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Introduction

The Research

Much has been said about the global 
decline in traditional golf membership. 
As an industry, Golf is adapting to attract 
more people to the game and trying to 
ensure those people currently playing 
continue to do so for as long as possible. 
As Clubs work to attract both new, entry 
level players and compete to obtain 
a greater share of the current golfers, 
there are often competing priorities for 
the course itself. Having a challenging, 
competition level course has a certain 
prestige to it, but it can also hinder new 
players to the game. It can also drive aging 

Abela’s research investigates how far club 
golfers of various handicaps drive the ball in 
relation to PGA tour players. The research 
not only provides an interesting comparison 
between club golfers and tour players, but also 
gives an insight in to the variance between 
levels of club golfer and how course length can 
affect them. 

Abela notes “I have chosen to use the PGA Tour 
as the benchmark for my comparisons as this 
is the pinnacle of the sport. Golf courses on 
the PGA Tour are expertly setup at every event 
to provide the players with an arena that is 
deemed to be a fair and reasonable test of golf…” 

members away from the game as the course 
becomes unplayable.

Debate about course setup occurs daily in 
clubrooms all over the country. These debates 
will never cease and are a part of what makes 
our sport different from others. While there 
is no cookie cutter approach for the perfect 
course setup, PGA Trainee Sam Abela has 
provided some very interesting research that 
may have Clubs thinking differently about 
the length of their course and how this could 
affect the majority of their customers.

he then goes on to state that “… course design and 
layout is relative to player ability.” This last line 
hints at something key for clubs to consider – 
Tour courses are so expertly setup that the “design 
and layout [directly] relates to player ability.” It 
provides an interesting question - Does the 
current setup of our club courses directly relate to 
the ability of the majority of club players.
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Process & Results

A total of 61 Male Club Golfers ranging from scratch to 31+ handicaps were measured for average 
driver carry distance as determined by Flightscope and using a Tour level golf ball. All club course 
measurements were based on white “club tees” as they are the most commonly used tees. Below are 
the results for the average carry distance from PGA Tour pro’s through to 31+ handicappers. It is of no 
surprise that as the handicap increases, the average driver carry decreases.

As noted initially by Abela, the PGA Tour course setup is determined by experts to provide an 
equitable test for players. Making the assumption that the PGA Tour set up is the benchmark to aim 
for, Golf Clubs wanting to provide a course that serves the majority of their customers should aim 
to make sure most of their golfers are, on average, achieving a 53% carry distance. If we look at the 
national numbers for handicaps throughout New Zealand (below) we can see that most Golf Club 
members sit in the 15-25 handicap bracket. According to Abela’s research, those golfers if playing 
from the white tees are only achieving around 35% carry distance.
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For your Clubs consideration, here is the length the course would need to be for each of the 
handicap groups to achieve the 53% carry distance.
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Abela’s research notes that the average course length for club players is 14% less than the average PGA 
Tour course. This is something we would expect, but more importantly, clubs should consider how 
this relates the level of the majority of their players.

The graphic below shows the total carry distance as a percentage of course length for each of the 
handicap groups.



Final Discussion

Abela’s work throws up some interesting 
questions for Clubs to consider when 
looking at their course length. There are 
obviously more considerations for each 
course than just its length.

Putting those variables aside, his 
research still asks some very poignant 
questions. Most importantly - Are we 
doing a disservice to the majority of 
our customers by setting up courses 
that don’t relate directly to their ability? 
As Golf Clubs continue to battle to 
become more accessible, enjoyable 
and engaging with a wider audience, 
it is very likely that we will see changes 
to the traditional course set up. Some 
clubs have already initiated changes by 
rating all tees for both men and women 
or implementing “universal tee’s” that 
remove the traditional colouring. 
New northern based Club Tara Iti 

has an interesting tee set up noted 
as Championship, Back, Middle and 
Forward while American based Berkshire 
Hills Golf Club have implemented 
perhaps the most comprehensive 
solution assigning tee block colours 
directly related to a players driving 
distance (see link below for more detail.)

As an industry steeped in tradition, it can 
be difficult to make change. What Abela’s 
research provides are numbers and 
measures to make a strong argument 
that change would serve more people 
than it would hurt.

http://www.golf.co.nz/uploads/
Berkshire%20Hills%20Golf%20Club3.pdf 


