
[image: Cover: Make Your Next Shot Your Best Shot: The Secret to Playing Great Golf, by Dr. Bob Rotella. Bestselling Author of Golf Is Not a Game of Perfect. With Roger Schiffman. Foreword by Padraig Harrington.]



[image: Make Your Next Shot Your Best Shot: The Secret to Playing Great Golf, by Dr. Bob Rotella with Roger Schiffman. Simon & Schuster. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]




To Mom and Dad, who loved each other, and who loved all their children equally, and who taught us that everything good in life must be earned, and that we should not expect anything to be given to us. So live your life with passion and be sure to appreciate all that you get, and all those who help you along the way.




Foreword

by Padraig Harrington

I first met Dr. Bob Rotella in 1998, and since then we have worked together for the better part of twenty years. One of my most telling moments with Bob came immediately after the 2006 US Open at Winged Foot, in Mamaroneck, New York. If I had parred the last three holes, I would have won. And I broke the back on each of those holes by hitting three good tee shots. But I bogeyed the 16th hole, and then I pressed too much on 17th and 18th and made two more bogeys.

So as I’m walking off the 18th green, through the bleachers and up the shale path toward that iconic, grand Tudor clubhouse, there he is, waiting for me in the reserved area. I can guess the meeting we’re about to have. But Bob doesn’t know the secret I’m about to tell him. I give him a polite nod with no reference to my mindset, good or bad, on the way to taking care of my scorecard. Unfortunately for him, he has to wait that five minutes while I’m doing my card, and I knew he was concerned about me, and I suspected he thought I was devastated, but that was not the case. Now, as Bob always says, I have a choice: I can allow those last three holes to negatively shape the rest of my career, which I have seen happen to other professionals, or I can take away something positive. I had been learning this lesson since I was eighteen years of age, and that day at Winged Foot was an epiphany. You see, a similar occurrence happened to me in the Irish Youths Championship, an important tournament in my homeland. I bogeyed three of the last four holes to lose the tournament. Kids can be harsh, using words such as “choker.” I had cried in the carpark afterward, but not because of what they called me. I think the real reason I cried was that I didn’t know why I had bogeyed three holes at the end. Fortunately, I got over that experience with a solid record for Ireland and three Walker Cup appearances (1991, 1993, 1995) before I turned professional at age twenty-four. But now, in 2006, with the understanding from Bob, I knew exactly what I was experiencing, nearly as if I were standing outside my own body watching it. I now had no doubt at the end of that championship—I told myself, I know how to get into this position and I know how to win when I’m in this position.

Until that US Open at Winged Foot, I always felt that for me to win a major I needed other players to help me out by playing poorly. But something incredible happened to me that week, and Bob was instrumental in making that a reality. He got me to that optimum position in my mental game—we had been working diligently on honing this attitude for quite some time. Whereas up to that point I always hoped I could win a major, this time I knew that I could have won this major by myself; it was within my grasp. I didn’t need to hole a long putt or get a lucky break. Bob had given me the confidence that I needed to fulfill my biggest dreams. Instead of thinking that I messed up, I was thinking that now I had a plan. And if I went through with my plan, and did my processes, it was good enough to win. I’d played just my normal golf that week—nothing spectacular—and I nearly won. I didn’t have a great week of holing incredible putts or chipping in. Everything about my performance seemed totally within me. There was nothing extreme in how I played. I did feel mentally that week that I was right there. But physically I was just ordinary. I’d set a plan and a process, and it delivered without my having a miraculous week. I had never had that feeling before. Previously, I always thought I had to do my absolute best to win a major. But suddenly I realized that wasn’t the case.

So I come back out of the scorer’s tent, and I have the biggest smile ever, I’m sure to Bob’s relief. I’m so excited, I’m like a little schoolboy with good news to tell. And I say to Bob, “I know now I can win a major championship.” This was a game-changing event for me, and the person I most wanted to share it with was Bob, as if he were my best friend. That’s one of the reasons I like working with Bob. I’m always bouncing my ideas off him, and as always with Bob, it is a sharing experience. As much as he’s trying to help you, he’s always trying to learn. We’re both getting better together. I learned from Bob that when you’re comfortable mentally, good things happen. He knows how to make his players comfortable by helping to give them confidence in their ability. You always perform better when you’re a big fish in a small pond, rather than a small fish in a big pond. And that day at Winged Foot, I turned into a big fish.

Of course, I went on to win The Open Championship the next two years (2007 and 2008), as well as the 2008 PGA Championship, all in a span of thirteen months. I went on to have a career that includes thirty-one professional victories worldwide, six Ryder Cup appearances, and becoming the 2020 European Ryder Cup captain (the matches were delayed until 2021 due to COVID-19). I owe much of my success to Dr. Bob Rotella.

Bob has never changed his tune. He has a tremendous amount of experience, and he has worked with the best performers in many different sports and activities, from basketball to football to lacrosse to tennis to equestrian to motor racing, even to music and acting—and of course to golf. There’s no fancy stuff in what he tells you. It’s simple and straightforward. It’s “Do this day in and day out, and you will get better.” But there is always the responsibility for you to do it. You do it today, but you also have to do it tomorrow, and the next day. And the more you do it, the better you will get. It can be annoyingly simple, and that’s what I love about Bob. He’s there to help you, but he’s not holding your hand. Ultimately, especially in golf, you have to go out there on your own. He is not a crutch. He gives you the tools so you are comfortable out there doing it by yourself. Bob has a down-to-earth quality that makes his approach so appealing. He’s not playing tricks.

We can go to many golf courses throughout the world, and we can pick out a couple of players at each club who hit the ball and swing the club as well as half of the players on tour. Yet, some of these guys wouldn’t even break 80. So the biggest difference must be mental. Today, so many people in golf love the physical side of the game because that can be measured. We can assess what the swing looks like, we can determine a player’s clubhead speed, the angle of attack, and so forth. We are all preconditioned to think that if someone looks like an accomplished golfer, he or she is an accomplished golfer. If someone is six foot two and has a great swing, well, that person must be a great golfer. Whereas, Bob doesn’t care about that. He’s only interested in the results. Yes, results can be measured, but how you get to them—the mental side—is all-important. When you are beginning in golf, it’s very physical. But once you’re a regular player, everything about your game is mental. Whatever stage you’re at, whatever you think is holding you back, it’s not your swing or your technique, it’s the mental side of the game. Today in the age of YouTube and Twitter, you can live in the middle of nowhere, have no face-to-face access to any golf coach, and get enough visual expertise to learn to make a perfect golf swing. The only thing that differentiates players today is the mental game, which is only a mystery because it can’t be measured. This is going to happen even more so going forward. The difference in how golfers swing the club is narrowing because of technology. The players who stand out the most will be the ones who are stronger mentally.

Commentators try to tell you that whoever is playing the best golf in the world has the best golf swing. Yet, if you just look at the swings of the top players, they are all so different. Some have classic swings with perfect positions, and others don’t. What sets the truly great players apart is their mental approach. A golfer can be playing great, and then two or three years later not be playing so well, and there is much speculation about how the player’s swing has changed. But in reality, there is no difference in the golf swing. What is changed is the player’s belief, which undermines the player’s physical play on the golf course. This might come from a new kid on the block who is getting the spotlight, or from receiving too much information from different sources, or from a physical injury. So what it comes down to is, the only separation at the tour-player level is mental. And that can be true of less accomplished or less experienced players as well.

Bob and I have had long discussions about the most effective mental approach and how it relates to my own game and development. I cherish these interchanges because I’m a golf nerd. Bob’s experience comes not just from golf, but from his knowledge of all sports. He expands my knowledge of those sports as well, and he will do the same for the readers of this book.

For me, it’s about the parameters of my swing and what I’m capable of. I have won and played some of my best golf while avoiding a certain swing tendency by using a strong and disciplined mental approach and a strategy to play to my strengths and avoid my weaknesses. This is especially true as I get older. That principle is pertinent to the readers of this book. How do I keep improving, seeking perfection in my golf swing, while staying in an optimum mental state? In other words, wanting my cake and eating it, too. I have learned that your physical swing determines the parameters you have to play with on the golf course. For example, if you draw the ball, you aim down the right side of the fairway and curve it back into play. If you can hit the ball 250 yards in the air with your driver, you can aim at a bunker that is 240 yards out and fly the bunker. But whether you actually do these things when playing—execute the shot you want under pressure—is completely determined by your mental game. For example, say I’m on the tee of a dogleg left with a bunker positioned 290 yards out at the corner of the dogleg. I’m capable of hitting a low fade that runs out to 280 yards, and I’m playing with someone who can carry the ball 300 yards off the tee. His choice is to try to hit it 300 yards with a draw. I have no business trying to draw it around the corner over a bunker 290 yards out. If we both execute our shots as planned, he has an advantage. But the beauty about golf is even though he has a physical advantage, he still has to be mentally good if I am mentally good. He still has to do his stuff. That’s why winning and successful results ultimately come down to the mental state of your game and doing your stuff. Yes, practicing the technical helps you improve your shot parameters, but consistent success only comes if you have a strong and dependable mental approach to play your game.

I often look at the game as two walls—the physical wall and the mental wall. It can be such an addiction to want to have your physical wall perfect. But every time you work on your technique, you damage your mental wall by taking a brick from it. The golfing world would have you believe you want both walls perfect and often contends that the physical wall must be perfect before you can go work on the mental wall. In reality, you need only an okay physical wall but a solid mental wall. If you learn anything from this book, make sure you do not damage your mental wall to improve your physical wall. If you told me that in three weeks’ time my life would be on the line in a game of golf, I would prepare only with mental work. I would not try to prepare physically. That’s the way I prepared for those majors I won back in the day. It was a complete physical shutdown of work on technical aspects of my swing, and it took me three weeks to quiet my mind. That’s where I want to be when I’m playing in a major. It’s not easy to do that, and you might question it. But believe me, it’s effective. I have found that the mental game is not a light switch that you can turn on and off. It takes time to move from the analytical to the intuitive. That’s why before you go out on the golf course in a competitive round, you should never practice your technique. Only warm up. How could you ever expect to hit shots right before a round searching for different technical swing thoughts, then go to the first tee with a quiet mind? It’s almost impossible to do that. Maybe just hit a few balls so you don’t fall into an analytical mindset. Simply hit the ball to a target and get a sense of rhythm and feel. Then go play.

I learned these mental principles—and many others—from Bob. I read Bob’s book Golf Is Not a Game of Perfect in 1998, and it was an earth-shattering change for my golf. It helped me to understand where my scores went from good to bad. I immediately traveled to see him. My wife, Caroline, rang up Bob’s wife, Darlene, and I spent a couple of days staying in his basement in Virginia. Through the early 2000s, when I began playing more regularly on the PGA Tour, we started working together consistently. Bob taught me how to get the most out of my ability. He taught me that perseverance is an excellent trait. (I had twenty-nine second-place finishes before I won my first major.) He taught me how to believe in myself, to know that my swing was good enough, so I could focus on the mental side. Bob gave me the confidence to accept where I was with my swing so I could just play golf.

Some sport psychologists make you dependent on them. That’s not true with Bob. Make no mistake, you are independent and in control of your destiny. Bob is a facilitator. He will give you the means to reach your goals, but you have to do the work. This is why his players have won so many majors. He gives them the responsibility. If you want to get the most out of your game and your abilities, I believe the lessons from Bob in this book will help you do that. But it’s your responsibility. It’s not your wife’s, it’s not your coach’s, it’s not your caddie’s, it’s not your best friend’s, it’s not Bob’s. It’s yours! It really is a day-do-day process. That’s ultimately the beauty of this great game—it’s an individual sport and you are on your own. However, if you follow Dr. Bob’s advice, you will be on your way to making your next shot your very best shot. In the truest Irish tradition, I wish you good luck, as it is never a burden to carry a bit of good luck. If you stick to the ideals in this book, you’ll find that you will be very lucky indeed!




Preface

Writing books such as this one gives me an unprecedented opportunity to share what I have learned from some of the best players and coaches in the world. It also gives me a chance to communicate what they have learned from me that is proven to work in chasing your golfing potential. I am so pleased to be able to share this information with the many other players and coaches I will never get to meet or work with directly. These principles have been tested and found to be consistently effective, but you must get up and live them every day. To do so takes discipline, patience, and persistence. Golf is a hard game, but that is part of the joy—and the journey. It can make you happy and it can break your heart. It can discourage you and yet it can be extremely rewarding. To get the benefits, you must learn to love that journey. I want to thank all those players who knew that their mind and emotions played a huge role in their ability to perform in competition and were willing to commit to being true believers in attitudes that were simple, understandable, and made logical and common sense. I also want to thank all the athletes and coaches who dared to chase greatness and inspired the generations that followed them, such as Tiger Woods, Greg Norman, Annika Sorenstam, Pat Bradley, Seve Ballesteros, Oscar De La Hoya, Michael Jordan, Bill Russell, LeBron James, Greg Maddux, Tom Brady, Patty Wagstaff, McLain Ward, Rafael Nadal, Serena Williams, Michael Phelps, Simone Biles, Bill Belichick, John Wooden, Bear Bryant, Red Auerbach, Pat Summit, Anson Dorrance, Bob Knight, John Calipari, Geno Auriemma, Nick Saban, and Eddie Robinson. I am indebted to all of you.




Introduction


In the long run, men hit only what they aim at. Therefore,… they had better aim at something high.

—Henry David Thoreau



The ideas behind this book can be encapsulated in seven words: make your next shot your best shot. To reach your greatest potential in golf, I want you to set your sights higher than you ever thought possible and to always think positively on your way to achieving your goals. I want you to strive for something incredible. I want you to free up your mind, focus on your process, accept whatever happens, and commit to making your next best shot by doing your process over and over until you run out of holes.

It’s really that simple, but it’s also hard to do.

Playing the best golf of your life is about scoring and getting the ball in the hole, but it’s not about adding up your score while you’re playing or trying to figure out or predict what you’re going to shoot during the round. It’s all about accepting your shot wherever you hit it—and going to your next shot and making that your best shot. Everything in this book is about getting you into a clear and positive mindset to help you do that. I want the next shot in your mind to become your best shot in reality.

Before each round, I want you to know what you want to do with your mind on every shot for all eighteen holes. And after your round, simply ask yourself, Did I do what I said I wanted to do? If you did, that’s fantastic. Do it again the next round. If you didn’t, then commit to doing it in the next round—for every shot for the entire eighteen holes. The point is, I want you to focus on what you want to do on the shot you are about to play, with a clear and committed mind. Wherever that shot goes, accept it and then go to your next shot with the attitude that it will be your best shot. Commit to doing this on every shot for all eighteen holes, then honor your commitment. Every time you set foot on a golf course, I want you to continually visualize your next great shot. That is, in essence, what playing fantastic golf is all about: knowing what you want to do, then doing it.

No matter how talented you are and no matter how hard you practice, golf will always be a game of mistakes. You can strive for perfection, but you will never attain it because by its very essence and design golf is and always will be a game of slipups. I tried to explain this in my first book, Golf Is Not a Game of Perfect. Tiger Woods tried to make that point to the world when he told us he was beating everyone else with his C game. He knew his game wasn’t where he wanted it to be, and he could always try to improve it. But in addition to golf being a game of mistakes, it is a game played by human beings who are born flawed and prone to error. You and everyone else will make mistakes, and you must accept this.

When you play golf, you don’t play against other people. You play against yourself and the golf course. You have to learn to go to the course with a plan, and to go out and execute your plan. To do so, you have to stay cool and calm no matter what happens, avoid panic, and shun the temptation to wander and waver onto some other plan halfway through your round. Everything we do to improve in golf is about increasing predictability—doing the same thing over and over on every shot. Doing this is a key to creating consistency. It requires that your mind and temperament stay on an even keel. Because you are playing against yourself and the golf course, no one else matters. Other players can’t tackle you, they can’t block your shot, they can’t steal your ball, they can’t punch you in the nose. In effect, they are irrelevant and immaterial to what you are trying to do with your game. Your only purpose is to make your next shot your best shot.

As you read this book, it might seem as if I’m hammering you with the same stuff over and over—but this is what successful coaches do in other sports. You have to develop the discipline to stay interested in doing the same potentially boring thing, shot after shot after shot, day after day after day. That’s what makes this game hard for smart people. But in coaching, that’s what gets results. Everything in this book is going to help you do this. I want you to commit to making your next drive your best drive, your next approach your best approach, your next pitch your best pitch, your next bunker shot your best bunker shot, your next putt your best putt. I want your next practice session to be your best practice session, your next hole your best hole, your next nine your best nine. Make your next round your best round, your next tournament your best tournament, your next month your best month, and your next year your best year. This is your challenge. Let’s get started.…




CHAPTER 1 Dreaming Big


If you don’t have a dream, / How you gonna have a dream come true?

—Oscar Hammerstein, from the musical South Pacific



I have spent more than forty years helping golfers of all levels of experience and ability become the best they can be. It doesn’t matter if you are a rank beginner, a weekend player, a college prospect, an amateur champion, a budding tour player, or even a professional major champion, I know you can achieve your greatest potential—in fact, I am certain of it. But my confidence in you comes with a caveat. You have to dream as big as you can possibly imagine. I call it creating your own reality, and in this book I will show you how to do that. I want you to become the golfer of your wildest dreams.

The most important thing I have come to understand about achieving your golfing potential is this: no matter who you are, you can absolutely reach your full capability—if you put your mind to it in the right way. You see, the cool thing about the human spirit is that we are given a free will. You—and you alone—can determine what you want to be and what you want your legacy to be. Your free will is your greatest source of strength and power. Choosing how to think is a crucial decision and a powerful responsibility. It’s really up to you and no one else.

In other words, don’t let others define you, whether it’s another player, or a high school coach who doesn’t recognize your potential, or a golf instructor who doesn’t believe in you. Take control of your destiny. You must own it. You must believe in yourself no matter what others think. In addition to this, surround yourself with others who believe in what you believe and can see what you can see.

When you are at the end of your golfing career, I want you to be able to say, “I have no regrets. I worked my tail off and had a ball seeing how great I could get at this game I’m in love with. I played with no excuses and no limits. I always strived to make my next shot my best shot.” Wouldn’t it be a shame if instead you said, “I was trying to get good at golf, but I didn’t give it everything I had. I never thought I could be really good, so I never applied myself. I never did what I needed to do to see how good I could get or how far I could go because I convinced myself I didn’t have the ability to get really good at this game, even though deep down I would have loved to get really good. I convinced myself that no matter how hard I worked, no matter how much I believed, I would never be able to make much progress. So I never found out what was possible for me as a golfer”? Playing with no excuses, no limits, and no regrets sounds a lot better to me.

In all my years of studying the psychology of performance and the psychology of exceptionalism, I have determined that the bottom line is this: good is the enemy of great. Let me explain what I mean by that statement. You get to decide what is good enough for you. If you determine that for you “good” is sufficient, there is no chance of being great. You alone will ultimately set your dream standard, and you alone also get to set the minimal standard that you can live with, and this decision plays a huge role in how good you will get. It rules your commitment level, your confidence level, and how long you are willing to persist.

Many people who come to me, regardless of their skill level, have given away their childhood dreams for lower, more rational-sounding goals. They think they are being “realistic,” but in actuality, they are holding themselves back because they either don’t believe in their ability or do not dare to set really high, challenging goals. They are afraid of failure or fear being disappointed. They might not be aware that they are doing so, but they begin to give up on their dreams. It just slowly happens as they get socialized and educated. They might have good intentions, but they are unknowingly shortchanging their careers and limiting how good they will ever get. You create your own reality—and the reality you create for yourself can lead you to the golf of your biggest dreams, or it can lead you to killing your dreams and your ambition.

It’s like Tiger Woods’s dream of winning major championships. Right before the 2016 US Open at Oakmont, a sportswriter interviewed me. He said, “We’re doing a story about Tiger Woods and the unbelievable influence he has had on the game and on all the young players. Because of Tiger, these players are practicing so much more and they’re all lifting weights and working out harder than ever.”

I looked at him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“You know,” I said, “during my lifetime Ben Hogan was known as such a prolific practicer, it was unbelievable. And I don’t think anyone would say that Tiger Woods’s commitment to practicing is higher than Ben Hogan’s or for that matter Tom Kite’s or Vijay Singh’s.” My point to this writer was that practicing hard today is no longer an edge. It is a minimal requirement for entry. If you don’t practice hard, you’re sure to fail to reach your potential.

The writer’s chin dropped.

I said, “Well, Gary Player was working out, doing sit-ups, lifting weights, running ten miles every day fifty, sixty years ago, right? Tiger has pretty good-size arms, but if you ever saw pictures of his stomach, he’s never been ripped and he doesn’t have a built-up chest. He doesn’t look muscular, but he does have big arms that he’s built up over time. But even before Gary Player there were other golfers like Frank Stranahan who lifted weights. When David Duval was number one in the world, he was ripped. Same with Greg Norman.” I was making the point that conditioning and being in shape is no longer an advantage, it’s just a minimal requirement.


How Pat Bradley Reset Her Dreams

When I first met Pat Bradley, she had won one time after a decade on tour. When I first started meeting with her, I asked, “What are your dreams?”

She said matter-of-factly, “I want to lead the tour in scoring average [the Vare Trophy], and I want to be Player of the Year, I want to win that.” Then without hesitation, she continued, “I want to be leading money winner at least once. I want to win all of the majors at least once, and I want to be in the Hall of Fame.”

The LPGA Hall of Fame is the hardest golf hall of fame to get into. At that time, you had to win thirty LPGA tournaments to qualify. I looked at her and started grinning and rubbing my hands together.

She said, “Why are you doing that? You think I can do it?”

“Pat, I have no
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