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Foreword
I had the pleasure and good fortune of meeting Dr. Kessler a couple of years ago at The International Golf Club in Bolton, Massachusetts when and where I was Director of Golf Operations. Having been a club professional for the better part of my professional career, competitive golf was an occasional experience where I enjoyed some success at the local PGA section level. At the age of forty-nine and fast approaching the ripe old age of fifty, I, like a lot of other senior hopefuls, was intrigued with the possibility of playing full-time competitive golf at the Champions Tour level. In order to realistically achieve this goal I knew I needed to do three things better: start working hard on my game, stay healthy through the process and as a result get a lot better. But I also knew that in order to compete at this next level that I needed to feel, think, and manage myself better on the golf course; in other words, a better mental game, for me to realize my physical potential. That’s when I contacted Dr. Kessler.
For about six months prior to Tour School, Dr. Kessler assessed my mental game vs. my physical game, and together we determined that there were many areas on the mental side that I needed to address. For me at the time, areas of particular concern were relaxation, understanding the performance curve and emotional arousal, process vs. outcome thinking, and learning to let go of a bad shot. With Dr. Kessler at my side and a lot of hard work, I improved at all of these things. Armed with a better mental and physical game, I am proud to say that I survived the ten rounds of Champions Tour Qualifying School by finishing second out of about three hundred players.
As you read the following pages in Dr. Kessler’s book, Why Bad Golf Happens to Good People! Doc will help you learn how to address your own unique mental challenges that you face on the golf course, whether it’s a friendly round of golf with your usual foursome, or trying to win your club championship, or even playing professionally. Understanding how your mind works on the golf course and how to develop mental skills that allow your physical game to come through is what has worked for me and can work for you, too. I believe that these mental skills are what will bring you to your next level. Enjoy the read.
Kirk Hanefeld
Bolton, MA.
September 15, 2006
Introduction
How many times have you heard about the similarities between golf and life? People say they can learn a lot about someone and how they approach life by playing a round of golf with them. I totally agree and that is one of the reasons why I chose to write this book.
This book is meant to be a guide to help you learn the mental skills that will improve your game and your life. You see the skills that I am trying to help you learn in this book are all performance enhancement techniques. It is my belief that any person who can apply these techniques to their golf game will be able to use them as life skills in their day to day living. These mental skills are universal for anyone who wishes to improve their performance in whatever they do.
The other reason I wrote this book is because after playing golf for a few years, I started to recognize how my thoughts impacted my game. It was very perplexing initially why I was able to hit the ball more consistently on the range than on the golf course. Missing easy three foot putts on the course that I was sinking with regularity on the putting green started to really get me thinking. Long-term golfers kept telling me when I started to play that this was a mental game, but I assumed as a psychologist it wouldn’t be a problem for me. I certainly was wrong, and I wanted to understand why the mind was as much a part of golf as the swing.
I started playing golf about fifteen years ago at the urging of my oldest son, who wanted to learn the game. When I first began to play, I played regularly with a friend who is a psychiatrist. As our games started to develop, we would often joke about how mental the game was and that we should write a book about it. Well, he has since given up golf and I came to realize just how wrong we were joking about the mental side of the game. I found that the game became even a greater challenge for me, because I believed that someone who has worked as a therapist for thirty years should be able to master the mental aspects of the game of golf.
Immersing myself in all the literature and training that I could find regarding the psychology of golf, I came to understand that the mental skills involved in sport psychology applied easily to golf and life. Every book that I read presented the skills in its own unique way, but the skills were basically all the same. I learned something from everything that I read but found that taking my learning and applying it to my game often didn’t work. Some of the books were very good at explaining the skills, but not in how to make them useful. Other books were able to make the mental skills more user friendly, but were confusing in understanding their role and importance in the game of golf. Not every technique would work and I initially did not understand why. Recognizing every golfer has their own reason for playing this fickle and frustrating game, I wanted to provide an easy to understand guide to the mental game. My experiences reading about the mental game heightened my awareness for the need to be sensitive to the different attitudes and reasons golfers have for playing this game. I believe the manner in which I present the mental skills and ways to apply them to your games and lives accomplishes this goal.
Mastering performance enhancement techniques requires practice and a commitment to apply your learning on the golf course and in other settings. Understand that you will not be error-free as you apply these skills to your game. I believe that a mistake is only a mistake if you do not learn something from it. Making your miscues a learning experience will continue to facilitate your growth and development. All my practice and learning experiences have resulted in a much deeper understanding and a mastery of these important life skills.
I have set this book up as if you are playing a round of golf. Instead of chapters, I refer to each section as a different hole. You are welcome to play the whole course, which is what I would recommend, since the skills build upon each other, or selectively read the holes whose topics are of interest to you. I have tried to make the mental skills and how they can be applied as easy to understand as possible. Each hole has some theory, examples of how it is applied through stories or vignettes, as well as practice tips that can be done off the course as well as those that can be used on the range in preparation for play. These tips all require practice if you are to effectively integrate the skills into your game. At the end of each hole, the chapter is summarized and the tips are listed as Practice Tips or Range Practice Tips. Decide which ones work for you and apply them through practice to your game and life.
Each hole presents the information on the topic in the form of questions and answers to make it easier for you to understand, as well as to make it more convenient for those of you who wish to read only selected sections. Throughout the book there are quotations from golfers, as well as other famous people from the world of sports and beyond. I believe that these quotations serve to reinforce the points that I am making, in addition, they can be words of inspiration to carry with you. I personally find that some of these quotes stay with me when I am on the course and need a little inspiration.
As a former educator, I felt it was important to share my learning in a way that will allow you to improve your quality of play and enjoyment. Hopefully, you will benefit and be able to achieve the zone on the golf course and in other areas of your life. It has truly been a pleasure to provide a means for all of you to learn how to enrich your golf experiences and lives. Use this book for your purposes, but most importantly enjoy your golf.
Pre-Round Preparation
It’s not my game, it’s my brain.
Dr. Marion Webster
Physician, three handicap, on needing to take her game to the next level
Do you feel tense and anxious when you step up to the first tee?
Do you have difficulty keeping your head in the game?
Do you lose your confidence after missing a few shots?
Do you ever yell at yourself after poor shots?
Do you find you have difficulty calming yourself on the course?
Do you find your mind cluttered with thoughts as you start your swing?
Do you ever miss easy putts under pressure?
Do you have trouble staying focused for the whole round?
Do you ever finish a round angry with your play?
Do you have difficulty accepting your mistakes and trusting your game?
Do you always end up in the hazard you tried to avoid?
Do you find distractions interfere with your ability to focus?
Do you find that despite your best intentions, your game does not improve?
Do you choke in competition?
Do you ever find yourself leave the zone as you think about your play?
Do you avoid tournaments because of the pressure you feel?
Do you find that golf is not as much fun as it used to be?
Do you ever question why you play this game?
If you answered yes to any of the above proceed to the 1st Hole.
My body took me out of the tournament but my mind will bring me back in it.
Tiger Woods
Winner of the 2006 WGC Bridgestone Invitational, after the third day
The most important part of a player’s body is above his shoulders.
Ty Cobb
Hall of Fame baseball player
Has this ever happened to you?
I am sure all of you at one time or another have experienced a day on the golf course where every swing was successful. Your confidence was at an all time high as the ball consistently bounced in your favor and you were putting lights out. You left the course feeling excited and eager to play your next round. As you replayed the round in your mind over the next day or so, you believed that your swing and your game had finally arrived.
When the next opportunity to play arrived, you were excited to go out and show your playing partners that your last outing was not a fluke. As you approached the first tee, you were confident and self assured; thinking only about how many strokes you needed to beat your last score. Excited about how well you would score and how much money you would take from your playing partners at the end of the round, you proceeded to slice your first drive into the woods. Your game continued down hill from there. Throughout the rest of the dreadful round, you wondered: What happened? Where is the game I had the other day? I thought I had finally arrived. You left the course questioning how you could play so poorly after playing so well; confused and uncertain as to what might happen the next time you picked up your clubs.
How many of you have had those days when you went to the driving range before the start of the round and struck the ball perfectly? Yet when you went to the first tee, you struggled on the first hole. As you thought about how well you were hitting the ball on the practice range, you were totally baffled as to why you were unable to hit the ball on the course as well as you did on the range. Did you lose your swing walking from the range to the tee box? I don’t believe so, though many do.
What about those days when you play extremely well on the first few holes and start to think that this is the day that you might shoot a career round? As the round continues, you find that your game slowly, but surely falls apart. A close friend and playing partner used to say to me that he loved to play with guys who played well on the first few holes and started to talk about the potential of a career round. He always said that he knew then he was going to win some money that day.
I know for myself that I never liked to know what I scored on the front nine especially when I was playing well. It seemed that whenever someone would tell me my score and suggest that I was on the road to a career round; I invariably ended up playing poorly on the back nine. In addition, when I knew I was playing well approaching the eighteenth hole and figured out what I needed to score in order to achieve the lower score I desired, I would, without failure, succeed in either bogeying or double bogeying that hole, thus ruining what otherwise would have been a good scoring round.
Many times I have witnessed a playing partner hit a great drive down the center of the fairway. As we walked toward our balls, my playing partner would talk about his opportunity to birdie the hole. Then he would hit a grounder that went nowhere. When I first started playing golf, and before I started studying the mental aspects of the game, I referred to this as: “the curse of a good drive.” I have since come to understand the different aspects and power of the mental game, as well as its importance in being successful on the golf course.
Competitive golf is played mainly on a five and a half inch course, the space between your ears.
Bobby Jones
First Grand Slam winner
What role does your mind play in your golf game?
Everyone who has ever played golf can relate to the situations I’ve just described. In each instance the likely cause of the difficulties was not that the player’s skills had gone away, or were left at the range, but what was going on in the player’s mind: thinking was interfering with performance. Research has shown a definite connection between one’s mind and their performance athletically. The importance of the mind-body connection has become the focus of many top golfers.
It is safe to assume that most of you have taken lessons to learn how to play golf and have developed skills that allow you to play with a degree of satisfaction. I suspect many of you have bought equipment that fits your swing and works for you. Most of you read about the mechanics of golf and look for tips wherever you can find them to improve your golf game.
How many of you have actually worked on your mental game? Better yet, how many of you even know how to develop your mental skills? Golfers today are aware that much of Tiger Woods’s success is credited to his mental game, as well as his physical talents and skills. Most experienced golfers say that at least 80-90 percent of their golf game is mental.
I think that if my career ended today I would look back at some of the choices I have made with disappointment. Choices like not tinkering around with my swing or not working more on the mental side of the game.
Shaun Micheel
Winner of 2003 PGA Championship
Why bad golf happens to good people?
The National Golf Foundation is an organization involved in gathering and supplying information about all aspects of the game of golf. Two reports done by the NGF are of interest regarding golfers and the mental game. One report indicates that after golfers develop a consistent swing, they usually find that their handicap doesn’t change more than one stroke in either direction. The reason for this appears to be that golfers do not spend enough time practicing their short game, as well as not spending any time practicing their mental game. The second NGF report finds that 85 percent of the golfers they surveyed report that the mental game is of extreme importance, yet of those 85 percent, only 15 percent acknowledge working on their mental game. It is my belief that the reason golfers do not work on their mental game is that they are not aware of how to do it. In order to answer the question, Why bad golf happens to good people, I must provide a means for you to learn the skills involved in the mental game of golf. The rest of this book will be dedicated to helping you develop those skills.
It’s been said a thousand times and it’s true: There is no place for conscious effort in golf.
Dave Stockton
U.S. Senior Open winner
Why will unconscious competence best serve your golf game?
Ideally, you want to play golf with unconscious competence. This means there is very little conscious thought involved in swinging your golf club. Think about times when you have played your best. I am willing to bet very little thought was involved, and that you were just out there playing, having fun, and enjoying the experience. If you look at your daily life, you will find that unconscious competence is involved with a lot of things that you do. For example, when you drive to work I am confident that you are not totally focused on remembering to turn right or left when you leave your driveway. You are attentive while driving but, in all likelihood, your mind is elsewhere thinking about your day or something that may have happened at home. You are capable of doing this because you trust that you have driven this route enough times that you do not have to apply your conscious mind to the task. That is what you are striving for with your golf game.
Most of you at some time in your life have ridden a bicycle. I trust that if you stopped riding a bike for a number of years then got back on a bike; you would be able to ride without reminding yourself to hold onto the handlebars and to raise your right leg and then your left leg as you pedal. This thought process would result in your losing your balance and falling off the bike. However, if you trust your ability to ride and allow your mind and body to do what they know how to do, you will be able to ride with little difficulty. Why can’t you trust yourself when you have a golf club in your hands rather than consciously thinking about your swing?
I would like to share a story with you to reinforce my point. I conducted a workshop on the mental game at The International in Bolton, Massachusetts in the summer of 2005. One of the participants approached me afterward to tell me how much she enjoyed my workshop and how much she learned. She indicated that she really liked the concept of unconscious competence. The next day I was back at The International for a meeting and ran into this woman in the pro shop. She told me she shared what she had learned with her husband because he is very analytical. When he stands over a golf ball, he has numerous swing thoughts going through his mind to make sure he does everything he has learned in order to hit the ball well. The participant told me that her husband didn’t believe that the concept of unconscious competence would be of any use for her. I smiled at her and asked her to have her husband analyze and think about every step involved when tying his shoes. The next time I saw her she said I made my point very effectively. Think about it yourself, how difficult would it be to tie your shoes every morning if you had to think about each step as you did it.
Practice Tip:
Signature Exercise
The following exercise will help you better understand the concept of unconscious competence:
On a sheet of paper write your name as if you were signing a check on the top of the page.
Next sign your name as if you were going to submit your signature for a contest.
Using your non-dominant hand, sign your name again, as best you can, again to submit for a contest.
Finally, using your non dominant hand write your name any way you can.
The fourth signature you wrote represents the concept of unconscious incompetence. Your third signature represents conscious incompetence. The second signature written to be submitted for a contest represents conscious competence. The first signature represents what you want for your golf game, unconscious competence: the ability to swing without thought, with complete confidence, and automatically.
It’s amazing how much our brains can process if we let their intuitive power take over. Try to develop the comfort and confidence to focus on the target and let athletic instinct take over.
Sergio Garcia
U.S. and European PGA Tour professional
Can you learn to trust your game?
The point of all of this is that in order to play your best golf, you have to learn to stop thinking and trust that you have taken enough lessons, practiced enough, and played enough rounds that your body knows what to do. I am not saying that you shouldn’t continue to practice or take lessons. I am saying that when you are on the course, keep your mind out of the way. An expression I once heard will help you understand what I mean. When you practice, your mind is behind the golf ball; when you play, your mind is in front of the golf ball. Stop for a moment and think about what this means. When you are practicing you do want to think about your swing and what is involved in making a good swing. With repetition on the practice range, your swing thoughts will eventually turn to swing feel. On the golf course after selecting your club and target, the swing feel should take over and any thoughts regarding the swing should take place after you hit the ball; thus the expression, your mind in front of the ball on the golf course.
Be careful when you enter your mind, it may lead you behind enemy lines.
Pensa Corrado
Professor of Eastern Philosophy at the University of Rome
How does “stinking thinking” impact your golf game?
One of the most important aspects of the mental game involves learning how to control your thinking and trust that your mind and body will work in harmony without conscious thought. There is a reason many golfers refer to the term “stinking thinking” when on the golf course, because often times their thought process gets in the way of playing golf at the level at which they are capable. Consider how many times your thoughts have interfered with your success on the golf course. It is important to remember that thoughts cause emotions, which in turn result in behavior. On the golf course those thoughts often lead to emotions that cause tension or internal distractions that interfere with your ability to play golf. Am I suggesting that there should be no thinking on the golf course? Of course not. What I am suggesting is that you learn how to control your thinking along with learning what kind of thinking will enhance your game rather than hinder it.
How can you think and hit at the same time?
Yogi Berra
Catcher for New York Yankees and major league baseball manager
When should thinking take place?
Thinking on the golf course ideally should take place prior to stepping up to the ball. You certainly want to think about things like course management, course conditions, club selection, and, obviously, what your target is. Thinking when standing over the golf ball invariably interferes with your swing. The wrong type of thinking creates tension, thus preventing a fluid swing. Often in my work with golfers, people tell me how they stood over a 3-foot putt, and thought about how sinking this putt would allow them to birdie the hole. They ended up missing their putt. After the hole was finished, they hit the same exact putt and sank it with ease. You all have experienced this, and have even watched pros on television do the same thing. The reason you can sink these putts consistently on the practice green and after the hole is over, has to do with what thoughts are in your mind when you are stroking the putter. In these situations there really is nothing at stake in your mind. Thus, you do not have any thoughts that might create pressure. You can focus on just stroking the putter smoothly and fluidly, while focusing on the target. To that end, I will introduce a concept that is very important if you are to learn how to manage your thoughts while playing golf.
I never worry about the future. It will come soon enough.
Albert Einstein
Nobel Prize winner, creator of the Theory of Relativity
What is the difference between outcome/result and process/now thinking?
I believe that understanding the difference between outcome and process thinking is one of the keys to your being successful with the mental game. Outcome/result thinking is just that: it is thinking about the results of your shot as you are striking the ball. This produces tension preventing the smooth fluid swing desired. You are no longer in the present moment because your thoughts are in the future and anticipating the result. Earlier, I made mention of what I used to refer to as the curse of the good drive. I can now replace that term with outcome/result thinking. You hit that great drive and approach your second shot thinking about what you are going to score on the hole and proceed to screw up your shot. You have all done it whether at the tee, on the fairway, around the green or on the green. Outcome thinking will always do you in when it takes place as you stand over the ball preparing to strike it.
This does not mean you should have a blank mind as you prepare to strike the ball. The thoughts you want to have when you are going through your pre-shot routine are referred to as process/now thinking. Process/now thinking means that your thoughts are not on your outcome, but rather on what you have to do to execute the shot that you wish to hit now. Do you think about your target? Of course you do because that is where you want the ball to end up. Your focus with now thinking is to stay in the present with the one thought that will allow you to swing fluidly without the tension created by thinking about your results. However process/now thinking is not about cluttering your mind with the mechanical thoughts of hitting the ball perfectly. It is trusting that you are capable of stroking your club and having the ball go to your desired target. It is about focusing your thoughts on executing the shot at hand, in the present moment, without thinking about your next shot, or what score you will get. Process/now thinking is playing one shot at a time. Throughout this round, I will refer to process or now thinking and outcome or result thinking. Use of these terms will help reinforce what they mean and how they can be applied to your golf game.
The biggest thing in performing under pressure is to focus on the process and not the result. You think about your swing, what kind of shot you want to hit, what the feeling is that you have to create to hit the shot. It’s the process that allows you to play well.
Phil Mickelson
Winner of three majors
In November 2005, Kirk Hanefeld, a club pro, successfully earned his card to play on The Champions Tour. In the final rounds of Tour School, he had to play six consecutive rounds with eighty-eight players, to earn one of the seven places that gave him unconditional status on the upcoming year’s tour. Kirk and I had worked together in preparation for this event. He described the experience as the most grueling of his life, equating it to being sick for six days straight. When we processed his experience to see what had worked for him, he repeatedly stated that his efforts to stay in the moment and not focus on the outcome made all the difference for him. Although Kirk knew he was in contention going into the final round, he did not think about what it would be like to earn his card or his score, because he knew what result thinking would do to his game. Instead, from the moment he stepped up to the first tee in the final round, he concentrated on staying calm and focusing on each swing to ensure that he would be able to play to the best of his ability. He felt strongly that using process thinking, staying in the now, helped him stay calm and earn his card. He and I discussed before he left for Qualifying School that all the players competing had the physical abilities to play on the tour, but only the players who were best able to control their minds would actually make it.
The mind is your greatest weapon. It’s the greatest club in your bag. It’s also your Achilles’ heel.
Steve Elkington
Winner of 1995 PGA Championship
Do you ever experience paralysis by analysis?
Before I leave the role of thinking in your golf game, it is important to address an affliction that has impacted many golfers, paralysis by analysis. Many of you have experienced this. You get so caught up in thinking about everything involved with your swing as well as worrying how others will view you as a golfer that you are struck by the dreaded paralysis by analysis. Simply put, too much thought interferes with your ability to swing.
The mind messes up more shots than the body.
Tommy Bolt
Winner of fifteen PGA titles
Are there examples of paralysis by analysis?
Many referrals I receive from teaching pros are golfers of all abilities who cannot swing fluidly due to their thought processes. I would like to share with you two examples of this phenomenon.
The first was a gentleman in his early forties, who at his peak had been a single digit golfer. He was actually referred to me by a psychiatrist. The man had gone to see the doctor with the hope of taking an anti-anxiety medication to allow him to enjoy golf again. Two years prior to coming to me for assistance, he was playing at his home course when he experienced heart palpitations. After a visit to the emergency room, he was given clearance to resume his activities because his heart was fine. However fear of having a heart attack stopped him from playing golf. He explained that he could complete a practice swing, hit a whiffle ball, but froze in mid-swing, when a golf ball was in front of him. Frustrated that none of the teaching pros had been able to help him, he was open to learning about the mental game. After spending some time in the office reviewing his situation and learning the mental skills that would help him, we moved to the driving range, then eventually the course. His problem was exactly as he described: he had a magnificent practice swing, but with a ball in front of him he would freeze mid swing. On the range, we discovered he could swing at a ball and hit it with his eyes closed, with one hand, and finally standing on one leg. Needless to say, we both started to refer to him as the Karate Kid.
After he recognized that he could hit the ball under those circumstances, he slowly let go of his crippling thoughts and began to play his game. Whenever he had trouble completing his swing, he would get up on one leg and hit the shot in that position when we went out on the course. Shortly, thereafter, he reported he was out playing with his friends and enjoying the game again. This subconscious fear of having heart problems interfered with his swing and almost forced him to give up the game he loved.
Unfortunately, the second example of how thinking paralyzes one’s swing is not as successful. A lovely, retired woman in her mid-sixties was referred to me by a club pro in Florida. All the pros she had worked with were unable to help her. She was a nine-holer, who was unable to swing unless she saw her shadow. The first time I was to meet her; she called to cancel our appointment because the sun was not out. We did meet because I needed to understand her thought process and introduce her to the mental game. When the sun came out, we went to the driving range so I could observe her swing.
Incredible as it sounds, she was right. Unless she was positioned so that she could see her shadow, she could not make solid contact with the ball. She was fixated on making sure she cocked her wrist, so she needed to see it in her shadow in order to swing successfully. I saw her when I was in Florida and talked with her over the phone when I was up north. Despite my best efforts to teach her to relax and use imagery instead of her shadow, she felt her progress was not fast enough, and we stopped working together. She did say what we did helped her tennis game, but her fixation on the mechanics of her golf swing continued.
How important is your commitment to learn?
Both of these situations show how powerful thoughts can be. They actually can impact a person’s swing. I want to make one other point from these examples. The Karate Kid understood the need to make a full commitment to learning what he needed to learn about the mental game in order to get his swing back. He recognized there was no quick fix, but with a commitment to practice the mental skills I was teaching him, he was able to progress and eventually succeed. The woman was looking for a quick fix. Despite my best efforts, she could not make the commitment to continue working on the skills that could have helped her play golf regardless of the sun. Remember you didn’t learn to play golf overnight; the same holds true for your mental game. It requires a commitment to practice over time before you realize the benefits.
I now realize that I must spend as much time on a good mental approach as I do hitting balls on the practice range.
Tom Kite
Nineteen PGA Tour victories
Hole Highlights:
Mind-body connection in golf
Learn ways to develop mental skills
Strive for unconscious competence
Learn to trust swing
Stinking thinking impacts game
Difference between outcome/result and process/now thinking
Importance of process/now thinking
Dealing with paralysis by analysis
Learning mental skills requires commitment
Practice Tips:
Signature exercise
It is hard to separate the mental and the physical. So much of what you do physically happens because you’ve thought about it and mentally prepared for it.
Dan Fouts
San Diego Chargers Hall of Fame quarterback
How does one become mentally tough?
The only way that you will become mentally tough is by committing yourself to practicing the skills presented in this book. Mental toughness is the goal of learning mental skills. When you are able to become mentally tough by developing your mental skills, you increase the likelihood of achieving the ideal performance state.
Practicing different techniques is the only effective means to become mentally tough. There are some mental skill techniques that you can practice off the range and in the comfort of your own home. If you wish to stay confident and focused when faced with adversity, and be mentally tough, then you must, and I emphasize must, make the commitment to practice these mental skills as you practice your physical skills. It is very frustrating both for me and my clients when they tell me these skills are not working for them. When I ask where they are practicing them, they often tell me on the course. I ask if they went to their swing coach to fix a swing flaw would they wait to go out on the course to practice what they have been taught. The answer is always no. Then why not apply the same effort to master your mental game as you do with your physical game? If the goal is to establish an automatic swing that you can trust, then through practice your ability to control your mind will become automatic, too. The mental game improves your quality of play as well as your enjoyment of the game. Remember mental skills can be practiced anywhere if you are committed to learning them.
A competitor with mental toughness finds a way to win. They take bad breaks and use them to drive themselves harder.
Nancy Lopez
Only LPGA golfer to be named both 1978 Player and Rookie of the Year
What mental skills will help your golf game?
The mental skills that will be discussed in more detail in the forthcoming holes are what will make you mentally tough. The 1st hole awareness, which is being cognizant of what is happening to you both from a mental and physical perspective, is the foundation of the mental game. It is hard to gain control of what is happening in your mind and to your body without awareness. Mental toughness requires that you develop a means to expand your mindfulness.
Arousal control is another extremely important skill. This hole addresses how your mind influences your level of arousal on the golf course and how it either helps or hinders your golf game. Arousal refers to the physiological responses your body has to your thoughts. It’s the reason why outcome thinking, as well as, other thoughts and emotions can wreak havoc on your golf game. The Performance Curve assists you in understanding the correlation between your level of arousal and your performance.
There are techniques that not only allow you to better control your level of arousal, but how to find your optimum level. The mental skill of relaxation assists with arousal control. On this hole, a review of how relaxation breathing impacts arousal levels and ways to relax on the course are provided. Some techniques are simple to learn while others require more practice.
Having the ability to relax yourself makes imagery easier to do. Imagery used by many successful golfers on the pro tours is a very powerful technique. This hole explains what imagery is and how beneficial it can be on the golf course. A distinction is made between visualization and imagery. You all have the capacity to benefit from the use of imagery; you just have to learn how to effectively apply it to your golf game. As LPGA star, Annika Sorenstam said, “If you can see it, you can achieve it.” I trust by the end of this hole you to will be able to believe it see it and achieve it.
Everyone has experienced the power of doubt and its consequences. Confidence is the best club in your bag to deal with doubt. It is one of the cornerstones of mental toughness. It is important to understand the different types of confidence and how you can develop and maintain confidence on the course. What impact does your inner dialogue have on your confidence? Your self-talk can help or hinder confidence.
Self-talk is either a wonderful tool that allows you to play to your potential or an enemy consistently undermining your play. Mental toughness develops through practice of techniques that make your internal dialogue work to your benefit.
Golfers report that they find it almost impossible to maintain concentration and focus for four to five hours. Selective attention allows you to stay focused when it’s necessary by practicing focusing skills.
Dealing with distractions and being able to refocus are necessary skills for mental toughness. Out on the golf course, the wide range of distractions that you face come from within, as well as from without. Possess the abilities to control these distractions and refocus when they interfere with your game.
The pre-shot routine is one of the keys to learning how to focus and concentrate. It is where mental skills can be easily applied to your game. Everybody has a pre-shot routine. Some of you have a routine that works for you, while others of you are not even aware of your routine, or if you even have one. Be aware of the different physical and mental aspects parts of the routine. Develop the tools to have a consistent pre-shot routine that works.
Motivation and goal setting skills are necessary to develop tools to improve your game. Recognize people are all motivated differently. Successful goal attainment is the result of understanding motivation. Some golfers set goals that that they are never able to achieve, because they failed to use effective goal-setting procedures. Becoming mentally tough requires setting goals that facilitate improvement in both your mental and physical games.
Can you turn your mental game into a strength?
If you are reading this book, I assume you have recognized the importance of the mental game and that it is a weakness of yours. To your credit, you recognize that to improve your golf game, you must identify your weaknesses and turn them into strengths. For if you do not work on your weaknesses, how will you ever get better? Think for a moment what the NGF reports said about why golfers’ handicaps do not improve after they develop a consistent swing. The answer is that they do not spend enough time working on their mental game or their short game. With that said, I hope all of you have let go of the ego-gratifying experience of hitting the longest drive of your foursome, to focus your energies into working on your mental and short games to improve your scores and enjoyment. Let’s get started on turning one of those weaknesses into strengths.
Build your weaknesses until they become your strengths
Knute Rockne
Famous Notre Dame College football coach
Hole Highlights:
Develop mental toughness by learning mental skills
Recognize the importance of learning mental skills to improve your game
Practice your mental skills as you practice your physical skills
Commit to turning your weaknesses into strengths
3rd Hole – Awareness
Awareness of our weaknesses enables us to strengthen them and improve consistently. Awareness of our strengths breeds confidence and satisfaction.
Dan Millman
World Trampoline champion, college professor, author
What role does awareness play in your golf game?
For thirty years in my role as a therapist, I have worked with a wide array of emotional and personal issues that my clients have brought to my office. In every case, I have talked about the importance of awareness. Clients have come to me unsure of what is causing the emotional pain and conflict within themselves and in their relationships with others. Often during the course of therapy, clients have the infamous “aha” experience, when they begin to understand what might be underlying their issues. I am pleased to share with them that they are making significant progress because I have always believed that gaining awareness is half the battle. How can people address the problems they are having in their lives if they have no awareness of what is happening inside of them or how their actions may be impacting those around them? I find the same is true for golfers who seek me out. For I believe awareness is the foundation upon which golfers build their golf game.
Sometimes when I raise the issue of awareness with golfers, they look at me and say, “Of course, I am aware that my mind is interfering with my golf game, but I don’t know why.” Oftentimes golfers recognize that they are not getting the desired result with their swing and know that something is amiss, yet they are unable to fix it. They turn to their teaching pro to find out what is going wrong with their swing. Sometimes golfers turn to their playing partners for assistance as to why their swing is not producing the result they desire. My goal is to help you learn how to be cognizant of all aspects of your game and your being. I don’t mean to downplay the importance of having a swing coach, but reports suggest that 95 percent of mechanical errors start with a mental error.
I think self-awareness is probably the most important thing in becoming a champion.
Billie Jean King
Pro tennis legend, first woman named Sportsperson of the Year
What are you aware of?
As you step up to the first tee, what are you aware of and paying attention to? Certainly, you start by being aware of the environmental conditions, such as the weather, wind conditions, hazards, and, possibly, who is watching as you prepare to tee off. You may recognize what emotions you are experiencing because you know you are being watched by your peers. Oftentimes, golfers are conscious of what type of shot they do or do not want to hit. Some golfers are aware of their target, or their grip pressure. Still others are focused on not embarrassing themselves. Depending upon the individual, awareness of what is happening varies from golfer to golfer. In my experience, I have found that many golfers do not understand the importance of awareness and have no idea how to increase it. To that end, let’s identify what awareness is, why it is so important to your game, and how to develop a greater sense of yourself and your golf game.
Practice Tip:
Awareness Exercise
Sit upright in a chair and remain as quiet as possible.
Close your eyes.
Keep your attention on your breath.
This has a settling effect on your body and mind.
Let your awareness include bodily sensations, as well as sounds, feelings, smells, and anything else that you perceive.
Your goal is to become aware of all that is happening both within you and outside of you.
There is no need for analyzing or judging.
Your goal is to just be aware of all your senses.
What is awareness?
Awareness is a difficult concept to define. Most definitions refer to being conscious of cognitions, feelings, and actions that one experiences. It can be said that having awareness opens you to understanding yourself in a more meaningful fashion and helps facilitate change. Awareness can be defined as a level of consciousness that allows us to be in tune with our inner selves, as well as our experiences for enhancing insight and personal growth.
I have always believed that individuals fail to grow and gain wisdom without the benefit of awareness. It brings clarity from confusion as it facilitates your growth. Without awareness, we don’t learn from our life experiences.
As indicated earlier, when something goes wrong with the results of your golf swing, you often seek help from others as the first step in fixing the problem. I believe that with a greater sense of awareness, you would be able to start within yourself to address whatever is not working, before seeking assistance. Awareness allows you to learn from your mistakes and correct them. I tell my therapy and golf clients gaining awareness is half the battle, because knowing what the specific problem is allows you to take action to find a solution. By heightening your awareness you are in a better position to identify what you need to do to improve or correct the problem. Ultimately it leads to improvement in your performance.
Range Practice Tip:
Swing Awareness
When out on the course, after hitting your shot poorly or after hitting an errant shot, stay in the same place and swing a couple of times until you feel the swing you would have liked to make.
What you are actually doing is gaining awareness of what physically felt wrong and then with additional practice are able to replicate the proper swing.
It’s crucial to be aware of the physical aspects of your swing, so that you can learn for yourself what needs to be corrected. I know one of the goals that my golf teacher always tried to instill in me was my ability to recognize what was happening in my swing so that I could make the necessary adjustments when my swing went awry. I still find it necessary to get my swing periodically tuned up by an instructor because, though I might be able to identify the flaw, I still may need a teaching professional’s assistance to correct it.
I watched an interview with Tiger Woods on television at the 2005 Target World Challenge, a tournament he sponsors to raise money for his charitable foundation. The commentator was talking with Tiger about his plans for 2006 and when he would start preparing for The Masters. Tiger’s response demonstrated his awareness of his golf game and the need to turn weaknesses into strengths. He said he intended to take a couple of weeks off from golf and then start working on three weaknesses he identified during the season. Tiger said he needed to work on those particular shots until he could hit them consistently. Here is a clear example of a golfer being aware of his game.
What is necessary to change a person is to change his awareness of himself.
Abraham Maslow
Psychologist, known for his Hierarchy of Needs theory
How important is mental awareness?
It is relatively easy to be aware physically of what works for you and what doesn’t. Awareness, however, goes beyond the physical to include both mental and emotional consciousness. My experiences as a psychologist have taught me that people are much more resistant to gaining insight regarding their thoughts and emotions, because they often do not like what they see. Physical errors are much easier to deal with and accept. Mental and emotional weaknesses for many people are very difficult to acknowledge. If you are going to improve your golf game and quality of life by enhancing your mental skills, then you have to be prepared to openly and honestly gain awareness of your thoughts and feelings.
Starting at a very early age, people learn how to block from their minds thoughts that can cause emotional pain. Clinically, this is known as the defense mechanism, denial: “If I don’t allow myself to think about it then I never have to experience the pain.” The major problem this poses is that it inhibits self-awareness and self-understanding, which prevents you from growing and improving. Take for example, the feelings of embarrassment golfers might have when they dub their drive on the first tee. The thought of it is so painfully embarrassing that they may choose not to deal with it. They block the shot out of their mind until the next time they’re standing on the first tee, and then the memory of the previous embarrassment comes flooding back increasing tremendously the chances of another humiliating performance. Staying with this example, if the individuals allowed themselves to be cognizant of their emotions and understand where the feelings came from, then ideally they would be able to make the necessary adjustments in their thinking to successfully get off the first tee.
What are the different levels of awareness?
Traditionally, awareness is explained as three levels of consciousness. Imagine an iceberg floating in the sea. The top of the iceberg that is totally above water represents your conscious mind. The middle section of the iceberg that sits just below sea level; and is sometimes visible as the sea level changes, is the subconscious. Deep below the water’s surface, where it is not visible, is the unconscious.
The top level of the iceberg is everyday normal awareness. The level of consciousness varies from person to person as to how aware they are of what is happening to them. The middle level of the iceberg is the subconscious. Thoughts and feelings are just below awareness, but can be brought to consciousness with some effort to help with self-insight. The deepest level of the iceberg, the unconscious, is where the mind holds thoughts and feelings that may be a major threat to the individual’s well-being, if they are allowed to become conscious.
The goal is to develop your awareness to the highest level of consciousness to gain greater self-knowledge and grow to your potential. The rest of this hole is dedicated to helping you learn how to heighten your level of awareness. Hopefully, with your commitment to this endeavor you will stand on the highest peak of the iceberg.
It’s a matter of being in touch with yourself mentally, physically and emotionally.
Tiger Woods
Winner of twelve professional major golf championships at the age of thirty
Why is it important to be conscious of our whole being?
Being highly conscious is the key to developing awareness. The goal is to be mindful of your whole being when you play golf. When I talk of your whole being, I am referring to what is happening in your awareness physically, mentally, and emotionally. In other words, what you are doing, what you are thinking, and what you are feeling.
Being physically aware involves more than just being aware of your swing. You need to be aware of your physiological signs, e.g., your heart rate, breathing, where in your body you feel tension, and any other physical manifestations that might represent feelings of pressure. Mentally aware refers to attending to your thoughts. Are they becoming negative, are they causing you to doubt your ability, and are they starting to interfere with your focus? Being emotionally aware refers to attending to what you are feeling, recognizing when you are feeling fear, anxiety, happiness, or other feelings that arise within you.
What does awareness have to do with improved performance?
All the signs I mentioned regarding physical, mental, and emotional awareness are indicators that can help you monitor your golf game. By being aware of yourself, you can identify when your mind and body are sending you messages that may interfere with your ability to perform your best. When you attend to these signals, you can take control and do what you need to do to perform your best. Without awareness you are unable to recognize the need to take charge. Mindfulness allows you to gain control of your whole being, maximizing your performance. That is why you must attend to your self-awareness and self-understanding if you are to find your ideal performance state.
No one knows what will happen in golf until it happens.
Bobby Jones
First player to win the U.S. Open and the British Open in same year
What factors do you have no control of in golf?
I think it is important to discuss exactly what you have control over when you are on the golf course, as this is a significant aspect of awareness. When conducting workshops for golfers, I often solicit from the participants the factors that are under their control and not under their control. The number one response of what is beyond a golfer’s control is the weather, followed by bad bounces, and slow play, to name a few.
The only shots you can be sure of are the shots you’ve already hit.
Byron Nelson
Winner of eleven consecutive tournaments
Practice Tip:
Factors You Can or Cannot Control
On a sheet of paper make a list of all the things involved in the game of golf over which you do not have control.
Then make a separate list of those things over which you do have control.
You may find this exercise quite enlightening.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/97265 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!