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2023 Rules of Golf

Section 1: How to access the electronic version (App) of the rules:

-USGA is eliminating/restricting written copies

-Electronic version will have clarifications regularly/automatically updated and

-App has useful features such as illustrations and teaching videos

Section 2: Key Changes for 2023

-What are the key changes to the rules for 2023

-Other 2023 rules changes

Section 3: Covering the Rules of Golf:

-What rules are most frequently misunderstood?

-What procedures we know are often the most confusing?

-What rules/procedures does a player need to know?

-Rule 25 (new) cover players with disabilities
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Downloading the electronic version of the Rules of Golf

Clarifications imbedded 
In 2023 Rule Book

Committee Procedures

Any new clarifications
added after publishing

Equipment Rules

Rules of Handicapping

Explore the rules:
Topics 
Videos

X

2023 Rules of Golf



How to download the app

2023 Rules of Golf
5
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1) Open 
Apps 
Icon

2) Type in USGA in 
search bar

3) Tap on USGA 
Rules of Golf

4) 
Download 
app- may 
see icon of 
cloud with 
an arrow



How to download the app

2023 Rules of Golf
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5) When 
open app 
look to 
bottom 
and hit 
“more”

6) Click 
settings 

7) Turn 
on Expert 
Mode



2023 Rules of Golf
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Downloading the electronic 
version of the Rules of Golf

Clarifications (old Interpretations)

Committee Procedures

New Rules clarifications

Equipment Rules

Rules of Handicapping

Explore:
Topics 
Videos

As you 
scroll 
down 
you will 
see all 
these 
options

X



2023 Rules of Golf

Section 2: 
-What are the key changes to the rules for 2023? 
-Other notable 2023 Rules changes.
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2023 Rules of Golf

Model Local Rule can limit 
this

Revised exceptions
To when a ball is moved (to protect the player)

Committee 
responsibility,
Not the player’s

New Relief Procedure



Other notable changes in effect starting 2023:
• Can not set anything down, anywhere, to get help in showing line of play!

• Ball must be lifted to clean it.

• Relaxed relief area standard for embedded ball (lip of bunker example).
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2023 Rules of Golf

• Penalty for ball substitution breach- reduced to 1 penalty stroke.
• Model Local Rule to eliminate DQ penalty if you forget to sign your scorecard, 

to a 2-stroke penalty.
• Accidental ball deflections on Putting Green reworded for situations when a 

stroke is to be cancelled and replayed.
• DQ penalty eliminated if player does not replay cancelled stroke as required.
• Reduce penalties where player breached same or multiple rules.
• Self standing putter allowed until 2025, then illegal after that.
• Still a 3-minute search time but have reasonable amount of time to get to ball 

and another 1 minute to identify it.
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2023 Rules Concepts haven’t changed

Maintains key principles of:

-play the ball as it lies and 

-play the course as you find it

and

2023 Rules of Golf Bad lie in the fairway

Good lie in the rough3/30/2023

“Just gotta shrug it off and get on with it. The 
game was never meant to be fair. That’s the 
mental challenge.”  - Lee Westwood
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2023 Rules of Golf

Rules were written assuming 
players will act with Integrity 
and in the spirit of the game.

2023 Rules Concepts 
haven’t changed

Where there is a question relating to the Rules where it is one player’s word against 
another’s and the weight of evidence does not favor either player, the benefit of the doubt 

should be given to the player who made the stroke or whose score is involved.



Reasonable Judgement Standard:

• The Rules allow for a reasonable judgement standard when you estimate or 
measure a spot, point, line or an area or other location.

• You did all that could be reasonably expected- no penalty even if later proven 
wrong (such as video technology.)

• Examples where reasonable judgement standard applies:

• Defining spot where ball entered a penalty area when viewed from far away.

• Declaring ball unplayable and using back-on-the-line when view to hole 
obscured.

• Where you ball was at rest before being moved by an outside influence and 
spot is estimated.

• Determining the Area of the course, or course condition, where your ball lies.
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2023 Rules of Golf
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Another concept that continued with the 2023 Rules 



2023 Rules of Golf

Section 3: Covering the Rules of Golf
• What rules are most frequently misunderstood.

• What procedures we know, from experience, are often the most 
confusing.

• What rules/procedures does a player need to know?

• Rule 25 (new) cover players with certain disabilities (Blind, Amputee, 
Need Assistive Mobility devices, Intellectual Disability)- won’t cover in 
detail but will reference certain procedures that can change. 
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2023 Rules of Golf

What rules are most frequently 
misunderstood

• Accidental deflections

• Known or Virtually Certain (KVC)
• what happened to my ball?

• My ball moved, now what?

• When do I need to mark before 
lifting?

• Embedded ball

• Bunker Rules

• What can I fix on Putting Green?

• When can I clean the ball?

What procedures are confusing
• Red vs Yellow Penalty Areas

• Red= 3 letters equals 3 relief options

• Yellow= caution as you are limited to only 
2 relief options

• Back-on-the-line relief (new procedure)

• Lateral Relief, or sideways rather than 
back-on-the-line

• Nearest Point of Complete Relief
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2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023

A ball may lie in only one area of 
the course. If it touches two 
specific areas (2-4), the default 
order for determining where it 
lies is penalty area, bunker, 
putting green.

Proper vs Common Terminology:

Teeing Area/Tee Box/Tee/White 
Tees
Bunker/Sand Trap/Sand/Trap
Penalty Area/Water Hazard/Hazard
Putting Green/Green
General Area/Through the green
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2023 Rules of Golf
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The Rules of Golf include 
many illustrations to 
help the player-
When is a ball out of bounds



2023 Rules of Golf
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A player has started a hole when
they make a stroke to begin the hole.
• The hole has started even if 

the stroke was made from outside 
the teeing area (see Rule 6.1b) or 
the stroke was cancelled under a Rule.  

A ball first becomes in play on a hole:
• When the player makes a stroke at

it from inside the teeing area, or
• In match play, when the player 

makes a stroke at it from outside 
the teeing area and 
the opponent does not cancel 
the stroke under Rule 6.1b.

https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_449413b0-4e94-4aad-8fd4-629406080b34
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/rule-6.html#_dee8e43a-d1f0-483d-887b-0d870c6828e3
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_b6d75150-ec3c-4fe6-9f28-5d313e89e0a0
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_449413b0-4e94-4aad-8fd4-629406080b34
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_e7cd78d5-5aa9-4708-b049-e19e956ad7e8
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_449413b0-4e94-4aad-8fd4-629406080b34
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8263b3d6-d2d3-44d3-999a-91d4024a1eab
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/rule-6.html#_dee8e43a-d1f0-483d-887b-0d870c6828e3


Fairly Searching for Ball, Lost Ball

Accidental Movement of ball while searching

Provisional Ball
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2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023
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• Every player is allowed time to find and identify their ball.

• If ball is lost, stroke and distance penalty will apply.

• A ball is lost when it has not been found in three minutes after the player or 
their caddie (or the player’s partner or partner’s caddie) begins to search for it.

• A ball does not become lost as a result of the player declaring it to be lost.

• Time of search starts when player or caddie begin to search and must be 
continuous (with limited exceptions.)

• There is no penalty for accidentally moving a ball while “fairly searching” for it.

• A Provisional Ball may be played only if 1) ball might be lost outside a Penalty Area, 
or 2) might be Out of Bounds

Search/Identify Concepts

2023 Rules of Golf

https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_a3c133c1-ee42-45e5-a799-6ec4b11e8a5d
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_11215bd8-d2f0-4037-b734-8f1b78842416
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_11215bd8-d2f0-4037-b734-8f1b78842416
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_a3c133c1-ee42-45e5-a799-6ec4b11e8a5d


The status of a ball that is not found in three minutes...

• after you or your caddie

(or your partner or partner’s caddie) 

• begins to search for it 

...is LOST

• and the stroke and distance penalty 

applies.  You are encouraged to play a 

provisional ball when your ball may be 

lost outside a penalty area or 

might be out of bounds
2023 RULES TRAINING-All Source material used from USGA Rules 21

2023 Rules of Golf – 12 Search Time

21



You may fairly search for your ball by taking

reasonable actions to find and identify it, such as:

- Moving sand and water;
- Moving or bending (or breaking ONLY as a result of reasonable 
actions) grass, bushes, tree branches and other growing or attached 
natural objects.

If taking such reasonable actions as part of a fair search improves the Conditions 
Affecting the Stroke: (Lie, area of intended Stance, area of intended swing,
Line of Play and Relief Area)

- There is no penalty; 
- But if the improvement results from actions that exceeded what is 
reasonable, you get the general penalty.

2019 RULES TRAINING-All Source material used from USGA Rules 22

2023 Rules of Golf
22



The 5 Conditions Affecting the Stroke, also referred to as “CATS”

1) The Lie of your ball at rest, 2) the area of intended Stance, 3) the area of 
intended swing, 4) the Line of Play and 5) the Relief Area where you 
will Drop or place a ball. 

Internal Definitions

• The “area of intended stance ” includes both where you will place your feet and the 
entire area that might reasonably affect how and where your body is positioned in 
preparing for and making the intended stroke.

• The “area of intended swing” includes the entire area that might reasonably affect any 
part of the backswing, the downswing or the completion of the swing for the 
intended stroke.
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2023 Rules of Golf #1- Ball moved during search

3/30/2023

http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/rules/rules-2019/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#lie
http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/rules/rules-2019/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#stance
http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/rules/rules-2019/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#line%20of%20play
http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/rules/rules-2019/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#relief%20area
http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/rules/rules-2019/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#drop
http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/rules/rules-2019/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#stance
http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/rules/rules-2019/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#stroke
http://www.usga.org/content/usga/home-page/rules/rules-2019/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#stroke


If you accidentally move your ball while 
fairly searching for it, no penalty BUT you 
must replace the ball on its original spot:

• If you don’t know the spot, estimate 
it, and replace it there. 
(Replace=Place by Hand)

• In all cases, the ball will never be 
dropped. 
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2023 Rules of Golf
24
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18.3b Announcing Play of Provisional Ball

- Before the stroke is made, 
- the player must “announce” to someone

that they are going to play a provisional ball...

I’m playing a 
provisional.

2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023

This is an important concept, particularly in Tournament play, 
as it is strictly enforced. Basically, the intent is to eliminate the 
player having a “choice” between 2 outcomes even if one of 
the choices doesn’t appear to be advantageous to the player.  
So the player MUST decide before the stroke, if playing a 
provisional when allowed to or proceeding under stroke and 
distance
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Player must use word provisional or otherwise clearly indicate intent to play  
a Provisional Ball:  

Examples of announcements that clearly indicate the player is playing a provisional ball 
include:

• “I’m playing a ball under Rule 18.3.”
• “I’m going to play another just in case.”

Examples of announcements that do not clearly indicate the player is playing a provisional 
ball :

• “I’m going to re-load.”
• “I’m going to play another.”

2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023



2023 Rules of Golf

LIFTING AND MARKING THE BALL
PLACE/REPLACE THE BALL 
DROPPING THE BALL
RELIEF AREA
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2023 Rules of Golf

Applies to the deliberate “lifting” of a player’s ball at rest. This may 
be done in any way, which includes picking up the ball by hand, 
rotating it or otherwise deliberately causing it to move from its 
spot.

Before lifting a ball under a Rule requiring the ball to be replaced on 
its original spot, the player must mark the spot 

which means to:
-Place a ball-marker or similar object right behind or right 
next to the ball, or
-Hold a club on the ground right behind or right next to the 
ball.
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What does lifting a 
ball mean?

When do I need to mark
my ball?

How do I mark the ball?

A ball may be marked in any position around the ball so long as it is marked right next to it, 
and this includes placing a ball-marker in front of or to the side of the ball.

https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_47c699a8-e323-4e55-bff4-8559626c795b


If a player’s ball at rest anywhere is lifted or moved under a Rule that requires the ball 
to be replaced, or if the ball’s exact original spot is not known, the ball is always 
placed on a spot rather than being dropped. 

• If the exact original spot is not known, the player is be required to replace the ball 
on its estimated spot (including on, under or against any attached natural objects 
that the ball had been at rest on, under or against). 

• Placing/replacing procedures the same and must be done by hand (some 
exceptions for players with disabilities).

• When replacing a lifted ball on a spot, the Rules are concerned about only the 
location. The ball may be aligned in any way when being replaced (such as by 
lining up a trademark) so long as the ball’s vertical distance to the ground remains 
the same.
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2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023

Placing/Replacing



Dropping in the “right way” includes three things:

1) Player must drop ball 

(but in partner forms of play, partner may as well);

2) Ball must be dropped from straight down from 

knee height, without touching the player or player’s 

equipment (for example a tee) before it hits the ground;

3) Ball must be dropped in the relief area.

If the ball comes to rest outside the relief area, the 

player must drop a ball in the right way a second time. 

If that ball also comes to rest outside the relief area, the 

player must then complete taking relief by placing a ball 

using the procedures for replacing a ball. Player Has 

Completed Taking Relief When Ball Dropped in Right Way 

Comes to Rest in Relief Area. 
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2023 Rules of Golf
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2023 Rules Breakfasts

14.3c(1): Player Has Completed Taking Relief When Ball Dropped in Right Way 
comes to Rest in Relief Area. 

14.3d Exception: When There Is No Reasonable Chance Ball will Come to Rest in 
Relief Area: If a ball dropped in the right way is deliberately deflected or 
stopped (whether in the relief area or outside the relief area) when there 
is no reasonable chance it will come to rest in the relief area:

There is no penalty to any player, and
-The dropped ball is treated as having come to rest outside the relief area 
and counts as one of the two drops required before a ball must be placed 
under Rule 14.3c(2).

2023 RULES Breakfast 31
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Note: Key is the original 
“knee height” position of 
the ball when being 
dropped-

not the “body position” 
when ball being dropped.

2023 Rules of Golf
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Dropping at knee 
height



2023 - All Source material used from USGA Rules 33

2023 Rules of Golf 

3/30/2023

Relief Area Concepts
Every time relief is taken the Rules will identify: 

1) a reference point 
-(or spot where ball first touches the ground for back on the line)

2) the size of a Relief Area (including when a ball must be placed)
3) any limits on the Relief Area

Drop vs Place- how to know when to drop or place a ball in proceeding under a rule:
-Replacing a ball will always be by placing (by hand.)
-In taking either free or penalty relief- rule of thumb- if you need to 
“measure” a relief area you will always drop.  If relief area is a “spot” then you 

will always place.



Club-Length Concepts

• A club-length is a “unit of measurement” and is a defined term: the 
length of the longest club in the player’s bag, except for your putter. 

• A club-length is measured from butt end of grip to toe of club.
• The relief area for dropping a ball is a fixed size of either one or two

club-lengths depending on which relief Rule is being used.  
• The relief area is a fixed size for each player and is pre-determined

based on the clubs the player has selected for play for that round. 

• Note: Club-Length does not include the head cover, or any 
attachments to the butt end of the grip.
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2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023



Club-Length Definition

• It does not include any head cover.
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2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023

Yellow line how you measure club-length when measuring Relief Areas or establishing Teeing Area 

Lime Green line shows how to measure club (except putter) to conform with equipment rules



2023 Rules of Golf

PENALTY AREAS and

NO PLAY ZONES
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Penalty Areas include both:

(1) any body of water on the course (whether marked or not) and 

(2) any other areas the Committee chooses to define as Penalty Areas, such as  
tall fescue, deserts, jungles, lava rock fields, etc.

A penalty area is one of the five defined areas of the course.

Unmarked Penalty Areas are deemed to be red.

2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023

Committees have the discretion to mark all 
penalty areas as red so that lateral relief is always 
an option
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Penalty areas are marked as either yellow or red. 
• Need to know or have 95% certainty that ball is in a Penalty Area 

(KVC=Known or Virtually Certain.)
• No specific restrictions for playing a ball in a Penalty Area (same a 

playing a ball from General Area, OK to make practice swings, touch 
the ground or water or move loose impediments.)

• Normal rules on improving Conditions Affecting the Stroke (CATS) 
still apply in the Penalty Area. 

• When your ball is in a penalty area, no free relief from Abnormal 
Course Conditions (such as Immovable Obstructions) or for an 
embedded ball.

• When both stakes and lines are used, the line defines the Penalty 
Area.

2023 Rules of Golf

Penalty Area Concepts



2023 Rules of Golf

PENALTY AREA RELIEF OPTIONS
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The two types of Penalty Area relief are known by the colour of their 
marking: Penalty Areas marked yellow and Penalty Areas marked red.

• Penalty Areas marked Yellow have two penalty relief options: 1)
stroke and distance and 2) back-on-the-line relief options.

• Penalty Areas marked Red have three penalty relief options, 
including the 2 yellow options plus the additional option for 3) lateral 
relief option.

2023 RULES TRAINING-All Source material used from USGA Rules 40

2023 Rules of Golf
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2023 Rules of Golf
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Penalty Areas marked yellow have 2 
relief options available:
1) Stroke & Distance
2) Back-on-the-line (new procedure)

Limits on Location of Relief Area:

» May be in any area of the course 
except the same Penalty Area, but

» If more than one area of the course is 
located within one Club-Length of the 
reference point, the ball must come to 
rest in the Relief Area in the same area 
of the course that the ball first touched 
when dropped in the Relief Area.



2023 Rules of Golf
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2023 Rules of Golf
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1) Reference line (dotted line)

2) Spot on the line 
where ball first touches 
the ground creates the 
relief area

New Back-on-the-line procedure

3) Relief Area is one 
club-length in any 
direction (area in 
brown)



2023 Rules of Golf
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Penalty Areas marked Red
have 3 relief options:
1) Stroke & Distance
2) Back-on-the-line and
3) Lateral Relief
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Lateral Relief Option. 

1. Identify the point where the ball last crossed the 
edge of the penalty area (Reference point)

Note: its not where ball lies in PA but rather where ball 
last crossed the edge.

2. Drop a ball within two club-lengths of the reference 
point and not nearer the hole.  This is your relief 
area. 

The highlighted area is the relief area for this left-
handed player. This is where a ball must be dropped. 

Reference 

point

X

2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023

Left Handed
Player

» If more than one area of the course is 
located within one Club-Length of the 
reference point, the ball must come to rest 
in the Relief Area in the same area of the 
course that the ball first touched when 
dropped in the Relief Area.- applies to both 
options 2 (BOTL) and 3 (Lateral)

Direction of play



46

2023 Rules of Golf
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2023 Rules of Golf

NO PLAY ZONES (Penalty Areas/Abnormal Course Conditions)

A part of the course where the Committee has prohibited play. A no play zone 

must be defined as part of either an Abnormal Course Condition or a Penalty 

Area.

The Committee may use no play zones for any reason, such as:

• Protecting wildlife, animal habitats, and environmentally sensitive areas,

• Preventing damage to young trees, flower beds, turf nurseries, re-turfed areas 

or other planted areas,

• Protecting players from danger, and

• Preserving sites of historical or cultural interest.

The Committee should define the edge of a no play zone with a line or stakes, 

and the line or stakes (or the tops of those stakes) should identify the no play 

zone as different than a regular abnormal course condition or penalty area that does 

not contain a no play zone.

3/30/2023
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2023 Rules of Golf

Relief Must Be Taken from Interference by No Play Zone in Penalty 
Area or Abnormal Course Condition

• Penalty for Playing Ball from a Wrong Place
in Breach of Rule 17.1 or 16.1: General Penalty Under Rule 
14.7a.

3/30/2023



2023 Rules of Golf

UNPLAYABLE BALL OPTIONS
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For 1 penalty stroke, the same 3 
Relief options (1, 2 and 3) as a Red 
marked Penalty Area, except use 
location of the ball to establish a 
reference point/relief area.
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For 2 penalty strokes, drop outside 
the bunker using back-on-the-line 
option #4 only.

For 1 penalty stroke, the same 3 
Relief options (1, 2 and 3) as a Red 
marked Penalty Area, except use 
location of the ball to establish a 
reference point/relief area.
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NEAREST POINT OF COMPLETE RELIEF
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MY BALL AT REST MOVED, NOW WHAT?

-other than Natural Forces

-by Natural Forces (wind, rain, gravity)
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Under Rule 9.2, the “known or virtually certain” (KVC) standard (meaning 
at least 95% likely) is applied to all questions of fact about why a ball at 
rest moved: 

• A ball at rest moved by the player, opponent or outside influence 
needs to be replaced back on the spot, which if not known, should 
be estimated. 

• A player, opponent or outside influence will be found to have 
caused the ball to move ONLY IF the player, opponent or outside 
influence was known or virtually certain to have caused it to move; 
otherwise, it is assumed that natural forces caused it to move.
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Ball at rest is moved
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If your ball lies in 

• The general area, 

• A bunker, or 

• A penalty area,

And is moved by

• Natural Forces or 

• For no apparent cause (e.g., 
gravity), 

You must normally play the ball as 
it lies and get no penalty. But…

High winds on the course has caused 
this player’s ball to blow off its original 
lie in the general area. He will now play 
the ball on its current lie without 
penalty. 

2023Rules of Golf
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• Exception 2 – Ball at Rest Must Be Replaced If It Moves to Another Area
of the Course or Out of Bounds After Being Dropped, Placed or
Replaced
• If the player puts the original ball or another ball into play by dropping, placing

or replacing it, and natural forces cause the ball at rest to move and come to rest
in another area of the course or out of bounds, the ball must be replaced on its
original spot (which if not known must be estimated) (see Rule 14.2).

• But for a ball on the putting green that was replaced, see Exception 1.

Also known as the Ricky Fowler rule…

https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_e48f9e95-294d-40a5-b791-5d053655139d
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_94a28039-9caa-417d-97e4-d5fedcfafb6a
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_1cb9eaf9-b1bd-4b7e-9cd9-4312a8484fb3
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_47c699a8-e323-4e55-bff4-8559626c795b
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8e42de73-2b60-434d-a539-6ad89d5258f7
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_c9ac2d82-c3ee-481d-a88d-5bcad5787000
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_94a28039-9caa-417d-97e4-d5fedcfafb6a
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/rule-14.html#_be1e6bab-96a9-47b3-9b14-7af8e2be5698
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_fb579eec-6bfd-4990-b2ef-742ee45a14c5
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_94a28039-9caa-417d-97e4-d5fedcfafb6a
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MY BALL IN MOTION WAS ACCIDENTALLY 
STOPPED OR DEFLECTED, NOW WHAT?
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• Ball in motion accidentally hits any person or outside influence, no penalty 
play and normally play ball as it lies (some putting green exceptions).

• No penalty if your ball in motion accidentally hits you, your caddie or 
equipment.

• However, there is a penalty in stroke play if stroke from putting green hits 
another ball “at rest” on putting green.

• All accidental deflections, including the double hit, treated the same way-
no penalty and play ball as it lies.

• You can mark you ball on putting green, including while another ball in 
motion.

• While a ball is on motion you can always move equipment (yours or 
another player i.e. clubs, removed flagstick, towel etc.)
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Accidental Deflection Concepts



Under Rule 10.1a, if the player’s club 
accidentally hits the ball more than 
once during a single stroke there is no 
penalty and the ball is played as it lies.
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Note: If the player deliberately strikes the 
ball more than once while it is in motion, in 
addition to counting the stroke, they also 
gets the general penalty under Rule 11.3 for 
deliberately deflecting a ball in motion.

2023 Rules of Golf
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• Under Rule 11.1, for all accidental 
deflections, including when the ball 
hits the player or opponent or 
their equipment or caddies there is 
no penalty and the ball is played as 
it lies.

• Applies to both Stroke Play and 
Match Play
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• If a player deliberately positions 
anything including equipment, to act as 
a backstop which then deflects or stops 
their ball, there will be a penalty under 
Rule 11.2). This includes replacing a 
removed flagstick.

2023 Rules of Golf
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Exception – Ball Played on Putting Green in Stroke Play: If 
the player’s ball in motion hits another ball at rest on 
the putting green and both balls were on the putting 
green before the stroke, the player gets the general 
penalty (two penalty strokes).

https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_fb579eec-6bfd-4990-b2ef-742ee45a14c5
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_fb579eec-6bfd-4990-b2ef-742ee45a14c5
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_fb579eec-6bfd-4990-b2ef-742ee45a14c5
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_ddee7cb0-9828-4234-b6c2-6e0636066c2c
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_ddee7cb0-9828-4234-b6c2-6e0636066c2c
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When Ball Is Played from Putting Green. If a player’s ball in motion played from the putting green accidentally 
hits the player or an outside influence, the ball must normally be played as it lies. But if it is known or virtually 
certain that the ball in motion hit any of the following on the putting green, the player must replay the stroke by 
playing the original ball or another ball from the spot where that stroke was made (see Rule 14.6):

• Any person other than:
• the player, or
• a person attending the flagstick (this is covered by Rule 13.2b(2), not by this Rule).

• A movable obstruction other than:
• the club used to make the stroke,
• a ball-marker,
• a ball at rest (see Rule 11.1a for whether a penalty applies in stroke play), or
• a flagstick (this is covered by Rule 13.2b(2), not by this Rule).

• An animal other than those defined as a loose impediment (such as an insect)

If the player does not replay the stroke they get the general penalty and the stroke counts.
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https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/rule-13.html#_59f2d28c-ff14-48a3-bf32-97dc27bd85c4
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No Setting Down Object to Help with Aiming, Taking Stance or Swinging. A 
player must not set an object down to help with aiming or to help in taking 
a stance for the stroke to be made (such as a club set down on the ground to 
show where the player should aim or position their feet). (Another example 
might be that you put a towel down at the top of a hill for a blind shot.) If the 
player breaches this Rule, they cannot avoid penalty by removing the object 
before the stroke is made.

“Set an object down” means that the object is in contact with the ground and
the player is not touching the object. (Note: Don’t let go of the object you are
holding)

See Rule 25.2c (modification of Rule 10.2b(3) for players who are blind).

https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_b20d622c-1d2c-4103-80e9-1cb80536fba8
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/rule-25.html#_043b3644-93b6-456c-932f-e6ffc0cb1967
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/rule-10.html#_8f4de355-f6f8-42d3-a02d-9c03b4f07ebd
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RESTRICTED AREA FOR CADDIE BEHIND PLAYER TO HELP WITH     
“AIMING”
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Restricted Area for Caddie Before Player Makes 
Stroke. When a player begins taking a stance for 
the stroke (which means they have at least one foot in 
position for that stance) and until the stroke is made, 
there are limitations….on or close to an extension of 
the line of play behind the ball (that is, the “restricted 
area”) as follows:
•Aiming. The caddie must not stand in the restricted
area to help the player with aiming… But there is no
penalty if the player backs away before making
the stroke and the caddie moves away from the
restricted area before the player again begins to take
a stance for the stroke.
•Help Other Than Aiming. If the caddie is helping the 
player with something specific other than aiming (such 
as checking to see if the player’s club will hit a nearby 
tree during the backswing), the caddie may stand in 
the restricted area but only if the caddie moves away 
before the stroke is made and provided this positioning 
is not part of a regular routine…

https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_b20d622c-1d2c-4103-80e9-1cb80536fba8
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_b20d622c-1d2c-4103-80e9-1cb80536fba8
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_7f31b4cd-b929-4f0c-91e8-54e56fe9f7ec
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_a3c133c1-ee42-45e5-a799-6ec4b11e8a5d
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_a3c133c1-ee42-45e5-a799-6ec4b11e8a5d
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_b20d622c-1d2c-4103-80e9-1cb80536fba8
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_a3c133c1-ee42-45e5-a799-6ec4b11e8a5d
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_a3c133c1-ee42-45e5-a799-6ec4b11e8a5d
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_a3c133c1-ee42-45e5-a799-6ec4b11e8a5d
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_8382be70-e833-4f60-83e6-f23f390edb19


USGA: This is a great example of why the clarifications for 10.2b(4) were created. To be completely certain in this case, we need to know 
why the caddie was there, but it certainly looks like he is trying to help the player fairly take his stance and not to align the player. This 
paragraph from Clarification 2 about 10.2b(4) best covers the situation:
"Common acts that caddies take unrelated to the player setting up to the ball, such as checking to see if a player’s club will hit a tree, 
whether the player has interference from a cart path or holding an umbrella over a player’s head before the stroke, are not treated as 
deliberate actions under Rule 10.2b(4). After helping the player with such an act, there is no penalty so long as the caddie moves away 
before the stroke is made."
The list of examples is not exclusive and this situation certainly fits the criteria. It even appears that the caddie immediately tries to move 
once he realizes he is in the restricted area, which further indicates his being on the extension of the line was not deliberate.

Making a stroke- assistance ?
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GOLF BALL SUBSTITUTED/DAMAGED

CLEANING THE BALL
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OK to substitute a new Ball

Any time the player takes either penalty 
or free relief: 
Examples include: 

• Under penalty from a penalty area, 
for a lost ball or ball out of bounds;

• Without penalty for a ball in ground 
under repair, temporary water, cart 
path (or any other abnormal course 
condition), or an embedded ball. 

Not OK to substitute a new ball

When you have to replace your ball on its 
original spot:

Examples include: 
• Replacing your ball on the putting 

green;

• Replacing your ball after accidentally 
moving it during search.

2023 Rules of Golf
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• If ball breaks into pieces the stroke does not count and must be 
replayed.

• Don’t need to announce that you are lifting the ball to see of 
cut or cracked. 

• Still need to mark before lifting to see if ball is cut or cracked.

• You are not allowed to clean the ball during this process. 

2023 RULES TRAINING-All Source material used from USGA Rules 703/30/2023

Damaged Ball Concepts



Damaged Ball:

• The player is allowed to substitute a ball only if the ball in 
play has become cut or cracked during the play of the hole –
not if it is just “out of shape”.   

• The player is not required to announce the intention to lift to 
another person or to give that person a chance to observe 
the process or examine the ball. 
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Not Cut or Cracked 
(just Damaged)

2023 Rules of Golf
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Ball is Cut/Cracked



A player is allowed to mark and lift the ball and proceed under the Rule 
without needing first to announce this intention to another person or to 
give that person a chance to observe the process, in the following

3 situations:

1. For identification.

2. To see if it is cut or cracked.

3. To see if it lies in a condition from which relief is allowed.

• But the player still gets a one-stroke penalty if he or she marked 
and lifted the ball without good reason to do so under that Rule.  
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Cleaning Ball:

A ball can only be cleaned when it has been lifted, and

A ball lifted from the Putting Green may always be cleaned, but

A ball lifted from anywhere else may always be cleaned except when it is lifted to:
-To See If It Is Cut or Cracked.
-To Identify It. (Cleaning is allowed only as needed to identify it.)
-Because It Interferes with Play. 
-To See If It Lies in Condition Where Relief Is Allowed.
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REPAIRING AND REPLACING CLUBS DURING THE ROUND
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• Must start with no more than 14 clubs.

• If player starts with more than 14 clubs must declare excess clubs out of 
play immediately when aware.

• Performance characteristics must not be changed deliberately during 
round.

• No penalty for carrying a non-conforming club, only for making a stroke 
with one. Counts to 14 club limit

• Replacement/Repair of damaged clubs allowed under the rules, only 
exception when damaged by abuse. See LOCAL RULE for limitations .

• Can not replace a lost club.
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Rule 4.1:

• A player is allowed to keep using and/or to repair any club damaged during the 
round, no matter what the damage and even if the player damaged it in anger. 
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• In the absence of the Model Local Rule, a player is allowed to replace a 
damaged club, except when it is damaged during the round by abuse
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BUNKER RULES

3/30/2023 2023 RULES TRAINING-All Source material used from USGA Rules 79



2023 RULES TRAINING-All Source material used from USGA Rules 80

2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023



Not Allowed
• Can not touch sand in bunker when 

making practice swing or backswing for a 
stroke.

• Can not test condition of the sand with 
your hand or club.

• Can not touch sand with club. 
immediately in front of or behind ball.

Allowed
• Soil lip or face not part of bunker.
• Can touch or move loose impediments 

(such as stones, acorns, leaves…provided 
ball does not move.)

• Not a penalty if you strike the sand in 
anger or lean on club in sand.

• To generally touch sand with hand or 
club, with limitation of not testing sand 
anywhere in the bunker. 

• Dig in with feet.
• Take relief from temporary water, 

immoveable obstruction or declare ball 
unplayable. 

• Place clubs in bunker and touch/move 
moveable obstructions.
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Bunker Concepts
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• Loose impediments and Moveable Obstructions may be 
removed without penalty.  

2023 Rules of Golf
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Leaves and Stones

Moveable obstructions
Loose Impediments
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Removing Loose Impediments and Movable 
Obstructions

Before playing a ball in a bunker, a player may remove 
- loose impediments under Rule 15.1 and 
- movable obstructions under Rule 15.2.

This includes any reasonable
- touching or 
- movement 

of the sand in the bunker that happens while doing so 
even if some incidental improvement to CATS.

3/30/2023
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Touching Sand in Bunker

Except as covered by 12.2b(1), this Rule does
not prohibit the player from touching sand 
in the bunker in any other way, including:

• - measuring, 
- marking, 
- lifting, 
- replacing or 
- taking other actions under a Rule...
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Touching Sand in Bunker

Except as covered by 12.2b(1), this Rule does 
not prohibit the player from touching sand 
in the bunker in any other way, including:

• Leaning on a club to 
- rest, 
- stay balanced or 
- prevent a fall...
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Except as covered by 12.2b(1), this Rule does 
not prohibit the player from touching sand 
in the bunker in any other way, including:

• Striking the sand 
- in frustration or 
- in anger.
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2 Stroke penalty Relief Option for Unplayable Ball in 
Bunker: 

The player has an extra option allowing relief outside the 
bunker using the back-on-the-line procedure, but for a 
total of two penalty strokes (Rule 19.3b).  

2023 Rules of Golf
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Option 1- Stroke and distance
relief- One PS

Option2- Back-on-the-line
relief- One PS

Option 3- Lateral Relief-
One PS

Option 4- Back-on-the-line
Outside the bunker relief.  
Two PS
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PUTTING GREEN RULES
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• Once a ball is lifted and replaced, player “owns” that spot.

• If ball rests against flagstick and any part of ball below level of the hole-
ball is holed. 

• Relief MUST be taken from wrong putting green.

• No penalty for accidental moving ball or ball marker. 

• Damage to putting green from a person or outside influence may be 
repaired (but not natural imperfections or natural wear.) 

• The Line of play may be touched, but can’t set anything down.

• OK to make a stroke from anywhere with flagstick left in the hole.

• OK to make a stroke from anywhere with flagstick attended/removed.

2023 Rules of Golf
90
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Putting Green Concepts
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The player may leave the flagstick in the hole or have it 
removed (which includes having someone attend the 
flagstick and remove it after the ball is played,) but must 
decide before making a stroke.

Regardless of which option the player takes, he or she 
must continue with that option until the ball comes to 
rest after the stroke. 

-If the player elects to have the flagstick attended, it 
must be pulled if there is any chance the ball may hit it.

- If the player elects to have the flagstick removed, it 
must not be replaced until the ball comes to rest after 
the stroke.

2023 Rules of Golf
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A Player May Leave the Flagstick in Hole...
However:
• The player must not try to gain an 

advantage 
-by deliberately moving the flagstick
to a position other than centered in the 

hole.
• If the player does so 

-and the ball in motion then hits the 
flagstick, 

they get the general penalty.

2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023



2023 RULES TRAINING-All Source material used from USGA Rules 93

1. 2.

4.3.

Examples of accidentally 
moving your ball include: 

• Bumping the ball with your 
club (1)

• Moving the ball while 
picking up your ball-marker 
(2)

• Kicking the ball while 
repairing damage on the 
putting green (3)

• Dropping the ball on the 
ball-marker (4)

2023 Rules of Golf
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The player accidentally bumped the ball.

The player replaced the ball on the 
estimated original spot.

If you accidentally cause your ball or ball-
marker to move on the putting green, replace 
the ball on its original spot OR place a ball-
marker to mark the original spot.

(OK to estimate the spot if unknown).

Reminder: Replace=place by hand

2023 Rules of Golf
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Rule 13.1d procedure if ball moved by Natural Forces before/after being lifted or replaced:
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If your ball on the putting green is moved by
-natural forces such as wind or water, or
-no apparent cause (gravity)

If you have already lifted and replaced the ball, 
including after having placed the ball on the green 
after having taken ACC relief

-replace the ball on its original spot,
-with no penalty BUT……

If you have NOT yet lifted and replaced the ball,
-play from the new position,
-with no penalty.

2023 Rules of Golf
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Limited prohibition for touching the line of play on the putting 
green: 

• There is no penalty for merely touching the line of play on the 
putting green.

• But the player is prohibited from improving the Conditions 
Affecting The Stroke on the putting green (see Rule 8.1a). 

Line of play= where you intend your ball to go after a stroke. It 
is not necessarily a straight line.  
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Before you putt, you or your caddie may: 

• Touch the putting green to point out: 

-Where you should aim, or 

-How your putt will break. 

• Do so using: 

-A hand, 

-A foot, or 

-Anything they are holding. 

• However, you or your caddie may NOT set any object 
down on or off the putting green, to help with 
aiming, even if it is removed before you putt. 

2023 Rules of Golf
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While making a stroke: 

• Your caddie must not deliberately 
stand in a location on or close to 
your Line of Play:

-To help you, or 

-To do anything else to point out 
-Where you should aim, or 

-How your putt will break

• However, your caddie may attend 
the flagstick for you. 

2023 Rules of Golf

3/30/2023



Under Rule 14.1b the player’s caddie is allowed to mark 
and lift the player’s ball on the putting green any time 
the player is allowed to do so, without needing 
authorization. 

• The caddie is allowed to replace the player’s ball 
only if the caddie was the one who had lifted or 
moved the ball. 
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• Without penalty, you may repair damage caused 
by: 

-people

-animals 

-artificial objects 

-natural objects

• Natural imperfections must NOT be repaired 

• Weeds or mushrooms

• Repair must be done promptly. 

The Rules allow repair of almost any damage on the 
putting green:  

2023 Rules of Golf

X

✅
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Examples of damage you may repair are: 
-Ball marks, 
-Shoe damage (such as scrapes, indentations and spike marks)
-Scrapes and indentations caused by the flagstick or players’ equipment 
-Old hole plugs, turf plugs and sod seams 
-Maintenance vehicle and maintenance tool damage 
-Animal tracks and hoof indentations 
-Indentations caused by embedded objects (such as acorns, stones, tees)
-But you may not repair aeration holes or grooves made from vertical mowing.

2023 Rules of Golf

✅ ✅ ✅ ✅
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Embedded Ball
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• Relief only available in General Area but 

• No relief for ball embedded in sand or sand in General Area not cut 
to fairway height or less.

• Must be embedded in own pitch-mark after a stroke (not drop)

• Must be embedded in the ground.

• Still entitled to lift to see if embedded but no need to announce to 
check to see if embedded

• Reference Point is right behind ball (but must be in the General Area) 
and Relief Area is 1 club-length

2023 RULES TRAINING-All Source material used from USGA Rules 104

Embedded Ball Concepts
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Under Rule 16.3, relief allowed for a ball embedded anywhere in the “general 
area”.  

-No relief for ball embedded in sand or sand in General Area not cut to 
fairway height or less. (Could be embedded on sand filled divot.)

-But a Committee may adopt a Local Rule restricting relief to a ball 
embedded in those parts of the general area cut to fairway height or less. 

-In taking relief, the player will drop the original ball or a substituted ball 
within one club-length of (but not nearer the hole than) the spot right 
behind where the ball was embedded.
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Relief for an Embedded Ball 
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When a player is allowed to take relief from a
ball embedded in the general area, there are
situations where the spot immediately behind where
the ball is embedded is not in the general area.
When this occurs, the relief procedure requires the
player to find the nearest spot in the general area
that is not nearer the hole to the spot immediately
behind where the ball embedded, and this spot
becomes the reference point for establishing a relief
area under Rule 16.3b… This procedure also applies
when a ball is in bounds but embeds right next to out
of bounds or when it embeds in the wall or face right
above a bunker. (New)

2023 change:  

https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_1aeda447-57c6-4395-b1d8-9d33a1a656c7
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_6e4be3e6-ee09-4a6c-b53d-9ab957f853cb
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_1aeda447-57c6-4395-b1d8-9d33a1a656c7
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_6e4be3e6-ee09-4a6c-b53d-9ab957f853cb
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_1aeda447-57c6-4395-b1d8-9d33a1a656c7
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_e8248c99-4269-4bbd-81dd-ef9ec161c9b3
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_e8248c99-4269-4bbd-81dd-ef9ec161c9b3
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_c9ac2d82-c3ee-481d-a88d-5bcad5787000
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_c9ac2d82-c3ee-481d-a88d-5bcad5787000
https://www.usga.org/rules/rules-and-clarifications/rules-of-golf/definitions.html#_48799f00-3458-47e7-8d74-63a79607e3fb
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➢The Rules of Golf for 2023
➢Clarifications to the Rules of Golf for 2023
➢New Clarifications to the Rules of Golf, as of January 1, 2023
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