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One conversation can turn a life around.

In the case of Gary Woodland, his livelihood also was dra-
matically affected by a single phone call this summer.

The Topeka touring pro needed a jolt to revive his golf 
game.

“I had made a bunch of cuts in a row and I was making 
the same mistakes over and over again,’’ Woodland said. 
“Knowing I was healthy, I was trying to force the issue to 
get back to where I was, and even beyond. I was trying to 
get that back with every shot and obviously you can’t do 
that.’’

The repetitive cycle is vicious. Players plod along, counting 
on something good to influence a turnaround when they 
have yet to flush out all that was bad.

With Woodland, it was his agent, Mark Steinberg, who sug-
gested he reach out and discuss various issues with a new 
adviser who could offer a fresh approach.

Not a swing coach, but a mental coach.

This was on a Monday, just prior to the Aug. 1 start of the 
Reno-Tahoe Open, an event Woodland was entered in after 
missing out on the elite field that played that same week in 
the WGC-Bridgestone Invitational at venerable Firestone 
Country Club.

By Wednesday, Woodland was engaged in a lengthy con-
versation with Julie Elion, founder of the Center for Athletic 
Performance and Enhancement based in Washington.

Then on Sunday, four rounds later, Woodland held aloft 
a first-place trophy. He maneuvered beautifully using the 
Modified Stableford scoring system and bested the Reno-
Tahoe field by nine points.

“Usually I get good results, but not that good,’’ Elion 
cracked.

Since then, the two have grown familiar, though they were 
acquainted before Steinberg convinced Woodland to add 
another key figure to his support team. That coach is Elion, 
who for 20 years has worked with numerous tour players 
and presently lists 12 as clients, along with players on the 
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LPGA Tour and Web.com Tour, as well as NBA and NFL 
players.

* * * * *

Before each event in the ongoing FedEx Cup Playoffs, 
Elion walks with Woodland on the course to plot strategy. 
This week the playoffs resume in Lake Forest, Ill., at the 
BMW Championship, before concluding next week with the 
Tour Championship in Atlanta.

As part of his preparation, Woodland shares whatever is on 
his mind and Elion details a plan designed to facilitate focus 
for the tournament, and a more specific focus for each 
round of a 72-hole event.

“His instructor (Claude Harmon) is more about how to play 
holes,’’ Elion said. “I’m more about how to think and feel 
holes. It’s a good combination.’’

Especially if the mind is free of clutter. With Woodland, a 
lot was previously bouncing around his brain. Much of it he 
got off his chest during that first conversation, which proved 
incredibly instrumental.

Restructuring within Woodland’s camp has been complex. 
When he changed agents just prior to the 2012 season, it 
also resulted in Woodland changing instructors. Woodland 
underwent numerous swing changes with Butch Harmon. In 
May, they mutually agreed that Claude Harmon Jr., Butch’s 
son, had more time to advise Woodland on his swing. 
Since making that switch, Woodland retained the same fun-
damental mechanics he adopted with his previous coach, 
Randy Smith. Also, Woodland has worked since April with 
Pat Goss, a short-game expert.

Remember, too, that during much of this process, Wood-
land coped with various injuries, the most serious of which 
was a wrist ailment that forced him to withdraw from the 
2012 Masters.

As Woodland traced the entire timeline, Elion found the 
“long, complicated history’’ rather astounding.

“He knew right away when we started talking that this was 
what he needed,’’ Elion said. “He could have kept talking. I 

think I had to go. He had a lot stored up. He had a lot to say 
and lot of things to get off his chest. He had a lot of things 
that were building up inside.

“Some of the work we’re doing now is to really make sure 
that nothing is building up again. Part of our work, and why 
we talk at least once a week, is to make sure he’s not col-
lecting negativity in there.’’

* * * * *

Just how much stuff was stored? Depends who you ask.

Both measured the inessential material, figuratively, in 
pounds. Woodland said he felt as if 20 pounds had been 
lifted after that first conversation. Elion recalled him saying 
the scales had tipped to 40. In either case, too many ex-
traneous thoughts were squeezing on that precious space 
between the ears.

“I was just holding on to a lot,’’ Woodland said. “Randy 
Smith and I had gone different directions and he was like a 
mentor in my life. He was like a second father to me. It was 
more than golf when Randy and I separated. That was a 
hard situation for me.

“When Steinberg called me that Monday and we had a 
heart-to-heart, that was relaxing as well, because I had 
someone in my corner. He helped me more than just the 
golf side of it. That helped me a ton as well and made me 
realize I have a great team with unbelievable people sur-
rounding me, so I’m not alone in this.’’

Immediately, Woodland began to implement one release 
mechanism based on Elion’s initial judgment. At certain 
moments during the rounds he played in the Reno-Tahoe 
Open, Woodland found himself chuckling while dismissing 
negative thoughts.

“Every time something happened I didn’t like, I just told 
myself to let it go,’’ he said. “I did that several times. The 
first day I played in Reno, I literally said, ‘Let it go,’ at least 
a thousand times. It was kind of a trigger that once I’m able 
to do that I’m able to laugh about the silly stuff. What was 
different from before was I was able to let it go, move on 
and get out of my own way.’’



Winning again on tour for the first time since early in the 
2011 season was a wonderful reward. Competition, howev-
er, would soon stiffen. By obtaining enough points to qualify 
for the FedEx Cup playoffs, Woodland was all-in with the 
world’s best.

With his confidence brimming, Elion provided reinforce-
ment. She did so while also speaking to those close to 
Woodland — his girlfriend, his family, his agent, his swing 
coach. Elion wanted as much input as possible to form 
proper conclusions.

“One of the issues is he’s such a good guy. He’s just got 
great values. He was raised right and he cares about peo-
ple,’’ Elion said. “One of the things I have to keep reminding 
him is he’s got to put himself first... Whatever it is, he has to 
take care of himself. That goes to his intuition and trusting 
his gut.’’

That trust in himself eroded as Woodland continually made 
cuts, but did not contend in tournaments.

“Everything was easier to do once I got everything out in 
the open and truly believed that I’d put in the work,’’ Wood-
land said. “I worked my butt off to get in this position and 
put myself in the best position to be successful. Now, noth-
ing else matters.

“I think that’s the big key. I’m able to let go because I’ve 
done the work. I’ve been successful before and really, to be 
honest with you, we talked and she said this was what I’ve 
been raised to do. I was raised to compete. I’ve done it my 
whole life. I don’t know anything else. I’ve played sports at 
the highest level against the best competition my whole life, 
since I was a little kid. With that, nothing else matters. It’s 
time to let everything else go.’’

* * * * *

Let it rip, if you will, which for Woodland involves territory 
even most tour players cannot explore.

His prodigious length is obviously a strength, though he 
must control his distance. Elion recognizes that power and 
attempts to get Woodland’s mental strategy to mesh favor-
ably with his athleticism.

At the Barclays, which was the first event in the four tour-
naments that comprise the playoffs, Woodland bombed 

a drive on the inward nine on Sunday that found a water 
hazard.

Yes, he would have liked to have had a mulligan on that 
one. Yet Woodland remained in contention with fantastic 
approaches, but narrowly missed putts on several birdie 
looks.

“He’s got an incredible mind. He can focus as well as 
anybody,’’ Elion said. “Take the No. 1 person who focuses 
on the tour and Gary can aptly match him. I’m incredibly 
impressed. That’s often what I’m teaching people and he 
already had it.’’

Mention focus, mention No. 1, do so in the same breath, 
and the comment personifies Tiger Woods. He happened 
to be one of the golfers Woodland tied for second at the 
Barclays, one shot behind Adam Scott.

With a 5X multiplier applied to points gained from that 
event, Woodland moved into the top 10 and still sits 14th 
on the FedEx Cup points list. He is guaranteed a spot 
among the top 30 who qualify for the Tour Championship, 
which enables Woodland to play in all the major champion-
ships next year.

Yes, all the majors. That vertical jump is better than any-
thing Woodland registered while playing basketball for 
Washburn. Essentially, he’s back — a budding threat on the 
PGA Tour who is confident over every shot.

For that, Woodland can look back to the week-long turn of 
events in Reno, beginning with a Monday heart-to-heart 
with a new and different coach.

“It’s kind of a funny way to get to know a client,’’ Elion said. 
“It doesn’t often happen. The next week we almost had to 
start over again, because I still wanted to have the process 
of getting to know this person.

“It was just kind of funny to have this exciting week and 
now I go back to like question No. 3. But I’ve seen him a lot 
now, every week for at least a day, and we keep plugging 
along and keep working.’’
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