
 

 

    Skill Levels 

 

Since some players seem to be overly preoccupied with skill levels, I’d like to explain my philosophy on skill levels 

(handicaps).   Before I get started, let me say that I am always available to anyone who has a question on skill levels or 

thinks that someone might not be “handicapped” incorrectly.  In fact, I welcome it.  It is possible that someone may not 

be correctly handicapped.  I feel that I have a good system in place for handicapping and if I can’t explain why someone 

is handicapped the way that they are, they are likely not handicapped properly.  My door is always open.  With that said, 

I will not engage in shouting matches.  I will treat people like adults and I expect the same in return.  I don’t respond to 

threats or ultimatums.  And I win all “ties” when debating a player’s skill level.  I do not expect to make everyone in the 

league happy.  Get enough people in a room and some of them are going to be unreasonable and unhappy.  My aim is to 

be fair and appeal to the majority.  If any players are playing in this league to try to be “under handicapped” 

(sandbagging), they are not playing in the right pool league.  I could write a book on the subject.   I might.   

 

My philosophy of a handicapped pool league is that it should make the playing field more level for lesser skilled players 

and teams when playing higher skilled players or teams.  Notice I said “more level” and not “perfectly level”.  On 

average, an average “6” should beat the average “4” more than 50% of the time OVER AN EXTENDED AMOUNT OF 

MATCHES.  Therefore….although it is possible for a team with lesser skilled players to still win a majority of their 

matches and make the postseason, they will likely have a tougher road than some other teams.     

 

When reviewing skill levels, I do consider player’s records, their level of competition, score sheet data, etc.  It is a good 

starting point, but a terrible ending point.   I am very familiar with the abilities of many of the players in this league.  I 

have seen firsthand many of the players shoot hundreds of games.  I know their long term history in pool leagues.  This 

is probably a much better indicator of someone’s true ability or level of consistency than anything.  As I enter the stats 

for players, there are trends that jump off the page at me.  Here are some in no particular order… 

 

1.  A player’s long term “non tournament” record indicates that they are a “weak 4”, yet in tourney play, they are 

15-4 and shoot like a “6”.  They will explain it as   “ I’m more serious in the tourneys and am more focused”  This 

is another way of saying “ I sandbag during the session ”.  Everyone at the tournament is trying to win and more 

focused, so that’s a weak argument.   I put more weighting on how player’s play when there is something at 

stake.  Players should keep this in mind also when looking at a player’s skill level.  Tournament records don’t 

show on the weekly standings, but I do consider them in my assessment of skill levels.    

2.  This relates to #1 above.  If a player plays on a team that is doing well enough to afford that player the luxury of 

losing badly ( not “on the hill” ) in every match they play in an attempt to have that player be assigned a lower 



skill level, I will notice that.  For example, let’s assume that a player’s long term record as a “5” is that they are 

winning 55% of their matches, but they suddenly are mired in a 10 match losing streak and are 11-46 in games 

against similarly ranked opponents.  This level of misery is highly unlikely.  They will likely not be moving down 

until they demonstrate to me that they also suddenly can’t win in critical situations.  If they do move down, 

there is a good chance I will also move someone else on their team up.       

3. A team has a disturbing (and highly unlikely trend) of having every person on their team win 55% of their 

matches.  They don’t ever go above this number for fear that their skill level will adjust in the wrong direction.  

My goal is to have teams “handicapped” in a way that no team has a huge “paper advantage” in a tournament.  

If every player on a team is very strong at their current handicap, they are not handicapped properly as a team 

and are “working the system”.  Most if not all teams probably have player(s) whereby an argument could be 

made that player A should be “higher” and player B should be “lower”.  That is why I will sometimes move a 

player up and a player down on the same team so that it is a “net 0” change for the team. 

  

I promise that this memo is not directed at any specific players or teams.  In a perfect world, every player would give 

100% effort on every shot of every game of every match.  Every score sheet would be 100% accurate.  In this world, 

going strictly by the numbers would be the ONLY way to go.  None of us live in that world.  As I said, my door is always 

open if anyone has questions regarding skill levels.  I even encourage it as it keeps me on my game.  But before making 

that call to question someone’s skill level, please take a look at your own team and ask yourself if a good argument can 

be made that a player(s) on your team might be under handicapped.  Does the person you want to complain about play 

on a team that has a player(s) who might be over handicapped.   Is it possible they had a good night?  Other players 

besides yourself are allowed to have nights where they shoot much better than normal.  Here is one I see often that 

always puzzles me.  Complaining that a person is “under handicapped” who just won their match against your team last 

night but also plays on a “basement” team.  Wouldn’t you rather that person stays “under handicapped” so that they 

can continue to beat up their opponents that you are competing against for postseason berths?  Forgive the analogy, 

but this is kind of like taking a deuce right after wiping your behind.   

 

I will likely be adding to this memo as new things come to mind.   Most of you who are sandbagging are doing your team 

more harm than good.  I probably know you are doing it anyway.  There is no need to tell me repeatedly every time that 

I see you how bad you are doing, I already know.  I will put my handicapping methodology against any handicapped pool 

league who supposedly “goes strictly by the numbers” on the score sheet.  Firstly, I’m not drinking that cool aid.  

Secondly, if they are doing it this way, their equation does not include probabilities of things happening or examination 

of a player’s motive for suddenly shooting horribly in relation to their long term average.  Show me a league that goes 

“strictly by the numbers” and I’ll show you a league that has the same teams “working the system” session after session, 

year after year.                  


