BUSINESS- by Bill Yates

Farther, Straighter.....Slower!

Is Technology Slowing Golf Down?

ost people worry about the effect

technology will have on scoring.

I worry about its effect on the

pace and flow of play. I predict
that the further people hit the ball, the
slower the game will get.

How many times have you had four-
somes standing on the tee of a 310-yard
par 4 waiting for the green to clear
because somebody in the group thought
they could drive the green? And how
many par 5 holes aren’t 3-shot holes any
more for some of the people who play
your course?

While technological improvements in
club heads, shafts and balls will give
golfers” egos a boost, hitting the ball long
distances has the effect of taking up too

- much space on the course and preventing
groups from moving forward. Soon,
instead of two groups on a par 4 hole, for
example, there may be only room for
one. The other group will be waiting
back on the tee, a place they never had to
wait before. Quite simply, the more such
locations, the longer the rounds.

Recognizing the Symptoms
Here are two scenarios that give us an
idea of what lies ahead. You're all familiar

with finding at least two groups waiting |

to play at the first par 3 on your course.
Par 3 holes are particularly susceptible to
backups because they can only hold one
playing group at a time...the other
groups have to wait. If that first par 3 is
140 yards long, for example, it will take
about eight minutes for the average four-
some to play the hole. The two groups
are backed up on the tee because the
starting interval for the course is probably
eight minutes or less. That is, groups
arrive at the tee faster than the hole can
be played, so backups occur. So now, if a
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downhill 310-yard par 4 is driveable by
even a few groups or players, that’s really
going to back up the course.

Here’s why. While the par 3 took eight
minutes to play, this par four will take 12
minutes to play, but it still will hold only
one group. Not only has it taken on the
characteristic of a par 3, it's the worst
possible scenario—it plays like a par 3
but takes one and a half times as long to
play. Think about it; instead of eight or
nine minutes, it will take 12 full minutes
before the hole clears for the next group.

There isn't any golf course on earth
that has a starting interval that will space
groups out enough to prevent a long wait
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on the tee to play that kind of a hole.
Likewise, how many par 5’s are now
being played as par 4’s by some of your
customers? Increasingly, as people are
able to reach the green of a par 5 in two
because of improved equipment, they
will wait for the green to clear before hit-
ting their second shot. The effect of this
causes waiting. ..for every group that fol-
lows and reduces the number of green
fees in a day for the owner.

“Slow Play" Means Waiting

Let’s back up a moment and get one
thing straight. Waiting on golf courses is
the real culprit in slow play, not slow
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players. If you ask golfers to define slow
play they will say, “we had to wait on
every shot!” The question to ask is what
causes waiting? In most instances, the
answer is overcrowding, not slow players.
And the difficult thing to understand is
that it is usually the natural flow of play-
ers onto the golf course, in other words
the all-important starting interval, that
causes the course to be overcrowded.

often get more groups through. Why?
Because waiting on holes is reduced. This
is especially true when combined with
other pace improvement strategies,
including pace of play teambuilding and
customer service training for all your
employees.

What course managers must do is
carcfully determine the proper starting
interval for their course, one that opti-

Taken to its extreme, unbridled technology
will reduce the capacity of the golf course
and cause green fees to increase just so
courses can make their revenue targets.

Let me expand.
The elusive nature of slow play solutions
is that everything we've been taught to
do, and everything we think is right or
natural, is working against us. For exam-
ple, when you tell players to “play away
when the group ahead is out of range,”
you're asking the groups to crowd in line,
one after another, with very little breath-
ing room between them. This overcrowds
the course. When you tell players to
“keep up with the group ahead of you,”
you're doing the same thing. When you
allow twosomes to mix in with four-
somes, youre packing groups that play
too fast in with a normal flow, which
crowds the course even more. And most
significantly, when you let players tee off
when they are ready, you are using a start-
ing interval that is too short for the
design of your course and is systematical-
ly overcrowding the course. It’s the same
reason rush hour traffic is slower than
driving the same route at 3:00 a.m.
Congestion slows things down.
Ironically, many courses find that
when they increase the starting interval,
which seems distinctly unnatural, and
take aggressive action to maintain that
interval throughout the day (building in
more space between the groups), they can
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mizes the number of rounds being played
and produces a smooth, uninterrupted
pace of play. Without the proper training
and tools, finding that interval can be
difficult and takes trial and error.
Remember that although your optimum
starting interval should be primarily a
function of your course’s design, it also
takes into account the distance the play-
ers hit the ball. As more players hit the
ball further, your carefully managed flow
of play will be affected and your starting
interval will need to be increased. For
example, if a couple groups of short hit-
ting players play one right after the
another, the interval between those
groups when they “play when the group
ahead is out of the way” might be six
minutes. But we've already seen what
happens when a Tiger Woods shows up
to follow those groups; he will have to
wait 10 or more minutes for them to be
out of the way.

It doesn’t have to be every player in the
foursome who hits the ball far, one is
enough. Or even one who thinks he can
is enough to delay play until the group
ahead is out of firing range. As technolo-
gy pushes the distance golfers can hit the
ball further and further, the interval
between groups has got to become larger
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How to Speed Play

« Determine the right starting interval
for your course. This is a unique number
for you, based on your course’s design.
Finding the right interval will produce a
smooth flow of play, lower round times
and a golfing experience of higher value
to your customers. And remember, there
is always a place in the market for the
highest quality product or service.

* Move players to the first tee in a time-
ly manner. You won't be able to start
them on time if they are not on the tee.
Late groups put pressure on the starter
to catch up. The only way to catch up is
to squeeze groups out on the course too
quickly; that overcrowds the course.

* Have your starter greet the players,
explain your pace of play policies, and
start them right on time. This practice
ensures the proper starting interval is
being maintained and lets your cus-
tomers know about your pace of play
commitment.

* Encourage your players to play from
the proper tees for their game. This will
help them to stay out of trouble and
they will enjoy the game a lot more.

* Give your rangers tools and the infor-
mation they need to carefully monitor
the pace and flow of all the groups on
the golf course. On a properly measured
and managed course, your rangers will
have valuable tools to use to monitor
the pace of play. They will know exactly
where each group should be at any time
during the day.

* Document actual round times on a
daily basis and monitor the quality of
the pace of play and the golfing experi-
ence. By keeping and charting actual
round times, your staff will have a con-
crete measure of how well they are
doing at providing the highest value
golfing experience for your customers.
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