Another Dagger…. How the USGA’s new groove rule does more damage to the industry.
Buckle up, people.  This is going to be a pretty long ride.  Beginning next week I will publish a series that explores why the upcoming rule change regarding groove configuration by the USGA constitutes another dagger in the faintly beating heart of the golf industry.  I can’t at this moment tell you how many parts there will be to the series, simply because there are so many angles from which to explore this issue.  We will just walk through it ‘til it is done.  There will be a fair amount of editorializing, for sure.  But rest assured I’ll have some facts sprinkled in to support the theorizing.  The main purpose is to raise awareness among all companies and people who make a living in the golf business that the impact of these rule changes send ripples throughout the entire industry.  Hard goods for certain, but make no mistake soft goods are affected as well.  Golf course owners, operators…. Everyone.  If you know someone who works in the golf business, please let them know about this series.  My goal is to have the first of the series posted on Monday, April 6.  Thanks.  Don’t forget, let somebody know…. 
Another Dagger, Part 1—Framing the Issue

As promised, we are going to explore the impact of the impending USGA rule change regarding groove configuration on clubs.  This rule change is set to take effect beginning next year for the game’s elite players, and over an extended time period will eventually affect all golfers.  I want to emphasize right out of the blocks what this piece is not….I’m not taking personal shots at the USGA, or the Technical Group responsible for this ruling.  Dick Rugge and his group have their hands full making sure all the elements of challenge and skill involved in playing golf are preserved.  They are attempting to do this at a time when club and ball manufacturers have at their workstations tools so sophisticated and precise they could probably build and launch rockets right from their desks.  Also, to be fair, I think we need to highlight that prior to mandating this rule change, Rugge and his staff released a series of reports to the industry that kept people informed about what they were doing, and the results of their testing.
The issue here is one of control.  Ball control.  The USGA has determined through their testing that the U-shaped grooves in our golf clubs provide a significant advantage in imparting spin on a golf ball.  Particularly, but not limited to, shots from the rough.  That’s the concise version.  The shape of the grooves in your golf clubs provide an inordinate advantage.  The “why” of this is not exactly clear…. The two most popular stories I have heard are the U grooves provide more bite on the golf ball, and that U grooves by virtue of their slightly larger area more effectively channel away either moisture or whatever gets between the club face and the ball at impact.

At any rate, the USGA says “no go”.  Twenty some odd years after locking up with Karsten Solhiem in court on this very same issue.  Twenty some odd years after the USGA’s own findings proved inconsequential. 
Look, I’m not sniping here because nineteen years later the USGA now says U grooves are unfair.  Everyone should be entitled to engage in a little revisionist history.  That’s cool.  However, banning golf clubs which we have been conforming for the last twenty-plus years is not cool.  This is unprecedented not cool.  Feel free to correct me because I’m going from memory on this, but when was the last time the USGA declared a product non-conforming that had been legal for over twenty years?  Never, is my guess.  This horse is so far out of the barn the only way to find him is to trace the bloodline of his offspring.  That’s what makes this issue bigger than the words on the page.  It’s the precedent.  
Another fact that compounds the badness is the specific player group at which this ruling is aimed.  The 0.0001% of us who play golf.  The game’s most elite players.  On that there can be no debate.  The USGA’s web site is rife with test results and statistical analysis that supports their finding that U grooves in the hands of the game’s most accomplished, is unfair.  For the rest of us ball beaters….tough.  You’re going to be playing with intentionally inferior equipment, and you’re going to like it.  Or just go home.  Quit.  Well, guess what?  A lot of golfers have done just that.  Most probably not because of equipment issues.  But does anyone think mandating inferior equipment will help the attract-and-retain efforts of the rest of the industry?  
If I were to take you on a ride in Snoopy 2, the MetLife blimp, for an aerial view of the golf industry, what do you think it would look like?  I’m not sure anyone would fall in love with the view.  In one spot we’ve got The First Tee, Play Golf America, Get Golf Ready, and various other initiatives designed to raise awareness and participation.  They are the cheerleaders of this particular landscape.  In another area are the club and ball companies.  Nobody wants to mention them by name.  I don’t know why that is, but the PGA Tour and television people feel it’s bad form to do it.  There aren’t as many of them as there were a couple years ago, and the ones left have laid off quite a few talented people.  The club and ball companies pretty much keep to themselves, they really haven’t had much R&D to do since the USGA put size and hotness limits on clubs back around 1999.  Over there is the professional tours.  Best players in the world.  On TV every weekend, and they probably have the most recognizable athlete in the world in you-know-who.  They’ve got a few issues to deal with since our financial system melted down about six months ago.  The guys over there in tactical gear are the rules guys…the USGA and R&A.  They have to watch over this entire show to make sure everyone plays by the rules.  They don’t really concern themselves with the business side, it’s all about the rules with them and making sure no one gets an edge.  
I’m not going to carry this out any further, I think you get my drift.  Are we as an industry together on anything?  The game is played for enjoyment on every level.  And I think we’ve lost sight of that fact a little bit.  (Except for the cheerleaders.)  

I’m sure you get the picture by now.  The rule change is a bad thing.  It’s targeted to the smallest group in this whole industry, but will have an adverse effect on all of us.  Stay tuned…next time out  we’ll have a look not only at “ground zero”, but we will examine a few of the bigger aftershocks this will most certainly create.  Thanks very much for spending the time, tell somebody about it.  Look for Part 2 closer to the end of this week.  Hopefully Friday.     
Another Dagger, Part 2 – Ground Zero and collateral damage

The revised rule on grooves goes into effect January 1, 2010.  But make no mistake, damage is already being done.  Starting next year, only elite competitions will require the use of clubs which conform to this new rule.  Top level USGA and R&A competitions and PGA Tour events will all require the new groove irons be in play.  “Ground Zero” for this ruling is obviously Carlsbad, CA.  And Phoenix, AZ, Beaverton, OR, Dallas, TX, and every other town that is home to the industry’s club and ball companies.  The damage of which I make reference here is financial.  This rule change is going to require a flurry of activity across all functional groups in every club company.  R&D, Product Development, Tour Operations, Marketing, Sales…you name it.  Everyone has to get in line.  All for nothing.  No one can debate this point.  The costs associated with making this change have got to be significant in terms of manpower and tooling changes alone, and the return on this investment is zero.  The product is not better…it’s worse.  That’s a tough one to spin no matter how capable a company’s Marketing Department.  Man, these club and ball companies are getting hammered, again.  The first blast was the driver head size and COR limit, now this.  Talk about getting tough to make a living. 
To illustrate, let’s look at a slice of what the club companies Tour Operations people are up against just to get these new irons in play.  The club and ball companies spend millions of dollars each year on player endorsement contracts.  It’s a Pyramid of Influence thing…more on that shortly.  They sign players worldwide to play their clubs, carry a bag with the company’s logo…you know the deal.  When a rule change like this is implemented the companies have to supply a conforming set of sticks for their players.  Do you think it’s as easy as building up a one set of irons, boxing them up and sending them to a player’s house?  Not on your life.  There’s no telling how many sets a player might go through before settling on his, or her, “gamers.”  2, 5, even 10 sets.  It doesn’t matter if the specs on every set are the exact same.  If the player to whom you are paying a six figure contract tells you, “They just don’t feel right,” you don’t push back, you just get him another set.  The player might fly in to the company headquarters to test several clubs, or a Tour Rep might fly to the player’s home club with several samples and a launch monitor in tow to test there.  And, by the way, if you’re thinking these are simply production sets, you would be mistaken.  At the very minimum these are hand selected, weight sorted components.  Shafts, grips, everything.  Assembled and specifications profusely documented.  In some cases they are custom ground or even milled to specification.  These custom milled sets can crack the $4000.00 barrier.  Who do you think pays for all this?  We do.  It’s baked into the price of retail goods…it has to be.  Let’s take Titleist for example.  Titleist is the number one ball on Tour.  That has to mean they have the most players under some type of contract, because there are very few instances where a player uses a club or ball for free.  I don’t know this for a fact, but do you think there is any correlation between this and the fact that a dozen ProV’s is like $9.00 more than all the other company’s top end ball?   Don’t misunderstand, I’m not dogging Titleist.  That’s their marketing strategy and it works for them.  If the market will bear the price, go for it.  It’s called making a little profit.  It’s called survival.  
I would guess the activity level in the Golf Ball Dept. is very similar to the club group.  The results of the tests conducted by the USGA in preparation for this rule change indicate with the new grooves iron shots will launch lower and spin less.  Would it not follow that ball companies re-examine their formulations and possibly modify their balls to launch higher and spin more?  I can’t imagine a ball company not making this attempt.  We can just re-wind what the club guys are going through, more R&D, more testing, more manpower and more expense.  Now, what happens if they hit on something?  At a time when launch monitors are in use everywhere for custom fitting and they are telling us that a high launch with lower spin rates is optimum, wouldn’t this new higher spinning ball be a step backward?  The point I’m trying to make is after all the investment what do you do with the ball?  Sell it, and revise the “optimum” launch condition, or just make this new ball solely to give away to Tour players?  Are we not again offering a product which is a step backward from what we now know is ideal?  I think so.  But the development costs are already sunk.  So, while this may offer some help for the tiniest player group in the world, the rest of us are stuck again. 
I hope by this point the thought has crossed your mind that the USGA only makes the rules, they don’t dictate to companies how to do business.  That’s absolutely true.  There should be some finger shaking at the equipment companies for creating this craziness.  But don’t think for a minute the USGA couldn’t envision this scenario.  Dick Rugge used to run R&D for Taylor Made…he knows what time it is.  Which begs the whole ethical question of should the ruling organizations account for, or even consider, the business and economic environment when evaluating rule changes.  A separate issue for another time, we’ve got our hands full here.     
Keep in mind we’re still at the impact zone of this issue.  I haven’t even started on how this is could radiate through the industry.  We’ll catch that next time.  Thanks for hanging in this far.  And in case you are wondering if it’s worth wading through the rest of this series, trust me when I tell you we’ll wrap this up with a bang.  Next time we’ll clean this up, and as promised take a look at how the Pyramid of Influence works its way into this deal.  And we’ll talk a little NASCAR.  Yep, NASCAR.  Thanks again.  Don’t forget to tell somebody….                  
Another Dagger, Part 3: The Pyramid, and NASCAR
In the last installment I detailed the push-ups club and ball companies are potentially doing to adjust to the new groove rules for their paid players.  All of that activity is a result of The Pyramid of Influence.  It’s a marketing philosophy which pretty much drives the golf industry in terms of selling equipment.  The Pyramid concept has sold tons of golf equipment over the years.  In basic form it states that if you have the best and hottest players using your equipment, the very top of the pyramid, it will influence those on subsequently lower levels to consider your brand for their next purchase.  Typically equipment buyers are slotted into the pyramid by their level of fanaticism for the game.  Hardcore serious types towards the top, and on down to the once or twice a year players.  The club and ball companies all want the top two or five players at every club to play their gear.  The hope is that this creates a missionary effect.  Those key influencers tell more people about how good the new clubs or balls are, and they buy in.  The reason understanding this concept is important is you have to believe  key influencers know this rule change is imminent.  What do you think they will be saying to people, who value their opinions, about buying new equipment?  “Better get ‘em now,” would be my guess.  Because you do understand that beginning Jan. 1, 2010, all irons produced for retail sale need to have conforming grooves, right?  Doesn’t matter if you never intend to tee it up on the Tour, or a USGA event, if you buy a set of irons or wedges made after the first of the year, they are going to have the modified grooves in them.  
Speaking of tee it up in competition and key influencers, let’s walk through a hypothetical situation.  You might say I’m dancing on the head of a pin here.  That’s cool, you are entitled to your opinion.  But don’t tell me this can’t or  won’t happen.  Let’s say out there somewhere is a fine, albeit unknown, player.  He, or she, is doing it right.  Pounding balls, taking lessons, playing tournaments, the whole nine.  And supporting that habit out of his, or her own pocket.  Summertime rolls around, and you know what that means…the US Open.  So this player joins over 8000 other entries to take a shot at qualifying for the tournament.  In addition to all the other money spent supporting the industry and realizing the dream, this player now has to find another nearly $1000 to drop on a new set of conforming irons.  Ouch.  I realize this is a very, very isolated case.  But damn, talk about exclusionary.  The price of poker just got quite a bit steeper.  
And what about the hundreds of club pros who try to qualify?  Against the extraordinary odds these guys pay their entry fees every year and take a shot.  That’s part of the beauty of the tournament.  And I guarantee wherever these pros come from, the members back at the home club think it’s pretty cool to have their guy make a run at qualifying.  How does the club pro handle this situation?  Most of these professionals have some type of support from club and ball companies.  Obviously not to the level of Tour players.  If he makes a call to the club company for a conforming set, we are again adding to the club company’s expense line of the ledger.  Or, does he just attempt to qualify with his old, non-conforming irons?  Keep in mind this is a sport where we call penalties on ourselves if we think our ball moved, or if we touch a blade of grass while attempting to hit a shot out of a hazard.  Wouldn’t attempting to qualify with a non-conforming set of irons be cheating?  I think it would.  So keep in mind that when qualifying for next year’s tournament is held, all those 8000+ entries should be carrying conforming irons.  At $900 per set retail, it’s going to cost $7,200,000.00 to outfit 8000 players with new clubs.  More cost born by the club companies to distribute a “dumbed down” product.
I’m not a huge NASCAR fan.  I like it and follow it casually, but if I miss a race or four, I’m ok with it.  As I began preparations to publish this series it occurred to me there are similarities between what the USGA’s Technical Group does in terms of oversight on equipment, and NASCAR’s Competition Department and their oversight on racing equipment.  Put aside for the moment some obvious differences in that NASCAR deals with safety issues, and they preside only over NASCAR racing.  Where the USGA develops equipment rules for the entire golfing universe.  Two very different scenarios.  NASCAR is also a business…big business.  And the Competition Department has a vested interest in how well the product shows.
Here’s the point I’m trying to make.  Race teams are innovators.  As NASCAR began to develop and gain popularity, it was a really good thing for race teams to find ways to make their cars go faster…to optimize the car’s performance.  So the race teams evolved.  They became more sophisticated in their approach to developing parts, using CNC milling equipment to fabricate new parts.  And they integrated into their operations several types of data acquisition methods to provide performance feedback, so the teams could better understand what to do to make the cars faster.  And it worked.  The cars got very fast, very quickly.  They developed so much power, safety became a big issue.  Not only were the cars running on the ragged edge in terms of safety, they had become so fast they were making some of the shorter tracks on the circuit obsolete.  
Does anyone see the similarity here?  

NASCAR had to do something.  They had several options.  They could break out the heavy equipment and start re-building some of the shorter tracks, maybe.  Make all the tracks on the circuit super speedway layouts.  But they didn’t own the tracks.  Those costs would have to be agreed upon and shouldered by the venue owners.  That would also mean that each week the race would be very similar in character to every other week.  Long, high banked, super speedway racing.  A steady diet of that might get kind of boring.  

NASCAR’s solution was simple and elegant.  They chose to maintain the variety of venues, they kept the short tracks, and road courses on the circuit.  No one lost a race because their track was obsolete.  Their solution was to, at various tracks, have everyone run their cars with a restrictor plate installed in the fuel delivery system.  NASCAR did it right.  They analyzed the entire system and mandated a modification which insured the racing would be competitive and safe, and entertaining for the fans. Everybody won.  What the USGA is doing with the new groove rule is the equivalent of making everyone race on worn out tires.  Actually, it’s the equivalent of making us all drive on worn out tires.  Ignoring the system which creates and delivers the power, and only modifying the method of control.  
I’ve blasted away at this groove rule issue from several angles in an attempt to illustrate why adoption of this change will further injure the golf industry.  Next time out, it’s the payoff.  We’ll examine how we got to this point, and why grooves had very little to do with it.  Then we’ll take a look at exactly what to do to fix the situation.  What changes need to be made to re-energize innovation within the industry as well as create a rules framework which permits golfers at every level to play their best.  As always, thanks for taking the time.  Don’t forget to tell somebody…  
Another Dagger, Part 4:  The Three Amigos  
“Bomb and Gouge” is a pretty popular term used to describe the type of game played by today’s professional golfers.  It’s all about the power, baby.  Hit it as far as you can, with little regard for accuracy, then find it and hit it again.  Clearly, the USGA is trying to effect the “Gouge” part of this equation with the groove rule, making it more penal for a player to execute a quality golf shot from a less than ideal lie.  They want to see a little “Bomb and Guess.”  How ever well intended, it’s backward.  If you handle the “Bomb” in the right way, the “Gouge” will take care of itself.  

There are three factors in the recent evolution of golf equipment which significantly ramped up the power side of the game, and as a critical by-product de-emphasized shotmaking and accuracy, particularly for the game’s most skilled players.  They are:  1.  The general recent evolution of golf clubs.  2.  The introduction of the high performance multi-layer golf ball.  3.  Data acquisition technology.  Let’s take a quick look at each of these.

General recent evolution of golf clubs.

Question: When is a 6 iron not a 6 iron?  Answer: When it’s an 8 iron.  This describes our present state of affairs regarding golf clubs.  In general, golf clubs have gotten longer in length, and lofts on production equipment have gotten much stronger over the past ten years particularly.  My belief is this is due in large part to the very sophisticated design tools now used by the club companies.  Engineers can literally design a club head on the computer and simulate its performance before ever producing a single piece.  They can optimize the physical properties of the head design to get the absolute best performance, high launch and optimum spin rate.  While this is a good thing for all golfers, in my opinion this optimization has created an issue in the world of professional tournament golf.  The game’s best players hit their irons too far.  Back in the day, if a player was left with an approach shot in the 7-6 iron range, that was a scoring opportunity.  Today, that same distance is more like 9-8 iron range.  The long approach shot has left the game on the professional level.  This is the real issue in today’s pro game.  This two club difference is a big deal from the fairway….it’s huge from the rough.  Square grooves, or not.
The evolution of woods is also significant.  The fluctuation of club length and lofts over the years indicate to me we’ve probably hit the limit of what changes in those aspects of the club can do for us.  Ten years ago everyone was promoting long golf clubs with low lofts, now it’s swung back the other way.  Clearly, the most significant recent development in woods was head size and C.O.R. analysis.  You’ve got to give the USGA some props, here.  They were on these issues basically from the start, and acted to limit head size and C.O.R. in a generally timely manner.  Today’s woods hit the ball as long and as straight as the rules will allow.

The High Performance Multi Layer Golf Ball

I’m not a golf ball engineer.  I’m not even an engineer.  I say this out of deep respect for the brain power that exists in the golf ball development community.  These are some seriously smart dudes.  So I’m not going to offer an attempt to scientifically explain recent golf ball developments.  That would not go well.  But here’s what I do know…today’s high performance multi layer golf ball is really, really good.  It launches high and goes far.  If I’m not mistaken, most all of these balls utilize a urethane cover material.  And aside from the high and far aspect, they seem to be easier to control, which I attribute primarily to the cover material.  I would guess these balls are far more consistent than wound balls, as well.  Bottom line here is that today’s high performance multi layer golf ball is a significant step up from its predecessors in all performance aspects.  The timing of the introduction of this ball is also noteworthy.  I believe Callaway’s Rule 35 ball was the first to market, somewhere in the 2000 range.  After that, the other ball makers quickly followed.  This was generally concurrent with the big head, hot face driver developments.  These two, virtually simultaneous events really changed the game.  Most particularly for the highly skilled players, but we all got a power boost from these two product improvements.
Data Acquisition Technology 
Recent advances in data acquisition and analysis may be the most significant development with respect to changes in the game, and the industry.  Once again, it’s all about system optimization.  Matching player, to club, to ball, to yield the absolute performance max.  I am of course, referring to the proliferation of launch monitor testing and fitting of equipment.  Until recently, we relied basically on what we saw to achieve the best combination of club and ball, and match those to a player.  Tour players, as usual, were ahead of the curve and have in some form or fashion been using data acquisition technology to fit their equipment for quite some time.  The boom in this technology happened around 2000, when the equipment became really sophisticated in terms of imaging, data capture, and portability.  Then, in 2003 a company called Accusport introduced the Vector, a launch monitor at a price nearly everyone could afford.  Club companies bought loads of them, and supplied them to custom fitting accounts.  Pro shops jumped in, too.  The spread of this technology gave us all an unprecedented level of detail about our golf swings and what combination of equipment allowed us to hit shots that approach optimum launch conditions.  Coincidentally, the breakout here came at roughly the same time as the two other items we just highlighted.  I don’t think it’s much of a stretch to theorize these three developments all fed off each other.
I think these nearly simultaneous developments are the real source of the USGA’s apparent concern about the game’s top players being too good.  While us “weekend warriors” have benefited from these advances, I think it’s fair to say the more skilled players have gained an incrementally larger advantage from these innovations.  That’s why the most of us can’t relate to the game played by Tour pros.  As always, thanks for taking the time to follow this series.  Next time out, no preamble, we’ll just jump right in to what it’s going to take to create an environment where everybody wins.  What the USGA should consider in the form of real changes that work in favor of everyone involved in this industry, and players of all skill levels.  Please don’t forget to tell somebody.
Another Dagger, Part 5:  The Fix

Innovation is a good thing.  The club and ball companies have done a fine job of utilizing the tools available to them, to develop the finest legal equipment ever.  So much so, that the protectors of the game have mandated that now we have to intentionally back it down a notch.  Because the select few who play the game for a living derive what is perceived to be an unfair advantage from the equipment.  The message being sent is that we’ve gone too far…made the equipment too good.  Along with this, the implication is the days of innovation in golf equipment are numbered.  This is not good news for any segment of the industry.  The rule making bodies of the game are intentionally putting the industry on life support by capping opportunities to innovate.  Hey, how much money do you think club and ball companies are going to spend on advertising when their new product lines are worse than the old ones?  And what impact will that have on the media side of the business?  That’s what I mean about unintended consequences.  This issue is way bigger than the shape of grooves in irons.  
We need a rules framework that encourages innovation, and protects the strategic and challenging elements of the game at every level.  The USGA has done a nice job with their research.  They have all the information they need, I just think they have had some difficulties with interpretation.  Based on the research they have done, and common knowledge regarding equipment performance, here is my suggestion for some new rules which will offer all segments of the industry an opportunity to innovate and thrive.  

1.  Leave the grooves alone.  Maintain the existing groove configuration.  

The USGA has conducted extensive tests regarding this issue.  A report posted on the USGA’s web site entitled, “The Effect of Rough Height on Tour Player Performance Using U and V Groove Irons” is packed with data about spin rate and launch angle changes from various conditions.  However, the most compelling finding in the entire piece is not quantitative.  It’s a qualitative observation.  At one point during the test, players were asked to hit 5 iron shots from a long rough lie.  “The majority of the players tested indicated that they would not consider hitting a 5-iron from the long rough lie created during these tests.  Players indicated that they would likely hit a 7-iron from this lie during competition.”  I can understand why research types would not consider this an “Aha Moment”, but clearly what was discovered here was a limit condition where a player had to make a strategic decision.  They made a discovery they weren’t looking for, and just blew right through it.  Forget all the number crunching and explore the threshold of this limit condition.   

Golf is hard.  Tournament golf borders on impossible.  The current groove configuration has established a standard of control to which we’ve all become accustomed.  The new standard will help no one in the industry.  The cost to implement will be much higher than anyone responsible for making this change realizes.  

2.  Create three classes of golf ball, based on initial velocity.  And adopt a system which, based on the level of competition, dictates the use of a particular class of ball.  

The current limit for initial velocity is 250 ft/sec.  Calculations indicate that a reduction of approximately 12ft/sec would result in the ball flying approximately 15 yards shorter.  I propose that a ball conforming to the current initial velocity limit fall into the Class 3 category.  A Class 2 ball would be limited to an initial velocity of 238ft/sec to conform to this class.  Which would result in a flight approximately 15 yards shorter.  And, a Class 1 ball must have an initial velocity of no more than 225ft/sec., resulting in roughly 30 yards shorter flight.

I realize this is an extremely sensitive issue.  It creates more questions than it provides answers.  I encourage you to relax, take a deep breath…. this proposal is not nearly as difficult to implement as initial reaction may have you believe.

The administration of golf has a tremendous infrastructure.  Aligned with the USGA and R&A are all the state golf associations and the administrations of the various professional groups.  A collaborative effort among all these groups should be able to identify some type of protocol as to what ball is used at what level of competition.  Something like this may be a logical initial step.

Class 1 Competitions:  All professional tours. All world, national, and international championships….professional and amateur.  

Class 2 Competitions:  All Multi-State and State championships sanctioned by State Golf Associations.  

Class 3 Competitions: Local and regional competitions.  

Clearly this is an oversimplified breakdown of this system.  Adoption of this would require the due diligence and collaboration of many people.  But it would work.  This system of golf ball classification and endorsement for competition  will benefit players at every skill level of the game.  It will insure our golf courses will continue to provide for us the elements of challenge, strategy, and fun which the designers intended.  

As I mentioned earlier, adoption of something like this creates a multitude of issues.  Like, how would you discern one class of ball from another?  How about this…..


[image: image1.emf]Class 1 Class 2 Class 3

First digit of number indicates ball classification based on standard initial velocity testing.


 This type of numbering system for golf balls is failsafe.  Double digit numbers have from time-to-time been used in the past by ball companies, so I know it can be done.  The first digit of the number would indicate the class, followed by the traditional 0-9 number used to identify the ball.  A simple way to make the ball class obvious to the player, his competitors, and officials.

Assessing the impact of this change could be, or maybe should be, a separate piece.  The result would be so far reaching it would be nearly impossible to examine all the resultant variations.  In keeping within the context of this piece, here are a few scenarios which come to mind.

This proposal holds the potential to sell more golf balls.  The vast majority of golfers would stick with a steady diet of Class 3 balls.  Amateurs who have their sights set on playing tournament golf however, could potentially be required to buy golf balls from every classification.  A Sunday morning round with friends might find this player using a Class 3 ball.  If he chooses to attempt to qualify for his State Amateur Championship, he would need some Class 2 ammunition.  Finally, a qualifying run for the U.S. Amateur or U.S. Open would mandate a Class 1 ball.  At no time would a player be required to change clubs.  Just buy a different golf ball.  I would think that all ball manufacturers would offer at least one product from every class in their line.    

Adoption of this change would carry many additional benefits outside the equipment industry.  Golf courses, for example, could rest easy knowing their facilities as designed would remain both challenging and playable for any level of competition.  It has become vogue, if not necessary, that tournament courses undergo various levels of renovation, primarily adding length to insure an adequate test.  Under this proposal, adding length may not be required.  As a matter of fact given certain circumstances I can envision many scenarios where tees could be moved forward.  Greens Committees at many great classic golf courses who have chosen not host tournaments because of a potential renovation requirement may now express interest in hosting an event.  Speaking of moving tees forward, a concern of this proposal might be its impact on the current handicap system.  Would it require a makeover of the present system?  The only definitive answer would come from implementation, but I suspect that if tournament administrators are judicious with course set ups, the current handicap system would hold up nicely and remain accurate for a player no matter what class golf ball is used.  Our golf courses today have no shortage of options with respect to moving tees forward.  It sure beats the alternative of breaking out the bulldozers and grounds crew to add more length.  Facilities are already under too much financial pressure just to maintain what they have.

Clearly the player group most affected by this change are professionals. Professional players could, and should, deal with this.  They could deal with it because it would be the same for everyone.  The playing field within their group would be level.  No one is trying to take a dime from them.  As a matter of fact, they should deal with it because they could profit from it.  It’s no secret that on golf’s highest level equipment contracts mean big bucks for players.  If a golf ball company were selling more balls, don’t you think that would be a good thing for someone who cashes that company’s checks? 
This proposal for golf balls is a step in the right direction, but it is not the complete answer.  For the top professionals, simply putting in play a slower ball is a double whammy on distance.  Loss of distance off the tee and from the fairway.  Remember the NASCAR analogy.  In order to get this right we have to look at the total system.  There is more work to do.

3.  Revise the head size and performance limits on Drivers only.  Correlate head size to COR, and develop a performance limit for that relationship.

We use this club only 14 times a round, but it receives a lot of attention.  Without a doubt it’s the romance club in the bag.  The current limits on this club are 460cc maximum size, and a COR of .830.  COR stands for Coefficient of Restitution.  A popular term in the industry is “spring like effect.”  It is intended to quantify the trampoline effect of the face of a golf club.  These limits were put in place by the USGA recently to prevent clubs from getting too stable, or straight, while at the same time getting too hot, or long.  This may get a little choppy, but hang on… you’ll see the logic soon enough.

With regard to head size and the limit of 460cc, this is a straightness issue.  As driver heads got bigger, they had a larger sweetspot, and became more stable.  Less prone to twisting on impact.  Clearly, this is the non-technical explanation.  Bigger is better for accuracy and consistency.  This limit was mandated by the USGA in the 2004-2005 range.  

Approximately 1998-1999, the USGA mandated a COR limit of .830.  COR, trampoline effect, spring-like effect…these terms are all interchangeable with respect to this issue.  COR is a measurement of how hot the sweetspot of a golf club is. 
At the time these limits were installed, it was the right thing to do.  I said that earlier in this series.  For the most part, the USGA acted in the best interest of protecting the game, and did so in a timely manner.  Flash forward to today, and I don’t think very many people are too crazy about the result.  Driver sales are flat-to-flagging.  The commonly held knowledge is  everything new that hits the market is the same, no matter what brand.  And has the same performance characteristics as last year’s model.  Why buy a new one?   By mandating the head size and COR limit, the USGA effectively created a single target upon which to innovate.  When club companies hit that target, the R&D was done.  Forever.  

What would be an infinitely more compelling scenario would be to connect these two properties somehow.  In other words, allow a driver with a hotter face, but it would have to be a smaller head, which would be inherently less stable and contain a smaller sweetspot.  Hotter, but more difficult to hit consistently straight.  Conversely, a driver head could be made larger, but could not be as hot.  Easier to hit consistently straight, but not quite as long.  This is a tremendously powerful concept.  

This revision would work hand-in-glove with the ball class system.  Tour players could pick up the distance lost off the tee with the slower ball by using a smaller, hotter driver.  Talk about bringing strategy back into the pro game.  Hotter, yes.  But also less straight, and with a smaller sweetspot more difficult to hit consistently on the button.  And think of the new opportunities this would create for custom fitting.  With this, in addition to all the other variables addressed in custom fitting,  we could now add a consistency variable and fit any player to the real optimum driver for distance and accuracy combined.  A relationship limit such as this would once again give club companies a reason to innovate.  And I’d be willing to bet they would not disappoint.
Finally, I propose one other adoption to the rules of the game….

4.  Mandate the use of production equipment for all USGA championship competitions.

What I mean by production equipment is essentially retail products.  In other words, if Nike is selling an adjustable driver, and Stewart Cink has one in the bag, it must be an adjustable driver.  Not a driver that looks exactly the same, but has been engineered with a non-adjustable hosel.  If Ernie Els is playing a set of Callaway X Blade irons, they must start with a production X Blade head.  Custom lengths, lies, lofts, and grinds should all be permitted.  But we have to eliminate the “one-off” custom engineered, custom milled one-of-a-kind clubs for these players.  It’s deceptive.  This rule would address two important issues.  It would make the game played by the pros more relatable to us average joes.  I want to know for certain that what an elite player is using, I can go out an buy.  That exact model.  Second, it would hold accountable the club and ball companies development efforts and expenses.  No more frivolous projects just to get something in play.  If you are going to develop a new product it better sell at retail.  It’s kind of a buyer protection program.  The only exemption from this rule should be putters.  

I would like to point out that not once in this entire series have I mentioned our present economic situation.  While it has quite a bit to do with the overall state of the golf industry, it really is not relevant to this discussion.  Over time, we have had our economic ups and downs and the game has survived it all.  Things will get better.  They always do.  What we need to focus on is that we once again create an environment which encourages innovation and cool new products.  That should be all the stimulus our industry needs.  So that when things do turn around we will all be ready put golf and the golf industry in the best light possible.  Thanks very much for making this journey with me.  I hope you enjoyed it, and maybe picked up a thing or two.  For anyone interested, I have posted this entire piece on the “Contact” page of my web site.  

Best Regards,

Bill McIntosh 
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