CHAPTER 1

Chapter 1: The Scorecard Doesn't Lie —
Diagnhosing Where Your Shots Really Go

ou already know your problem. Or at least you think you do.

It is the driver. The one that leaks right on every second tee, the one that costs you a stroke
before the round has even started. You have been working on it for two seasons. You have changed
your grip, adjusted your stance, widened your takeaway. On the range, it looks almost respectable.
On the first tee, surrounded by three people from your regular group, it goes exactly where it

always goes.

So you carry the belief forward: fix the driver, fix the score. Every golfer in the 90s and low 100s

carries some version of this belief. Almost none of them are right.

Why Most Golfers Misdiagnhose Their Own Game

Here is the problem with self-diagnosis in golf: the shots that hurt your feelings are not the same

shots that hurt your score.

The drive that sails into the trees at the third hole feels catastrophic. You replay it on the drive
home. It dominates your post-round analysis. Meanwhile, the four times you left a wedge short of
the green from 85 yards, or the two putts from 30 feet that never threatened the hole, barely

register as memories. They were just golf. They were background noise.

This selective memory is not a character flaw. It is how the human brain processes emotion and
risk. High-visibility failures — the one that everyone saw — imprint deeply. Low-drama failures
compound invisibly. The result is that most recreational golfers build their entire improvement

strategy around the wrong problems.



On a forum thread where golfers shared their breakthroughs, one player described his epiphany
almost accidentally. He wrote: "I shot 90 when I hit 16 greens in regulation one round. Drove great,
approached well, wedges fine, putted like crap — 3 putted the whole way." Sixteen greens in
regulation and still shot 90. His ball-striking was nearly professional-grade for an amateur. His

putting erased every inch of it. He had spent years worrying about the wrong department.

This is not an unusual case. It is the case.

The average amateur score tracked by Shot Scope in 2025 was 86.4, with more than a

quarter of golfers failing to break 90 even once and fewer than a third ever breaking 80.'

Introduction to Strokes Gained: The Honest Mirror Every Amateur Needs

Strokes Gained is a statistical framework developed by Mark Broadie at Columbia Business School
and formally adopted by the PGA Tour. The concept is straightforward: instead of counting how
many putts you took, or how many fairways you hit, it measures whether each shot was better or

worse than the average performance from that same position.

In plain terms, Strokes Gained tells you where you are actually losing shots relative to a benchmark

golfer at your level, not where you feel like you are losing them.

You do not need a subscription service or a launch monitor to use the basic principle. What you
need is honesty and a notebook. If you hit your second shot from 150 yards and ended up 40 feet
from the pin, that is useful data. If you then three-putted from 40 feet, that is two separate failures
in two separate systems, not one bad hole. Strokes Gained forces you to disaggregate. It breaks the

round into component parts and measures each one independently.

For our purposes in this book, you do not need the full statistical machinery. You need the
underlying habit of mind: stop judging shots by how they felt and start measuring them by where
they ended up relative to where they should have ended up.

The gap between how a shot felt and what it actually cost you is where amateur

improvement goes to die. Strokes Gained closes that gap.



The Four Zones Where Recreational Golfers Leak the Most Shots

Before you assume this section is going to validate your suspicion about the driver, let me be direct

with you.

The four zones where recreational golfers in the 90s and low 100s lose the most shots are, in rough
order of impact: wedge play inside 100 yards, putting from beyond 20 feet, iron contact from 100 to
175 yards, and the short game around the green. The tee box is not on that list. It is not that the tee

shot does not matter. It is that the damage happens downstream.

Shot Scope's 2025 annual report, analyzing data from across their user base, found that 40% of
golfers miss shots from 100 yards short of the green, confirming that wedge distance under-
estimation is the dominant short-game error’. Read that again: 40% of amateur golfers are failing
from a distance where Tour professionals are targeting specific sections of the flag. This is not a
swing problem. This is a fundamental problem. And there is a crucial difference between those

two things, which we will come to shortly.

On the greens, the numbers are equally unsparing. PGA Tour professionals average around 29
putts per round. Most amateur golfers take between 32 and 40°. That gap of 3 to 11 putts per round
is a direct scoring difference that has almost nothing to do with technique on the tee. A 15-
handicap player three-putts approximately once every nine holes. A scratch golfer does it once
every 36°. The difference between those two players, over a round of golf, is at minimum four

strokes before either of them has touched a driver.



Dave Pelz, named one of Golf Digest's 25 most influential instructors of the 20th century, put the

structural reality plainly:

"More than 60% of golf shots are part of the short game — those
made from within around 100 yards of the hole."

If 60% of your shots come from within 100 yards and you are losing a disproportionate share of
them, then your improvement program should reflect that proportion. Most amateur

improvement programs do not.



A Simple Self-Assessment: Tracking Your Last Three Rounds Without Lying
to Yourself

Here is your first practical exercise. You can do it right now if you have your scorecards, or after

your next three rounds if you do not.

For each round, record the following for every hole, honestly:

7/ Where did your approach shot finish? (Inside 10 feet / 10-20 feet / 20-40 feet / Outside
40 feet / Missed the green)

v/ How many putts? (1/2 /3 or more)
7/ Did you get up and down when you missed the green? (Yes / No)

7/ What was your wedge outcome from inside 100 yards? (On the green / Short of green /

Long of green / Other miss)

7/ Did the drive cost you a stroke? (In play / Required a penalty stroke or unplayable)

After three rounds, add the columns. Do not interpret yet. Just add them.

What you will likely find is that your drives cost you a penalty stroke fewer times per round than
you assume, that your putts from outside 20 feet almost never finish close enough to set up a single
putt, and that your wedges from inside 100 yards consistently finish farther from the hole than
they should. These findings are not unique to you. They describe the average recreational golfer

with statistical precision.

I went through this exercise after a particularly frustrating season where I was convinced my ball-
striking had broken down. Three rounds of honest tracking revealed something uncomfortable:
my iron contact was actually more consistent than the year before. What had changed was that I
had started leaving my lag putts five to eight feet short routinely, almost certainly from tension in

my stroke. The problem I was solving was not the problem I had.

The scorecard does not lie. We lie to the scorecard. The data is there; we simply refuse to read it

without a filter.



The Difference Between Swing Problems and Fundamental Problems

This distinction will determine whether this book helps you or merely adds to the pile of

instruction you have already accumulated.

A swing problem is a fault in the sequence, timing, or path of your motion during the swing itself.
A casting motion in the downswing is a swing problem. An over-the-top path is a swing problem.

These are real, and they have real consequences, but they are typically symptoms.

A fundamental problem is a flaw in the conditions you create before the swing begins: grip, setup,
alignment, ball position, and the basic understanding of what the club needs to do at impact.

Fundamentals are the scaffolding. The swing is what happens on top of that scaffolding.

Here is the critical truth: most swing problems in recreational golfers are caused by fundamental
problems. A weak grip — where the hands are rotated too far toward the target — makes it
structurally difficult to square the clubface at impact, causing early face opening in the takeaway
and loss of wrist control at the top’. The result looks like a swing problem. The golfer goes looking
for a swing solution. The fundamental cause never gets addressed, and the swing solution creates a

compensation that generates three new symptoms.

This cycle is exactly what keeps recreational golfers stuck in the 90s for years.

Case: A forum contributor described watching a playing partner struggle with a severe
slice for years. The diagnosis was simple: the trail hand was severely weak at address. The
fix was immediate — rotating the trail hand over produced a different ball flight on the very
next swing. No swing change. One grip adjustment. The player was described as "giddy."

The slice had never been a swing problem. (AnandTech Forums, undated)

This book does not address your swing. This book addresses your fundamentals. The distinction is
not semantic. It means that almost everything covered in these chapters can be checked,
corrected, and trained before you take the club back. The swing either works or it does not, but the

foundation can always be audited.



Who This Book Is For, How It Is Structured, and What You Will Feel After
Finishing It

If you are shooting in the 90s or low 100s, playing once or twice a week, and have taken a lesson or

two without producing lasting change, this book was written for you with precision.

You are not a beginner. You understand the game. You have a feel for when something is wrong.
What you do not have yet is a systematic way to identify which wrong thing is producing which

wrong result. That is the gap this book closes.

The structure is deliberate. We begin with the grip, because it is the only part of the club you
actually touch, and because it is almost always compromised. We move through setup, alignment,
the trail arm, iron striking, wedge play, the driver, and putting, in that sequence. The sequence
matters. Each chapter builds on the one before it. Chapter 12 assembles everything into a six-week
protocol with week-by-week instructions, and Chapter 13 tells you honestly what to expect at six
months: not miracles, but measurable, real improvement with clear explanations for what changes

first, second, and third.

What you will not find in these pages is a tip. A tip is an isolated suggestion that works in the
context that produced it and collapses in every other context. You have already tried tips. This is a

system.

What you will feel after finishing this book is something more useful than confidence: you will feel
oriented. You will know where to look when something goes wrong. You will know whether the
problem is the grip, the setup, the alignment, or the impact condition, and you will have a specific
protocol for each. That orientation is the thing that distinguishes players who improve steadily

from players who improve accidentally.

The scorecard does not lie. By Chapter 13, you will have learned to read it.

But identifying where you lose shots is only half the diagnosis. The other half is understanding why
the mechanics break down in the first place, and why the same player who strikes the ball well on
the practice ground loses it entirely when there is a score to protect. That question lives in the

nervous system, not the swing, and it is the subject of the next chapter.



KEY TAKEAWAYS
The shots that frustrate you most are rarely the shots that cost you the most strokes. Trust
the data, not the emotion.

Strokes Gained thinking means measuring every shot by outcome, not by feel. Adopt this

habit before anything else.

The four highest-cost zones for recreational golfers are wedge play inside 100 yards, lag

putting, iron contact, and short game around the green — not the tee shot.

Track your next three rounds using the five-question self-assessment. Add the columns

before drawing any conclusions.

Fundamental problems (grip, setup, alignment) generate swing problems. Fix the

foundation, and many swing faults resolve without being directly addressed.




