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Looking for
Leadership
This issue sets out to understand and showcase leadership—that elusive and admired 

quality of a successful executive or board member. Leadership has its time-honored 
traditions, but it is also constantly being reimagined and finding new expression.

Classic corporate leadership examples may provide guidance for private club leaders; but, 
where do we start to cover a topic as broad as leadership? The most basic of questions to 
consider include: What are the best leadership examples? What studies identify essential 
leadership traits? What are the key skills and behaviors that contribute to the development 
and education of the effective leader? Where do corporate, nonprofit and club governance 
intersect?

If a club is successful and thriving, is the expectation that the hand of an accomplished  
leader is present, whether visible or not? Viewed in this light, the search for leadership looks 
a bit like detective work. What clues does the successful club leader leave? This is where 
evidence is scrutinized to determine what leads to the desired prizes: growth, recognition 
and achievement.

What follows is a sampling of all these approaches. We survey current views on leadership, 
as well as consult acknowledged and respected experts, many with decades of experience in 
the club world. The pulse survey presents the latest opinions and practices of club managers 
that are on the frontline of leadership. And finally, our case studies offer some distinctive 
color and specificity to current club leadership practices.

There are, no doubt, important lessons to learn about club leadership, but styles differ and 
many accomplished leaders have different stories to tell. These portraits of club leadership 
deserve visibility and close consideration.

The current cohort of club leaders will continue to expand the boundaries of leadership, as 
club members and the larger community enjoy the benefits of their dedication and vision.
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Board governance provides crucial leadership to private 
clubs, offering valuable perspectives on the direction 
the club should be heading. Who makes up the board, 

how they are trained and evaluated, and other key factors 
impact their performance and potential. This article dives 
into the latest trends in governance.

WHO SERVES ON THE BOARD?
According to a recent study Missing Pieces Report: The 2016 
Board Diversity Census of Women and Minorities on 
Fortune 500 Boards by Deloitte and Alliance for Board 
Diversity, from 2010 to 2016 Fortune 500 company boards 
saw increased rates of diversity, albeit slowly. Minority 
women made up 3.8 percent of boards, minority men made 
up 10.6 percent, white women made up 16.4 percent and 
white men made up 69.2 percent.

At nonprofit organizations, only two-thirds of respon-
dents believe their boards have a balance in gender roles, 
according to consulting firm Heidrick & Struggles’ Associa-
tion and Nonprofit Boards: Maximizing Effective Service 
survey. Of the 5,591 respondents, 70 percent were male to 30 
percent female. Three out of five were 55 years of age or 
older, and just 8 percent were younger than 45 years.

A 2017 study, Leading With Intent, by BoardSource 
discovered that nonprofit boards are still no more diverse 
than they were two years ago. Ninety percent of chief 
executives and board chairs were white, along with 84 
percent of board members. African Americans, Asians and 
Hispanics made up a total of 9 percent of board chairs and 16 
percent of board members. Twenty-seven percent of respon-
dents said their boards were all-white. In 2015, 89 percent of 
chief executives and 80 percent of board members were 
white and one quarter of boards identified as all-white. 
Fifty-seven percent of board members were 50 years or older.

Boards are looking to improve in this area. The study 
found that 79 percent of chief executives say that expanding 
racial and ethnic diversity is important, or greatly important 
to advancing their mission.

For private clubs, a recent McMahon Group/National 
Club Association (NCA) survey of club managers and 
executives (see page 5) found that 78 percent of clubs have 
female board members.

HOW LONG DO THEY SERVE?
A plurality of board members (31%) serve from two to four 
years, reports Heidrick and Struggles. However, 59 percent 

Governance Trends
WHAT CAN YOUR BOARD LEARN?
By Phillip Mike
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serve for at least five years and nearly a quarter (23%) serve for 
10 years or more. The survey found that 68 percent of respon-
dents set term limits for members of the board of directors.

At clubs, nearly three out of four (73.4%) board members 
serve a two-year term, reports McMahon Group/NCA. 
Slightly more than a quarter (25.8%) of clubs serve board 
terms of three or more years.

ONBOARDING LACKING
Onboarding represents an area of growth for clubs and nonprofit 
boards nationwide. According to the McMahon Group/NCA 
survey, 67 percent of clubs report that board members receive 
an orientation, leaving much room for improvement. Only 56 
percent have a board policy manual for new members.

Nonprofit organizations also do not provide adequate 
onboarding, according to the 2017 survey by Heidrick & 
Struggles. Only 53 percent of respondents said their organi-
zation had a “defined onboarding process” when they joined 
the board, while 73 percent said they received an informal 
orientation. Only 46 percent said their onboarding experience 
prepared them to be an effective board member. The study 
reports that board members spend roughly 172 hours per 
year performing duties for the board.

What onboarding practices do today’s boards do well? 
Respondents said that nonprofit boards effectively covered 
the organization’s mission (92%), board responsibilities 
(83%) and the strategic plan (67%). Just 32 percent said that 
CEO evaluation was effectively covered.

EVALUATION
The BoardSource Leading With Intent survey reveals that less 
than half (45%) of organizations reported using a formal, 
written self-assessment to evaluate their board’s performance 
in the past three years. Boards that assess themselves get 
higher grades across all areas of board performance. Regular 
evaluation was shown to be most effective in evaluating the 
CEO, adopting and following a strategic plan, and monitoring 
the organization’s performance against the strategic plan.

BOARDROOM PORTALS
Only 22 percent of board members use a board portal to 
great extent, reports BoardSource. These platforms allow 
board members to access and record key board data before 
and after their meetings in a secure way.

Board portals also allow board members to participate in 
a meeting remotely. According to a survey of corporate 
executives by Corporate Secretary, a governance consulting 
firm, a third of respondents said that at least one board 
member participates remotely one quarter of the time, while 
20 percent of executives said that remote participation 
occurs at about one half of their meetings.

Another advantage is that board portals help reduce time 
in creating board books. The Corporate Secretary survey noted 
that the process of distributing and archiving those materials 
was cut dramatically using board portal technology.

EMERGING NONPROFIT TRENDS THAT 
IMPACT BOARDS
While the board helps dictate the club’s direction, it is impor-
tant to know where most nonprofits are heading in order to 
have the right board for the job. According to nonprofit 
consultant and Social Velocity President Nell Edgington, 
nonprofits are evolving with the times.

There is growing recognition, particularly among millen-
nials, of the roles institutions have in creating change in 
society and in government, noted Edgington. The line 
continues to blur between business and social responsibility, 

91% I support the mission of the organization

68% I believe I could make the organization 
more effective with my board involvement

53% I feel I had an obligation to the industry or 
sector

43% I have a personal connection with the 
organization

41% I see an opportunity to network

41% I was asked to serve by a friend and/or 
professional acquaintance

18% I see an opportunity for business  
development

4% I was approached by an executive search 
firm to serve on the board

Why Serve on a Board

Top Responsibilities of Board 
Members

Source: Association and Nonprofit Boards: Maximizing Effective Service, 
Heidrick & Struggles

Source: Association and Nonprofit Boards: Maximizing Effective Service, 
Heidrick & Struggles

65% Set the vision and mission of the organization

64% Set the board direction of the organization

54% Oversee organizational finance and 
performance

49% Serve as an ambassador for the organization

41% Oversee and evaluate the CEO

18% Impact the culture of the organization

6% Engage in crisis management

3% Oversee the day-to-day operations

2% Senior staff talent management
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putting more pressure on nonprofits to be proactive in 
creating meaningful change.

Edgington emphasized the need for nonprofits to increase 
advocacy efforts. The BoardSource survey reflects these 
sentiments as more than half of all boards are actively 
working with staff leadership to advocate on behalf of their 
organization, but most organizations do not have formal 
policies around this activity.

Last, nonprofits and their boards are recognizing the need 
to use more effective business models in order to find 
financial stability, said Edgington.

THE STRATEGIC BOARD
In BoardSource’s Leading With Intent survey, respondents 
are not fully engaging in strategy. Survey data show that 
several key components of board performance are related to 
the board’s role in strategy. Because of the importance of 
strategy for organizational performance, ongoing review and 
assessment against strategic plans goals is a primary board 
function.

In this study, most respondents (84%) have a strategic 
plan, and 67 percent of those organizations with a written 
plan are good at adopting or following it. Even fewer (54%) 
indicate that the board is good at monitoring performance 
and impact against the strategic plan. Sixty-four percent of 
respondents believe the board is good at thinking strategically. 
Only 26 percent indicate that board meetings focus on 
strategy and policy versus operational issues.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR IMPROVEMENT
Boards are tailored to the organizations they serve, however, 
governance trends across the country offer key insights for 
how an individual board should perform. Whether it is 
through the board makeup, onboarding and education, 
strategic planning, how it evaluates itself, or what technology 
the board uses, there are many opportunities for boards to 
boost their performance.  

Comparison of Board Performance 
Based on Frequency of Board Self-Assessment

Area of Board Performance (Ratings reported by chief executives 
based on a four-point scale.)

Assessed in 
Past 2 Years

Assessed 
Ever

Never 
Assessed

Variance

Evaluating the chief executive 2.83 2.71 2.05 0.78

Adopting and following a strategic plan 2.98 2.90 2.32 0.67

Monitoring organizational performance against strategic plan 2.68 2.62 2.16 0.52

Understanding board roles and responsibilities 2.99 2.93 2.49 0.51

Legal and ethical oversight 3.09 3.07 2.68 0.41

Providing guidance and support to the chief executive 2.97 2.92 2.61 0.36

Thinking strategically as a board 2.87 2.83 2.52 0.35

Financial oversight 3.31 3.28 2.97 0.34

Level of commitment and involvement 2.92 2.88 2.61 0.32

Increasing the diversity of the board 1.94 1.87 1.63 0.31

Source: Leading With Intent, BoardSource

Board Meetings at Nonprofits
Average number of times the full board met in the 
past 12 months: 7.32

Source: Leading with Intent, BoardSource

Percentage of boards that have five or fewer 
meetings per year

Percentage of boards where meetings average less 
than three hours

Percentage of boards that have an annual board 
retreat

Percentage of average board meeting time given to 
strategic/generative work

Percentage of boards that use a board portal to a 
great extent
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The Pulse on Club Leadership:

Where Clubs Stand on Governance and 
Management Policies
By Bill McMahon, Jr.

Just under 400 managers responded to the Pulse Survey asking a variety of questions about governance, management and policies.  
Below are some of the highlights from the results:

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.

BOARDS
Average Board Size: 11

Seventy-five percent of respondents feel the size of their board is 
about right and 24 percent feel their board size is too large. 
Seventy-eight percent of respondents stated they have female 
board members.

Board Member Tenure:

Thirty-five percent of respondents require their board members 
to serve on a committee for least one year prior to running for 
the board.

Board Elections

Half of respondents hold open board elections and 41 percent 
have uncontested elections. The higher the club’s initiation fee, 
the more likely it is to have an uncontested election, with 60 
percent holding uncontested elections at clubs with an initiation 
fee more than $50K.

Board Education

Sixty-seven percent of respondents have a board orientation 
program for new board members. However, only 56 percent 
have a formal board policy manual. Just 33 percent conduct an 
annual board retreat.

COMMITTEES
Only 44 percent have committee term limits.

Respondents were asked if they had some type of Nominating 
Committee. Eighty-three percent indicated that they have some 
type of Nominating Committee. Seventy-two percent stated their 
Nominating Committee was autonomous from the board.

MANAGEMENT
The most popular management structure among all clubs is the  
GM/COO model (84%).

Only 40 percent have an operations policy and procedures manual.

STRATEGIC PLANS
Fifty-two percent of respondents have developed a strategic plan 
within the last five years.

Sixty-eight percent of clubs with an initiation fee more than 
$25,000 have a strategic plan.

Only 36 percent of all responding clubs update their strategic 
plan at least annually.

OTHER ISSUES
Seventy-six percent of respondents stated their club votes on 
major issues (e.g., capital programs, bylaw changes)

Most popular voting methods:

 59% In-person

 49% Proxy

 45% Absentee*

 17% Online**

 17% Mail-in ballot

* In 2010 Pulse Survey this was 30%
** In 2010 Pulse Survey this was 8%

 1% ....1year

 73% ..2 years

 14% ..3 years

 12% ..Over 3 years

 6% ....Quarterly

 17% ..Semi-annually

 13% ..Annually

 63% ..Biennially

 1% ....Never
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Having the best Pete Dye golf course, the most 
modern Har Tru tennis courts, the biggest slide at 
the pool, the latest in fitness equipment, the 

prettiest dining rooms, great lounges and luxurious locker 
rooms might mean your club members have the nicest toys 
in the neighborhood to play with, but are they having the 
best member experience and most fun of all the private clubs 
in your area?

What Walt Disney understood early on was, the happiest 
and most memorable experiences customers cherish are 
created by people, not things. New and modern things create 
excitement and fascination; human connections touch our 
hearts and our souls. Every club success and failure is 

directly connected to the degree its service team delivers a 
consistent and reliable experience, establishing a unique 
human connection between the service provider and service 
recipient while they are engaged with their club activity.

Given this preamble, there should be little debate 
proclaiming that private clubs are primarily social fraternal 
communities surrounded by high-end sports, recreational 
and dining amenities with calendars full of programs and 
activities. The main focus as general managers of private 
clubs should then be spent assembling and developing high 
performing service teams who are able to connect with club 
members, becoming part of their members’ club experience.

So now the questions are: How do club leaders best 
accomplish the most important primary mission of building 
a team of service personnel who are happy, professionally 
trained and motivated to focus on consistently creating and 
delivering unique experiences members cannot receive 
anywhere else? What tools are available to managers that 
will best assist in ensuring consistent and successful out-
comes?

HUMAN RESOURCES IS A DEPARTMENT
Unfortunately for many clubs, human resources is relegated 
to a desk in the back office of the accounting department 
where accounts payable, payroll and the paperwork from 

The New Club Human 
Resources Department
Keys to Enhancing the Member Experience  
(and Contribute to Member Retention)
By Richard Lareau, CCM, ECM

“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.”

—Walt Disney
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new hires is processed. At these clubs today, the club 
managers exclaim:
• Finding and hiring frontline staff is near impossible and a 

constant struggle!
• Good employees are nowhere to be found!
• Very few new hires have relevant experience!
• Frontline staff are very transient!
• The lack of loyalty to the club and job are signs of a  

bygone era!
• Staff today seem self-absorbed; they don’t really care about 

the club!
Many managers blame the quality of new hires and 

difficulty in attracting them as a consequence of the modern 
labor market—due to the attributes and characteristics of the 
millennial and the youngest Z generations—rather than the 
results of a lack of understanding of the importance of 
establishing a dynamic human resource department that 
functions as the club’s heart, pumping life, energy and 
strategy into every area of the club. A club’s human resource 
department and its director are integral strategic partners in 
the overall management of the club and are critical to 
ensuring the club’s mission and vision are successfully 
achieved.

Today’s mindset of many general managers sees the tasks 
of locating and hiring, orienting, onboarding, continuously 
training, mentoring, giving feedback and reviewing, disci-
plining and terminating their club’s dynamic service team, as 
the job of each department head and their respective 
supervisors within the club. The department heads were all 
hired because of their accomplishments, expertise and 
aptitude in their respective areas. Understanding what 
motivates and drives their employees is an expertise neces-
sary to ensure they are provided with the attention, feedback 
and resources required to best enable them to perform at a 
high level.

All clubs, regardless of size, should have a department 
head level director of human resources, who reports to and is 
a strategic partner with the general manager. Certainly, for 

small budget clubs, this position may also perform other 
duties. But, their HR functions must always remain first 
priority and sacrosanct.

Employees will want to work at the club for many of the 
same reasons prospective members will want to join the club. 
Employees and members will share the same core values that 
are at the foundation of the club’s existence: It’s a preferred 
club in the community to join while also being a preferred 
place to work in the community.

Members and employees must:
• Feel welcome
• Fit the club’s culture
• Understand how they each contribute to the success of the 

club
• Be recognized as individuals
• Be acknowledged for their achievements
• Feel they have value

SO WHY DOESN’T EVERY PRIVATE  
CLUB HAVE A DEPARTMENT OF HUMAN 
RESOURCES?
Some think they are too small, others believe it’s the 
department heads’ job, and yet others think they can’t 
afford it. Smart operators in the private club industry have 
discovered that human resource departments, like preven-
tative maintenance, will not only enhance the club’s 
operations and member experience, it will pay for itself 
many times over.

A certified analytics professional study found the average 
cost to replace an employee is 16 percent of their annual 

“Take care of your employees 
and they will take care of your 
customers.”

—J. Willard Marriott

1. Acquire

Establish a systemized hiring 
process that ensures new 
employees have both the right 
aptitude and attitude to be 
successful and fit into the 
club’s culture.

4. Protect

Position the management 
structure and operations of 
the club so it comports within 
all State and Federal hiring 
and employment laws, 
protecting it from EEOC 
(Equal Employment Opportu-
nity Commission) violations 
and discrimination lawsuits.

3. Partner

Participate as a wing of 
executive management, 
partnering in achieving the 
club’s strategic goals, mission 
and vision, influencing the 
member experience which 
ultimately drives new 
member recruitment and most 
important, member retention.

2. Align

Ensure the workforce is 
focused on the club’s mission 
and vision and has the right 
education, training and 
resources to be successful, 
both at the club and personally.

The Mission of the Human Resources Department
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salary for high-turnover, low-paying jobs. As an example, 
those earning under $30,000 per year, the cost to replace a 
$10/hour retail employee is $3,328. What’s the turnover rate 
of your club’s front-line and seasonal employees? Reducing 
employee turnover rate by half due to enhanced human 
resource policies and procedures over time, will pay almost 
half of the salary of an HR director.

IS YOUR CLUB INVESTING ENOUGH IN 
TRAINING YOUR EMPLOYEES? 
Many times, clubs think they cannot afford to spend precious 
budget dollars on employee training.

Henry Ford said, “The only thing worse than training your 
employees and having them leave, is to not train them and 
have them stay.”

Richard Branson of Virgin Airlines says, “Train your 
people well enough so they can work anywhere, treat them 
well enough so they don’t want to leave.”

The Association for Talent Development’s 2016 State of 
the Industry Report shows businesses with less than 500 
workers spend $2,112 per employee per year in training. That 
tabulates to the average private club with total revenues of 
$6M and 70 employees should be spending more than 
$147,000 on training per year. This may be high for the 
private club industry; however, private clubs should mini-
mally be investing between 1 to 1.5 percent of their gross 
revenue on training, association education, certification and 
professional development.

WORKFORCE SUCCESS
To be successful in today’s marketplace, a club’s organiza-
tional chart should include a department head director of 
human resources as a strategic partner to the general 
manager and board, to assist them with the following:
• Ensuring the club is recognized as a preferred business in 

the community where employees seek to work. Change the 
mindset of managers from thinking there are few good 
employees available, to becoming a company where 
employees seek to be hired because of the club’s profes-
sional development policies, mentoring and employee-
focused culture.

• Creating well-developed job descriptions for club positions 
that also articulate role requirements and then training 
and mentoring employees continuously for the job they 
need to fulfill.

• Safeguarding the philosophy that clubs are a home-away-
from-home for members—as well as the employees’ 
home-away-from-home.

• Making sure employees feel they are important and know 
their position is important to the club’s success.

• Ensuring employees feel valued and part of the club’s 
success.

• Giving employees regular feedback on their day-to-day 
performance and recognizing them for being successful 
each day they work.

• Establishing systems where employees can recognize when 
they’ve been successful without management needing to 
tell them so.

• Providing employees with the opportunity for professional 
growth and advancement within the company. The club 
should have a visible policy of hiring from within when 
possible.

• Paying employees well. The best clubs pay their employees 
the most they can provide, not the least they can get away 
with.

• Listening to employees and ensuring employee opinions 
and contributions are valued.

• Establishing a relationship between employees and their 
supervisors who respect them and show they are inter-
ested in their well being and advancement.

• Including employees in all nonconfidential club communi-
cations that members receive.
Member retention is enhanced at clubs that work to keep 

employees. The more positive and familial relationships 
members have with their employees directly affects the 
degree to which members are satisfied with the club and 
remain members. A club cannot consistently implement and 
achieve these systemized goals and processes without a 
dedicated human resource staff strategically working with 
the general manager and the board of directors. Without a 
dedicated person driving these policies, procedures and 
programs, the law of best intentions takes over resulting in 
poor outcomes. Nor can a club succeed without a consistent, 
systemized process for new employee orientation, onboard-
ing and employee performance feedback.

Walt Disney, Henry Ford, J. Willard Marriott and Richard 
Branson were all right: Empower, respect, mentor, train and 
professionally develop your employees, and they will ensure 
your club’s success.  

|  Fall 20178



Stepping into a position of leadership requires one to 
balance multiple priorities and to connect with diverse 
audiences or stakeholders. It also requires a flexibility 

of both mindset and action to adjust to a complex environ-
ment that is itself subject to change and, in some cases, 
crisis.

Simply put, leaders should possess a diverse set of skills 
and the capacity to match those abilities to a wide range of 
challenges. Style without substance will not do. Inspired 
vision must find its pragmatic execution. No “one trick pony” 
will do.

While there is no shortage of leadership models, here are 
several that resonate with club leaders.

JACK WELCH & THE TOUGH LEADER
Jack Welch had a long and successful tenure as CEO and 
Chairman at General Electric, often cited in the media or 
ranked in polls as among the very best CEOs. His approach 
to leadership was distilled in his best-selling book, Straight 
from the Gut, which he wrote in 2001 at the end of his 
20-year run at the head of GE.

Welch had a reputation as a strong and forceful leader. He 
insisted that mangers be subject to rigorous performance 
evaluations and that these brutally honest ratings would then 
be the primary basis for promotion or dismissal. And, 
indeed, those who scored lower would inevitably be fired. 
This approach was widely referred to as GE’s “rank and 
yank” system. Many thought it was unnecessarily ruthless or 
even cruel.

However many missed the larger intention behind 
Welch’s philosophy. “Business is the ultimate team sport,” 
Welch reminds us. In fact, Welch would sometimes go so far 
as to say an organization’s success was more dependent on 
having the right management team in place than having the 

right strategy. Thus leadership requires not just assembling a 
strong team, but continually improving that team. This 
would often mean bringing new (and potentially better) 
talent on board and replacing others.

But Welch was not just about shuffling players on the 
team. He was emphatic about creating the right environment 
for performance. Candor or honesty was a key ingredient for 
Welch. He always defended his approach to personnel as one 
in which people understood fully where they stood and what 
was expected and what they needed to do. He didn’t want 
people guessing about their performance.

At the same time, he had a fairly tolerant attitude toward 
failure. He would support his people that encountered 
failure, in part because he himself recognized that he had 
made bad decisions and green-lighted ventures that were, in 
retrospect, doomed for failure. He knew, too, that nothing of 
significance gets done in business without the confidence to 
make bold decisions and the willingness to take risks. But he 
was clear that people must learn from their mistakes and not 
repeat them.

SIMON SINEK AND THE INSPIRED LEADER
In one of the most viewed TED talks ever, the consultant 
Simon Sinek illustrates his philosophy of leadership with 
three simple interrogatories: why, how and what.

Take the Lead
What the Experts Tell 
Us About Leadership
By Jim Fisher, PhD

Watch this article!
Two of the leadership gurus are available in brief videos:

Simon Sinek’s popular TED talk video is at:
http://ow.ly/VtwD30gHp2q

Harvard Business Review’s Explainer gives us a two-minute 
rundown on Jim Collins’ Level 5 Leader:
http://ow.ly/QONS30gHp5g
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Take any member of a business or organization as an 
example, he says. Virtually everyone within that organization 
knows what they make or do. But substantially fewer 
understand how they do it, that is to say, their differentiating 
proposition, their value proposition, their “special sauce.” 
Most rare of all is the individual who knows the why—why 
the company goes about its particular business. And by why, 
explains Sinek, he means “What’s your purpose? What’s your 
cause? What’s your belief? Why does your organization 
exist? Why do you get out of bed in the morning? And why 
should anyone care?”

He explains using Apple Computer. First he sets up a 
straw man. If Apple were like any other company, he says, 
then they might formulate their selling pitch this way: “We 
make great computers. They’re beautifully designed, simple 
to use and user friendly. Want to buy one?”

Instead Apple takes a different approach that results in an 
altogether different marketing message and appeal: “Every-
thing we do, we believe in challenging the status quo. We 
believe in thinking differently. The way we challenge the 
status quo is by making our products beautifully designed, 
simple to use and user friendly. We just happen to make 
great computers. Want to buy one?”

This appeal is completely different and effective. “What it 
proves to us,” he explains, “is that people don’t buy what you 
do; people buy why you do it.” Therefore, leaders should not 
start with what they do or what they sell; leaders start with why. 
Indeed, that is the title of Sinek’s 2009 bestseller, Start with 
Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action.

Leaders who work to establish and communicate the 
organization’s motivating purpose are not only able to 
provide followers with exceptional energy and focus, but to 
also attract enabling resources and loyal customers or, in the 
case of clubs, highly engaged members.

PETER DRUCKER AND THE FOCUSED 
LEADER
Peter Drucker is justifiably known as the “founder of modern 
management.” His academic career spanned approximately 
60 years at three different colleges, teaching his final class in 
2002 at the age of 92. He authored nearly 40 books and 
numerous articles as well before his death in 2005. 

Drucker was the seminal thinker who established 
“management by objective” in the modern business vocabu-
lary, and emphasized focused and clear thinking that would 
support strategic choices and decisive actions. He was 
confident and bold, often making fearless forecasts and 
projections about the shifting contours of business organiza-
tions and the executive’s evolving role.

He observed that while successful leaders were “all over the 
map” with respect to personalities, attitudes, values, strengths 
and weaknesses, they ranged he said, “from nearly reclusive, 
from easygoing to controlling, from generous to parsimonious.” 
But he did find important similarities and these he identified as 
the eight practices that were present in the very best executives.

• They asked, “What needs to be done?”
• They asked, “What is right for the enterprise?”
• They developed action plans.
• They took responsibility for decisions.
• They took responsibility for communicating.
• They were focused on opportunities rather than problems.
• They ran productive meetings.
• They thought and said “we” rather than “I…”

Later in life he added on more rule: Listen first, speak last.

JIM COLLINS AND THE HUMBLE LEADER
Jim Collins, a consultant, manager and instructor at Stan-
ford University, researched what enabled companies to go 
from “good to great.” Or, as he put it, “why some companies 
make the leap and others don’t.”

The result of his research project was a best-selling book, 
Good to Great. Much of Collins’ curiosity focuses on organi-
zational persistence. Most big businesses seem to have a 
period of innovation and growth—but then seem to be 
overtaken by competitors or eclipsed by new stars in the 
business firmament. Today’s most valuable companies, 
Apple, Google and Amazon, weren’t even around when U.S. 
Steel, General Motors and RCA were the corporate titans.

The Levels of Leadership
In laddering up to Level 5 Leadership, Jim Collins identifies 
other dimensions of leadership that the Level 5 Leader has 
both incorporated into his or her leadership repertoire but 
also transcended.

LEVEL 5

Executive: Builds enduring greatness through a paradoxical 
combination of personal humility plus professional will.

LEVEL 4

Effective Leader: Catalyzes commitment to and vigorous 
pursuit of a clear and compelling vision; stimulates the 
group to high performance standards. 

LEVEL 3

Competent Manager: Organizes people and resources 
toward the effective and efficient pursuit of predetermined 
objectives.

LEVEL 2

Contributing Team Member: Contributes to the achieve-
ment of group objectives; works effectively with others in a 
group setting.

LEVEL 1

Highly Capable Individual: Makes productive contribu-
tions through talent, knowledge, skills, and good work 
habits.
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What is it, then, that allows organizations to soar into that 
rarefied atmosphere of excellence and then remain flying so 
high for so long? Collins’ book suggests that there are no less 
that seven factors that move firms from good to great and 
then keep them there.

Like Drucker, Collins emphasizes determination and focus. 
All of Collins’ “great” firms exhibit what he calls a “culture of 
discipline.” Like Welch, Collins assigns priority to people over 
strategy. Or as Collins has it, “Get the right people on the bus, 
then figure out where to go.” And like Sinek, Collins looks at 
his great firms and sees the passion of motivation burning 
brightly. What lights your fire? What could you be best in the 
world at? These are questions that drive greatness.

When a leader becomes great, they exhibit Level 5 Leader-
ship, according to Collins.

The Level 5 Leader does what other excellent leaders do: 
Establishes a compelling vision, sets high performance 
standards, and organizes and facilitates teamwork. But the 
Level 5 Leader has two additional qualities that Collins 
describes as fierce resolve coupled with personal humility. 
This brand of leadership is evident in both good times and 
bad, with both dramatic achievements and significant 
setbacks. When enduring organizational reversals, Level 5 
Leaders take full responsibility, even blame themselves for 
such problems, but when the organization succeeds, “the 
mirror turns into a window,” and the leader freely gives 
credit to others.

This combination of resolute determination and genuine 
humility is, Collins believes, quite rare. As individuals 
achieve and rise to executive positions, egos can similarly 
inflate and achievements be claimed in a highly personal 
way. The drive that yields success can overshadow the 
humility that is an essential element of Level 5. These leaders 
are often introverted, sometimes shy—and may also be 
underestimated or passed over in preference for a bigger 
personality, for style over substance.

THE MYSTERY OF LEADERSHIP
The various portraits of a leader emphasize different aspects 
of club leaders. The diversity of opinions suggests that 
leadership is not easily distilled or taught to others in a 
straightforward or simple way.

At the same time, being a senior executive in a club is a 
big job that pulls the individual in many directions and 
requires the balancing of many priorities.

Members have high expectations. Talent is sometimes 
scarce and often expensive. Competition is constantly 
present and often fierce.

There are a handful of key takeaways from our leadership 
gurus that are applicable in the club world.
1. Effective club executives can lead organizational 

change. For Drucker, this involved creative strategic 
thinking and the capacity to look beyond today’s vexing 
problem toward tomorrow’s big opportunity. He also praised 
those who could organize and focus to get things done.

2. The best leaders are exceptional communicators, 
able to inspire those who follow. Sinek’s theme is to 
start with “why?” Be clear on what motivates you, your 
employees and your members. Welch’s energy and 
conviction communicated his message in an effective 
manner. Club leaders can maximize their opportunities to 
communicate by breaking out of their offices and main-
taining visibility and accessibility.

3. Successful leaders attract and develop talent. Both 
Collins and Welch are emphatic on this point. Leaders 
ultimately place their big bets on people much more than a 
new initiative or a bold strategy. This capacity to contrib-
ute to the success of others requires a curious mind and a 
careful ear. Drucker’s maxim was to listen first, and speak 
last, while Collins’ Level 5 Leader was willing to shoulder 
the blame, while freely giving credit to others for the big 
wins. So in conclusion, the best club leaders are those that 
combine a strategic mindset together with a generous 
spirit. A keen mind and a kind heart, now that’s a winning 
combination and a successful club leader.  

Clubs that Start with Why
Here are exceptional clubs where leaders have distinctive 
approaches to their mission.

• The San Diego Yacht Club

This club maintains a core mission that 
encompasses all-things sailing and boating. This clear focus 
has allowed the club to remove barriers that might otherwise 
prevent novices or those not currently owning boats to set sail. 
At the same time, some of the world’s best yachtsman and 
sailors trace their origins and love of the sport to this club.

• Capital City Club, Atlanta, Ga.

The Club’s mission is: “A social organization to 
promote pleasure, kind feeling and general culture 
of its members.”  Says GM/COO Matt McKinney, 
“It’s perfect. We’ve kept it for a hundred thirty-five 
years-plus.” The club motto is “Carpe diem.” This “why” has 
expanded the reach of this club to three different locations in 
the greater Atlanta region—all united in purpose and relevance.

• The Union League of Chicago

This club traces its origins back to the Civil War 
era. Since then it has maintained an impressive 
record of growth and expanding influence in the region, state 
and country. This is largely because the club’s mission, which 
is focused on the members’ engagement in public life. The 
club—its programs, committees and leaders—are all about a 
commitment to understanding and advancing public policy 
issues and community life.
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The decision on the best management for a club rests 
squarely on the shoulders of the members and the 
board. A membership that is closely aligned with the 

club’s mission and is truly dedicated to it, will have many 
members willing to serve. They will serve on committees and 
the board, will fund needed capital projects, and will stay 
involved to improve their club when they are called upon. 
Such clubs, according to McMahon Group research, often 
have twice as many members who are “very satisfied” with 
their overall club experience than an average club found in 
today’s private club world.

Clubs with no clear strategic plan for their mission are at 
greater risk of having weak member loyalty and dysfunction-
al boards, and may be on the road to failure. They provide 
low member satisfaction, resulting in members with little 
desire to help. In this scenario, few members will volunteer 
to serve on committees or will want to take on board service, 
making them prime candidates for using management 
companies to manage and direct club business, because the 
members themselves have failed.

With time-constrained club members today, it is easy to 
see why members don’t have the commitment to serve their 
clubs that they once had. Members joined clubs to enjoy 
other members, not to undertake the challenge of saving a 
declining organization. But if a club’s membership does not 
value its club enough to work for it, it will get a club experi-
ence that is primarily commercial in nature.

For such clubs, membership becomes a customer relation-
ship that a management company is well-suited to operate. 
They cannot charge much of an initiation fee, must have very 
competitive dues, and must have a large-quantity-membership 
business approach as opposed to a high-quality-strategic 
membership approach. For clubs with low membership loyalty, 
the management company operation approach works well.

Great clubs only happen if members care and are willing to 
make a commitment to their clubs. This equates to having 
capable members serving on committees and boards because 
they want a certain club experience for themselves and their 
families. A dedicated board listens to its membership, surveys 
them and then sets club policies for management to execute. 
Such clubs always have good management: A strong general 
manager directing club operations. Not only does the GM have 
to have all the skills to build a strong management team, but 
he/she must be equally adept in club politics and in tune with 
societal trends so the club is continually changing with the 
times. A management team must know how to keep most of 
the members “very satisfied” and yet make the hard decisions.

There are numerous examples of good clubs achieving 

high success with more than 50 percent of 
all members being “very satisfied” with their 
overall club experience. Almost all have a 
strategic plan that the board and management follow. Clubs 
such as Baltusrol Golf Club in N.J., Wellesley Country Club 
in Boston, The Union League of Philadelphia, The Briar Club 
in Houston, Multnomah Athletic Club in Ore., all have great 
managers, strong board leadership and commitment, and 
strategic plans setting membership-directed policies and 
operations.

THE CASE FOR MANAGEMENT COMPANIES
For clubs where the members don’t have the time, commit-
ment and/or ability to govern, bringing in a capable manage-
ment company may be the best answer. Because without a 
hard-nose business approach to operations or a functional 
club board, bringing in a management company is the next 
best solution for saving a club from itself.

From a historical perspective, when club management 
companies do their jobs well, their clubs begin to prosper. 
And in this improved situation, many of these clubs begin 
wanting improved services and facilities that may only come 
from more involved members and a good general manager 
resuming control. The rise of management companies 
started about twenty years ago in the southeastern club 
marketplace when management companies were hired to run 
club operations. Eventually, the club members yearned for 
higher quality in the clubs, resulting in member-owned and 
governed clubs once again. We are again in such a club 
management cycle.

WHICH MANAGEMENT PATH IS BEST FOR 
YOUR CLUB?
It’s all about a club’s mission. If a club’s members are 
striving for high-quality and premier position in a market-
place, the members have to stay involved, serving on 
committees and having their most capable members 
committed to serving on the board. They must search for and 
select the best club management skills they can afford. They 
must stay in touch with their members to monitor changing 
conditions. They must also have and follow a strategic plan.

If, however, a club cannot get this level of member 
commitment/dedication, then bringing in a highly qualified 
management company is the best way to survive and 
maintain a financially viable club operation. But even with 
management company operations, it is critical for such clubs 
to stay in touch with the members and to have a strategic 
plan guiding the club’s future.  

Taking the Other Road
The Path to Management Companies
By Bill McMahon, Sr.
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A t the first meeting between Abraham Lincoln and 
Ulysses S. Grant following the latter’s appointment 
as Lieutenant General over all U.S. Armies, Grant in 

his autobiography recalled Lincoln saying “he did not care to 
know what I was to do, only to know what I wanted; that I 
should have all I required. He wished me to beat Lee, how I 
did it was my own duty. He said he did not wish to know my 
plans or exercise any scrutiny over my plans; so long as I 
beat the rebel army he was satisfied.” True to human nature, 
Lincoln then unfurled a map and “suggested” strategies and 
routes Grant should pursue to achieve final victory. That, in a 
nutshell, reflects the on-going tussle between governance 
and management, and in many ways, the life of a club 
manager; “do what you think is best, but consider doing it 
my way.”

Our exploration into club leadership identifies best 
practices, but it also shows that there are multiple pathways to 
success. Your club’s “best” approach will reflect its culture and 
situation. For example, many board members and managers 
suggest the key to success is continuity in leadership, pointing 

to stellar performers like Merion Golf Club outside Philadel-
phia, where the president serves a four-year term. But what 
about a great club like Skokie Country Club on the North 
Shore of Chicago, where presidents serve only one-year terms 
and individual board terms are for only two years? Their 
system is light on continuity, but highly successful.

Others suggest the key to outperformance is in the club’s 
rules and bylaws, especially if they provide the board wide 
latitude to do what it feels is right—the so-called benevolent 
dictator model. It’s true that the membership often has little 
control in many storied clubs, yet at Medinah Country Club 
outside Chicago, the membership has significant say in these 
matters to the point of voting on the operating and capital 
budgets and any dues increases. Still others point to board 
size, thinking smaller boards are more effective than larger 
ones. True in part, as evidenced by the 7-member board at 
the excellently governed and managed Meadow Club in 
Fairfax, Calif.; except Army Navy Country Club in Arlington, 
Va., with its multiple locations, 7,000-plus members and 
successful new clubhouse has a 40-member board.

On Leadership
ONE SIZE DOES NOT FIT ALL
By Frank Vain
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Those looking for a rules-based guide for governing a 
private club may be disappointed by these contrasting 
examples, but this suggests the human aspect is more 
important than the governance structure. Great clubs achieve 
greatness under different systems and formats. A small 
board can micro-manage just as much as a large one and we 
can find continuity in boards where presidents have short 
tenures and inconsistency in ones with multi-year terms for 
the president. In turn, a manager who fails to establish 
support for their operating plan or fails to act on it is going to 
be micro-managed. Governing and managing a club success-
fully is the result of common characteristics and practices 
within the divergent approaches described above.

Following are key traits from successful boards:
The Enlightened Board: The enlightened board 

recognizes they are there to put more than a rubber stamp on 
the wishes of the president and executive, yet understands 
they are governors, not operators. They provide counsel for 
the president and executive committee and guidance, advice 
and support to the GM/COO. They focus on the success of 
the club overall, not individual agendas. Most importantly, 
they engage in constructive debate, eliminating from board 
service those who bring only complaints or self-serving 
agendas to the table. Great boards have a culture that is open 
to diverse viewpoints, but they also have a process for 
deliberating on these issues and acting in a concerted 
manner when the debate is concluded.

Clarity of Purpose: Successful clubs know who they 
are and where they are going. The club board has a complete 
understanding of why the club exists and what it aspires to 
become. They work consistently to this end and know how to 
shut down distractions and misdirection.

An Informed Membership: Many boards are terrified 
of meeting with their membership. They are fearful of 
reprisals or criticisms, often lobbed in from the vocal minority, 

or they cite concerns that members will act in some irrational 
way if they knew more about the club’s actual standing. This 
reticence to engage and inform the members feeds the rumor 
mill and increases member frustration. By continually 
informing the membership about key issues and goals, 
effective boards build understanding within the member 
community and this understanding is the basis for concerted 
effort. It is necessary in a club with rules like Medinah’s to 
hold several informational meetings each year, so the mem-
bers have accurate information about what is driving the 
board’s recommendations and the call to action for the 
members. This can be labor intensive for the volunteers, but 
the derivative is an informed and engaged membership.

Walk the Talk: Successful boards and clubs support the 
purpose they’ve clearly defined, and they reject people and 
practices that conflict with this direction. Over the last 
couple of years, I’ve been engaged with a club with clearly 
dysfunctional leadership. There is a well-deserved lack of 
trust among the membership as prior boards took significant 
actions that were a clear circumvention of the bylaws. One 
board member has a rogue agenda and behaves poorly in 
meetings. He is in violation of essential element number 
one—encourage and engage in constructive debate, and the 
rest of the board break best practice number four—walk the 
talk—by allowing his behavior. This person would be coached 
through these histrionics in a work setting, or they would be 
terminated. One of the benefits of the rotating leadership 
posts at Skokie Country Club is that one-third or more of the 
members have been on the board at one time or another. 
They understand and trust the model. It is probably one of 
the best-aligned clubs, and this exposure forms a discipline 
that keeps the club unified.

Following are practices that grow this culture:
Nominating Committee: Most clubs vet prospective 

new members, ever-cautious for how mismatched members 
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might negatively impact the club’s culture and membership. 
They should apply an even greater level of due diligence to 
new board members, where a rogue actor could spoil the 
performance and working relationship of this small body and 
negatively impact the club for years to come. Over the past 
decade, more clubs have transitioned away from contested 
elections and now rely on the Nominating Committee to 
present to the members a slate of directors who have proven 
their value to the club through work on committees or they 
bring a skill set that is essential to the leadership team. For 
this system to work, the Nominating Committee must 
function in a way that builds trust, which is an outgrowth of 
effective communications, outreach to all members inter-
ested in participating in governance (not only an inner 
circle), and establishing criteria to objectively rank candi-
dates. The Nominating Committee should be the stewards 
for governance training and development, functioning 
year-round, not just at election time.

Get Off to a Great Start: A thorough orientation for 
new directors is a critical element in building a better func-
tioning board. This should take place well-before they 
participate in a board meeting. More clubs are staggering the 
election and turnover of board members, so the incoming 
class can monitor several board meetings before they officially 
take their seat on the board. An effective orientation will cover 
the board’s role as governors and working processes, as well as 
reviews of history, mission and vision and their role in serving 
the membership. Only about 60 percent of clubs have a 
defined orientation process and a written board orientation 
manual. If the first thing a newly elected director does is 
attend a board meeting, your program is poorly structured.

Strategic Plans and Annual Workshops: After 
essential fiduciary duties, a board’s chief role is to define and 
enforce the club’s goals. The board serves as the strategist for 
the club—assuming the responsibility of strategic planning 
for clarity of purpose. The key issues derived from the 
planning program must become part of the board’s regular 
meeting discussions and at least once a year it should be 
reviewed, challenged and updated by the board at an off-site 
workshop. Board meetings are where you discuss tactics, 
policies and operations. The annual retreat or strategic 
planning meeting is the forum for wider ranging discussions 
on mission and purpose and decision making on key issues 
that will affect the club over the next five years.

Small at the Top: Many volunteer boards are scaling 
back. The old school notion was that a large board would 
reflect the attitudes and interests of the membership and 
create consensus for action. Performance suggests something 
altogether different. As detailed by business management 
writer Patrick Lencioni in his book, The Advantage, the 
challenge with large groups is a lack of listening, since 
everyone around the table is waiting for their precious few 
minutes to talk. Everyone ultimately functions as an advo-
cate for their agenda, which prevents resolution of issues. 
Many troubled clubs across the country got that way because 

of inaction. This is often the result of overly large, delibera-
tive boards finding ways to delay making difficult decisions.

Engage Your Committees: Committees are where the 
goals of leadership and desires of the membership intersect. 
They provide the frontline input the board and management 
needs and wants to provide a relevant membership experience. 
This group of members has volunteered to help the club, and 
the board should make sure they are listening to this input. 
They should also be providing them the information they need 
to make informed decisions and use them as a conduit to push 
out information to the membership at large. Most committees 
continue to function in a vacuum, without insight into the club’s 
overall strategy and the role they can play in executing toward 
the plan. As with your board members, committee members 
will benefit from an orientation on the club’s strategic plan, a 
review of the job description for their committee and the 
themes and ideas they will be studying for the year ahead. 
Committees must be chaired by a sitting board member so 
there is action on their recommendations at the board table, 
and by exposing up and comers to established leaders, serve as 
a proving ground for future leaders. Successful performance on 
a committee must be a stepping stone to board service.

Communicate, Communicate, Communicate: 
Unless your members complain that the board is over-com-
municating, you are most likely not communicating enough. 
Many of the challenges clubs face can be traced back to poor 
communications and their failure to build alignment and 
understanding among the membership. Building a record of 
information in the password protected governance tab on the 
club’s website is an important tool for developing an aligned 
and supportive membership.

KEY TO EFFECTIVE GOVERNANCE
Clubs can be successful under varied governance models. It 
is ultimately not the system each club uses that drives its  
success, but how well their approach leads to an open, 
collegial debate on the facts and how well the board keeps 
the membership informed about direction and required 
actions that carries the day. Whatever the format, there must 
be clarity about the organization’s direction and an ongoing 
process to monitor performance toward that goal.  
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The true legacy of a leader is often reflected in the 
continued health and vitality of the organization after 
that leader leaves. Resilient clubs and farsighted leaders 

look beyond the present moment and think about what comes 
next—and they prepare for it.

Boca West Country Club, located in Boca Raton, Fla., is in 
that elite group of best private clubs in the world, maintaining 
its distinction as a Platinum Club for two decades. No small part 
of this reputation for distinction is attributed to the leadership of 
Jay DiPietro, whose tenure as president and general manager 
has extended over a 30-year period. His distinctive style and 
impressive run at Boca West has left an indelible mark on the 
industry and in the tight-knit world of club management.

In 2016 DiPietro announced that he would be transitioning 
out of his operational position as GM and named Matthew 
Linderman as his successor. Linderman was no stranger to 
Boca West, having started at the club in 2005 in the food and 
beverage department and then advancing to club manager and 
on to assistant general manager.

DiPietro clearly recognized Linderman’s leadership 
potential and started the process of mentoring him for more 
management responsibility. At the time of Linderman’s 
promotion DiPietro said, “I’ve been grooming Matthew since 
he joined us more than 11 years ago.” His recommendation 
that Linderman assume the general manager position was 
unanimously approved by the board.

LEADERSHIP SUCCESSION
In a Club Trends interview, Linderman talked about the 
responsibility and challenge of managing a large, complex 
residential community. The Boca West community covers 

1,400 acres and has 
approximately 3,500 
homes and about 6,000 residents; it has four golf courses, 29 
tennis courts and eight pickleball courts, six restaurants and a 
wide range of services that include spa, fitness and aquatics.

An operation of this scale and scope has substantial human 
resource requirements. A human resources department of four 
is required to maintain a staff of nearly 850 in peak season, 
and they regularly recruit internationally to attract and retain 
the talent they need to run this big club.

There is nothing impersonal or bureaucratic about Linder-
man’s approach to managing Boca West Country Club. 
Linderman explains that a large part of his own leadership 
style reflects the family-like culture and atmosphere that 
DiPietro expressly cultivated. “We share the vision and values 
embedded into the service of the club.”

Linderman and his management team believe that this 
service ethos that is central to club management begins with 
supporting and developing staff. “We treat everyone like family,” 
explains Linderman, “and that begins with employees.”

Clearly, Linderman enjoys his work. His demeanor is open 
and warm and he communicates a sense of energetic enthusi-
asm toward his work, employees, board of governors and club 
members. His approach, which is also mirrored by his 
department heads, is to be visible and fully engaged in the 
rhythms of daily club life. “We are in the member-pleasing 
business,” explains Linderman, and for him this requires a 
personal presence—not only to engage his members but also 
to model and encourage a positive attitude and an infectious 
sense of fun and enthusiasm.

This concern for employee satisfaction, morale and 

By Jim Fisher PhD

Photos courtesy CJ Walker Photography
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solidarity also comes with a strong focus on performance and 
excellence. Boca West has a comprehensive training program 
that includes onboarding of new employees as well as an 
emphasis on continuous improvement and employee develop-
ment. The system relies on tapping the deep expertise of 
experienced staff and uses techniques like shadowing and 
performance scoring to teach, monitor and encourage. 
“Knowledge is power,” says Linderman, and so the leadership 
philosophy at Boca West is to empower employees with the 
knowledge and tools they need to perform at the highest level. 
Expectations are lofty, but employees are clear on where they 
stand and how to progress.

THE NEXT BIG THING
Linderman has extensive experience in managing toward the 
highest standard of excellence. Prior to coming to Boca West, 
he had experience in hospitality and dining operations. It was 
under his leadership that three different properties at Four 
Seasons Hotels achieved a coveted 5-star rating. However, 
according to Linderman, “Getting the 5-star designation is 
challenging, but maintaining that status is extremely difficult.”

Over time there will inevitably be breakdowns and problems 
that arise, and thus Linderman emphasizes the art of “service 
recovery.” Because members have a relationship with their club, 
the staff should have the insight and wherewithal to “turn it 
around” and make sure that a member never leaves displeased 
or unhappy. In this way, the leadership team at Boca West 
elevates service into an attitude about excellence and distinc-
tion. The staff responds in kind by taking personal pride in their 
achievement while seeking to expand the boundaries of what is 
possible through teamwork and creative innovation. “This team 
enjoys winning and seeing the members’ smiles,” says Linder-
man. “It’s human nature to want to be successful.”

What does a club that characteristically helps set the trends 
for the club industry do to keep it fresh and innovative? Again, 
the open and energetic attitude of Boca West—its manage-
ment, board members, members and its partners—provide it 
with a spirit of curiosity and thoroughness.

For example, Linderman is sensitive to how success itself 
can present new challenges. As the residential community 
continues to grow and participation increasingly reaches 
across multiple generations, more mundane issues like traffic 
flow, congestion and parking access are problems that can 
potentially erode the premium club experience. Plans are 

therefore underway at Boca West to keep pace with analyzing 
traffic and discussing potential solutions such as security 
enhancements that are already taking place.

Boca West’s board of governors places a premium upon 
innovation. Many clubs are currently finding that members 
have an appetite for spa services. Boca West was there 10 
years ago with health and spa facilities that include 24 
treatment rooms. Member-guest events apply to this offering 
just as they do to duplicate bridge, tennis and golf at this club.

Linderman explained how the club is able to get ahead of the 
curve and spot new trends and service offerings that are impor-
tant drivers of club member satisfaction: Look, listen and ask.

Linderman is a keen observer and watches the hospitality 
scene closely both near and far. An inspection of upper-end 
dining establishments that included more than 50 restaurant 
visits in three days convinced Linderman that multi-level dining 
that featured dramatic window views was a strong offering that 
appealed to diners and effectively expanded their experience.

This insight ultimately culminated in Boca West’s own 
premier restaurant, Prime Cut-The Place for Steak, which 
features two levels with 18-foot window seating. At night, 
more than 300 yards of the golf course is lit. One travel writer 
visiting this scene commented: “If Prime Cut at Boca West 
Country Club was a stand-alone public steakhouse, it would 
be among the top five in South Florida.”

The membership at Boca West is an important source of 
new ideas. Generally speaking, private club members are 
affluent, well-traveled and sophisticated. Because Linderman 
and his staff are attuned to member opinions and are available 
to listen and observe, a consistent stream of ideas and 
possibilities flow into the planning process. This close connec-
tion with member needs and expectations also allows the 
decision-makers to wisely customize and adjust new initiatives 
so they are distinctly suited to Boca West. Linderman and the 
board will listen to experts—IT specialists, designers and 
architects—but the solution the team lands on will ultimately 
be tailored and built to fit this club. No off-the-shelf offerings 
for Boca West. As Linderman says, “We don’t do makeshift.”

WHAT THE MEMBER SEES
At the conclusion of the interview, Linderman showed a side 
that is especially essential to a successful club manager: To see 
and feel the club as a member might. We were discussing the 
sports bar, and while you might expect a detailed description 
of the features, including a state-of-the-art sound system and a 
180-inch video wall, Linderman chose to instead focus on the 
member’s experience walking into that bar. He imagined a 
member who might not be having one of his best days, maybe 
a rare bad-weather day in otherwise sunny Florida, but in 
Linderman’s re-telling, he enters the sports bar, sees the retro 
street scene that floods his memories with the good ole days, 
hears “The Rat Pack” on that sound system and sees his 
buddies taking in whatever game may be on the video wall, 
and as he makes his way across the room, he’s soon snapping 
his fingers while a smile breaks across his face.  

Upper level window seating at Prime Cut
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The historic, 103-year-old New Orleans Country Club 
(NOCC) is a private golf and country club that has only 
gotten better with age. In addition to the challenging 

18-hole, 6,655-yard golf course, the club’s 1,450 members 
enjoy 10 lighted clay tennis courts, two swimming pools, a 
fitness facility, casual and fine dining options all leading to an 
active social calendar. 

General Manager/COO Bobby Crifasi, CCM, CCE, has 
been in management at the club for 30 years, 26 of them in 
his current position. New Orleans Country Club has been 
chosen as a Platinum Club of America six times during his 
tenure. Crifasi successfully leads his staff of approximately 200 
by taking a coaching approach to leadership and encouraging 
his department heads to take this same approach to leading 
their respective teams.

“I truly think our jobs as GMs are most similar to a coach in 
sports. We’re constantly trying to put together our best team, 
constantly trying to get better through education, hard work 
and teamwork. I like John Wooden, Nick Saban and Bill 
Belichick—their successes are unparalleled,” Crifasi said.

COMPLEMENT THE CULTURE OF THE CLUB
Crifasi credits the members of NOCC with fostering a culture 
where the staff is treated warmly and with great respect and 
dignity. Though clearly his personality and leadership ap-

proach are a natural fit for the club, he 
takes his cues from the members. “Our 
club is like a family. Our members 
treat our staff like family and, in turn, 
our staff would run through the wall for our members. It starts 
with the members. I know it’s not like that at every club, but 
this culture really works for us.”

He cites a recent event that illustrates his point. A well-
regarded 87-year-old member recently passed away. His 
family had been long-time members and his children now 
bring their own kids to the club just as he did. When he 
passed away, his son called Crifasi to let him know and, 
specifically to ensure that three members of the dining room 
staff were told. When Crifasi attended the wake, he saw 
numerous club employees had gone on their own because of 
their friendship with the family.

NOCC’s environment seems to engender loyalty among staff 
and reciprocal appreciation from its members. There are more 
than 40 employees with 10 or more years with the club; there 
are two women in the locker room who are sisters that have 56 
and 55 years of experience, respectively, at the club; and three 
dining room employees with 43, 36 and 34 years, respectively. 
Each year the members generously contribute more than 
$100,000 to the employee Christmas bonus fund, which is quite 
a testament to their satisfaction and loyalty to the staff.

LEADERSHIP AT NEW ORLEANS COUNTRY CLUB:

The Coach Approach

Photos courtesy New Orleans Country Club
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BE AN EXAMPLE
Legendary coach John Wooden said, “Ability may get you to 
the top, but it takes character to keep you there.”

Crifasi says that always being there for employees, both 
professionally and personally, is key to satisfied and compe-
tent employees. His goal is to make sure the staff knows that 
he and his department heads truly want them to succeed and 
provide them with all the tools necessary to do that. Equally 
important is modelling the behaviors, demeanor and profes-
sionalism that he expects from his employees.

“We set the culture as the GM; our practices are stamped on 
how our club is perceived. Everything from a good first and last 
impression, appropriate phone manners, how we say hello and 
goodbye, how we dress, how we provide directions, as well as 
what our fence lines look like, if the grounds are well maintained 
and free of any trash. Are we honest and ethical in all instances, 
do we follow up timely on every request, whether we master the 
details, how we conduct business, do we pay our vendors timely, 
do we treat our vendors nicely, do we treat everyone with dignity 
and respect? Is this club respected as a place people will want to 
work and belong as members? Everything matters, and everyone 
is watching your every move,” Crifasi said.

COMMUNICATE, LISTEN AND SUPPORT
The department heads at NOCC have a mandatory meeting 
every Thursday at 3 p.m. to review the previous week and 
discuss operational concerns and club issues. They also 
discuss leadership books that they have read as a group and 
identify valuable take-aways.

Each department head also holds department meetings 
where employees are briefed on events and have the chance 
to raise and address any concerns and share their ideas. 
Providing forums for communication is critical and can yield 
some great benefits. For example, because of staff discussions 
and suggestions, the club refurbished the employee cafeteria 
and break room and improved it dramatically.

NOCC knows that it must invest in its employees as well. 
As departments prepare their budgets, they determine how 
much can be allocated for professional development. Employ-
ees are encouraged to become active members of their 

professional associations and attend their respective annual 
conferences and chapter meetings. It is a priority and has full 
board support.

JT Crawford, PGA, Head Golf Professional, has been at 
NOCC for 15 years and says Crifasi is still coaching him and 
providing leadership so that they both can improve the skills 
and services they provide the members. “As the coach,” 
Crawford explains, “Bobby demonstrates the values and sets the 
standards, which gives us, as department heads, 99 percent of 
the information we need to make the proper decisions in our 
departments and communicate to our teams’ members so they, 
too, can make strong decisions on their own.”

Crawford asserts that NOCC’s signature warm culture starts 
with its general manager, who knows all 200 employees by 
name and keeps his door open to each and every one of them. 
“I’ve always liked that all of the employees feel comfortable 
calling him Bobby,” he added.

SIMPLIFY GOVERNANCE PRACTICES
Although Crifasi knows NOCC’s governance model isn’t for 
every club, after 30 years their board/committee structure 
operates like a well-oiled machine. The Nominating Commit-
tee nominates one board member per year in an uncontested 
election, and each member serves for 11 years as they cycle 
through positions. There are only four active committees at the 
club: House, Golf, Tennis and Membership. The continuity, 
trust and efficiency this creates is invaluable. Crifasi cites the 
following key elements to leadership with the board: honesty, 
integrity, transparency, trust, never hiding bad news, following-
up with a sense of urgency, knowing your numbers/financial 
acumen, compassion and loyalty.

When asked what advice he would give his younger self 
after 30 years in the club industry, Crifasi replied, “When it 
comes to the long hours, holidays and weekends, you might 
second guess yourself for choosing this profession; don’t 
second guess yourself. At the right club and with continuing 
professional development and a supportive spouse, it’s a 
wonderful profession and absolutely 100 percent worth it.” It 
certainly appears that the employees and members at NOCC 
are relieved Crifasi followed his own advice.  

Recent NOCC employee golf tournament
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After an illustrious career as both a 
chef and an executive in New 
York’s competitive hospitality 

scene, John Dorman, CCM, ECM, became 
general manager of The University Club 
(New York) in 1997. Founded in 1865, the club’s landmark 
200,000-square-foot building was built in 1899 in the center 
of the world’s most bustling city.

Housing three elegant dining rooms, 11 banquet spaces, 97 
luxuriously-appointed guest rooms, an extensive athletic and 
squash facility, and the world’s largest and finest club library, the 
club hosts more than 300 annual social events. Dorman says, 
“The club is an architectural gem and a great source of pride for 
its more than 4,300 members, who are its very heart.”

Leading a team of 240 employees to preserve the rich 
history and culture of the club, while advancing modern 
amenities and simultaneously meeting the expectations of its 
esteemed membership is the task Dorman has been tackling 
with aplomb for the past 20 years.

Set Goals. “Personally, I am goal oriented, and I try to 
impart that to our team. I believe in working closely with our 
staff and member-driven committees to create both long- and 
short-term goals,” Dorman said.

Equally important is providing a clear vision of each goal, 
identifying interim goals to measure if they are tracked or if the 
target needs to be adjusted, and acknowledging when the goal 
has been met.

Empower the Staff. Dorman believes that allowing his 
management team to execute the club’s vision empowers staff 
to take ownership of their respective departments or services 

and manage the details involved. He works with his team to 
develop action plans to remedy situations that need improve-
ment, or to implement organizational changes, but then steps 
back to allow them work on it.

“I have confidence in our management team and their 
support staff and trust that they will follow through. During the 
process, I do check in, but try not to micromanage,” Dorman 
says, admitting that occasionally some micromanaging or 
redirection is inevitable.

Dorman communicates with staff personally, but credits his 
department heads with providing clarity of roles and feedback 
on performance. The executive staff meets daily to run down the 
day, discuss upcoming events, and identify potential issues.

Walk Around and Be Visible. “I believe very much in the 
practice of ‘walking’ the clubhouse. In managing by walking 
around, you get to observe and interact with the team, see the 
facility and execution of day-to-day operations, and communi-
cate with the members.” He is a believer in not only reviewing 
club events, but attending many. Members find it comforting 
and reassuring when they realize the person in charge is 
participating in its success.

Make Sure Every Link Is Strong. The University Club has a 
discerning, accomplished membership that uses the club as an 
oasis from the fast-paced life outside its walls, and they often 
bring guests with a great sense of pride in the facility and service.

Each employee, Dorman believes, arrives with the intention 
of doing a great job and providing a wonderful member 
experience. He and his management team treat all staff 
members like valuable participants in the club’s daily services.

“We regularly discuss the importance of mutual respect 

By Bridget Gorman Wendling Photos courtesy The University Club (New York)
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and responsibility—as it is the basis of the culture we want to 
create for our team—this then translates in to quality member 
service. If we treat the team well, it is reflected in how they 
feel about the work they perform. Every task, large or small, 
affects service,” Dorman said.

He described the impact that a weak link can have on the 
member experience and the overall service. If any link in the 
chain fails, all the efforts made by so many are at risk. For 
example, if a great event is planned and carried out, but any 
one of the following occurs …
• The room temperature is incorrect
• The food is cold
• The service is slow
• Lighting is wrong
• The table seatings aren’t correct
• The flowers aren’t perfect or are too fragrant
• The bar has the wrong liquors
• The music is too loud, too low, too fast, too slow

… The event may be remembered more by its failures than 
its success, and much effort will have been wasted. Recogniz-
ing everyone’s contributions instills a warranted sense of pride 
in personal performance.

Show Appreciation for All Contributions. People want their 
contributions to be acknowledged and Dorman feels that as 
the GM he should participate in that recognition. Some of his 
favorite events of the year are employee-recognition events. 
He thanks staff regularly for doing what they do well, noting, 
“You simply cannot do it enough.”

Most of the employees, whose average tenure is 15-plus 
years, take their jobs seriously. Members regularly send letters 
of commendation for services that were rendered above and 
beyond expectations. The examples are countless: arranging 
that “to go” bag of a member’s favorite Danish when they are 
checking out; stitching a seam right before a special event; 
carrying bags for blocks just to get to a cab when there is a 
parade on 5th Avenue; or making sure the proper amenities 
are in a member’s overnight room. They may even accompany 
a member to a hospital. Getting your team to go above and 
beyond is what many leaders attempt, but Dorman knows that 
this is what a terrific and caring staff does regularly.

Dorman believes that it is essential to create an enjoyable 
workplace, and he feels the club succeeds. His employees are 
the first to recommend applicants for that rare open position. 
Applicants often say they hear it’s a great place to work. It is a 
testament to the club’s leadership that those who retire often 
relay how much the club has meant to them and their families.

Manage Expectations and Respond Accordingly. Every club 
has moments where things don’t go exactly as planned. Dorman’s 
common-sense approach mitigates damage and swiftly resolves 
the issue. Good leaders must attempt to save a troubled experi-
ence. He says you need to be aware and respond quickly; listen 
and respond honestly; find out why it went wrong and fix it so it 
doesn’t repeat; and properly thank the person who tells you.

“In handling a situation, don’t kill the messenger. Take the time 
to investigate. If there is an issue that you can resolve, do so. If 

there is a miscommunication, have it 
clarified. Then always get back to the 
person making the report,” Dorman 
advised.

He adds, “I am a great believer 
in fully investigating issues rather 
than assuming how they occurred. 
Very often, the first and intuitive 
reaction is correct; however, 
without investigating and rectifying, issues will reoccur.”

Support Volunteer Leaders. The University Club is gov-
erned by a board (Club Council) and operates through many 
contributing committees. Dorman believes member volunteers 
need to know that they are vital to the quality and success of 
the club’s facilities and services, and, as representatives of the 
full membership, they are the club’s nucleus. As volunteers, 
they receive nothing for their service except knowing they 
have improved the club now and for the future.

Dorman attends many committee meetings, noting the 
importance of participating, listening, providing a point of 
view, and contributing to the vision of the council and 
committees. “I work with our team so that we, the club 
professionals, are a liaison as well as a catalyst to the success 
of the club, no matter what operational area.”

Project Management. As a landmarked building, changes 
to the façade of The University Club simply cannot be done; 
however, maintenance and improvements in facilities and 
services are constant. When possible he tries to do front- and 
back-of-the-house projects annually and simultaneously. 
Dorman says the essentials for project management are 
guaranteeing it’s completed on time, on budget, performed 
with the least possible member inconvenience, and making 
sure it was worth the effort and the expense.

Dorman recognizes that as a steward for the club, he must 
preserve all that makes it great so that its future is as solid as its 
past: “I have been extremely lucky in my tenure as the general 
manager to have been blessed with a club leadership that is 
always looking toward the betterment of the club. There have 
been no hidden agendas, simply what will be best for the 
club, its members, facilities, services, staff and its future.”  

Above: General Manager John Dorman 
with Xinia Laffitte, Assistant GM and 
Robert Bagli, Executive Chef.

Right: Cake celebrating the club’s 
150th birthday.
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