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Slow play

The SmarTplay 
Scorecard
Give your partner marks out 
of 10 for each of the these...

G
olf has a problem that could 
potentially kill the game. This 
problem is puffing its chest out, 
taking three practice swings, 

adjusting its trousers and then changing its 
mind and going through the entire process 
again on every tee, fairway and green. Have 
you guessed what it is yet? Correct, the 
problem is slow play and it’s an issue for every 
golfer, at every level, on every golf course.

“We need to play faster,” says Tiger Woods. 
“From public course all the way up to tour 
events, play has become slower over the years, 
because people just aren’t educated about the 
pace of play. At the tour level it’s easy to fix, 
just start fining guys. At the local level, it’s a 
little more complicated.”

Woods is right about the second part, but 
wrong about the first part. Threatening to 
fine players who record bad times has 
categorically failed to place a rocket up tour 
professionals’ posteriors and world No.33 

conducted by Sky Sports News earlier this 
year discovered that slow play was the biggest 
topic of conversation in 92% of British golf 
clubs and that 94% of British golf clubs 
believe they have a problem with slow play. 
And a recent report published by the United 
States Golf Association revealed that “five-
hour rounds were common”, “91% of serious 
golfers were bothered by slow play” and “over 
50% of golfers had walked off the course due 
to frustration over a marathon round”. 

This is not a good situation for the sport 

Brandt Snedeker thinks he knows why. 
“We’ve got guys playing for millions and 
you’re fining them very small amounts,” says 
the fast American. “I know guys who put 
away the amount that they know they will be 
fined at the start of the year, then go out and 
play the way they want to play. 
Fining doesn’t affect anything, 
so for me you have to issue 
penalty shots for slow play. 
If a guy realises that 
losing a shot on Sunday 
could cost him 
£500,000, then he’ll 
start speeding up 
really quickly.”

Hear, hear, Brandt. 
But enough about the 
professional game, let’s 
turn our attention to the 
more complicated side of 
the debate. How do you get 

people to pick up the pace when they have 
paid a significant amount of money to play 
golf during their leisure time? It’s a tough 
question and one that hasn’t been helped by 
the recent financial crisis, which has left clubs 
staring into financial oblivion and thus 

willing to turn a blind eye to things 
like dawdling between shots 

and failing to keep up with 
the group in front. 

In our recent reader 
survey, 58% of you said 
you would play more 
golf if it wasn’t for the 
problem of slow play.

But while allowing 
some of these etiquette 
infringements has 

helped courses secure 
the odd extra green fee, it 

has also created a snail-like 
ticking time bomb. A survey ➔

Get on with it! 
Despite warnings on 

tees, some people 
just take too much 
time to hit a shot. 

‘In our recenT 
Survey, 58% of  
you SaId you 
would play more 
golf If IT waSn’T 
for Slow play’
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1. realises that your correct 
place on course is “just behind 
the group in front” rather 
than “just ahead of the group 
behind”. 

2. Plays when ready if their 
group falls behind and 
encourages playing partners 
to do the same.

3. Walks briskly between 
shots.

4. Is first to the tee or their ball, 
if they are first to play.

5. checks the distance, 
chooses their club and decides 
the shot he or she is going to 
hit while their playing partner  
is playing.

6. gets a line of sight on his 
own ball, has a provisional 
handy and plays one if in 
doubt.

7. Has glove on and tee, ball 
and club ready when it’s his or 
her turn on the tee.

8. Marks card only while 
waiting for turn.

9. leaves bag at exit to green.

10. asks to putt out when he or 
she feels that they can.

94%

69%

of British golf clubs 
believe they have a 

problem with  
slow play

of TG readers think that 
tour pros set a bad example 

when it comes to  
pace of play

and the governing body 
knows it. “Slow play is 
killing club membership,” 
says the R&A’s Jim 
McArthur. “We are 
intent on doing what we 
can to improve the pace 
of play in golf, but it 
needs to be a concerted 
effort. Not just the R&A, 
not just the tours, but also 
the golf unions and other 
golf organisations too. We 
need to come to a coordinated 
effort to improve the speed.”

Unfortunately, this coordinated effort has 
yet to see the light of day, leaving golfers 
stuck in a never-ending Groundhog Day of 
five-hour rounds and post-round finger 
pointing. But one man thinks he has a 
solution. His name is John O’Keeffe. And he 
is the co-author of New Golf Thinking, along 
with top tour coach Denis Pugh. 

“I take a dim view of golf authorities, 
because I think it’s crazy that they focus on the 
problems associated with slow play rather than 
the outcome they want,” says O’Keeffe. “If you 
focus on problems, then everyone blames 
everyone else and you don’t get anywhere. If 
you focus on the outcome you want – in this 
case a decrease in the duration of a round of 
golf – and set it as an objective, then everyone 
becomes part of the solution and knows what 
they have to do.”

O’Keeffe believes clubs can solve their slow 
play woes by following New Golf Thinking’s 
Stop Slow Play Plan. This involves the club 
committing to attempting to reduce the 
duration of rounds (DOR) played on their 
courses by a set number of minutes. And the 
club’s members and visitors committing to 
completing a “Smartplay Scorecard” (right), 

which assesses the good and 
bad pace of play habits their 
partner displays during a 
round. “In every other 

system in the world you 
get feedback about your 

performance, but in 
golf no-one gives 
anyone any 
feedback on how 

they could improve 
their pace of play,” 

explains O’Keeffe. “Not 
only does the smartplay 
scorecard give people 
personal feedback on 
habits they may not realise 
they have – like not being 
ready for your shot or 

leaving your bag on the 
wrong side of the green – it 

also acts as a deterrent to slow 
play. When we mentioned that 

we were assessing players 
for speed a few years ago, 
we instantly took 30 
minutes off the time 
of a round.”

It all sounds very 
promising, which is 
why TG decided to 
put the Slow Play 

Plan to the test by 
setting up a month long 

trial at Chesfield Downs 
Golf & Country Club near 

Stevenage in Herts... with 
astonishing results. 
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HOW WE HELPED THIS GOLF CLuB CuT 30 MINuTES 
OFF THE TIME OF A ROuND... IN juST ONE MONTH!
The Tg Slow play TrIal
Chesfield Downs was perfect for our trial 
because it is an average British golf course. This 
isn’t a criticism or a review of its clubhouse or 
facilities. It’s a fact. Chesfield Downs is a 
normal course, played by normal members and 
visitors, which has normal problems. One of 
these is slow play. “I was aware that we had an 
issue with the pace of play for a couple of 
reasons,” says General Manager Tim Hudson. 
“First, I was the person who would receive the 
complaints from angry golfers. Secondly, our 
marshals regularly record the times people take 
to complete their rounds. From these, I could 
see that the times for a fourball to complete a 
competition round were drifting towards five 
hours on a regular basis. 

“I don’t think this is that different to the 
situation at other clubs, but I do think this is 
too long, so I decided that we needed to do 
something about it. I was scratching my head 
about how to tackle the issue when Today’s 
Golfer approached me about this trial. I read 
New Golf Thinking’s plan, liked what I saw and 
thought it was worth giving it a go, so 
presented it to the committee.”

Initially, the committee members were 

motion to proceed with a slightly altered plan, 
which didn’t include publishing individual 
times or deciding the winner by speed of play.”

With the motion passed, Chesfield Downs 
just needed three things to begin the trial. 

It required a goal in terms of the average 
duration of each round. It needed some clocks 
to give golfers an idea of how their round was 
progressing. And it needed someone to 
champion the idea. The target time was set at 
four hours and 10 minutes (16 minutes lower 
than the average fourball medal round in 
2013). “Time check” clocks were placed on the 
6th, 10th and 14th tees. And committee 
member Craig Crowhurst was chosen to lead 
the trial. 

sceptical. And why wouldn’t they be? They’d 
all seen “slow play miracle solutions” fail in  
the past, and they all knew that golfers like 
change about as much as dogs like fireworks. 
Then club captain Andy Ward put his 
business head on. 

“A lot of the stuff in New Golf Thinking 
revolves around how businesses deal with 
issues, so I began to think about what I would 
do about slow play if Chesfield Downs was my 
business,” reveals Ward. “I realised that I 
would try to bring the duration of 
rounds down and that the best 
way to do this was to attempt 
to do something different. 
Once I’d realised that we 
needed to change if we 
wanted to improve the 
pace of play, I knew the 
trial was the way 
forward. If it failed, it 
failed. But we needed 
to give it a shot.”

how They dId IT
There were, however, three 
steps that went too far for 

“It seemed like a good thing for the club,  
so I was happy to put my hand up,” says 
Crowhurst. “I stood on the first tee at each 
medal and explained what we were trying to 
achieve and how each golfer could help us 
achieve this by reading the smartplay 
scorecards and adhering to the good habits 
mentioned on it. I’d expected there to be quite 
a bit of cynicism, but the buy-in rate was 
incredible. Only two of the first competition’s 
100 entrants refused to give it a go. Both of 
these people claimed it was a gimmick that 
wouldn’t work, but after seeing the results one 
has come round and admitted he was wrong.”

fInally, The reSulTS
The statistics didn’t really leave this naysayer 
with any other option. During the month-long 
trial, the average duration of Chesfield Downs’ 
fourball medal rounds improved by an 
impressive 21 minutes to four hours and five 
minutes. And in the final competition of the 
trial, the last fourball completed their 18 holes 
over 30 minutes quicker than the last fourball 
had been able to get round the previous month. 

“The results were fantastic and we are 
delighted,” smiles Ward. “The most successful 
element was the “time check” clocks. They had 
been wound back by the length of time it 
should have taken golfers to get there, with the 
idea being that the clocks would display your 
tee time, or a time close to it, when you arrived 
on the “time check” tees. 

“This made it easy to understand if you were 
playing at the correct pace or not. If you were, 
it gave you a sense of achievement. If you 
weren’t, it made you realise that you needed to 
pick up the pace.”

“A lot of members were concerned about the 
clocks, as they initially presumed they were 
designed to make people rush around the 
course,” continues Hudson. “Fortunately, they 
soon appreciated that the times we were asking 
them to go round in were achievable rather 
than ridiculous.”

All of which just leaves one question: would 
Chesfield Downs recommend New Golf 
Thinking’s Stop Slow Play Plan to other clubs? 
“Definitely,” says Hudson. “But if they do take 
it up, they need to commit fully or they won’t 
get the results. I’m not going to sugar coat it. 
Getting the trial to come to fruition and then 
work took up a lot of my time and a lot of the 
committee members’ time, but in the end it 
was worth it as we got a really positive result. 
Subsequently, the committee and I are 
planning to take a lot of the elements of the 
trial forward and expand the slow play plan to 
cover general play as well as competitions.”

The cure is out there people. O’Keeffe’s plan 
works. Now it is just up to golf clubs to think 
differently and give it a shot. 

n To get your free copy of the Stop Slow Play 
Plan, visit www.newgolfthinking.com

Chesfield Downs. The full New Golf Thinking 
Stop Slow Play Plan encourages clubs to publish 
the length of time it took each competitor to 
get round, to award each member a “time 
handicap”, and to reward smart golfers by 
separating golfers who finished on the same 
score via the duration of their round rather 
than their performance on the back nine.

“We didn’t think it was right for an 
individual golfer to be punished for his group’s 
time and felt the first two were a bit too 

controversial,” says Hudson. “A lot of 
the members described the idea 

of naming and shaming slow 
players on the notice board 

as being like a witch 
hunt. And a few felt so 
strongly about it, they 
said they would leave  
if we published 
everyone’s times.”

“In business, you 
reward people in public 

and admonish them in 
private, so we all felt that 

was too contentious,” agrees 
Ward. “So we passed the 

58%
of TG readers say 

they would play more 
golf if it wasn’t  

for slow play

57%
Over half of golfers 
admit to walking off 

the course due to 
severe slow play

‘The negaTIve  
converSaTIonS 
abouT Slow play 
Turned InTo poSITIve 
oneS abouT poSSIble 
SoluTIonS’

Three golferS’ 
verdIcTS on The 
Slow play plan
Chesfield Downs’ members 
gave us their feedback 

Slow play

Mark Smith 
“I was conscious of the time 
aspect, but I wouldn’t say 
that I felt rushed or under 
pressure and the change in 

the pace of play didn’t have any effect 
on my scoring. for me, the best parts of 
the trial were the clocks, the educational 
aspects, which set out recommendations 
around how you can improve your pace 
of play, and the fact it got everyone 
discussing slow play out in the open. It 
really put the topic at the forefront of 
everyone’s minds.”

Stephen Hunt
“I usually play late in the day 
and before the trial began 
my rounds would often take 
around five-and-a-half hours. 

This noticeably changed during the trial, 
and so did my thought processes. My 
worst habit is leaving my bag on the 
wrong side of the green, but having the 
smartplay scorecard in my pocket made 
me think about this and stop doing it.”

Craig Crowhurst 
“The best thing about the 
trial was the fact it turned 
the negative conversations 
about slow play you hear 

in the clubhouse into positive ones 
about getting round quicker. I think 
the one thing that didn’t really work as 
well as we’d hoped was the smartplay 
scorecard. People were supposed to 
use it to mark one of their partner’s 
good and bad habits, but everyone, 
including myself, found it difficult to 
mark people negatively, as they were 
concerned it would cause bad feeling. 
It might be better to change the card 
to ‘10 things you can do to improve the 
pace of play’.”

Chesfield Downs 
really bought into 
the solutions for 
slow play – and  

it worked. 

Time clocks were 
key in the success  
at Chesfield Downs.
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Too many golf clubs 
allow the rough to get far 
too long for the average 
weekend golfer, which 
means more time is spent 
looking for lost golf balls. 
Mark Shaw 

Cut time searching for a 
ball to two minutes. if three 
people don’t find it after a 
minute, it’s not going to be 
found.  Brian Mills

You need some education 
at the golf club. There 
are too many new 
players coming into the 
game with no idea what 
they need to do or how 
they need to behave. 
Committees need to be 
more proactive instead of 
just taking these people’s 
money and letting them 
get on with it. 
Ian Mooney

On tour the only 
way is shot 
penalties, 
they’d soon 
speed up. 
David Platt

i’d introduce a penalty 
points system. if you are 
deemed to be playing 
slowly, you receive one 
point. if you collect five 
in a certain space of 
time, you are banned 
from the course for 
a period of time. it 
seems harsh, but it will 
soon make people play 
quicker. 
Stephen Main

it is counterproductive 
to call players through 
if you have kept up with 
the group in front for the 
majority of a round and 
are just looking for a ball. 

You can normally 
catch up again 
rather than holding 
everyone up while 
allowing a group to 
play through. 
Max Lee

Pros should have a certain 
amount of time on each 
shot, to cut down the 
pre-shot routine that has 
got silly over the last few 
years. if they take longer 
than the allocated time 
they get a warning, do it 
again and it's a one-stroke 
penalty. This would speed 
up amateur golf, where 
people copy the pros. 
Nikki Gornall

Have tee boxes established 
by handicap rather than 
gender. We don't need 
28-handicappers playing 
off the back tees!
Randall Coates

Penalising amateurs in the 
Masters isn’t the answer; a 
high profile player needs to 
be made an example of to 
send out a clear message. 
Geoff Bridgeman

i would say the biggest 
reason for slow play is not 
being ready to take your 
shot. Players far too often 
get to their ball and wait till 
it’s their turn to play before 
beginning the process of 
playing their shot. 
Lee Parker

Drop order of play rules. 
Whoever's ready hits. 
Kenneth McHardy

Clubs need to increase the 
gap between tee times. 
A system that relies on 
everyone playing perfect 
golf is bound to fail!  
Simon Barnard
 
Courses being lengthened 
is a big factor. The distance 
the ball travels needs to be 
limited before 8,000-yard 
courses become the norm.  
Mark Healey

SPEED uP 
YOuR GAME
Pace of play tips from 
golfers who understand 
how to play quickly
change your attitude
“Don’t fear playing faster,” says world record-
holding speed golfer Bob Kurtz (www.
golfsironman.com). “I meet lots of people 
who think that picking up the pace means 
sprinting round the course and that this will 
take away from their enjoyment. It doesn’t 
mean that at all. It just means playing a little 
bit smarter, so the pleasure you get from your 
game isn’t disrupted by a pace of play that is 
so slow it’s frustrating.”

walk the walk
“I think slow play is a misnomer,” says Sparks 
fundraiser Roger Southam, who recently 
completed a ‘Four Nations Challenge’, playing 
18-hole courses in Northern Ireland, Scotland, 
Wales and England in the same day. “For me, 
the delays are down to people ambling around 
the course rather than people taking a long 
time to hit the ball. If everyone walked 
purposefully between shots and holes the 
game would speed up enormously.” 

don’t fixate over yardages
“I know we have lots of devices that tell us the 
distance down to the nearest yard, but the 
average player doesn’t need this much 
information,” says Kurtz. “All you need is a 
ball park figure, so look for the 100, 150 or 
200-yard marker and go from there.”

follow your ball
“I’m always amazed by the number of golfers 
who have absolutely no idea where their ball 
went,” says Southam. “They wander off in the 
wrong direction and end up spending several 
minutes looking for a ball that should have 
been easy to find. Fortunately, this is an easy 

problem to solve. Just follow the flight of your 
ball or, if your eyesight isn’t good enough, ask 
a partner to ball spot for you.”

prepare in advance
“I figure out my next shot when I am on my 
way to my ball,” says Kurtz, who recently 
played 72 holes in three hours and five 
minutes. “This way I have a shot and club in 
my mind when I get to the ball.”

Ignore the pros
“A lot of people see professional golfers go 
through lengthy pre-shot routines and think 
that’s the way the game is played,” says 
Southam. “It might be if you’re playing for 
millions of pounds, but it isn’t when you’re 
playing socially. Social golf is about being 
considerate to others and that doesn’t mean 
taking a minute to line up a putt. It means 
being considerate to everyone around you.”

lose the theatrics
“Golf isn’t theatre,” smiles Kurtz. “You don’t 
need a cue to start your pre-shot routine and 
you don’t need to go through a big production 
when you’re standing beside your ball.” “Six 
practice swings aren’t going to help your 
game,” agrees Southam. “If you do this and 
you take 100 shots in a round, it means you 
will have taken 700 swings of the golf club, 
which is ridiculous. Get to the ball, take one 
practice swing, and then hit.”

be ready when it’s your turn
“How many times do you hear someone 
asking to borrow a tee or a ball marker or 
some suntan lotion on the way round?” asks 
Kurtz. “The answer is too often. Little things 
like this might seem inconsequential, but 
they all add seconds onto the game and 
seconds soon turn into minutes. Everyone 
should make sure they have all the necessary 
accessories in their pockets or bags before the 
round begins.”

help your partner
“Slow play is a group effort rather than a solo 
crusade,” believes Kurtz, who once played 
1,850 holes in one week. “So make sure you 
help others out by picking up the flag if 

you’ve finished first, and raking bunkers if 
you’re safely on the green and the person who 
was in the bunker isn’t. It doesn’t take much 
to pick up five or ten minutes. Twenty or 30 
seconds here or there and you’ll be there.”

de-clutter your mind
“It’s amazing how much time golfers spend 
worrying about things that shouldn’t really 
affect their shots,” says Southam. “We fret over 
a bunker on the left or a ditch in front of the 

green, but in truth these don’t matter. I 
discovered this during my Four Nations 
Challenge. I didn’t have enough time to worry 
about anything other than yardages and do 
you know what? Not only did it help me play 
faster, it also took a lot of stress out of the game 
and helped me play better. Subsequently, I now 
just think about yardages and yardages alone.” 

assess your game
“Commit to being clever,” says Kurtz. “When 
you want to lower your score you assess 
everything you do and try to make 
improvements, so why not do the same with 
the time you take to play? Assess yourself over 
a few rounds and figure out ways that you can 
play quicker while still having fun. Things 
like hitting a provisional ball when you think 
you might have lost your first shot, not 
marking your card on the green and leaving 
your clubs where you exit the green.”

Slow play

How often do you see 
people marking their 
card on the green as 
those behind wait?

Leave your bag on the 
next tee side of the 

green... it makes  
a difference. 

how you 
would 
fIx Slow 
play
We asked TG 
readers for their 
ideas – and this 
is what they said

Kevin Naa 
is among 
the PGA 
Tour slow 
coaches.

‘I’m alwayS amazed 
by The number of 
golferS who have 
abSoluTely no 
Idea where TheIr 
ball wenT’


