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Technology is everywhere in 
today’s society. Smartphones, 
tablets, Google glasses, smart 

watches, all make a regular computer 
look like a dinosaur. Social media, 
while helping many hospitality entities 
with guests sharing glowing com-
ments and experiences of their meals 
or stays, is also hurting other entities 
when complaints are posted on the 
Internet for the entire world to see. 
All these change the landscape of 
how business is being conducted. The 
world is moving at a fast pace to add 
mobile commerce (m-commerce) to 
digital commerce (d-commerce) and 
e-commerce. A web site is not good 
enough if it can only be viewed on a 
computer — web sites of today should 
be accessible via these new mobile 
devices so guests can connect with 
their chosen hotels, airlines or country 
clubs from everywhere. They can 
make a reservation anytime anywhere, 
browse through pictures of hotels and 
resorts, and sample the menus and the 
catches of the day before they set foot 
into your restaurants. 

Mobile technology is used quite 
commonly in certain segments of the 
hospitality industry to increase ef-
ficiencies and provide a better experi-
ence to the guests (Law & Jogarat-
nam, 2005). For instance, airlines have 
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long used smartphones for checking flight status, pushing messages for delays or 
change of gates, checking-in, boarding and even purchasing items on board. The 
latest from the airline industry is from United Airlines, which now offers over 
150 movies and nearly 200 TV shows for their guests to watch on their personal 
mobile devices (United Hub team, 2014). Hotels have also used apps on mobile 
devices for pre check-in, as room keys to access room and entertainment (Gruen, 
2013; Horner, 2013). In the restaurants segment, apps exist not only for reserva-
tions, but to assist guests in choosing the perfect restaurant, including a one-
touch button for directions and confirming a reservation. Some restaurants have 
also installed tablets at the bar area for guests to simply access their bills and 
slide a credit card at their seats to settle their payments without having to wait 
for staff or a bartender to deliver a guest check.

By Agnes DeFranco CHAE, Ed.D. and Cristian Morosan, Ph.D.

Agnes DeFranco, Ed.D., CHAE is a professor at the Conrad N. Hilton College of Hotel & Restaurant Management, University of Houston. She is also an HFTP 
Global Past President, a member of the HFTP Communication Editorial Advisory Council and a recipient of the HFTP Paragon Award. Cristian Morosan, 
Ph.D. is an assistant professor at the University of Houston and past speaker at the HFTP Annual Convention & Tradeshow. 



The Bottomline 31

❘❙ club Technology ❙❚

The rise of m-commerce is founded 
on three main principles that charac-
terize the mobile environment, namely 
being anytime anywhere, personal-
ization and convenience (Morosan, 
2014). With information easily acces-
sible, guests can complete their own 
information search, evaluate their op-
tions, make choices, settle payments, 
review their experiences and perform 
many other forms of transactions. It 
is therefore important for hospitality 
providers to maximize the ways they 
interact with their guests.

clubs and M-commerce
The club industry, due to its private 
nature and also the importance placed 
on immaculate personal services, uses 
technology more in the back office 
rather than in the guest interface. 
Thus, initial deployment of technology 
in the club industry did not start till 
the late 1980s, when minicomputers 
from IBM, NCR and Unisys created 
centralization within the accounting 
departments (Boothe, 2008). By 2008, 
clubs began to use customer relations 
management software to mine data to 
increase and manage member relations. 
They also begin to construct web sites 
and employ communication tools.

The importance of information 
technology in clubs was brought to the 
forefront when the National Club As-
sociation and HFTP came together and 
created a task force to identify the top 
technology challenges for clubs. The 
study concluded that there are four 
main challenges: electronic communi-
cations (e.g., web sites, e-mail, social 
networking and text messaging); soft-
ware; IT management; and hardware 
(Venegas, Howton, & Abrams, 2011). 
It was also found that club members 
do use the clubs’ web sites for a num-
ber of activities:

• 91 percent 
 Checking the club’s calendar

• 75 percent 
 Checking their statements 

• 49 percent  
 Checking membership rosters

• 48 percent 
 Search for general information 
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However, the use of technology for 
other activities were not as high:

• 39 percent
 Reservations for tee times

• 37 percent
 Reservations for events

• 24 percent
 Online payment

• 18 percent
 Reservations for dining 

It is interesting to note that while 
66.4 percent of the club web sites 
have online payment functions, only 
24 percent of the respondents used 
this option. 

A year later in 2012, Boothe con-
ducted another study and the results 
suggested that technology usage in 
clubs had increased. In particular, 98 
percent of clubs had a web site, 72 
percent extracted trends from their 
traffic and 37 percent made daily up-
dates to their online content (Boothe, 
2012). In addition, the number of 
vendors producing solutions designed 
specifically for the club industry is 
also on the rise. For example, IBS 
provides responsive web site de-
signs where the web site adapts to 
the manner in which the end user is 
using (R. Smyth, Personal Commu-
nication, January 6, 2014). Analysts 
are predicting that the use of IT will 
increase, especially in the area of 
social networking (Gillis, 2010) and 
mobile technology (Boothe, 2012), so 
much so that HFTP also provides an 
educational seminar for its members 
in this area. A recent HFTP Prolinks 
webinar held on March 6, 2014 
entitled “How Emerging Technolo-
gies are Making it Simpler for You to 

Increase Revenue at Your Club” is a 
good example. 

So, are our club members ready 
to dive into the new chapter of the 
technology world? The traditional 
view is that with the characteristics 
of the club industry, member satis-
faction and personalization are most 
important. And, with most clubs being 
non-profits, forcing technology on 
members seems to take away that 
personalization. However, given that 
many clubs are also seeing a younger 
demographic who are “attached” to 
their mobile devices, and that mobile 
devices are indeed permeating all 
society strata, the expectations of our 
club members about club technology 
may be very different today then even 
a couple of years ago. With over 500 
percent growth in mobile device use 
over the past decade (Berkus, 2013), 
changes will inevitably extend to 
clubs. Therefore, it may be an oppor-
tune time to explore how the club in-
dustry is adapting to the use of mobile 
technologies and how club members 
use mobile devices in commercial 
contexts in clubs. In December 2013, 
after consulting with research and 
industry technology experts, a survey 
was administered to a general popula-
tion panel in the U.S. via Qualtrics. A 
total of 737 responses were retained 
for analysis. 

Today’s Members
The demographic characteristics of 
the 737 respondents are as follows: 
the majority of respondents were 
male (57.6 percent), with slightly over 
one-third in the 30–40 year-old range 
(35.2 percent), and another 24 percent 
within the age bracket of 41–50 

(See Figures 1 and 2, pg. 31). These 
members were also relatively well-to-
do, with the majority having annual 
household income between $100,000 
and $200,000 (See Figure 3, pg. 31). 
They were well-educated with 38 
percent holding a college degree and 
another 41.3 percent having a gradu-
ate degree (see Figure 4, pg. 31). Most 
were members of golf and country 
clubs (47 percent) and city/athletic 
clubs (32.8 percent) (See Figure 5, pg. 
31). In terms of club size, the most 
common clubs had between 301–650 
members (50.8 percent), while the 
mega clubs with more than 1,000 
members accounted for 12.7 percent 
(see Figure 6, pg. 31). Finally, in 
regards to their spending level, half of 
respondents reported that they spent 
between $51–$200 per club visit, not 
including their membership dues (See 
Figure 7, pg. 31).

Members and Mobile Technologies
A series of questions were asked of 
the respondents in three general areas: 
their general view of mobile devices 
in clubs and their clubs’ view of mo-
bile device usage, their current usage 
of mobile devices in clubs, and finally, 
their intentions to use mobile devices 
in the future.

Most of the clubs members found 
mobile devices to be useful, easy to 
use, a good idea, a wise decision and 
also enjoyable. On a five point scale 
with 4 being agree and 5 being strongly 
agree, 86.4 percent of the respondents 
gave at least a 4, agreeing or strongly 
agreeing that mobile devices were easy 
to use (See Figure 8, pg. 33).

While club members held a posi-
tive view on mobile devices, not all 
clubs they belonged to offered or 
encouraged the use. Figure 9 (pg. 33) 
shows the offerings of the sampled 
clubs where almost 81 percent offered 
personalized deals and provided the 
types of offers members would like to 
see, but only 60.1  percent encouraged 
the use of mobile devices.

When members were asked about 
their actual usage of mobile devices, 
the majority said they were already 

clubs and Mobile apps: Three-part Series
This is a three-part report based on a study conducted by the authors. 
Look for the additional reports in the forthcoming issues of The 
Bottomline. Part 2 will provide a sub-group analysis, and Part 3 will 
look at how the club and hotel industries are using mobile apps. 
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using their mobile devices to conduct 
transactions, with the lowest usage in 
making “reservations for tennis court” 
rated at 65 percent. The four items that 
are common between the 2011 HFTP/
NCA study and the current study 
showed the marked increase of the use 
of technology. Please bear in mind 
that the HFTP/NCA study asked about 
what functions members used within 
the club’s web site, whereas this study 
asked about the functions members 
used their mobile device for. Table 1 
on page 34 shows the comparison.

It is obvious that the web site is 
still a very useful portal because the 
current study showed that 86 percent 
of the 700-plus respondents accessed 
their clubs’ web site on their mobile 
device, making it the number one 
usage. What is interesting is the migra-
tion from simply using the web site to 
using the web site via mobile devices.

With technology changing con-
stantly, club management may want to 
be the one leading the change. Thus, 
besides knowing members’ current use 
of mobile devices to access a club's 
information, it will also be very benefi-
cial to know the members’ intentions in 
using mobile devices to complete tasks 
and transactions. Table 2 on page 34 
therefore compares current usage and 
intentions to use the same functions 
with mobile devices. As seen from this 
table, it is no surprise that the smallest 
gain will be found in “accessing the 
club’s web site” as 86 percent of the 
respondents are currently using that 
function already. However, a number 
of functions can realize two-digit 
gain in usage: reservations for dining, 
meeting rooms, sporting equipment 
and individual wellness. In addition, 
communication with both club staff 
and other club members are also fertile 
grounds. Indeed, with the growth of 
social media, this is to be expected. 

Members + clubs + Technologies = 
Future Success
Just like desktop computers, e-mails, 
laptops, cell phones and the Internet, 
the tools of m-commerce, such as 
smartphones and apps, are here to stay. 

Proper adoption of m-commerce in 
clubs can bring a number of benefits 
to both clubs and members. First, 
from the results, it is obvious that 
club members do have the intention to 
increase their usage of mobile devices 
to complete transactions and search 
for information. Members can manage 
their reservations more efficiently, 
as making such reservations is no 
longer restricted by the existence of a 
computer connected to the Internet or 
by the availability of a staff member 
to answer reservation calls. So long as 
there is a cell phone signal or Wi-Fi 
signal, anything can be accomplished. 

Second, the level of convenience 
provided to members also increases. 
Convenience may seem inconsequen-
tial, but when every little thing counts, 
this convenience factor may just be 
the competitive edge that one club has 
over another when it comes to enhanc-
ing their strategic positioning. 

Third, while clubs needs to still pro-
vide superior personal services to their 
members, by changing their mode of 
operations to include and promote 
contemporary m-commerce practices, 
clubs can benefit from the creativity 
of m-commerce business models and 
technology platforms, which will poise 

Figure 9. Clubs and Mobile Devices
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them to deliver even more superior 
levels of value to their members.

Human behavior forms habits. As 
the millennial generation grew up with 
a tablet in their hands, they will be 
using mobile devices to carry on more 
daily tasks. To continue the discussion 
of mobile technology usage, and how 
it may affect various types of clubs and 
members, the next installment of this 
article will examine whether differenc-
es exist between members groups due 
to their characteristics and what actions 
clubs may like to consider in this open 
field of technology. ■
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Table 1. A Comparison of Two Studies

usage
Current Study on 

Mobile usage

HFTP/NCA 2011 
on Web Site 

usage

Check club’s calendar na 91%

Check their statements na 75%

Check membership rosters na 49%

Search for general information na 48%

Reservations for tee times 74% 39%

Reservations for events 77% 37%

Reservations for dining 81% 18%

Make online payment/ 
Manage club account 79% 24%

Reservations for tennis court 65% na

Reservations for meeting rooms 68% na

Reservations for lodging 69% na

Reservations for sporting equipment 64% na

Reservations for individual wellness 74% na

Communicate with club staff 79% na

Communicate with other club members 76% na

Access club’s social media 75% na

Access club’s web site 86% This was  
the study

Table 2. Current usage and Intention to use Mobile Applications in Clubs

usage
Current 
usage Intentions

Possible 
Gain

Reservations for tee times 74% 82% 8%

Reservations for events 77% 86% 9%

Reservations for dining 81% 91% 10%

Make Online payment/ 
Manage club account

79% 87% 8%

Reservations for tennis court 65% 74% 9%

Reservations for meeting rooms 68% 78% 10%

Reservations for lodging 69% 77% 8%

Reservations for sporting equipment 64% 74% 10%

Reservations for individual wellness 74% 84% 10%

Communicate with club staff 79% 89% 10%

Communicate with other club members 76% 87% 11%

Access club’s social media 75% 83% 8%

Access club’s web site 86% 90% 4%

Mobile Usage

https://hub.united.com/en-us/news/



