



Shoulder Width and The Golf Swing
There have been great golfers who have hit the ball prodigious distances like Jack Nicklaus, Fred Couples, Sam Snead, JB Holmes, Dan Pohl, Davis Love III – the list goes on.  There have been great golfers who hit the ball just outside of their shadow at noon like Loren Roberts, Mike Reid, Calvin Peete, Fred Funk – and that list goes on.  What you’ll notice is that there are wide-shouldered players hitting it long and short as well as more narrow-shouldered men.  

Why?  Why are the short hitters short, and why are the long hitters long?  Why did players like Greg Norman go from one of the longest and straightest drivers on tour in the eighties to a just better-than-average-distance driver of the golf ball in the nineties.  The answer may surprise you.  Choice, yes, is the answer.  But his need was the seed.  The need to hit the ball far produces the movement necessary to do it.  The need to hit the ball straight is no different.
The idea of strength, flexibility, and timing have been the intangibles used to explain distance off the tee for decades.  But look at Fred Couples and Bubba Watson.  They are thin-limbed individuals separated by 20 years and five inches of height who crank it 300 yards plus.  Strength is ruled out.  Look at J.B. Holmes and Jack Nicklaus and their short, powerful swings that launched and launches the ball into space.  What flexibility?  Flexibility is ruled out.  That leaves timing.  Timing, in this case, describes the importance, literally and existentially, of the tumblers of golfing fate working historically in a golfer’s career and momentarily in a golfer’s swing.
Speed is necessary at impact.  How can people of different sizes and shapes move a golf ball with similar speed?  How may one account for anatomical similarities that produce contrasting results?  Need.  I’ll use the most unique example of how need manifests results.  We have seen thousands of swings – hitting the golf ball thousands of distances and directions.  And we’ve become pretty familiar with the traditional methods of moving the ball around the golf course…. until Bubba Watson came along.  
News media and the golf course hubbubba address the topic of his swing with a groan or a giggle, or shake their collective heads at how he goes about hitting a golf ball the way he does.  Bubba swings that way out of necessity.  It is nature’s genius.

He had a need to hit the ball far, solid, and repeatedly.   Any practiced and dedicated golfer can hit the ball solid and repeatedly, but not all can hit it as far as their strength, flexibility, and timing will allow.  The following examples will serve as a contrast to Bubba’s particular genius.
Notice how Greg Norman’s distance backed up when he started using a graphite-shafted driver?  How is this possible, you ask?  Graphite was supposed to allow us to hit it farther.  And Greg was physically superior to most of his contemporaries.  Now the opposite example….

Notice Fred Funk.  Fred was one of the strongest golfers on tour for years, but he couldn’t rip it out of “his shadow”.  He did, however, hit it straighter than anyone.   He has ultra-wide shoulders.  What was his need?  Obviously, it was to hit the ball straight, not long.   And yet a third example bringing technological changes into view….
Fred Couples switched from a closed stance with Steel and Persimmon to open stance with Graphite and Titanium.  Did anybody notice.  You will.  Let me connect the dots.
Necessity is the mother of invention, as we know.  Professional athletes invent the best way to get what they want out of their bodies to achieve the best results.  Bubba is no different.  The Freds are no different.   Greg Norman – no different.
If the golfer wants distance, their shoulders have to move in a specific way.  Lets say we are looking at Bubba Watson from above.  His shoulders move so their outline in space looks like a big football and not a basketball hoop.  Fred Funk’s shoulder rotational area would look more like the basketball hoop and not the football. 
Bubba’s height plays no small role in his length off the tee.  It is not because he is stronger than other golfers.  His height allows him to bend at the waist – putting his shoulders in position to swing more vertically through impact.  This part of his address position allows his left elbow to remain in position – on his belt – deeper into the downswing, as his right shoulder moves up the plane before impact.  It also creates a structure that is both powerful and repeatable.  My explanation of Bubba’s swing progression from Day 1 to now will be in next month’s issue.
Wide shoulders don’t rotate horizontally as fast as narrow shoulders.  Witness ice-skaters… when they want to spin really fast, they draw their arms into their torso and their shoulders come closer together.  They become the Y-Axis – the vertical dimension, and they spin horizontally - faster.
Because Bubba’s shoulders are so wide, he can and must maintain this trailing-elbow structure longer into the downswing than the normal tour professional, to meet his needs.  His hands cannot get closer to or further away from his body when this swing structure is in place.  As a result, Bubba can employ as much energy to the hitting of his golf ball as he wants.  Now, lets move to his solid impact.
The goal of solid impact is to deliver the club-face to the golf ball so that impact is centered on that club-face.  The universal structure of the trailing elbow on the belt just before impact keeps the leading arm straight, which eliminates the variable of distance between the lead shoulder and the ball.  Elimination of the swing’s variables is the difference between the tour professional and the amateur.  
Bubba’s structure is repeatable, as we have discussed.  How does Bubba create power with precision?  He, like all golfers, needs the bottom of his swing to be forward of his golf ball.  How does he insure that every time?  How does anybody insure that the bottom of their swing is forward of the golf ball?  We know the hands have to lead impact along the body’s alignment, but it is not necessary that the hands lead along the target line. 
Those golfers that tend to release the club earlier are shorter and/or wide-shouldered.  Physiologically and anatomically, the more horizontally the shoulders rotate, the sooner the club’s momentum launches the club head past the hands – just so the club head swings away from the body, down the flattened plane, reaching the ball.   An open stance allows the hands to lead, so that the bottom of the golfer’s natural swing plane will be ahead of the ball, like Bubba Watson’s.  The open stance meanwhile allows for the tendency in some golfers to release the club early.

Let’s assume, for the sake of argument, Bubba’s shoulders rotate at the same speed as any other narrower-shouldered tour professional.  Physics and Geometry tell us that when two objects in orbit at different distances from an axis are moving at the same speed, the object further from the axis takes longer to make a lap.  We are talking about two different-sized Basketball Hoops.  That’s fine with the lead shoulder, but the rear shoulder slows things down when the trailing arm extends.
Now tilt the torso to about 45 degrees.  We suddenly have two football-shaped orbits in relation to the Y-Axis.  The width of the shoulder rotation (Along the Z-Axis) is directly proportional to the power potential in a golf swing. Because golfers with wide shoulders naturally, traditionally, release the leading hinge and, therefore, their swing energy earlier (a la Fred Funk).   
How does a golfer who MUST reform the “V” earlier due to this anatomical structure ensure their impact is solid, powerful, and repeatable?  They have to turn the trailing shoulder downward - under the chin - before impact.  This delays the reforming of the “V” until just after impact.  The ball position, therefore, has to move back in the stance slightly for solid impact.  Now how do you hit a ball straight and far that has been moved back in the stance?  You shallow impact with vertical rotation.
Now to the Norman change.  Greg rotated his shoulders horizontally to square a Graphite-shafted driver.  Graphite shafts have more torque to unwind before impact than steel shafts.  And the same swing that produces a straight ball off a Steel-shafted driver will result in a dead push fade with Graphite.  Likewise, if you hit Graphite straight, go find a Steel-shafted driver and put the same swing on it.  You’ll hook the crap out of it.  Suffice it to say after all those years hitting Steel and Persimmon long and straight, Greg found his ball going right due to the performance characteristics of Graphite.  And instead of aiming his feet left, Greg rotated his shoulders horizontally to square his club.  He reconnected the “V” too early to hold lag and therefore leverage, and lost his speed at impact.  

Greg stood tall, flattened his swing, started blocking the ball, and lost his distance.  Fred Couples opened his stance, maintained his posture, and is hitting it as far as ever.  Greg Norman saw his distance dry up.  Fred can still be called “Boom-Boom” and is still referred to as one of the best ball strikers on any tour.   

Steel shafts and the “Reverse C” were replaced by Graphite and rotation.  Greg’s swing was very effective with steel – the shaft material he grew up playing.  Graphite created confusion for Greg’s swing.   Fred, in an effort to save his back, opened his stance to save rotational stress on his finish.  This fit very nicely with his Inside-out swing.  

Only one set-up allows both precision and power.  Read next month’s article for the answer.

A golfer who wants power cannot slow their swing so the clubface can catch up.  They have to do something else.  They have to open their stance like Bubba and Fred Couples and rotate vertically through impact.  A golfer who wants precision must flatten their swing with a square or closed stance like Mr. Funk and Mr. Norman.   They can stand taller at impact and reform the “V” earlier, while sacrificing distance.  The golfer who wants both will copy Sergio Garcia, who has an open stance and a flatter, lag-filled delivery of the club head to the ball maximizing both precision and power.  An open stance necessitates vertical rotation to keep the club from closing to the target line.

The power in Vertical Rotation is one reason we see shorter golfers going to shorter drivers.  Instinctively, the Sergio Garcia’s and Luke Donald’s on tour see distances increase with vertical shoulder rotation through impact.  VR allows the center of the torso (The Axis) to pass the ball without slowing down, which allows the arms (Lever) and hands (Hinge) to do the same, which allows the club head to do the same.  Solid impact does not need the “V” to be re-established at impact.  Solid impact requires the elimination of variables. 
Alignment then becomes the issue when the swing is “On plane”.  And it is precisely alignment that allows Bubba to achieve both power and distance.  The open stance answered all of his needs for proficiency.  If Bubba were forced – God Forbid – to set up square to his target line on each swing, we would witness his distance statistics back off substantially.
Dissipating energy means the hands are overtaken by the club-head’s momentum before impact and are carried away from the body on the finish, which precludes the possibility of rotation to square the club face, and results in a push or block. 
Any golf swing that dissipates energy before impact and hits the ball first means the golfer has adopted a ball position ahead of the nadir of the swing – where the “V” reconnects and the club naturally bottoms out.  This movement, though inefficient, is athletic motion.  The golfer always reacts to what he or she sees, feels, and remembers.  Dissipating energy through impact necessitates a more horizontal rotation of the shoulders to square the club face and other compensatory fixes. 
Impact is necessarily shallow, unless there is a weight transfer sufficient to cause a rotation that squares the clubface to the path while optimizing the angle of attack.  The ball off this clubface is going away from the body alignment.  Such rotation means less speed along the target line, and therefore less power than the effective releasing of a hinge after impact.  This is because the rotation must be horizontally oriented to square a clubface.   But if you block the ball, there isn’t a release of a hinge, so the necessity of rotation is mitigated.
Blockers

Blockers who have played professionally are not generally long-hitters because they cannot release the golf club, thereby eliminating the use of a hinge for added power.   They cannot release the club for two reasons, 1) a stronger grip causes hooks, and 2) shoulder rotation that is more horizontal (Wider) than vertical (Narrower).   Almost invariably, blockers are low-ball hitters, which saps carry on shots, but allows a player to “Trap” their shots nicely for precise ball-striking.
Paul Azinger was a blocker who had a very strong grip.  He was able to hit the ball with some distance because he is tall and bent over the golf ball allowing him to rotate more vertically through impact.  Zinger, however, was dogmeat in wet conditions because he hit it LOW.  Lee Trevino, the best ball-striker of all time, had a very strong grip – like Zinger and Bubba - and was wider with his shoulder rotation because of his ball position, and a shorter-hitter because he hit it LOW.  But he hit it straight, straight, straight.  With a blocking motion that restricts a power source prior to impact that is common to all three, what differentiates the power applied to the golf ball with Bubba?  How can he release the club with a very strong grip and not hook, not approach the ball shallowly at impact?
First, the nadir of his golf swing must be ahead of the golf ball.  How do we make it so?  We set up so the middle of our bodyline from side to side has its perpendicular line ahead of the golf ball.  How?  The open stance is the answer.  To hit the golf ball solidly and with power, the bottom of the swing must be ahead of the ball at impact.  The stronger the grip with a need to release the club, 1) the more open the stance must be, 2) the further back the ball placement must be, 3) the more upright the swing must be, 4) the shallower impact must be  - along the target line.
Bubba’s swing plane is very upright, as we know.  In combination with an open stance and his ball position, his need to release the club by employing the powerful hinge in his right wrist is met with his answer of a very upright swing plane and shallow angle of attack.  Bubba is able to effectively use the length of his arms and the structure formed in his downswing for maximum proficiency in both the power category and ball-striking category.  He is able to release the club without sacrificing power sources or repeatability of swing structures.  Genius.
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