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CHAPTER 2

Playing Smart: Holding the 
Lead or Catching Up

Strategies for Success under Pressure

In both golf and finance, being under pressure means you need 
to manage it well and have a good plan. When playing from 
behind in a golf tournament, a golfer needs to stay focused and 
make smart decisions to catch up. Similarly, in finance, during 
challenges such as a market downturn, it is essential to remain 
calm and adhere to your plan. This section provides tips for 
staying focused and turning setbacks into opportunities.

In golf and financial planning, your composure is tested during 
moments of pressure. For example:

•	 You are three holes from finishing your best round, 
and tension tightens your grip.

•	 You are approaching retirement, and a market 
downturn challenges your confidence.

Success is not about perfection but about resilience and 
decision-making under stress, both in golf and finance. Having 
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What Golf Can Teach You About Financial Planning

a trusted strategy in place enables you to play smart rather than 
emotionally. This resilience is what separates the great from 
the average, inspiring you to strive for excellence in both fields.

Unique Approaches to Market Position

Whether you are leading or catching up, having a unique 
approach is essential. In golf, leading means playing smart 
and protecting your lead, while playing from behind means 
taking calculated risks. The same applies to finance—being in 
a strong market position means maintaining your advantages, 
while trying to catch up requires creativity and identifying 
opportunities. This uniqueness empowers you to make 
decisions that align with your strengths and goals.

Just as golfers develop a unique playing style—whether 
aggressive or conservative—investors should know their 
financial temperament. Your financial temperament refers to 
your natural inclinations and attitudes toward risk and reward 
in investing. Understanding your financial temperament can 
help you make investment decisions that align with your 
comfort level and long-term financial goals.

•	 Are you a long hitter who takes bold shots? You might 
favor growth investing.

•	 Are you a precision player who avoids mistakes? You 
may prefer dividend stocks or bonds.

There is no “one right way.” The best golfers and investors 
understand their natural style, refine it, and play within 
their strengths. This self-awareness and confidence in your 
style can lead to more informed decision-making and 
enhanced performance.
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Dealing with Volatility: Lessons from Golf and Finance

In both golf and investing, volatility is inevitable. On the 
golf course, unexpected changes, such as shifting weather or 
challenging course conditions, can challenge even the best 
players. Similarly, the stock market has its ups and downs, and 
market volatility can shake investor confidence.

Just as a golfer adapts their strategy mid-game—switching 
clubs or taking a more conservative approach—investors 
should be ready to adjust their investment strategies in 
response to market conditions.

For instance, during periods of market volatility, investors 
might need to reassess their portfolios and reduce exposure 
to higher-risk assets, just like a golfer chooses a safer shot when 
conditions worsen. If an investor finds that their stock selection 
was incorrect, it is crucial to take corrective action, such as 
selling underperforming stocks and reallocating those funds 
to more promising opportunities. This approach is like a golfer 
adjusting their approach after a bad shot—acknowledging the 
mistake and making the necessary adjustments to improve the 
next move.

Both golf and investing require a steady hand in high-pressure 
situations. Staying calm and making strategic decisions is 
crucial to success when markets are volatile or when you face 
challenging circumstances. Whether you are adjusting your 
swing on the course or reallocating your investments, the 
ability to remain flexible and adaptable is what separates the 
best from the average.

Volatility is a test, not just of your strategy but of your 
confidence in the process. A golfer who abandons their 
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What Golf Can Teach You About Financial Planning

swing under pressure will often compound the mistake. An 
investor who abandons their portfolio mid-crash can do 
lasting damage.

In both cases, the correct response is to pause, assess, and 
stay committed to your long-term strategy unless you have a 
compelling reason to change. This commitment is a source of 
reassurance, giving you the confidence to weather the storm 
and stay on course.

Poor Stock Selection vs. Poor Shot Selection: Avoiding 
Another Error

In both golf and investing, making the wrong choice can be 
costly, but learning from those mistakes is crucial to improving 
performance. Poor stock selection is like a poor shot selection 
in golf—both can put you in a difficult position. The key is to 
avoid compounding the error and instead focus on making 
a recovery.

For example, a golfer might choose an overly ambitious shot 
only to end up in a sand trap. The best response is to take 
a conservative approach to get back on track rather than 
attempting another risky move that could exacerbate the 
situation. Similarly, in investing, picking the wrong stock 
can lead to financial setbacks. The right approach is to cut 
losses when necessary and reinvest in a safer, more promising 
opportunity rather than trying to chase quick returns that 
could result in even greater losses.

Effective decision-making requires understanding your 
strengths and weaknesses. In both golf and finance, knowing 
when to take risks and when to play it safe can mean the 
difference between success and failure. By acknowledging 
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mistakes, correcting them, and avoiding the urge to make 
rash decisions, both golfers and investors can improve their 
long-term outcomes, empowering themselves to take control 
of their game and their investments.

Reader Worksheet: Set Your Handicap and Milestones

Use the table below to define your status and SMART goals:

Category Current Status SMART Goal Timeline

Golf Handicap 18
Reduce to 14 
by taking two 
lessons/month

6 months

Emergency Fund $2,000 saved
Reach $9,000 
by saving $500/
month

14 months

Investment 
Portfolio

50% in GICs
Rebalance to 70% 
low-fee ETFs

Next 30 days

Retirement 
Savings

$75,000
Reach $125,000 
by contributing 
$833/month

5 years

Big Goal Semi-retire at 60
Save $800,000 in 
total investment 
portfolio

15 years 

Golf Decision

Hitting the driver over water Buying individual volatile stocks

Laying up with a 7-iron to the fairway Investing in low-volatility ETFs

Playing a bump-and-run instead of a flop
Choosing index funds over active 
trading
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What Golf Can Teach You About Financial Planning

Golfers often stand on the tee wondering, “Should I lay up or 
go for it?”

This issue is a classic risk-reward decision, just like choosing 
between a high-risk tech stock and a low-risk government bond.

Knowing when to take risks—and when to play it safe—defines 
long-term success.

Reader Engagement Prompts

◊	 Think about a time when you had to play from behind. What 

helped you stay calm and strategic?

◊	 Do you have a go-to routine when faced with high-stress 

financial or golf decisions?

CALL TO ACTION

Reflect on your emotional game. Write a short note to yourself 
about how you will show resilience the next time you are in 
a setback.

Final Thought—Play Smart, Not Just Hard

In golf and finance, there will be times you are playing from 
behind, and there’ll be times you are holding the lead. Either 
way, emotional discipline, focus, and smart decisions matter 
more than brute effort.

Momentum shifts happen. Golfers make mistakes. However, 
just as a great golfer does not panic after a bogey, a great 
investor does not overreact to market noise.

Know your position, adjust your game plan, and play with 
intention. When you focus on strategy over stress, both your 
scorecard and your balance sheet will thank you.
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CHAPTER 3

Setting Goals—Golf Handicap 
and Financial Milestones
Making Your Targets SMART and Strategic

The Importance of SMART Goals

In both golf and financial planning, measurable improvement 
begins with clear, structured goals. Golfers do not improve 
randomly—they aim to shave off strokes and break specific 
score barriers. Similarly, in finance, goals like building an 
emergency fund, buying a home, or retiring early all require 
thoughtful planning.

Enter SMART goals:

•	 Specific—“I want to save $50,000 for a down 
payment.”

•	 Measurable— “I will track progress monthly.”

•	 Achievable—“I will save $1,000/month based on my 
budget.”

•	 Realistic—“This amount fits my current income and 
expenses.”

•	 Time-bound—“I will achieve this in 4 years.”
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Without SMART goals, it is like teeing off without knowing 
where the flag is.

Breaking Down Personal and Financial Achievements

Let us compare how golfers and planners move through 
milestone stages:

Golf Milestones Financial Markets

Breaking 100 consistently Paying off high-interest debt

Breaking 90 Building a full emergency fund

Breaking 80 occasionally Saving first $100,000

Maintaining a single-digit handicap Achieving financial independence 

Scratch golfer
Leaving behind a legacy or having to 
work

Think of each financial goal like a “hole” in a round of golf. 
Some are Par 3s (e.g., setting a monthly budget). Others are Par 
4s (e.g., building a solid emergency fund or paying off a small 
loan). And yet some are Par 5s (e.g., buying a home or retiring 
early). Set your targets accordingly and track your score.

Like your golf handicap or your net worth, emotional strength 
grows with deliberate practice. Make this part of your routine, 
and you will not only see better results, but you will also feel 
more in control of your game and your life.

Keeping Score in Golf

Every golfer, whether casual or competitive, knows the 
satisfaction of tracking improvement:

•	 Breaking 100, then 90, then 80

•	 Reducing putts per round

•	 Increasing greens in regulation (GIR)
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However, beyond numbers, you learn to analyze patterns:

•	 Are most mistakes off the tee or on the green?

•	 Do nerves creep in on short putts or long irons?

•	 Do you recover well after a bad hole?

Keeping score helps you adjust your practice, not just swing 
harder. The same principle applies to your finances.

Keeping Score in Finance

Financial scorekeeping is not just about how much you make. 
It is about how well you:

•	 Spend (within your means)

•	 Save (consistently)

•	 Grow (your assets)

•	 Protect (against loss)

Think of this as your financial “handicap”—a dynamic measure 
of where you stand about your goals.

Core Financial Metrics to Track:

Metric What It Tells You

Net Worth Your overall financial health

Savings Rate Your ability to prepare for the future

Debt-to-Income Ratio How burdened are you by debt?

Emergency Fund 
Coverage

How resilient you are to life’s “double bogeys”

Investment Return vs. 
Goal

Whether your assets are growing at a sustainable 
pace

Annual Spending vs. 
Budget

Whether you are living within a disciplined 
framework
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Your Financial Handicap

In golf, a handicap levels the playing field—it shows how a 
player performs relative to par. In finance, your financial 
handicap refers to how close you are to achieving financial 
independence or achieving a state of financial peace of mind.

Someone making $60,000 but saving 25 percent with low debt 
may have a better financial “handicap” than someone making 
$250,000 with no savings and high lifestyle costs.

Track improvement, not just wealth. You do not need to be 
rich to have a tremendous financial score, just like you do not 
need to be a scratch golfer to be proud of your progress.

Evaluation Intervals: The Financial “Round”
Just like a golfer scores each hole, you should review your 
financial score regularly:

Frequency What to Review?

Monthly Spending, saving, and debt payments

Quarterly Investment portfolio performance, asset allocation

Annually Net worth, tax efficiency, and insurance coverage

Bonus tip: Schedule a “financial range session”—thirty 
minutes each quarter to review, reflect, and realign.

Golf vs. Finance: Common Mistakes in Scoring

Golf Mistake Financial Equivalent

Ignoring the scorecard Not tracking your spending or net worth

Overreacting to one bad hole
Making emotional financial decisions after 
a loss

Not learning from patterns
Repeating the same money mistakes year 
after year

Playing without a plan Investing without goals or asset allocation
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Keeping score is not about judgment—it is about 
providing feedback.

Case Study: John’s Path from 20 Handicap to 10—and 
$0 to $100,000

John, age forty-five, was an average weekend golfer with a 
20 handicap. He was also behind on retirement savings and 
carried credit card debt. Inspired by a golf fitness book and a 
financial podcast, 

In golf:

•	 He took one lesson a month.

•	 Tracked stats on fairways hit, GIR, and putts per 
round.

•	 Practiced three times a week with focus on weaknesses 
(short game).

In finance:

•	 Set a SMART goal to save $100K in five years.

•	 Used an app to track spending.

•	 Reallocated investments to low-fee ETFs.

•	 Paid down high-interest credit card debt first.

Five years later, John dropped his handicap to 10 and 
surpassed $100,000 in net worth. He says the key was seeing 
improvement as a series of small wins, not a giant leap.



20

What Golf Can Teach You About Financial Planning

Reader Engagement Prompt

◊	 List your top three financial goals and your golf 

improvement goals.

◊	 What is your financial “handicap” right now—and what is 

your target?

CALL TO ACTION

Take your existing financial improvement goals and design a 
personal “round plan” for achieving them. Assign milestones 
for each stage, decide what “clubs” (resources) you’ll use, 
and set check-in dates to adjust your approach—just as you 
would strategize each hole before you play it.

Final Thought—Goals as Your Scorecard

Setting goals without tracking them is like playing eighteen 
holes without keeping score. You might get lucky, but 
you will not know how well you are doing or where to 
improve. Tracking your progress is your guide, helping you 
achieve success.

At the end of the round, what matters is not just the number 
on your card—it is whether you improved, enjoyed the game, 
and learned something for next time.

Your financial life deserves the same perspective. Track 
your numbers, reflect on your habits, and aim for steady 
improvement. Success is not measured by who finishes 
with the biggest portfolio, but by who plays with intention, 
confidence, and peace of mind.

Think of each financial goal as a hole in your course. Some are 
Par 3s (quick and straightforward), some are Par 4s (strategic 
and steady), and others are Par 5s (longer and more complex). 
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Progress isn’t measured by how fast you finish, but by how 
intentionally you play.

Set realistic targets, measure your outcomes, and celebrate 
the improvements. With every round—and every month—
you are building a more confident and resilient financial life.

Please refer to Appendix A4: Visualization and Goal Planner 
and Appendix A7: SMART Goal Planner.


