
32 Golf Rules Terms that every player needs to know 
 
Source: Golf monthly October 2023 

An aide memoire if you want to develop your Rules knowledge. The article included photos illustrating each term. If you 
want to check them out go to https://www.golfmonthly.com/golf-rules/32-golf-rules-terms-every-player-needs-to-know  

INTEGRAL OBJECT 
These are artificial objects that form part of the challenge of playing the course rather than being immovable 
obstructions from which free relief is allowed. Perhaps the most famous is Grannie Clark’s Wynd – the road crossing the 
1st and 18th on the Old Course at St Andrews. If your ball lies on it you must either play it as it lies or take a penalty 
drop. Always check the scorecard to see if any roads are classed as integral objects. 

OUTSIDE INFLUENCE 
An outside influence is something other than the player, caddie, player’s partner or opponent (or any of their caddies) 
that affects what happens to a player’s ball. It could be another player’s ball or, as here, a dog that decided to pick up 
Paul Casey’s ball and make off with it. In such circumstances, you are allowed to replace the ball where it was before the 
outside influence lifted or moved it. 

THREE-MINUTE SEARCH 
This is the amount of time you are allowed to look for a ball before it becomes lost. It starts from the time the player or 
his/her caddie reaches the area where they believe the ball to be. Once three minutes has elapsed, you must either play 
again under stroke and distance or switch to the provisional ball you will hopefully have played as a contingency. 

DISQUALIFICATION 
The harshest penalty meted out by the Rules for a limited number of breaches deemed serious enough to warrant it. 
One example would be signing for a score lower than you actually made on an individual hole. Mark Roe, pictured here, 
was famously disqualified after a scorecard mishap in the 2003 Open when he and Jesper Parnevik failed to swap cards 
and ended up signing for the wrong scores. Thankfully, procedures since put in place should prevent a repeat of this one. 

BOUNDARY OBJECT 
These are artificial objects defining the boundaries of the course such as walls, fences, stakes and railings, from which 
free relief is not allowed. You must either play the ball as it lies or proceed under penalty if they interfere. It’s important 
to remember that even if the out of bounds stakes are easily movable, you are not allowed to move them. 

TEMPORARY WATER 
Essentially, this is any temporary accumulation of water that wouldn’t normally be there. It includes puddles or pools 
after heavy rainfall or from a faulty irrigation pipe or sprinkler head as well as overflows from bodies of water on the 
course (but not in a penalty area). To qualify as temporary water, it must be visible before or after you take your stance, 
without pressing down excessively with your feet to try to get water to appear! 

POINT OF MAXIMUM AVAILABLE RELIEF 
Normally, when you take relief from an abnormal course condition such as temporary water, you must take complete 
relief – so feet as well as ball are clear of the condition. However, in bunkers and on the putting green you may take 
maximum available relief if complete relief is not possible – so perhaps dropping where the water is shallower in a 
bunker or where you may still be standing in water even if the ball is clear. 

DROP ZONE 
A drop zone is a designated area in which you either may or must drop away from an abnormal course condition or 
when taking penalty area relief as here. They are usually introduced where it is not feasible or practical to proceed 
under the Rules as you might normally do in such situations or locations. Always check if a drop zone is mandatory or 
just an additional option available to you. 

LOST 
As far as the Rules of Golf are concerned, a ball is lost only when you can’t find it within the three-minute search period. 
Contrary to what many golfers believe, you can’t declare a ball ‘lost’ and even if you do, should anyone find it within 
three minutes, it is not lost under the Rules and you will either have to play it or proceed under a Rule such as 
‘Unplayable Ball’ (Rule 19). 
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MARKER 
In stroke play golf, the marker is simply the person responsible for entering your score on your scorecard. They will then 
certify your scorecard at the end of the round by signing it to confirm that the individual scores for each hole are correct. 
Usually, the marker will be another player in your group for that round, but it can’t be your partner in any team event. 

HOLED 
While the Definitions still say that the entire ball must be below the surface of the putting green for it to be considered 
‘holed’, that is not quite the full story now. When the ball is resting against the flagstick in the hole, it is now considered 
‘holed’ when any part of it is below the surface of the putting green. The Rules refer to this as a ‘special case’ but, in 
reality, it’s extremely common as many people now choose to putt with the flagstick in. 

CLUB-LENGTH 
‘Club-length’ now specifically means the longest club you are carrying for that round other than your putter (to prevent 
long putter users from gaining an advantage). If you choose not to carry a driver you will be giving an inch or two away 
when measuring as your longest club will be either a fairway wood or your longest iron, both of which are shorter than a 
driver. 

EMBEDDED BALL 
When your ball is in the pitch-mark made when your previous stroke landed and part of it is below the level of the 
ground, it is considered embedded under the Rules. In the ‘general area’ of the course (fairways, rough etc) you are 
entitled to free relief and are not expected to have to play the ball as it lies. It doesn’t have to necessarily be touching 
soil and may still be embedded even if there is grass lying between ball and soil. 

WRONG GREEN 
Most courses have nine or 18 greens plus a putting green. While these are all greens, the ‘putting green’ is only the 
green of the hole you are currently playing. All other greens are ‘wrong greens, including the main green on a hole 
where a temporary green is in play. Free relief is available from a wrong green, and you must always take relief, even if 
you could realistically putt back to your putting green, so the player in this photo is in breach of Rule 13.1f. 

KNOWN OR VIRTUALLY CERTAIN 
This is the yardstick for deciding what has happened to your ball - for example, whether it came to rest in a penalty area 
or what caused it to move as in our photo here. ‘Known’ means there is conclusive evidence – e.g., you or other players 
saw what happened, or there was a splash when your ball landed. ‘Virtually certain’ means a 95%” likelihood that the 
event in question happened based on the evidence and information available. 

RELIEF AREA 
The ‘relief area’ is measured from your reference point when establishing where you can drop away from an abnormal 
course condition, for example, or perhaps when proceeding under the unplayable ball rule. It will either be one or two 
club-lengths not nearer the hole depending on what Rule applies and you will sometimes be restricted as to which part 
of the course you must drop in. 

TEEING AREA 
While golfers often refer to the ‘tee’ in general, the Rules have a precise definition for the ‘teeing area’ of the hole you 
are playing. It is a rectangle two club-lengths deep in which the front edge is defined by the line between the 
forwardmost points of the tee markers being used and the side edges are defined by the lines back from the outside 
points of the tee markers. 

GROUND UNDER REPAIR 
This is any ground from which the committee has decided you should be entitled to free relief either because it is in 
poor condition or is perhaps recently repaired turf or ground from which they don’t want you playing. Certain things are 
considered GUR even if not specifically marked, among them holes made by maintenance staff in setting up the course 
or any grass cuttings piled for later removal. 

OUT OF BOUNDS 
Anywhere beyond the boundary of the course is ‘out of bounds’ and you may not play your ball from out of bounds. It 
might be defined by a wall, hedge or fence, for example, or it may be either on or beyond a certain road. OOB is often 
defined by white lines or stakes and when it’s a line on the ground, the boundary edge is the course-side edge of the line 
and the line itself is out of bounds. You may stand out of bounds to play a ball lying in bounds. 
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PUTTING GREEN 
The ‘putting green’ is an area specially prepared for putting, with very fine grasses to allow a smooth roll. It is also one of 
the five defined areas of the course, with the putting greens of all holes you are not currently playing becoming ‘wrong 
greens’ while you are playing your current hole. The edge of the putting green is where it can clearly be seen that the 
specially prepared area starts via a different mowing height, for example. 

UNPLAYABLE BALL 
This is a term that confuses many golfers for it is really about your options under the Rules rather than whether or not 
your ball is physically unplayable. When you decide to proceed under the unplayable ball rule (Rule 19) you may: go back 
and play from where you last played under penalty of stroke and distance; drop within two club-lengths of where it is 
lying (not nearer the hole) for one penalty shot; or drop as far back as you like on a line keeping the point where the ball 
is lying directly between you and the flagstick, again for one stroke. 

GENERAL AREA 
The term used in the Rules to typically cover most of the course – i.e., anywhere other than the teeing area and putting 
green of the hole you are playing, all penalty areas and all bunkers. We’re talking about all fairways, rough, woodland, 
bushes etc plus any teeing location other than the teeing area of the hole you’re playing and all wrong greens (e.g., 
putting greens on holes you are not currently playing).  

ABNORMAL COURSE CONDITION 
There are four defined abnormal course conditions - animal holes, ground under repair, immovable obstructions and 
temporary water. All are considered elements you might encounter out on the course that wouldn’t ideally or normally 
be there and from which you are therefore able to obtain free relief rather than being expected to play should they 
interfere with the lie of your ball or your area of intended stance of swing. 

GENERAL PENALTY 
Different Rules and Rules breaches have different penalties ranging from one stroke up to disqualification. The general 
penalty sits between these two, so you could argue it is for reasonably serious breaches not deemed serious enough to 
warrant disqualification. Treading down grass behind your ball to improve your lie, as here, would be one such breach. 
In stroke play the penalty is two strokes; in match play it’s loss of hole. 

MOVABLE OBSTRUCTION 
As the term implies, this is an obstruction that can be moved with reasonable effort and without damaging the 
obstruction or the course. The Rules deal with movable and immovable obstructions differently so you need to check 
Rules 15 and 16 to see how to proceed. Examples would be ‘trolleys this way’ signs, most red and yellow penalty area 
stakes, a discarded drinks can or an item another player has dropped such as a glove or towel. 

STROKE AND DISTANCE 
The term used to indicate the procedure and penalty when taking relief under Rule 17 (penalty areas), 18 (lost or out of 
bounds) or 19 (unplayable ball) by playing a ball from where the previous stroke was made. As the name implies, you are 
being penalised a stroke and also the distance of the original stroke, so in many instances, especially where the original 
shot went a long way, it really feels like you are losing two strokes. 

YELLOW PENALTY AREA 
A penalty area can be any body of water, whether marked or not, including seas, lakes, ponds, rivers, ditches or other 
open water courses, even if they have no water in them. Committees can even deem other areas penalty areas now too. 
If your ball is in a yellow penalty area, there are two relief options for one stroke – go back and play again (stroke and 
distance) or drop back as far as you like on a line keeping the point where the ball last crossed the edge of the penalty 
area between you and the flagstick. 

IMMOVABLE OBSTRUCTION 
These are obstructions that cannot be moved without unreasonable effort or without damaging the obstruction or the 
course. You get free relief from these under Rule 16 when they interfere with the lie of your ball or area of intended 
stance or swing, but not merely if they are on your line. Examples would be cart paths, toilet buildings, sprinkler heads 
and boxes or covers associated with drainage or irrigation. 

 
 



RED PENALTY AREA 
A penalty area can be any body of water, whether marked or not, including seas, lakes, ponds, rivers, ditches or other 
open water courses, even if they have no water in them. Committees can even deem other areas penalty areas now too. 
If your ball is in a red penalty area, there are three relief options for one stroke: go back and play again (stroke and 
distance); drop back as far as you like on a line keeping the point where the ball last crossed the edge of the penalty area 
between you and the flagstick; or drop within two club-lengths not nearer the hole from the point where your ball last 
crossed the edge of the red penalty area. 

LOOSE IMPEDIMENT 
'Loose impediments’ include, among other things, unattached natural objects such as stones, loose grass, leaves, 
branches, twigs and sticks as well as worms, insects and the mounds or webs they build. But such natural objects are not 
loose if they’re attached or growing, solidly embedded in the ground (cannot be picked out easily) or sticking to the ball. 
Loose impediments can be removed anywhere on the course, but beware – if you move your ball in the process you will 
be penalised. 

PROVISIONAL BALL 
If you hit your ball and fear it may be out of bounds or lost outside a penalty area, always hit a provisional ball to 
potentially save yourself a long walk. By declaring a provisional ball and playing again from the same place, you can 
continue until you reach the point where you believe the original ball to be and, if it can’t be found, then switch to the 
provisional ball. The penalty is stroke and distance. 

NEAREST POINT OF COMPLETE RELIEF 
When taking relief under certain Rules, you must find the nearest point of complete relief where, for example, an 
immovable obstruction such as a cart path no longer interferes with your lie or area of intended stance or swing. You 
must take complete relief, which means both feet and ball need to be clear of the obstruction or condition. Remember - 
you are only getting relief from that specific obstruction or condition and sometimes your nearest point of complete 
relief might be in thick rough, a bush or behind a tree! 
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