GOLF RULES CHANGES YOU SHOULD
KNOW IN 2026

e JANUARY 22, 2026

Golf’s official rules are periodically clarified and updated to improve fairness,
consistency, and how the game is played at all levels. In 2026, there are several
noteworthy rules changes and clarifications introduced by the R&A and USGA as
well as PGA Tour local model rules that golfers should understand before heading to
the course.

1. Penalty for Unintentional Ball Movement Is Reduced

One of the key rule clarifications for 2026 involves what happens when your ball moves
without your knowledge:

« If your ball moves and you were unaware it might have moved, the penalty
for playing it without replacing it is now one stroke instead of two.
» This affects Rule 9.4b on unintentional ball movement.

Why it matters: This change prevents harsh two-stroke penalties in situations
where the player genuinely didn’t know their ball moved — a scenario that caused
controversy in past tournaments.

2.Expanded Free Relief for Balls in Pitch Marks

Under the updated rules:

« You can now take free relief if your ball lies in any unrepaired pitch mark
below ground level — not just a pitch mark your own ball created.

o Repaired pitch marks, however, are still treated as part of the course and
not eligible for relief.



Why it matters: This makes the rule more consistent and fair, especially in
competitive play where balls sometimes settle in another player’s pitch mark.

3.“Out of Bounds” Applies Only From the Tee (Tour Local Rule)

A local model rule embraced for many tours in 2026 limits out-of-bounds (OB)
penalties:

o Out of bounds is now restricted to balls struck from the tee — not off the
fairway.

o This change aims to prevent players from exploiting adjacent hole
boundaries to gain unfair lies or shortcuts during a round.

Note: This is a Model Local Rule — meaning it only applies if the committee
chooses to include it for a given competition.

4. Relief for Immoveable Obstructions Close to Greens

New Model Local Rules allow players to take limited relief without penalty when the
ball lies near certain immovable obstructions (such as sleeves or ground equipment)
close to putting greens.

Practical impact: This helps players avoid unnecessary awkward shots caused by
golf course fixtures that would otherwise interfere with swing execution.

5. Broken or Significantly Damaged Club Replacement

Another 2026 evolution focuses on equipment:

o If aclub breaks or is significantly damaged not from abuse, you can now
replace or repair it mid-round using parts you or your group are carrying
(as long as the resulting club fills the gap it leaves in your set).



Why it matters: This change eliminates the awkward situation where players had
to retrieve replacement clubs from outside the course — speeding up play and reducing
disruption.

6. Adding or Clarifying Model Local Rules

Several Model Local Rules introduced for the 2026 season give clubs and tours
options to adapt competition rules:

o Rules like internal OB boundaries, relief for embedded balls, or restrictions
on motorized ftransportation may be implemented by committees.

o These local variations are not automatic but become relevant when posted
for a competition.

Golfers should check scorecard or tee sheet notes before play to see what
local rules are in place.

7.PGA Tour-Specific “Preferred Lies” Rule Update

For the 2026 season, the PGA Tour has adjusted the preferred lies local rule:

o Players can now reposition their ball by a scorecard length (instead of a full
club length) when preferred lies are in effect — usually in wet/muddy
conditions.

« This change aims for fairness and consistency of lies, especially in
professional competition.

8. Golf Ball Rollback Discussions (Future Impact)

Though not effective in 2026, there’s important ongoing discussion involving golf ball
distance standards:



o The R&A and USGA have been revisiting golf ball testing standards and
distance limits, with changes proposed that could significantly affect ball
flight for elite players.

» Existing approved balls may remain conforming until later dates, and wider
stakeholder feedback is ongoing.

Worth knowing: While not implemented this year, these discussions could shape
equipment rules in the near future.

The 2026 golf rules updates aim to make the game fairer, simpler, and more
consistent — whether in casual rounds or elite competition. While some changes are
universal, many involve Model Local Rules that may vary by competition, so always
read the local card before your round.

Staying informed helps you play confidently, avoid penalties, and enjoy golf the right
way.
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