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We dedicate this book to the people who have influenced us and shaped our view of the game and of human potential. We recognize a few of them in these pages, but there are many, many others. We stand on their shoulders, and are forever grateful for their wisdom and support.

We dedicate this book to the Supergolfer in each of us. Let us keep believing in our futures—and bringing our possibilities to life.




INTRODUCTION:


A NEW WAY TO IMPROVE





NEARLY EVERY WEEK, a new group of golfers arrives for one of our VISION54 programs at Talking Stick Golf Club in Scottsdale, Arizona. The students include top amateurs, aspiring tour players, and recreational golfers—among them lawyers, filmmakers, bankers, opera singers, corporate executives, and teachers. All of them love golf. All of them want to improve and enjoy the game. But more often than not, they admit to being frustrated with golf—and with themselves. Sadly, some are just about ready to quit.

Listen to a few of our students. We always begin by asking them to introduce themselves and to say a few words about why they’ve come.

Janice, from Vancouver, British Columbia: “I love golf when I play well, but I really struggle when I’m playing poorly. I wonder if it’s possible to have fun even when I’m having a bad day.”

Joe, from Minneapolis, Minnesota: “I feel frustrated most of the time I’m on the course. I’d like to learn how to be more relaxed and spend less time thinking about the mechanics of my swing.”

Beth, from Boston, Massachusetts, a retired finance executive: “I’m very analytical and goal-oriented. I want to get out of my head and feel more joy when I play.”

Mia, from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, who is a college golfer: “The biggest thing I’m looking for is to improve my consistency. After rounds when I played well I think, That was so easy. But after a bad round I’m thinking, That was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

Bob, from Portland, Oregon: “My main objective and desire is to get the most out of myself. I want to feel I can improve and continue to grow my golf game.”

Lana, who lives in Lake Tahoe, Nevada, and Palm Desert, California: “I love golf, but I never feel like I’m improving. And I fight the feeling that not improving reflects on me as a person.”

Mike, from Scottsdale, Arizona, a businessman: “I want to be able to manage myself better when I play with my weekend foursome. They talk so much: I can’t even concentrate. I play like Jekyll and Hyde when I’m with them.”

Ida, from Kansas City, Missouri: “I so want to enjoy golf. When I don’t play well, I beat myself up and have a terrible rest of the day.”

Zach, from New York City, a 1-handicap player: “Instead of always thinking about my swing, I want to learn to let myself play the game.”

Julie, from Indiana, a nationally ranked amateur: “I don’t want to be so scared when I’m playing.”

Jane, from New York: “I want to figure out why I get so tight when I’m hitting over water. I moan and groan a lot on the course. I don’t want to be that kind of golfer.”

Patrick, from New Jersey, who works in venture capital: “I practice and take lessons, but I never seem to get any better. Most days, I come off the course completely deflated. I don’t want to start all over. I’d like to take my game—the one I have now—to the next level.”

The sentiments of the comments capture the mood we see in today’s golfers—whether they are American, European, or Asian. Though club technology, fitness training, and the science of the swing have improved exponentially over the past decade, many golfers have not improved and have been leaving the game. The numbers have declined for several reasons, from a shortage of playing time and budget considerations, to difficulty in learning the game and courses that are too challenging. In short, golfers are stuck—and their lack of improvement might be a more alarming development for the game. According to the National Golf Foundation, nearly six million people in the U.S. quit the sport between 2003 and 2015.

We think we know another big reason why players are frustrated. Many golfers struggle to transfer their games from the range to the course. We see players making good contact in practice, but when we’re watching them on the course, they take three times longer to hit the ball—with a completely different technical swing. All of a sudden, they can’t hit the ball. Their physical, mental, and emotional states have changed because performing on the golf course means something. There are actual consequences to what they do.

Consider this: What if you arrive at a tennis court or a basketball court and see a sign that reads: NO PRACTICING ON THE COURT. Or at a swimming pool, the lifeguard tells you, “Sorry, no practicing your breast stroke in the pool.” Many golf courses and clubs have similar rules, ostensibly to protect pace of play and the conditions of the course.

Here’s what we believe: Practicing golf shots and playing golf on the course are not incompatible. To learn a sport, you need to learn in the context of the sport with all its constraints. Only in this state can you learn the skills that are required in the real environment of the game.

In addition to teaching the mechanics of a pitch shot on the range, golfers need to learn to hit that shot on the course, and then how to hit it a little higher to get over a bunker or a bush (and with only one try!). Let’s say there’s a tree in front of you. You need to get the ball around the tree. The first time you try, you’ll probably stick the ball in the trunk of the tree. But with exploration and practice, you’ll figure out how to navigate around the tree. All of a sudden, you’ve learned to curve the ball. You’ve learned to play.

The bottom line is that you have to be in the pool to learn how to swim, you have to be on a tennis court to learn to play tennis, and you have to be on the golf course to learn the game. You need to dedicate time on the course when you’re not focused on keeping score. You need to be on the course to discover what works. (And we promise, doing so will not hold up play or leave hundreds of divots.) Only on the course will you truly develop your skills, your game—and yourself.

A related issue we’ve observed is that when golfers (of any level) struggle on the course, they tend to blame their technique. Players today have become entirely too focused on the swing, with its angles and planes, speeds and smash factors. Tour pros now spend hours analyzing their swings with video cameras and TrackMan-style launch-monitor devices. (These instruments measure everything from clubhead speed to ball speed and flight apex to the forces and pressures of the feet during the swing.) Amateur golfers are convinced they’ll shoot lower scores once they’ve figured out whether they’re one-plane or two-plane swingers. They debate swing theories—X-factor, Stack-and-Tilt, A-Swing—as if one is the right answer. They read magazine articles that promise to teach the correct swing method that will fix everything. Meanwhile, they pursue the elusive secret of the swing via instructional apps and the wide array of analytical resources, such as K-VESTs, FocusBands, and clip-on metronomes. As one of our students put it, “I’ve taken in so much information, I feel like my head is exploding.”

We want to make it clear that we’re not dismissing the benefit of modern technology or the importance of a sound golf swing. It’s imperative that you have a reliable swing that fits your body. You need to practice it enough, so you are confident and can execute it proficiently. You also need to know which situations call for a certain shot. Even so, we believe there’s an important distinction. It’s not just about the swing. It’s about the golfer who makes the swing on the course.

There’s a book we like called The Dude and the Zen Master. It’s a series of conversations between the actor Jeff Bridges and a Zen master named Bernie Glassman. Glassman was an aeronautical engineer who became a teacher of Buddhism in Los Angeles. In the book, Bernie and Jeff discuss a variety of subjects, from movies to family to learning to, well, simply, being human. Bernie tells Jeff that he knows a little ditty that contains one of the secrets to life:

Row, row, row your boat,

Gently down the stream,

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily,

Life is but a dream.

He asks Jeff to imagine getting into a boat for the first time and trying to figure out how to row. Should he put the right oar into the water first or the left? What should he be doing with his shoulders during the stroke? What about his arms? How can he get the oars to work together? What if he wants to row to the opposite shore? If he fixates on the destination, he might forget to pay attention to his rowing mechanics. But if he fixates on his rowing, he could lose focus on where he wants to go.

Bernie explains that, according to Zen philosophy, the opposite shore is actually right under your feet. So the question isn’t, How do you get from here to there? The question is, How do you get from here to here? How do you become fully present in the moment, in your environment, and in the activity in which you’re engaged?

Bernie advises Jeff, “Don’t get down on yourself because you’re not an expert rower right away. Don’t go learn to row in a performance tank. Just ease your boat into the water and begin to row—very gently—down the stream.”

IN OUR PREVIOUS BOOKS, Every Shot Must Have a Purpose, The Game Before the Game, and Play Your Best Golf Now, we introduced the elements of our teaching: Shot-making with purpose and commitment, practice that reflects the real game, and skills that enable you to access physical, mental, and emotional states that lead to better play. But we believe the place you can really improve your game is on the golf course, so in this book, we’ll teach you what we call “human skills,” which you’ll rely on in the actual context of the game. As you learn these skills, you will learn more about yourself. You will be able to rely on yourself. You will be able to adjust. You will become your own best coach. Which means, you’ll be a player.

In our opinion, there are four pillars that support a golfer’s game: 1) your fitness level, 2) your technical skills (that is, your swing and stroke), 3) your equipment, and 4) your human skills. Unfortunately, the human skills are rarely taught—and to us, these are essential to playing good golf.

We look at it this way: Once you step onto the golf course, can you change your fitness level, your technical skills, or your equipment? No. The only one of these pillars you have control over on the course is your human skills. Developing these skills—especially self-awareness and self-management—will help you play your best. Human skills will also help you manage emotions that invariably arise on the course, such as anxiety, frustration, fear, discouragement, and anger. They can also help you create positive states such as focus, confidence, equanimity, courage, and joy—all of which help you enjoy the game more.

During our collective 64 years of teaching and coaching, we’ve become super-interested in the conditions that facilitate peak performance—that is, when people are performing at the highest level of their abilities. Whether the performers are dancers, musicians, surgeons, or golfers, one common denominator is that, in the moment of performance, they are fully present through their senses—particularly sight, sound, and feel. When this happens, we are capable of far more than we’ve ever imagined.

It’s why we named our company VISION54. We wanted to invoke a new frontier, the idea that a golfer will shoot a score of 54 someday. That could mean making birdies on all 18 holes, or a combination of pars, birdies, and eagles. 54 is a number. It’s also a philosophy oriented toward possibilities rather than limitations. 54 is a process of changing old habits and learning new ones. It’s a discipline of managing your physical, mental, and emotional states on a golf course—in an environment that’s always changing.

We have full confidence that a golfer will shoot 54 someday soon: To date, fewer than 20 players have carded a 59 in competition. One of the 59-shooters, Annika Sorenstam, was coached by Pia. Another, Russell Knox, is a PGA Tour professional we currently coach. (By the way, we append the number 54 to the names of all players we coach: Russell Knox is “Roo54.” He gets his nickname, Roo, because he carries a kangaroo headcover. PGA Tour winner Kevin Streelman is “Streels54,” and another of our students, Condoleezza Rice, is “Condi54.”) So, what will it take to open the door to the next performance breakthrough in golf? In our opinion, shooting 54 will require a paradigm shift from a “faults-and-fixes” approach to a “possibilities-and-excellence” approach that will additionally rely on human skills.

We think of this as a back-to-the-future concept. When the Society of St. Andrews Golfers was founded in 1754, there were no professional instructors, no practice ranges, and no swing simulators. Golfers learned to play on the course, in the context of the game. They figured out how to properly flight a shot, manage their nerves, and focus on the parts of the game they could control. Throughout history, great champions have embodied these skills: Old Tom Morris, Joyce Wethered, Bobby Jones, Ben Hogan, Kathy Whitworth, Arnold Palmer, Nancy Lopez, Jack Nicklaus, Tiger Woods, and Annika Sorenstam used their human skills to become great players of the game. It’s our opinion that these skills don’t have to remain implicit, or mysterious, or the province of champions. Today, thanks to advances in science and performance research, and our years of observing and coaching golfers, we can help make implicit skills explicit.

In the following chapters, you’ll learn these human skills on the course alongside some of our professional and amateur students: current and former LPGA Tour players Suzann Pettersen, Brittany Lang, Ariya Jutanugarn, and Annika Sorenstam; current and former PGA Tour players Russell Knox, Kevin Streelman, and Arron Oberholser; amateurs such as Condoleezza Rice and A.K. Frazier and Amy Lane, to name a few. These players acquired human skills that enabled them to play to their full potential.

Recent research in fields such as psychophysiology, neuroscience, and athletic training have changed the way we think about how we learn, what our true capacities are, and what creates peak performance. These fields incorporate medicine, psychology, physiology, brain science, nutrition, biofeedback, contextual learning, and meditation. They propose that we have a capacity to learn and perform at a higher level than most had ever imagined, enabling us to bridge the long-assumed mind/body divide. This allows us to consider golf in a new light, because it points directly to us; we are capable of more improvement, growth, and self-regulation than we thought possible. However, the work of crossing this mind/body divide, and attaining these larger goals, is up to each of us.

We’re not alone in discovering a new, forward-thinking philosophy. Many of our peers in golf and other sports are just as committed to these new ideas. In this book, we want to introduce some of the people and concepts that have influenced us over the years—innovative teachers like Chuck Hogan and Kjell Enhager; human-potential thinkers such as Michael Murphy and Ken Wilber; scientists and psychologists the likes of JoAnne Whitaker and Carol Dweck; techniques like HeartMath, and even an approach to communication and personal growth called Neuro-Linguistic Programming. We’ve studied these disciplines, extracted the best ideas, and incorporated them into our VISION54 methodology. In doing so, we have discovered that bringing higher awareness to our bodies, minds, and emotions can release our true potential.

This journey will be interior (you, the human being) and exterior (you on the golf course). Our goal is to introduce you to the human skills in context, and help you understand how to use them. Each chapter includes Questions and On-Course Explorations. The explorations should always be done on the course. The purpose is to spur you to reflect and become more aware, so you can discover what makes you play your best. We want you to blend the explorations into your rounds—the more you use them, the more natural and organic they’ll become. And the more they’ll change your game. We hope you’ll engage them with three words we cherish: awareness, intention, and attention. Instead of beating balls to death on the range, we hope you’ll make these human skills the heart of your game.

Come with us. Let’s explore golf in a whole new way.
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CHAPTER 1




AWARENESS: ALL LEARNING STARTS HERE



IN DECEMBER 2006, Norwegian golfer Suzann Pettersen signed up for one of our VISION54 programs in Arizona. Suzann is undoubtedly one of the most gifted athletes in sports today. She grew up skiing and had a storied junior golf career, winning the Norwegian Amateur Championship five times and the British Girls Championship once. As a teenager, she represented Norway in the World Amateur Team Championship and was selected for the Junior European Ryder Cup. Suzann turned pro in 2000 at 19 years old; the following year she finished second on the Ladies European Tour Order of Merit and was named LET Rookie of the Year. In 2003, Suzann qualified for the LPGA Tour. To many of us who knew her, she was headed for guaranteed stardom. But over the next six years, despite a handful of top-10 finishes on the LPGA Tour and several brilliant Solheim Cup appearances, Suzann never won a professional tournament.

She was 25 years old when she arrived for our three-day school. She looked glum and told us she was frustrated and depressed about her game.

Pia said to her, “Suzann, I’ve watched you since you were a junior, and you’re one of the most talented players I’ve ever seen. When you’re in a high-pressure situation during competition, when you’re facing a particularly stressful shot, you always seem to pull it off. Those are the situations most golfers have the hardest times with. So I want to ask you a question: What do you do that makes you so good under pressure?”

Suzann stared at the ground. She looked confused. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never really thought about it.” Then she changed the subject. “Anyway, I’m here to work on what’s wrong with my swing. It’s really bothering me.”

The next morning, Suzann told us she hadn’t been able to sleep a wink. She said she was disturbed that she couldn’t answer Pia’s question. Lynn said gently, “You’re telling us that you want to be an even better player than you are, but you haven’t thought about what makes you so good at this game aside from your swing. We want you to keep thinking about that.”

On the final morning Suzann announced, “I’ve been thinking about it. Here’s what I know. In those pressure situations, I don’t think. I just see the shot. I feel it. I don’t worry about what will happen. I just go.”

Suzann didn’t think she had said anything profound, but we knew otherwise. In those four sentences, she had begun to deconstruct the essence of her peak performances. And she had started to use one of the critical human skills that would help her access the unique core of her talent. For the first time, she was exercising awareness.

In Suzann’s defense, she’s hardly the first golfer to lack awareness. The reality today is that many golf coaches—and even measuring devices like TrackMan—have more awareness about a player’s strengths and weaknesses than the player does. Suzann was able to perform many specific golf skills, but she wasn’t aware of the components of her best play on the course. We told Suzann: “Look, we get it. Golf is a solitary game. It’s just you with yourself. That’s why you need to heighten your awareness—internal and external—so that you can see what’s really happening, how you really operate. Awareness creates clarity. Clarity creates choices. And choices make it possible for you to achieve the results you want.”

Awareness is at the core of our teaching—and of this book. We’re all different; some people are more outwardly focused, and so they’re more aware of things going on around them: other competitors, the leaderboard, the wind, the golf ball, the grain or slope of the greens, the location of the target, who might be watching. They’re thinking about where they want to hit their tee shot or land their ball on the green. External awareness is necessary, of course. But at the same time, outwardly focused individuals might have very little internal awareness—they might not notice that their physical energy is flagging late in the round, which emotions tend to take over on the course in certain situations (and how they affect their shots), or whether they truly have the ability to hit a hero shot.

Other people are the total opposite. They’re more internally aware, which means they’re very attuned to what’s going on inside themselves. In terms of golf, these are intuitive players who can feel their rhythm and tempo, balance and tension, and the distance of a pitch or a putt. They’re mindful of their thoughts and emotions during a round. Conversely, they might be completely unaware of their external environment. We’ve seen players who literally bump into other players on the tee, don’t know where they’re aiming, hit out of turn on a hole, walk across a fellow player’s line, can’t feel the wind, and completely forget their strategy for playing a hole.

We’ve observed that most golfers tend to have an overdeveloped outer awareness and an underdeveloped inner awareness. It makes sense. Considering our busy lives and the fast-paced world we live in, most of us are typically externally focused. We haven’t learned how to listen to, or tune into, ourselves. In this book, we’ll teach you how to build your inner awareness about your body, your mind, and your emotions. We promise that when you increase these levels of awareness, you’ll see more improvement in your golf game than you would from hundreds of hours on the practice range.

But first, we need to understand what awareness is and isn’t. Most golfers, in our experience, think about awareness as a swing checklist: Is my shoulder turned so that it’s under my chin? Is my arm straight? Am I releasing my wrists at the right moment?

When we first take our students onto the course during our golf schools, we often ask them a series of questions to check their awareness baseline:

“Are you aware of how committed you stayed to your decision about your shot?” (Many players have never really considered the idea of commitment to their shots.)

“What percentage of your normal swing tempo did you use on that shot? 100 percent? 75 percent?” (Most golfers have little or no awareness of their normal swing tempo.)

“How are you feeling today—your body, your mind, your emotions?” (Often this question is met by nervous silence.)

“Depending on how you feel, what decisions or changes can you make that will help you play better today?” (Blank stares.)

Our good friend Dr. Debbie Crews is a sports psychology consultant for the Arizona State University men’s and women’s golf teams and a research analyst in kinesiology at ASU, in addition to being an LPGA Master Instructor. Debbie explains that all golfers have specific tendencies: recurring patterns that show up when they play well, and when they don’t play well. Human tendencies tend to be consistent, so we can use awareness to begin to identify our tendencies—as well as the situations that trigger them. Once we do that, we can use specific human skills to manage our tendencies. In doing so, we can begin to optimize our performance.

To be fair, golf instructors and coaches have long recognized a player’s tendencies in swing technique. For example, “The ball tends to get too far forward in your stance.” Or: “You tend to lose your posture in the swing.” “You have a tendency to come out of the shot before you finish your swing.” But most teachers still see these tendencies as technical issues, not manifestations of a player’s physical, mental, or emotional states—especially under pressure. What they don’t see is that a player’s grip pressure tends to get tight when he’s looking at a par 3 over water. They don’t see that a player tends to come out of her swing when she has been chatting with her partners and loses focus. They don’t see a golfer’s tendency for his swing tempo to increase when he is playing well, and thus starts to anticipate a low score. In our opinion, the contexts for our tendencies are as important as the tendencies themselves. Every golfer needs to develop an awareness of what his or her tendencies are on the golf course, and when and why they happen. This awareness can’t be developed on a practice range.
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There are three areas of awareness that are critical to performing well on the golf course: physical awareness, mental awareness, and emotional awareness. Because they’re interconnected, let’s look at all three.

PHYSICAL AWARENESS

AT THE MOST BASIC LEVEL, physical awareness relates to the state or condition of your body at a given moment. In general, do you know if your body is flexible or inflexible? Is your center of balance high in your body, or is it low? During your warm-up before a round, do you feel energetic or lethargic? Are any of your muscles sore? Do you have an injury that hinders you? Do you feel tense or relaxed as you begin to hit balls? These physical states can affect how you play, and we want to teach you how to widen and deepen your awareness, so that you can address them properly.

MENTAL AWARENESS

THE SECOND AREA OF AWARENESS that’s critical for playing good golf is mental awareness. Most of us think of mental awareness as our cognitive thoughts. There are important mental functions required to play golf that involve analyzing conditions and making decisions about shot selection and course strategy. These functions happen in the language center of our brain, which some people call the “left” or “conscious” part of the brain. The way golf has traditionally been taught tends to be a cognitive (or what we call a “neck-up”) experience. We learn intellectually and factually how the club works from takeaway to finish, and in turn, we give our body specific directions to swing the club effectively.

One of the things that neuroscience research has revealed during the last several decades is that our “mental states” are comprised of far more than just the cognitive part of our brains. The “right” or “subconscious” part of the brain controls creativity, imagination, sensory abilities (seeing, hearing, feeling, touching, tasting), rhythm, music, intuition, and motor skills. Here’s an important fact: The left side, or cognitive center of the brain, comprises a minuscule 5 to 10 percent of our brain power, while the right side, or creative side of the brain, comprises 90 to 95 percent of our brain power—much of which we never access. In short, we have much more potential than we are using.

Importantly, neuroscience tells us that once we’ve learned specific skills, if we can let go of conscious control and allow the intuitive part of our brain to take over, we can improve our performance. The highest level of execution, whether by a pianist, golfer, dancer, or skier, is controlled by the right or sensory part of the brain, and is characterized by a shift away from the conscious brain to the subconscious brain. This state is sometimes called “the zone” or “flow,” and is characterized by what Dr. Crews calls “synchronicity” between the two sides of the brain. This is the state that can, for example, most efficiently produce a golf swing that has been learned and practiced. The best athletes in the world are intuitively able to shift from left brain to right brain at just the right time, instinctively achieving the balance needed for peak performance. As you become increasingly aware of different “feel” or sensory states, we will show you how heightening some and lowering others can help you shift into your right sensory brain and dramatically improve your performance.

EMOTIONAL AWARENESS

AN EFFECTIVE EXERCISE we like to use with our students is asking them to recall any emotions they associate with beginning to learn the game—especially if they were children at the time. Often these feelings are intrinsic joyful states, and they’re extremely powerful. Whether it was the special time you spent with your father or mother on the course, or shagging balls on the range in the afternoon for pocket change, these emotions are often at the root of why we play.

Amy Lane, a 5-handicap from New York who plays golf on Long Island, says she can vividly recall how she felt as a young golfer. “I remember coming home from camp when I was about 13 years old. My parents signed me up for a junior clinic at the golf club in New Jersey where they were members,” she says. “An assistant pro took an interest in me. We’d go out onto the course late in the afternoon, and I’d carry my bag on my back. I don’t really remember the specifics of the lessons, but I remember how free I felt on those days. I would feel happy, and I would play well. They were always connected for me. I never focused on my bad shots. I was always excited about my good shots and how much fun I was having.”

Another of our students, PGA Tour pro Russell Knox, remembers learning to play in his native Scotland. “I grew up in a town called Nairn Dunbar in the Scottish Highlands,” he says. “The course didn’t even have a driving range close by. My friends and I would just go out and chop it around and try to put the ball in the hole. The weather was often terrible—cold, rainy, and windy. We’d get beaten up by the elements, but I always had this feeling of joy out there. We played, in the best sense of the word. Today, even with all the stress and expectations that go with being a professional golfer, I still try to access that feeling of joy I had in my body when I was a kid.”

As Amy grew older, she sought more lessons to improve, which led to a more technical focus on her game—and less joy. “My teachers would instruct me, ‘You’re in this position or that position. Try this instead.’ I developed a tendency to overthink my swing and my shots,” she says. “If I was playing poorly, I’d start to get anxious and cycle through my Rolodex of swing thoughts. Do this. But it’s not working. Do that. Now what? It was the exact opposite of how I felt as a kid. And it just about killed my game.”

Amy came to her first VISION54 program in 2006. “I started becoming more aware of how my emotions affected my play,” she says. “I would start a downward spiral during a round. I’d get tight. Then I’d try to force some technical swing fix. Of course, it never worked. Once I became aware of how anxiety and tension were affecting me, I began to be able to address it. I stopped freaking out about my swing technique. Instead, I tried to access the sensory feeling I have in my body when I hit a great shot. For me, it’s an awareness of a low center of gravity below my belly button. I feel balanced. Everything gets simple, and time slows down. I can actually see and feel my shot before I hit the ball. I’m in the present, not distracted by thoughts about my swing. I regain my confidence. Awareness helps me reset my equilibrium.”

We believe that the role of emotions is underappreciated in golf. When someone hits a wayward shot, we almost always see an emotional reaction: head shaking, groaning, club dropping, bag-kicking, sighing, cursing, etc. Emotions can manifest as anxiety (“Oh no, I’m in the bunker”), or defeat (“I’m hitting the ball so badly I’m going in”), or futility (“Why even bother playing this game?”). For some players, a flood of emotions can quickly overwhelm their game, and send them into acute distress.

When we hit good shots, we tend to react with positive emotions. We smile, we high-five, we fist-pump. All emotions trigger a chemical reaction in the brain that directly affects how we perform. Events that we “emotionalize” (positively or negatively) are stored in the amygdala, the area deep in our brains that processes memory and emotional reactions. When we have similar shots in the future, we will feel confidence, trust, and a “go” signal or, conversely, anxiety and lack of confidence.

In everyday life, we recognize somebody’s intense emotions as authenticity. But there are situations in which it is extremely valuable to be able to manage your emotions. Managing emotions can reduce irritation and anger, and create peace of mind, which facilitates a generalized happy state—and better performance.

“When you’re competing in a stressful match or about to hit an important shot, it’s sometimes easier to try to control your technique than your emotions,” observes Amy. “We work on so many aspects of our swings in golf. But we rarely work on controlling our emotions.”

It is essential that a golfer be in good physical, mental, and emotional states to play well. Your physical state is where you want to start developing awareness, because it will be what sets the tone for your round as you hit your first several balls. This is why we begin our VISION54 programs with what we call “BTT Awareness Drills” (you’ll read more about them in Chapter 3). BTT stands for Balance, Tempo, and Tension, and by paying attention to these sensory states in your warm-up and during your round, you will be accessing your sensory awareness, which will help you access the right side of your brain and promote better swings.

At the start of our programs, we ask students to try out different sensory states on the range and on the course. Some of these are kinesthetic feels (balance, relaxed shoulders, and grip pressure). Others are auditory (singing a song, counting your swing tempo, or listening to the sound of impact). Still others are visual (looking at the ball or seeing the ball flight or the target). States can be emotional, too (feeling joy or calm). Beginning to explore these states is the start to developing inner awareness.

Suzann Pettersen asked us to work individually with her in early 2007, shortly after she had attended our VISION54 program. The first assignment we gave her was to become more aware of what she did when she played her best—the original question she’d been unable to answer. She knew her strengths were her swing technique and fitness, but she was able to realize she was often overly focused on technical swing issues, which meant she spent too much time concentrating in the language center of her brain. Suzann needed to access more of her right- brain sensory states when she played. One thing we asked her to do was to putt with her eyes closed. When she did, she was able to let go of technical thoughts and access a “feel” state of putting—sensing the distance, sensing the break, sensing the speed of the putt, and trusting her gut instincts.


OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg
WEATHER

KEEP FoCus

ON WHAT
@ Yo CAN CoNTRoL
— —







OEBPS/images/9781476788043.jpg
A PLAYER

A BREAKTHROUGH
APPROACH TO

ON THE GOLF COURSE






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
BE
A
PLAYER

A BREAKTHROUGH
APPROACH TO PLAYING BETTER
ﬂ THE GOLF COURSE

Pia Nilsson & Lynn Marriott

WITH SUSAN K. REED

ATRIABOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






