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Introduction


“You will have to create the path by walking yourself;

the path is not ready-made, lying there and waiting for you.”

— Osho



When I was a teenager, I painstakingly studied Ben Hogan’s Power Golf and The Five Lessons: The Modern Fundamentals of Golf. However, Hogan’s teachings about binding one’s arms together, winding up one’s core muscles, centering one’s weight over the front leg in the backswing, and imagining the swing plane as a pane of glass didn’t make sense to me. What made sense to Hogan didn’t make sense to me.

Hogan’s teachings, I later realized, were actually based on feelings—not factual and scientific evidence. Hogan wasn’t doing what he said he was doing. Hogan’s teachings were mostly ineffectual. To swing like Hogan, I needed his inquisitiveness, intellect, flexibility, strength, talent, personality, experience, coordination, determination, balance, work ethic, and central nervous system.

For decades, I searched for the optimal guru whose foolproof methodology promoted rapid improvement among all golfers. However, I never found one. Underwriters Laboratory Inc. doesn’t test and certify golf methodologies. Moreover, the PGA, USGA, and National Golf Foundation do not track the improvement rates of pupils and the teaching success of certified instructors.

Admittedly, I’ve encountered many excellent and diverse instructors who’ve developed excellent players. However, I’ve never encountered a single instructor who was completely accurate and universally effective.

Most golf experts are essentially ball-striking instructors. To lower one’s score, instructors teach swing mechanics. Herein lies the problem. Most instructors, including the most talented and respected, base their teaching and learning on a narrow scientific platform.

Today’s instructors—assisted by computer diagnostics—teach ball striking dictated primarily by physics, biomechanics, and kinesiology. There’s nothing wrong with that. However, this limited platform ignores a host of applicable sciences, including geometry, anatomy, cognitive psychology, neuroscience, neurobiology, statistics, game theory, systems theory, learning theory, heuristics, etc.

The swing is a holistic, dynamic, and complex movement. Therefore, what may be optimal from a biomechanical standpoint may not be from a neuroscientific or anatomical standpoint and vice versa. Moreover, certain golfers will connect better with the principles of one particular science and not another. The ultimate guru must understand and apply all the underlying sciences associated with ball striking to golfers of every skill level, learning style, and cognitive ability—from novices to Tour pros. I question whether the ultimate guru actually exists.

After decades of endless struggle and marginal improvement, I stopped expecting surrogates to actualize my growth. I stopped assuming that only gurus bearing gifts could enhance my game.

When I put stock in self-knowledge, self-teaching, and self-scrutiny, I resolved to customize, individualize, hybridize, personalize, and freelance my own methodology. If you don’t evolve your own methodology, you’ll be enslaved by someone else’s.

A guru is a Hindu teacher, mentor, guide, expert, or master who actualizes the potentialities of others. In Sanskrit, gu means darkness and ru means destroyer. Gurus are literally destroyers of darkness and ignorance. Relying on a golf guru is like employing a raft to cross a hazardous river. Once you cross the river, you must leave the raft behind. Dragging along the raft will slow down your journey. When you need to cross the next river, another raft awaits.

When I became my own guru, I started to recognize blind spots, sift through advice, defy convention, revolutionize my thinking, reverse my instincts, discover new insights, expand my imagination, test different approaches, connect the dots, and experience moments of supreme lucidity. Most important, I began to understand what works, what doesn’t, and why.

In the process of becoming my own guru, I no longer placed others on a pedestal, expected others to make me whole, or subordinated my thinking to suit others. Don’t get me wrong. I still seek outside advice. I still drink from as many wells as possible. However, I no longer grant others dominion over me. I destroy my own darkness and ignorance.

Only I can walk in my shoes … only I can experience my uncertainties, frustrations, and disappointments … only I can achieve my dreams and aspirations … only I can define my golf reality … only I can actualize growth … only I can self-learn.

Becoming your own guru entails risk. However, turning your game over to someone else and hoping for the best entail greater risk. T.S. Eliot wrote, “Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.” You—not someone else—are the most powerful determinant of who you are.

When I vowed to become my own golf guru, I examined the findings of enlightened thinkers. This book—an oasis for worn and weary golfers—is a repository of these findings. “I do not teach anyone,” Einstein wrote, “I only provide an environment in which they can learn.” Learning how to learn and learning how to motivate yourself to learn are life’s most important endeavors.

I can’t predict whether you’ll become your own golf guru. But I can predict that taking responsibility for yourself will bring you immense satisfaction. If you’re willing to spend the time and energy to improve, you might as well enjoy it.

When I embarked on my path of self-discovery, my inner guru emerged. Accordingly, I spawned a radical approach to learning the golf swing that merges the untapped and unlikely domains of cognitive neuroscience and systemic thinking. Once these applications took root, I dramatically improved my game. I still seek out gifted and diverse teachers—not to tell me what to do, but to guide my inner guru. Let me explain.

Cognitive Neuroscience.

The mind is a nonphysical faculty that encompasses consciousness, imagination, perception, thinking, judgment, language, and memory. The soft science of the mind is called “cognitive psychology.”

The brain is a physical organ whose 86 billion neurons communicate by employing trillions of connections. The hard science of the brain is called “neuroscience.” The science that merges mind and brain is called “cognitive neuroscience.”

Understanding how your mind, brain, and muscles function enables you to process information, make decisions, build and reinforce neural pathways, induce muscle contractions, store memories, adapt to changing conditions, sharpen thinking, enhance learning, identify bad habits, minimize breakdowns, and induce growth. When you finally integrate mind, brain, and body, your counterintuitive and puzzling swing will start to make sense.

Your brain’s neocortex is hard-wired to seek certainty. Golfers addicted to certainty often embrace the unexamined and unchallenged beliefs of self-confident experts. When you integrate mind and brain, you’ll mitigate your craving for certainty. Dr. Robert Burton, Chief of Neurology at the University of California, said, “We need to recognize that the feelings of certainty and conviction are involuntary mental sensations—not logical conclusions.” Illusions of certainty stunt growth.

Noted psychologist Erick Fromm wrote, “The quest for certainty blocks the search for meaning. Uncertainty is the very condition that impels us to unfold our powers.” Remain open-minded.

Your thoughts and feelings affect how your mind, brain, and body function. Your mind and brain are constantly interpreting a wealth of sensory input, body movements, and emotional states. Focusing your attention and sharpening your awareness let you understand the internal workings of your mind, brain, and muscles. The lessons in this book are designed to name and tame the ingrained behaviors and faulty reasoning that sabotage your performance.

In a nutshell, you must change your thinking … to change your learning … to change your movement patterns. The proper integration of mind, brain, and body will induce deep learning. Objective introspection—the prerequisite for growth—will temper your emotional impulses and allow your native intelligence or inner guru to emerge. Leo Rosten wrote, “We see things as we are, not as they are.” Your main golf problem isn’t your swing. Rather, it’s your distorted perception of what you’re thinking, learning, and doing.

If you’re not improving, you’re a prisoner of your brain’s 86 billion hard-wired neurons that plan, coordinate, and control your movements. Bad habits reinforced over time—such as fast tempos, loopy swings, and incorrect grips—are hard to break. The interlocking processes of learning, unlearning, and relearning demand mental exertion, tireless motivation, and deliberate practice.

However, old dogs can learn new tricks. The term neuro-plasticity denotes the brain’s ability under proper conditions to change its structure and function over your lifetime. This is reassuring news for stymied golfers.

You rewire your brain by adding myelin or insulating layers of fatty tissue to the lengthy fibers that transmit electrical impulses to your brain cells. The myelination process increases the speed and frequency of the impulses that induce muscle contractions and movement patterns. “Deliberate practice”—the ceaseless process of repeating selected movements, self-monitoring your performance, and remediating mistakes—thickens the myelin layers of your neural pathways. Deliberate practice converts meandering neural trickles into flowing neural streams.

Neural circuits are like growth rings in a tree trunk. New neural circuits overwrite, but don’t eradicate, existing ones. To initiate swing changes and generate new neural pathways, you need approximately one hundred slow-motion repetitions. To make a default or long-term swing change, you’ll need hundreds of repetitions. It’s imperative, therefore, that every swing change be spot-on. Every mile you travel in the wrong direction, by ingraining incorrect movement patterns, is a two-mile mistake.

Bad habits are hard to break. In sum, you must unlearn before you can relearn. Young golfers with thinly insulated neural pathways improve more rapidly than older golfers. To rid their bad habits, older golfers need tremendous willpower or mental bandwidth. It’s easier to uproot a sapling than a giant oak.

Systemic Thinking.

Systems theory, proposed in the 1950s and popularized in the 1970s, denotes the interdisciplinary study of mechanical and social networks comprised of interrelated and interdependent parts.

Systemic thinking is a way of viewing and understanding how interdependent parts in a network interact to achieve a unified and specific purpose.

Systemic thinking fosters understanding by examining the connections among its parts—not by examining its parts taken separately. Systemic thinking, which unites components, focuses on the whole. Analytical thinking, which separates components, focuses on the parts.

To better understand and manage your swing, you must merge analytical and systemic thinking. Some problems are best solved analytically. Others are best solved systemically.

However, systemic thinking has been grossly overlooked in golf instruction. To understand and manage your swing, a complex and holistic movement involving a myriad of interdependent parts, you must invoke systemic thinking.

Albert Einstein famously said, “We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used to create them.” Most people will agree with Einstein’s statement. However, very few people, especially golfers, understand what it means. It means that golfers cannot solve their swing problems by using the analytical mode of thinking that created them in the first place.

Analysis, the process of taking things apart, seems like the obvious way to foster understanding. For decades I tried to understand and improve my swing by employing analytical thinking. However, I was wrong. Taking apart my swing often made it worse. When you disassemble a whole, it loses its essential properties, and so do all of its parts.

To understand my swing as a holistic motion, I had to view it systemically. I had to understand the interactions among its many parts.

In The Effective Executive (1967), Peter Drucker makes a key distinction between doing the thing right and doing the right thing. For example, Japanese car makers are doing the thing right by mass-producing inexpensive and fuel-efficient vehicles. However, they’re not doing the right thing, as Japanese cars have greatly exacerbated global warming. Peter Drucker said, “There’s nothing worse than doing the wrong thing well.”

Drucker’s statement aptly conveys what’s wrong with modern golf instruction. Taking apart the swing analytically destroys its holistic nature.

Golfers who analyze the swing by dividing it into separate parts are doing things right. However, golfers who synthesize the swing by aggregating the parts are doing the right thing. Doing the thing right is the mark of efficiency. Doing the right thing is the mark of wisdom.

You can’t repair a highly complex system by improving each part taken separately. To repair a highly complex system, you must improve the simultaneous interactions among all its parts. A system is not the sum of its parts, but the product of their interactions.

Suppose you installed a Rolls Royce motor, BMW transmission, Audi fuel pump, and Cadillac disc brakes in your Hyundai to improve its performance. What would happen? Your Hyundai wouldn’t function. Why? Because these parts don’t fit. Suppose you installed Hogan’s backswing, Snead’s footwork, Nicklaus’s release, and Faldo’s pivot to improve your golf swing. What would happen? Your swing wouldn’t function. Why? Because these parts don’t fit.

Your swing components must fit your unique parameters. Your golf swing—like your fingerprint or signature—is uniquely yours. Swing components that work for someone else may not work for you.

The golf swing lasts only 1.4 seconds; incorporates hidden forces and pressures; involves 206 bones, 360 joints, and 600 muscles; and contains a myriad of interactions. A systems approach is the only way to understand and master the swing. Analytical approaches alone don’t work.

Understanding how a component functions in a system is meaningless unless you understand how it interacts directly or indirectly with every other component. In the swing’s tightly coupled system, everything depends on everything else. No component functions in isolation.

Small movements that most golfers dismiss offhandedly—such as lifting your heel, turning your chin, softening your lead arm, bending your knees, and hinging your wrists—are profoundly important. Adopting a system’s perspective helps you identify and understand the intricate interrelationship among your swing’s many components.

Using analytical or anti-systemic thinking to teach and learn the swing is pointless. Given the swing’s tightly coupled system, understanding how any separate component acts—such as the hands, wrists, arms, or shoulders—is irrelevant unless you understand how this component interacts directly or indirectly with every other component. Golf’s accepted “divide and conquer” mode of teaching and learning—invoked in most instructional protocols—doesn’t work.

In his article, “Golf Swing Mechanics: The Path to the Future Golf Swing,” physicist Dr. René Ferdinand states, “… it only takes one incorrect piece of information to make a whole golf swing system invalid or difficult to perform.”

Tightly coupled, complex systems break down when small glitches converge in unexpected and hidden ways. In tightly coupled, complex systems, there’s very little slack, clearance, or margin of error.

A simple system—like a rudimentary assembly line in a cookie factory comprised of loosely coupled components—experiences breakdowns that are relatively easy to spot, diagnose, and repair. Conversely, a complex system, like a nuclear reactor aboard a submarine, is prone to breakdowns that are very difficult to spot, diagnose, and repair.

Selected components in your tightly coupled swing—such as your grip and stance—have sufficient slack or tolerance, whereas other swing components—such as your pivot and club face angle at impact—have less slack or tolerance.

The swing is far more complex, paradoxical, and illusory than most suppose. Adopting a systems approach will suspend your fuzzy thinking, default reasoning, erroneous assumptions, snap judgments, screwy biases, simplistic solutions, and quick fixes. Sports psychologists claim that golf’s physical and mental skill sets, except for those of pole vaulting, are the hardest to master.

My eclectic scientific platform, bolstered by decades of playing, coaching, teaching, researching, and writing, originated during my doctoral studies at Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute. When I completed my dissertation, which examined the cognitive strategies of brilliant, imaginative, and iconoclastic scientists, I experienced a paradigm shift. I developed a Veggie Chopper brain and changed my thinking.

This book is a logical extension of my previous book, Golf’s Three Noble Truths: The Fine Art of Playing Awake, acknowledged by PGA coaches including those affiliated with Justin Rose, Phil Mickelson, Jim Furyk, Steve Elkington, and D.J. Trahan.

This book’s brief, reader-friendly, and research-based lessons encourage golfers to take responsibility for what they think and why they think it. Assembled here is the advice of players and diverse experts from the realms of coaching, bio-mechanics, physics, anatomy, genetics, kinesiology, learning theory, cognitive psychology, neuroscience, neurobiology, systems theory, behavioral psychology, educational psychology, management theory, game theory, sociology, economics, etc. Each self-contained lesson aims to hone your thinking, learning, and performing.

The juxtaposition of these lessons is deliberate. Education specialists claim that “juxtaposed learning”—the presentation of disparate ideas from multiple disciplines—cultivates engagement, creativity, and understanding. Juxtaposed learning infused with humor reportedly induces imaginative leaps, sharper focus, creative insights, bold connections, and rapid learning.

The term disruptive innovation denotes the introduction of a new, radical, and efficient development that takes root, becomes more accessible, displaces an established mechanism, and induces rapid change. Applying cognitive neuroscience and systemic thinking to master the golf swing is a disruptive innovation whose time has come. Science fiction writer William Gibson wrote, “The future is already here—it’s just not evenly distributed.”

In bookstores and libraries, the shelves containing books on cognitive science and systems theory AND those containing books on golf and self-help are widely separated. My book straddles this gap.

Your ability to outthink, outlearn and outperform your opponents is your greatest advantage. The best time to realize that advantage was years ago. The second-best time is now.





Thinking about Thinking

That large trash barrel jam-packed with discarded drivers, fairway woods, hybrids, chippers, putters, wedges, and assorted training aids in your garage is a repository of snap decisions, impulsive judgments, reckless spending, distorted logic, false assumptions, inaccurate information, grand illusions, gut reactions, careless observations, quick fixes, and blind faith.

Natural selection over thousands of years has equipped humans for survival with fast thinking, gut reactions, and intuitive responses. However, fast thinking is unsuitable for making sound decisions, solving intricate problems, and mastering complex skills.

Fast thinking provides you with enough information to believe you’re right, but insufficient knowledge to know you’re wrong.

In his book Thinking, Fast and Slow (2013), cognitive psychologist Daniel Kahneman identifies two types of thinking: “System 1 or fast thinking operates automatically and quickly with little or no effort and no sense of voluntary control. System 2 or slow thinking allocates attention to the effortful mental activities that demand it, including complex computations.”

Slow thinking is demanding and exhausting. Your brain, which consumes 20 percent of your energy intake, operates mostly on low-energy fast thinking. Failed golfers addicted to low-energy fast thinking seek quick fixes and simplistic solutions.

Suppose your major swing problem is coming over the top. You want to eliminate—not fix—this problem. Eliminating a swing problem demands deep understanding and high-energy thinking. Fixing a swing problem demands superficial understanding and low-energy thinking.

Fast and slow thinking are situational. Admittedly, fast thinking—guided by hunches, emotions, and quick recall—often yields sound decisions and positive results. If you want to add 8 and 21, for example, fast thinking works. However, if you want to multiply 8 x 28, fast thinking doesn’t work.

If fast thinking works well most of the time, then what’s the problem? The problem is compatibility. If your unconscious, low-energy, fast thinking is your default mode, you’ll never know how and when to engage conscious, high-energy, slow thinking.

It’s not enough to know how and what you’re thinking. You need to know why you’re thinking it. If you don’t monitor your thoughts, you’ll jump to conclusions, become over-confident, reject opposing views, entertain biases, and take mental shortcuts. According to Søren Kierkegaard, people are fooled in two ways: they believe what isn’t true and they reject what is true.

When it comes to maximizing your performance, ignore what the majority thinks and does. When individuals hit a wall or an impasse, according to researchers, they do one of two things: (1) they do more of the same or (2) they do less of the same. Only 3 percent do something new or different. The remaining 97 percent continue to smash against the wall by doing the same thing in varying degrees.

When brain scientists are asked, “What is the purpose of thinking?” they often respond sarcastically by saying: “The purpose of thinking is to stop thinking.” Since thinking is a high-energy activity, people prefer default thinking or autopilot thinking. However, auto-pilot thinking is precarious.

If you consider yourself a cogent thinker, think again. According to cognitive scientists Hugo Mercier and Dan Sperber—authors of The Enigma of Reason (2017)—humans systematically make decisions that defy clear logic. They write, “The main role of reasoning in decision-making is not to arrive at the decision but to be able to present the decision as something that’s rational.”

For example, if you decide to change your stance or posture based on fast thinking, you’ll retrospectively engage slow thinking to justify your decision. Mercier and Sperber use the term “myside bias” to denote the tendency to spot the flawed thinking and ignore your own. That’s why you can spot flaws in others, but not in yourself.

To think about thinking, nourish your awareness. You can’t change anything that escapes your awareness. Moreover, you can’t expect others to sharpen your thinking. Others can create a context for sharpening your thinking. However, rational thinking is a gift you must give to yourself. To change your thinking, you must recognize your explicit and implicit biases.

Explicit or conscious biases—like your decided preference for TaylorMade drivers and Mizuno irons—are easy to recognize. However, implicit biases, like your slumped posture or weak grip, are more insidious. Implicit biases allow you to process vast amounts of complex information; however, they’re difficult to recognize.

Kahneman’s book, which abounds with examples of implicit and unconscious biases, cites a research study by Shai Danzinger, who examined the results of 1,112 Israeli parole hearings. Danzinger found that judges tended to deny paroles just before lunch to expedite slow and lengthy hearings.

Danzinger writes, “The judges’ behavior can be easily explained. All repetitive decision-making tasks drain our mental resources. We start suffering from choice overload and we start opting for the easiest choice.” Judges, mentally drained from listening to a succession of lengthy hearings, employ default fast thinking to deny parole requests. Taking a break will restore your slow thinking.

Experienced and intelligent people—including judges, physicians, engineers, and golfers—unwittingly make bad decisions based on implicit biases and low-energy thinking. If you’re at the mercy of cognitive forces you can’t perceive or control, you’re going to make some colossal mistakes. To improve your game, examine what you’re thinking and why.

The availability heuristic is a mental shortcut employed by most fast-thinking golfers. Kahneman writes, “The technical definition of heuristic is a simple procedure that helps find adequate, though imperfect, answers to difficult questions. The word comes from the same root as eureka [to discover].”

The availability heuristic employs trial-and-error reasoning, stereotyping, common sense, intuition, educated guesses, and other approaches to solve problems and make decisions. Golfers routinely make bad decisions based on the availability heuristic. When you solve problems and make decisions, your lazy brain tends to retrieve the most recent information first—not the most relevant and accurate information. Most golfers believe the latest is the greatest.

Golfers often make decisions and solve problems based on new information gleaned from websites, television, magazines, books, instructors, and mentors. The availability heuristic explains why every new solution is often another new mistake. Most golfers who immediately latch onto the latest guru, driver, or swing theory suffer from what psychologists call FOMO—the fear of missing out.

To test his availability heuristic hypothesis, Kahneman asked subjects to list words beginning with K (e.g., kitchen, kangaroo, kale) and words whose third letter is K (e.g., baker, acknowledge, fake). Kahneman’s subjects found more words beginning with a K even though there are three times as many English words with K in third position.

It takes more mental effort to think of words with K in third position. According to Kahneman, people make snap decisions based on shallow, low-energy fast thinking—not on deep, high-energy slow thinking. Fast thinking is your brain’s default mode. However, there are exceptions.

Your brain will automatically extinguish biases and engage high-energy slow thinking in the face of imminent failure during high-stakes competition. In their article “Is Tiger Woods Loss Averse?” economists Devin Pope and Maurice Schweitzer discuss the issue of loss aversion in relation to fast and slow thinking.

Loss aversion involves weighing two competing motives: avoiding losses vs. achieving gains. Avoiding losses, the more powerful motive, automatically engenders high-energy slow thinking. In other words, you’ll concentrate more when you’re putting to avoid a bogie than when you’re putting to make a birdie.

Pope and Schweitzer, who studied 2.5 million PGA putts, reasoned that Tour pros concentrate more intensely when putting to save pars than to make birdies. According to their study, Tour pros made 3.6 percent more par putts than birdie putts of comparable length. (This small percentage of par putts represented over $1 million in Tiger’s annual earnings.) It’s not that you’ll deliberately slack off when putting for birdie. It’s that your cognitive intensity increases when you’re trying to avoid losses. Too much or too little cognitive intensity is detrimental. Therefore, balance fast and slow thinking accordingly.

Kahneman’s main thesis is noteworthy: people make snap decisions and jump to conclusions based on biases and false information. He uses the acronym WYSIATI, meaning “What you see is all there is.” This notion relates directly to improving your swing. If you have a WYSIATI mindset, you’ll identify obvious factors and ignore hidden factors.

The golf swing—a highly complex, dynamic, and nuanced athletic motion of brief duration—contains a myriad of invisible and illusionary pressures, forces, and movements. Actually, it’s easier to learn how to pitch a baseball—an athletic motion comprised of a windup, delivery, and follow-through lasting 2.5 seconds—than to learn how to hit a golf ball.

An unchecked WYSIATI mindset—incompatible with understanding and mastering complex movements—invites casual observation, erroneous assumptions, fast thinking, and snap judgments. Simply stated, the golf swing is far more intricate and elusive than you suppose. To learn and understand the swing, you must look deeply, ask questions, think slowly, and become objectively introspective.

When you think about thinking, your learning habits will improve dramatically. Acquiring new skills gets easier when you pay attention to what you’re thinking and why you’re thinking it. Careless thinking arises quickly. Critical thinking arises slowly. Despite the brain’s awesome capacity, humans think poorly. Learning how to think is more important than learning what to think.

Sigmund Freud claimed that our native intelligence emerges “… only when it is removed from the influence of strong emotion.” To think efficiently, you need objective introspection.





Systems Theory

During the Congressional hearings investigating The Challenger Space Shuttle disaster in 1986, Richard Feynman, a Nobel Laureate physicist at Caltech, conducted a miniexperiment. Feynman dropped a rubber O-ring in a glass of ice water to simulate the freezing temperatures prior to the launch. After ten seconds, the rubber O-ring, comparable to the large rubber gaskets on the rocket boosters, became rigid and snapped. To explain the horrific explosion of the spacecraft, Feynman said, “I believe this has some significance for our problem.”

Feynman, who viewed the space shuttle as a tightly coupled network of innumerable, interdependent components, invoked systems thinking to solve a complex problem. A brilliant thinker, Feynman traced the cause of The Challenger disaster to a seemingly insignificant O-ring.

A space shuttle, large corporation, nuclear reactor, human body, and golf swing are systems. A system is defined as an indivisible whole consisting of two or more components. No component in a system exists in isolation. The golf swing is a complex system.

There are two kinds of systems: linear and complex. A linear system—like an assembly line in a cookie factory—is relatively easy to understand. A complex system—like a nuclear reactor—is hard to understand. Linear systems are straightforward. Complex systems are chaotic. Swinging a golf club is essentially an exercise in chaos control.

Sociologist Charles Perrow classifies complex systems as loosely coupled or tightly coupled. Components in a loosely coupled system are slower, weaker, less essential, and more observable, whereas components in tightly coupled systems are faster, stronger, more essential, and less observable. Glitches in tightly coupled components induce cascading failures. The golf swing—like any complex system—is inherently failure prone.

Would you expect Homer Simpson, who lacks a fundamental understanding of complex systems, to manage a nuclear reactor? Similarly, would you expect golfers who lack a fundamental understanding of complex systems to manage their golf swings? Nuclear reactors and golf swings—both complex, tightly coupled systems—are problematic.

In his book The Fifth System, management expert Peter Senge wrote, “Systems thinking is a discipline for seeing wholes. It is a framework for seeing inter-relationships rather than things, for seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots … Today, systems thinking is needed more than ever because we are becoming overwhelmed by complexity.”

Systems thinking will help you understand and remedy your complex golf swing. Applying systems thinking to the swing or any complex network containing many interrelated parts is a daunting task. That’s why so few people do it.

In his article “A Lifetime of Systems Thinking,” Russell Ackoff makes two key assertions that relates to all golfers: (1) To improve a system, you must understand the interactions among its components and (2) All systems are multidisciplinary.

Installing a pivot or backswing taken from someone else’s swing system won’t necessarily improve your swing. Installing a kidney or liver taken from someone else’s anatomical system won’t necessarily improve your health. Instructors ignorant of the swing’s multidisciplinary and systemic nature are peddling fake panaceas.

To fathom complex relationships, process sensory feedback, and effect significant swing changes, think systemically.

Tom Watson, who understood the daunting challenge of merging analytical thinking and systemic thinking, said, “To me, a great golfer illustrates two very precise pictures. One is proper fundamentals. The other is unencumbered motion. Without the first, it follows that the second is impossible to produce.”

Viewing the swing as a complex system helps you understand how the bigger and slower muscles in your trunk and lower body govern the faster muscles in your arms and hands. Therefore, place the center of gravity in your swing as low as possible such as on your pelvis.

The static elements in your swing (i.e., your grip, stance, bracing your trailing knee, alignment, posture) can be easily monitored and consciously controlled. The dynamic elements in your swing (i.e., your backswing, swing plane, pivot, hand path, kinetic sequence, lag angle) rely on sensory feedback with the exception of the “moment of truth.” Impact, which happens automatically in 1/1,200th of a second, demands ingrained kinesthetic responses, not conscious controls.

Despite your illusions, your brain is not hardwired to send instantaneous and conscious commands to your bones, muscles, and joints. To swing autonomously, subconsciously, and kinesthetically requires deliberate practice.

All systems and subsystems are interdisciplinary. Therefore, creative solutions often reside outside your existing system.

When senior mechanical engineers spent months studying ways to speed up elevators in high-rise office buildings, a young engineer solved the problem simply by reframing the problem. He suggested that the problem with slow elevators was behavioral, not mechanical. In sum, the people waiting for the elevator were bored. To solve the boredom issue, he proposed installing mirrors in the boarding areas so people can occupy themselves by gawking inconspicuously at members of the opposite sex and admiring themselves.

Your swing problem is cognitive, not biomechanical.





White Matter

When you arrive at the course, you enter the locker room to change into your golf shoes. As you’re tying your shoelaces, you make small talk with your playing partner. You don’t have to think about tying your shoes. You do it automatically.

Do you remember when you learned to tie your shoelaces? It took several days to learn it. You had to decide which lace to tie first. You had to establish postural stability by bracing your back against a wall. You had to ensure that both laces were equal in length. You had to coordinate the movements of both hands. You had to employ approximately 138 muscles in your fingers, thumbs, hands, palms, and forearms and exert the precise amount of pressure.

You used one hand to hold the lace and the other to form the loop. You had to focus intently to connect the loops. Then you had to practice. Originally, tying your shoelaces was hard. Now it’s easy.

When you learn a new skill, you change the deep wiring in your brain. Your brain’s “gray matter” is composed of neurons that communicate through synapses. “Gray matter”—your brain’s topsoil—is responsible for neural computation and information processing.
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