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Get Ready for 2009 - 

A New Reality for Private Clubs

How will the shrinking of the US and world economies affect the fortunes of private member-
owned clubs and what can club leadership do to minimize the impact of the new reality on their 
club?
 
Private clubs, as an industry and as individual institutions, are rapidly evolving away from a 
model of tradition to one of pragmatism and commercialism.  The history of the private 
club   industry has always experienced cycles and swings, typically moved by generational 
values and standards, but what attracted members to 
clubs generally remained fairly consistent.  Evidence 
now suggests traditional methods and models are no 
longer attracting  new members like they once did, 
even at the most venerable of clubs.  Additionally, 
many clubs are finding it increasingly difficult to 
collect enough dues to  provide the high level of 
services members expect, initiation fee revenues are 
not covering the capital needs of aging facilities and assessments are increasing, many times 
beyond the affordability of many members. Private clubs need to embrace new ideas to compete 
and survive in this new environment.
 
Evidence indicates that, in periods of economic slowdowns, members use can actually increase, 
such as immediately following 9-11.  This may be due to a retrenchment in travel or a sentiment 
such as "We are paying higher dues, therefore, we  need to use the club more frequently."  
Evidence also indicates that the clubs delivering high quality services and programs actually 
prosper during downturns in the economy. Whereas, giving only lip service to being a "Family 
Club" goes nowhere. Clubs must actually deliver on such programmatic statements. Overall, the 
features that once attracted prospective members to the club, such as a great golf course, are no 
longer the features that make the difference. 
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The recent near-meltdown in the economy and financial markets will surely affect the private 
club industry in many ways (i.e., equipment leasing, borrowing for capital projects, market 
affluence, current member price sensitivity, 
members' ability to absorb assessments and 
increased cost of goods, to name only a few).  Add 
these factors to an overbuilt, highly competitive 
club market and an aging club population and you 
have a "new reality" in the making. 

We believe now is a critical time for club leadership 
to embrace comprehensive Strategic Planning   in 
order to fully understand and address the "new reality" affecting their club, and to ensure their 
club makes the changes necessary  to appeal to the next generation of club  members.  Club 
leadership may now be faced with a serious challenge of retooling for a very different-looking 
future. Status quo leadership will only pass the buck on to a future Board at the expense of 
losing serious ground in the battle for future members.

Bob Bodman is the Author of The Guide to Membership Marketing and Principal of Club Resources, a club consult-

ing firm specializing in membership solutions and strategic planning. Contact Bob: Bob@Club-Resources.com
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