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Rory on the Range,
Amateur on the Tee

A physician-neuroscientist explains the range-to-course gap—and how to
practice so your game shows up when it counts.
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Rory on the Range, Ordinary on the Tee

Every golfer knows the version of themselves that lives on the range. Balls start flying flush,
the swing feels repeatable, and confidence rises with every shot. Then comes the first tee,
where that same move can suddenly feel foreign.

That disconnect is one of golf’s most familiar frustrations. You practice well, walk to the tee
expecting progress, and watch your body deliver something that looks nothing like the swing
you had 10 minutes earlier.

Most players explain that gap by blaming mechanics or nerves. But a major part of what
changes has less to do with the motion itself than with the brain’s prediction system. Once you
understand the difference between how your brain envisions range conditions versus playing
conditions, practice starts to look very different.

Coaches hear this complaint every week. Players blame mechanics, tempo, or "not trusting it."
A major reason performance shifts is that the brain is solving a different problem on the
course than it does on the range. That idea is supported by research and evidence in motor
learning and neuroscience—and it offers golfers a practical way to train for performance that
actually transfers.

On the range, your brain is operating in a low-threat, high-predictability environment. You are hitting
from a flat lie to a broad target, with no scorecard, no penalty for a miss, and little consequence
attached to the next ball. The brain likes that kind of stability. Repetition feels productive because the
problem is familiar, but familiarity is not the same thing as transfer. To understand why range swings
often fail to show up on the first tee, it helps to look at how the brain reads context—most of it outside
conscious awareness

1. Predictive Coding Stays Stable

Your brain is always predicting the outcome of a movement before you make it. What feels like
conscious control is often the brain organizing movement behind the scenes. This process is called
predictive coding, and it is a core function of the neuromuscular motor system. On the range, that
prediction is easier because the environment is repetitive and controlled. The brain gets many similar
reps to refine its model with minimal emotional interference.

2. Low Autonomic Arousal

Your heart rate stays low. Breathing stays steady. The body is relaxed and unconcerned about
preparing for threats. This keeps the motor system quiet and efficient. You experience minimal
intrusive thoughts interfering with motor activation sequences.
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3. Minimal Attentional Switching

You're rarely deciding between targets, lies, wind, or club choices. Outcomes have no real impact on the
next shot or motor movement itself. This results in attention staying narrow and stable.

Bottom line: Your swing feels good on the range because the brain is solving a simple,
predictable problem.

On the course, the brain’s job changes. Now it must manage uncertainty, consequence, and
evaluation— three things that dramatically and unconsciously alter motor performance.

1. Threat Appraisal Kicks In

Research in sport and performance science suggests that when the brain detects potential failure,
embarrassment, or loss, threat appraisal increases. This is largely automatic. Heart rate climbs,
breathing changes, muscles tighten, and the conditions for fine motor control become less favorable.
Those responses may be useful for survival, but they are rarely helpful for a precise golf swing.

2. Prediction Error Increases

Every shot on the course is different—lie, wind, slope, target, pressure. The brain can no longer lean on
the stable prediction model it used on the range. As uncertainty rises, emotional and attentional
systems become more active, and movement tends to become less efficient. A simpler way to think
about it: it is much easier to write neatly at a desk than on a moving bus. The task has not changed; the
conditions around it have.

3. Attentional Switching Becomes Chaotic
As uncertainty rises, attention starts bouncing between competing demands:

e Mechanics

e Target selection

e Anticipated outcome

e Hazards and penalty areas
e Running score

e Playing partners

Golfers experience that as overthinking. As mental load rises, rhythm, timing, and coordination become
harder to preserve—and the swing that felt automatic on the range starts to look less stable.
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Bottom line: Your mechanics didn't fall apart — your prediction system did.

When prediction becomes uncertain, the brain shifts from fluid execution toward error avoidance.
Attention, timing, and coordination begin to organize around not missing rather than freely producing
the shot. The important point is that this shift is unconscious and automatic. If you want a swing that
travels from range to course, you must train the system that reacts to uncertainty—not just the
mechanics of the motion.

In error-avoidance mode, the following breakdowns occur:

e Tempo speeds up involuntarily
e Grip pressure increases beyond optimal range
e Kinematic sequencing becomes inconsistent

e Face control at impact becomes erratic

That does not mean the issue is “all mental,” and it does not always mean your mechanics are failing.
More often, it reflects a change in how the brain and body are organizing movement under pressure.
That is useful news for players, because it means the gap can be trained—not just endured.

Motor-learning research has long shown that skills built in a blocked, predictable environment do not
automatically transfer to variable, unpredictable ones. In golf terms, that means a range session can
produce a very real sense of progress without guaranteeing the same swing will appear on the course.

That is why so many golfers leave practice feeling sharp, then watch that version of their swing
disappear under real playing conditions. Blocked repetition can build comfort, but comfort alone is a
poor predictor of on-course performance. From a neuroscience and motor-learning perspective, a few
practical truths follow:

Many of these processes are unconscious.

We can observe ‘symptoms’.

We can take action to rebalance the system in real time.

We can ‘train’ our brains to have higher uncertainty tolerance.

BN

One more way to think about it: the brain begins to default to the kind of practice you repeat most.
Neuroscientists sometimes call this the ‘Tetris Effect’: the brain tends to replay the patterns it practices
most. In golf, that means range habits can linger into playing conditions—for better or worse. If most
of your sessions are built around predictable reps, you should not be surprised when your skill is
strongest in predictable conditions.

Translation: if most of your practice looks like the range, your brain gets very good at playing range
golf. Repetitive blocked practice—same shot, same target—can feel efficient, but it tends to produce
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weaker retention and transfer. Varied practice—changing clubs, targets, and tasks—usually feels
harder in the moment, yet it is far more likely to resemble what the course demands.

The good news is that practice can be redesigned to close this gap. The goal is not to hit more balls. It is
to make range work look and feel more like play, so your brain learns to perform under variability,
consequence, and commitment.

Drill 1 — Randomization Ladder: Build Prediction Stability

Pick a new target for every ball. Change clubs often and vary the task. Random practice forces
the brain to build a fresh solution each time, which is exactly what the course asks you to do.
Start by changing every other ball, then work toward every shot being a new problem.

Drill 2 — One-Ball Consequence Drill: Train Threat Appraisal

Hit one ball with a defined consequence — if you miss your target window, restart the drill from
zero; if you succeed, advance to a harder target. This introduces mild, controllable pressure,
teaching the brain to regulate autonomic arousal without collapsing into error-avoidance mode.

Drill 3 — Course Simulation: Reduce Attentional Switching

Before each shot on the range, pick a specific target, go through your full pre-shot routine, and
hit only one ball. Then step back, reset, and create a new scenario. This trains the attentional
sequence you need on the course and helps replace bucket mode with competitive intent.

Drill 4 — Prediction Call-Out: Strengthen the Motor Model

Before swinging, state the expected shot shape and start line out loud. That simple act forces the
brain to commit to a concrete prediction before motion begins, which can reduce the urge to
make last-second corrections. In practice, commitment and clarity usually travel together.
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What Coaches Need to Tell Players

When a player says they “lose it on the course,” the language a coach uses next matters. Evidence-based
framing can replace frustration with understanding and vague advice with a trainable target. Golf has
no shortage of well-meant clichés, but players usually improve faster when the explanation matches
the mechanism.

Consider more effective reframes instead:
o "Your swing isn't breaking down — your brain is dealing with uncertainty.”
o "You can't expect range performance on the course if you only train in predictable environments."
e "Pressure changes physiology. You must train under pressure to perform under pressure.”

That is the practical value of this framework: it gives golfers a mechanism they can understand and a
problem they can train. If you want your swing to survive the first tee, stop practicing only for comfort.
Practice for uncertainty, and your game has a much better chance of traveling with you.
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Mark Harman, MD, MS, MBA, BCMASDr. Mark Harman is a CNS physician-researcher and board-certified medical affairs
specialist with advanced training in cognitive sciences and performance medicine. His work applies neuroscience and motor
learning research to elite athletic performance, with a focus on bridging the gap between clinical evidence and on-course
execution.
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This is the foundation of Neuroscience and Performance.
This is Omadik Performance.

Elite performance isn’t just mechanical — it’s neurological.
OMADIK Performance applies evidence-based neuroscience to
help golfers, coaches, and high-level performers:

S

e Improve performance under pressure
e Reduce mental interference and overthinking
e Train consistency, not just technique

e Translate science into actionable performance tools

Join our email list to receive practical, science-driven
insights you



