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INTRODUCTION TO GOLF DIGEST PLACES TO PLAY

For decades, golfers around the world have turned to one trusted
source when planning their next round: Golf Digest Places To
Play. This iconic ranking system has become the gold standard
for course evaluation, helping players from weekend warriors to
touring  professionals  discover  the  best  places  to  tee  it  up.
Whether  you  are  searching  for  a  bucket-list  destination  or  a
hidden gem in your own state, the Golf Digest Places To Play
feature  offers  a  meticulously  curated  guide  that  saves  time,
inspires  travel,  and  elevates  the  entire  golf  experience.
The allure of Golf Digest Places To Play lies in its authority and
depth. Unlike casual lists or user-generated reviews, Golf Digest
employs a rigorous evaluation process that has been refined over
more than six decades. Every course included in the rankings has
been scrutinized by hundreds of expert panelists, ensuring that
each rating reflects genuine quality. For anyone passionate about
golf, understanding how this system works and what it reveals
can transform the way you approach the game.

HOW GOLF DIGEST PLACES TO PLAY RANKINGS WORK

The methodology behind Golf Digest Places To Play is both
comprehensive and transparent. Each course is evaluated across
several  key  criteria,  including  shot  values,  design  variety,
memorability,  aesthetics,  conditioning,  and overall  experience.
Panelists, who are seasoned golfers, course raters, and industry
insiders,  play  the  courses  anonymously  and  submit  detailed
scorecards. These scores are then aggregated to produce the
final rankings.

The Seven Evaluation
Criteria
To earn a place in Golf Digest Places To Play, a course must
excel in the following areas:

Shot Values: How well the course rewards strategic
thinking and penalizes poor execution.
Design Variety: The diversity of holes, including length,
direction, and required shot shapes.
Memorability: The lasting impression each hole leaves on
the player.
Aesthetics: The visual beauty and integration with the
natural landscape.
Conditioning: Quality of fairways, greens, bunkers, and
overall turf health.
Practice and Service: Quality of the practice facility,
clubhouse, and staff.
Overall Experience: The sum of all factors that make a
round enjoyable.

This  thorough approach ensures that Golf Digest Places To
Play remains the most respected guide in the industry. Courses
cannot simply buy their way onto the list; they must earn their
rating through consistent excellence.

KEY CATEGORIES IN GOLF DIGEST PLACES TO PLAY

Golf Digest publishes several distinct lists under the Places To
Play  umbrella,  each  serving  a  unique  purpose  for  golfers.
Understanding  these  categories  helps  you  navigate  the  vast
amount of information.

America’s 100 Greatest
Golf Courses
This is the flagship ranking, updated every two years. It features
the top 100 courses in the United States, from iconic venues like
Augusta National and Pebble Beach to modern masterpieces such
as Streamsong and Sand Valley. If you are aiming to play the
absolute best, this list is your starting point. Golf Digest Places
To Play ensures that every course on this list meets the highest
standards of design, conditioning, and memorability.

Best in State Rankings
For golfers who may not have the budget or time to travel the
country, the Best in State rankings are invaluable. Each state’s
top courses are listed, often including public, private, and resort
options. This makes Golf Digest Places To Play an essential
resource for local discovery. For example, if you live in Michigan,
you  can  quickly  find  the  top-rated  public  courses  in  the  state,
such  as  Arcadia  Bluffs  or  Forest  Dunes.

Best New Courses and
Renovations
Golf is an evolving game, and new courses open every year. Golf
Digest  Places  To  Play  identifies  the  best  new  designs  and
major renovations. This category is particularly useful for early
adopters  who  want  to  experience  cutting-edge  architecture
before it becomes famous.

Top Public and Resort
Courses
Many of the courses in Golf Digest Places To Play are private,
but  the  guide  also  highlights  the  best  public-access  courses.
These rankings are a godsend for traveling golfers who need to
plan a budget-friendly but high-quality trip. Lists like “Best Public
Courses Under $100” or “Top Resort Courses in the U.S.” make it
easy to find value.

HOW TO USE GOLF DIGEST PLACES TO PLAY FOR
YOUR GOLF TRAVEL

Planning  a  golf  trip  can  be  overwhelming  with  thousands  of
options  worldwide.  Golf  Digest  Places  To  Play  simplifies  the
process by offering a trusted shortlist. Here are practical ways to
leverage the rankings for your next adventure.
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Create a Bucket List
Start by reviewing the America’s 100 Greatest list and note the
courses you dream of playing. Many golfers keep a running tally
of how many they have completed. Golf Digest Places To Play
makes it easy to track progress and discover new additions after
each biennial update.

Identify Hidden Gems in
Your Region
Even if you aren’t traveling far, the Best in State lists can reveal
excellent  courses  you  may  have  overlooked.  For  instance,  a
mid‑handicap player in Ohio might discover that Sleepy Hollow
Golf Course in Summit County is ranked higher than many state
park courses. Golf Digest Places To Play rewards quality, not
just fame.

Plan Multi‑Course
Itineraries
Many  popular  golf  destinations—Myrtle  Beach,  Scottsdale,
Bandon Dunes,  etc.—feature multiple  top‑ranked courses.  Use
Golf Digest Places To Play to build an itinerary that includes
the best options. The rankings also indicate whether a course is
private or public, helping you book accordingly.

Compare Ratings for Value
Not  all  five‑star  experiences  require  a  five‑figure  initiation  fee.
Golf  Digest  Places  To  Play  includes  separate  ratings  for
“value” in some listings, allowing you to find courses that deliver
exceptional  quality  at  a  lower  price  point.  This  is  especially
helpful for budget‑conscious travelers.

REGIONAL HIGHLIGHTS FROM GOLF DIGEST PLACES
TO PLAY

The  diversity  of  golf  across  the  United  States  is  captured
beautifully in Golf Digest Places To Play. Here we highlight a
few standout regions based on recent rankings.

West Coast Classics
California’s  Monterey Peninsula remains a mecca,  with Pebble
Beach Golf Links and Cypress Point consistently ranking in the
top 10 of America’s 100 Greatest. Further south, Torrey Pines and
Riviera  Country  Club  offer  world‑class  experiences.  Golf  Digest
Places To Play also shines a light on less‑heralded gems like the
Ocean Course at Half Moon Bay.

The Sandhills of Nebraska
Perhaps no region has benefited more from Golf Digest Places
To Play than Nebraska’s Sandhills. Courses like Sand Hills Golf
Club, Dismal River, and The Prairie Club have become bucket‑list
destinations,  all  thanks  to  their  top  rankings.  The  guide  has
effectively put this remote area on the global golf map.

The Irish‑Style Links of the
Midwest
Michigan,  Wisconsin,  and  Minnesota  boast  some  of  the  best
inland  links  courses  in  the  world.  Arcadia  Bluffs  (Michigan),
Whistling Straits (Wisconsin), and Hazeltine National (Minnesota)
are stalwarts of  Golf Digest Places To Play.  These courses
combine dramatic landscapes with challenging design.

The Southeast’s Resort
Corridor
From  Pinehurst  in  North  Carolina  to  Kiawah  Island  in  South
Carolina, the Southeast is a powerhouse. Golf Digest Places To
Play frequently ranks Pinehurst No. 2, Kiawah’s Ocean Course,
and Sea Island’s Seaside Course among the nation’s best. The
region  also  offers  excellent  value  options  in  Alabama’s  Robert
Trent  Jones  Golf  Trail.

TIPS FOR GOLF COURSE OWNERS: HOW TO GET
NOTICED BY GOLF DIGEST PLACES TO PLAY

While the rankings are primarily for golfers, course owners and
general managers can learn from Golf Digest Places To Play to
improve their property’s chances of being listed. Here are key
factors that panelists consider.

Invest in Architecture
Great design is the foundation. Hiring a renowned architect or
restoring a classic layout can dramatically increase a course’s
score.  Golf  Digest  Places  To  Play  panel is ts  are
architecture‑savvy and appreciate strategic options, subtlety, and
variety.

Maintain Impeccable
Conditioning
Even a beautifully designed course loses points if the greens are
slow,  the  fairways  are  patchy,  or  the  bunkers  are  unkempt.
Consistent  agronomic  excellence  is  non‑negotiable  for  top
rankings.

Offer an Exceptional
Experience
Service  matters.  Friendly  staff,  fast  pace  of  play,  and  quality
practice facilities all factor into the overall experience score. Golf
Digest Places To Play  places  a  premium on how a  course
makes you feel, not just how it challenges you.

Encourage Panelist Visits
Courses  cannot  request  a  rating,  but  they  can welcome Golf
Digest’s panelists who travel anonymously. The best way to get
on the radar is to maintain high standards year‑round and build a
reputation  among  the  golf  community.  Consistent  quality
eventually  attracts  attention.
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THE IMPACT OF GOLF DIGEST PLACES TO PLAY ON
THE GAME

Beyond individual trip planning, Golf Digest Places To Play has
shaped  the  golf  industry  itself .  Courses  that  earn  a
spot—especially  in  the top 100—see increased rounds,  media
coverage,  and  property  values.  The  rankings  influence  where
professional tournaments are held, how developers design new
courses,  and  even  how  local  municipalities  fund  golf
infrastructure.
For amateur golfers, the guide serves as a form of education. By
reading about top‑ranked courses, players learn what constitutes
great  design—the  angles,  the  green  complexes,  the  use  of
natural  terrain.  Over  time,  this  knowledge  improves  their
appreciation of the game and even their own play. Golf Digest
Places To Play is not just a list; it is a course in golf architecture
and excellence.

Criticism and Evolution

No ranking system is perfect, and Golf Digest Places To Play
has faced its share of critique. Some argue that private clubs
dominate  unfairly,  or  that  newer  modern courses  receive too
much attention over historic ones. In response, Golf Digest has
refined its criteria to include separate public course lists and has
increased  panel  diversity.  The  guide  continues  to  evolve,
ensuring  it  remains  relevant  and  fair.

CONCLUSION

Whether you are an avid golfer planning a once‑in‑a‑lifetime trip
or a casual player curious about the best courses near you, Golf
Digest  Places  To  Play  offers  an  unparalleled  resource.  Its
rigorous evaluation, diverse categories, and transparency make it
the most trusted guide in the sport.  By using these rankings
thoughtfully,  you can discover  extraordinary  golf  experiences,
support the courses that invest in quality, and deepen your love
for the game. So next time you pack your clubs, let Golf Digest
Places To Play be your caddie—you won’t be disappointed.


