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Golf course design is catering for longer 
hitters while shorter hitters are being ignored.

For the last 2-3 years, the talk in the golf industry has all 
been very similar - decreasing membership, increased 
expenses and compliance costs, a casualisation of the 
game and increased discussion around innovations.

Ultimately, these innovations have attempted to do three 
things;

• Make golf more accessible to a wider range of 
people.

• Increase membership or casual green fee play.

• Increase the revenue of the club.

The applied innovations have varied from small changes 
to the structure of the game or membership options, to 
the completely out of left-field, wide ranging changes.  

A club that has embraced innovation to specifically 
target the above three goals is US based, Berkshire Hills 

Golf Club. Purchased in 1963 by 13 business associates, 
the club operated privately as a country club with 
swimming, tennis, golf and a full service clubhouse. By 
1980, the club was starting to struggle with back to back 
losses and was leased to a course operator who stayed 
on board for the following 22 years. 

Move forward to 2008 and Milan Kapel takes over the 
running of the course two decades after his father and 
associates had purchased the land. Through Milan’s 
connections to the National Golf Course Owners 
Assocation (NGCOA), Milan asks a leading question “Has 
anyone thought about Family Tee’s?” Milan is contacted 
by Arthur Little, a man who, with his wife, is advocating 
for “fairly designed golf courses.” The two discuss the 
concept of Forward Tee’s and subsequently the Berkshire 
Hills Golf Club goes from 3 sets of tees to 6. 

The time to complete a round is a barrier for 
younger generations and a frustration for 
better golfers who are held up by slow play.

Golf by its nature is a difficult sport. For 
both the new to golfer and those who are 
advancing in years, the ability to hit a long, 
straight, tee shot is less likely, reducing the 
chance of performing well and therefore 
enjoying the game.
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Milan noted that educating golfers about the new tees and why the club had them 
was the most difficult challenge. The stigma of playing from a forward tee was a 
very real issue “I heard some people saying it’s like playing a putt putt course.” 
Milan’s response was rather clever “I challenged everyone to move up one tee box 
and play 18 holes. If they shot an even par round or better I would pay for their next 
round of golf.” And the result – “To this day we have never had to pay for a free 
round.”
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The “Tee it Forward” Campaign is a simple concept promoted initially by 
the PGA of America and the USGA. The concept is to remove the idea of 
Men’s, Women’s, Senior or Junior tees and play whatever tees best suit 
the golfers game. The golfer plays the tee’s aligned with how far they 
normally drive the ball.

The idea is to have the majority of first shots landing in the same area 
so that all levels of golfer are hitting their second shot from a similar 
position. This allows golfers to get to the green in regulation more often, 
hit more lofted irons in to greens and ultimately shoot lower scores.

Milan Kapel, Administrator of Berkshire Hills took this one step further 
and developed 6 sets of tees that were directly related to how far a 
golfer would drive the ball. The tees were aligned as follows; 

Orange Tees   260 yards

Blue    220 yards 

Green   190 yards

Purple   175 yards

Brown   150 yards

Yellow   135 yards

 

This has allowed golfers at Berkshire Hills to score better, enjoy the 
game more, and play faster.

To support this, the Berkshire Hills Golf Club adjusted the flags on their 
driving range to line up with these measurements. It allowed golfers to 
get a feel for what tees they should be teeing off from before playing the 
course.
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A 2012 survey from the 
PGA / USPGA on the Tee it 
Forward campaign shows 
that 56% of those who teed 
it forward on their courses 
played it faster.

The same 2012 research 
showed 85% enjoyed their 
rounds of golf more.

93% of those who teed it 
forward will do so again.

Berkshire Hills saw an 
increase of 10% in sales 
and has seen an increase 
each year as more golfers 
learn about the course. 
There has been a steady 
increase in senior men, 
women and junior players.

56%
PLAYED FASTER

85%
HAD MORE FUN

Outside of the outstanding results on the course, Milan and the Berkshire Hills 
Golf Club was recognised as one of “The Innovators” by Golf Inc. Quarterly. This 
award recognises “The 18 most creative risk-takers who are at the cutting edge 
of improving the golf industry.”  

Milan took inspiration from Arthur Little’s stance on golf course design. Little 
noted in a letter to one club “Because golf has been stagnant since 2001, the 
golf industry, as a matter of economic necessity, talks endlessly about “growing 
the game.” However, it will never be successful in reinvigorating the game until 
it stops making ignorant decisions about golf course design and starts building 
or retrofitting golf courses that really fit the customers it needs to attract or 
retain.”

Milan also notes, “We all want our club to be the best and want our golfers to 
feel welcome and enjoy their game.”

For any further information on how your course could benefit from this design 
initiative, please contact Carl Fenton at New Zealand Golf carl@nzgolf.org.nz
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