
The United State Golf Association (USGA) Handicap 
System 

The USGA Handicap System provides compares a 
player’s scoring ability to the scoring ability of an expert 
amateur on a course of standard difficulty.  The result is 
a numerical value called the Handicap Index. 

Frequently asked Questions: 

Q.  How do I get a Handicap Index? 

A.  Once a player joins a golf club and pays an annual fee 
for establishing a handicap index, he/she can establish a 
Handicap Index.  A player should post only adjusted 
gross scores using the Equitable Stroke Control.  When 
the player posts five adjusted gross scores, and a 
revision date passes (2x per month), the player will 
receive a Handicap Index. The Club Pro can also 
compute a Handicap Index by tallying the scores of 5 
recent golf rounds. 

Q. Why does my Handicap change? 

A.  Your Handicap Index is generally computed from the 
10 best of the last 20 posted scores plus eligible 
Tournament Scores, and reflects a player’s potential to a 
Course Rating.   

Q. What is a Course Rating? 

A. A "USGA Course Rating" is the USGA's mark that 
indicates the evaluation of the playing difficulty of a 
course for a scratch golfer under normal course and 
weather conditions. It is expressed as strokes taken to 
one decimal place, and is based on yardage and other 
obstacles to the extent that they affect the scoring 
ability of a scratch golfer. 

Q. What does a Course Handicap represent? 

A. A Course Handicap represents the number of strokes 
needed to play to the level of a scratch golfer of a 
particular set of tees. 

Q.  What if I play somewhere besides The Woods? 

A. You can obtain a course handicap by using USGA’s 
course Handicap Calculator, 
http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-
page/course-handicap-calculator.html, (you will need 
the Slope Rating) or ask the Course  Pro.  

Q. What is the maximum Handicap Index for men and 
women? 

A. The maximum Handicap Index is 36.4 for men and 
40.4 for women (18.2N and 20.2N for a nine-hole 
Handicap Index, respectively). 

Q. How does a player post a score if a hole is conceded 
or if hole is not finished? 

A. If a player does not finish a hole or is conceded a 
stroke, record the most likely score for handicap 
purposes. A most likely score is the number of strokes 
already taken, plus in the player’s best judgment, the 
number of strokes needed to complete the hole from the 
point more than half the time. The most likely score 
should an “X” preceding the number. 

Q. How do I post a score if a hole is not played or not 
played under the principles of “The Rules of Golf?” 

A. For handicap purposes, the player must record a 
score of par plus any handicap strokes normally 
received for the holes not played or holes not played in 
accordance with The Rules of Golf. 

Q. What is the current method for adjusting my hole 
scores under Equitable Stroke Control (ESC)? 

A. ESC is an adjustment of individual hole scores (for 
handicap purposes) in order to make handicaps more 
representative of a player’s potential ability. ESC is 
applied after the round and is only used when the actual 
score or the most likely score exceeds a player’s 
maximum number. ESC sets a limit to the number of 
strokes a player can take on a hole depending on Course 

Handicap. Apply ESC to all scores entered in the 
computer, including tournament scores. Below is the 
maximum number a player can take: 

Course Handicap  Maximum Score 
9 or less   Double Bogey 
10-19   7 
20-29   8 
30-39   9 
40 and above  10 
 

Q. What scores are acceptable for handicap posting 
purposes? 

A. Almost all scores are acceptable because of the basic 
premise of the USGA Handicap System which states that 
every player will try to make the best score at each hole 
in every round, regardless of where the round is played, 
and that the player will post every acceptable round for 
peer review. Therefore, all of the following are 
acceptable scores: 

• When at least 7 to 12 holes are played (posted as 9-
hole score); When 13 or more holes are played, 
posted as 18-hole score 

• Scores on all courses with a valid Corse Rating and 
Slope Rating 

• Scores in all forms of competition: match play, stroke 
play, and team competitions where each player play 
their own ball 

• Scores made under The Rules of Golf 
• Scores played under the local rule of “preferred lies” 
• Scores made in an area observing as active season 

Penalties for Failure to Properly Post Scores 

A penalty score can be posted to a player’s scoring 
record by the Handicap Committee for one or more of 
the following reasons: 

• Failure to post a non-tournament round within the 
posted revision schedule 

• Failure to adjust a score for Equitable Stroke Control 

http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/course-handicap-calculator.html
http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/course-handicap-calculator.html


• Posting a score higher or lower than recorded on the 
scorecard 

• Failure to properly and in a timely way post 
Tournament scores. Multiple failures to post a score 
as a Tournament score may result in a period of 
suspension from tournament participation.  

A penalty score is a score posted by the Handicap 
Committee that is equal to the lowest handicap 
differential in the player’s current scoring record. 

If a golfer receives three (3) penalty scores in a season, 
he/she may have their handicap withdrawn for 60 days. 
This will prevent participation in ANY event which 
requires a valid handicap. 

Member’s Responsibilities 

Posts All Acceptable Scores: 

• Every  stroke or match play round 
• 9 hole score when at least 7 holes are played 
• 18 hole score when at least 13 holes are 

played 
• Post scores as a tournament score         

        as appropriate 
• Post scores as soon as available 
• Always use Equitable Stroke Control        

       when posting scores 
 

Underlying Premise of the Handicap System 
• Each player will try to make the best score 

at every hole in every round, regardless of 
when and where the round is played 

• Each player will post every acceptable round 
for peer review 

The player and the Handicap Committee have joint 
responsibility for adhering to these premises 

 

 

Handicap Committee Responsibilities 

• Know the USGA Handicap System 
• Communicate the system to Members 

1. Publish Annual Handicap Facts 
2. Display USGA Course Ratings and Slopes 
3. Maintain and display a Handicap Index 

list of Members-Copy available at the 
terminal 

4. Make current scoring records of all 
players available for review 

• Faithfully apply the Handicap System 

 


