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FOCUS OF THIS BOOKLET 
This booklet provides information for bowlers generally. It concentrates mainly on the basics of the game. Therefore it 
is likely to be of most benefit to relatively inexperienced bowlers.  
 
It is not intended to be a substitute for club coaching. Nationally, there is one accredited coach for every 100 bowlers. 
However 30% of all bowlers, who are members of 50% of all clubs, have no club coach. Therefore the booklet is likely 
to be of particular benefit to bowlers who lack access to coaching. 

DELIVERY TECHNIQUE 
Elite bowlers show a great diversity of delivery technique. No single method of delivery has proved so superior over 
time as to become a model that bowlers generally have felt obliged to emulate. This booklet describes some options 
available in shaping technique. Beginner bowlers should feel free to experiment with the suggested options and adopt 
the one that feels more natural and is more effective for them. Once bowlers begin the process of improving and 
automating technique, they should discontinue further experimentation with it.  

TEMPERAMENT 
The similarities among elite bowlers exist more in temperament than in their delivery techniques. Components of 
temperament may be stated in terms of 7 Cs. Concentration is the ability to narrow one’s focus to factors of immediate 
importance, and to ignore distractions. Confidence is the outcome of positive self-affirmation, and of achieving 
improving personal bests rather than of winning at all costs. Commitment is the will to set goals for practice and 
competition. Calmness is the ability to neutralise stress in tight situations. Creativity is about ‘seeing’ the ideal shot, 
and to recognise tactical opportunities. Common sense is the capacity to make intelligent corrections to poor deliveries, 
and to avoid destructive bickering with team mates. Consistency is about avoiding variations to controlled technique 
when faced with a difficult shot or during the excitement of competition. 

SAFETY FIRST 
Bowls is a sport that does not make great demands on physical conditioning. Good general health is an adequate level of 
fitness in most circumstances. Competitive bowlers must be fit enough to perform at their best end after end, game after 
game, and day after day. 
 
To safeguard personal well-being, bowlers should: 

• observe moderation in consumption of tobacco and alcohol. 
• avoid dehydrating and use shady hats and sunscreen lotions, particularly during the summer months. 
• avoid creating obstructions with bowls bags along thoroughfares. 
• adopt sensible precautions before practising on a green recently treated with injurious chemicals.  
• precede bowling activity by warming up the major muscles with stretching exercises. 
• avoid stepping backwards on to the mat or a group of bowls at rest. 
• avoid stepping on to loose mats when entering or leaving the green. 

 
To safeguard the state of the green, bowlers should: 

• wear approved smooth-soled footwear 
• avoid sitting on the edge of the bank, or otherwise submitting the green near the edge of the ditch to foot 

pressure. 
• avoid placing bags on the green surface to pack or unpack bowls. 
• release their bowls close to the green surface (avoid ‘dumping’) 

PLACING THE MAT 
The mat provides a base for delivering the jack and bowls. It provides some protection against local wear and tear of the 
green surface. Its front edge (or ‘mat line’) provides a mark for measuring distances to bowls, to the jack, or to a ditch, 
as necessary. 
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The skips decide which team will begin play on the toss of a 
coin. The lead player begins the first end by placing the mat 
aligned with the centre line of the rink, and with its front edge 
2 metres from the rear ditch. Leads may place the mat further 
from the rear ditch on subsequent ends, but may not place it 
nearer than 23 metres from the front ditch. White markers on 
the side bank indicate that alignment. Following a tied or dead 
end, the team that was first to play in the previous end again 
plays first. Players may not relocate the mat during an end, but 
may straighten it, or temporarily lift it to allow a bowl from an 
adjacent rink to pass. 
 
Once the mat is in position, players can ‘kick’ bowls to a 
collection area safely to the rear of it. Kicking is the act of 
moving a bowl with the sole of a shoe so that it rolls a short 
distance. A bowler places the instep of the sole lightly on the 
bowl and either rakes it backward, whereby the point of contact 
moves towards the toe, or rolls it forward, whereby the point of 
contact moves towards the heel. This method of kicking avoids 
discolouration of either shoes or bowls by transfer of polish. 

THE DELIVERY ACTION INFLUENCES 
POSITIONING ON THE MAT 

Bowlers should move so that they bring their shoulders to within an arm’s length of the 
playing surface, enabling smooth grassing of a bowl free of any dumping. They bend 
their legs to lower their centre of gravity, thereby providing bodily stability. They 
advance one leg, normally the one opposite the bowling arm, to extend their base of 
support, thereby enhancing stability. Their advancing of one leg creates the concept of 
a leading foot and a trailing foot. The trailing or ‘anchor’ foot should remain in contact 
with the mat to preserve the bowler’s orientation of the required 
delivery line. The bowler should position the toe of the trailing 
foot approximately 10 cm behind the mat line. There it is far 
enough forward to ensure that the heel of the leading foot will 
always clear the mat, and it is far enough back to avoid any risk 

of foot faulting. The centre point of the heel of the trailing foot should be over the mat centre 
line. 

FOOT FAULTING 
Unless a player has at least one foot wholly on or over the mat at 
the moment of delivery, a foot fault occurs. Players who position 
their feet almost touching the mat line commonly foot fault. At the 
moment of delivery, the leverage of the horizontal trailing leg 
causes the shoe to flex. The back of the shoe may then not only 
overhang the toe but also overhang the mat line, thereby 
producing a foot fault. Other examples of faulting by the right foot appear opposite. If an 
opponent draws the umpire’s attention to foot faulting, the umpire must apply the 
penalties provided in the laws. Beginners should adopt a routine that avoids any risk of 
infringing. They will thereby avoid incurring unsettling penalties at crucial times in 
important games.  
 
 

JACK DELIVERY 
Recommended techniques for delivery of jacks and bowls have many features in common. This section describes only 
those features peculiar to delivery of the jack, which mainly occur in the preparation for the delivery. The movement and 
follow through phases of delivery of each have no significant differences. 
 
The jack serves as a focal point for the building of a head, which opposing players consolidate by alternately delivering 
into it the allowable number of their bowls. Provided it stops in bounds, any drift off line of a jack in course causes no 
disadvantage because players centre it before delivering their bowls. Nevertheless, bowlers should always try to make 
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the jack follow the centre line as closely as possible. The centre line is the aiming line to a centred jack. The delivery is 
valid provided the centred jack is at least 21 metres from the mat. 
 

The footprints in the diagram under ‘The Delivery Action Influences Positioning on the Mat’ 
show recommended placements of the feet for jack delivery. The diagram opposite shows an 
optional variation in which the bowler positions 
the outside edge of the trailing foot alongside the 
mat centre line. The better option is whichever 
one causes the individual’s bowling arm to track 
the centre line more naturally. 
 
The left side of the adjacent diagram shows the 
finger grip, which is the recommended way of 
holding the jack. Bowlers should avoid the 
cupped grip on the right. 

CHARACTERISTICS OF BOWLS 
Bowlers can ascertain a suitable bowl size by encircling a bowl so that the tips of middle 
fingers and thumbs can just touch. Alternatively by placing the 
thumb against the stop on a card indicator, they can read the 
required size from the scale against the tip of the extended 
middle finger. In most instances, bowls that are too large cause 
greater difficulty than bowls that are slightly smaller than the 
measured size. Heavyweight bowls are about 4% heavier than 
medium weights of the same size. Extra-heavyweights are about 
3½% heavier than heavyweights of the same size.  

 
Bowls have bias because of their asymmetric shape. The side 
of a bowl identified by the smaller engraved ring is slightly 
heavier than the opposite side as a result of factory machining. This causes a bowl to 
follow a path that curves inward towards the biased side. This characteristic provides a 
bowler with a multiplicity of tactical options. It provides separate forehand and backhand 
approaches into a head, according to which side the bias faces when the bowl begins its 
run. 
Furthermore, by 
varying the 
delivery line and 
delivery speed 

combination, the bowl will turn to a greater or 
lesser extent in course to the head. 
 
The adjacent diagram shows the general form 

of the path 
of a bowl. Note that if a bowl is to come to rest in the head a bowler must deliver it at 
an angle that counteracts the effect of bias. The 
shoulder is the segment where the bowl stops 
diverging from the centre line and runs parallel to it 
before converging on the head. Depending on the 
profile of the bowl, the shoulder is 55% to 70% of the 
distance to the head. Note that by the time a bowl 
reaches the shoulder, it will have undergone about 
1/5th of its ultimate draw, or turn. Therefore a bowler 
must aim wider than the shoulder to avoid a narrow 
delivery. 

FOOT POSITIONING ON THE MAT 
A bowler should prepare for a draw shot by locating 
the centre of the trailing foot heel over the mat centre 
line, and aligning the toe with the required aiming 
line. The leading foot should be parallel with, but 
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slightly apart from, the trailing foot. For a fixed stance, a bowler advances the leading foot a normal pace and continues 
delivery preparation in that position. With other stances, a bowler advances the leading foot during the delivery 
movement. New Zealand and South African bowlers advance the leading foot 15-35 cm during preparation, and 
complete the pace during delivery. Australian bowlers commonly prepare by aligning their toe caps square to the aiming 
line, and they advance the leading foot a full pace during delivery. International bowlers use all of these methods with 
comparable effectiveness. The ‘Australian’ method may use body momentum in the delivery phase a little more 
efficiently, so it may be marginally better for slower greens or faster shots.  

BOWL GRIPS 
The force applied to a jack or bowl is most efficient when acting 
through the centre of gravity. A bowler achieves this by positioning 
the tip of the middle finger, the last point of contact during delivery, 
under the running circumference. To ensure that a bowl will run free 

of wobble, 
a bowler 
should 
avoid a 
grip that 
causes its engraved rings to cock or tilt, as in the adjacent 
diagram. The other adjacent diagram shows options for 
gripping a bowl. The main differences are the positioning of 
the thumb and the separation of the fingers. The finger grip 
provides good ‘touch’ for play on medium or fast greens. A 
claw is a secure grip for fast shots and for play on slow 

greens. The cradle grip suits players with small or weak hands. 

STANCE 
The characteristics of the recommended stance on the mat are: 

• Fairly upright posture; avoid crouching and consequent stress on leg joints. 
• Trunk inclined forward so that body weight is poised on the balls of the feet 
• Shoulders square to the aiming line 
• Bowling arm aligned with the aiming line; avoid angling it across the body 
• Knees slightly flexed 
• Focus of attention directed forward 

DELIVERY 
The adjacent diagram shows the main features of a delivery movement. Bowlers who use a 

fixed stance 
prepare for a 
delivery by adopting the posture on the 
right. 
 
The principal action in any method of 
delivery is the pendulum-like back swing 
and forward swing of the bowling arm 
along the required delivery line. However 
gravity is never the only force involved in 
the action of the bowling arm. Lawn 
bowlers and ten pin bowlers alike use 
some muscular force in their deliveries. 
The slower the green and the faster the 

required bowl speed, the greater is the contribution of muscular force. The main muscles involved are the deltoid in the 
back swing and the pectoral in the forward swing. There is no physiological means of neutralising these powerful 
muscles, but there is no need to do so. Bowlers intuitively integrate gravity force with muscular force in a co-ordinated 
and consistent way to produce a technically good delivery arm action. 
 
Freeze-frame analysis of videotaped actions of different elite bowlers under identical conditions typically shows great 
differences in the elevation each gives a bowl in the set up and also at the end of back swing. The reason for this is that 
each bowler augments gravity force with muscular force to differing degrees. Bowlers who use relatively more muscular 
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force tend to have a compact action sometimes called ‘pushing’. History shows that bowlers with a pushing delivery 
action have not been at a disadvantage in international competitions. 
 
Other features of recommended delivery technique are: 

• The opposite arm moves towards a steadying position on the thigh of the leading leg 
• The step begins as the bowling arm passes through the vertical in the back swing. 
• The leading foot advances directly forward; should the leading foot ground anywhere near the delivery line, 

the base of support becomes too narrow and sideways instability is likely 
• The knee of the trailing leg should drop to a position near the heel of the leading foot. 
• The bowling arm brushes close to the side during the swing. 
• The hand releases the bowl once it passes the toe line of the leading foot. 

FOLLOW THROUGH 
Features of good follow through technique are: 

• Complete the delivery swing by extending the bowling arm along the delivery line, palm upward. 
• Stay down to confirm that the bowl is following the intended line. 
• Recover and take a pace forward with the trailing foot. 
• Watch the bowl come to rest to assess any correction required. 

PACE OF GREEN 
The pace of green is the time in course of a bowl that comes to rest 
27 metres from the delivery point. Many Australian bowlers would 
regard greens producing times below about 12 seconds as ‘slow’, 
and above about 14 seconds as ‘fast’. Grass surfaces that are green, 
damp, and leafy are commonly slow. Those that are brownish, dry, 
mown and rolled are commonly fast. The faster the green, the 
slower is the required delivery speed of jacks and bowls to run a 
given distance. The faster the green, the greater is the required 
aiming angle to offset the bias. However, the wider line of bowls 
on faster greens does not greatly increase run distance. For 
example, the curved path of a bowl to a jack 30 metres away on a 
17 second green is only 31 metres. 

AIMING LINE 
The previous diagram shows how the pace of green affects the required aiming line. A cross wind towards the biased 
side of a bowl in course will cause the bowl to turn less because the wind force partly offsets the force of bias. The hand 
on which the bowl is then running is the ‘narrow’ hand. The opposite 
hand is the ‘wide’ hand. The wind assists the bias of bowls delivered 

on the wide hand. 
Consequently, a 
bowler should allow 
for any cross wind in 
choosing aiming line. 
 
The diagram on the 
right shows how 
bowls delivered at the same angle to the centre line at different speeds 
all finish in a straight line. Therefore a bowler should not change the 
aiming angle for a change in head distance. The diagram on the left 
shows how the adoption of a landmark for aiming will change the 
aiming angle if the mat position changes. Therefore a bowler should 

adopt a different aiming reference point for a change in mat position, and maintain an unchanged angle for positioning 
of the feet on the mat. 
 
Some bowlers adopt landmarks, such as rink markers and boundary pegs, and some visualise the path of a bowl to 
determine a suitable aiming line. Beginners sometimes benefit from temporary use of a contrived aiming reference, such 
as a disc or a cotton wool tuft on the green, until they are able to adopt an aiming line without such assistance. The 
aiming line is the required delivery direction. Most bowlers then choose a convenient aiming point along that line 
towards which they direct their bowls. 
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Some bowlers choose an aiming point on the bank. A distant point facilitates fine control 
and adjustment of aiming line. However it requires a bowler to get the knee of the trailing 
leg down almost to the playing surface as in the adjacent diagram. This posture minimises 
sloping of the trunk and uncomfortable arching of the neck in directing attention well 
forward. 
 
Some bowlers choose a jack high aiming point. Just as a skip’s shoe guides required line 
and length for jack delivery, so a jack high aiming point guides both line and length for 
bowl delivery. 
 
Some bowlers choose an aiming point short of jack high. 

Bowlers who position the knee of the trailing leg behind the calf of the leading leg, as in 
the adjacent diagram, usually stoop in getting their shoulder down low enough to avoid 
dumping. From a stooped posture, use of a distant aiming point would cause too much 
neck discomfort for most bowlers. 
 
Many aspects of technique can cause inaccuracies in delivery line. In the course of a 
game, a bowler should correct any tendency towards narrow deliveries by taking a wider 
aiming line, and correct wide deliveries by reducing the aiming angle. Bowlers should 
correct any technique problems during practice sessions. Should they encounter difficulty 
in diagnosing a problem, the best course of action is to go back to the basics and work 
forward from there. If no coach is available, bowlers can help one another with reciprocal observation and suggestion. 

BOWL SPEED (“WEIGHT”) 
Beginner bowlers have busy minds. They think about things like arm elevation, timing, step length, trailing leg 
positioning, and follow through posture as they deliver a bowl. These busy thoughts are an unavoidable phase in the 
process of learning delivery technique. 
 
With regular practice, their movements become less awkward, more precise, and more consistent. Eventually their 
delivery technique becomes almost as automatic as blinking or breathing. Their minds are then clearer, and they can give 
full attention to judging the line and length required for each delivery. 
 
Elite bowlers prepare for a delivery by confidently ‘saying’ to themselves that their bowl will run its course and stop 
precisely at the right spot. They use imagination to ‘see’ their bowl following the exact path to accomplish that result. 
They develop a ‘feel’ for a good delivery from the weight of the bowl, their perceptions of the pace of green, and senses 
in their bowling arm and shoulder. Such rehearsal provides a mental pattern for their largely automatic delivery 
movement to produce the bowl speed required. They use hand and eye coordination for intuitively integrating gravity 
force with muscular force in executing the movement. 
 
A corrective delivery for a bowl that stops a metre short requires only 2½ more revolutions. Bowlers should make such 
fine corrections by ‘sensing’ the extra bowl speed required to reach the objective. Conscious adjustment of arm 
elevation can easily cause over-correction. Undue conscious attention to limb movements during delivery can lead to a 
condition called ‘paralysis by analysis’. Bowlers should condition themselves to trust their practised delivery technique 
to make appropriate adjustments subconsciously. 
 
Many aspects of technique can cause inaccuracies in delivery speed. In the course of a game, a bowler should correct 
any tendency towards short deliveries by increasing bowl speeds, and correct long deliveries by reducing bowl speeds. 
 
Bowlers approach the mat with at least two bowls at their disposal. Some coaches over-emphasise the use of the second 
of those bowls to correct any error made with the first. However, leading bowlers concentrate on achieving the right 
result with the first of their deliveries. In that way their second bowl becomes a bonus delivery, which they can then play 
under less pressure. 
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BEYOND THE BASICS 
Relatively few bowlers would forget their first game as lead in the lowest grade of pennant competition. Only a few 
bowlers achieve promotion easier from there by stepping sideways towards the skip position than by steadily climbing 
through the lead positions in higher grades of pennant. Before moving sideways, competent leads should ensure that the 
scope for climbing upward has diminished. 
 
Just about all novices engage in graded singles games, or play the third (and lead) position in pairs games quite early in 
their careers. Understandably new tactical situations confront them. Development of necessary new skills is easier if a 
bowler receives help from a coach or an experienced player. Should help be unavailable, a bowler can master the new 
skills through persistent and intelligent practice. One point for novices to remember is that all the special shots are 
merely draw shots in disguise. Nearly all the shots merely require a draw to an imaginary jack. 

 

 
 
 

THE ETIQUETTE OF BOWLS 
 
Etiquette is mainly a code of behaviour whereby individuals treat one another the way they expect to be treated 
themselves. Breaches of etiquette are sometimes wilful, and sometimes inadvertent. Particularly in the latter case, 
injured parties should avoid over-reacting. Otherwise a breach of etiquette more objectionable than the original 
transgression could occur. 
 
Bowls is a sport accessible to enthusiasts through a network of clubs. Virtually no public bowls greens exist in Australia. 
Consequently there are two facets of etiquette. There is etiquette associated with the obligations and privileges of club 
membership. The proposer of a new member should take the responsibility of providing instruction on this subject  Also 
there is etiquette associated with participation of the game itself. The club coach should take the responsibility of 
providing instruction about that. 

CLUB ETIQUETTE 
Nominators should act as mentors for new members they sponsor. They should provide information about clubhouse 
rules and customs, fees, and attire. They should introduce new members to club officials. They should also arrange to 
play with new members when they have their first game. 
 
New members should remember that most club officials are elected volunteers who willingly give their time for the 
benefit of fellow members. Officials generally act in good faith but sometimes make mistakes. Members are entitled to 
question decisions of officials that affect them, but in those circumstances not only the members, but also the officials 
themselves should resolve matters in contention in a courteous way. Members should be silent when officials are making 
special announcements. Some clubs recognise the work of voluntary officials with privileges such as preferential seating 
arrangements in the club house and reserved car parking bays. 
 
Employees such as green keepers and bar attendants are employed under industrial awards and contracts. Certain 
officials in the club have the authority to direct them. In no circumstances should other members attempt to give 
directions to such employees about their work. 
 
Over the years the steadily rising cost of seasonal and daily maintenance of grass greens has always exceeded any 
amounts collected as green fees. The cost of preparing facilities for bowling has always been cross-subsidised by 
revenues from bar trading, raffles, bingo, poker machines, etc. Consequently bowlers have a duty to give the club’s fund 
raising operations their reasonable support. 
 
They should pay club membership fees on or before the due date. Their membership fees may include amounts specified 
as capitation fees or affiliation fees. The club affiliates with both the district and state association. The total capitation 
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and affiliation fees paid by the club are calculated on a per capita basis. However it is the clubs that are affiliated and 
liable for the fees, not the members. The amounts billed to members as capitation and affiliation fees are simply a 
mechanism whereby clubs achieve reimbursement of their liability to state and district associations. 

GAME ETIQUETTE 
Club coaches should act as mentors in game etiquette for new members. They should ensure the suitability of members’ 
footwear. They should explain the fragility of the plinth area and why sitting on the bank, spitting, and dumping of 
bowls should be avoided. They should emphasise the need for punctuality for all games and for being properly attired. 
They should also endeavour to join with nominators in playing with new members when they have their first game. 
 
Bowlers should give their support to teams representing their club by attending inter-club events. As spectators they 
should demonstrate sporting bipartisanship in the fluctuating fortunes of the event. 
 
Cohesive teams are often successful teams. Bowlers should address one another by their given names during the course 
of a game. They should fairly share the task of kicking bowls after completion of an end. Bowlers should give the skip 
their loyal support and comply with directions. If the skip’s bowl remains in the ditch from the previous end, team mates 
should dust it and place it handily near the mat before changing ends. In changing ends, players should avoid straying on 
to neighbouring rinks or otherwise distracting play on them. Opposing leads should facilitate play by courteously 
handing the mat and jack to each other, as convenient. Players can similarly hand bowls to one another when convenient. 
 
It is good sportsmanship to acknowledge displays of exceptional skill. Flukes are simply revelations of unrecognised 
opportunities. They balance out over time, so it serves no purpose to take too much notice of them. 
 
The enjoyment of a game of bowls is diminished if either team indulges in gamesmanship. Inconsiderate distractions 
such as loud noises or conversation, visible movement of players, objects or shadows, impact of kicked bowls, etc 
should be avoided while a bowler is on the mat preparing for delivery. Bowlers should avoid delaying play by leaving 
the rink without consent. They should avoid asking to leave the green unless there is a reasonable necessity. They should 
avoid interfering with the head until the result of the end has been agreed. If an opponent has obviously not counted all 
the bowls the team is entitled to count, good sportsmanship should prevail. 
 
Bowlers should shake hands at the end of a game. The graceful losers should congratulate the modest winners. 
Borrowed personal items such as tape measures should be returned to their owners with thanks. Mats and jacks should 
be collected and returned to the usual distribution point.  
 
After games, players should sit with their opponents. Home team players should offer visitors refreshment. After 
domestic games, winners are normally the first to offer drinks. After singles matches, markers should be included in the 
invitation. Courteous losers normally reciprocate in turn. They should avoid making excuses for their lack of success on 
the day a topic of conversation. 
 
As indicated in the introduction, etiquette is mainly about treating one another the way bowlers expect to be treated 
themselves. Considerate thought and common sense are the keys to acceptable standards. 
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