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New Opportunities for 2018
Blending Yesterday 
with Today

Clubs are built upon a bedrock of tradition and like-mindedness. While maintaining 
consistency and familiarity has been at the core of private club success in the past; 
today, the most successful clubs have found ways to evolve, offering new, meaningful 

experiences for the whole family that are also rooted in the club’s unique tradition.

Opportunities are aplenty in 2018. This year is expected to boast the country’s best economy 
in a decade, giving clubs new options for growth and development. As members continue to 
stretch their club demands, expecting much of what they enjoy outside of the club (fitness 
centers, casual dining, family-centric programming, etc.) to be included inside, it is up to 
clubs to listen.

These desires can be couched as a member’s “third place,” defined by Richard Lareau, CCM, 
ECM, on page 15 as anchors of community life outside of the home and workplace. In his 
Club Trends article, Lareau offers nine key rules to ensuring member-satisfaction in today’s 
rapidly-moving age through experiences and bringing club members together.

Beyond these core ideals, this issue discusses specific examples to enhance the member 
experience. Pools are expanding beyond typical adult/children options to full-service, 
resort-style pool areas that are increasingly effective in pulling in new members and retain-
ing current members, especially families. Case studies highlight successes like at The Valley 
Lo Club in Glenview, Ill., which is using data and technology to drive initiatives to enhance 
the member experience in areas like F&B and capital planning. In Naples, Fla., Grey Oaks 
Country Club has built a 30,000-square-foot premium wellness center to host a number of 
member activities. For Washington, D.C.’s 140-year old Cosmos Club, the club remains 
energized in part due to a robust and attentive staff.

The industry trajectory in 2018 is optimistic, but private clubs will continue to be challenged 
by issues including time-constrained members, changing demographics and lifestyles, a tight 
labor pool, and new laws and regulations.

Providing programs and amenities that satisfy member expectations is critical, but the 
lessons in this issue reinforce an even-keeled approach to a club’s evolution that relies 
equally on looking at the past as it does the future.
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Post-Great Recession, private clubs aligned with the 
economy have rebounded, offering new opportunities 
and demands for clubs, staff and members. This macro 

perspective takes a look at the economic and legislative 
issues impacting the country, and the latest in branding, 
workforce, food and beverage, health and wellness and 
recreational trends impacting the private club industry. 

THE ECONOMY
In 2017 the U.S. economy experienced accelerated growth 
and, according to Kiplinger Washington Editors, the U.S. 
gross domestic product is forecasted to rise to 2.9 percent in 
2018, up from 2.2 percent in 2017. The unemployment rate 
continues to drop, and is expected to fall to 3.8 percent by 
the end of this year. Accordingly, consumer and business 
optimism is on the rise. The University of Michigan mea-

sured that consumer optimism were at 15-year highs in 2017 
while business optimism is at its highest point since 2005.

Because of this success, employers, especially restaurants 
are having difficulty hiring and retaining staff. According to a 
global survey conducted by the Conference Board, retaining 
talent is the top concern for 2018. To adapt, innovative 
restaurants have implemented strategies centered around 
culture, training and benefits that make the hiring and 
retention processes easier. The Chicago-based sandwich 
shop Pork & Mindy’s hosts a monthly game night for 
employees, fully stocked with food and drinks where 
employees develop bonds through games and an open mic. 
The restaurant also uses a comprehensive training program 
that drills day-to-day functions and encourages growth 
within the company. At the fast food chain Sonic, cross-
training employees to work multiple roles have helped 

Year of Opportunity:
Taking the Next Step
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increase engagement and retention. Benefits such as health 
care and sick leave have also proved to retain staff.

Last year’s Tax Cut and Jobs Act also seeks to boost the 
U.S. economy in 2018 and beyond. While the tax bill is likely 
to have little direct impact on the private club industry, the 
tax cuts are expected to benefit club members and staff. The 
bill reduced the corporate tax rate to 21 percent and reduced 
tax rates for most Americans. The new tax codes’ full benefits 
may not be felt until the next and upcoming years as items 
like the standard deduction will not take effect until 2019 
filings.

The Trump administration has maintained a pro-business 
approach to policy. Burdensome rules such as the Waters of 
the U.S. rule, the overtime rule and the National Labor 
Relation Board’s joint employer and micro union rulings 
have been stopped or reversed with the hopes of creating a 
more friendly environment for businesses to operate.

WORKFORCE
As the prospect of artificial intelligence (AI) and robotics 
replacing human workers looms (a 2014 poll by Pew Re-
search Center and Elon University’s Imagining the Internet 
Center reports that 48 percent of experts believe AI and 
robotics will reduce jobs instead of create them), a noticeable 
shift toward embracing the human element of work has 
occurred. As employee retention has become a growing 
priority, companies have focused on “more human-centered 
management approaches.” According to Sarah Sadek, CEO of 
XYZ University, a company that provides in-depth analysis 
on demographics, strategies that companies with good 
employee engagement redesign jobs, change the work 
environment, add new benefits, continuously develop 
managers, and invest in their people.

The workforce is rapidly evolving, and employers will 
need to keep in mind the latest trends that impact how they 
run their businesses and interact with their employees. Here 
is a forecast of 2018 workplace trends from Dan Shawbel, 
partner and research director at Future Workplace, a global 
HR consultant.

Interaction Is In
As seen at corporate giants like IBM, Google and Apple, 
employee interaction can help boost creativity and relation-
ships. According to psychologist and Wall Street Journal 
contributor Susan Pinker, having a 15-minute conversation 
to socialize with coworkers can increase productivity by 20 
percent.

Credentials Are Changing
As college tuition prices continue to rise, third party educa-
tion programs are catching the eyes of young workers as they 
seek lower cost alternatives. Expect more organizations to 
hire new employees with certifications from programs such 
as LinkedIn Learning, Udemy, The Khan Academy and other 
providers.

Filling the Skills Gap
According to the National Federation of Independent 
Business, 45 percent of small businesses were unable to find 
qualified candidates for their openings and 60 percent of all 
employers had job openings lasting 12 weeks or more. As a 
result, more companies are focusing efforts to develop 
current staff, especially as technology replaces certain 
workers. An IBM study found that 84 percent of employees 
at top performing organizations receive adequate training 
while that figure is only 16 percent at underperforming 
companies. 

The Burned Out Get Out
Employee burnout will increase turnover. The average 
full-time employee now works 47 hours per week, reports 
Gallup. Meanwhile, the Bureau of Labor Statistics has found 
that employee tenures have dropped from 4.7 years to 4.2 
years from 2016 to 2017. A study by HR firms Kronos 
Incorporated and Future Workplace found that half of 
responding HR heads say that employee burnout is respon-
sible for up to half of their annual turnover. The top drivers 
of burnout are perceived unfair compensation (41%), unfair 
workload (32%) and too much overtime work (32%).

Demand for Diversity
Conversations about diversity have become commonplace, 
increasing the need for employers to look more closely at 
how they hire and treat staff. Leading companies such as 
Google and SAP have found themselves in the spotlight after 
inconsistencies in how they hire and pay employees were 
discovered. More organizations are now creating better 
environments that support diversity. 

Aging Workplace
The number of seniors in America is expected to increase 
from 41 million to 86 million by 2050, reports Pew Research. 
As this population grows, so will their presence grow in the 
workforce as, 74 percent of Americans plan to work past 
retirement age, says Gallup. This could create a ripple effect 
in the workforce, hampering younger employee’s ability to 
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progress in their organization and putting more strain on 
health care and retirement benefits.

In addition, baby boomers are the fastest-growing sector 
of the industry’s work force, reports the National Restaurant 
Association. This group will remain the primary driver of the 
labor force’s growth until 2024, reports the U.S. Department 
of Labor.

UNPLUGGED WORKFORCE
While the U.S. unemployment rate remains low and contin-
ues to decrease, employee disengagement remains high. 
More than 100 million full-time workers populate the 
American workforce, however only about one-in-six (16%) 
are engaged at work, reports Gallup. An equal number are 
actively disengaged at work—they are unhappy and unpro-
ductive or even hurting the productivity of those around 
them. More than half (51%) are not engaged and are less 
productive than their ability.

Forty-seven percent of the workforce believes it is a good 
time to find a new job, with 51 percent looking for new 
potions. Thirty-seven percent of employees say they would 
change jobs for one that offered them the ability to work 
where they want at least part of the time.

As Americans increasingly feel time-constrained, they are 
looking to their work to help create more available time. 
According to the Gallup poll, 53 percent of employees say 
that when considering taking a new position, it is “very 
important” that the role allows them to have greater work-
life balance. Fifty-one percent say they would change jobs for 
one that offered them flextime, and 37 percent would do the 

same for a job that offered them flexibility on where they 
worked at least part of the time. Many companies have 
adjusted to these sentiments as a 2016 Society for Human 
Resource Management benefits survey reports that 60 
percent of companies offer their employees telecommuting 
opportunities—a 200 percent increase from 1996.

WAVE OF WORKFORCE LAWS
Across the country, states and local jurisdictions are taking 
workforce protections into their own hands. Currently eight 
states (Arizona, California, Connecticut, Maryland, Oregon, 
Vermont and Washington) and Washington, D.C., have laws 
requiring employers to offer paid sick leave to employees. 
Later this year on July 1, Rhode Island will implement its 
paid sick leave law. Many of these mandates allow employ-
ees to use this time to care for family as well. A growing 
number of major cities across the country such as New York, 
Minneapolis also require employers to give staff these 
benefits.

Eighteen states have increased their minimum wages in 
2018. These states include: Arizona, California, Colorado, 
Florida, Hawaii, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, 
Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, 
Rhode Island, Vermont and Washington. Many more states 
and cities have increased their minimum pay rates in recent 
years and clubs can expect more jurisdiction to propose their 
own minimum wage increase laws.

Immigration Enforcement
As the Trump administration continues efforts to reduce 

Staff Sentiment on Leadership
A recent Gallup poll of employees discovered a disconnect between staff and their 
leadership.

22% of employees strongly agree the leadership of their  
organization has a clear direction for the organization.

21% of employees strongly agree their performance is managed  
in a way that motivates them to do outstanding work.

15% of employees strongly agree the leadership of their organization 
makes them enthusiastic about the future.

13% of employees strongly agree the leadership of their organization 
communicates effectively with the rest of the organization.

Source: Gallup, State of the American Workplace
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illegal immigration, workplaces are under increasing 
scrutiny to hire legal status workers. In 2014, 1.1 million 
undocumented immigrants were working at U.S. restaurants, 
reports Pew Research. To protect itself, clubs should ensure 
they have proper I-9 documentation and consider imple-
menting the U.S. Department of Homeland Security’s 
E-Verify program.

LIFESTYLE
Family dynamics are changing. Among Americans 18 years 
or older, 50 percent are married, which is on par with recent 
years, but down 9 percent over the last 25 years, reports Pew 
Research. More Americans are cohabitating, with 7 percent 
of Americans living with an unmarried partner in 2016, up 
29 percent since 2007. While half of cohabiters are less than 
35 years old, the fastest growing segment of this group are 
those 50 years and older. The study also shows that 17 
percent of married couples are multiracial, up dramatically 
from 3 percent in 1967.

While women have continued to enter the workforce, 
more men are becoming stay-at-home fathers and/or are 
sharing the role of breadwinner for the household. Pew 
Research Center reports that there are two million male 
homemakers in the U.S., twice the rate from 1989. In 2017, 
homes where only the father worked made up 27 percent of 
family households with children under 18. In 1970, that 
number was 47 percent. Fathers are also spending more 
times with their kids as the number of hours spent caring for 
their children is up to seven-per-week versus 2.5 in 1965.

Millennials have carved distinct trends for themselves, 
reports Pew. This group takes the largest share of households 
living in poverty compared to any other generation. They 
also claim the largest share of rented units compared to other 
age groups (18.4 million out of 45.9 million). Millennials also 
own the biggest share of households headed by single 
mothers and has the most heads of household identified as 
multiracial. 

GOLF
Golf continues to evolve after the market became overex-
tended during the past two decades. According to the 
National Golf Foundation’s (NGF’s) most recent numbers, 
23.8 million people played golf in 2016—approximately the 
same level as in 1995, just prior to the Tiger Woods apex of 
30 million golfers. While the number of courses has contin-
ued to contract over the past two decades (by 44%), NGF 
reports that $3 billion has been spent to renovate nearly 
1,000 golf courses since 2006.

Youth participation in golf continues to grow. PGA Jr., 
which provides a team format for young golfers, saw 42,000 
children play on 3,400 teams in 2017—approximately a 16 
percent year-over-year increase. Eighty percent of these 
players were beginners or recreational golfers and 25 percent 
were girls.

Golf Facilities at Clubs
1. Practice putting green (89%)

2. Short-game practice area (84%)

3. Junior golf program (77%)

4. Full-service driving range (75%)

5. Video training (60%)

6. Trainers specialized in golf fitness (33%)

7. Golf-specific fitness equipment (27%)

8. Indoor hitting facility (27%)

9. Golf performance center (17%)

10. Restricted driving range (16%)

11. Short course (8%)

Source: National Club Association and McMahon Group Pulse 
Survey, 2017
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The Topgolf Effect
According to an NGF survey, among Topgolf guests, 29 
percent of those who already play golf say that playing 
Topgolf leads them to play more traditional golf. Nearly a 
quarter (23%) of current golfers now follow the sport more 
due to playing Topgolf. Fifty-three percent of non-golfers 
who play Topgolf say that the hybrid golf-restaurant facility 
has helped them view the golf in a more positive light.

Topgolf has served as a gateway to traditional golf. The 
NGF survey found that 23 percent of responding new golfers 
(individuals who have played for three years or less), began 
golfing after their first time playing Topgolf. Nearly three-in-
four of those individuals said Topgolf influenced their 
decision to play golf. Ninety-four percent of Topgolf’s 
nongolfers also feel “comfortable” at one of its venues, a 
stark contrast to traditional golf’s issues. According to 2016 
NGF data, among golfers who tried golf, the top reasons they 
gave up the game included feeling uncomfortable or unwel-
comed on the course, unease playing with strangers, and 
little ability to play well.

What About Avid Golfers?
According to a GOLF.com survey conducted by Sports and 
Leisure Research Group, 37 percent of avid golfers (80% of 
those surveyed played at least 10 rounds in 2016) sought to 
play more golf in 2017 compared to 2016. These golfers, 
while time constrained, appear satisfied with how long it 

takes to play a round even if it means they do not play as 
much as they would like. The survey found that 62 percent of 
avid golfers would like to play more, however 72 percent said 
that they would not play more even if it took less time to 
play. Meanwhile, 61 percent said they are playing more 
because they have more time.

Avid golfers adhere to traditions. Nearly 80 percent said 
they would not join a club that allows golfers to play in blue 
jeans and 64 percent said they only break a rule one or no 
times during a round. Virtually none (4%) would play a 
variation of the game, such as footgolf. Less than a third 
believe the game’s governing bodies are leading golf in the 
right direction, however most do agree (82%) that golf 
should encourage newcomers to the game to increase rounds 
played. A majority (58%) have not played at a Topgolf 
facility.

FOOD & BEVERAGE
According to the Winsight 2018 Restaurant Trends Forecast 
produced by Restaurant Business magazine and research 
firm Technomic, several key trends will have a large influ-
ence on the restaurant industry this year.

Asian island cuisine from places such as Indonesia, 
Malaysia and Singapore will become more popular, marked 
by sour, bitter and aromatic flavors.

In addition to allergen-free foods, chefs will take a closer 
look at gentler, gut-friendly dishes. Probiotic, prebiotic and 

Continued on page 8

Photo courtesy of Ben and Kelly Photography
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TOP 20 FOOD TRENDS
1. New cuts of meat (e.g., shoulder tender, oyster steak, 

Vegas Strip Steak, Merlot cut)

2. House-made condiments

3. Street food-inspired dishes (e.g., tempura, kabobs, 
dumplings, pupusas)

4. Ethnic-inspired breakfast items (e.g., chorizo scrambled 
eggs, coconut milk pancakes)

5. Sustainable seafood

6. Healthful kids’ meals

7. Vegetable carb substitutes (e.g., cauliflower rice, 
zucchini spaghetti)

8. Uncommon herbs (e.g., chervil, lovage, lemon balm, 
papalo)

9. Authentic ethnic cuisine

10. Ethnic spices (e.g., harissa, curry, peri peri, ras el hanout, 
shichimi)

11. Peruvian cuisine

12. House-made/artisan pickles

13. Heritage-breed meats

14. Thai-rolled ice cream

15. African flavors

16. Ethnic-inspired kids’ dishes (e.g., tacos, teriyaki, sushi)

17. Donuts with non-traditional filling (e.g., liqueur, Earl 
Grey cream)

18. Gourmet items in kids’ meals

19. Ethnic condiments (e.g., sriracha, sambal, chimichurri, 
gochujang, zhug)

20. Ancient grains (e.g., kamut, spelt, amaranth, lupin)

Source: National Restaurant Association’s 2018 “What’s Hot”

TOP 10 CONCEPT TRENDS
1. Hyper-local (e.g., restaurant gardens, onsite beer 

brewing, house-made items)

2. Chef-driven fast casual concepts

3. Natural ingredients/clean menus

4. Food waste reduction

5. Veggie-centric/vegetable-forward cuisine 
(e.g., fresh produce is star of the dish)

6. Environmental sustainability

7. Locally sourced meat and seafood

8. Locally sourced produce

9. Simplicity/back to basics

10. Farm/estate-branded items

Source: National Restaurant Association’s 2018 “What’s Hot”

Fast-Fine Dining
A new breed of restaurants labeled as “fast-fine” or 
“fine-casual” are popping up from coast-to-coast. These 
hybrids have fewer staff (diners order at a counter) and 
serve “Instagrammable” food delivered to the table. 
Popular with millennials, these restaurants offer value 
and sophistication to the dining experience—restau-
rant-quality food with quick service. This trend is an 
offshoot of the fast-casual dining, but with a stronger 
focus on extraordinary food at affordable prices.

According to research firm Technomic, dining trends 
by groups that eat at least once a week at a fast-casual 
restaurant are led by millennials (67%), followed by 
gen-Xers (59%) and baby boomers (45%). The fine-
casual concept will pick up steam as restaurants look to 
reduce labor costs, increase number of meals served, 
and appeal to millennials.
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anti-inflammatory ingredients that improve digestion like 
turmeric, aloe and flaxseed will become more popular. Spicy 
ingredients will remain, however their heat will be masked in 
flavors that hide the intensity.

Technology will continue to permeate and transform the 
restaurant industry. Data collected from menus, marketing 
initiatives and even smart kitchen equipment will help create 
a fully tailored experience to the customer. At the fast-casual 
Mediterranean chain Cava, sensors gathering line data have 
been used to optimize foot traffic and speed up ordering. The 
study also found that more customers will be comfortable 
sharing their data in order to have a better experience.

Employee development will become more important to 
restaurants in 2018. As the job market gets increasingly 
competitive, restaurant operators are tailoring career 
training programs to attract quality staff. These programs 
help recruit nontraditional restaurant employees by identify-
ing staff desires and goals, and teaching valuable profes-
sional skills, such as emotional intelligence, communication 
and business practices for outside of the industry—acknowl-
edging the reality that restaurants may be unable to keep 
certain workers. 

Smaller Menu Items
A Bevy of Beverages
One of every five dollars consumers spend away from home 
goes toward beverages, reports Technomic. In 2016, bever-
ages accounted for $181 billion in 2016—totaling 113 billion 
servings. While taste and refreshment is the biggest appeal to 
beverages, more focus has been placed on health and 
functionality as a result of demographic preferences as well 
as new regulations on sodas and labeling. Beverages can 
serve as snacks, energy boosts or meal replacement, opening 
new opportunities for manufacturers and operators.

Snack Culture
More Americans are snacking, reports Mintel, and those who 
do are snacking more. In 2015, 50 percent of Americans 
snacked two to three times a day; in 2017, that number was 
55 percent. Half of respondents said the number one reason 
for snacking was to treat themselves and 24 percent said they 
do it to relieve stress. Millennials are most likely to snack the 
most as 25 percent eat four or more snacks in a day, while 
only 10 percent of Generation X does the same and 9 percent 
of baby boomers.

Healthy snacking has become increasingly popular. Low/
no/allergen-reduced snacks accounted for 46 percent of new 
snack products in 2017, up from 16 percent in 2013, and 
one-in-three consumers said the majority of their snacking is 
healthy. Like newer beverages, snacks are also used to boost 
consumers, as 49 percent of post-lunch snacks are catego-
rized as healthy or energizing.

Among other popular snacks are salty snacks (up 30% 
since 2011), meat snacks (up 51% since 2011) and popcorn 
(up 39% since 2011). 

HEALTH & FITNESS
Despite an increase in the number of health club members—
more than 57 million people in 2016 according to the 
International Health, Racquet and Sportsclub Association 
(IHRSA)—obesity rates are at an all-time high. The Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention reports more than 70 
percent of Americans have a body mass index of more than 
25, which classifies them as overweight or obese. With an 
emphasis on getting healthy, which trends will offer the best 
results to members who want to be healthy?

Some of the game changers identified by the fitness 
industry include making fitness fun. According to Brenda 
Loube, president of Corporate Fitness Works, “As an 
industry, we have done an amazing job at incorporating 
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technology and data to drive participation, motivation and 
outcomes for participants, but we need to continue to find 
innovative ways to incorporate human interaction through 
play for programs to be sustainable and to have long-lasting 
effects we desire.” She points to examples that are fun 
motivators and include socialization for all age groups like 
pickleball, corporate fitness programs and sports leagues.

Other game-changers noted by Club Industry leaders 
include medical intervention, exceptional member experi-
ences, stress reduction and recovery, and using technology as 
a partner and coach.

Fitness Gets Flexible
There are now more ways than ever to focus on health. Here 
are some new, popular ways gym goers are working out when 
not at the gym.

At Home or On-the-Go
Personal training has gone digital, allowing gym goers to 
work out at home. While a potential threat to big-box gyms, 
some have adapted by launching their own workout apps. 
Gold’s Gym offers a subscription-based service that provides 
users with a “digital personal trainer” for multiple types of 

Club Attractions
The International Health, Racquet and Sportsclub  
Association (IHRSA) recently surveyed men and women 
about what attractions they wanted in a club.

1. Stationary Cycling

2. Calisthenics

3. High Intensity Interval 
Training 

4. Weights/Resistance 
Machines

5. Rowing Machines

6. Stair-Climbing 
Machines

7. Stationary Cycling 
(Upright/Recumbent)

8. Tai Chi

9. Free Weights (Dumbbell)

10. Free Weights (Barbell)

1. Aquatic Exercise

2. Barre

3. Boot Camp

4. Cross-Training-Style 
Workouts

5. Dance and Choreo-
graphed Exercise

6. Elliptical Trainers

7. Cardio Kickboxing

8. Pilates Training

MEN WOMEN
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Top Fitness Trends for 2018
1. Boxing and kickboxing workouts will experience a 

resurgence in popularity. More studios have begun 
offering these workouts in group and individual 
settings.

2. The rediscovery of functional training. More 
workouts will focus on quality of movement opposed 
to intense strength training.

3. Fitness programs will become more mindful with 
instructors and trainers incorporating various 
strategies to promote flow states—intense concentra-
tion or complete absorption in an activity through 
exercise.

4. Increased emphasis on the role of exercise in 
enhancing cognitive performance. Exercise programs 
will be developed specifically for the purpose of 
training the brain.

5. Health clubs will utilize streaming technology to 
connect with members outside of the gym to 
enhance the traditional fitness experience.

6. Health coaches will be more recognized by the 
medical community for their efforts to help clients 
develop healthy habits both inside and outside of  
the gym.

7. Fitness is transitioning from a subculture of passion-
ate enthusiasts to a mainstream lifestyle. The fitness 
culture will grow stronger as apparel, fitness-centered 
social experiences and food menus become more 
health focused.

8. Group fitness will become more popular. Programs 
like CrossFit and OrangeTheory Fitness will grow in 
popularity because instructors have a greater impact 
leading a group versus one person in effective, 
time-efficient workouts.



workouts. Youtube, Instagram, Nextflix and other streaming 
services offer free and paid workout videos. Boutique gyms 
such as Flywheel Sports, which has numerous brick-and-
mortar locations, is also releasing streaming content for 
at-home users of its bikes. Health clubs are engaging 
members even when they can’t make it to the club. 

Wellness in the Workplace
Sixty percent of large companies provide comprehensive 
wellness programs, reports Workforce. On the small scale, 
wellness programs include health surveys, seminars, weight 
loss goals, and cover the cost of gym memberships. More 
robust programs may provide workplace fitness centers, 
classes and healthy eating options.

Going further, specialized corporate wellness providers 
offer thousands of clients various packages to their work-
forces, ranging from disease and diabetes prevention to 
massages, Fitbit trackers and flu vaccines.

Health and wellness extends to emotional and financial 
well-being. According to Northwestern Mutual, more than 
one-in-four millennials say financial stress impacts their job 
performance. This type of stress can impact their health and 
absenteeism at work, as a Rand Europe survey of 3,000 
Britons discovered that workers with financial stress lose six 

days of work production compared to those who feel 
financially secure. Wellness providers and HR departments 
have begun to combat these issues with mental health 
counselors, allowing leave for mental health days and 
destigmatizing mental health issues.

More Spa Days
The International SPA Association (ISPA) Foundation’s 2017 
ISPA U.S. Spa Industry Study, commissioned by Price 
Waterhouse Coopers, revealed that the spa industry is 
growing at a record level. In 2016, the industry saw more 
than 184 million visits creating nearly $17 billion in revenue. 
The demand for spas has increased the need for new spa 
staff. 2016 saw 33,000 vacant spa positions with 61 percent 
of spas actively looking to fill their employee rosters.

Spas have effectively used technology to increase expo-
sure to clients and ease of use. Roughly two-thirds of spas 
give the options to book appointments online and 83 percent 
use social media to offer promotions. 

BRANDS & WHO LIKES THEM
Defining a company brand has become a complex process 
with numerous avenues and impacts. Enso, a brand consul-
tant, delivered the “Enso’s World Value Index,” a ranking of 
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150 brands on how Americans identify a brands’ purpose, 
how its values reflects the consumer and the extent to which 
it motivates brand advocacy and purchase. The report 
revealed a large gap between brands and the demographics 
they influence.

Among baby boomers, brands like AAA, Pfizer and 
Hewlett-Packard ranked much higher than they did among 
millennials. For the younger demographic, technology-based 
companies Twitter, Snapchat and Uber ranked much higher 
than with their senior counterparts.

One reason for the gap is different priorities. For example, 
millennials place less emphasis on car ownership compared 
to boomers, resulting in a lower rank for AAA and Chevrolet. 
Another explanation is time. Newman’s Own, which ranks 7 
among boomers and only 81 with millennials, may have less 
cultural significance among the younger group. In the future, 
these brands may be at risk of losing relevance as the 
purchasing power grows for millennials and weakens for 
boomers.

Many brands that perform well among millennials have 
clear missions. The Honest Company, a seven-year-old 
mission-oriented business which sells products for young 
families, such as diapers, ranks higher among millennials 
than Proctor & Gamble’s Pampers.

Reflecting this, the study found that 68 percent of 
millennials said that creating change in the world is a 
personal goal that they actively pursue, compared to 42 
percent of boomers. In addition, 41 percent of millennials 
have taken action on an issue important to them, compared 
to just 17 percent of boomers.

Also important is brand marketing. Newman’s Own has a 
strong charitable mission, yet only 39 percent of millennials 
could identify the company’s goal. Similarly, Pampers has 
made great strides in fighting neonatal tetanus, but only a 
small number of Americans are aware of the company’s 
work.

Finding Influencers
One strategy with increasing importance is using influencers 
to promote a brand. According to the consulting firm A.T. 
Kearney’s marketing study, “The Consumers of the Future: 
Influence vs. Affluence,” influencers play a large role in 
driving markets as they create and drive authentic passion 
for a brand.

These individuals may be celebrities, bloggers, social 
media stars or even niche influencers who have small, 
engaged followings. The latter play a significant role impact-
ing younger generations’ decisions. Fifty-four percent of 
Generation Z (those born from the mid-1990s to mid-2000s) 
and 51 percent of millennials said they are influenced by 
micro-influencers who blog.

What Affluents Want
Luxury consumers expect customized experiences that are 
both distinctive and innovative, writes Kevin Reilly, partner 

at the accounting firm PBMares. To join a club, they also 
need a more holistic approach that entices the entire family. 
Fewer clubs can appeal to a prospective member just through 
golf. Being more time-constrained, affluents want options 
that will appeal to spouses and children, whether through 
swimming, art studios, great dining or fitness. To get new 
members to join, they should be overwhelmed with options. 
In other words, give them specific reasons to join, says Reilly. 

OPPORTUNITIES FOR 2018
Opportunities are aplenty for private clubs. As the economy 
continues its growth, clubs may have more options in 2018 
to improve the club experience for members and staff, 
creating a personal and customized experience for them.  

How to Utilize Micro- 
Influencers
• Identify relevant influencers and understand the dynamics 

related to partnering with them.

• Look for quality instead of quantity: high social network 
engagement levels and stronger alignment between goals 
and values.

• Build long-term communities that enhance authentic 
passion for the brand.

Source: A.T. Kearney “The Consumers of the Future: Influence vs. Affluence”
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What’s the Pulse on 2018?

Results from the Outlook Survey
McMahon Group conducted their annual Pulse Survey last fall to gather feedback from managers and club executives about a variety of 
topics related to clubs. Issues tested included membership, dining and communications among others. The following are highlights from  
the report:

Membership
Fifty-six percent of respondents expect an increase in 
membership for 2018 and only 5 percent expect a decrease

Fifty-four percent of respondents have a full-time member-
ship marketing director on staff

Half of respondents will be instituting member retention 
strategies. Of this group, the top three strategies include:

• Market to members to increase usage

• Improve communications

• Monitor member satisfaction

Thirty-four percent of respondents will be using special 
membership programs to attract members. Of this group, 
the top three strategies include:

• Offering incentives to existing members

• Trial membership programs

• Time payment plan for initiation fee

Member Satisfaction
When asked how they will improve member satisfaction in 2018, 
improving the dining experience continues to be the top response 
to improve satisfaction. The table below compares results from past 
Pulse Surveys about the outlook for the industry:

Dining

Outlook 
for 18

Outlook 
for 17

Outlook 
for 16

Improve dining 73% 60% 66%

Attract more member 
usage

62% 58% 63%

More member social 
events

56% – –

More capital projects 55% 36% 48%

Improve recreation 
offerings

54% 45% 47%

Survey members 46% 39% 41%

 Manager’s Perception

93%
believe members want their 
club to be one of their favorite 
places to dine

71%
believe their members think 
the Club is one of their 
favorite

 Members’ Perception*

91%
Club should be one of my 
favorite places to dine 

44%
Club is currently one of my 
favorite places to dine

* From McMahon Group’s membership survey database

Favorite Place Status:

We asked managers their perception of their a la carte dining 
operation and compared those results to similar questions we 
ask members in our membership surveys:

55

17

Percent who saw a 
decline.

Percent of respon-
dents who stated they 
had an increase in 
their a la carte dining 
business in 2017

56%

54%

50%

34%



The most popular platforms being utilized:
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Denim
At right are the most important 
methods clubs are using to 
communicate with members:

Communications

Percent of respon-
dents who allow 
members to wear 
denim in some part 
of the club. Of the 
19 percent who do 
not allow denim, 13 
percent of this group 
is considering a poli-
cy change for the 
coming year.

81

64 percent of clubs use some form 
of public social media platform.

64%

61%
Facebook

31%
Twitter

32%
Instagram

81%

41%

Among those with an initiation fee 
under $5,000, 81 percent use one

… versus 41 percent at clubs with 
an initiation fee over $50,000.

Social Media

99%
86% 85%

66% 61%

Email Mobile 
Apps

Printed 
newsletter

WebsiteOnline 
newsletter

GET THE REPORT
Pulse Survey Reports are complimentary to those who complete the corresponding survey. If you did not have a chance to complete the survey, but still want a 
copy of the report, please contact Bill McMahon, Jr. at wpmjr@mcmahongroup.com.



To be a successful member-owned private club in 
today’s multi-dimensional and competitive society is 
both complex and challenging. The best clubs aren’t 

the best by accident, or just because they exist in the right 
neighborhoods or have wealthy members. They are success-
ful because there is a strategic alignment between their 
members’ values and lifestyle wants and desires and the 
member experience their club provides, giving them enjoy-
ment, happiness and fun upon every visit to their club.

Some might think that with the fast-paced growth of 
technology and with the rise of automation becoming 
incorporated into all aspects of our daily lives, not only 
where we work but additionally where we live and play, that 
the rules about being successful at our private clubs will 
become simpler and easier to achieve. Not so. The rules will 
vary little and will remain unchanged for the foreseeable 
future.

Whether your members arrived at the club in yesteryear’s 
horse and buggy or upon George Jetson’s futuristic flying 
machine, your club members’ day-to-day experiences must 
still meet, equal or exceed their daily expectations.

The following are essential rules that private clubs today 
and, in the future, must live by to ensure their members are 
consistently highly-satisfied.

 RULE 1:
Clubs must not only identify and nurture the core 
values and traditions their clubs were originally 
founded upon, they must also be cognizant of how 
these mores have evolved over time and be willing 
to adapt to modern and current trends.

While one of the great virtues of member-owned private 
clubs is their devotion to traditions, which many times are 
interwoven into their club’s brand, clubs must be reasonable 
and flexible if marketing to the next younger generation is a 
priority. Perpetuating your club’s vitality while preserving 
the club’s traditions takes balance and a willingness to accept 
change.

Examples of current and future trends clubs are adopting 
today and will continue to focus on in the future, to continue 
to enhance the enjoyment of their member’s day-to-day use 
of the club are:
• Installing robust Wi-Fi networks throughout all four 

corners of your clubs property to allow the use of non-
verbal personal digital technology anywhere on club 
property.

• Enhancing the club’s security awareness via technology as 
clubs today are looked upon as harbors of safe and 

Photo courtesy of Grey Oaks Country Club, Naples, Fla.
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nurturing environments for the whole family. 
• Relaxing dress codes for all members of the family up to 

and including allowing denim in most casual areas of the 
club.

• Creating cyber lounges where members can easily congre-
gate, meet fellow members or business clients, enjoy a 
cappuccino and accomplish either productive or leisurely 
time.

• The injection of casual food and snacks and their availabil-
ity to be enjoyed in the multiple casual environments of 
the club, not just the dining room anymore.

• Establishing your club being recognized as one of your 
members’ “favorite places” to dine.

 RULE 2:
A club’s mission and vision must be clearly defined, 
published and woven into every aspect of the club’s 
day-to-day operations.

The most successful clubs, those with the highest member 
satisfaction, have done their due diligence and have articu-
lated a mission statement that describe who the club serves, 
what it provides, at what quality/value and why the club is 
unique. This mission statement gives the club an identity and 
tells its members what to expect in a member experience 
when they visit the club. The mission statement additionally 
provides directions for the club’s management and staff. It is 
the single proclamation that provides an understanding 
between governance, membership and management of the 
day-to-day goals for the club.

The club’s vision statement is equally important to contin-
uously enhance the member’s day-to-day experiences. It 
defines what the club aspires to be in the future. It gives 
energy to depicting how the club is striving for tomorrow to 
deliver an even greater member experience than today. 
Knowing where the club is headed, it provides governance 
and management the ability to plan and prepare for the 
future.

 RULE 3:
The success of member experiences is driven more 
by the quality of their social interaction with other 
members and staff than by the quality of the 
recreation amenities.

The paradigm over the recent past is that private clubs are 
social and fraternal communities surrounded by high-end 
sports and recreational amenities. Yes, members’ social 
interactions while enjoying their club’s recreational and 
sports amenities are interdependent when evaluating an 
overall member experience, and the quality of the sports 
amenities certainly contributes to a member’s pride in 
belonging and their joy in participation, but what makes 
private clubs unique and special is the fraternal and social 
interaction amongst its members. The ultimate success of 

private clubs is determined by a member’s relationship with 
other people, not with the club’s things.

 RULE 4:
The club must be easy to use. Happiness and fun 
should be an effortless commodity. 

Like water seeking a path of least resistance, people are 
the same when seeking a pathway to happiness and fun. If 
the place where it is easiest for members to enjoy happiness 
and have fun is their club, they will be there often and bring 
their family and friends. Knowing what drives members’ 
happiness and fun doesn’t happen by accident. It requires 
management to establish a deliberative process to get to 
know who their members, what is most important to them 
and how to personalize their experiences. Think of it as 
creating a “frictionless” experience: smooth, fun and 
effortless.

 RULE 5:
Successful clubs today and of the future must 
become Third Place habitats for the whole family.

A “third place” is a term used in the concept of commu-
nity building to refer to social surroundings separate from 
the two usual social environments of home and the work-
place. In his influential book “The Great Good Place,” Ray 
Oldenburg argues that third places are important for civil 
society, democracy, civic engagement and establishing 
feelings of a sense of place.

Third places are “anchors” of community life and facility 
and foster broader, more creative interaction. All societies 
already have informal meeting places; what is new in modern 
times is the intentionality of seeking them out as vital to 
current social needs.

The Hallmarks of a True “Third Place”

• Free or inexpensive

• Food and drink, while not essential are important

• Highly accessible and proximate for most (close to 
home)

• Involve regulars (those who habitually congregate 
there)

• Welcoming and comfortable

• Invoke feelings of a sense of belonging

• A place where everyone is equal and can contribute

• Both new friends and old should be found there

• The place where people frequently hang out when not 
at home or at work
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While Oldenburg didn’t envision a private club being a 
third place in his original concept, he feels it legitimate and 
appropriate that club leaders and managers ask themselves if 
their clubs are indeed third places for their members. One 
might suggest that, at first thought, they would be. After all, 
members have sought out the privilege to join and pay, many 
times substantial sums in order to become members. Why 
wouldn’t they be the places where they frequent most when 
not at work or at home?

If fun isn’t easy and effortless, not always welcoming and 
comfortable, where every member feels a sense of belonging, 
is equal and can freely contribute, and their sphere of friends 
both old and new are not at the club, your club’s member 
experience may be lacking the hallmarks of “third place” and 
be missing out on a big opportunity.

 RULE 6:
Member experiences are maximized when  
programs and activities are developed around all 
club amenities and led by certified industry  
professionals.

Amenities by themselves are not what maximizes a 
member’s enjoyment of a great experience at their club. Good 
golf courses without professional staff on the tee or at the 
range, without clinics or demonstrations, or challenges and 
friendly competitions, will at the end of the day just be a good 
golf course, but not the best golf experience or the most fun. 
How many fitness studios have clubs put in that sit idle and 
empty because they are not staffed nor driven by program-
ming? How many clubs have pretty tennis courts where the 
windscreens are the best leaf catchers, and their best use is for 
children to run and play on? People join clubs to be engaged 
with people. While professional staff and programming cost 
money and many times do not pay for themselves directly, 
they more than indirectly pay for themselves in why members 
join clubs and stay members because of their happy, fun and 
effortless member experiences.

 RULE 7:
The budget must adequately fund the financial 
resources necessary to achieve the club’s mission 
and the envisioned member experience outcome

Clubs establishing mission statements that define the 
expectations of a day-to-day member experience, while vital, 
is only a first step in ensuring successful member experi-
ences are delivered daily. The second critical step the club 
must do is to translate the club’s mission and envisioned 
member experiences into a financial picture (annual budget) 
that provides the necessary resources required to achieve the 
desired member experience.

Constructing your club’s annual budget should be a 
bottom-up process that incorporates all the components of 
the club’s mission and envisioned daily member experience 
in financial terms.

Every club has their own ideas of how they want to 
finance their operations. Ensuring your budget provides 
funds for your club’s envisioned mission and desired 
member experience expectations will ensure your best 
guarantee of achieving highly satisfied members.

 RULE 8:
 You won’t get member experiences right until you 
get employee experiences right. The club’s human 
resource initiatives and systems are central to 
hiring, professionally developing and retaining 
frontline employees, who are the face of members’ 
day-to-day experiences and are instrumental in 
achieving the club’s mission.

As Walt Disney said, “We can design, create and build the 
most beautiful and wonderful places in the world, but it takes 
people to make the dreams a reality.”

What Disney understood early on was the happiest and 
most enduring memorable experiences customers cherish 
are created by people, not things. New and modern things 

|  Winter 201816



create excitement and fascination; human connections touch 
our hearts and our souls. Every club’s success and failure are 
directly connected to the degree their service team delivers a 
consistent and reliable experience, establishing a unique 
human connection between the service provider and service 
recipient while they’re engaged with their club activity.

Clubs must have a commitment to employees who are the 
front line members see first and create the first impressions 
in almost every day-to-day member experience at the club. 
While all successful clubs must have a “member first” focus, 
that priority is best served when clubs understand it is their 
frontline staff who, if hired right, onboarded right, continu-
ously trained and professionally developed, provided regular 
performance feedback, respected and appreciated as 
individuals will deliver the highest level of daily experiences 
for all members of the club.

 RULE 9:
It is essential for clubs to have an effective and 
dynamic communications strategy and to develop 
and implement the systems to consistently and 
timely deliver complete club information, allowing 
members to take full advantage of their club’s 
entire menu of offerings.

There is no less important function at a private club that 
affects a member’s day-to-day member experience than its 
ability to communicate effectively. Club communications is a 
strategic process that must be viewed from a 360-degree 
perspective. To be declared wholly successful, it involves how 
well the board communicates together as the governing body 

of the club, with club management and with the membership 
of the club. It additionally involves how well the club’s 
executive management communicates with the board, 
laterally to the club’s department heads, and downward with 
department supervisors and ultimately the club’s front-line 
employees.

As technology continuously evolves faster than anyone 
can keep pace with it, providing us with new and supposedly 
more efficient and succinct digital media, it is anything but 
easier to communicate effectively providing all members 
with all the information regarding all club activities all the 
time. But this should be a club’s goal.

Any club that doesn’t have a person on staff whose 
full-time job is to manage, plan, schedule, brand and be the 
conduit for all communications at the club, is behind the 
curve. The excuse of “we can’t afford the position” is im-
mensely myopic as any club, regardless of size, can’t afford 
not to have this position filled. If maximizing members’ 
day-to-day experiences is a primary goal at the club, there is 
no single other position who will have any greater impact 
than a director of communications.

OUTLOOK
The next generation of private club members may not be 
engaged similarily in the sports and recreation as members 
are today. As technology continues to provide society many 
alternatives we today can’t imagine, this author believes that 
how we as humans socialize and are driven to seek happiness 
and fun will change little and that the rules for managing, 
meeting and exceeding members’ expectations will remain 
steadfast for the foreseeable distant future.  
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Among the most impactful improvements a club can 
make to attract new members is to reinvent their pool 
complex. Because these projects have spurred 

significant growth in membership and engagement among 
young members and families, we’ve labeled it the “gateway 
amenity.” If a club is looking to attract the next generation, 
there is no other project more influential than a revamped 
swimming pool complex. Clubs are spending major capital 
dollars on updating these facilities, to great benefit, no 
matter the club type. From bigger and better pools, to 
socializing spaces around the pool, clubs are realizing that 
even though swimming pools are seasonal (for most clubs), it 
is one of the main attractors for potential members in their 
prime joining years.

Younger members and others looking to join clubs want a 
special experience with all aspects of their club, but espe-
cially the pool. As with all capital investments, an improved 
pool complex is not only about building a bigger and better 
facility, it creates an environment ripe for programming and 
serves as key driver of community. It becomes a place where 
members spend a lot of time with their children, grandchil-
dren and friends and families. The parents on the swim team 

are often one of the most connected groups in a club. Kids 
meet other children and form friendships that carry forth 
outside the club. They allow you to create an ultra-casual 
dining environment, offer health and fitness programs and 
they make great settings for fun, casual events and parties. 
The potential of what you can do in this large outdoor space 
is almost endless.

The days of the 6-lane pool and small wading pool are 
coming to an end. The resort-style pool complexes that clubs 
are building today are far different from the generation of 
pools they are replacing. They feature expanded water areas 
for all levels of swimmers, including a six-lane competition 
pool, kiddie pool for the tiny tots and a play area with bench 
seating or zero-depth entry for the intermediate set. Deck 
areas are much larger, and features like spraygrounds and 
fountains are popular ways to add fun and variety to the 
facility. A poolside bar and upgraded food and beverage 
capabilities are important ways to broaden the benefits to 
users who may no longer have children at home. Some clubs 
that have the space are also including separate, quieter adult-
only pools to serve this age group. The result is an environ-
ment with the look and feel of something you might have 

Photo courtesy of Carmel Country Club, Charlotte, N.C.
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only previously seen on vacation, with the ability to serve 
programs as varied as swim meets to a casual club-wide 
member party.

From coast-to-coast and in northern and southern climes, 
improvements to the pool complex has resulted in signifi-
cantly enhancing the membership experience for all age 
groups. A great example is Interlachen Country Club in 
Orlando, Fla., that built a brand new, state-of-the-art pool 
complex. Their overall plan included not only a great pool, 
but also a “Panera-style” grill both indoors and outdoors and 
a playground area for the children. This project was a 
game-changer and has made Interlachen the club of choice 
in the city. New members flocked to the club with more than 
70 joining because of this project. An increase of at least 50 
members from a pool project is common, with the added 
benefit that most of them are between the ages of 35 and 45, 
the key demographic that private clubs need to attract.

When testing individual components of swimming, 
members under age 46 have higher dissatisfaction ratings 
compared to all members. The highest dissatisfaction 
revolves around the bathhouse/pool house facilities (37% 
dissatisfied) and pool area appearance and children’s pool 
(15% dissatisfied for both). Keep in mind that clubs should 
not allow any activity of high importance to have more than 
10 percent dissatisfaction, especially one that is so influential 
on those in their prime joining years (see chart below). If the 
existing young group is not thrilled with the club, how can a 
club expect them to recruit their friends?

TRENDSETTER
One of the greatest pool project success stories over the years 
is at Carmel Country Club in Charlotte, N.C. To say their 
project was a success is an understatement and, looking back 
today, was a pivotal moment in their history. It has proven to 
be not only the gateway for attracting new young members, 
but also the gateway to a capital investment plan that has 
now touched every area of the club. The Carmel pool 

complex with its resort-style amenities, consists of two pools, 
a 25-foot high water slide and lazy rivers, a child spray pool 
with zero depth entry and separate gathering areas. In 
addition to a snack bar, there was an emphasis to enhance 
the social experience at the pool which included a new tiki 
bar that provides a great place to relax for all members, not 
just swimmers. One of the main goals at the outset of the 
project was to provide something not just for the children, 
but for adults as well.

After they opened the new pool complex in 2008 they saw 
extraordinary growth in all aspects of the facility. Attendance 
alone has reached an astounding 50,000-plus visits. Guest 
fees and F&B sales increased sixfold. While the facility is 
entering its eleventh year, the club is still reaping rewards 

For further proof of how important swimming is to 
the younger generation, let’s look at McMahon’s 
member survey database on some of the important 
issues related to swimming. As you can see below, 
swimming is the second most important recreation 
activity to members under age 46 (just over golf!). 
Compare that to all member responses where 
swimming is only important to 55 percent.

Pool Ranking 
with Younger 
Members

Dining Swimming Golf TennisFitness

 Members Under Age 46
 All Members94% 93%

82%

55%

81%

93%

67%
62%

57%

41%

Fun abounds at the Carmel Country Club pool complex.
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from this project. The overall project cost was $5 million. In 
anticipation of the pool remodel, the club welcomed more 
than 200 new members. In its first year open, the club added 
77 new members—a three-year total more than $10 million 
in initiation fees. The Resident and Social Membership 
categories continue to experience steady growth. In fact, in 
2017, both reached a cap and the club has since introduced a 
waiting list.

Some club leaderships may question the investment in 

swimming pool complexes as community centers and 
neighborhoods have upscale pools, but the one differentiat-
ing factor is that a pool at a country club is a social hub of 
activity. It has become a great spot to bring members of all 
ages together in a relaxing and fun environment and build 
friendships that last generations.

With a great pool complex to complement great golf and 
favorite dining place status, your club will be in a strong 
position to attract the next generation.  

Outdoor grill and pool complex at Interlachen Country Club  Photos courtesy of Interlachen Country Club in Orlando, Fla.
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The Club, in the general acceptation of the term, may 
be regarded as one of the earliest offshoots of man’s 
habitual gregariousness and social inclination.

—Club Life in London (1866)

What makes a club a club? And what makes some 
clubs great?

Facilities, location, reputation are all contribut-
ing factors. But the irreducible ingredient, the sine qua non, 
is the bond of membership. The one overriding factor for 
club success is the ability to bring members together. 
Otherwise, why have a club?

GETTING TO “WHY”
What is the driving force of this phenomenon of bringing 
people together? What is the magnet that draws people 
together consistently and to their mutual satisfaction and 
pleasure?

At its most basic and compelling level it has to begin with 
the offering: with something that people desire and want to 
do in common pursuit. It has often been golf, but it has also 
been dining or social activities. Common interests or 
backgrounds often provide the glue: religion, occupational 
identity, or maybe a passion for art or literature, sports or 
even just enjoying wine.

With this driving purpose, many like-minded people come 

together to partake of this common interest in ways much 
better and more enjoyable than pursuing these passions 
alone. Thus, the embryo of a club is people of like interest 
coming together.

CLUB ORIGINS
Re-visiting the birth of the private club in 18th and 19th 
century London, shows how it all started. Coffee and tea 
houses became gathering places and social centers for 
kindred spirits to meet and pursue their passions.

These early club-like meeting places morphed into the 
London clubs where every conceivable type of club devel-
oped. There were great literary clubs like The Athenaeum 
Club where Charles Dickens was a member and held court. 
In fact, when Dickens and fellow author William Makepeace 
Thackeray had a falling out and did not speak to one another 
for three years, it was at their club that they reconciled their 
differences.

At first, clubs were typically all-male associations, likely 
reflecting the reality that upper class males usually attended 
boarding schools and universities that were similarly 
restricted. The same circumstances also applied to clubs that 
were established with military connections.

While many of these first clubs were largely reserved for 
the aristocracy, the concept soon extended to include many 
beyond the elite few. As reform movements spread through-
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out 19th century England, they increasingly 
granted the vote to more and more men. With 
this interesting result: Hundreds of thousands of 
men thought that they might now credibly claim 
the status of “gentleman” and the majority of 
these sought club membership as confirmation 
of their now elevated status.

They were not disappointed. There was a 
veritable explosion in the popularity and 
availability of clubs throughout England. As club 
types proliferated, the special interests, hobbies 
or passions of all sorts of members could be 
served. Clubs were formed around politics, 
literature, travel and sport—and even more 
narrow avocations such as that newfangled 
invention, the automobile. One authoritative 
source opined: “By the late 19th century, any 
man with a credible claim to the status of 
‘gentleman’ was eventually able to find a club 
willing to admit him, unless his character was 
objectionable in some way.” Indeed, the term 
“unclubbable” cropped up in the common 
parlance to describe some irascible or unsocia-
ble thought unfit for club membership. (Samuel Johnson 
entered the term “unclubbable” in an early version of the 
Oxford English Dictionary in the late 18th century.)

CONNECTING THROUGH CLUBS
People need other people to get more out of life. Today this is 
more important than ever as our adoption of technology has 
made genuine personal connections seemingly more difficult 
than ever to develop. Is it not the case that dealing with 
email, texting and social media is increasingly crowding out 
face-to-face interaction—which we all need? Clubs can take 
an important stand to not necessarily resist the inroads of 
technology, but rather to make the unarguable point that it is 
a poor substitute for the real thing: personal connections.

One newspaper pundit recently suggested that now is an 
important moment in our social and technological evolution 
to reconsider—especially for the younger generation’s 
sake—“the tendency to just drift along with technological 
immersion, a chance where the moral stakes are sharpened 
to prove we don’t have to accept enslavement to our screens.”

The best private clubs are succeeding at bringing their 
members together. Smart design by today’s progressive clubs 
are highly effective at bringing people together and promot-
ing interaction among members.

Yesterday’s silo effect of separating golfers, tennis players, 
men, women and children into isolated activity zones is fast 
disappearing. Clubs are bringing all members together with 
popular outdoor dining areas, with inviting bar/lounge 
space, with active fitness offerings, with take-a-break 
“Starbucks-type” cyber lounges, and with resort-style 
swimming pools where everyone assembles with their 
children to watch swimming meets and to enjoy children 
interacting with one another.

Clubs also have and still very much need special features 
such as the men’s grill, women’s spas, summer youth camps 
and other targeted offerings. It’s not either/or but is instead 
a case of both/and. Clubs have learned how to serve special 
interest groups with “club-within-a-club” opportunities that 
drill deep, while also promoting membership-wide activities 
that have a timeless and enduring appeal that celebrate 
family, faith and holidays: Mothers’ Day, Easter, 4th of July, 
Christmas and New Year’s Eve. 

SATISFIED MEMBERS
It seems the clubs which are most successful in bringing 
members together are the ones that understand their 
mission and uniqueness, and they do it better than anyone 
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else. At such successful clubs, members’ satisfaction levels 
are in the stratosphere: more than 50 percent of their 
members are not just satisfied with their overall club 
experience, rather they are “very satisfied” with it. (See pulse 
survey table for satisfaction on page 12.) This means that 
their members not only use their clubs themselves, but they 
are the best possible salesforce for bringing in new members. 

Bringing members together does not happen by accident. 
It requires staying in touch with members from all age and 
use groups. For example, golf play—particularly 18-hole 
rounds—continues to decline across the country as older club 
members are playing less and new, younger members—espe-
cially millennials—are not picking up the slack in sufficient 
numbers. The trend is clear: golf is losing its appeal with 
some segments and may not serve as the sole magnet for 
membership growth, nor will it reliably sit atop all the other 
club activities as the primary offering as it once did.

However, golf is not without its appeal to these millennial 
members. The time commitment required for a full round of 
golf is a problem for this group, but it’s also a problem seen 
remedied across the landscape with the blockbuster Topgolf 
retail experience.

Many millennials love Topgolf, lining up to rent the bays, 
buy the food and drink, play games, and track and keep score 
on a flat screen television. An average Topgolf facility is 
estimated to do $20 million in annual sales revenue—half of 
that in food and beverage.

Millennials are demonstrating their love of the sport and 
that they desire to practice golf in fun ways. More generally, 
they want an entertaining and social golf experience that 
doesn’t take five hours to play and that doesn’t cost a small 
fortune to play. Today’s millennial version of golf is practic-
ing and being entertained in the company of friends. Maybe 
later they will play 18-hole rounds, but not now.

Of course, clubs should not prematurely abandon 
activities that have traditionally pleased members, but they 
will need to be vigilant to lifestyle trends and to keep 
offerings fresh.

The best clubs are succeeding in bringing people together, 
sometimes in ways that other organizations are struggling to 
imitate. Clubs, with their inter-generational ties and estab-
lished role in maintaining and enlarging important social 
networks, are really in a position of potential strength. Clubs 
have an impressive record of engaging younger members 
with strong programs and first-rate facilities. Clubs can be 
just as effective in introducing this segment to a larger circle 
of people through the club life: eating and drinking, recre-
ation, entertainment and more.

In just this way clubs are capable of creating social bonds 
that last. As religious and fraternal organizations see their 
once strong grip on society continuing to erode, we offer the 
optimistic observation that clubs are positioned to capitalize 
on new and unique ways to bring people together. Private 
club have opportunities like never before and should 
capitalize on this trend.  
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Grey Oaks 
Country Club is 
an exclusive 

private country club 
community located in the heart of Naples, Fla. Its 1,200 
members enjoy all the amenities resort-style living provides 
such as exclusive social events, 54 holes of championship golf, 
a state-of-the-art golf performance center, tennis, casual dining, 
a 30,000-square-foot world-class wellness center and a host of 
recreational amenities for residents and nonresidents alike.

South Florida is a club-dense area in the state with the 
highest concentration of private clubs. The club’s development 
planning began in the 1980s with the club opening in 1993 
with all aspects of the facility complete and ready for members 
to fully enjoy. This approach to the development and construc-
tion of the club ensured that every member enjoyed best-in-
class facilities from day one. It also meant that 100 percent of 
the physical plant aged at the same rate and, subsequently, 
needed refurbishment, redesign or a complete overhaul 
simultaneously. As the 20-year mark was approaching, club 
leaders recognized that Grey Oaks had an ambitious capital 
project on its hands.

When Jim Butler, CCM, became Grey Oak’s general 
manager in 2001, he and the leadership team switched gears  
to take a holistic, collaborative approach to management,  
which led to an evolving business plan that focused on 
communication and leadership development to enhance both 
the member experience and the value of membership. As a 
self-proclaimed data nerd, Butler knew a critical component of 
this approach was collecting and analyzing data to drive the 
direction of the club.

WHAT DO THE MEMBERS WANT?
The club conducted—and continues to use—regular member 
surveys to gauge member wants and needs and quantified all 
data in a manner that allowed it to prioritize areas to improve. It 
also heavily weighted the qualitative insights from member 
comments on satisfaction and expectations and segmented 
those by demographic. The result was a new business plan that 
kept current members satisfied while increasing the sale of 
memberships and maintaining property values.

Butler noted, “Two very specific things have been happening 
in clubs during the last 15 years: club members are aging and 
club members are getting younger. The trick is to appeal to both 
demographics simultaneously and seamlessly. We paid 
particular attention to that in charting our course, and I think the 
club satisfies both demographics quite successfully.”

Butler pointed out that the gathering of data and planning a 
course of action took several years, multiple surveys, 19 
separate focus groups and a lot of listening. Leadership should 
expect resistance, but the key is to build consensus through 
communication and using the data you have. You will never 

Photos courtesy of Grey Oaks Country Club, Naples, Fla.
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achieve unanimity—but you can reach a consensus to move 
forward.

Despite the economic downturn, Grey Oaks moved forward, 
armed with financial data analysis, peer research and reviews, 
exhaustive market research, and a committed team who had 
met weekly for five years. What they embarked upon was quite 
ambitious: 22 capital projects in 22 months while remaining 
operational.

WHAT NEEDS TO BE RENOVATED OR 
BUILT?
Members enjoy an active lifestyle and the club is dedicated to 
providing and maintaining exceptional facilities to cater to that. 
Members enjoy hosting guests to play the club’s three challeng-
ing championship golf courses: the Pine, the Palm and the 
Estuary. Other amenities include an 18-hole putting course, two 
driving ranges, two practice greens, and a tennis center 
featuring eight Har-Tru tennis courts. The Grey Oaks golf 
courses and tennis courts are consistently maintained through-
out the year at the highest level in Southwest Florida.

Among the projects undertaken to overhaul the club’s 
facilities were a renovation of the golf course comfort stations, a 
remodeling of both the East and Estuary Clubhouse Fitness 
Centers, and extensive driving range/golf course improvements 
including renovating bunkers, improving drainage and improv-
ing tee boxes.

The social and recreational centerpiece of the club is its 
62,000-square-foot main clubhouse that offers a casually 
elegant setting for fine dining, a full calendar of events, a wine 
tasting room, men’s and women’s card and locker rooms, and 
a new 30,000-square-foot fitness center featuring state-of-the-

art equipment. Within the Estuary neighborhood at Grey Oaks, 
members also enjoy the added comfort and convenience of 
the nearly 20,000 square-foot clubhouse at the Estuary golf 
course. In response to a trend in casual dining, Grey Oaks 
opened its 300-seat casual venue that was well received—an 
unexpected 900 members were served on opening night. 
What’s more, the added dining options have increased F&B by 
100 percent.

Current General Manager Michael Stott, CCM, ECM, said the 
data collected by his predecessor and the leadership team 
pointed to a desire for more casual dining and fitness amenities. 
These amenities abound at Grey Oaks and if member usage is a 
good barometer of success, then Grey Oaks has hit the mark.

The club’s updated amenities provide a world-class resort 
experience including an incredible new lagoon beach entry 
pool, fire pits, indoor and outdoor restaurants and bars, a tennis 
center and a golf performance center.

Most recently, Grey Oaks unveiled a more than 
30,000-square-foot wellness masterpiece that includes a 
12,000-square-foot fitness area with certified personal trainers 
and instructors offering more than 60 classes for members of all 
ages and abilities, physical therapists, massage and spa treat-
ments as well as beautiful locker rooms and community space.

Stott points out that “Grey Oaks has something spectacular 
for everyone, whether they are a golfer, tennis player, foodie, 
fitness enthusiast, young family or snow birds. Grey Oaks 
members have made the commitment of continuous investment 
in their facilities to enhance enjoyment and remain attractive to 
new members while remaining debt free. I’d say that we will 
continue to monitor the trends and needs of members and keep 
moving forward as necessary.”  
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Twenty miles outside of Chicago in 
Glenview, Ill., you will find Valley 
Lo Club (VLC) perched on the 

banks of a picturesque 28-acre lake. 
Members enjoy numerous amenities year-round including a 
beach with water sports, an executive golf course, tennis, 
paddle tennis, fitness facilities and a full-service clubhouse with 
casual and fine dining. From its start as a developer-owned 
sports club in 1961 to its current state as a successful, family-
oriented, private member-owned club, VLC has evolved and 
transformed to meet its members’ needs.

Nancy Slatin, CCM, general ganager, has been at the club 
since 2001 and said that during the past 16 years, Valley Lo 
Club has used data from member surveys, Club Benchmarking, 
peer surveys, and auditor compilations to transform the club.

RENOVATIONS AND EXPANSION TO  
REMAIN RELEVANT
As all clubs do, Valley Lo Club eventually arrived at the point 
where its aging facilities needed refurbishment or replacement. 
Slatin said the club wanted to do its due diligence and identified 
its first task: a comprehensive member survey in 2002. That 
survey, conducted by McMahon Group, collected the baseline 
data, which provided the guidance for club leaders to set 
priorities for the first phase of renovations. The survey results 
showed that members wanted to update and expand their 
clubhouse and create casual dining spaces to accommodate the 
increasingly family-friendly environment at the club. Enhance-
ments to service, food quality, and programming were followed 
by the addition of two more paddle tennis courts, hardscape 
and landscape improvements throughout the grounds. With 
these minor projects completed, planning began in 2007 for the 
clubhouse renovation. The project was approved in 2008 and 
completed in 2010.

This $5 million clubhouse renovation reconfigured VLC’s 
special event space, enlarged the restrooms, added a bride’s 
room, incorporated a two-story foyer, provided a dedicated 
meeting room for board and committee meetings, expanded 
office space on a new second-level, and created a year-round 
casual grill along with a children’s game room.

The renovation not only enhanced the club environment, but 
Slatin points to other benefits, “Those improvements allowed us 
to rebuild the membership, which had declined due to the 

By Bridget Gorman Wendling Photos courtesy of Valley Lo Club, Glenview, Ill.
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assessment levied to fund the project,” she said, 
adding, “For the first time in many years, we once 
again showed a profit in our food and beverage 
operation.”

With the clubhouse renovation deemed a success, 
club leaders surveyed members in 2010 to gather data 
to help plan the next phase. The master plan, revised 
at the 2011 board retreat, began a process which led 
to implementation of the priority projects.

Slatin explained, “We asked ourselves ‘What 
investments must we make now to secure our 
relevance and success in the future?’ Our survey 
results showed dissatisfaction with our seasonal snack 
bar, inadequate paddle tennis facilities, poor fitness 
facilities, and a structurally deficient/undersized pool 
and locker rooms. So, we had some work to do.”

As a result, Valley Lo Club formed a Long Range 
Planning Committee, which was tasked with validating and 
updating the master plan, developing concepts and budgets and 
recommending solutions. In 2013, the club conducted a needs 
assessment survey, which determined that there was over-
whelming support for new facilities.

MEMBER FEEDBACK, SUPPORT AND  
LONG-RANGE PLANNING
Planning continued into 2015, when a member vote handily 
passed to fund a $9.5 million renovation, which would address 
a variety of issues, such as a kitchen addition, a four-lane indoor 
pool with spa, state-of-the-art fitness facilities, updated locker 
rooms, enhanced snack bar concessions, a new fire pit, an 
outdoor dining space and an adult-only sundeck. Over the past 
nine years, Valley Lo has spent $16 million dollars on facility 
renovation or replacement. Looking back, Slatin says, it’s clear 
that the data gleaned from surveys in 2002, 2010, and 2013 set 
the course for all the club improvements that followed.

While club-wide surveys helped transform VLC’s physical 
plant, Slatin asserts that data from Club Benchmarking, peer 
surveys with local clubs, auditor compilations, nightly F&B 

reports and post-event surveys guide the club’s way forward.
“An area we closely observe is the satisfaction and com-

ments from each of our 45 club events. Post-event data is 
immediately discussed and events are changed to correct any 
missteps. In our a la carte restaurant, we employ nightly 
management reports to review any service or production 
problems and adjust our strategy accordingly. At weekly F&B 
meetings, we review dining data and event feedback to  
discuss how we can quickly turn problems around.”

Valley Lo Club relies on Club Benchmarking to provide 
committee and board members with peer club data relevant to 
the operational recommendations or changes they are 
proposing. The reports, based on clubs with total sales of $5 
million to $7 million, give context to where the club ranks in 
relation to the median on a variety of metrics such as dues, 
membership count, employee compensation, food and 
beverage program, cost of goods sold, gross profit and 
employee benefits cost. Slatin adds, “With our club at 
membership capacity and attrition at below-budgeted levels, we 
are using Club Benchmarking for guidance in recommended 
practices for our operation.”

CONTINUING TO TRANSFORM
As of this writing, Valley Lo is conducting another comprehen-
sive member satisfaction survey to gain member input on club 
policies, membership levels, and the ranking of future capital 
projects. Valley Lo Club’s members are choosing from a variety 
of exciting improvements to slot into the evolving Master Plan.

Slatin credits the club’s leaders, “We are blessed with a 
dedicated board of directors who strive to continuously improve 
Valley Lo and actualize our vision: To be a successful, thriving, 
private club which provides our members and their guests an 
array of recreational and social activities to enjoy in a unique, 
casual, lakeside setting.”

Data-driven decision making has made Valley Lo’s vision a 
reality. The club looks forward to having the 2018 survey data, 
and utilizing it to plot its course for the future to remain the 
vibrant and relevant club that its members cherish.  



Photos courtesy of the Cosmos Club, Washington, D.C.
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What’s in a name? 
Identity? History? 
Mission?

For private clubs, a name 
often signals a geographical location, like the Country Club of 
Springfield. Or it announces a focused activity such golf or 
yachting. Sometimes it attaches to an important institution, 
such as a university or military organization.

At other times it might suggest some special history known 
only to insiders, such as the Menlo Circus Club or the famous 
Myopia Hunt Club, home to many of the first U.S. Opens, or 
The Club of Odd Volumes, whose notable members included 
Winston Churchill and Franklin Delano Roosevelt. 

THE PAST IS PROLOGUE
What then should we make of the Cosmos Club? This historic 
private social club, located in Washington, D.C., traces its 
origins to 1878.

War veteran and geologist, Major John Wesley Powell was 
founder of the Cosmos Club. He was, said one historian, a 
“war horse … a little of everything—explorer, geologist, 
anthropologist, philosopher, poet … He left his mark on 
science in the federal government, indeed in the nation.”

He and his counterparts were part of a unique generation of 
American pioneers, exploring and mapping the western frontier. 
This was a time in which the westward expansion was at its 
apogee and Powell’s scientific training and capacity for seeing 
the big picture was an invaluable perspective as the nation’s 
leaders set out plans for dam building and irrigation, and started 
sorting out conflicts over water, timber and grazing rights.

Powell and his clique recognized that what was needed in 
our nation’s capital was a backdrop for reasoned conversation, 

impassioned debate and an unflinching openness to the new. The 
club would be a place where accomplished men could exercise 
their distinctive brand of curiosity and confidence. The name they 
chose for their association captured their big ambitions: the 
Cosmos Club. Their expansive thinking helped direct the path of 
a young nation that was increasingly shaping global affairs.

Shortly thereafter, a statement of purpose was drafted. “The 
particular objects and business of this association are the 
advancement of its members in science, literature, and art, 
their mutual improvement by social intercourse, the acquisi-
tion and maintenance of a library, and the collection and care 
of materials and appliances relating to the above subjects.”

FAST FORWARD
So why this historical diversion in a forward-looking issue of 
Club Trends? Because excellence in the private club experience 
may depend as much on fidelity to a club’s original mission as it 
does on conjuring up a new vision for the future. Club leaders 
must understand the spirit of association that animates virtually 
all successful clubs. Forecasting the future health of a club may 
not require that the club re-invent a new future, but rather 
re-imagine the continuing significance of a storied past.

The 140-year-old Cosmos Club reflects what the club is and 
the purpose it aims to fulfill. The club is proud of its heritage 
and aims to extend its continuing relevance and seriousness 
about ideas and culture by preserving the membership 
philosophy, maintaining and improving its physical facilities, 
and offering lively and engaging activities and services for its 
members and guests.

Today, the Cosmos Club membership criteria continues to 
emphasize distinguished individuals with significant accom-
plishments that span the fields of art, science, literature and 
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government. Over the years, members have included three 
presidents, two vice-presidents, a dozen Supreme Court 
justices, 32 Nobel winners, 56 Pulitzer Prize winners and 45 
recipients of the Presidential Medal of Freedom.

In 1988, the club voted to welcome women as members 
and the overall membership of the club now stands at 
approximately 3,000. The current cohort of membership keeps 
up the Cosmos Club governance tradition, which invites and 
expects active participation by the membership in all aspects 
of club life, including art talks, conversation tables (Cosmos 
Club has 30 interest groups and “tables” that embody the best 
of club-within-a-club traditions) and a host of lectures, 
discussions and receptions.

General Manager Mitchell Platt, CCM, MCM, ECM, 
reflected on the high level of energy and activity as the club 
closed out 2017, noting that in November and December the 
club hosted 187 events including sold-out lectures featuring 
Ralph Nader, General Colin Powell and Walter Isaacson.

Club Vice President Deanna Marcum, who has been the 
point person in a series of conversations about the club’s 
future, finds a strong embrace among members of this 
showcasing of ideas, trends and cultural currents. It’s a strong 
tradition that will most certainly be carried into the future by 
the Cosmos Club. Jonathan Gifford, the club’s president, 
comes to a similar conclusion, observing that “members value 
the club most as an oasis for cultivated and sociable discus-
sion and exchange of ideas” and that they similarly value their 
own opportunity and responsibility to participate in the club’s 
many committees, discussion tables and groups.

Platt has served as the Cosmos Club’s general manager for 
more than four years and was recently recognized for his work 
with The Excellence in Club Management’s Mel Rex Award (for 
city, athletic and specialty clubs). On his first day at the club as 
GM, the club honored author David McCullough (his biogra-
phies Truman and John Adams were both Pulitzer Prize winners) 
with The Cosmos Club Award. More than 400 members 
attended the event and Platt was impressed by the atmosphere 
and quality of the event, noting the engagement and civility 
displayed by the members. He was also very impressed by the 
highly professional manner in which the staff handled the large 
crowd. “It didn’t seem like there were 400 people in the 

building,” remarked Platt, “It was a great first day.”
Managers are often praised for turning around organizations 

in trouble, but it is no small thing for a manager to keep a club 
moving steadily along a path of success and progress. This 
might be especially true for a club such as Cosmos, where big 
ideas routinely get floated and members—accustomed to high 
standards and signal accomplishments—are no less demanding 
of their club and its management team. Platt has thrived in this 
environment with a management style that is variously de-
scribed as patient, persistent and personal. One recent leader of 
the club remarked, “I am sure there are times when Mr. Platt 
feels that he has 3,000 bosses, but it never shows.”

The club’s history may now stretch across three centuries, 
but its approach to leadership, to management and to staff 
development are thoroughly modern. A major focus of Platt’s 
tenure thus far has been human resources. Careful thought and 
a range of innovative programs now support and sustain a 
high-performance staff that moves in tandem with the mem-
bership. A clear focus is evident in both formal and informal 
approaches to such key employee initiatives as orientation and 
training as well as generally creating a cohesive and positive 
environment where employees are set up for success and 
frequently recognized for their contributions.

THE CLUBHOUSE
In the mid 20th century, the club acquired its current club-
house near Dupont Circle and is widely admired as one of the 
jewels of Washington’s Embassy Row. It was built around 
1900, a product of the Beaux-Arts school and with interiors 
that evoke a variety of French historical styles. The club has 
devoted millions of dollars renovating the historic structure 
and its gardens. Last year its renovation of the Warne Ballroom 
was recognized with the District of Columbia Award for 
Excellence in Historic Preservation.

The founders of the Cosmos Club would be pleased that the 
library, which their original charter envisioned, remains an 
important feature of the current clubhouse and a center for 
deep thought, authorial activity and leisurely reading. The 
February issue of the club bulletin, “Cosmos,” noted more 
than two dozen new member-authored titles have been recent-
ly added to the library shelves.  
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