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What’s the best way to stop a penalty kick? Do nothing: just stand in the center of the goal and don’t move. 

That is the surprising conclusion of “Action Bias Among Elite Soccer Goalkeepers: The Case of Penalty Kicks,” a paper published by a team of Israeli scientists in Journal of Economic Psychology that attracted attention earlier this year. The academics analyzed 286 penalty kicks and found that 94 percent of the time the goalies dived to the right or the left — even though the chances of stopping the ball were highest when the goalie stayed in the center. 

If that’s true, why do goalies almost always dive off to one side? Because, the academics theorized, the goalies are afraid of looking as if they’re doing nothing — and then missing the ball. Diving to one side, even if it decreases the chance of them catching the ball, makes them appear decisive. “They want to show that they’re doing something,” says Michael Bar-Eli, one of the study’s authors. “Otherwise they look helpless, like they don’t know what to do.” 

Interestingly, the goalies’ behavior violates “norm theory,” which suggests that when people are faced with a tough problem, they often choose inaction, because a bad outcome looks worse and causes more regret when it appears to be the product of a bad decision. Better to do nothing and hope the problem goes away! But in soccer, this paradigm is reversed. 

And it may not be just goalies that operate in this fashion. Bar-Eli suspects the behavior erupts during financial crises too. The temptation to appear decisive — particularly when you’re being heavily scrutinized — can be overwhelming. So during periods of economic turmoil, C.E.O.’s might be tempted to change their corporate strategy, or investment managers to juggle their portfolios, even when staying put is the wisest course. “I know an investment manager whose clients will be calling him on the phone saying: ‘Do anything! Just do something! I cannot sit and look at how my shares decline!’ ” Bar-Eli adds. 

The same goes, of course, for presidents and politicians, who face enormous pressure to “fix” the economy even if they haven’t got a clue what to do. Perhaps our current economic crisis has been driven by precisely this dynamic: a global financial system that jumped — the wrong way — for the ball. 
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