
THE BIG SHIFT

Women are driving golf ’s
growth since the
pandemic
More than 800,000 American women started playing golf
and the multibillion-dollar golf industry is responding

By Sydney Page

(Illustration by Simone Noronha for The Washington Post)

When Cindy Miller was a teenager, women’s golf apparel was so scarce
she decided to teach herself to sew.

“I made skirts and collared shirts,” said Miller, 67, who was the only girl
in her lesson group during the 1970s. Despite the bafflement of her
friends who questioned why she wanted to play a sport advertised to
boys and men, Miller persevered, eventually competing professionally
on the LPGA Tour from 1979 to 1981.

More than one-third of junior players today are girls and Miller, now a
golf coach in Buffalo and a member of the Legends of the LPGA Tour,
has watched the number of women she instructs soar. “I think they’ve
finally realized that women want to play as much as men do,” Miller said
of golf industry leaders, noting that, particularly since the pandemic,
more women than ever are keen to learn golf — whether it’s for business
or pleasure.

Indeed, the pandemic spurred a stunning surge in interest in the sport
among women. According to the National Golf Foundation, from 2020
to 2022, more than 800,000 American women took up the sport to
bring the total to 6.4 million female golfers. While the number of female
golfers rose about 15 percent, the male golf pool increased by just 2
percent in the same time frame. As a result, the historically male-
dominated, multibillion-dollar golf industry — including elite courses,
equipment companies and clothing brands — is responding accordingly.

“It’s kind of a perfect storm for female participation right now,” said Joe
Beditz, executive chairman of the National Golf Foundation.

Why more women are taking up golf — on and
off the course

Before the pandemic, Tanya Oliveira, 52, a grocery store manager in
Woodbridge, Va., had little interest in golf. Being a front-line worker,
however, was hard on her mental health, “and golf ended up being what
saved me.” She found herself golfing four days a week, mostly at public
courses in Fairfax County. Before long, she was hooked on the sport.

Many women have similar stories about how and why they got into golf.
Golf was deemed one of the safest sports in the early days of the covid-
19 crisis, and the increase in remote work allowed people additional
time to take up new hobbies. One study found Wednesday visits to golf
courses increased 143 percent from 2019 to 2022.

“A lot of younger women who are still working are finding they have the
time to pick up something like this, and they find value in networking
among women, as well as bringing their clients or business associates to
the club,” said Alison Lam, the president of Ladies’ Golf Club, located in
Toronto, and the sole women’s-only private golf club in North America.

Social media, too, has spurred greater interest in the sport among
women — especially among millennials and Gen Z. Professional golfers,
as well as golf influencers, have accumulated large followings on social
media. Tisha Alyn, a golf media personality, has more than 441,000
followers on Instagram, and 1.3 million on TikTok. Celebrities — such as
Kim Kardashian — have also generated buzz about golf online.
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“Golf has kind of been cracked open. This whole world is now
discoverable,” said Jess McAlister, the co-founder of Digital Golf
Collective, a talent management firm and brand consulting company in
the golf industry. “Social has really played a part in making golf cool.”

[ Young players have taken over women’s golf — and ‘they’re here to
stay’ ]

Off-course golf-entertainment venues — such as indoor simulators and
stand-alone driving ranges — have drawn a lot of women to the sport.
According to the National Golf Foundation, 41 percent of off-course
golfers are women. These golf venues, namely Topgolf, offer a less
intimidating atmosphere than traditional courses. Plus, playing at an
off-course venue isn’t as time-consuming as a full round of golf — which
typically takes more than four hours.

“Historically, the narrative around golf has been that it’s expensive, it’s
exclusive, and it takes a long time to play a round of golf,” said Gen
Gray, the chief operating officer of Topgolf. On average, players spend
between one-and-a-half to two hours at Topgolf. Pricing differs
depending on the day and time, but a group of six people can play at the
location in Ashburn, Va., for a total of $37 per hour. “We’re flipping that
narrative and encouraging everyone to have a good time.”

In general, off-course options serve as a welcoming first foray into the
sport. About 10 percent of green-grass golfers credit Topgolf with
getting them into the game.

The establishment is embracing the new

Historically, golf has been broadly regarded as a “man’s game,”
according to a 2005 study at the University of Nebraska at Lincoln
entitled “I Just Want to Play: Women, Sexism, and Persistence in Golf.”

That includes private country clubs, which are traditionally seen as
costly, pretentious and exclusive. Many clubs have moved away from
widespread male-centric mainstays and discriminatory policies —
including gender, religion and race-related restrictions that have limited
people’s ability to participate in the sport. The Olympic Club in San
Francisco, for instance, is one of the oldest athletic clubs in the United
States and, until 1990, did not accept women as members.

Joe Trauger, the president and chief executive of the National Club
Association, said the majority of private golf and country clubs are
shedding stringent rules. “It’s been a general shift to be more inclusive
and encourage women to use the club,” he said. “I think it’s an
important shift, and hopefully that will continue. I have every reason to
believe it will.”

Youth programs are also increasingly being retooled to attract more
girls. “They are getting engaged with golf at a younger age,” said Beditz
of the National Golf Foundation. “This has been going on for some time,
and we’re beginning to reap the benefits.”

Jamie Wood, for example, started weekly golf lessons at age 5 and
believes that learning the game as a young girl is part of why she is still
so committed to the sport.

“I find golf is something that’s easier learned when you’re young,” said
Wood, 28, who played competitively while she was a student at Wilfred
Laurier University in Ontario. “It takes years of practice.”
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Wood, who now lives in New York City and golfs regularly on weekends,
is pleased to see more training programs geared toward young girls.

“I love it,” she said.

Women’s purchasing power in golf is on the rise

Golf brands are taking note of the rapid rise of women’s purchasing
power in the industry. A 2021 study by Golf Datatech, a golf industry
market research group, found that women accounted for close to 20
percent of the-then $5.59 billion golf market, which includes apparel
and equipment. Between 2014 and 2021, spending by female golfers on
golf goods surged by more than 66 percent. Experts say the numbers are
considerably higher now.

Leading equipment companies are tapping into the trend. Callaway
released a new product line for women in 2021 called Reva, a play on the
word “revolution,” including a remake of one its popular drivers, the Big
Bertha Reva. The clubs feature a lighter head weight, and a unique
construction with a more delicate shaft and grip.

Women are “the fastest growing segment in the marketplace,” said Kim
Johnson, leader of Callaway’s internal Women’s Task Force team.

Big athletic wear brands are also catering to female golfers. Nike, Adidas
and Lululemon have golf collections for women, and popular boutique
designers like Byrdie, Tory Burch, Bogner and Malbon are releasing golf
apparel that’s intended to be worn on and off the course.

“We’re super excited about where the industry is going and how it’s
thinking about women more,” said Erica Malbon, the chief executive
and co-founder of Malbon Golf, a Los Angeles-based brand. In 2017, the
company released a line of men’s apparel and noticed a number of
women were buying men’s styles in small sizes.

“We understood that there was definitely a demand,” said Malbon. In
July Malbon Golf launched its first collection for women, featuring
classic and sleek styles in bold, playful and feminine colors.

Sticking together in the sport

Despite the golf industry’s recent evolution to be more welcoming
toward women, many female players are sticking together in the sport.

There are countless groups on social media intended for female golfers,
through which members candidly offer advice and ask each other
questions. They also share details for events and meetups.

Lily Langley, 38, belongs to several such groups.

“It’s just such a supportive community, all these women coming
together,” said Langley, who lives in Columbus, Ohio. “It’s beautiful to
see.”

Other organizations have popped up, too, including Sister Golf in
Alabama — which teaches businesswomen how to use golf as a
networking tool — and Fore the Ladies, a nonprofit aimed at making
golf more accessible to women.

Younger generations are also launching golf initiatives. Eleanor Lee, an
Austin-based photographer and content creator, started a group called
Hot Girl Golf Club about one year ago.

“My grandmother loved to play golf, and she gifted me her clubs when
she passed away,” said Lee, 28. “I really wanted to play, but I didn’t
know a lot of women who did.”

She created the club in the hope of meeting local women to learn the
sport with. She hosts monthly events, most often at public courses, and
through the club, women can find friends to play with more frequently.
Roughly 600 women have participated in at least one event, and they
range in age from 21 to 45, though all ages are welcome to participate.
Lee also created a group chat for female golfers that has nearly 900
members.

[ Bitter rivals. Beloved friends. Survivors. ]

“I really try to be as inclusive as possible in all ways,” said Lee, noting
that she wants to ensure events are always accessible. “I hope that more
and more people feel comfortable coming to play golf.”

Given the success of the club, Lee is planning to expand her initiative to
other cities across the country.

“I really believe in the future of golf for women,” she said. “We are just
getting started.”
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From left, Tanya Oliveira, Sue Edwards, Paula Rothenburg and Sally Reams play at Pinecrest Golf Course in
Fairfax County in Virginia in September. (Amanda Andrade-Rhoades for The Washington Post)
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