CHAPTER 1

Chapter 1: The Ball Doesn't Lie — What
Your Miss Is Actually Telling You

Y ou just striped a seven-iron pure. The ball climbed on a tight, penetrating line and
landed exactly where you were looking. You thought: I've got it.

Two shots later, you skull a fairway wood thirty yards along the ground. Then a pull-hook into
the trees. Then a fat wedge that moves the turf more than the ball. And the seven-iron? You

cannot replicate it, because you don't actually know what you did.

This is the central frustration of amateur golf, and it is not about talent. It is about the absence
of a diagnostic system. Good players don't hit better shots by accident — they understand
what their bad shots are telling them, and they act on that information. This chapter is where

that understanding begins.

The Diagnostic Power of a Bad Shot: Reading Ball Flight Before Fixing
Anything

Most golfers respond to a bad shot the same way: they look up, shake their head, and try
something different on the next one. The ball lands. They have already forgotten where it

started, which way it curved, and how far off line it finished.
That information is gone. And it was the only accurate data they had.

Ball flight is the most honest feedback mechanism in golf. The club travels roughly 100 miles
per hour through a contact zone measured in fractions of an inch, and it takes less than half a
second from takeaway to impact. You cannot see what happens in that window. But the ball

can show you, if you know how to read it.

Before you change anything, learn to observe three things about every shot you hit:



1. Starting direction — where does the ball launch, relative to your target line?
2. Curve shape — does it draw, fade, slice, hook, or fly straight?

3. Trajectory — does it climb, stay flat, balloon, or never get up at all?

These three variables contain a complete mechanical diagnosis. Starting direction tells you
primarily about the clubface angle at impact, which modern launch monitor data confirms
controls approximately 75% of where the ball initially heads'. Curve shape tells you about the
relationship between the face angle and the swing path. Trajectory tells you about the angle

of attack, the point of contact on the face, and your body's position at the moment of impact.

You do not need a launch monitor to read this. You need attention.

Every bad shot is a field report from impact. The job of a self-coached golfer is not to

hit the next shot faster — it is to read the last one carefully.

The Five Most Common Amateur Miss Patterns and What Each One Means

Mechanically

Decades of instruction, and now reams of launch monitor data, confirm that amateur golfers
consistently produce the same small set of miss patterns. Understanding which one belongs to

you is the first act of self-coaching.

The slice is the most prevalent miss in recreational golf. The ball starts left of target (for a
right-handed player), then curves sharply to the right. This indicates an open clubface relative
to the swing path at impact — almost always combined with an outside-to-in swing path that

cuts across the ball. The slice is primarily a path problem with a face problem accelerating it.

The pull starts left and stays left, without a significant curve. This typically means the swing
path is moving across the ball from outside to inside, but the face is roughly square to that
path. The target alignment is wrong; the face and path are too well matched — matched to the

wrong direction.



The push starts right and stays right. This usually means the swing path is moving too far from
inside to outside, with the face open to the target but square (or closed) relative to that path.

Weight hanging on the trail side through impact is a common contributor.

The fat shot strikes the ground before the ball. The club's lowest point in its arc occurs behind
the ball rather than at it or just ahead of it. This is a low-point control problem, almost always

rooted in weight transfer failure or early spine angle loss.

The topped shot — specifically with a fairway wood — is where we will spend considerable
time in this book, because it confuses golfers more than any other miss. But here is the key
observation, which we will unpack fully in Chapter 7: a topped fairway wood is the same
fundamental problem as a fat shot, just expressed in the opposite direction. Both are low-

point errors. The club either bottoms out too early (fat) or has already passed its lowest point

by the time it reaches the ball (topped).




Why Topping the Fairway Wood Is a Movement Problem, Not a Height
Problem

Ask ten amateur golfers why they top their three-wood and nine of them will say some version
of "I look up too early" or "I'm trying to lift the ball"

Both answers are symptoms, not causes.

The topped fairway wood is a geometry problem created by a movement problem. The
clubhead travels in an arc. That arc has a lowest point. If your body is in the wrong position
when the club reaches the ball, the lowest point has already passed — and the clubhead is
moving upward when it meets the golf ball. The result is a thin or topped strike, regardless of

where your eyes are looking.

Research into the mechanics of topped fairway woods consistently identifies two primary root
causes” *: the weight remaining on the trail foot through impact, and the golfer "standing up"
out of posture in the downswing. A third major contributor is ball position — specifically,
setting the ball too far forward in the stance, as if it were a driver, which means the club has

already passed its lowest point before it reaches the ball".

None of these are height problems. They are movement and position problems. The instinct to
look up early is usually a consequence of poor mechanics, not a cause. A golfer whose weight is
stuck on the back foot and whose spine is straightening through impact will often feel like they
looked up — because their whole upper body moved upward. But the head was the last thing

to move, not the first.

This distinction matters enormously for self-coaching. If you diagnose the wrong cause, you
practice the wrong fix. We will return to this in detail in Chapter 7, where the full mechanical
sequence of a topped fairway wood — and a structured correction protocol — is laid out

precisely.

The Amateur Golfer Profile in 2025: What the Data Actually Says



Before you can coach yourself, it helps to know where you actually stand in the landscape of

recreational golf.

48.1 million Americans participated in golf in 2025 — an all-time high — combining on-
course play with technology-enabled ranges and simulators, up roughly 50% over the

past decade’.

Of the 3.68 million golfers who actively maintain a Handicap Index, the average male golfer
carries a 14.0 and the average female golfer carries a 28.8°. Only 2% of male golfers play to
scratch or better®. If you are reading this and shooting in the mid-eighties to mid-nineties,

you are not a struggling outlier. You are the majority.

But there is an important nuance: MyGolfSpy readers have pointed out, in response to these
averages, that the 14.0 figure almost certainly overstates the skill level of recreational golfers
because most casual players never establish an official handicap (MyGolfSpy reader
comments). The real average recreational score is likely in the low-to-mid nineties. The golfer

who shoots 94 on a Saturday is not behind the curve. They are the curve.

What does this mean for your practice? It means that the swing problems addressed in this
book are not edge cases — they are the cases. The slice, the fat shot, the topped fairway wood,
the loss of posture through impact: these are not beginner mistakes that experienced players
have solved. The data shows they persist across the entire handicap range, right up to the 14-

handicap average.

The gap between a scratch golfer and a 25-handicapper off the tee is just 57 yards of average
driving distance’. That is meaningful, but it is not the primary separator. The data across
nearly 3,800 rounds shows that distance alone does not determine handicap level — other
areas of the scoring game limit higher-handicap players far more’. The problem is contact
quality, decision-making under pressure, and inconsistent ball control. All of which begin with

the swing fundamentals this book addresses.

How to Use This Book as a Self-Coaching System



"The biggest swing change win in my experience is to act
towards your inspirations. The biggest loss is when you find
the right tip for the wrong swing." — FMM Swing Academy,
Forgotten Master Moves

This book is built around a feedback loop, and every chapter is a station in that loop. The
sequence is: observe your miss, identify the root cause, isolate the relevant fundamental,

apply the drill, return to the ball, observe again.

That loop only works if you resist the amateur's natural temptation: skipping straight to the fix
without completing the diagnosis. Every chapter in this book connects a specific mechanical
problem to a specific cause to a specific correction. But those chapters only help you if you
know which one applies to you — which is why the diagnostic skill you are developing right

now, in this first chapter, is the one that makes every subsequent chapter usable.

The fundamentals this book is built around are not independent tips. They form a connected
system. The grip affects the clubface. The clubface angle connects to swing path. Swing path
connects to the right elbow position on the downswing. The elbow position connects to hip
sequencing. Hip sequencing connects to weight transfer. Weight transfer controls low-point.

Low-point determines contact.

You will learn each element in its own chapter, but you will also learn how they interact. By the
time you reach Chapter 13, you will not just be following instructions — you will be coaching

yourself.

A Five-Minute Pre-Session Diagnostic Routine

Before you hit a single ball at the range, spend five minutes observing rather than correcting.

Here is the protocol:



v Hit five balls with your most comfortable club — do not try anything special, just
swing normally. Note starting direction, curve, and trajectory for each one.

v Identify your dominant miss — is it right-to-right (slice), left-and-straight (pull),
high-and-thin, or low-and-fat? One miss will appear more than the others.

v Check your finish position — can you hold your finish with weight fully on your
lead foot, belt buckle facing the target, trail foot rolled onto the toe? If you cannot,

something went wrong before impact.

v/ Note the divot location relative to the ball — a divot behind the ball's original

position signals a low-point problem. A thin or absent divot signals early extension

or weight hanging back.
v/ Write one sentence in a practice journal: "Today my dominant miss is __ _ and my
finish position suggests ___." One sentence. Nothing more yet.

This routine creates the data you need before you start working. It takes less than five minutes
and it prevents the most expensive mistake in amateur practice: hitting hundreds of balls

without knowing what you are trying to change.



KEY TAKEAWAYS

» Ball flight is diagnostic data. Starting direction reflects clubface angle; curve reflects
the face-to-path relationship; trajectory reflects angle of attack and body position at
impact.

» The five common miss patterns — slice, pull, push, fat, and topped — each have
specific mechanical causes. Matching your miss to its cause is the first step of self-

coaching.

» Topping the fairway wood is a low-point problem, caused by weight staying back and

spine angle loss through impact — not by looking up.

» The average golfer is better than they think and more consistent in their misses
than they realize. With a 14.0 average Handicap Index for male players and the majority
of recreational golfers in the low-to-mid nineties, the fixes in this book address the

actual, documented problems of the actual, documented golf population®.

» The pre-session diagnostic routine — five balls, observe, check finish, note dominant

miss — creates the feedback loop that makes every subsequent drill more effective.

But knowing what your miss pattern is, and understanding what causes it at the moment of

impact, only solves half the problem. The other half is deeper and more unsettling: why do you

keep producing that same miss, session after session, even after you have been told exactly

what is wrong? The answer has less to do with technique than with the way the human brain

learns — and fails to learn — physical skills. That is where we go next.



