
Rough

What Condition is 
my ball in? 

First Cut

Fairway 

Hard Pan

Leaves/Pine 
Straw

Sand

Choose a 
landing area

Use Range 
Finder or Pace 

Off 

Ball sitting down? 

Ball sitting up?
Am I in a bunker? 

No Yes
Can I test a similar 

lie? 

What is the wind 
direction in relation 
to my landing spot?

HurtingHurting

Choose the 
prominent 
direction

No Factor

Subtract DistanceAdd Distance

Add 1 yard per 
mph wind 

estimated per 
100 yards

Subtract 1/2 
yard per mph 
estimated per 

100 yards

Do you need to 
adjust your start line 

for crosswind?

New Playing 
yardage

Yes

No

Is the wind off the 
left or off the right? 

For every 1 
mph 

crosswind, 
aim 1 foot to 
the right for 
every 100 

yards

Left Right

For every 1 
mph 

crosswind, 
aim 1 foot to 
the left for 
every 100 

yards

New starting 
line

Do I need to worry 
about spin? 

NoYes

No

Yes
Do I have room 

beyond my target to 
spin the ball back? 

Do I need to worry 
about a bounce & 

roll forward? 
Yes

No

Estimate 
additional 

distance and 
add yardage

Estimate 
bounce & roll 
and subtract 

yardage

New Playing 
Yardage

Choose 
Optimal 

Trajectory

Does my 
chosen 

trajectory 
match my new 

playing 
yardage? 

Yes

No

Is my ball 
embedded?

Yes
No

Take Relief per 
Rule 16.3

Embedded? 

No

Teed up

No Yes

Do I need to worry 
about a jumper? 

No

Yes

Yes

No

Do I need to worry 
about going under 

the ball? 

Yes

Should I punch out?

Choose a 
landing area

Estimate jump 
and add 
distance

What is the distance 
to my landing area? 

Use Range 
Finder or Pace 

Off 

New Playing 
Distance

No Yes

What is the distance 
to my landing area? 

Do I need to worry 
about the wind

Yes

Starting 
Playing 

Distance

Starting 
Playing 

Distance

No

Do I need my ball to 
stop quickly? 

Yes

No

Can I add spin 
safetly?

NoYes

Choose 
trajectory to 

match needed 
spin

Choose a 
landing area

What is the distance 
to my landing area? 

Use Range 
Finder or Pace 

Off 

Starting 
Playing 

Distance

Choose a 
landing area

What is the distance 
to my landing area? 

Use Range 
Finder or Pace 

Off 

Starting 
Playing 

Distance

Choose Club

No

Yes

Is there any give to 
the surface? 

No

Yes

Am I greenside? Yes

No

Treat like a 
bunker

Am I greenside?

Can I run it up? 

Yes No 

Choose a 
hybrid or low 

iron

Choose a 
landing area

What is the distance 
to my landing area? 

Use Range 
Finder or Pace 

Off 

Starting 
Playing 

Distance

Expect the ball 
to come out a 

little lower 
than normal

Use Range 
Finder or Pace 

Off 

What is the wind 
direction in relation 
to my landing spot?

HelpingHurting

Choose the 
prominent 
direction

No Factor

Subtract DistanceAdd Distance

Add 1 yard per 
mph wind 

estimated per 
100 yards

Subtract 1/2 
yard per mph 
estimated per 

100 yards

Do you need to 
adjust your start line 

for crosswind?

New Playing 
yardage

Yes

No

Is the wind off the 
left or off the right? 

For every 1 
mph 

crosswind, 
aim 1 foot to 
the right for 
every 100 

yards

Left Right

For every 1 
mph 

crosswind, 
aim 1 foot to 
the left for 
every 100 

yards

New starting 
line

Do I need to worry 
about spin? 

NoYes

No

Yes
Do I have room 

beyond my target to 
spin the ball back? 

Do I need to worry 
about a bounce & 

roll forward? 
Yes

No

Estimate 
additional 

distance and 
add yardage

Estimate 
bounce & roll 
and subtract 

yardage

New Playing 
Yardage

Choose 
Optimal 

Trajectory

Does my 
chosen 

trajectory 
match my new 

playing 
yardage? 

Yes

What is the distance 
to my landing area? 

Do I need to worry 
about the wind

Yes

Starting 
Playing 

Distance

No

Do I need my ball to 
stop quickly? 

Yes

No

Can I add spin 
safetly?

NoYes

Choose 
trajectory to 

match needed 
spin

Choose a 
landing area

No

No

New Playing 
Yardage

New Playing 
Yardage

Ball back in 
stance so take 

more loft

Do I have lip issues? 

Yes

No

Lay Up

Do I have green to 
work with?

No

Yes Do I have lip issues? 

Will my lie allow me 
to add spin? 

Yes

No

No 

Yes

Choose a line 
requiring the 
least amount 

of risk

Choose the 
club you have 
to manipulate 
loft the least

Choose a 
landing spot

Do I need to stop my 
ball quickly?

Yes
Can I add spin 

safetly?

No

Yes

Choose 
optimal 

trajectory

Choose 
trajectory to 

match desired 
spin

What is the wind 
direction in relation 
to my landing spot?

HurtingHelping

Choose the 
prominent 
direction

No Factor

Subtract DistanceAdd Distance

New Playing 
Distance

Choose Club

The Green

Determine 
Distance to the 

hole

Determine 
break

Determine 
slope

Determine 
Grain

Pre-Shot 
Routine

Pre-Shot 
Routine

Hit the shot

Hit the Putt

Your Brain on Golf
A Decision Tree Conundrum

By Tim Carlson, PGA

Is there slope to 
deal with?

Yes

No

Does it slope to the 
left or right? 

Right

Left
Read like a 

putt and aim 
to the left

Read like a 
putt and aim 
to the right

New Starting 
line

Is the ball on a 
slope? 

No

Yes

Is ball above or 
below your feet? 

Above
Ball tends to 
go left, aim 
more right

Below
Ball tends to 
go right, aim 

more left

New Starting 
line

Is the ball on an 
uphill or downhill? 

Uphill

Downhill

Neither

No

Ball tends to 
fly higher, take 

less loft

Ball tends to 
fly lower, take 

more loft 

Is the ball on a 
slope? 

Yes

Is ball above or 
below your feet? 

Above

Ball tends to 
go left, aim 
more right

Below

Ball tends to 
go right, aim 

more left

New Starting 
line

Is the ball on an 
uphill or downhill? 

Uphill

Downhill

Neither

No

Ball tends to 
fly higher, take 

less loft

Ball tends to 
fly lower, take 

more loft 

No

Yes

Choose a 
landing area

What is the distance 
to my landing area? 

Use Range 
Finder or Pace 

Off 

Starting 
Playing 

Distance

Is my lie uphill or 
downhill? 

NoDownhillUphill 

Pull lead foot 
back, ensure 

pressure stays 
forward

Pull trail foot 
back and 

match slope 
with shoulders

Is the ball above or 
below your feet? 

No

BelowAbove

Toe is up so 
loft is closed, 
aim right or 
open face 

more

Toe is down so 
loft is open, 
aim left or 
close face 

more

Can I play this shot 
with a square face? 

NoYes

Make sure you 
are looking at 
all your club 

options

Do you have a 
higher lofted club 

you can hit square? 

Yes No

Use the 
bounce to 

avoid digging

Is this a short game 
shot? 

No

Yes

Can you hit this with 
a square face? 

Yes

No

Are you going to aim 
the loft or change 
your stance line? 

Stance Line

Aim the loft
Are you worried 
about the heel 

digging? 
No

Yes

Raise the 
handle so only 
toe is on the 

ground

Is the loft now 
pointed at your 

target area? 
Yes

Adjust stance 
line to aim the 
loft at target 

area
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