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Sports Field Assessment

Often the only assessment of a sports
field occurs at the beginning of a
game as the referee quickly peruses
the field to assure that it will be safe
for play. This is necessary and will

An OTS Highlight Article. Assessment is an important part of any management
plan, whether talking about managing businesses, facilities or sports fields. It
provides information about what is being done correctly and what needs to be
improved upon. In many cases, sports field assessment is not done regularly or
it is not performed with the correct intent. This article will explore some of the
types of sports fields assessment, help determine the goals of sports field assess-
ment and will explore some common oversights in blending assessment with
expectations.

identify irrigation heads that are stuck or pos-
sibly identify large holes in the field caused
by concerts and other alternative uses. How-
ever, this assessment will not help the sport
field manager fulfill the goals of identifying
management problems and moving towards
improving overall quality.

One of the most important steps of sports
field assessment is to determine and explic-
itly state the goals of the assessment. There
are many things that can be assessed. Gener-
ally we think of assessing the playing field
but other things need to be addressed con-
currently, such as construction, the manage-
ment plan, the implementation of the
management plan and possibly even the clas-
sification system that many municipalities
and athletic facilities are implementing. The
goals for identifying problems...
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... should be realistic and it is crucial to
keep an open mind and try to use the in-
formation in a positive way.

Another procedural question that needs
to be asked is who should perform the as-
sessment? Should it be done internally or
externally, through a consultant or a col-
league from a neighbouring facility or
municipality? Both options have their mer-
its and downfalls. Internal assessment
should be done continually by turfgrass
managers but an overall assessment with
specific goals can also be achieved inter-
nally. Internal assessments have the advan-
tage of a greater historical knowledge of
management and the construction of the
fields, often allowing assessments to be
more accurate. That knowledge is accom-
panied by preconceived ideas about what
the problems may be. In order for assess-
ment to be as valuable as possible, blinders
must be taken off and everything must be
looked at with an open mind. Alternatively
an outside person could be brought in who

is in a position to see more athletic fields
and will come in with new ideas. This is
also accompanied by a lack of knowledge
of the history of construction and legacy
of the fields. While generally this is viewed
as a downside, the outside assessor is not
clouded by “we tried that before,” or “the
politics won’t allow that.” This independ-
ence can be crucial in “telling it how it is”
so that improvements can be made.

When assessing athletic fields the first
thing that is done is a general safety as-
sessment, looking for grass cover, poten-
tial tripping hazards or collision hazards.
After that is completed, the general con-
struction of the field can be assessed. Does
the field have a proper crown, are there
low lying areas where water can accumu-
late and is there a place for the water to
go once it exits the field? One of the most
important tools in a turfgrass managers kit
is her/his soil probe. The probe will let
you know the thatch accumulation of a
field, it can identify areas of compaction,

and probably most importantly it can tell
you about the soils used in the field’s con-
struction. One of the most common mis-
takes is to expect fields constructed very
differently to perform the same under
identical management regimes. For exam-
ple, sand-based fields have greatly differ-
ent moisture and fertility requirements
than soil-based fields.

The management program can be as-
sessed on paper for best management prac-
tices but it is essential to get out to the
fields to see their condition and assess
whether or not the management plan is
realistic and implemented properly. Fol-
lowing are a few of the primary cultural
practices and some of the common prob-
lems that can be uncovered through as-
sessment.

Mowing
The management practice that is most

crucial to providing safe athletic fields is
also the one that can be the root of the
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most problems. Mowing needs to be done
often and with good equipment. One of
the most common problems with the im-
plementation of a management plan oc-
curs with targeted mowing frequencies
that are not possible with the equipment
or staff available. Another problem with
mowing that may be uncovered is prob-
lems with proper maintenance of the mow-
ers. Are the mowers cutting cleanly? Is
there a consistent cut with no “mo-hawk-
ing”? Other problems that are commonly
found during assessment are wear patterns
being caused by mowers turning too
tightly, or compacted areas along mow-
ing patterns.

Fertility
The most common problem with fer-

tility that can be uncovered is a lack of
consistency of application, or evidence
that fields are just not being fertilized due
to inconvenient locality or other mitigat-
ing factors. Many fields have areas that
consistently do not get fertilized. The only

way to tell if a field or area is fertile or has
poor soil conditions is to get out the soil
probe and test that soil. Another common
problem that a program assessment can un-
cover is that the type of fertilizer is incor-
rect. Are the proper fertilizers being
applied and are they being applied at the
proper nitrogen rate for the prescribed
mowing frequencies? As fertility increases,
the need for mowing also increases. Many
municipalities have responded by lower-
ing their application of nitrogen through-
out the season. The result is less growth
and less expense for mowing, but this
comes at the price of a lack of recovery
and overall poor field quality, leading to
unsafe playing conditions.

Adjacent Page: Severe compaction on
corner of an athletic field caused by nearby
construction. Right: Understanding the soil
is crucial in determining management
plans. A soil probe is an invaluable tool
and can uncover many underlying causes
of problems.
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Aeration, Topdressing, Overseeding
Aeration is a crucial aspect of any man-

agement program. It helps control thatch
and organic matter build-up at the soil sur-
face by mixing the soil in with the thatch
allowing the microbes in the soil to break
down the organic matter. Often aeration
is not done aggressively resulting in
thatch accumulation and layering if or-

ter from accumulating at the surface of the
playing field, inhibiting healthy turfgrass
growth. Assessment can help coordinate
different management practices to maxi-
mize the effectiveness. Overseeding, a cru-
cial part of any athletic field management
plan, should be timed with aeration to
maximize soil to seed contact and assure
maximum benefit.

Classification Systems
Finally, assessments of the overall clas-

sification systems are essential. Often the
classification systems are based on inputs
and have implied quality for those added
inputs with little to no regard for use pat-
terns. Often the fields that are higher on
the classification system are expected to
be the premier fields yet they are sched-
uled for the most hours of use. Use pat-
terns must be part of an overall athletic
field management plan. While there are

always unscheduled uses from schools and
kids playing in parks, it should be remem-
bered that field quality and safety are of-
ten most correlated with use patterns.

It is essential that we continue to try to
improve how we manage athletic fields
and one way to see where we are and de-
cide how to move forward is through com-
prehensive sports field assessment. This
process goes beyond looking at the end
product and analyzes how the entire man-
agement program including use manage-
ment impacts field quality. This broad
based assessment can lead to new ideas
and continuation of successful practices
and allows the turfgrass manager to move
forward in an effective manner.  ♦

Top Left: Special events can cause excess-
ive wear and need to be accounted for in
assessing use. Top Right: Field failure due
to overuse and wet weather.

ganic topdressing is being used. If
topdressing with compost or other organic
material, it is essential that an aggressive
aeration program is in place. This is es-
sential to prevent a layer of organic mat-

Comprehensive sports field assess-
ment goes beyond looking at the end
product and analyzes how the entire
management program including use
management impacts field quality.
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