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Bruce Stasch didn't grow up playing golf.  He didn't spend summers as a caddie at Lazy Acres Golf & Country 
Club. The high school golf coach never asked to see his swing.  He had never set foot in a golf clubhouse. 
Growing up in Iowa, golf wasn't considered a sport; football, basketball and wrestling yes, but not golf.

His closest association with golf was a job he had placing media 
for golf club manufacturers like Adams Golf and Alien Golf, but he 
knew nothing about them and why anyone should pay $399.99 
for their products (he still doesn't).  At the time, his work col-
leagues talked about the newest club they just bought and the 
fanciest course they just played.  To Bruce, everything about golf 
seemed so shallow and materialistic.

Yet, something about the game intrigued him.  It wasn't the mi-
nutiae of the golf swing, the allure of the top courses or even the 
ranking of the players on the pro tour.  He didn't have any experience with the game and before he played 
his ! rst round of golf at age 32, didn't even own any golf clubs.  He found that golf isn't an elitist sport at all 
and an afternoon spent on the links can be a throughly enjoyable experience.

What fascinated him was that there were over 16,000 golf courses in the United States and all you even 
heard about were the Top 50 that everyone wanted to play.  With so many courses, how could anyone tell 
the di" erence between them?

Restaurants get reviewed.  Movies get rated. Cars, dishwashers, TVs and gar-
bage disposals all ! nd themselves ranked in Consumer Reports#, but where 
are the golf courses?  If the average round of golf costs $34, doesn't anyone 
want to know what they are getting for their money? 

Hackers do. These are the millions of regular golfers that don't ever come close to shooting par, ! sh free 
golf balls out of the woods, play with hand-me-down golf clubs and look for cheap green fees -- the great 
ªunwashedº of the golf population. These are the 78% of all golfers that have an average score of 100 (114 
for women) and have more birdies in their backyard than they have ever had on a golf 
course.  So, when they decide to play golf on Saturday, what determines where they'll 
go?  
 
The only place that a golfer can ! nd any information about how golf courses stack up 
against each other is in Golf Digest's! Best Places to Play directory or Zagat's! America's 
Top Golf Courses guide. Now on the surface it seems that these guides would do the 
trick. Golf Digest rates over 4,000 courses and Zagat's covers almost 1,100. Yet, if you 
look just below the surface you'll ! nd that Minnesota has 508 golf courses with 457  
of those open to the public and these guides, at most, have listed 125 courses. 

It might be just unfortunate that these guides only mention 27% of Minnesota's golf courses in their pages, 
but what is worse is that these ratings could have come from anyone: from the local course's golf pro, the 
general manager or even the beer cart girl.  All of these reviews are sent in online and there is no vetting 
them for bias. The rating is much like the old American Bandstand show when someone would give a song 
an 84 because ªI liked the beat.º
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In 2007, Bruce Stasch and a colleague contacted seven outstate Minnesota courses asking if they would be 
allowed to visit and review each course.  All seven agreed and surprisingly, most said that they had never 
had anyone rate their course before.  With more than 8,000 holes of golf in the state, some courses have 
never been rated. Well, after that summer was over, Bruce came to the conclusion that there were hundreds 
of courses that golfers should know about, but never would unless a guide was developed.

Enter Hacker's Guide to Twin Cities Golf Courses.

This is a guide where every course is rated on the same 
40-factor scale.  From the longest to the shortest, most 
expensive to cheapest, every course has been run through 
a proprietary system in the same way using the same 
criteria. Finally, a way to compare golf courses not on their 
di&  culty (par/slope), but their hospitality, playability, us-
ability, facility and value. 

To avoid bias, the raters doesn't know the ! nal score of a course, they just 
answer the forty questions to the best of their ability.  In this way it would be 
very hard for an individual rater to pad a score or unfairly 
mark down a course. In addition, these same raters also pro-
vide a 400-word review about their experience which is a 
much longer write-up than what currently exists (typical 

write-up in Golf Digest is less than 40 words).

Because of the scale of this project, it was de-
cided to begin with the 11-country Twin Cities 
Metro area ! rst, and then expand 
it from there.  All told, eight-seven 
courses were 
rated during the 
Summer/Fall of 
2008 and are 
part of the 
Hacker's Guide 
to Twin Cities Golf Courses.  An 
additional 250-300 courses are 
expected to be reviewed in during 2009 
with the introduction of the Hacker's 
Guide to Minnesota * Western Wiscon-
sin Golf Courses, hopefully available for 

the holidays.
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The Hacker's GuideTM is the ! rst complete state-by-state golf course rating system since 
the United States Golf Association established par and slope ratings.  Starting with the 
Twin Cities Metro area as a test market, the Hacker's Guide will be rolled out to eventu-
ally include a review of the close to 16,000 golf courses nationwide.
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Team Hacker members visit all of the 18-hole public golf courses in the market area.  
Each course is reviewed utilizing the same criteria and the scores are computed using a 
proprietary scoring system, not known to the raters. Reviews are based on how a 20-
handicapper (a ªhackerº) would rate a course, not how a teaching pro or low-handicap-
per would.   These reviews go beyond a ...ºI liked the course...º or ...ºthe greens were nice...º  
A form with 40 di" erent scoring factors is given to each reviewer to ! ll out, but the 
overall score is determined by a Hacker's Guide proprietary formula. The reviewer is also 
required to provide a 300-400 word write-up of each course. No other golf course direc-
tory or rating guide exists that spends as much time assessing a course in this manner.
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Other rating guides that exist on the market fall into two categories: directories and 
listings.  Directories are simply basic details on a golf course (name, location, website, 
par, slope), and contact information.  There is no attempted to rate the courses.  Listings 
go a step further and try to rate a course on a 1-5 point or star system, but these ratings 
are only provided from online submissions and the publications do nothing to prevent 
bias or limit access to only knowledgeable raters.  Anyone that is approved can then set 
themselves up with an ID/password can submit a rating.

”
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Yes, the system is proprietary and course raters only know what the rating factors are, 
not how they are weighted and computed in the rating formula.
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Team Hacker members come from a wide variety of backgrounds such as teachers, se-
niors, writers, students, etc.; real golfers rating real courses. A member will typically have 
an average handicap of 80-110 for men and 95-125 for women. This team has personally 
visited each golf course, met with course management, answered an extensive list of 
assessment questions and played the golf course just like any other golfer. They did not 
request any special VIP treatment from the course while they were there. 
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The raters only provide scoring for each question.  They do not know the weighting for 
each question or into which category each question belongs. Since humans are respon-
sible for the ratings, there is always a chance for bias, but we build into the system a set 
of checks and balances.  If a review comes in that is inconsistent with other reviews for 
the same course, we may drop it from consideration. Also, the reviewer is also required 
to provide a write-up and if the write-up and the rating seem quite di" erent from each 
other, we may send out another reviewer.   Also, the more reviews for each course that 
we receive, the more likely the scoring will fall into a consistent pattern, strengthening 
our con! dence in the scoring.
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It depends on the location of the course and number of people available in that area, 
but a golf course will get 1-4 ratings per season.  Multiple ratings are often completed at 
the same time, allowing multiple raters to experience the course at the same time.  

{ | ‘ ‰ • ‰ ‘ ‹ ˆ • Ž ƒ ™ ˆ ‰ • • š • ƒ ˆ ~ • — • • • • | ~ • • Ž € Š

Executive eighteens, which are typically shorter than 5,800 yards, are still quite challeng-
ing for the average golfer so we feel that as long as a course has eighteen di" erent holes, 
it should be rated. 

‚ ‹ Œ ™ ‹ Ž • ‰ • ‰ • ~ ~ } „ • ‘ ‹ ˆ ~ ‹ ƒ ‹ ’ • ™ • ~ • ~ | • ˜ ‹ ‹ „ Š

The Hacker's Guide to Twin Cities Golf Courses took approximately six months to plan and 
six month to complete the reviews.  Course ratings were completed between June and 
October.  The book took six weeks to design and a month to get printed.
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Typically, a golf course is assigned to a reviewer based on their preference or their loca-
tion.  We try to assign reviews to reviewers that live within 30 minutes of a course. Once 
assigned, it is the reviewer's responsibility to set up a tee time at the course.  They are 
expected to be treated just like any golfer with no VIP service.  They then play the entire 
course, utilize the driving range, rent a cart, eat at the clubhouse, and buy a beer from 
the cart girl.  They should be talking notes about the course the entire time. Once they 
complete their round, they will then ! ll out and score the rating sheet and write a 400-
word review of their experience.

Minnesota consistently ranks either 1st or 2nd in the number of golfers based on its pop-
ulation (Wisconsin generally ! nishes second) and what really struck a chord with us was 
that the largest guide on the market only listed 120 Minnesota golf courses in a state 
that has 508 courses.  A lot of courses, which are perfectly good places to play, never get 
the attention they deserve because they don't have a big marketing budget or are not 
located in a popular destination.  It is the same for golf courses all across the country. 

Anyone that has a basic knowledge of golf and can get themselves around a golf course 
safely is a candidate for Team Hacker.  Team members don't have to be golf pros nor 
shoot close to par.  In fact, highly skilled folks play the game much di" erently than 
someone just looking for a nice place to spend an afternoon.  Team Hacker members 
are regular folks that enjoy the game and are motivated to give back something to the 
sport. There is no cost to becoming a Team Hacker member and the biggest attraction is 
to play new golf courses at a discount or for free in exchange for providing a rating.

We are what we write about.  We are hackers and have no illusion that we'll be joining 
the PGA Tour anytime soon. We don't have to have a degree in golf course management 
to assess the merits of a golf course. We are consumers and as such, we can have an 
opinion on what is good, bad or ugly about a golf course.  
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According to the National Golf 
Foundation: only 22% of all golfers scored 
better than 90 for 18 holes.  Of the 
estimated 29.5 million golfers in the 
United States, 18.7 million would be 
considered hackers. Minnesota has 
733,000 golfers and over 570,000 of 
them are hackers. What's more, 
Minnesota consistently ranks <1 or <2 
for the number of golf courses to it's 
population.

These Minnesota golfers want informa-
tion from their perspective, not from 
the gol! ng elite.  They want to visit golf 
courses they've never played and get 
non-biased reviews of golf courses that 
rate a course not just for how hard the 
course is, but what makes playing a 
round of golf an enjoyable experience.

With a team of independent reviewers, 
the Hacker's Guide visited all of the 
18-hole public golf courses in the Twin 
Cities (87 courses) during 2008.  Each 
course was reviewed utilizing the Hacker 
Rating System which rates each course 
across ! ve categories using 40 di" erent 
criteria.  

The Golf Market

Hacker Rating System

Suggested 
Retail Price  

$14.95

To order contact:
Apex Golf Enterprises
Minneapolis, Minnesota

612-386-9062
ultimatehacker@hackersguides.com

What's Inside

?

Introducing Minnesota!s 
Newest Golf Course Rating Guide"

87 Twin Cities Courses

Ratings & Reviews

400-word Write-ups

Famous Minnesota Golfers

Minnesota Golf History

2009 Hacker's Favorite Winners
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Bruce Stasch, is the founder and originator of the Hacker's Guide a rating system which has been created to 
rate all eighteen-hole public golf courses in the country and eliminate the mystery of choosing a golf course 
appropriate for a golfer's game.  

A marketing professional by trade as well as an accomplished entertainer, Stasch is the owner of Apex Mar-
keting Group and has a background in business development, marketing and advertising. His Twin Cities-
based ! rm has provided marketing services to major companies like IBM, ITT, Best Buy, United Healthcare, 
DataCard and 3M.

In addition, he is the owner of Apex Golf Enterprises, which operates two e-commerce golf equipment web-
sites; a blog and podcasts about golf and equipment called Golf Gear News; and he is a frequent contributor 
to Tee Times Minnesota Golf & Living, Worldgolf.com and Minnesota Meetings & Events. He lives in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota, with his wife Eve and two dogs BJ and Annie. He has played golf for more than ten years, and 
gives himself at least two mulligans per round.

Since the 1990s, Audubon International has created partnerships with landowners to enhance wildlife habi-
tat and protect water quality. Today more than 2,200 ªcooperative sanctuariesº are located throughout
the United States, including golf courses, homes, businesses, and entire communities.

The award-winning Audubon Cooperative Sanctuary Program for Golf Courses has designated over 660 golf 
courses worldwide as Certi! ed Audubon Cooperative Sanctuaries, 23 of which are in Minnesota.

For each Hacker's Guide that is purchased, we will donate a portion of our proceeds to Audubon Interna-
tional. By purchasing one of our guides, you are also helping the environment.

For more information, visit www.golfandenvironment.org or www.auduboninternational.org.
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Bruce Stasch
Publisher
Apex Golf Enterprises
4317 Washburn Avenue North
Minneapolis, MN  55412
877-939-0458
www.hackersguides.com
ultimatehacker@hackersguides.com


