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 “But I Must Have a Precise Reference!” 
 

 
Visual skills, along with many others, are acknowledged as being very important in the 

target shooting sports. A great deal of time, money, and effort are invested in attempting to 
optimize the athlete’s visual environment. Special lenses, glasses, and apertures or other devices 
are often put to use. In some cases visual training activities and routines are utilized, though this 
is not yet as common as it could be. 

As with many aspects of the sport, the visual fundamentals often become overlooked 
once an athlete passes the learning stage and moves to the “advanced” aspects. 

Unlike shotgun athletes, target pistol shooters have it drilled into their head to look at the 
front sight. No, not at the target! While the idea of looking at the front sight is fairly universally 
understood and accepted, it turns out there are subtleties that are generally overlooked. 

Where are you looking? No, really? Where? Just as with the pistol shooter in the previous 
article, we strive to look at the front sight, yet often end up with our focus out on the target and 
the front sight becomes blurry. Why is this? There are at least two primary reasons: eye 
physiology and outcome concern. 

 
Our eyes, especially if using everyday corrective lenses or if in no need of correction, 

naturally focus at a great distance when relaxed. Bringing the plane of focus back from the 
distant target to the much closer front sight requires muscular effort. We may indeed see a 
sharply focused front sight at first, only to see it eventually become less distinct and then fairly 
blurred as our eye rapidly fatigues. This situation worsens deeper into the match or under 
pressure as the eye muscles fatigue, along with the rest of the mind and body. 

For most people, adjusting their normal lens correction by +0.50 diopter sphere results in 
the front sight being so sharp that it almost seems to snap out of the picture. The eye is at rest and 
the front sight is crisp. For those who need no everyday eyewear correction, just wear a +0.50 
diopter sphere lens. 

At this point, many people notice the target is no longer sharply defined. See Figure 1 and 
notice that the target is not crisp and is not deep black. (In practice, the target is not as grey as is 
shown here, though it is still very indistinct.) Athletes often either reject the lens or add an 
adjustable iris to their shooting glasses in an effort to re-sharpen the target. Although adjustable 
apertures are useful in some situations, surprisingly this is not one of them in most cases.  

It is a mistake to believe that the target must be sharp in order to shoot with great 
precision. This has been proven by many, especially those who have trained on a special training 
“target” that starts out with a black center that fades to white at the edge of the target card. There 
are no rings, no center black, no boundaries, no nothing – just a continuous fade from black to 
white. Despite the lack of clear aiming reference, it is easier for most advanced athletes to shoot 
very tight groups on this training target than on a regulation target! 
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Outcome concern is the other major reason our eye ends up out on the target. After all, 
we are looking at what we think is our “goal”. The target is not the goal; the target is only a 
distraction; visually, and especially mentally. Yes, the target is required for an aiming reference 
and to determine the score. Nothing more. Worried about a “bad” shot, how many times do we 
look out at the target in hopes it will not show in the white or that it will not be “too” bad? And 
in the process, we often make the shot worse than it would have been. This principle applies 
universally in all target shooting disciplines. Separate outcome from doing! This theme is 
covered in many of the earlier articles in this series. 

 
We now turn our attention to the topic of where to look when actually on aim. Well, that 

is obvious, one might say. Constantly pistol shooters hear: “Look at the front sight!” Ah, yes, but 
exactly where? At the middle of the top edge? Scan back and forth across the top edge? Scan and 
also check the white gaps on either side? …or? 

When on aim, the eye should rest quietly on the center of mass of the part of the front 
sight that is visible through the rear sight. Figure 1 clearly shows a white dot on the spot where 
the eye must quietly sit during the aiming process. When an athlete builds a solid physical and 
technical routine, after setting up their position and checking everything to assure that the sights 
are aligned, they soon find that when quietly resting their eye on the white dot, they are able to 
perceive whether or not the sights are aligned without “looking around” at the sight picture. With 
the eye resting in one spot, and the brain having less processing to perform, the hold area is 
dramatically reduced. Remember, active visual processing, or merely thinking, opens up the 
hold. Nothing raises confidence like steadiness! 

 
Having determined where to look with respect to the front sight, now we must determine 

where to hold. Pistol shooters have a lot of choices: 1) center of the target, 2) bottom edge of the 
black, 3) very thin line of white between the front sight and the edge of the black, 4) measured 
white space between the front sight and the bottom of the black that equals the white space on 
either side of the front sight, 5) deep down in the white, and possibly others. All have their 
proponents and detractors. 

Center hold is very popular in standard pistol because of the mix of time limits for the 5 
shot strings. It is essentially universal in the rapid stages of sport/center and in the rapid fire 
pistol event due to the design of the target. Some air and free shooters also choose this method. 

Bottom edge of the black hold and thin line of white hold are two common aiming 
techniques, especially for the precision events and stages. Many athletes dislike the black-white-
black-white “flicker” above the front sight as their area of hold takes the sight above and below 
the bottom edge of the black. Indeed, this aiming technique is distracting for this reason and 
magnifies the perception of movement, reducing athlete confidence. 

Measured white hold reduces or eliminates the flicker problem (if the gap is large 
enough), while still providing an aiming reference that feeds the perceived “need” of many 
shooters to have a “precise” aiming reference. All that measuring is a very active visual and 
cognitive process and is profoundly counterproductive. 

Deep down in the white, interesting things happen. First, the athlete notices a lack of 
distinct aiming reference. This scares off many an athlete and coach. Those who are willing to 
explore discover that, if they have learned to let their eye quietly rest on the front sight – yes, the 
white dot spot – the aiming area is “sensed” and the target is so far above the front sight that its 
movement is no longer a distraction. Note that the apparent movement is now the target’s since 
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the eye is gently following the front sight as if “locked on” and the perception of movement is 
diminished. Despite the target seeming to “float” well above the front sight, the brain is quite 
easily capable of finding the same “spot” for shot release. Of course, the aiming “spot” must be 
thought of as an area of hold and accepted without reservation. This hold method is very 
conducive to deeper shot process techniques that result in shot delivery that is more consistent, 
confident, and decisive. 

This technique is especially powerful in air and free events, as many athletes have 
discovered. The dramatic reduction of distraction of the target movement and the calm of the 
Quiet Eye combine to allow the athlete to “instinctively know” where to hold. Yes, this takes 
guts and a bit of time to develop, though much less time than most imagine! It is a very powerful 
technique that results in very small confidently delivered groups. A quick “try” will give a false 
result and the technique will be prematurely and erroneously rejected. 

Now you know why the bull is so high above the front sight in Figure 1. 
 
Finally, we must explain why the gaps on either side of the front sight are so wide. Many 

pistol shooters, especially in the precision events of air and free, prefer very thin gaps and adjust 
their rear sight accordingly. Taken to an extreme, this is counterproductive, as will be seen in the 
discussion in the next article about rifle front aperture sizes. The same principles apply. This, and 
other related topics of interest to both rifle and pistol shooters, will be discussed in more detail in 
the next article. 
 

--- 
 
 
The “On The Firing Line” series is published by the national governing bodies for Olympic shooting in 

Japan and the USA, and has been adapted for archery as “On the Shooting Line” published by USA Archery. 
Olympic Coach Magazine, the National Association of Soccer Coaches, and others have referenced selected articles. 
The entire series is available online at www.pilkguns.com. 

Permission is granted to distribute FREE copies for non-profit educational purposes provided the article is 
kept unedited in its entirety with all notices, copyright, and other information contained in the document. Any other 
use requires advance, specific, written permission from the author. The author may be contacted at jpoc@acm.org. 

 
Based in the Atlanta, Ga., area, JP O’Connor (email: jpoc@acm.org and blog: 

http://jpoconnor.wordpress.com/) is involved in shooting as a competitor, official, and coach. He is a former 
Assistant National Coach – USA Paralympics Shooting Team and ISSF Judge, serves on the National Coach 
Development Staff in both rifle & pistol, and is Coach Emeritus of the NCAA rifle and intercollegiate pistol teams at 
the University of North Georgia. He enjoys working with a number of pistol and rifle athletes and junior club teams 
from around the country, ranging from beginners to the highly advanced, in training sessions, clinics, and one-on-
one private coaching. Previous installments of this series, additional resources, and book suggestions may be found 
at http://www.pilkguns.com/jparticles/jpcontents.htm and via his blog at http://jpoconnor.wordpress.com/. Email 
questions and suggestions to jpoc@acm.org. 
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Figure 1 – Pistol Sight Picture 
 


