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Full Difference in Singles Matchplay

Full difference in singles matchplay in all handicap events becomes mandatory from 1st January 2008. (Half-combined difference becomes mandatory for foursomes matchplay from the same date.)  This change is being put into effect by CONGU, who are the handicapping authority for all the Home Unions, and follows a period in which full difference has been the recommended allowance.

CONGU is the Council of National Golf Unions, and was originally founded under a different name in 1924 at a conference set up by the R&A. The Council is made up of 2 representatives from each of the 7 Home Unions, plus one representative each from the LGU and the R&A. Their role is to oversee and develop the Unified Handicapping System, which is managed on a day to day basis by affiliated unions and clubs.

CONGU have been aware for some time that the previous standard allowance of three-quarters of the difference gives an undue advantage to the lower handicap competitor. As an example, the EGU had analysed 1000 rounds of matchplay between scratch and 24 handicap golfers played off three-quarters difference – the higher handicap player won 26 matches, halved 28 and lost 946. 

CONGU’s own surveys show that even an allowance of full difference favours the player with the lower handicap, and this is backed up by evidence from the Scottish Golf Union, where full difference has been used since 2004. The SGU have an excellent presentation subtitled Myths and Misconceptions, which can be found at www.congu.com; they carried out a survey of clubs before and after the change to full difference. Before the change 61% of handicap singles matches were won by the lower handicap player. After the change to full difference the low handicapper won 55% of matches.

It must be stressed that the purpose of the change is not to give the higher handicap player an advantage over their opponent. The purpose is to put her at less of a disadvantage. With full difference as the allowance, the lower handicap will still retain a slight advantage since she is more likely to be playing closer to her handicap than a high handicapper. Also, they can control the game better, preserving their winning position at a hole when necessary. The CONGU website explains that “the high handicappers are more erratic and therefore their average score is relatively more in excess of their handicaps than is the case for the better players”.  (This explains why buffer zones are smaller for low handicap players)

In taking their decision CONGU have assumed that the player’s standard is accurately reflected in their handicap; it obviously cannot take into consideration the fact that some players do not have a correct handicap. For example, a player who avoids qualifying competitions for fear of a 0.1 increase may well have a handicap that is too low; conversely someone who is protecting their handicap by not entering QC’s should have a lower handicap than she has. The latter situation can be addressed by Club Committees through limiting entry into matchplay competitions to those who enter a minimum number of qualifiers, and most clubs adopt this policy.

Handicap Committees have a responsibility to make General Play adjustments in exceptional circumstances under Clause 19 (shortly to become Clause 23) where appropriate. However, these players’ handicaps should be looked at initially at Annual Review.

Ireland and Wales have also already implemented the change, making England the only country in the world where three-quarters difference is still used. 

Let’s face it; golf is one of the few sports where players of very different abilities can have a real tussle with their opponents, and that is one of the reasons why we love the game. Don’t let’s spoil it by having the odds so heavily stacked against the higher handicap player.  This has been the overriding consideration of CONGU in coming to its decision. 

FAQs

What happens if Clubs and Counties do not comply?

Q. If counties have already received entries for 2008 interclub match play competitions, before the conditions of competition could be changed to accommodate the introduction of mandatory full handicap allowance in singles match play and the County feels that it cannot change these conditions until the 2009 competitions, what action can ELGA take against the County?

A. The County should make the changes coming into effect on 1 January 2008 and reissue the conditions of competitions to the clubs and not delay to 2009. 

ELGA would not wish to take action against any County that does not comply with the CONGU rules. However, the change to full handicap allowance has been agreed by consensus of all the members of CONGU and as one of the Association’s objectives is to maintain, administer and enforce the CONGU system of handicapping we would not expect any county or club to go against the democratic process. 

Q. If clubs do not wish to change the conditions of competition for their singles match play competitions, what action can ELGA take against these clubs?

A. Again we would not wish to take action for the reasons given above. However, if clubs fail to comply we could withdraw the Standard Scratch Score which would mean that the club would not be able to run Qualifying Competitions and issue CONGU handicaps.

Q. There is an opinion in some clubs that existing competitions should be played under the conditions of competition that were in force when the competition was started. As match play is not part of the CONGU UHS does it matter if clubs do not introduce full handicap difference in singles match play?

A. When these competitions were introduced no work had been done to justify the handicap allowances in match play. That work has now been done by CONGU and the findings show that full handicap allowance is necessary for fair and equitable competition. Even with full handicap allowance the lower handicap player is still more likely to win. So although you may question whether or not it matters, the answer is that it does, if we want fair competition in our sport.
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