That Slippery Slope: the Truth Behind Slope Rating

Let’s start with a simple question; what course is more difficult: one with a 141 Slope Rating or one with a Slope Rating of 135? Answer: it’s definitely the course with a 141 Slope, right? Oops, not so fast. The correct answer is: it could be either course. Sorry, that was a trick question intended to illustrate a point.

Most golfers believe that a very high Slope Rating equates to a very tough golf course. Using Slope as the indicator is an awfully crude way to look for the difficulty of a course. Most of us ignore the Course Rating, the golfers ability and subscribe to the notion that if its tough for me, its tough for everyone. Focusing solely on the slope rating means a lack or disregard of the system. We know that the higher the slope the more strokes we get, and that must mean that the course is tough since we get more strokes. This is not the case, a demonstration is in order with real numbers for us to identify with, but first we need to distinguish a few terms to understand the system.

A Course Rating indicates the evaluation of the playing difficulty of a course for scratch golfers. This is also known as a “Scratch Rating”. Personally I’d like to see it permanently called Scratch Rating, it would help alleviate some of the ambiguity of the system. The Scratch, err Course Rating represents the average expected score for scratch players on that course from that particular tee. We have a Rating system in place developed by the USGA that includes estimating what this expected average score number will be for a given golf course/tee. This was created because it is not required to have 100 scratch golfers play every golf club to provide actual scoring data for this number, although scratch golfers are rumored to have formed a union pushing for this process. The rating is based on yardage and other obstacles that affect the scoring ability of a scratch golfer in the Course Rating System. You’ve seen this Scratch (Course) rating number, usually published on a scorecard, poster on the wall of a club, or a website (usually found close to the Slope Rating). I’d like to see this next term published and used more often too - Bogey Rating. It is similar to the scratch rating, in that the bogey rating of a tee/course represents the average expected score of the bogey player from that tee/course. I also hear that this group, very large in number is forming an alliance with the scratch union to put pressure on the powers that be to play every single golf course to produce actual scoring averages to use in the Rating process. And some guy named Buzz is leading other groups to this alliance that are calling themselves “extreme bogey golfers” and “forgotten hackers”.

Before I lose you, the actual Slope Rating is calculated from taking the difference between the bogey rating (derived from a course rating team) and the scratch (course) rating, that result is then multiplied by a mathematical constant (which is different for both men and woman). What does this mean? Simply put, the higher the Slope Rating, the greater the gap is in the expected scores between the scratch golfer and the bogey golfer on that particular tee/course. The expected scores of both the scratch and bogey golfer on a high slope rated course will tend be further apart. Slope Rating by definition, is the mark that indicates the measurement of the relative difficulty of a course for players who are not scratch golfers (our bogey golfers) compared to the scratch (Course Rating). Slope Ratings range from 55 to the highest 155, and a golf course of standard playing difficulty is a slope of 113.

Let’s look at an actual example to see how the numbers work, please review the following illustration and look at the relationships carefully.
	Which Course is more difficult, Course "A" with a Rating of 71.4 and a Slope of 128  or Course "B" with a Rating of 72.1 and a Slope of 124?
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This clearly illustrates the most common misconception about slope, that a course (A) with a higher Slope Rating (128) is always more difficult than a golf course (B) with a lower Slope Rating (124). 

This is especially true when comparing the scores of the low and high-handicapper. In the example of the low-handicapper, the same score on course A and B yielded different differentials and consequently Handicap Factor. The differentials and Factor were higher on Course A even though it is sloped higher at 128, meaning the course comparatively played “easier” for this player even though it had a higher slope. Looking at the high-Handicapper, the same score on both courses produces different results, course A produced a lower differential this time while having the higher slope rating. And finally the mid-Handicapper, we can see that the same score on both courses yields identical differentials, and Handicap Factors as a result. Interesting how this can be if the slopes are different isn’t it?  We can conclude from this analysis several things, first and most importantly that a course with a high slope rating does not necessarily mean it is a difficult course. Second, to measure the absolute difficulty of a course we must take into account the combination of 1) the caliber of golfer we are to consider (low, mid, or high), 2) the course (scratch) rating and 3) the Slope Rating. If you have all three components, you clearly determine which course is more difficult to score for any caliber of player. 

The Rating system exists so we can compare scores, golfers, and courses alike to get a sense of ability no matter where you play, it is universal. Now you know the mistake made by 95% of the golfing population. No, not three-putting, you know the truth behind slope, which you can now use to impress your group when starting your next round.
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		Which Course is more difficult?  …careful with your answer, look at the math!

						High Handicapper

		Course		Rating		Slope		Score		Differential		Hdcp (*.96)										30

		A		70		128		100		26.5		25.4						1				29.6

		B		70.4		124		100		27.0		25.9

						Low Handicapper

		Course		Rating		Slope		Score		Differential								1				3

		A		70		128		73		2.6		2.5										2.6

		B		70.4		124		73		2.4		2.3

						Mid Handicapper																Diff

		Course		Rating		Slope		Score		Differential								0				11

		A		70		128		81		9.7		9.3						0				10.6

		B		70.4		124		81		9.7		9.3

						Handicap		x		y

						-3		70		128

						1		70.4		124
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						20

						30





141 and 135

		Which Course is more difficult?  …careful with your answer, look at the math!

						High Handicapper

		Course		Rating		Slope		Score		Differential		Hdcp (*.96)										38.8

		A		71.2		141		110		31.1		29.9						1				37.9

		B		72.1		135		110		31.7		30.5

						Low Handicapper

		Course		Rating		Slope		Score		Differential								1				2.8

		A		71.2		141		74		2.2		2.2										1.9

		B		72.1		135		74		1.6		1.5

						Mid Handicapper																Diff

		Course		Rating		Slope		Score		Differential								0				20.8

		A		71.2		141		92		16.7		16.0						0				19.9

		B		72.1		135		92		16.7		16.0

						Handicap		x		y

						-3		70		128

						1		70.4		124

						10
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		Which Course is more difficult?  …careful with your answer, look at the math!

						High Handicapper

		Course		Rating		Slope		Score		Differential		Hdcp (*.96)										38.6

		A		71.4		128		110		34.1		32.7						1				37.9

		B		72.1		124		110		34.5		33.2

						Low Handicapper

		Course		Rating		Slope		Score		Differential								1				2.6

		A		71.4		128		74		2.3		2.2										1.9

		B		72.1		124		74		1.7		1.7

						Mid Handicapper																Diff

		Course		Rating		Slope		Score		Differential								0				21.6

		A		71.4		128		93		19.1		18.3						0				20.9

		B		72.1		124		93		19.0		18.3

						Handicap		x		y
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