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NEGOTIATIONS NORMALLY begin on the

first tee for the number of ‘handicap strokes’

each of your playing partners will be accorded.

It’s a key moment, the consequences of which

may likely tip the scale in determining the

bragging rights for the day’s round.

Yet some golfers lack an understanding

of the foundation for these negotiations —

the USGA Course Rating System, which

is the standard upon which the USGA

Handicap System is built. In short,

Course Ratings affect the calculation of

your MGA/USGA Course Handicap.

What follows is a brief history of

golf’s rating and handicap systems,

how the MGA rates the courses you play

and — perhaps most importantly in terms of

the first tee — an explanation of how USGA

Slope Ratings affect your Course Handicap.

[Part 2 of this series — a broader treatment 

of the USGA Handicap System — will run in

MassGolfer’s Spring 2007 issue.]

Equitable rating and handicap systems for

players of differing abilities are a unique

aspect of the game of golf... read on to ensure

that you always receive the full number of

handicap strokes to which you are entitled.

wB Y M A X W E L L M .  C A R E Y
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Course Rating and USGA Handicap Systems

ee
CHARTING A COURSE
With clipboards in hand, three
members of the MGA’s Boston
regional course rating team
survey the characteristics of
The Country Club’s 8th hole
(Championship Course): 
(from left) George Lambert,
Dick Chagnot and Boston
regional course rating team
captain Arthur Phillips.
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“THE PURPOSE OF the USGA Handicap System is to
make the game of golf more enjoyable by enabling golfers of
d i f f ering abilities to compete on an equita ble ba s i s .
The System provides fair Course Handicaps for players
regardless of ability, and adjusts a player’s Handicap Index
up or down as his game changes.”
[Excerpt from the USGA Course Rating System Guide.]

Golfers may take the phrase “an equitable basis” for
granted these days. But during golf ’s early history,
flaws in regulating the game made handicapping an
inequitable art form ,
not a quantitative sci-
ence. Enter the USGA
Course Rating System
and the USGA Slope
Ratings. These two rat-
ings have become vital
in accurately calculating
a golfer’s handicap for
any given course — that
is, a Course Handicap
(see pages 20-21).

Course Ratings mea-
sure how tough a course
is for a scratch player,
while Slope Ratings are
an evaluation of the rel-
a t i ve difficulty of a
course for players other
than scratch. Using Slope Ratings, a golfer’s handicap
established at one course is adjusted for another course.
The result: handicap portability and equitability.

The search for an equitable basis handicap system
has evolved dramatically over the years, and the MGA
has often been at the epicenter of change and progress.
Below are 10 significant breakthroughs in the history
of handicapping and course rating.

l 1870: The Concept of Par — the first measure of
course difficulty — enters golf ’s lexicon when a British
golf writer asks two professionals what score would be
required to win the 1870 British Open at Prestwick, a
12-hole course at the time. The response was that per-
fect play should produce a score of 49 and the writer
called this “par.” The word derives from the sale of

stocks — for example, “a stock may be above or below
its normal or par figure.” When Young Tom Morris
scored two strokes over par for three rounds (36 holes)
to win the championship, the term stuck.

l 1890s: The Concept of Bogey — another measure
for scoring difficulty of a golf course — becomes pop-
ular. ‘Bogey’ was the expected score of Colonel Bogey,
a fictitious low handicap golfer who usually made 4 on
long par-3 holes and 5 on long par-4 holes but other-

wise played nearly flaw-
less golf. Bogey scores
usually ranged from 76
to 80 on most courses
during this period.

l Early 1900s: The
First Course Rating
System is developed by
the Ladies Golf Union
(LGU), the governing
body for ladies’ amateur
golf in Great Bri t a i n
and Ire l a n d . R o b e rt
B rowning said of the
LGU in A Hi s t o ry of G o l f:
“Their biggest achieve-
ment was the gradual
establishment of a

national system of handicapping. No doubt it was
uphill work at the start but within eight or ten years the
LGU had done what the men had signally failed to do
— had established a system of handicapping that was
reasonably reliable from club to club.”

l 1912: The First USGA Handicap System is intro-
duced as a procedure to determine eligibility for entry
into the U.S. Amateur. Based on a British par-based
procedure, it introduced a very significant change —
the concept of course rating, which was based on the
expected scores of Jerome Travers, arguably the best
American amateur golfer in this era.

l 1920s: The First U.S. Course Rating System is
created by the MGA (see sidebar on page 15 ).
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MGA course raters evaluate characteristics of each golf hole.



l 1947: The MGA’s Course Rating System for
men — which has been refined over the years —
is adopted by the USGA Handicap Committee.
This method called for rating courses on a hole-
by-hole basis where each hole was rated in
tenths of a stroke. The USGA Handicap Manual
contained descriptions of golf holes that typified
holes of a specific rating and noted that hole rat-
ings were totaled and rounded off to the nearest
whole number as follows: “The rating of the
entire course is the total of the separate hole rat-
ings, with the final figure being the nearest
whole number, such as 69 or 72, and never in
fractions, such as 69.4 or 71.8.”

l 1947: The Basic-Ability System is adopted
by the USGA. This system introduced the con-
cept that handicaps should be based on a golfer’s
potential — reflecting the player’s best 10 of last
50 rounds. The procedure was implemented and
improved by Bill Blaney, chairman of the USGA
handicap committee (see sidebar on this page as
well as pages 22-23).

l 1960: The Concept of Effective Playing
Length Factors for each hole is introduced by
the USGA for its Course Rating System. A
h o l e’s so-ca lled “p re l i m i n a ry yardage ra t i n g”
could now be modified, if necessary, in the light
of significant course conditions (see page 16).

l 1982: The Concept of Obstacle Factors —
now considered crucial to a systematic, quantita-
tive approach to course rating is incorporated,
after five years of testing, into the USGA Course
Rating System. Obstacle Factors can now pro-
vide an adjustment to the distance rating for a
course (see pages 16-17).

l 1987: The USGA Slope Rating System
becomes part of the USGA Handicap System
after four years of extensive testing by regional
and state golf associations, notably including the
MGA. Slope is a major departure from the tra-
ditional concept that a golfer should receive the
same number of handicap strokes at every golf
course (see pages 18-19).

The major innovations during the 1980s would
herald a revolution in rating golf courses.

BILL BL A NEY — an MGA president and USGA handicap
committee chairman (see pages 22 - 23) — was the strongest
voice in the efforts to improve course rating and handicap
systems. Below is an excerpt from his 1980 letter, written at
age 75, to the USGA in which he advocates further change.

“If memory serves me correctly, the Massach u s e t t s
Golf Association created the first course rating system
in the mid or late 1920s. Each hole on a course was
rated for the ease or difficulty a scratch golfer could
score on said hole by reducing or increasing the hole
par in steps of two-tenths of a stroke. The individual
hole ratings were then totalled, with the final course
rating being the nearest whole number to said total.
(Example: 69.8 would revert to 70, as would 70.4.) 

This, I believe, was the first “fractional par” rating
system. As it proved to have
some inequities, it was later
modified and refined several
times until the USGA adopted a
system of its own, which, in turn,
was altered for improvement.
The present [1980] USGA rating
system is based almost entirely
on yardage, with limited adjust-
ments permitted for the very easy or difficult courses. 

While this is a good, solid foundation on which to
base ratings, it does not, to my way of thinking, give
enough consideration to other factors which affect the
scoring efforts of players of less ability than the scratch
g o l f e r. It does not evaluate properly the playing difficul-
ties of, say, two courses of equal yardage when there are
wide differences between tightness and openness, many
hazards and few, hilly course and flat, small well-guard-
ed greens and large unguarded [greens], many holes
ending uphill and just the opposite, etc. I admit these
factors are very difficult, if not impossible, to evaluate. 

Other problems arise if consideration is to be given
to the distances various players can hit the ball.
Certainly the long knocker of today is not bothered by
hazards and heavy rough which are a pain in the neck
to the short hitter. (At my advanced age, I am well
aware of both sides.) Perhaps a new and more accu-
rate definition is needed of the average scratch golfer
on whose ability the course rating system and conse-
quently the handicap system is based.”
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“Course Ratings measure how tough a course is for a scratch player while Slope Ratings
a re an evaluation of the relative difficulty of a course for players other than scratch.”

F i rst Rate Pioneer
T H E  B AY  STAT E ’ S

Blaney
in 1934



SIX MGA RE G I O NA L course rating teams — com-
p rising more than 90 USGA-trained course raters —
n ow carry out the on-course portion of the rating
process for 40-60 Bay State courses annually. So, how do
these teams calculate ratings — namely, C o u r s e
Ratings and Bogey Ratings (see sidebar on page 17)?   

The USGA Course Rating System takes into
account the factors that affect the playing difficulty of
a golf course. Yardage is the single-most significant fac-
tor to overcome for all golfers, regardless of ability.
In fact, course rating used
to be based almost solely
on length — the longer the
course, the higher the rat-
i n g. To d ay, rating teams
use the ave rage shot
lengths for both scra t ch
and bogey golfers  to deter-
mine the landing zon e s .
T h e n , at each landing
zon e, s eve ral ‘e f fe c t i ve
playing length factors’ —
which could affect playing
length and re q u i re an
adjustment to the mea-
sured length — are taken
into account. Rating teams
then evaluate 10 ‘obstacle
factors’ that can make a
hole more difficult or easier depending on its relation
to how a scratch and bogey golfer will play the hole.

Effective Playing Length Factors
l R o l l is an evaluation of how far the tee shots for
scratch and bogey golfers roll, and the effect that has on
the playing length of the course.

l E l e v a t i o n is a measure of how changes in elevation
from tee to green affect the playing length of a hole.

l D o g l e g / F o rced Lay-Up is a measure of how mu ch
l onger or shorter a hole is played because it has a
bend (all owing players to cut the corner or forc i n g
them to lay up), or because it has obstacles — such
as water or deep bunkers — crossing the fairw ay in

the playe r s ’ landing zones (which force the scra t ch or
b o g ey go l fer to hit less than a full shot).

l P revailing Wi n d is a measure of the effect of con-
stant wind on seaside courses, plains courses or other
courses unprotected from the wind.

l A l t i t u d e is an evaluation for courses at 2,000 feet or
more altitude that will play shorter than their measured
length  because shots fly farther in the thin air.

O b s tacle Factors
l To p o g r a p h y is a factor if
the stance or lie in the
landing zone is affected by
slopes or mounds, or the
shot to the green is uphill
or downhill, making club
selection more difficult.

l F a i rw a y is an ev a l u a t i on
of the difficulty of keeping
the ball in play from tee to
g re e n . Fa i rw ay ratings are
based on fairw ay width in
a ll landing zon e s , h o l e
l e n g t h , and nearby tre e s ,
h a za rds and punitive ro u g h .

l G reen Ta rg e t is an ev a l u a t i on of the difficulty of
hitting the green with the appro a ch shot. Pri m a ry
c on s i d e ra t i ons are target size, length of shot, h ow
w e ll the green holds and the difficulty of norm a l
hole loca t i on s .

l Recoverability and Rough is the evaluation of the
probability of missing the tee shot landing zone and
the green, and the difficulty of recovering if either, or
both, is missed. The Green Target rating drives the
Recoverability and Rough (see below) rating value.

l B u n k e r s is the ev a l u a t i on of their prox i m i ty to tar-
get areas and the difficulty of re c ove ry from them.
The Green Target (see above) rating also dri ves the
Bunkers rating value.

D e t e rmining Factors

16 M A S S G O L F E Re Winter 2006-07 BRIAN SMITH

How We Rate 
USGA Course Rating System Primer

MGA course raters evaluate obstacle factors within 
20 yards of landing zones, such as this fairway bunker.

A Landing Zone. 



Come to Te r m s
A N  AT T E M P T  TO

l Out of Bounds/Extreme Rough is the ev a l-
u a t i on of the distance from the center of the
landing zone to the OB/Extreme Rough.
High gra s s , heavy underb rush in tre e s , a n d
other extreme con d i t i ons are rated in this ca t-
e go ry because a ball in such “e x t reme ro u g h” i s
l i k e ly to be lost or virt u a lly unplay a b l e . Su ch
a reas may also be rated under Recove ra b i l i ty
and Rough (see above ) .

l Water Hazard s is the ev a l u a t i on of a water
h a za rd and its distance from the landing zon e
or green and, in the case of a haza rd crossing a
h o l e, the problem inv o lved in playing over the
h a za rd . The Water Haza rds rating is applied
on any hole where there is a water haza rd or
l a t e ral water haza rd .

l Tre e s is the evaluation of the size and density
of the trees, their distance from the center of the
landing zone or green, the length of the shot to
that target, and the difficulty of recovery.

l G reen Surf a c e is the evaluation of a green’s
d i f f i c u l ty from a putting standpoint. G re e n
speed and surface contouring are the main fac-
tors. The size of the green is considered irrele-
vant in evaluating putting difficulty. A
Stimpmeter is utilized to measure the speed of
the greens based on mid-season conditions.

l P s y c h o l o g i c a l is the evaluation of the cumula-
tive effect of the other obstacles. The location of
many punitive obstacles close to a target area
creates uneasiness in the mind of the player and
thus affects his or her score. This value is purely
mathematical and is added after the on-course
rating is complete.

When the evaluation is complete, the numbers
for each factor are totaled and multiplied by a
relative weight factor. The weighted obstacle
values are applied to scratch and bogey formulas,
then converted to strokes. Those strokes are
added or subtracted from the yardage rating to
produce Course Ratings and Bogey Ratings.

Course raters deliver their results to the
MGA which, after an internal review, issues
certified Course Ratings and — even more
importantly — certified Slope Ratings.

E VEN VE TERAN GOLF ADMINI STR ATO R S can have 
trouble explaining the intricacies of the USGA Course
Rating System and USGA Handicap System. To more fully
understand both, it is essential to have a working knowl-
edge of the following terms and definitions.

SC R ATCH GO L F ER One who can play to a Course
Handicap of zero on any and all rated golf courses. 
He (she) can hit tee shots an average of 250 (210)
yards and reach a 470 (400)-yard hole in two shots. 

BO GEY GO L F ER One with a Course Handicap of 20 for
males (24 for females) on a course of standard difficul-
t y. He (she) can hit tee shots an average of 200 (150 )
yards and can reach a 370 (280)-yard hole in two shots. 

USGA COURSE RAT ING The evalu-
ation of the playing difficulty of a
course for scratch golfers under
normal course and weather condi-
tions. It is expressed as the num-
ber of strokes taken to one deci-

mal place (72.5), and is based on yardage and other
obstacles to the extent that they affect the scoring dif-
ficulty of the scratch golfer.

BO GEY RAT ING The one number every golfer other
than a scratch should ch e ck before deciding which
tees to play. This rating is the evaluation of the playing
difficulty of a course for the bogey golfer. It is based
on yardage, effective playing length and other obsta-
cles to the extent that affect the scoring ability of
the bogey golfer. To figure out this number, other 
than from looking at this database, the bogey golfer
should take the Slope Rating, divide it by the set factor 
( 5 . 381 for men, and 4.24 for women) and add that to
the Course Rating. The result is a target score for the
bogey golfer, and is a truer yardstick of the ch a l l e n g e
that lies ahead for the particular set of tees.

SLOPE RAT ING Indicates the measurement of the
relative playing difficulty of a course for players who
are not scratch golfers, compared to scratch golfers.
It is computed from the difference between the Bo g e y
Rating and the Course Rating. The lowest Slope Rating
is 55 and the highest is 155.
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“Rating teams evaluate 10 ‘obstacle factors’ that can make a hole more difficult or easier
depending on its relation to how a scratch and bogey golfer would play the hole.”



WHEN THE USGA Course Rating System was
improved in 1987, Slope Ratings became a second
dimension to the existing Course Ratings. In practical
terms, Slope Ratings enable players to receive more
strokes on a difficult course and fewer strokes on an
easier course. Thus, the quantitative search for golf
competition on “an equitable basis” was realized... if, of
course, players take advantage of the benefits of Slope.

Prior to 1987, golf courses were rated only for the
scratch golfer, with no consideration given to the aver-
age or higher handica p
players (the USGA reports
that the average Handicap
Index for men is 16.1 while
for women it is 28.9). Most
p l ayers have a handica p
that is based on the scores
at their home course.
When players went to
another course in the past,
they would receive strokes
as per their handica p.
However, a player with a
handicap of 16 at his home
course would many times
play quite a bit above or
below his or her handicap
at the other course. This
generally was caused by the
other course being harder  or easier, as well as by the
player’s own variations in scoring ability.

After much study, the USGA determined their
handicap method needed to be revised to include not
only consideration of the difficulty of the course for the
scratch golfer, but for the bogey golfer as well.

Why Slope Is Different
While the scratch golfer remains the yardstick used by
rating teams to determine Course Ratings, the bogey
golfer is the yardstick for Slope Ratings. To determine
Slope Ratings, rating teams now turn to a number that
is equally as important as the Course Ratings — but
one that does not appear on any golf course scorecard
or handicap table: the Bogey Rating (see sidebars on
pages 17 and 19).

The Bogey Rating reflects the score a weaker player
can be expected to shoot on a given course. Before
Slope, the difficulty of any golf course was assessed
entirely on one factor: distance — the longer the
course, the higher was its Course Rating. But a bogey
player doesn’t hit it as far — or as straight — as a
scratch player. A course that was rated three shots
tougher for a scratch player could play perhaps 10 shots
tougher for a lesser-skilled player (see page 19).

Since 1987, effective playing length factors and
obstacle factors (see page
16-17) have been evaluated
to determine how the
b o g ey go l fer is likely to
play a course. Once a rating
team ve rifies its ca l c u l a-
t i ons for a course, t h e
MGA computes the Slope
Rating. The formula is the
d i f fe rence between the
B o g ey Rating and the
Course Rating, multiplied
by a set factor (5.381 for
men, 4.24 for women). A
national slope average of
113 was established (based
on the number 1.13, which
research showed was the
a ve rage stroke incre a s e

from one handicap to the next).
The Course Rating and Slope Rating together

reflect the difficulty of the course for a player who is
not a scratch golfer. The greater the difference between
the scores of the scratch and bogey golfers on a certain
course, the higher the Slope Rating will be and the
more strokes players will receive. (Conversely, the less-
er the difference, the lower the Slope Rating will be
and the fewer strokes players will receive.)

“Under the old handicap system, scratch players and
bogey players weren’t equals,” says Scott W hitcomb,
MGA director of field operations. “In the past, the rat-
ing system catered to stronger players only. Since the
introduction of the Bogey Rating and Slope Rating,
players of all abilities are given equal consideration.
It makes for a more equitable system for all.”

A Second Dimension
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...are some factors which can affect Slope Ratings.

B u n kers... Green Surface... 

and Water Hazards... 



Fit to a Te e ?
S E E I N G  I F  Y O U  A R E

Why It’s Called “Slope”
Since 1987, golf courses have been rated based
upon the scores a scratch golfer and bogey golfer
are expected to shoot from a certain set of tees.
When these scores are charted on a graph, the
line showing the diffe rential in their score s
forms a slope. Thus, the term ‘Slope’ — referring
to relative steepness of the graph line of a weak-
er player’s scores (see graph below) — was cho-
sen to represent the USGA’s new method of rat-
ing course difficulty for bogey golfers.

The graph illustrates the scores of two players
— Player A who is a 6 handicap and Player B
who is a 16 handicap. On a course of average dif-
ficulty (a Slope of 113), both players are likely to
play close to their handicaps.

But as course difficulty increases, Player B’s
scores rise faster than those of Player A. To play
an equitable match on a course with a slope of
135, Player B might need an additional 10
strokes while Player A might only need an addi-
tional 3 strokes. That discrepancy plotted on the
graph shows that as the course difficulty is
increased, the line of Player B rises at a much
steeper ‘slope’ than that of Player A.

The more difficult a golf course is, the greater
the discrepancy is between the scores of stronger
and weaker players. Prior to 1987, the USGA
Course Rating system did not account for that
factor; Slope Ratings now do... that is, as long as
golfers use Slope to convert their Handicap
Indexes to their Course Handicaps.
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“In practical terms, Slope Ratings enable players to receive more strokes 
on a difficult course and fewer strokes on an easier course.”

Slope is misunderstood by many golfers. While each
course is rated from each set of tees for both the scratch
and bogey golfer, many players in the bogey category
choose tees by consulting the yardage on the scorecard...
or they follow the rest of their group to a specific color
tee. These golfers might be better served by calculating
the Bogey Rating — a bit of math could lead to a more
appropriate set of tees and a more enjoyable round. 

Bogey players should take the Slope Rating, divide it
by the set factor (5.381 for men, 4.24 for women) and
add that to the Course Rating. The result is the Bo g e y
Rating, a target score for the bogey player that is a truer
indicator of the challenge that lies ahead. As an exam-
ple (using ratings form the chart below), a male bogey
golfer playing Dennis Pines Golf Course (Pine Course)
from the back (Gold) tees would be expected to shoot:

Slope Rating 1 3 5
Divided by set factor  5.38 1

2 5 . 1
Plus Course Rating +74 . 6
Bogey Rating 99 . 7

The Bay State’s Top-10 Course Ratings
USGA Course Ratings for private and public MGA Member Clubs —

r a n ked on Course Ratings from the course’s back tees.

P r i va te M e n ’ s To t a l M e n ’ s Wo m e n ’ s Wo m e n ’ s
G o l f C o u rse Rating Ya rd a g e S l o p e C o u rs e S l o p e
C o u r s e s (Back Te e s ) R a t i n g R a t i n g R a t i n g
1. The International GC 80.0 (Tiger) 8,325 154 72.8 128
2. CC at New Seabury (Ocean Course) 75.7 (Gold) 7,031 133 67.2 113
3. Ipswich CC 75.2 (Gold) 7,023 140 75.4 135
4. Turner Hill G&RC 75.1 (Black) 7,025 138 70.6 126
5. Nantucket GC 74.9 (Gold) 7,080 136 72.9 126
6. TPC of Boston 74.8 (TPC) 7,488 143 69.7 123
7. Ballymeade CC 74.7 (Green) 6,928 140 69.6 123
8. Bay Club at Mattapoisett 74.5 (Black) 7,016 133 70.9 121
9. The Country Club (Championship Course) 74.3 (Blue) NA 139 76.1 139

10. Vineyard GC 74.1 (Black) 7,044 142 71.9 126

P u b l i c M e n ’ s To t a l M e n ’ s Wo m e n ’ s Wo m e n ’ s
G o l f C o u rse Rating Ya rd a g e S l o p e C o u rs e S l o p e
C o u r s e s (Back Te e s ) R a t i n g R a t i n g R a t i n g
1. Dennis Pines GC (Pine Course) 74.6 (Gold) 7,005 135 76.5 135
2. Bayberry Hills GC 74.3 (Gold) 7,172 127 69.7 119
3. Stow Acres CC (North Course) 74.2 (Black) 7,035 131 74.4 132
4. Maplegate CC 74.2 (Gold) 6,815 133 70.2 124
5. Red Tail GC 73.9 (Black) 6,883 138 69.4 120
6. Crosswinds GC 73.7 (Black) 7,056 136 74.8 133
7. The Meadow at Peabody 73.7 (Black) 6,708 135 75 131
8. Waverly Oaks GC 73.5 (Black) 7,114 130 71.4 127
9. The Captains GC (Port Course) 73.5 (Blue) 6,724 130 76.8 132

10. Granite Links GC 73.4 (Black) 6,818 141 70.6 124

The more difficult a course, the more strokes 
the weaker Player B (a 16 handicap) receives in
relation to the stronger Player A (6 handicap).

How Slope Helps Higher-Handicap Players

USGA Slope Rating
113            120            125            130            135 

Note: A Slope Rating of 113 re p resents a course of ‘average’ difficulty — 
Slope Ratings for courses range from a low of 55 (least difficult for the
Bogey Golfer) to a high of 155 (most difficult for the Bogey Golfer).

Player A receives 6 handicap strokes 
on a course with a 113 Slope Rating...

...and 9 strokes on a course 
with a 135 Slope Rating.

Player B receives 16 handicap
s t rokes on a course with a 
113 Slope Rating... ...and 26 strokes on a cours e

with a 135 Slope Rating.
1

1

1
1



THE TWIN TO PICS of the USGA Course Rating
System and the USGA Handicap System are fascinat-
ing material for some, a tedious necessity for others.
For both groups, the MGA and USGA mercifully do
the legwork to determine Course Ra t i n g s , B o g ey
Ratings and Slope Ratings... as well as the calculations
for a player’s MGA/USGA Handicap Index.

But, it is the golfer’s responsibility to determine the
most critical calculation of all — the Course Handicap,
a number that should be used before every round of golf
to determine how many handicap strokes each golfer
should take (or give) on his/her score.

“Many MGA Member Golfers arrive at the first tee,
especially when playing at a different course than where
t h ey norm a lly play, without making the
conversion of their MGA/USGA
H a n d i cap Index to a Course
H a n d i ca p, ” notes Wh i t c om b.
“While they might well under-
stand Slope Ratings, they just
don’t bother to use them. That
almost alw ays results in them
p l aying with too few — or too
many — handicap strokes.”

The Handicap Index (with its
portability) and Course Handicap
(with its link to the Slope) are the
two innovations which fulfilled the
promise of the USGA’s long-term
efforts to deliver “an equitable basis” handicap system.
When these two components are used properly, golfers
of differing skill levels can compete fairly against one
another regardless of where they are playing.

A brief description of the Handicap Index and
Course Handicap (and how to convert the former to
the latter) follows below, while a much more thorough
presentation of the entire USGA Handicap System
will be featured in MassGolfer’s Spring 2007 Issue.

USGA Handicap Index 
USGA Handicap Index is a term that was coined by
the USGA in 1987 when it introduced Slope Ratings
as part of its Course Rating System. Handicap Index is
expressed as a number taken to one decimal place (say,
16.1) which is periodically updated and attached to the

MGA Member Golfe r’s handicap ca rd . H ow eve r,
Handicap Index is not the golfer’s handicap — rather,
it is an indicator of the golfer’s potential scoring ability.

The USGA improved its Handicap System during
the 1980s by using the platform of a player’s potential
— rather than actual — performance. That’s why a
golfer’s Handicap Index is computed based on the 10
best of his/her last 20 scores, rather than an average of
all of his/her scores.

How is a Handicap Index used on the course itself?
It’s not... the Handicap Index is only used as the basis
to determine a golfer’s Course Handicap for the course
and set of tees he/she is playing on a particular day.

T h u s , H a n d i cap Index is port a b l e
from course to course (as well as from
one set of tees to another set of tees
on the same course).

Course Handicap
Course Handicap was also a term
coined by the USGA in 1987. A
player converts his/her Handicap
Index to a Course Handicap based
on the Slope Rating of the course
and the set of tees played (note
that Course Ratings are not used
to determine a course handicap).
A Course Handicap — which
indicates the number of strokes a

golfer needs to adjust his/her score back to the level of
the scratch golfer for that course and set of tees — will
be different on every course a golfer plays due to the
various Slope Ratings. The number of strokes a player
receives (the Course Handicap) is based upon the rela-
tive difficulty of the course and set of tees (the Slope).

Before teeing off, a golfer should always convert
his/her Handicap Index to a Course Handicap... and
that happens to be a relatively easy process.

Converting To A Course Handicap
A golfer determines a Course Handicap by applying
his/her Handicap Index to a Course Handicap Table.
Every MGA Member Golf Course — or USGA-affil-
iated course nationally — should have a posted Course
Handicap Table in the clubhouse and/or at the first tee.

Take Time To Convert

20 M A S S G O L F E Re Winter 2006-07

How We Rate
Using Your Course Handicap

Convert your 
MGA /USGA Handicap Index 

to a Course Handicap before you play.



#1 Handicap Hole
T R U T H S  A B O U T  T H E
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“The Handicap Index and Course Handicap are the two innovations which fulfilled the
p romise of the USGA’s long-term eff o rts to deliver “an equitable basis” handicap system.”

Almost every golfer has heard it — or said it — while
standing on a tee: “This is our number one handicap
hole... it’s the toughest hole on our golf cours e.” 

While it is commonly believed that holes are ranke d
from toughest (number 1 handicap) to least tough
(number 18), that’s not usually the case.   

‘ Toughness’ is in the mind of the beholder. Imagine
Tiger Woods playing at your course on the number one
handicap hole — say, a 535-yard par 5. With his length,
there’s a decent chance he will get on in two to set up
a birdie or eagle opportunity. Not so tough for Ti g e r.

How then are holes actually handicapped? Course
representatives — not the MGA or USGA — decide how
to rank holes in the order that handicap strokes are
necessary for a weaker player to ‘halve the hole’ in
m a t ch play format with a stronger player. Because dis-
tance is the biggest obstacle to
overcome for weaker players,
the longest hole is often the
number one handicap hole. To
halve Tiger’s expected birdie on
that 535-yard par 5 without the
benefit of a handicap stroke, the
w e a ker player would likely have
to chip in — his tee shot traveled
only 200 yards and it’s rare he is
on the green in regulation. Thus, the weaker player
needs a stroke to have a chance at halving this hole.

In contrast, on your course’s #16 handicap hole —
s a y, a 130-yard par 3 — the weaker player can often
land his tee shot on the green and two-putt. Tiger finds
this hole tough... to birdie, that is. The weaker player
doesn’t need a stroke to match Tiger’s expected par.

The USGA Handicap System Manual s u m m a r i z e s
the topic as follows: “A handicap stroke should be an
equalizer and should be available on a hole where it
most likely will be needed by the higher-handicapped
player to obtain a half in singles or four-ball match
p l a y. Difficulty in making par on a hole is not an effec-
tive indicator of the need for a stroke. Generally the
longer the holes, the greater the need for the higher
handicapped player to receive a stroke .”

Course scorecards display a ‘Handicap’ line — the
hole identified as ‘1’ (the number one handicap hole)
has been rated the hole where a weaker golfer is most
l i kely to need a stroke in a match with a stronger player.

A portion of the Course Handicap Table for
male golfers using the Gold Tees at Dennis
Pines GC is displayed below. A male golfer with
a Handicap Index of 16.1 (the average male
handicap nationwide for men) who is planning
on playing from those tees would loc ate that
number in the Handicap Index ranges listed in
the left-hand column and then would find his
Course Handicap in the corresponding right-
hand column... 19 is the Course Handicap he
plays for the round, meaning this is the number
of handicap strokes he is allowed.

For the mathematically inclined, the Course
Handicap is the Handicap Index multiplied by
the Slope Rating of the tees played divided by
113 (and rounded to the nearest whole number).

To check what a Course Handicap would be for
any Handicap Index and Slope Rating, visit the
USGA Course Handicap Calculator at:

www.usga.org/playing/handicaps/calculator/
course_handicap_calculator.asp

Once handicap strokes are allowed, most MGA
Member Golfers know how the process works
during a stroke play match. The weaker player is
to ‘take a stroke’ — that is, deduct a stroke —
from his/her score based on ‘handicap holes’ (see
sidebar on this page). At the end of the round,
the golfers of differing abilities each figure their
‘net scores’ — their gross scores minus the
strokes they were allowed to take on certain
holes. The net score wins the match.

Once armed with a Course Handicap, a golfer
is ready to play on an equal basis with any other
golfer in the world. That’s why the MGA rates,
and how the system works for all golfers.

Men’s Course Handicap Table
Dennis Pines GC (Pine Course) — Gold Te e s

USGA Course Rating — 74.6 USGA Slope Rating — 135

MG A /USGA Handicap Index Course Handicap
9.7 to 10.4 1 2

10.5 to 11.2 1 3
11.3 to 12.1 1 4
12.2 to 12.9 1 5
13.0 to 13.8 1 6
13.9 to 14.6 1 7
14.7 to 15.4 1 8
15.5 to 16.3 1 9
16.4 to 17. 1 2 0
1 7.2 to 17. 9 2 1
1 7.9 to 18.6 2 2
18.7 to 19.5 2 3

Stiil #1... 
especially on the 

#1 handicap hole.



WITH A CAREER including service
as MGA president, New England Golf
A s s o c i a t i on secre t a ry - t re a s u rer and
USGA handicap chairman, Bill Blaney
is rightly remembered as one of the most
a rdent amateur golf volunteers in
M a s s a chusetts and on the nation a l
scene. Most significantly, Blaney had a
life-long passion to make the USGA
handicap and rating systems more equi-
table and portable (see page 15).

Perhaps less well recalled is Blaney’s
position among the Bay State’s all-time
g reat amateur ch a m p i on s . Yet he
remains to this day the only player to
capture titles of a ‘modified grand slam’: the MGA
State Amateur, the New England Amateur, the MGA
State Senior Amateur and the New England Senior.

Born in Waban in 1905, Blaney established the
competitive course record of 70 at Plymouth Country
Club, where he was a member, at the age of 18 in 1924.
Fourteen years later, in 1940, he would establish the
course record at his other member club, Brae Burn
Country Club (see sidebar on page 23) where he was an
eventual 13-time club champion.

In 1926, the year he first qualified for the U.S.
Amateur, the MGA rated only four players at a handi-
cap of 4 or better — Francis Ouimet and Jesse Guilford
were at scratch and Fred Wright, Jr. was rated a 2.
Collectively, that illustrious trio won 16 MGA State
Amateur titles and five USGA titles. No golfer was
rated a 3, while Blaney was rated the MGA’s only 4.

In 1928, B l a n ey graduated from
Williams College and won the New
England Amateur, defeating Guilford
in the semi-final match. Boston sports-
writer Burt Hoxie reported that, “For
gracefulness on his shots, Blaney is it.
H e’s another of the lightweights to
arrive also, as he weighs under 150.” The
lightweight was also evidently meticu-
lous, as Hoxie added: “One golfer called
the height of optimism Blaney’s remov-
ing a pebble in his line 40 feet from the
ball. And then Bill rolled the pill four
inches from the target.”

After enduring defeats in the final
matches of the MGA Amateur in both 1930 and ’32,
Blaney advanced to the quarterfinals of the 1932 U.S.
Amateur. Upon his return to the Bay State, he was
feted, along with fellow U.S. Amateur contestants
Ouimet and Guilford, as the “‘Big Three’ of Hub Golf ”
at a grand celebration at Woodland Golf Club.

Blaney won the second  jewel of his grand slam  —
the 1934 MGA State Amateur — defeating Wright in
the final match — and his handicap was reduced by the
MGA to a 1 that year. He began service on the MGA
Executive Committee shortly thereafter, in 1936, and
was appointed MGA vice president for the 1941-42
period. When MGA president Melville Merritt was
pressed into duty with the U.S. Navy in 1942, Blaney
succeeded him as acting president — at age 36, the
MGA’s youngest-ever leader. After a year in that role,
he was elected and served as president from 1943-44.
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How We Rate 
The Incomparable Bill Blaney

COURTESY: CHARLIE BLANEY

Fair and Balanced

Blaney was reported to have
“an infectious smile.”

A team of Bay State top amateurs was selected to play with the visting British Ryder Cup Team at 
Winchester Country Club on June 19, 1931: (left to right) Emory Stratton, Phil Finlay, Bill Blaney, Billy McPhail,

Fred Wright, Jr., Francis Ouimet, Jesse Guilford, Joe Batchelder, Ray Gorton and Elmer Ward.



An Ace of Clubs
H O W  T O  C A R D

Post-World War II, Blaney became a prime
mover in the development of the “mid-amateur,”
helping form the Pre-Seniors Golf Association
in 1948 which catered to players aged 40-54. In
1954, the maximum age limit was eliminated
and the organiza t i on adopted their curre n t
name: The Hickory Shafts. The USGA would
inaugurate its U.S. Mid-Amateur in 1981, for
players who had reached the age of 25. The
MGA State Mid-Amateur was launched in
1984 for players at least 25 years of age (that
threshold was lowered to 30 in 1999).

Blaney also had a significant hand in the cre-
ation of the MGA State Senior. He won that
inaugural championship in 1961 at the mini-
mum qualifying age of 55 at his home course,
B rae Burn . In 1971, he ca p t u red the final leg of his
grand slam by winning the New England Se n i o r
at Wo o dland Golf Club.

Those who knew Blaney
remember him as one who
n ever discussed his stell a r
p l aying ca re e r. I n d e e d , h e
seems to have been driven
more by a desire to make
the game open and fair for
the ave rage playe r. H i s
innovative and — at the
time — contro-
versial ideas on
basic-ability is a
t e rm we now
ca ll “p o t e n t i a l”
and that is at
the very heart of
t o d ay’s USGA
H a n d i cap Sys t e m . The USGA adopted the
basic-ability handicap (based on the best 10 of
the last 50 rounds) in 1947, a procedure that was
implemented and improved by Blaney.

“I feel basic-ability is much more representa-
tive of golf as it has been, and should be, played,”
Blaney said, years after. “I also feel it is less sub-
ject to manipulation by those who seem to desire
a handicap advantage.”

While he got his own handicap down to a 1,
his main concern was “an equitable basis” for the
game of golf for players of all abilities. So, if you
get those handicap strokes on the first tee, pay a
bit of thanks to Bill Blaney. e
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“Most significantly, Blaney had a life-long passion to make the 
USGA handicap and rating systems more equitable and portable.”

John English — an MGA Past President and noted Bay
State golf historian — recounted a Bill Blaney feat from
1 940 in the MGA’s centennial book, A Commonwealth of
G o l f e r s, an annotated version of which follows below.

“One of the most memorable holes-in-one in the
annals of golf — Massachusetts or beyond — occurred
as the pre-war decade was ending. The leading role
was played by Bill Blaney at Brae Burn, his home
course. He already had carved a prominent place for
himself as an amateur player and by his contributions
to the formulation of the game’s handicap system. 

In the summer of 1940, Blaney was playing again
the kind of golf which had won him the New England
Amateur in 1928, taken him to the quarter-finals of the
U.S. Amateur in 1932 and earned him the MGA State
Amateur in 1934. As he, John Cole, Merrill Delano
and Bob Meier came out for what became an epic, if
informal, weekend round, they were assigned to start
at the seventh hole. 

The round began inauspiciously for Blaney with a  
1-over-par 5; the next three or four holes were unevent-
ful. Then, as golfers mysteriously do, Blaney caught fire.
When they came to the 160-yard sixth — the last of their
round — he needed a par 3 for a 69. Even better, a birdie
2 would tie the amateur course record of 68. 

The blue markers were set on the upper, back tee.
The flagstick stood in the right-front quarter of the
green, just beyond the brook which guards the front.
Blaney pulled our his six-iron. The shot was on line all
the way. The ball took two bounces on the green and
dropped solidly into the final cup for a 1 and a new
amateur course record of 67.”

COURTESY: CHARLIE BLANEY


