURAL 

THERAPY

Given the complex psychological dynamics at play, 
Rational Emotive Behavioral Therapy (REBT) emerges 
as a promising strategy for helping athletes like 
Baggio manage high-pressure moments. REBT, 
developed by Albert Ellis focuses on identifying and 
altering irrational beliefs that lead to emotional 
distress and underperformance. In high-stakes sports 
contexts, athletes often adopt irrational beliefs such 
as 'I must not fail' or 'It would be a disaster if I let my 
team down,' which heighten anxiety and increase the 
likelihood of failure. REBT provides a structured 
approach to challenge and change these beliefs, 
potentially improving an athlete's performance 
under pressure.

REBT's ABCDE model helps athletes like Baggio 
challenge these dysfunctional beliefs. For instance, 
Baggio may have been thinking, "I cannot miss this 
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kick, or I will let my country down," which creates a 
sense of overwhelming pressure (the belief). The 
consequences of this thought pattern would be 
heightened anxiety and a threat state, ultimately 
disrupting his performance (the emotional and 
behavioural consequence).12

By disputing these beliefs through REBT, athletes can 
shift their mindset from one of demand ("I must not 
miss") to one of preference ("I would prefer to score, 
but missing is not the end of the world"). This shift in 
mindset can have a profound impact on an athlete's 
performance, reducing anxiety and improving their 
ability to remain in a challenge state, where they view 
high-pressure situations as opportunities rather than 
threats. Studies have shown that such interventions 
can significantly improve an athlete's performance 
under pressure, making REBT a promising strategy 
for managing high-stakes moments in sports.

CONCLUSION

Roberto Baggio's missed penalty in the 1994 World 
Cup final serves as a powerful case study for 
understanding the breakdown of sports skills under 
pressure. By applying the biopsychosocial model, 
cognitive appraisal theory, and reinvestment theory, 
we gain insight into how Baggio's shift from 
automatic to conscious control, exacerbated by his 
threat state, likely contributed to his failure.

The proposed use of Rational-Emotive Behavioral 
Therapy (REBT) could offer a valuable approach for 
helping athletes manage the cognitive and emotional 
pressures they face during high-stakes competition. 
By addressing irrational beliefs and shifting athletes 
toward a challenge mindset, REBT could help prevent 
future instances of choking under pressure, allowing 
elite performers to maintain their skills even in the 
most intense environments.
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