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For our future golfers.

May their games be free from disaster scores.
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Introduction

GOLF IS IMPORTANT TO ME. I’ve played it for more than fifty years, studied it for forty, conducted research on it for thirty-five, and taught it professionally for thirty-three. Just recently, however, I’ve learned something new—and very important—about the game. In a research project (code named “Disaster”) at the Pelz Golf Institute that involved thousands of players, we uncovered several interesting facts about how golfers score:


[image: ]Golfers play two to five strokes below their handicap for most of each round.

[image: ]They play badly (above their handicap) on a few “disaster” holes, bringing their scores back up to handicap level.

[image: ]There is an easy way to avoid these disaster scores, and thus lower a golfer’s handicap.



Working with the staff at the Institute, we’ve discovered a new and important way to eliminate disaster scores from your game. We call it Damage Control.

*   *   *

By way of an introduction to Damage Control, please consider the following six questions and answers:
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Question 1: What’s the problem?

Answer 1: Golfers play well for most of the round, but then ruin their score with a few bad holes.


Think about your game. You play well most of the time, but consistently seem to mess up a few holes that ruin your score. This doesn’t happen once or twice a year. You do it often, almost like it’s an unwritten law: “You can’t put together a complete 18-hole round without a disaster hole.” It’s just the way you play the game!

See if you recognize these circumstances. You:


[image: ]Play well (below your handicap) for most of each round (fourteen to seventeen holes)

[image: ]Have a few “disaster” holes, with seriously high scores

[image: ]Are disappointed with your score and know you’re capable of playing better

[image: ]Blame your disaster holes on errant shots that got into trouble

[image: ]Believe you must practice more, improve your swing, and learn to avoid trouble if you want to improve your game



Research into disaster scoring has shown us the following:


[image: ]All amateurs hit multiple errant shots every round, but they manage to get away with most of them.

[image: ]Errant shots usually don’t cause disaster scores—they present opportunities for them.

[image: ]Disaster scores occur after a failed recovery attempt (the shot played after an errant shot) flies out of trouble into even worse trouble. Golfers often play out of the frying pan and into the fire.
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Question 2: What’s the answer?

Answer 2: Damage Control is the answer.


Recovery shots from trouble often fail because golfers don’t know how to swing from weird stances on uneven terrain, with a bush behind the ball, or with a tree limb in the way. They try to escape from trouble situations using normal swings. But normal swings don’t work from trouble.

Golfers also aim at inappropriate targets without realizing it. These problems can be eliminated by Damage Control, which enables golfers to escape trouble without ruining their score.

Some facts about trouble:


[image: ]Golfers will never completely avoid errant shots (we’re all human).

[image: ]Courses are designed to get you into trouble. You will get into it. You’d better learn to deal with it.

[image: ]Even if you don’t hit bad shots, bad luck and bad bounces will get you into trouble.

[image: ]The world’s best players consistently hit errant shots into trouble.

[image: ]Trouble is part of the game; always has been, always will be.

[image: ]Damage Control will get you out of trouble without ruining your score.

[image: ]Damage Control requires skills that are different from those used from good lies.



[image: ]



Question 3: What’s the effect of Damage Control?

Answer 3: It limits scoring damage to less than one stroke each time you get into trouble.


Damage Control enables you to escape from trouble into a better position than you would have been in had your previous shot not gotten into trouble. It allows you to escape on the first try, and then recover with less than one stroke (on average) added to your score.
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Question 4: What is Damage Control?

Answer 4: Damage Control is a set of five skills that eliminates disaster scores from your game.


The physical skills of Damage Control are different from normal golf skills such as long-driving and lag-putting. The Damage Control skills involve swings you have never practiced before, from lies you have never practiced on. The mental skills of Damage Control require a different mode of thinking based on a different set of metrics.

The five skills of Damage Control are:


[image: ]Setupology: How to set up for trouble swings

[image: ]Swing Shaping: How to execute escape swings

[image: ]Hand-Fire Feel: How to use your hands in escape shots

[image: ]Red-Flag Touch: How to plan for the launch behavior of trouble shots

[image: ]Damage Control Mentality: How to think and plan when you are in trouble
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Question 5: Who needs Damage Control?

Answer 5: All golfers need Damage Control, because “golf, as life, is full of unforced errors.”


Golf deals us bad breaks and bad bounces all the time, sometimes even after we’ve performed well. The higher your handicap, the more trouble you get into—and the more strokes Damage Control can save you. The skills of Damage Control are unrecognized, unpracticed, and completely missing from most golfers’ games. Damage Control cannot be learned in normal practice on normal ranges with flat practice tees.
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Question 6: Why haven’t you heard about Damage Control before now?

Answer 6: Because it’s new. We just discovered and named it!


I played my entire career trying to get good enough to stay out of trouble, while never practicing getting out of trouble—which is what I actually needed. Simultaneously I’ve been coaching two of the world’s best players, Phil Mickelson and Vijay Singh, and I’ve seen firsthand how they save their scores after their errant shots find trouble. Putting together the data from our research on amateurs with what I’ve seen from these pros, we’ve discovered why amateurs score disastrously from trouble while pros don’t. We’ve identified five skills the pros have that are missing in amateurs’ games: These are the five skills of Damage Control.
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Damage Control will work for you, if you:


[image: ]Step 1: Read this book.

[image: ]Step 2: Practice Damage Control swings in your own backyard.

[image: ]Step 3: Play a few Damage Control practice rounds at your local course.

[image: ]Step 4: Make the emotional commitment to play with Damage Control.



I promise that learning to play with Damage Control will be worth your effort. Damage Control will lower your scores by two to five shots per round!
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AVOIDING DISASTER SCORES IS what Damage Control is all about.

Six years ago, as a result of a pattern I observed in tournament scores at the Myrtle Beach World Amateur Championship, “Project Disaster” was started at the Pelz Golf Institute. After noticing the occasional but consistent appearance of double- and triple-bogey disasters on low-handicap amateur scorecards, we decided to determine how often and why they occurred. The initial results astounded us, and this prompted us to expand our study to include amateurs and professionals at all handicap levels. Naturally, we also began to study how such disasters could be avoided.

The data from this study show that virtually all amateurs get into some kind of trouble in almost every round—and they’re not all that good at getting out of it. A few times each round they play shots from trouble into worse trouble, and this leads to disaster scores. The pros, however, are different. They also get into trouble consistently, but they’re great at getting out of it.

Damage Control is the technique that can help you play more like the pros by teaching you how to avoid disaster scores. Damage Control is not about making perfect golf swings, improving the swing you have, or learning to stay out of trouble. Damage Control is about getting out of trouble after you’re in it, without ruining your score.

1.1 The Big Picture

Golf is the greatest game. It’s the game of a lifetime, a game of honor, a game for all ages. It can’t be bought; it plays no favorites and offers a simple truth: The better you play, the lower you score, and the more fun you have.

The goal of my working life is to understand golf well enough to teach it simply enough, to help golfers shoot lower scores and have more fun. In pursuit of this goal, research first led me to putting, then to the short game, and now to Damage Control.

To fully understand and appreciate Damage Control, you must see the big picture of golf and the problems we all face in playing it. These problems include the statistics of shot patterns, trouble lies, and the snowballing effects that combine to keep you scoring two to five shots above your real ability, almost every time you play. If you’ll take a few moments to examine these aspects of the game, it will help you to learn how Damage Control can help you score better.

THE CYCLE OF GOLF

Golf is played one shot at a time; the fewer, the better. We start at the first hole hitting and chasing the ball repeatedly, until we hole-out on the last hole. Then we add up our score and smile, frown, or feel something in between. Scorecards covering a wide range of skill levels show that golfers play reasonably well on most holes, but then waste shots on a few holes somewhere during each round. To understand this, let’s look into the very core of the game: golf’s fundamental cycle.
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The essence of the entire game can be characterized in one cycle (Figure 1.1). In each cycle, the golfer must first find the ball (1), whether it’s in his bag before the round starts, in his pocket between holes, or somewhere on the course in play. After finding the ball (2), its lie or condition of play is evaluated (including materials around the ball, stance requirements, and any obstacles to the upcoming swing that may be involved). Then the golfer selects the club and swing (shot) he or she intends to play (3), chooses a target (4), aims and swings (5). The ball flies off and the cycle is complete. To start the next cycle, the golfer moves out to find the ball again.

This sounds simple, and fundamentally, it is. We add up the number of cycles it takes to get our ball into the cup on each hole, record this number on a scorecard, and move on to the next hole. One shot at a time, one hole at a time. At the end of the day, the total of our hole scores is our score for the round. This is golf.

STATISTICS ENTER THE FRAY

The game would be incredibly simple (and boring) if every golfer hit every shot perfectly. We all know, however, that shots don’t always fly the desired direction or distance. Instead, we scatter shots around our intended targets, and sometimes, all over the golf course.

Your shots usually land, bounce, roll, and stop some distance away from your intended target; the lower your handicap, the smaller your misses in general. Now imagine instead of playing one shot from each position on a hole, you hit a hundred. It would be very tiring, but after each hundred shots you would see a pattern of balls surrounding each target you chose on the course. These would be your shot patterns; they establish a generic picture of where you’ve hit shots in the past, and a statistical picture of where you are likely to hit shots with those same clubs in the future.

Before we proceed, let me assure you of something:


1.Shot patterns are real. They exist for all golfers. Your future shots will fly somewhere (statistically) into your shot patterns from every club in your bag. Which shot will come next? Only statistical probability knows. Your shot patterns can be improved and changed over time, but for now they are what they are.

2.From measuring the on-course play of amateurs and pros over the years, I’ve found shot patterns to be a good measure of their skill levels (on the practice range, too, if measured properly) in each area of their games. The tighter your shot pattern, the more skilled you are in any given area.

3.Every shot goes somewhere. Imagine plotting dots on a piece of paper that represent where every one of your last hundred fairway shots with a 7-iron ended up relative to their target. I know you can’t really remember them, but imagine you could. You would see something like Figure 1.2 (golfer = start point for each shot, flagstick = target). Of course every golfer has their own unique skill levels (some slice, some hook, some hit lots of fat shots, etc.) and shot patterns for each club.
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YOUR SHOT-PATTERN SIGNATURE

Shot patterns are golf’s equivalent of your handwritten signature. Every shot pattern is different for every player (and for each of their clubs and types of shots). In general, individual golfers don’t scatter their shots symmetrically around targets. Golfers will tend to miss left, short, or right, depending upon whether their swings tend to make their pull/hook shots left, hit them fat and short, or slice them to the right.

For those interested, the details of what shot patterns actually look like can be found in one of my earlier books, Dave Pelz’s Short Game Bible. For the purposes of Damage Control, however, we use generic shot pattern shapes in our illustrations (as shown in Figures 1.2 and 1.3), which assume a generic golfer who scatters shots somewhat symmetrically. (In later illustrations, we will show only the outlines of shot patterns, eliminating the individual balls for clarity.)

All golfers make good, mediocre, bad, or awful swings on occasion, hitting shots in all kinds of directions and trajectories from all kinds of lies. To gain knowledge of your own shot patterns, how they’re shaped and which way they’re biased, you’ll have to perform the tests suggested in Chapter 7 and observe your own results. Few golfers are aware of the size of their shot patterns from normal fairway lies. More importantly, most golfers have no idea of how fast and how badly their shot patterns degrade (and enlarge) when they hit from increasingly troubled lies.

The size of your shot pattern measures your skill with each club, much the way your scores measure your overall skill for the game. Of course, you need many shots to establish shot patterns, and remembering them is complicated, so don’t try. Just remember: Where your next shot goes will be determined not only by your skill, but also by the statistics of your shot pattern from that lie.


[image: ]

1.3 Your 7-iron shot pattern from trouble (4" tall grass on sidehill lie)



SEEING TROUBLE IS IMPORTANT

Golf courses are designed with trouble in mind. There are good reasons why shots end up in trouble; there’s a lot of it out there. Golf course architects entice us into trying risky shots. They design holes to challenge both the physical and mental abilities of golfers who play their masterpieces. They offer a generally safe and beautiful pathway to play along—provided we hit nearly perfect shots. But since we often hit shots that are less precise and more scattered, these architects present us with lies and conditions that graduate from marginal to serious to extremely difficult. Please be aware, I’m not trying to make you worry about trouble: I want you to not get upset when you get into it, and to get out of it quickly after you find yourself in it.

Golf courses penalize errant shots with lies in long grass, slopes, water, trees, rocks, bushes, sand, and innumerable other trouble situations. In the Damage Control system, we consider the lie of a ball to include all the conditions of play that surround it. Therefore, when we consider the lie of a shot, we include the tree limb that might be in the way of a backswing, the lip of the bunker in front of the ball, or the side-slope on which a golfer has to stand. To categorize lie trouble in a simple way, we’ve broken it into four degrees of difficulty by color (Figure 1.4: green = safe, yellow = marginal, orange = frying-pan, and red = fire) and number (1–10). The designation of trouble areas as colors may be unfamiliar to you, but I’ll explain its significance as we move through this chapter.

[image: ]

1.4 Visit http://bit.ly/1JAFFsA for a larger version of this figure.

SEE THROUGH DAVE PELZ’S EYES

Start by looking at an aerial view of a typical golf hole (Figure 1.5) in normal color, which should look familiar. Now look at the same hole through my eyes (Figure 1.6). This is how I see where the safe and the trouble areas are, with each area identified by its appropriate color. Again, I’m not trying to scare you with this view, but I like it because it allows me to see in a glance the situation a hole actually presents. This helps me and the players I coach to plan for the best way to play the hole.


[image: ]

1.5 Visit http://bit.ly/1ILXR39 for a larger version of this figure.
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1.6 Visit http://bit.ly/1AfwFHo for a larger version of this figure.



Safe (green) refers to the relatively safe lies you get on tees, fairways, fringes, and greens. As you stray from safe areas into marginal areas such as green-side and fairway sand bunkers, light rough, and low-level slopes, the color changes to yellow. These locations present golfers with marginally more difficult lies to play from than those in safe areas. More serious rough, trees, deep and/or sloping sand traps, valleys with up/down slopes, and combinations of these conditions qualify as “frying-pan” (orange) areas. These are significantly more difficult lies, stances, and swing conditions from which it is easier to hit a bad shot out of the frying pan into the fire (that is, from a bad lie into an even worse lie). “Fire” (red) lies are defined as the really bad conditions on a golf course: severely sloped gullies, tall weeds, deep grass, creek banks, ditches, ponds, mud, lakes, fences, and any other extremely difficult lie.

Are you surprised that most of golf is not green and safe? Don’t be; this arrangement—more trouble than safety—is generally true for most courses (the exact trouble/safe ratio is unique to every hole, and to every course).

Imagine how much yellow, orange, and red you would see in a lie-difficulty color view if you looked down the super-narrow fairways of a U.S. Open Championship course, to greens surrounded by 8- to 10-inch rough. A truly difficult course presents far more trouble to the golfer than the local municipal course, which specializes in providing safe (and fast) playing conditions. My purpose in showing you this view is to make you aware of how much trouble exists. Your association of color with trouble in your mind’s eye will be useful later in using your Damage Controller.

TROUBLE AFFECTS SHOT PATTERNS

You’ve seen where trouble is, and you understand how shots fly into shot patterns. Now let’s examine how trouble affects results. Look at a typical amateur 4-wood shot pattern (imagine it might be yours) alongside a pattern of one of the best 4-wood players I’ve ever seen, Phil Mickelson (Figures 1.7, 1.8). Notice I left out all the shots themselves and showed just the shapes of these two shot patterns. Phil’s good 4-woods are longer and straighter than yours, and he hits a higher percentage of good ones than you. You, on the other hand, hit more shots into marginal, frying-pan, and fire lies than he does. He must be the better 4-wood player.


[image: ]

1.7. The world’s best 4-wood player
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1.8 Visit http://bit.ly/1dl71qu for a larger version of this figure.



See what happens when we move both of you from safe lies into frying-pan trouble with your same 4-woods (Figure 1.9)? As you would expect, performance degrades from trouble. Uneven ground, grass between the clubface and the ball, or tree-limb interference changes the way swings must be made. From frying-pan lies it’s natural to expect fewer good swings—and more bad swings—from anybody.


[image: ]

1.9 Visit http://bit.ly/1Pxsm0O for a larger version of this figure.



Why do trouble lies cause such troubled swings and degraded results? Because most of your practice time has been spent hitting shots from perfect lies on level ground. It’s no surprise that this doesn’t help at all when you’re in trouble and must make “different” swings. Just look at some ways trouble can affect shots:


[image: ]Tall grass, clumps, and weeds limit your ability to get the clubface cleanly on the ball at impact.

[image: ]Surrounding bushes, trees, banks, and fences affect your ability to swing normally.

[image: ]Sloping and undulating terrain upsets your stance and balance.

[image: ]Your swing rhythm and timing are degraded by any (or any combination) of the above factors.

[image: ]Aiming (target orientation) is difficult when you can’t see the target as you address your shot.

[image: ]Choosing a target is difficult when you can’t predict how far or in what direction your shot is going to fly.



Every golfer is human, and no human is perfect. We all make good swings and bad ones, even from perfect lies. However, pros handle trouble lies way better than amateurs (Figure 1.10). Notice how much smaller Mickelson’s change in shot pattern is (green vs. red) than yours.


[image: ]

1.10 Visit http://bit.ly/1Gq3Gl7 for a larger version of this figure.



Recognition of this phenomenon, that trouble affects amateurs disproportionately more than pros, is important for you to understand. Pros get out of trouble on their first try; amateurs don’t. It’s no coincidence that amateurs record disaster scores frequently, while pros record them rarely.

TARGET SELECTION

Where you aim your shots is as important as how well you hit them. You should aim at a target that takes into account the size and shape of your expected shot pattern. Only after you’ve located your ball, evaluated its lie, selected your club, and established what kind of swing you can make (i.e., created an awareness of what your ensuing shot pattern might be) are you ready to think about how aggressively you want to choose your target. From perfect lies in the fairway, this choice is important. For shots from trouble, your target choice is way more than important. It’s critical. It affects, even determines, your chance of successful escape . . . or disaster.

You may be a golfer who normally plays conservatively from good lies and already chooses safe targets when playing from trouble. Or you may be a riverboat gambler who can’t resist trying almost impossible shots. In either case, your target selections will fall into one of four categories: Conservative, Aggressive, Risky, or Dangerous (Figure 1.11).


[image: ]

1.11 Visit http://bit.ly/1R4kQrB for a larger version of this figure.



In the Target Selection Chart the colors green, yellow, orange, and red again represent shots that end up in safe, marginal, frying-pan, or fire conditions of play, respectively. The relative density of colors in each spectral band represents the probability that your shot will end up in those conditions.

Conservative target choices are those that receive and retain shots in safe lies at or above 80 percent of the time. Of course, the higher your skill level, the higher your percentage of shots that end up safe when hit to any given target. So an aggressive target for you may be a conservative choice for Phil Mickelson.

If the chance that your escape shot will end up in a safe lie is only 60 percent, you are choosing an aggressive target. When you choose a 40-percent chance-of-safe shot, you are making a risky choice. And when you try a shot you believe will turn out safe only 20 percent of the time, your target selection is classified as dangerous. (If you choose a less-than-10-percent probability of a safe target, your strategy is reckless and silly; we don’t even have a color for that.)

On a well-designed course, it is frequently the case that the closer you aim to the flagstick, the more dangerous the shot becomes. This is especially true for shots from trouble (which usually don’t have much backspin) that fly into larger shot patterns. If you understand what the target-selection colors are telling you—“the more green a target choice has, the greater the chances are that you’ll hit the ball there safely”—you understand their meaning!

THE OVERVIEW CONNECTION

What is the relevance of statistics, shot patterns, trouble, and target selection to your game? It’s important to be familiar with these concepts because together they determine how you perform from trouble on the golf course. They all play a part, when combined with your skill, in determining how well or poorly you hit shots. When strung together shot after shot, these factors combine to determine how you score. I point this out because most golfers don’t think this way—they think the skills they practice on the practice tee and putting green completely determine their scoring. My point is, when you find trouble (as all golfers do) the factors of statistics, shot patterns, and target selection (factors most golfers don’t consider) not only degrade, but degrade dramatically enough to ruin your score and round.


A GOLF BALL IN TROUBLE IS LIKE A SNOWBALL

A golf ball in trouble can be like a snowball rolling downhill—it presages an “avalanche” effect:


[image: ]Trouble lies on uneven terrain affect a golfer’s setup and posture.

[image: ]Troubled setups and postures (i.e., those that have never before been practiced) degrade a golfer’s swing.

[image: ]As swings degrade, shot patterns expand.

[image: ]As shot patterns expand, target selection becomes more
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Too many golfers would try a miraculous recovery shot here (Figure 1.35, previol age), aim at the

flagstick, hit the ball short or into the water, and score at least 6 (Figure 1.36, below).
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Degree of
Difficulty

Safe (1, 2)

Marginal
(3-5)

Frying-Pan
Trouble
(6-8)

Characteristics

—on the tee

—on the fairway
—on the green

—on the green fringe

—sitting up in light rough

—good lie in green-side
sand

—on slight 2% slope

—good lie in 4" rough

—nesty lie in grass

—down lie in 4" rough

—sloping terrain 4% up,
down, or side

—6" rough

—tree limbs and tall grass

—sloping terrain 5% up,
down, or side

—buried lie in sand with
high lip

—knee-high weeds;
strong grass

—creek banks, deep woods,
shallow water at edge
of ponds

Description

Safe Lies are from which the normal,
no-trouble game is played; as good as it gets.

Marginal lies include some degree of
difficulty over normal safe lies, but should
not cause significant problems in scoring.

Frying-Pan trouble lies involve at least one
degree of serious trouble, sometimes
several, which leave the next shot possible
but difficult to pull off without losing one or
more strokes on your score, while being easy
to hit badly into even worse trouble.

Fire Trouble Lies are really bad problems
all the way around; it may be difficult to get
the ball back into play, in the extreme.
Taking an unplayable lie penalty may be
better than trying to hit it out.
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Instead, wouldn’t it be smarter to acknowledge the trouble you’re in, escape from it, then try to
minimize the damage by getting up and down from the fairway short of the green to score a 4, or at
orsta 5 (Figure 1.37, below)?
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LESS CAN
BE MORE

From trouble Ties,
Tess aggression in

target selection can

be more aggressive in
score hunting!
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