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World Handicap System – What You Need to Know! 

New Handicap Index Calculation 

For 2020, the USGA instituted the World Handicap System (WHS). The WHS unifies six different 

handicap systems used around the world into a single system that is based on the modernized Rules of 

Handicapping and is more responsive to good scores by averaging your 8 best scores out of your most 

recent 20. Under the previous USGA Handicap System, 10 of 20 scores with a .96 multiplier was used. 

The new formula is: Course Handicap = Handicap Index X (Slope Rating/113) + (Course Rating - Par). 

Key highlights of the WHS: 

1. 8 best of last 20 scores used for Index calculation. 

2. Slope Rating, Course Rating, and Par are used to calculate your Course Handicap, allowing 

players to compete from different tees more easily. 

3. Net Double Bogey is the max score for any hole. 

4. Your Handicap Index will be updated the day after you post a score. 

5. Incorporates safeguards to protect your Handicap Index. 

In response to this change, the Sandy Burr Inner Club will also implement changes to the way that 

tournaments are prepared and scored. Please note that running a tournament of 40-60 players is a little 

more complicated than simply looking up your individual handicap or the handicaps of your foursome, 

so the changes being adopted reflect operational constraints as well as the new handicap calculation. 

New Tournament Scoring Software 

 For the past 12 years, the SBIC used a scoring software platform (LeaderBoard) developed by 

longtime member Pat Philbin. This software was extremely robust and has reliably served the 

unique needs of the SBIC, including tee-time scheduling, tournament flighting (A, B, C flights), 

“blind draws” when needed, ability to simultaneously run more than 1 tournament (as in Points 

and Skins on the same day), and, importantly, ease of use.  

 For the 2020 season, the SBIC will start using the Golf Genius/USGA Tournament Management 

(TM) Program for tournament scoring. The Tournament Chairman has spent several months 

reviewing and validating the TM program to make sure that it meets our specific needs to 

ensure a smooth transition from one scoring platform to another.  

 In addition to meeting our needs, the TM program offers several improvements, including easier 

uploading/downloading of Member’s scores and handicaps, an easy transition to the new 

handicap formula, and the possibility of hole-by-hole stats if they are needed. 

 Given that Tournament Committee members have not yet used the TM software, there will be a 

learning curve, so please have patience with the Collectors and Scorers as they become 

familiar with the new system. 

 As mentioned above, there are operational constraints that come into play, particularly in 

regard to the daily handicap update: 

o We will start the season by using the handicap indices that are available on the Friday 

just prior to the weekend.  

o We will not be updating handicaps over the weekend. 

o Schedules are typically posted on Wednesday; they will be posted without handicaps. 

Please check with the Collector on tournament day to verify your Playing Handicap.  
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Other SBIC Considerations 

The new handicap calculations and the new scoring software will affect other aspects of tournament 

scoring. 

Handicap Allowance 

It is important to understand the relationships between Index, Course Handicap, and Playing Handicap. 

Index is used to determine Course Handicap, and Course Handicap is used to calculate Playing Handicap. 

Playing Handicap is determined by taking the Course Handicap value with 2 decimals and multiplying it 

by a handicap allowance, then round to a whole number. The allowance is dependent on that day’s 

tournament type and number of players. Simply put, for some tournaments (e.g. Points) we use 100% of 

Course Handicap, for others (e.g. 2-Man Best Ball) we use 90% of Course Handicap, and occasionally 

there are tournaments where 80% of handicap is used. The table below displays some examples of Index 

and Playing Handicaps across the different tees:  

 Blue Tees White Tees Green Tees Red Tees 

Playing Handicap with Index of 6.1 

100% 6 3 +1 2 

90% 6 3 +1 2 

80% 5 2 +1 2 

Playing Handicap with Index of 10.9 

100% 12 8 4 7 

90% 10 7 3 6 

80% 8 7 3 6 

Playing Handicap with Index of 20.4 

100% 22 19 13 17 

90% 20 17 12 15 

80% 18 15 10 13 

 

There will be tables displaying handicaps by Index for 100%, 90%, and 80% handicap allowances posted 

in the back room and likely available at the sign-in table. Please note that we will make every effort to 

create these tables with 100% accuracy. However, the ultimate authority will be the scoring software 

– if the software calculates your handicap as 15, but the tables have 16, your handicap will be 15. 

 

Handicaps for 9 Holes 

Handicaps for 9-hole tournaments are derived by splitting your handicap across each of the 9 holes 

according to these rules: 

 If your Playing Handicap is an even number, then 50% of your handicap is applies to each 9. For 

example, if your handicap is 18, you will get 9 strokes on the front and 9 strokes on the back. 

 If your Playing Handicap is an odd number, the “extra” stroke will be applied on the front 9. For 

example, if your handicap is 13, you will get 7 strokes on the front (for the holes ranked 1, 3, 5, 

7, 9, 11, & 13) and 6 strokes on the back (for holes ranked 2, 4, 6, 8, 10, & 12). 
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Tournament Flighting 

“Tournament Flighting” is the term for the division of players into “flights”, e.g. A Flight, B Flight, etc. To 

flight a tournament, players are ranked, from smallest to largest, by Course Handicap. Ties within Course 

Handicap are sorted alphabetically. The ranked players are then divided by the number of flights 

required for that day’s tournament, which is typically based on total number of players. If there is an 

odd number of players, the final flight will have 1 less player than the other flights. Example: 35 total 

players, 3 flights, Flight A will have 12 players, Flight B will have 12 players, Flight C will have 11 players. 

 

Tie Breaks  

For tie breaking, the SBIC will use the USGA (Last 9,6,3,1 holes) methodology. This methodology was 

chosen because it can be used across all of our tournament formats within the new scoring software.  

If there are ties at the end of the competition, ties are broken by reviewing the scores for the last nine 

holes, then the last six, then the last three, and finally the 18th hole. If there is a multiple tee start, the 

"last nine holes, last six holes, etc." is considered to be holes 10-18, 13-18, etc. 

The scores for the last 9 holes, last 6 holes, etc. are compared by taking the gross score of that stretch of 

holes and then deducting a fraction of each player's Playing Handicap. The following fraction of the 

Playing Handicap is deducted: 

 Last 9 holes - 1/2 

 Last 6 holes - 1/3 

 Last 3 holes - 1/6 

For USGA users, the fraction of the Playing Handicap is rounded (.5 and above rounds up) before 

deducting from the gross score. 

For a 2-day tournament, the last 9, 6, 3, and 1 holes of the final round is considered. The first round is 

not put into consideration. 

 

Playing Conditions Calculation 

New for 2020 is the Playing Conditions Calculation. The Course Ratings used in the Index calculation are 

based on normal playing conditions, but the difficulty of a golf course can vary substantially from day to 

day, due to:  

 Course conditions 

 Weather conditions, and/or  

 Course set-up. 

The Playing Conditions Calculation (PCC): 

 Is generally performed only once for a day. 

 Considers acceptable scores submitted on a golf course each day and requires at least eight 

acceptable scores to determine if an adjustment is required. 

 Includes only acceptable scores submitted by players with a Handicap Index of 36.0 or below. 
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 Equals zero if fewer than eight acceptable scores are submitted. 

 Where applicable, does not include scores that are scaled up to 9-hole or 18-hole scores. 

 Can determine an adjustment of -1.0, 0.0, +1.0, +2.0 or +3.0 and is applied in the calculation of 

Score Differentials for all players. 

Given that this is a brand-new feature of the WHS, we cannot predict when the PCC will be applied, as it 

depends on the scores submitted for that day, and those scores will be a factor of course conditions and 

the field. This is a statistical measurement and application, not an adjustment made by the 

Tournament Chairman or the Handicap Chairman. It is an automatic feature of the index calculation, 

the SBIC cannot turn it on or off. Because this is something new, we will be watching and evaluating its 

impact as the season progresses. 

 

Additional Resources 

Course Handicap Calculator – must know your Index, Course Rating, Slope, and Par to use the calculator. 

USGA / WHS Changes – USGA website with additional materials for players. 

Playing Conditions Calculation (PCC), Handicapping Rule 5.6 – this link has more info on PCC  

 

Definitions / Rule Changes 

Handicap Index: The measure of a player’s demonstrated ability calculated against the Slope Rating of a 

golf course of standard playing difficulty (that is, a course with a Slope Rating of 113) and based on the 

number of scores in the player’s record at the time of revision. The Index is the simple average of your 

lowest 8 differentials out of your last 20 scores. The differential is computed with this formula:  

(Score - Course Rating) x 113 / Slope Rating. A Handicap Index is displayed as a number taken to one 

decimal figure, such as 15.2. Think of your Handicap Index as your “raw” number, and one that you will 

never actually play with. 

Course Handicap: The number of handicap strokes a player receives from a specific set of tees as 

determined by the Slope Rating and the difference between Course Rating and Par. A Course Handicap 

is arrived at by “converting” your Handicap Index to the specific Slope Rating of tees played. This is the 

formula: Handicap Index x (Slope Rating/113) + (Course Rating- Par). The Course Handicap is expressed 

as a whole number (no decimals). 

Playing Handicap: The Course Handicap adjusted for any handicap allowances or Terms of the 

Competition. It represents the actual number of strokes the player gives or receives for the round being 

played in an event and is expressed as a whole number (no decimals). The formula is:  

Playing Handicap = Course Handicap (with 2 decimals) X handicap allowance.  

Acceptability of Scores: A score is acceptable for handicap purposes if the round has been played: 

 In an authorized format of play (see Rule 2.1a) over at least the minimum number of holes 

required for either a 9-hole or an 18-hole score to be acceptable (see Rule 2.2) 

 In the company of at least one other person, who may also act as a marker (subject to satisfying 

any other requirements of the Rules of Golf) 

 By the Rules of Golf (see Rule 2.1b) 

https://www.usga.org/course-handicap-calculator.html
https://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/handicapping/world-handicap-system/world-handicap-system-resources-for-players.html
https://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/handicapping/roh/Content/rules/5%206%20Playing%20Conditions%20Calculation.htm
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 On a golf course with a current Course Rating and Slope Rating, where length and normal 

playing difficulty is maintained at a consistent level (see Appendix G) 

 On a golf course during its active season. 

In addition, the player’s score must always be certified in accordance with the Rules of Handicapping 

(see Rule 4.4). 

If one or more of the requirements set out above is not met, the score is not acceptable for handicap 

purposes. 

Maximum Hole Score: Rule Change for 2020 - the maximum hole score for each player is limited to a 

Net Double Bogey, calculated as follows: Double Bogey + handicap strokes a player receives (or gives) 

based on their Course Handicap (“or gives” only applies to plus handicap players). 

Exceptional Score Reduction: Rule Change for 2020 - When a player posts a score that produces a Score 

Differential of 7.0 strokes or more below their Handicap Index, they are subject to an Exceptional Score 

Reduction. 

 When the Score Differential is between 7.0 and 9.9 strokes below their current Handicap Index, 

a -1.0 reduction is applied to the most recent 20 Score Differentials.  

 When the Score Differential is 10.0 strokes or more below their Handicap Index, a -2.0 reduction 

is applied to the most recent 20 Score Differentials. 

 Scores posted after the exceptional score do not contain the -1.0 or -2.0 adjustment (unless they 

are also exceptional), which allows the reduction to gradually work itself out of a Scoring 

Record. 
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Appendix I: USGA Simplified Change Summaries 

Explanation for Each Major Change 

1. Course Rating and Slope Rating 

Old: The USGA Course Rating System was the foundation of the USGA Handicap System and allowed 

each player’s Handicap Index to be transported from one course to another. 

New: The USGA Course Rating System is now referred to as the Course Rating System and joins the 

Rules of Handicapping to form the World Handicap System. 

Why it matters: The Course Rating System is implemented by National Associations and allows a 

player’s Handicap Index to be portable from course to course and country to country. This provides an 

accurate and consistent measure of the difficulty of a golf course by ensuring that playing length and 

obstacle factors are evaluated the same way worldwide. 

2. Number of Scores Required to Obtain a Handicap Index 

Old: A Handicap Index was issued to a player after five 18-hole scores were submitted and a revision 

took place. 

New: A Handicap Index is issued to a player the day after they have posted scores from a total of 54 

holes, made up of any combination of 9-hole and 18-hole scores. 

Why it matters: This makes it easier to get a Handicap Index and enables as many golfers as possible the 

opportunity to establish and maintain one. 

3. Basis of Handicap Index Calculation 

Old: When a score was submitted, it was converted to a Handicap Differential based on the Course 

Rating and Slope Rating of the tees that were played. Used the average of 10 best differentials out of 

most recent 20, and the result was multiplied by .96. 

New: When a score is submitted, it is converted to a Score Differential based on the Course Rating and 

Slope Rating of the tees that were played. In addition, a Playing Conditions Calculation is included to 

account for any abnormal course or weather conditions. The Handicap Index calculation uses the 

average of the 8 best Score Differentials out of the most recent 20 – with safeguards added to prevent 

extreme upward movement (see #4) and automatically reduce a Handicap Index if an exceptional score 

is posted (see #5). 

Why it matters: An 8 of 20 system allows for greater responsiveness to good scores and eliminates the 

need for a bonus for excellence. Safeguards add integrity to the system and support Handicap 

Committees. 

  



8 
 

4. Limit on Upward Movement of a Handicap Index (Cap) 

Old: There was no restriction on the upward movement of a Handicap Index built into the calculation. 

New: A “Soft Cap” and “Hard Cap” is included within the Handicap Index calculation. The Soft Cap slows 

upward movement by 50% if a 3.0 stroke increase takes place within a year. The Hard Cap prevents 

upward movement beyond 5.0 strokes. 

Why it matters: There’s no limit on the amount by which a player’s Handicap Index can decrease, but 

the Soft Cap and Hard Cap ensure that a temporary loss of form doesn’t cause a player’s Handicap Index 

to increase to a level inconsistent with their demonstrated ability. 

5. Exceptional Score Reduction (ESR) 

Old: When a player submitted two or more Tournament Scores (T-scores) within a 12-month period that 

were at least 3.0 strokes better than their Handicap Index, they were eligible for an automatic Handicap 

Index reduction. 

New: When a player submits a score that produces a Score Differential of 7.0 strokes or more below 

their Handicap Index, they are subject to an Exceptional Score Reduction. If the Score Differential is 7.0 

to 9.9 strokes better, a -1.0 reduction takes place. If the Score Differential is 10.0+ strokes better, a -2.0 

adjustment takes place. 

Why it matters: By considering all scores, a player’s Handicap Index is more responsive to exceptional 

performances in competitive and recreational play. The adjustment is straight-forward and applied 

automatically. 

6. Playing Conditions Calculation (PCC) 

Old: There was no calculation or adjustment to account for abnormal course or weather conditions. 

New: When abnormal course or weather conditions cause scores to be unusually high or low on a given 

day, a “Playing Conditions Calculation” (PCC) adjusts Score Differentials to better reflect a player’s actual 

performance. 

Why it matters: Provides a mechanism to adjust the Score Differential when playing conditions for the 

day are abnormal. PCC can also be used to identify if the Course Rating of a golf course needs to be 

reviewed by the local Authorized Golf Association. 

7. Frequency of Handicap Index Updates 

Old: A Handicap Index was updated on the 1st and 15th of each month. 

New: A player’s Handicap Index is now updated daily, provided that the player posted a score the day 

before. 

Why it matters: Provides players with a more responsive and up-to-date Handicap Index. This also 

allows new golfers to establish their first Handicap Index more quickly. 
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8. Maximum Handicap Index 

Old: The maximum Handicap Index was 36.4 for men and 40.4 for women. 

New: The maximum Handicap Index for all golfers is 54.0. 

Why It Matters: Many players without a Handicap Index believe they are “not good enough.” With a 

higher maximum Handicap Index, the WHS strives to make the game more welcoming to new players, 

while keeping the interest of aging players where their ability diminishes over time. 

9. Importance and Determination of Par 

Old: Par had little significance because a Course Handicap represented the number of strokes a player 

received in order to play to the Course Rating of the tees being played – not Par. 

New: Par has an important role within the World Handicap System, requiring Par values to be more 

precise. The local Authorized Golf Association determines Par based on yardage and effective playing 

length guidelines – while also considering how the hole was designed to be played. 

Why it matters: The Course Handicap calculation includes a Course Rating minus Par adjustment, which 

enables a Course Handicap to represent the number of strokes a player receives to play to the Par of the 

tees being played.  

Additionally, the maximum hole score for handicap purposes is a “Net Double Bogey,” equal to Double 

Bogey + any handicap strokes the player receives on the hole. Also, when a player does not play a hole, 

“Net Par” must be recorded as their score for the hole. Net Par is equal to Par + any handicap strokes 

the player receives.  

Both procedures benefit from more accurate Par values. 

10. Course Handicap Calculation and Application 

Old: Course Handicap = Handicap Index x (Slope Rating ÷ 113) 

New: Course Handicap = Handicap Index × (Slope Rating ÷ 113) + (Course Rating – Par) 

Why it matters: Under the WHS, Course Handicap values change more from tee to tee, as they 

represent the number of strokes needed to play to Par.  

This new calculation also allows players to compete from different tees without any adjustment – unless 

a difference in Par exists.  

Players are now able to determine their Target Scores (the score they’ll shoot if they play to their 

handicap) by simply adding their Course Handicap + Par. 
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11. Playing Handicap Calculation and Application 

Old: When a player’s Course Handicap was adjusted based on the application of a Handicap Allowance 

or other term(s) of a competition, it was still referred to as a Course Handicap. 

New: The term "Playing Handicap" represents the actual number of strokes a player gives or receives for 

the round being played. The Course Handicap and Playing Handicap are typically the same value. 

However, when Handicap Allowances are used or Par is different between tees, there is an adjustment 

to make the competition equitable. 

Why it matters: There is now a clear distinction between two definitions, where both serve specific 

purposes. A Course Handicap is used to adjust individual hole scores (Net Double Bogey and Net Par 

procedures). A Playing Handicap denotes the actual number of strokes given or received during a 

recreational or competitive round and is used for the purposes of the competition. 

12. Maximum Hole Score for Handicap Purposes (Net Double Bogey) 

Old: The maximum hole score for handicap purposes was based on a player’s Course Handicap and the 

Equitable Stroke Control (ESC) table. 

New: The maximum hole score for each player is limited to a Net Double Bogey, equal to Double Bogey 

+ any handicap strokes received (based on the player’s Course Handicap). 

Why it matters: By factoring in Par and Stroke Index values under the Net Double Bogey procedure, 

adjusted hole scores are more precise and reflective of each player’s demonstrated ability. 

13. Treatment of 9-Hole Scores 

Old: To post a nine-hole score, a player must have played 7 to 12 holes under the Rules of Golf. When 13 

or more holes were played, the score posted qualified as an 18-hole score. A player could have a 

Handicap Index and/or a nine-hole Handicap Index (N). 

New: To post a nine-hole score, a player must play 7 to 13 holes under the Rules of Golf. When 14 or 

more holes are played, the score posted qualifies as an 18-hole score. A nine-hole Handicap Index (N) no 

longer exists. 

Why it matters: Players around the world now have a single Handicap Index, and there is no longer a 

nine-hole Handicap Index (N).  

The method for calculating a Handicap Index is the same worldwide, and this applies whether a player 

submits all 9-hole scores, 18-hole scores, or a combination of both. The Handicap Index is 

interchangeable for both 9-hole and 18-hole play. 


