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Introduction 

Membership Retention is all about the Individual

There is no doubt that golf club 
membership has, in the past, been the 
core income stream for golf clubs.  For a 
growing number of golfer’s, membership 
is no longer a key motivation resulting 
in a decrease in the number of golf club 
members over several years.   

It has become more and more critical that 
clubs hold onto the current members they 
have and not let them slip away.  There are 
a number of actions a cub can take to keep 
their current members as well as holding 
onto the most at-risk members of leaving, the 
new member.
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TTo keep club members golf clubs, need to start doing three things.  The first is measure what is 
happening with the current membership within the club.  On average there is roughly anywhere 
between a 6% and 12% decrease in club membership yearly.  Your club may be completely different 
but have a look at what the trend of your club is over a 5-year period to give a solid trend on what is 
happening.  The second is to understand what influences membership retention.  The influences 
can be broken into controllable and uncontrollable circumstances.  Uncontrollable circumstances 
include health issues, relocation, financial hardship, and death.  It is obvious that clubs cannot do 
anything to keep a member that has suffered any of these.  There are several factors that are classed as 
controllable by the club.  These include spending, usage and activity, as well as personalised outreach.  
Before going into each of these it is useful to look at what most clubs currently do.  

Many clubs will use exit interviews to try to understand why members have left the club.  Exit 
interviews are reactionary analysis.  The interview, or survey occurs once the decision to leave 
has happened.  Reactionary analysis does not identify the core reasons why a person has left.  I 
would hazard a guess that most of the reasons given in exit interviews is that the person does not 
have as much time to participate fully in the club or they are not getting value for money for their 
membership.  If clubs moved from a reactive analysis to predictive analysis, clubs will gain an 
insight and understanding about each of their members which will result in tailored promotions and 
communications to a specific member.

Clubs should embrace data and use it to better understand their members.  One of the easiest ways 
is to track the number of rounds each member plays.  By understanding how many rounds each 
member plays for a specified time period the club can track if there are any changes to that particular 
members level of engagement.  It is important to look at club members as individuals rather than put 
them into groups.  For example, a club could put people into groups and state that all members who 
play less than 25 rounds of golf a year are classed as at risk.  However, if the club looked at a specific 
member that played consistently between 18 and 20 rounds a year over 5 years it can be seen that 
the member is using the clubs they way that is good for them and they should not be classed as at 
risk.  However, if a member who played 40 rounds of golf 5 years ago has seen their rounds drop 
over the period down to 27 last year should be classed as an at-risk member.  Since the club had 
set an arbitrary level of members being at threat at 25 rounds, the example of the second member 
could leave the club before even triggering the at threat threshold.  The club will likely be surprised to 
see this member leave, but if they had been tracking the person as an individual instead of a group 
it would be obvious that the member was becoming less involved and engaged in the club and 
therefore an at-risk member.  This is the benefit of predictive analysis.  A club can identify usage 
behavior, analyse negative trend usage patterns, and then the club can take specific actions to reverse 



In New Zealand we are seeing a consistent 
rate of membership decline of around 
6%.  Treating members as individuals and 
tracking their individual usage can see 
any negative trends which the club then 
has the option of stepping in to arrest 
the fall.  Finding out what is important 
to the individual member can result the 
club fixing any issues that member is 
experiencing.

Conclusion

those trends.  Trends are subtle, but clubs will be able to pick up on patterns.  As illustrated with the 
previous example, it is important that members are compared against themselves not against others.  

New members are at particular risk of leaving the club.  It is incredibly intimidating to join a club and 
being a new member.  This means the first year is critical to get the new member assimilated into the 
club and its culture.  If a new member does not feel welcomed or valued, it is highly likely they will 
leave the club.

Once the trends have been tracked and individual at-risk members have been identified a club can 
then instigate an intervention.  Someone from the club can reach out to the at-risk members and start 
digging deeper into why the member has become less engaged in the club.  Unlike exit interviews, 
predictive analysis will result in much more honest reviews by the member.  With the club having 
much more information about the individual member, tailored promotions to keep the member can 
be implemented to keep the member.

Clubs are likely to need to appoint a committee or board member to be the person to lead 
membership retention to make this work.  Membership retention has become a topic of concern for 
many golf clubs in New Zealand and with clubs having course conveners and match committees, it 
is likely time that those that don’t have a membership convener think about establishing a position.  
Looking at membership trends, a new approach will be needed to arrest the fall and having a person 
responsible for membership as well as a point of contact for current members can focus the clubs 
attention on membership.  Negative trends are not the only thing that can be tracked.  Clubs will be 
able to see positive trends as well and see what is working for the club as well as the individual.


