
 
 

What is a Handicap Index? 
 

"What's your handicap?"  It's a question often heard when golf is the topic of conversation.  But what is a 
"handicap"? Simply put, a golf handicap is a number that tells you how many strokes over par on average that you 
usually play. Handicaps are an integral part of the game of golf and allow players of varying ability to compete fairly, 
whether in a casual golf outing or in a competition. A handicap can also help a player track their improvement over time. 

 
How is a handicap determined? Prior to answering that question, it's important to become familiar with a few terms. If it 
sounds too complex right now, just know that after you establish your handicap and become familiar with the terms, it will 
all start to make sense. The USGA formula for calculating a Handicap Index (Index or HI) takes into account not only 
your score, but the Course Rating and Slope Rating for the tees you play. 

 
For those of you saying, “Whoa, too many confusing terms!” Let's take a minute to clearly define and understand some of 
them. The Course Rating represents the playing difficulty of a course for an expert or “scratch” golfer (a person with a 
zero handicap). In other words, it's the score you would expect an expert golfer to score for that course. Each set of tees 
has its own Course Rating - the more difficult the course for a scratch golfer, the higher the rating. The Course Rating is 
always expressed as a two digit number taken to one decimal place: for example, 71.5. 

 
Since most of us are not scratch golfers, a Slope Rating is used to represent the relative playing difficulty of a course for 
a non-scratch golfer compared to a scratch golfer. The higher the Slope Rating the greater the gap in expected scores 
between the scratch golfer and the higher handicapped player. Each set of tees has its own Slope Rating that is always 
expressed as a 3-digit number like 120. The average Slope for all courses is 113. You will often find both the Course 
Rating and the Slope Rating listed on the scorecard for the tees you are playing. 

 
Your Index is calculated using only the 10 best of the 20 most recent scores posted and is expressed as a 2-digit number 
taken to one decimal place: for example, 26.5. You can interpret this number to mean that, when you are playing your 
best, you score about 26-27 strokes over par. 

 
“But why use only my 10 best out of my most recent 20?” you might ask. A Handicap Index is designed to be an 
indication of your playing potential rather than a reflection of how you play on average. This approach provides a built in 
incentive to improve. You might expect that you will always play to your handicap, but that is actually unlikely. You will 
generally only be able to score to your Index about 20% of the time, about 1 in 4-5 times. On average, your scores will be 
about three stokes higher than your Index. We’ll see why when we learn more about the Index formula. 

 
Now that we’ve covered the basics of what a Handicap Index is, our next discussion will focus on the actual Handicap 
Index formula and how to read your scoring record. 

 
 


