
MATCH PLAY OVERVIEW

This year a Match Play Tournament on Stony Lick will be added to our WWGA slate 
of tournaments. The Golf Rules Maven saw some interest from newer players so 
this issue of The Golf Rules Review will be the start of a series on Match Play. This 
first issue is an overview and includes how to assign handicaps for a match and 
how to record your score. Future issues will review the difference between the 
rules for match play versus stroke play and the rules on conducting Match Play 
Tournaments.

What is Match Play?

Match Play is a popular golf game where instead of playing a round against 
everyone in the field as you do in stroke play, you are only playing against another 
person or a team.  We play stroke play in our Tuesday games in which the total 
gross or net score determines the winner. In Match Play, your total gross or net 
score isn’t used to determine the winner. Instead you are playing your opponent 
hole by hole. If you have the lowest score on the hole you win the hole. If you have 
a bad hole, you lose the hole, move onto the next hole and start again. At the end 
of the Match, whoever has won the most holes, wins. In fact you could win with a 
score of “1”. 

• A Match ends when a player has won more holes than are remaining. You may 
not need to play 18 holes to determine the winner. If you win the first 10 holes, 
the match is over.  

• In a Tournament, if a match is tied at the end of 18 holes, play may continue 
until the tie is broken (sudden death) and there is a winner. In this case the 
golfer who won the hole in sudden death, has a score of “1” for the match.

Sounds simple, but there’s a little more to it.

How are Handicap Strokes assigned for a Match?

At the start of a Match you and your opponent will declare your course handicaps 
as of the date of the match. 

• If you give a handicap that is too high, and it affects the number of strokes you 
would get, then you are disqualified. This is true whether it is discovered during 
or after the match is finished. 

• There is no penalty for declaring a lower handicap, but you must play using that 
handicap. After you tee off on the first hole, there are no corrections if you find 
out during or after the match that you were wrong. 

In Match Play, whether it’s Team or Individual, the best player (lowest handicap) 
gets “0” strokes and everyone else gets their net strokes. Net strokes are equal to 
their handicap strokes minus the best player’s handicap strokes. 

For example, if your Opponent has a 10 Handicap, and You have a 16 handicap, 
your Opponent get 0 strokes for the match and You gets 6. You get 1 stroke on 
each of the 6 hardest holes (shown in the Handicap line on a scorecard). This 
example is shown on the scorecard in the next section (How to Keep Track of Your 
Score During a Match) 

Benefits of Match Play
Match play is popular because 
it lessens the advantage a 
good golfer has over an 
inexperienced golfer. The 
inexperienced golfer may lose 
a hole by a lot of strokes, but 
it only counts as “1” for the 
experienced golfer.

Match Play can be quicker 
than Stroke Play.  For 
example, you do not have to 
hole everything out. The 
match could end before you 
get to the 18th hole.

Match Play Is a fun game you 
can play with your foursome.  
A popular game is COD (Carts, 
Other, Drivers) in which there 
are three 6 hole matches. The 
first 6 holes, the golfers in one 
cart play against the other 
cart, for the next 6 holes, the 
driver of one cart teams up 
with the passenger of the 
other cart, for the last 6 holes, 
the drivers play against the 
passengers. Usually at The 
Woods a $1 is bet on each 
match so the most one player 
can lose is $3.

Even if you lose, a close 
competitive match is a lot fun 
to play and talk about!  
Especially if you are tied on 
the 18th hole and go onto play 
additional holes for a sudden 
death playoff. 
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The Wrong Way to Assign 
Handicap Strokes

Players who are new to 
match play often want to 
have each player’s full 
handicap strokes applied 
across all holes, the same 
way as stroke play.  This is 
wrong. Doing it like stroke 
play gives an advantage to 
the stronger player. 
Knocking the stronger 
player down to zero 
handicap strokes, as is 
done under the USGA 
Handicap rules, ensures 
the weaker player gets the 
strokes where they need 
them the most and makes 
the match more equitable.              

In the Golf Maven’s 
experience, even though 
each player’s handicap 
gets reduced by the same 
number of strokes, 
psychologically, it seems 
harder to play with “0” 
strokes than when you get  
some stokes.  

Match Play Overview

How to Keep Track of Your Score During a Match
Your scorecard will reflect both the gross scores on each hole for you and your 
opponent as well as the Match score as it stands as of each hole.  In the example 
below, “You” gets 6 strokes and the “Opponent”, who is the better player, gets “0” 
strokes.  Leave an empty line between your scores and your opponents to record the 
score for the match.  This empty line is used to track your status of the match as of 
each hole.

Here’s how to record the scores:
• At the start of a match everything is “All Squared” (AS) which means tied, because 

no one has done anything. 
• On the first hole your each get par. But You get a stroke so You win the first hole 

with a net 2. Record a “+1” for your score 
• You lose the second hole, so the match is tied. Record “AS” for hole #2. 
• You wins the next 2 holes, and record a “+1” for the 3rd hole, and a “+2” for the 

4th hole. 
• You lose the 5th hole, so the score is back down to “+1” for the holes You won. 
• You also lose the 6th hole and the match is tied, show “AS” as your score. 
• You lose the 7th hole, so You are down 1 and a “-1” is shown as your score.
• You tie the 8th hole so You are still down and “- 1” is shown as your score.  



What Every Golfer Should Know - How to Determine Your Handicap Strokes for Each Hole 

for Stroke Play

This information from the Tuesday Games golf rules, is shown here as a refresher. 

You may already be familiar with how to do this.

When playing stroke play, In order to assign handicap strokes correctly on your scorecard, you first need to 
determine your Course Handicap.  This is not the same as your Handicap Index.  The GHIN app offers an 
“easy to use” Course Handicap Calculator.  
• All Scorecards have a line called “HANDICAP”. This line ranks each hole by difficulty with 1 being the 

hardest hole and 18 is the easiest hole. 
1. For Mt. View, it is important to use the handicap assigned to the ladies’ tees as these are 

different than the hole handicaps assigned to the men’s tees.  
2. On Stony Lick the hole handicaps are the same for Men and Women.

• For a Net Stroke Play Tournament, allocate your Course Handicap strokes one-by-one from hardest-to-
easiest hole until you have assigned all of your Course Handicap strokes.   You do this by putting a small 
dot in the upper corner to indicate you the stroke (s) you get on the hole. If you have more than 18 
strokes, then continue to assign dots for the hardest holes until you have used all your handicap 
strokes. For example, if you have a 24 handicap, on the 6 hardest holes you get 2 dots and the 
remaining easier 12 holes get 1 dot. 

• For each hole, your Net score = Gross Score Less Handicap Stroke(s) on that hole. 


