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The global game of golf is undergoing 
significant change. Golf facilities are 
under pressure to ensure they keep pace 
with a dynamic market. Consumers 
have embraced rapidly changing 
technology, demanded flexibility in both 
the way they play and the way they pay, 
and have re-defined their view on 
loyalty. It has been challenging for some 
facilities to keep pace and be adaptable 
while recognising the rich history and 
tradition of golf.

There are other factors placing pressure 
on golf facilities. Urbanisation, a global 
trend, has also had impact in New 
Zealand. In particular, it has had a 
tangible impact on the financial 
sustainability of rural golf facilities. 
Conversely, metropolitan clubs, 
particularly those on leased land, are 
under pressure to provide greater 
accessibility and value to their local 
communities. 

As large pieces of land in rapidly 
growing regions, the facilities are 
increasingly being required to justify 
their existence in communities that are 
struggling to keep up with the 
infrastructure needed to manage 
exponential population growth. The 
scenario for urban, peri-urban and rural 
clubs is compounded by increasing 
expenses across all areas of operation, 
not only in predictable areas such as 
salaries, fuel and turf costs but in 
unexpected areas such as the rapid rise 
of compliance and legal costs. It is fair to 
say the environment golf operates in is 
challenging. 

In certain areas of the country it is also 
fair to say the population to support the 
number of golf facilities is too small and 
the region is in a position of oversupply. 
This can be exacerbated by a 
homogenous offering across multiple 
facilities in the same region as noted in 
the 2013 O’Connor Sinclair National 
Facility Strategy Report. Some facilities 
are meeting the demands of this 
changing market and are thriving. Other 
facilities are under real duress and are at 
risk financially. 

The environment that some golf facilities 
operate in, paired with their current 
performance, may necessitate the 
sharing of resources. Either with other 
golf clubs, sports clubs, or entities with 
similar interests. The purpose of this is to 
ensure enough capital is available to 
ensure the facilities can develop a 
sustainable business model. There is no 
single solution that suits every situation. 
The best outcomes can be achieved in a 
number of ways from collaborative 
initiatives and shared resource 
agreements through to amalgamations 
and mergers.

Across New Zealand currently, there are 
a number of discussions already 
underway regarding the rationalisation 
of golf facilities. There are also facilities 
that have undergone rationalisation 
either through merger, amalgamation or 
shared resource agreement. The 
following document outlines a best 
practice process for investigating options 
at a golf club level.  It is intended to 
provide support to leaders at golf 
facilities that are considering their 
position and looking at future 
sustainability with an eye towards 
sharing resource, amalgamation or 
merger.

This resource will not hold all of the answers for all facilities however, it provides a 
strong platform to start and key points to consider when working through the 
rationalisation process.

Introduction
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NORTHLAND
5,475 Members
2,941 Casuals

MANAWATU /
WANGANUI

NORTH HARBOUR

HAWKES BAY

WELLINGTON

AORANGI

OTAGO

CANTERBURY

BAY OF PLENTY POVERTY BAY

AUCKLAND

WAIKATO

TARANAKI

SOUTHLAND

TASMAN

9,366 Members
9,020 Casuals

9,555 Members
5,106 Casuals

760 Members
344 Casuals

5,502 Members
2,941 Casuals

3,568 Members
1,150 Casuals

4,110 Members
3,480 Casuals

4,110 Members
3,480 Casuals

10,703 Members
6,394 Casuals

3,690 Members
530 Casuals

9,337 Members
3,773 Casuals

3,896 Members
2,789 Casuals

11,460 Members
9,359 Casuals

14,955 Members
28,444 Casuals

9,171 Members
6,480 Casuals

Northland 4%
North Harbour 9%
Auckland 22%
Waikato 8%
Bay of Plenty 8%
Poverty Bay 1%
Manawatu/Wanganui 4%
Taranaki 2%
Hawkes Bay 3%
Wellington 12%
Tasman 4%
Canterbury 11%
Aorangi 3%
Southland 2%
Otago 7%

73% of registered golfers reside 
in the North Island.

3/10 golfers live in Auckland.

Current Golf Landscape
Golf Sector Analysis

104,251
Golf Club Members

88,336 
Registered Casual Golfers

5 million
Rounds played per year

389 
Golf Clubs

100+ 
Other facilities 
Mini Putt, Driving Ranges, 
Virtual, etc.
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Some areas are facing undersupply of golf facilities, rapidly growing populations and the need to 
meet moving market demand through providing differentiated offerings and experiences. There 
are other regions facing oversupply of golf facilities and static population growth.  In both 
scenarios there are facilities under financial duress. In both scenarios there are opportunities for 
shared resource, facility rationalisation, amalgamation or merger to generate a growth in demand 
for golf and support a healthy facility network. 

Regions Facilities Population (nearest 000)
Ratio Population Per Golf Club 
(nearest 000)

Northland 22 176 1/8,000

North Harbour 16 698 1/44,000

Auckland 20 1,100 1/55,000

Waikato 41 467 1/11,000

Bay of Plenty 39 322 1/8,000

Taranaki 20 122 1/6,000

Hawkes Bay 18 167 1/9,000

Poverty Bay/East Coast 8 48 1/6,000

Manawatu/Wanganui 21 168 1/8,000

Wellington 29 515 1/18,000

Tasman 25 163 1/7,000

Canterbury 37 640 1/17,000

Aorangi 21 33 1/2,000

Otago 48 227 1/5,000

Southland 25 99 1/4,000

Supply of Golf Facilities
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Trends Impacting the Industry 

Societal Change 

There has been a large societal change over the 
last 20 years that golf has struggled to keep up 
with. Consumers have a greater number of 
competing options for their disposable income 
and time. The dynamic of the family unit has 
changed substantially with blended families, 
single parent families and families with two 
working parents very common. Technology has 
seen consumer behaviour change dramatically 
and led to a highly competitive market where 
the power is in the consumers hands. Flexibility 
reigns supreme and instant gratification drives 
consumer purchasing. These are all trends that 
golf is yet to fully capitalise on.

Golf is facing a challenging time financially as it 
has seen an increase in expenses to deliver the 
golf product. The increases have come in two 
ways, expected and unforeseen. In general, 
costs such as increases in human resource and 
increased cost of maintaining and developing 
the green space are understandable and 
manageable given a relatively sustainable 
business. The real challenge for golf clubs and 
facilities has come in the number of unforeseen 
costs. A rapid increase in the cost of compliance 
has been compounded by the marked changes 
in consumer demand forcing golf facilities to 
adjust their business models, resource new 
initiatives and technologies, upweight 
marketing spend and deliver products and 
services that they never would have considered 
previously. While this keeps the industry 
dynamic, it can put facilities under financial 
duress.

Urbanisation

Urbanisation and rapid population growth in 
metropolitan areas is affecting golf in two ways.

Clubs and golf facilities in metropolitan areas are 
under pressure to justify the space they occupy. 
As growing cities come to grips with housing 
shortages, transport issues, water care and other 
infrastructure supply, the local territorial 
authorities are trying to rationalise the value in 
such large green space facilities. This has led 
clubs to ensure they are delivering more value to 
their surrounding communities and city as a 
whole. Economically, environmentally, socially 
and through health and well-being outcomes, 
metropolitan clubs are under pressure to deliver 
and articulate their community value.

Rural clubs are facing a challenging time in a 
slightly different way. While also facing an 
increase in costs, they are not seeing an 
equivalent increase in population and demand 
for golf to support this. As costs increase and 
revenue remains static, facilities are struggling 
to invest in the necessary changes to their 
business models that will allow them to meet 
new markets and grow.

Casualisation & Change in Membership 
Structures

While traditional membership across the 
country has been relatively static with a small 
decrease of around 1-2% per annum, the casual 
golf market is rapidly growing. Since its 
inception in 2015 the casual golf registration, led 
by New Zealand Golf, has grown to over 90,000. 
For comparison, the traditional membership 
base sits at around 100,000. It is estimated that 
there are around 350,000 casual golf 
participants in New Zealand.   

The minimum rounds of casual golf played 
nationally have increased by over 12% since 
2010. This measure is likely to be under-stated 
as many casual golfers do not print or return 
cards and are therefore not captured in the data. 
A survey by New Zealand Golf in 2017 to 
understand the membership experience and the 
view of the casual golfer showed that this 
growing casual golf market wanted more 
flexibility in where, when and how they played, 
along with how they paid. In short, flexibility 
and control in all areas of their golf experience 
was key. 

This challenges the traditional membership 
model of the past, however, many facilities are 
presenting more flexible models to meet the 
needs of this growing market.

These trends are challenges because they are not controllable. The golf industry cannot stop 
societies changing dynamic, casualisation of the game, increasing expenses particularly in 
unexpected areas or urbanisation. These challenges are driving the need for rationalisation of 
facilities and the sharing of resource to generate a healthy golf network. The following information 
will provide a pathway to all clubs and golf facilities looking to start on this journey.

Increasing Expenses 
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1.. Initial Gateway
What is the need for change?

Establish a working group
Define;
• What success looks like
• The compelling reason/s for change
• The opportunities
• The benefits
• The risks
Communicate with your members

2.. Market Review
Driving question - What is happening in the market?

• An outline of current golf participation trends nationally and regionally
• Identify the future customer and their needs

3.. Internal Review
Where do we stand right now and where will we be?

• Club Operations and Financial Health
• Organisational Structure
• Membership Metrics
• Member/Participant Experience
• Peer Club Performance - Benchmarking
• Membership Trends and Profile
• Rounds Played and Course Capabilities

4.. Communication and member input
How do we bring our members on the journey?

• Developing a clear communications plan
• Presenting the information and getting member input

Moving Forward
Is there the appetite for change?
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5.. Professional Support
 What professional support do we require?

Legal
• Amalgamation Options
• Other Potential Issues
Club Infrastructure
• Course and Clubhouse assessment and concept
Club Real Estate
• Local Planning
• Council Representations
• Land Value Assessment

6.. Development of Final Concept
What are our clear options and what should we do?

• Business Case, Propositions

Clear Vision & Business Case
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Upon the completion of the first four areas you should have an idea of whether your club 
and other impacted parties have an appetite for change. Moving forward from here is 
where you’ll have to invest a bit of resource to bring professional support in. The first four 
areas are designed to ensure you have the right knowledge and insight before investing 
any club resource or external funder resource.

The process is intended to provide the best start for clubs to begin their journey towards 
amalgamation or merger and can also be applied to relocation. Interviews with the 
decision makers at clubs who have been through this process have identified common 
themes. These themes are discussed later in the document. One of the most regular 
reoccurring themes is that the process is not easy, and that a good start is imperative to 
achieving the best outcomes. Following this process will support that.

Process Overview
The process has 6 key areas;

• Initial Gateway
• Reviewing the Market
• An Internal Review
• Communicating and obtaining member input
• Professional Support
• Development of Final Concept
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Establish a Working Group

The establishment of an effective and skilled 
working group is important to the success of 
any rationalisation project. An effective 
working group can draw expertise from 
multiple skill sets, ensure views from all 
concerned parties are considered and ensure 
good-will is maintained throughout the 
process.

When developing a working group, it is 
important to consider the following: 

Initial Gateway
What is the need for change?

• The group has the right skills – large scale
project management, legal, financial
planning and accounting,
communications, strategy development
and implementation, facility
development.

• The group is seriously committed to the
project - There is often a large amount of
work to undertake and those people who
cannot commit the time or energy to
support the project should not be part of
the group.

• The group is committed to working
collaboratively, building trust and
operating in good faith – particularly
when there are multiple parties involved.

• The group is representative of the
affected parties.

• There is independent thought – A view
that isn’t directly affected by the
outcomes of the rationalisation will allow
balance and diversity of thought.

The purpose of the group is to answer the 
driving question, ‘what is the need for change?’ 
The way the group can support this thinking is 
to articulate the compelling reasons for 
change, the opportunities available and the 
benefits of each of the options. The group 
should also lead sections 2, 3, and 4 below and 
use this all to create a clear future vision and a 
strong argument for change.

Communication

It is important that you keep your members 
informed with succinct and digestible 
information right through the process. 
When and how you do this will depend on 
each unique situation. If it can be 
communicated early that a working group 
is being generated to consider all options 
available to the club you will get a much 
better response when you ask for input in 
the following stages. If you don’t present 
this information upfront, it is likely your 
members will think you are hiding 
something from them, or that you have an 
agenda which may go against the best 
interests of the club. Bringing your 
members on this journey is critical. They 
are a big part of the club’s success to date 
and likely, its financial backbone, its 
important you communicate with them as 
early as possible.
If the club has staff, it is imperative they 
have communication and input into the 
process also.
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Market Review
What is happening in the market?

Once the right people are together and there is an understanding of the opportunities at a 
high level, it is important to ask, “what is happening in the market?” This can be followed by 
other important questions such as; 

“What opportunities present themselves because of growing trends?” 
“How could we position ourselves correctly to take advantage of the trends” 
“What do we need to avoid?” 

This analysis will form part of the future strategy and vision. The trends, insights and 
research can be collected from a number of agencies, however, New Zealand Golf will have a 
lot of this information and research on hand and are keen to support clubs to get the 
information that is specifically relevant to them.

Where do we stand right now & where will we be?

An in-depth analysis of performance markers for the club over (at least) the last 5 years will be 
key to developing a strong case for change. This analysis should cover the following at least;

• Club Operations and Financial Health
• Organisational Structure
• Membership Metrics
• Member/Participant Experience
• Membership Trends and Profile
• Rounds Played and Course Capabilities
• Peer Club Performance - Benchmarking

Where there are clear metrics and trends, projections should be made for 5, 10 & 20 years. 
These projections will provide a strong case for change. Particularly when compared to a 
desired future state.

The purpose of the work is to provide a comprehensive analysis that identifies where you are 
currently and where you are likely to be in future if you continue to operate under the same 
model. When presenting this information to members it is best to be succinct and not to get 
lost in the detail or to provide too much information. Having more detailed information on 
request will be more useful for those who want it.

Internal Review

Internal Review
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Communication & Member Input
How do we bring our members on the journey?

Develop a Clear Communications 
Plan

Different parts of your membership will 
want to receive information in different 
ways. It is important, therefore, to 
ensure you have multiple channels for 
broadcasting your information. A 
communications plan will support 
identifying what mediums there are 
and ensure the messages are 
consistent. Developing the plan 
shouldn’t be an exhaustive process, it is 
purely a matter of identifying what 
information will go to whom, how they 
will get it, what it will say, and then 
identify feedback loops for people with 
questions. 

The plan should also look at how you 
can capture queries and the responses 
to them so that the flow of information 
is transparent. Email, website, 
newsletter, group meetings, surveys, 
workshops, these are all ways of 
disseminating and receiving 
information that should be considered.

Present the Information Correctly

Communicating with your members needs 
to be transparent, timely and as concise as 
possible. It can be difficult to pitch change 
to your members. With the right intent 
however, even the most challenging 
message should be received well. At the end 
of it all you are either supporting what’s best 
for the club, what’s best for the people or 
what’s best for golf and the local 
community. 

The information will need to be presented 
more than once. At each stage, there are 
likely to be a lot of questions. These 
questions can be very useful in providing 
the working group with points of view it 
may not have considered. They can also 
provide the opportunity to generate 
confidence in the membership that the 
group have done their due diligence in 
putting this first round of detail together. If 
external advisors have been used, it is 
imperative they are present to back their 
information up.

Surveying the members is important option 
too. Many don’t want to stand up at a formal 
meeting and speak, and some won’t be 
available to attend. It is a great way to get 
input from the whole membership base. 
The communication should cover not only 
the need for change, but what the potential 
options may be. The goal is to understand is 
there the appetite to keep looking at these 
options in more detail. 

Your club may be in a position where the 
options are fairly cut and dry. This can 
occur when a club is approached by a 
developer wanting to purchase the land, or 
where The Crown would like to purchase 
the land back. In these scenarios there will 
still be different options to discuss with the 
members regarding the process of 
settlement or the outcomes after settlement.
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A Condensed Example
Below is a very short example of what getting to point four in the process could look like. Each 
situation is unique, so the content will be dependent on the scenario being assessed and the 
region where it occurs. The purpose of the below content is to understand how the combination 
of points together can generate a case for change.

What does success look like?

With a strong golf offering at our core, we 
present an experience not delivered by those 
around us. Our members are proud of our club 
and recommend it to others. We attract green 
fee players and domestic tourists for golf along 
with other facility users. We have a reputation 
for superb service and our staff and volunteers 
love working here. We embrace our full 
community, are an inclusive club and have a 
positive impact on those around us. Our club is 
thriving financially with diverse revenue 
streams and is constantly improving our 
offering by investing in the right areas.

What is the need for change?

Both clubs are under financial duress. The 
current business model is reliant on a 
declining traditional membership topped up by 
trust funding and is no longer sustainable. The 
business model for both clubs is outdated and 
we need to change to ensure we are 
sustainable moving forward. Neither club has 
enough capital to invest in their respective 
facilities to make the required change to the 
business model. 

Both courses own our land. The opportunity 
lies in this space to realise resource and not 
only improve the facility to deliver a higher 
quality product to our members, but to attract 
people outside of our current catchment and 
fundamentally shift the business model. 

Conversations with the local regional sports 
trust (the independent person on our working 
group) have identified the opportunity of a 
multisport complex, partnering with other 
sports. Some of these sports also own their 
own land. This could not only increase our 
revenue to invest in a superior product it is 
likely to open funding streams from local 
council and other trusts. This presents the 
opportunity to diversify income 
streams, deliver a broader offering and adjust 
our business model to something more 
sustainable.

We have identified the risks in engaging in the 
further discussion particularly with third 
parties and noted that these risks can be 
mitigated or do not pose any immediate threat 
to operations for either club.

What is happening in our market?

Research shows the game is casualising. 
Memberships are adjusting to be more 
flexible and the number of casual players 
and casual rounds are increasing. People 
want flexibility in where and when they 
play and how they pay. Research also 
shows the first 12 months of member 
integration is critical, and that robust 
member retention and acquisition 
processes are essential. As societal change 
puts pressure on time, more people are 
looking for family friendly activities. An 
investment in to one person in a family 
unit (such as golf club membership) is 
more difficult to justify today than it has 
been in the past.

Most golf clubs across New Zealand are 
either entry level or mid-tier. There is a 
lack of diversity in offerings. In particular, 
there is a lack of high quality learner 
experiences. In some regions there is also 
a lack of high quality facilities. Most 
successful clubs are those have a unique 
value proposition and reside within a 
catchment of at least 20,000 people per 
golf facility. They often have diverse 
income streams (less than 75% of 
income from golf activity.)

Demographic projections show the 
regions where we collect our members 
from will grow by 10% over the next 20 
years. While this is positive, it alone will 
not support the financial sustainability of 
two golf clubs. People in the region will 
age and the number of older adults and 
young retirees will increase. The region 
will remain predominant in young 
families and primary aged children, which 
our offerings will need to consider.

Positioning ourselves correctly and 
ensuring we offer something significantly 
different from the facilities near us is key. 
The correct membership offering and 
experience, golf experiences for casual 
players, and offerings to different 
segments of the market (families, young 
adults, women, youth) are important for 
financial sustainability, as is the ability to 
generate non-golf income. 
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Where are we right now?

Both clubs are 18-hole facilities with small 
practice areas. Both have bar facilities and café 
facilities within the clubhouse. Both 
clubhouses are dated and require 
maintenance and upgrade. Both clubs 
operate with a 100% elected board from the 
membership and have a constitution that 
hasn’t been revamped for some years. Both 
clubs have paid managers or administrators 
leading the club as well as paid green staff. 
Both clubs have reduced head count to 
minimise the cost of administration over 
the last 5 years.

Financial markers across risk, liquidity, 
cashflow and diversity put both clubs in the ‘at 
risk’ category. Both clubs have seen declining 
member rounds and member affiliate rounds 
since 2011. Non-affiliate 
rounds have increased 7% over the same time, 
however, they are at a much smaller level.

In line with rounds membership numbers 
across both clubs have seen a steady decline, 
although 9-hole membership has taken a 
small spike. 1 Club has surveyed the 
membership regarding member satisfaction 
and received a net promoter score of 32. They 
were happiest with the club culture but 
wanted more in terms of all year playability 
and quality of tee boxes and greens. There is 
room for improvement and it would be good 
to get an understanding of the satisfaction 
levels of the other membership.

Both clubs have a strong volunteer support 
however, both volunteer groups are aging and 
are finding it difficult to recruit new people to 
help. Both clubs struggle to be playable year-
round and extended periods of poor weather 
represent risk for income generation at both 
sites. With the resource available, the clubs 
both present a very respectable golf 
experience, which is likely due to the hard 
work of the volunteers and green staff.

Most members in both clubs have been 
members for more than 7 years and are from 
a catchment area within 10km from both 
facilities. Similar size clubs across the city are 
under the same pressures. Those that are 
considered financially strong share a few key 
trends. They have a strong diversity of 
income, they have a unique selling 
proposition and they are making changes to 
be more accessible and appealing to the 
casual market while ensuring the value of 
their membership is improved and not 
degraded.

Where will we be?

Projections indicate that similar financial 
outcomes would lead both clubs to be 
insolvent within 5-7 years. There is not 
enough capital available to clubs currently 
to drive an increase demand for the current 
business model. 

Even with resource available, the success of 
the current business model would go 
against all trends and likely not position the 
clubs well enough for the future. The time to 
insolvency may be extended by the 
reduction of expenses which will likely 
come in the form of reduced administration 
or green staff, decreasing the quality and 
value of the golf product and the club 
experience. 

Increasing membership subscriptions could 
support a short term financial turn-around 
but is likely to lead to member 
dissatisfaction and attrition. We are in a 
better position now to identify our 
opportunities as opposed to 3-5 years from 
now where our financial standing may 
dictate our decisions.

Communication to members.

Both clubs have a proud history. Given the 
information above, we need to take some 
action to ensure this history and tradition 
continues. 

We would like to explore the opportunities 
available to both clubs and ask for your 
support in doing so. There is an opportunity 
for both clubs to share 
resource and have a stronger, more exciting 
future.   

As the multiple layers of information come 
together a picture is painted of the 
requirement for change. The above example 
is light on information. With more 
information, communicated the right way, 
the argument for change becomes clearer 
and has more weight. It could also uncover 
opportunities you are unaware of.
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Moving Forward
Is there the appetite to change?

By this stage you will have gone through the clear “go/no go” point with your 
membership and will have an idea of the appetite for change, what people are concerned 
most about, what areas dissenters are going to challenge most rigorously and possibly, 
what is on and off the table for discussion.

No.

If the membership base has rejected any further discussion on change, do not consider 
this a defeat. The will to embrace change may need to be seeded and slowly grown over 
time. The membership will change, the boards of both clubs will change and when the 
discussion is raised again, the thinking may have moved. The process your club has been 
through to research the current climate, your club’s performance, identify opportunities 
and project forward is a worthwhile one and will be useful if the discussions arise again.

Yes.

If your members have given the green light to look at potential change in more detail, this 
is the opportunity to bring in professional, third party support. The type of support you 
require will depend on the opportunities available to you. 
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As noted in the Process Overview professional support could range from legal to 
infrastructure design or club real estate. It may require a feasibility study or business case to 
understand the options available in more depth. 

The permutations and opportunities are so broad, that it cannot be fully discussed 
within this document. The goal of this next step is to present thinking in greater detail 
before voting and moving on with the chosen pathway . 

If there are multiple parties involved, it is important to discuss what type of support is 
required, what level of resource is needed and how that resourcing will occur.  Financial 
constraints may limit your ability to seek the level of support you would like. It is important 
though, that this part is resourced correctly. Often clubs will seek only a small amount of 
resource for feasibility study to decide if an amalgamation could be possible when what is 
really required is a business case to understand should the amalgamation happen. 

If your club is struggling with obtaining this resource, New Zealand Golf, your District 
Association, your Regional Sports Trust and local funders are all places to start the discussion.

Professional Support
Development of Final Concept

What professional support do we require? What resource do we need? 
What are our clear options? 
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From the Mouth of the Golf Sector

The following information was collected through interviews with New Zealand based golf club 
managers, board members and course design architects who have been through the 
amalgamation/merger process, or are currently undertaking the process. The interviews were 
paired with international research to identify the critical success factors, assumptions and errors 
that are often made. This will provide a clearer understanding of what the process may hold for 
clubs who choose this path.

There are key learnings below from both things that were done well and some of which were errors 
made. These interviews offer your club the value of hindsight and first-hand experience.
Thank you to the following people who shared their experiences so candidly;

• Rob Selley - Royal Auckland and Grange
• Craig Meinsmith - Riverside (Narrows and Lochiel)
• Phil Tataurangi - Windross Farm & Riverside
• Mike Chan – Boulcott’s Farm Heritage Golf Club
• Sarah Dunning - Wainui Golf Club.

How To Start

Get clear on your future vision

In every interview conducted the start point was the same, get very clear on your future vision. The 
ability to clearly articulate who the future club will be and who it will serve was vital. This was also 
noted regularly in the critical success factors, which indicates its importance to the process. Clearly 
communicating this vision and the intelligence behind the decision making provides an 
understanding of what success will look like. It also supports the ongoing decision-making 
process, impedes individual agendas and most importantly, allows you to get your members 
excited about the future in a way that can support the change resistant, or those out to derail the 
process.

“To begin, get a clear why – Understand your drivers for change.”
“Get the value proposition correct/ Get a clear vision of future success”
“Ensure you have a very clear vision of what type of club you want to be”

Critical Success Factors

Get clear on who you want to be

Linked to the vision, a clear understanding of who the club wants to be and who they will serve was 
noted regularly as a critical success factor. During the interviews it was often noted as 
understanding the level of club;

“Get the value proposition correct. Are you a 3, 4 or 5-star club?”
 “Ensure you have a very clear vision of what type of club you want to be.”
“Are you a 10/10, 8/10, 6/10? How much does that realistically cost to maintain? Can you generate 
that much revenue realistically?”

Developing, understanding and communicating this will ensure expectations are as close to 
meeting reality upon completion of the build. 
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Get clear on who you want to serve - long term focus

Also linked to the vision, an understanding how the facility will be sustainable not only for the next 5 
years but for the next 30-50 years was highlighted as a critical success factor.

“Have a long-term focus for 30-50 years.”
"The need to look further forward than the current memberships tenure was mentioned repeatedly 
as was the need to change the mindset around building for the current group of people only.
“Standing still is going backwards in today’s market.”
“Ensure your facility is future focused, there is no point building for today when the investment isn’t 
realised until tomorrow.”

Get the right people with the right skills and aptitude

While it might seem obvious, having the right people with the right skills leading the required 
spaces was consistently noted as a key requirement. It was also highlighted as quite a challenge. 
Many clubs believed they could handle the process with their current board. The reality is that 
despite a highly skilled board, the skill set required for large scale project management is different 
than those for not-for-profit governance. Understanding what people are needed where is key.

“Get the right people and the right structure”
“If the correct skill set isn’t there to drive the right outcomes at the start, it can cost a lot of money in 
future.”

One working group often isn’t enough. One of the more encouraging structures discussed included 
a high level advisory panel. Effectively a strategy group, whose role it was to stay at concept and 
theory level and who developed and maintained the vision. Under this group was a governance 
committee that made decisions and was linked to a third group – the project control group, the 
right “do” people to see the project through. It could look something like the below;

While this model may not be suitable for every situation, its articulation covers the three domains of 
required skill - high level vision and concept, visible club leaders/decision makers and the experts 
in their respective fields who get the job done. 

These groups may share people to ensure clear flow of information, particularly between the 
governance/leadership and project control group. Independent people can fill skill gaps and provide 
views across all levels. 

Legal, engineering, property, commercial, golf, finance, contract negotiations, high level strategy 
development all of these are areas that you may wish to bring expertise in.
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"Things like contract negotiations or experience in large scale project management are valuable 
through this process”
“Get people with the right skills and put them in the right place. You are often dealing with large 
scale changes that have complicated elements to them. It requires a broader skill set than is often 
found around a golf club board table, so do what you need to do to bring those people in. Use 
independent people if you don’t have the skills required.” 

At both the governance/leadership level and the project control group, it is important to ensure 
people with the right aptitude are involved. The process is not a short one. Often, interviewees 
spoke about people getting ‘burnout’ and losing people through the process. This can be costly and 
hinder progress. “There is an element of ‘stickability’ required. Ensuring the right structure is key 
because burnout is a very real challenge for these people. Having multiple structures that have the 
right people in the right places will allow some of the burden to be taken off club leaders. 

"You need people who are prepared to see it through.”

Communicate, communicate, communicate.

Another consistent theme was the need for clear, ongoing communication through the whole 
process. 

“Make your members part of the discussion and build a future vision with them.”
“Communication is key”

Communicating effectively and regularly keeps people informed and motivated through a difficult 
change process. When you’re communicating with your members, you’re speaking to an audience 
that is both literally and figuratively invested in the outcomes, so it pays to take some care and 
planning with the communication.
While getting to the build stage often means most members have given their support, interviews 
often noted that dissenters were very quick to use mis-information to try and derail progress. This 
information doesn’t just sit within the club, it often makes it outside of the club and can do 
reputational damage. 

“It is 100% likely that there will be misinformation and that this will be propagated. You won’t be able 
to stop it, but you can minimise it.”
“People will always challenge and try to consistently derail the process, it’s always going to be that. 
It’s not failing, it’s just part of the process.”

It is important to control the flow of information. Sure, challenges and set-backs need to 
transparently communicated, there will be set backs in all of these projects, however, it is important 
these are kept in context and that clear, decisive communication keeps the membership confident.

“Stay informed weekly on progress, the build, the budgets… provide as much information as you 
can.  Provide photos and drone footage, set up regular meetings to discuss progress. Create an 
FAQ’s section on your website and make sure everyone knows who the right people are to speak 
with if they have questions.”

This is a role that should be specifically owned by a person or a group of people. 
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Ensure strong financial management

However, the resource for amalgamation/merger or has been acquired, it is finite and needs to 
be monitored and managed effectively. Even with the best financial management, the below 
statement will remain true;

“At times you are taking the best information you have and making accurate assumptions. They 
are still assumptions though, so you need to keep money aside for the unforeseen changes, 
upgrades or fixes you will need to make.”

It is often the unforeseen costs that can derail a project. Good project managers will allow overall 
project contingencies and specific contingencies on large scale items. Most projects take many 
months or years to complete. Escalation costs need to be considered also.

In every interview, there was at least one, large, unexpected cost that really challenged the 
project. Setting a strong financial plan, with contingencies and escalations and monitoring it 
closely will be key to the success of any project. 

Having experts in design and build as well as project management can help identify some of 
these hidden costs before they occur. Ensuring there is a good level of financial acumen on the 
group leading the project is important to the success of the project. Particularly those people who 
have handled the financials for large scale projects in the past.

Avoiding Common Mistakes 

We’ve discussed a number of the key things to get right. Just as important are the key 
mistakes to avoid. Interviewees spoke candidly about the errors they made and some they 
managed to avoid when going through the rationalisation process. Avoiding these mistakes 
provides a greater opportunity for success.

Getting operational immediately

Starting with a strong strategy and generating a clear and compelling vision has already been 
discussed as an important start point. One of the key mistakes to avoid is ignoring the strategy 
and getting in to the operational detail too quickly.  It was brought up consistently by interviewees 
and is considered the most important mistake to avoid. It’s not always easy to do. The people you 
serve (members) are going to want details about what affects them most. This is often in the 
operational space – the name and brand of the club, the pricing for membership, the set up for 
tournaments – all of these can be dealt with in time, it is important to avoid being drawn in to 
these discussions too early though.

“Avoid any discussion on the inner workings of either club.”

A key reason for this is that you are likely to need your members vote on making change and,

“If you get in to the detail and the minutia you’ll always find a way to stop.”
“If you focus on the here and now problems, you will always find a reason not to do it”
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Strong motives for change and a clear and compelling future vision are the place to start. 
The smaller details should be avoided and are often used by dissenters to derail progress. 
Once the reasons for change and the strategy are in a strong position (with member input) 
operational information can be discussed as part of the ongoing engagement with 
members through the change process. It may be that you will need some level of 
operational information, particularly concept drawings for course or clubhouse build, prior 
to a vote. This can be an important part of bringing the future vision to life in some cases. As 
an outcome of the strategy, that is fine, it shouldn’t lead the discussions though. 

“Don’t go straight to course or clubhouse design”
“Don’t let getting to the start line stop future projections or forecasts. Often people are so 
keen to get the process started, they forget that the best outcomes will be delivered by a 
strong foundation of insights and thinking.”
“Addressing the physical build upfront before developing a strong vision or a strategic piece 
is one of the biggest mistakes you can make.”

Wanting the championship course

Another common mistake to avoid is the desire to have the longest, most difficult, 
championship course. Challenge is one of the many reasons that people continue to play golf 
throughout their life. It’s a game that is impossible to master and that, is part of the appeal. 
Every person has a different level of challenge though and building your course for the smallest 
percent of the population can have its challenges financially. Articulated by one interviewee;

“The biggest mistake is the drive to want the longest and the toughest, the biggest and the best. 
They want the Championship Course. The reality is that this only suits 2% of the market, and 
that 2% is often not enough to sustain your business model. The great majority of people don’t 
like to play highly difficult golf. Building a course that creates a challenge and appeals to a wide 
market will be key to ensuring long term sustainability.”

As the game continues to casualise and participants become less attached to one facility and 
grow in their desire for flexibility, ensuring your asset and offering can entice these people is 
key. If your club is aiming to be fully funded by your membership subscriptions and 
commercial partnerships and there is no casual play, this may not be as much of an issue for 
you. 

Although, your members will still want to enjoy their experience and the average handicap 
across New Zealand is around 18. If your club relies on attracting participants from a 
competitive market, then ensuring you don’t rule a large part of that market out is a good 
mistake to avoid.

Expecting success immediately

Merger, amalgamation or relocations are complicated processes. By the time you get to the 
opening (or re-opening) of the doors, it is likely your business model will look quite different. 
Once the doors are open, there is a lot of work required to grow the business. There are likely to 
be some challenges. Planning for steady and incremental business growth as opposed to 
explosion an of business to come rushing through the doors is important. Articulated by one of 
the interviewees below;

“If you are fundamentally shifting your business model, you need to give it five years before 
you can expect to see real success. You also need to plan for this. It is likely that there will be a 
few lean years after the change until the club starts to thrive.”
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Thinking you are only looking after your members

The need to satisfy your current members can’t be ignored. They’ve supported the club to 
where it is now and ultimately, they decide what will happen to the future of the club. You 
cannot, however, use that as an excuse to ignore future customers. Ensuring that any new 
build or offering, takes in to consideration what will be required to attract future customers is 
imperative.

“The physical build and its success are solely reliant on understanding who you are building the 
structure for, it’s not often your current members. How many of those members will still be 
members in 20 years time? The asset will need to serve future customers, what do they look 
like? Where will they come from? And what type of offering will they want?”

Assuming overseas models will work the same in NZ.

There is a risk of expecting overseas models to work in New Zealand. Particularly, the high end 
set up. Often when people have experienced golf in either The States or the Gold Coast they 
transfer that thinking to a New Zealand build. While it can work, it’s a tough job. Most people 
forget that the Gold Coast and Brisbane are home to around 3 million people, and that 
population density, along with the large tourism market, is part of what allows golf facilities in 
the region to thrive. We need to build models that will work in New Zealand.

Assuming the same business model will still work.

Often, at least one of the facilities is under financial duress when amalgamation, merger or 
relocation discussions occur. This is not a good sign that the current model is effective at 
generating revenue. This is a great opportunity to make sure the model at the new site or with 
the new structure will be something that’s financially viable. 

“Are you financing your depreciation? If not, you probably need to change your model.”
“Manipulate your operating model to suit who you want to be.”

The Role of Partnerships

Partnerships will play an important role in the process and the outcomes of facility 
rationalisation. While those partnerships can take many forms, having a clear vision and 
reasons for change will allow you to align with partners more easily.

"Make sure partners understand and share your vision”

Once you have partners on board who understand and share your vision, being very clear on 
the roles of each partner is important. Partners should be able to keep each other accountable for 
the deliverable outcomes. 
An ability to look at the wider scope of the project and remain pragmatic is important.

“A strong financial partner can be key, particularly if they are pragmatic. You should be 
pragmatic in your dealings with them. In the scenario of two clubs looking at merger or 
amalgamation, the earlier you start the discussions, the more opportunity to you have to be 
pragmatic because you have more options open to you.”
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Final Thoughts to Consider

The interviews provided valuable insights that were worth sharing but didn’t specifically fit in 
to the above topics. Please see below for the final thoughts to consider.

Membership Integration/Migration
“Put effort in to integration, make your members feel like they’re missing out on something 
fun.”
"Consider what your membership are going to go through and ensure they are rewarded for 
loyalty through the change.”
“Discuss how you will recognise the history of the club when you make changes. But don’t let 
it hinder progress. Where implementing loyalty schemes make sure they include escalation 
costs (at least CPI.)”

Multiuse Facilities

“Don’t just think golf when you’re looking at rationalisation, there are plenty of other 
organisations that could benefit from being attached to a golf club. They could add a lot of 
benefit to your members and attract some users that normally wouldn’t be there.”
"When looking at multiuse facilities, partnerships are key, don’t expect a ‘build it and they will 
come’ scenario. It is better to partner with those who know.” 
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Summary

The process of amalgamation or merger can be complex and time intensive. A good start 
to this process is highly valuable and will ensure you give your club/s the best 
opportunity to succeed.  Bringing the right people with the correct skills and intent 
together to articulate what success looks like, what the compelling reasons, opportunities, 
benefits and risks of amalgamation or merger may be, will provide a good platform to 
build from. Communicating early, transparently and succinctly with your members is 
important to ensure they feel included. Combining the gathered information with a 
review of market trends, an internal performance analysis and future projections creates 
the argument for change. Communicating this effectively and seeking member input 
will be imperative to bringing your members on the journey and making them feel like a 
part of the discussion. 

If, at this stage, members are not happy with discussing change further, the time has not 
been wasted. Often change can have a few false starts before it really picks up speed. The 
information can be brought to the table again when people may be more open to it. Once 
you have the green light to investigate change in greater detail, it is a good opportunity to 
seek professional support. This support will depend on the type of amalgamation you are 
looking at and your unique scenario. The support should allow you to create a detailed 
plan of the options available to your club. This will allow you, your members and your 
working group to make an informed decision on what you believe is the best path 
forward.

Once the process has begun, there will be people who challenge the work right from the 
outset, however, strong insights and clear communication will ensure your members 
and your partners stay confident throughout change. Industry interviews within this 
document have articulated some of the critical success factors and common mistakes to 
avoid. It is worthwhile digesting these and speaking with either the people noted, or 
others in the industry who have been through similar change.

A strong, sustainable network of golf clubs supports the growth of golf across New 
Zealand. Please contact New Zealand Golf if you have any questions about the content in 
this document or would like support in the change process.
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