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Chapter 1: The Diagnosis — What Your
Misses Are Actually Telling You

ou have played this game for fifteen years. You know the etiquette, you know the

courses, you know which par three plays two clubs longer into the wind. And yet

your handicap sits where it always has — somewhere between 16 and 22 — stubborn as

a pot bunker, indifferent to every lesson you have ever taken and every tip you have

ever tried. That is not bad luck. That is a pattern. And patterns have causes.

The purpose of this chapter is to help you find yours.

Why Your Bad Shots Are Not Random: The Pattern Hiding in Your Scorecard

Most recreational golfers experience their bad shots as isolated events. The fat iron on

the seventh. The snap hook on the fourteenth. The topped three-wood that dribbled

into the burn. Each one filed away as a momentary lapse, a wobble of concentration, a

gust of wind at the wrong moment.

But here is what twenty years of watching club golfers has taught me: bad shots are not

random. They cluster. They repeat. And they repeat because the mechanical fault that

produced them is still present in your swing, waiting for the conditions — a tight lie, a

long carry, a nervous first tee — to expose it again.



The scorecard you carry every week is, if you know how to read it, a diagnostic

document. The holes where you made double bogey are not random either. Pull out

three scorecards from your last month. Circle every hole where you dropped two shots

or more. Now write down what shot started the disaster. I will wager that across all

three rounds, you are looking at the same two or three types of miss. The same shot,

the same hole-type, the same conditions. That is not coincidence. That is your primary

fault announcing itself.

Your worst holes are not accidents. They are your swing's recurring fault made

visible by pressure, difficulty, or a demanding lie. The scorecard is a medical

chart, not a report card.

The Three Universal Amateur Shot-Killers: Fat, Slice, Topped Fairway Wood

In three decades of working with recreational golfers, I have found that almost every

handicap between 12 and 28 is built around one or more of three fundamental shot

problems. They are not the only bad shots in golf. But they are the ones that cost the

most strokes, and they are the ones this book is designed to fix.

The fat shot is where the club strikes the ground before the ball. It produces a short,

heavy contact that loses both distance and direction. On firm links turf, it is

catastrophic. The ball barely moves.

The slice is the left-to-right curve (for right-handed golfers) that starts left of target and

bends away from it. It costs distance, it finds rough and out-of-bounds, and it creates

the instinct to aim further left, which only makes the problem worse.

The topped fairway wood is the shot that barely gets airborne, trickling along the

ground when you most need length. It is usually the shot that turns a par five into a six

or a seven.



What makes these three shot-killers particularly damaging is that they share common

mechanical roots. Fix one properly, and you often diminish the other two. The chapters

that follow address each in detail. But before any of that is useful, you need to know

which one is your primary fault.

How to Read a Divot, a Ball Flight, and a Foot Impression Like a Mechanic

Reads an Engine

A good mechanic does not guess. He reads the evidence the engine leaves behind. You

can do the same with your golf swing, using three sources of information that are

available to you on every range session and every round you play.

The divot tells you about path and low point. A divot that points well left of target (for a

right-hander) indicates an out-to-in swing path — the engine behind the slice. A divot

that starts behind the ball rather than at or after it tells you your low point is too far

back: the definition of a fat shot. A very shallow or absent divot on an iron shot from

grass suggests you are sweeping when you should be striking.

Ball flight tells you about face angle and path relationship. A shot that starts left and

curves right has an open face relative to a leftward path — this is the classic slice. A shot

that starts right and continues right means your face is pointing right at impact, often

with an in-to-out path. A shot that simply dives into the ground twenty yards ahead

means the leading edge of the club has caught the ball at or above its equator — the

topped shot.

Foot impressions are underused diagnostics. After a swing, glance at where your

weight is. If you finish with weight still on your back foot, you have almost certainly hit

behind the ball. If your front heel is in the air at impact (you can sometimes feel this),

your lower body is not clearing through the shot. Neither of these is a style choice. Both

are mechanical problems with mechanical solutions.



UK Golf Participation Today: Who Is Actually Playing and What the Handicap

Data Reveals

Before you can honestly assess where you sit, it helps to know who else is standing in

the same field.



Golf in Britain is currently experiencing a remarkable surge. Rounds played in Great

Britain hit an all-time high in 2025, up 14% on 2024 and the highest since comparable

records began in 20051. England Golf figures released in early 2026 show that 11.83

million scores were submitted through the World Handicap System during 2025, a 16%

increase on the previous year2. More than 12.6 million adults in England played golf in

the last twelve months3.

What the handicap data reveals is equally instructive. The average Handicap Index for

England golfers stands at 19.37, with men averaging 18.604. Only 17.7% of England

golfers hold a handicap of 10 or below5. The vast majority of people playing golf in this

country are mid-to-high handicappers, and Shot Scope data from 74 million tracked

shots in 2025 shows the average amateur score was 86.4, with more than a quarter of

golfers never breaking 90 across the full year6.

You are not the exception. You are the rule. And the rule is not broken. It simply has not

been given the right information.

The Honest Benchmark: What a 16-Handicapper's Swing Really Looks Like

Here is an uncomfortable truth I share with every golfer I work with: the image you

carry in your head of your own swing and what your swing actually does are almost

always different things.

A 16-handicapper typically believes his swing is fairly solid but occasionally breaks

down under pressure. The reality, in most cases, is a swing that has several permanent

mechanical inefficiencies that he has learned to partially compensate for on good days.

On bad days, the compensations fail and the primary fault appears in full.



The average male amateur swings a driver at approximately 90 to 95 mph7. That is not

the problem. Swing speed is not what separates the 16-handicapper from the 8. Strike

quality is. Ball flight data consistently shows that a slower, centred strike outperforms a

fast, off-centre one. The 16-handicapper is not losing strokes to lack of effort. He is

losing them to the same two or three mechanical patterns, repeating silently through

every round.

The Shot Scope analysis of 74 million shots found something worth sitting with: the

real difference between low and high handicappers is not birdies. It is big mistakes.

Avoiding doubles and keeping bad holes under control has a far larger impact on score

than any amount of birdie chasing6. In plain English: fixing your worst shots matters

more than perfecting your best ones.

Your Self-Assessment Worksheet: Six Questions That Locate Your Primary

Fault

Before you hit a single ball at the range, answer these six questions honestly. Write your

answers down.



If your answers point toward striking the ground early and weight on the back foot,

Chapter 3 is your starting point. If they point toward the ball curving right and an open

setup, Chapter 4 is yours. If the fairway wood is the specific terror, Chapter 5 addresses

it directly. Most golfers will find elements of all three. Begin with the fault that costs

you the most strokes per round.

Question 1: When you miss an iron shot, does the club more often hit the

ground before the ball, or does the ball fly low and right? (This separates the

fat-shot pattern from the slice pattern.)

✓

Question 2: When you play a fairway wood from the deck, what happens

most often — the ball barely gets airborne, or it curves away to the right?

(This separates the topped wood from the slice with long clubs.)

✓

Question 3: After a bad shot, where is your weight? Look at your back foot. Is

it flat on the ground, taking your full weight? (This is the signature of

hanging back — the root cause of fat shots.)

✓

Question 4: Where do you aim when you set up? Pick a specific target and

then look at your feet and shoulders. Are they parallel to your target line, or

are they pointing left? (Aiming left is the setup error that creates the out-to-in

path responsible for the slice.)

✓

Question 5: On the range, when you hit a poor shot, do you immediately try

another ball with the same grip and setup, or do you adjust something? (This

question is about awareness. Golfers who never adjust are repeating faults.)

✓

Question 6: How long has your primary bad shot been present in your game?

Months, years, or more than a decade? (Duration matters because it tells you

how deeply the fault is grooved and how patient your fix must be.)

✓



Why Experience Without Awareness Produces the Same Mistake for Twenty

Years

I played alongside a member at my local club for several years who had an

unmistakable early release — he cast the club from the top of his backswing on every

shot, losing all his lag before impact. I watched him do it on his very first swing of a

round and his very last. Fifteen years of rounds, and the pattern never changed. He was

not lazy or uninterested. He practised regularly. But he practised without awareness of

what he was actually doing.

This is the central problem for the experienced recreational golfer. Experience

accumulates. Awareness does not follow automatically.

A GolfWRX forum member described exactly this trap after finally solving his fat-shot

problem: he had been pre-setting weight forward at address for only one range session

before the ball-first contact arrived. Years of fat strikes had a simple mechanical

solution that nobody had shown him. The fix felt counterintuitive, he wrote, but it was

immediate. The fault had not been a mystery. It had been invisible.

"Your trail arm is the governor of width. It is the dictator of
width in the swing, and if it is allowed to bend prematurely,
you are going to have a very narrow golf swing." — Chuck

Quinton, Golf Biomechanics Researcher,
RotarySwing.com

“



The reason experience without awareness produces the same mistake for twenty years

is straightforward: your nervous system is designed to repeat what it has already

learned. Every swing you take, good or bad, reinforces the neural pattern behind it.

Without an accurate picture of what you are actually doing (not what you think you are

doing), practice is not practice. It is repetition of error.

The self-assessment worksheet above is not a formality. It is the first moment of

genuine awareness this book asks of you. The chapters that follow can only work if you

know which chapter you actually need.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

▸  Your bad shots cluster around one or two primary faults. Find them on your

scorecard before you touch a club.

▸  The three universal shot-killers in amateur golf — fat, slice, topped fairway wood

— share mechanical roots. Fixing one often helps the others.

▸  Divots, ball flight, and weight distribution after the shot are free, always-

available diagnostic tools. Use them.

▸  The average England male golfer carries an 18.60 Handicap Index. If you are

frustrated at 16 to 22, you are in the majority, not the exception.

▸  Experience without accurate self-awareness produces identical errors for

decades. Awareness, not effort, is what breaks the cycle.



The fault is now located. But knowing what goes wrong is only half the equation. The

deeper question — one that most instruction books quietly sidestep — is why that fault

persists even when you know it exists. The answer lies in the physics of what actually

happens in the six inches before the clubface reaches the ball. And once you

understand that, nothing about your swing will look the same again.


