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Welcome to the Christmas edition of the Back of the Cup. This is our last task 
before taking a short holiday and then getting stuck into 2015 work in January, 
a year which we think will be a year of vast change across the industry. We 
have put together a ‘bumper edition’ for you, with a couple of articles to keep 
you thinking over the Christmas / New Year period. 

A year in review and what’s ahead… 
As one tends to do at the end of a year we all like to reflect back at what 
happened and what we achieved during the year. The major event for us was 
our name change in July 2014 when JBAS became GBAS and Nick Hanvin 
formally joined the company, expanding the depth of services and resources 
on offer by the firm.  

We delivered work across the year for a total of 26 clients, being a mix of 
clubs, resort facilities, developers, councils, and administration bodies. 
Services provided included operational assessments, an asset enhancement 
program, strategic planning, pro shop structuring work, IT system transitions, 
three new industry research reports, due diligence reviews, development 
feasibility studies, work on EOI documents for council clients, with the year 
rounding out with a GM recruitment engagement. In early 2015 please also 
look out for the release of our report on pace of play, prepared for Golf 
Australia, where we boil the issue down to the want of the product provider 
versus the will of the consumer.  

At the end of November it was a great thrill to welcome Nick Bowles to the 
GBAS team. Many of you will know Nick as the former GM of Bonnie Doon in 
Sydney. Nick left that role in late 2012 to undertake an MBA and then worked 
for IMG in China for a year before recently returning to Australia. Nick has 
been employed by GBAS as a Business Analyst and will be assisting on all 
client work whilst also studying a Masters in Environmental Management. Nick 
has contributed an article to this edition that looks at his last two years titled 
‘Observations from the Outside and Golf in China’. 

We took away a lot from our work in 2014 with the depth of work undertaken 
continuing to give us broad, unrivalled insight into the current state of the 
industry. All work led to the wider question being asked - how to best achieve 
long term sustainability. 
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This time a year ago I think it is fair to say that everyone accepted then, to some 
degree, that there were a number of challenges facing the industry and that they 
needed addressing ‘in the future’. From a timing perspective, my 
summary/interpretation was certainly not now, not tomorrow or even within the 
next year or two, but in the future some time. When was the future to actually 
come around?  

By the end of 2014 it had arrived. 

It seems like, with a simple flick of a switch, that during 2014 the challenges were 
all ratcheted up a notch and the issues being faced became crystal clear with a 
realisation that they need to be dealt with much sooner than initially expected. 
Like now. 

For us this switch was the release in April of the 2013 National Participation 
Report by Golf Australia and the national communication that followed which 
outlined that 50% of clubs are in financial distress. This national data supported 
state financial health data previously published in 2013 by Golf Victoria and Golf 
NSW, collected when they were led through separate corporate governance 
reviews by Sport Business Partners.   

Until this time membership numbers had been the only publicly available 
barometer of health. With GMA Australia making a commitment to a world class 
benchmarking tool, and with its members leading clubs that account for 50% of 
Australia’s membership base, access to financial performance data provided by 
these clubs was now possible and helped to frame the size of the sustainability 
challenge.  

GBAS authored this report for GA and we noted that “whilst not a perfect 
measure, in that it is a point in time assessment of an annual result and does not 
take into account recent or future capital expenditure needs that might allow 
current outcomes to continue to achieved or improved, it does highlight the 
general challenges being faced by clubs.”  

Whilst membership has been the focus and is key to revenue, it is our view that 
the replacement cost of vital infrastructure is one challenge that many will never 
be able to solve as insufficient funds have been kept in reserve for such needs. 
The classification “Not for Profit”, the historical thinking adopted around such, and 
the implications stemming from such thinking has or will soon catch up to many.   

One of the sub headers in an article concerning the future of golf as published by 
the Australian Financial Review over the weekend (click here to read) was 
“Running out of time.” I think this is true more so than ever before and that in 
2015 there must be a greater sense of urgency in finding solutions. The 
acceptance of the need to better fit into the consumers’ choices in the 21st 
century has to fully hit home. 

GBAS was quoted in the article and I noted that “all of the industry 
bodies/associations (GA, PGA, State bodies etc) are vulnerable to the actions of 
the coalface. They can guide, they can recommend, they can suggest, they can 
outline, but they can’t do.”  

So it is up to the coal face decision makers, who are typically even further 
entrenched in their view, to act – now - with some urgency.  In the Melbourne 
market, some have started talks with other clubs and there are multiple partner 
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scenarios that could play out in 2015.  

As a minimum all clubs, in all markets, should be looking at potential operating 
efficiencies available from better sharing of resources.  

Whilst some facilities may consider themselves to be well up the “curve of 
immunity” and may continue to be so for the short to medium term, if you are not 
already talking to someone about something regarding the future, then you are 
behind the game. 

The times, they are a changing – quickly. Informed decision making has never 
been more important. 
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Green Fee Revenue and Discounting – What’s your Strategy? 
In the game that GBAS is in, we find that we love a good list. Within them we can 
almost always find something important/interesting and a trend that may be 
apparent.  

This month Golf Australia magazine released its biennial top 100 public golf 
course rankings. Whilst these rankings are always a great source of debate, what 
interests me equally in the top 100 list is the pricing summary also offered. Whilst 
it is published pricing and not actual average achieved green fees, it does reflect 
the price point facilities would like to be regularly achieving based on their 
assessment of self-worth and thus gives us guidance on the collective desires of 
our best public facilities. With that known, it helps put into context the wider green 
fee goals and pricing strategies evident in the market. More on that later. 

GBAS has been tracking this published green fee information for a while and it is 
worth sharing some of the current key realities extracted from the past three top 
100 lists (2010, 2012, 2014).  

x There is a consistent pattern evident when measuring green fee pricing 
against ranking, with fees declining as ranking declines (as illustrated 
below) 

x Of those courses who have been in the top 100 courses for each of the 
last three ranking periods (90 courses), the average published green fee 
from these courses in December 2010 was $77.08. 

x The average published green fee across the same set in December 2014 
was $78.43, reflecting growth in published green fee pricing of only 1.7% 
over the four year period. 

x With forecast CPI for year end 2014 of 2%, and with a 4.8% total 
movement since December 2010, over the four year period real 
published green fees have declined by 2.3%. 

 
Source: Golf Australia Magazine / GBAS 

When facility sustainability is under threat, how do we go about changing this?  

As golf facilities look to grow incomes there are five ways this can generally be 
achieved: 

1. Many more rounds at a lower green fee 
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2. More rounds at the same green fee 
3. Same rounds at a higher green fee 
4. More rounds at a higher green fee 
5. Less rounds at a proportionately higher green fee 

If one was to take a look around as to how golf green fees are currently marketed 
it would be easy to conclude that most have determined that the path to success 
is via strategy number 1 - a lower green fee. On any given day we see up to 100 
discount offers being made to golfers via the key golf websites around the 
country. We assume that the facilities behind them buy into the pricing strategy 
adopted and are convinced that such a strategy is the best or most appropriate to 
pursue. Is this working or is it only resetting a new, lower, base line? 

Given we track data religiously and are acutely aware of the current patterns the 
industry is exhibiting, from our point of view this strategy runs the risk of eroding 
and/or resetting (lower) the expected value proposition that the consumer needs 
to be seeing in a green fee payment, revenue vital for many for the whole profit 
and loss statement to continue to make any sense. Further, the longer rates 
seem to be on permanent discount the harder it will be to ever raise rates again 
unless supported by a material, visible improvement in the product. 

There is also the cost angle to consider. Data from the GMA benchmark 
database currently indicates that the average cost of course maintenance 
services is $25 when measured on a per round basis. The average non-member 
green fee being achieved is $47, indicating a margin on costs incurred of near 
100%. If green fees are to positively add to the P&L, pricing must reflect a 
premium on the cost to produce the product, otherwise it needs to be picked 
up/covered elsewhere. 

An article in one of the newsletters we subscribe to caught our eye as it 
referenced a recent study that looked at consumer attitudes towards this very 
topic - discounting. The findings from the study, undertaken by the University of 
Minnesota, provide some insight into what a better pricing approach might be.   

The retail focused study found that consumers prefer to get more for their money 
(i.e. receive something extra for free) rather than receive a flat discount. To 
illustrate the point, it found that consumers generally believe that getting 50% 
extra for free is a better deal than receiving a 33% discount, even though the 
mathematical saving is the same. The study even went so far as to suggest that 
providing 33% extra is seen as being the same as receiving a 33% discount - 
even though the latter is clearly a better mathematical proposition. 

This finding suggests that when marketing green fees, facilities may be better 
served by charging the full price for the standard offering (green fees & golf carts) 
and including some value-added inclusions rather than simply discounting the 
standard offering.  

What does this mean for golf operators? 
Firstly, what strategy you choose may well be determined by how you view your 
product. Is it generic, where you think price is the primary consumer motivation or 
could it be an experience? The value added approach best fits the latter.  

Our review of the majority of offers being made available indicate that they are 
heavily focused on discounting rather than value-adding. On average a 45% 
discount is being offered for the basic offering of green fees and carts, with a lone 
drink being the only (occasional) value-added offering. 

Let’s take the example of an offer at a golf course which typically has a $50 green 
fee, and $40 cart fee. A voucher for this course for two players in a cart using the 
average discount rate of 45% would bring the price down from $140 to $77 (a 
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discount of $63). If the club wanted to take the value-added approach and 
maintain its $140 price point, what else could be included that gives the 
consumer $63 in additional value? A sleeve of golf balls, lunch, a bucket of balls 
on the range and some drinks for each player would probably be enough. 

If the study findings are right then this offer would be perceived as better value 
than the straight discount, potentially provide a better all-around experience, and 
enhance the chance of return patronage. 

So unless it is a strategic decision of a facility to quickly sell some spare space, 
but not be regularly doing it, it is our view that the strategy adopted should 
generally be the value added approach, focus on the customer, not just their 
money. If you have gone down or are thinking about going down the path of a 
price-focused green fee marketing campaign, next time around try the value 
added approach and track which one delivers you the better outcomes.  

Observations from the Outside and Golf in China – by Nick Bowles 
It is with great pleasure to have joined the GBAS team and be back working in 
the golf industry in Australia. In late 2012 I finished up my role as GM of Bonnie 
Doon Golf Club where I had spent seven very fruitful and enjoyable years, 4½ as 
General Manager. I had a nagging desire to complete an NBA so off I went for a 
year of full time study. Shortly after my last exam, I was offered a position as 
Director of Operations with IMG in Hong Kong. After just under a year in the role I 
made the choice a few months ago to return to Australia and pursue a different 
path, which leads me to where I am today and this article. Much of what GBAS 
does is sharing of knowledge / learnings and Jeff encouraged me to put pen to 
paper and reflect on what I experienced, what I saw, what I learnt.  

MBA Learnings 

Having been out of university for a number of years and being fully committed to 
an executive management position for the last few, it was a great experience to 
go back to school and look back on not only my experience at Bonnie Doon but 
also the wider picture, something that as a GM can be neglected, particularly 
when you get caught up in the day to day running of the business. To be able to 
look back and objectively appraise my own performance as well as consider 
broader challenges facing the industry particularly in the context of my MBA 
course material was definitely something I took a lot from.  

Specifically, if I were to identify three important aspects for golf club general 
manager performance that emerged in my thinking during my studies I would 
note the following; 

x The importance of a shared vision – Many clubs are now realizing the 
importance of having a strategic plan in place so as to provide a cohesive 
roadmap for the future. While having a strategy in place is important, its 
effectiveness will be compromised without effective implementation. To this 
point, the strategy needs to be effectively communicated to all levels of staff 
and be consistent with every operational decision that is made. In addition to 
this, the General Manager needs to live and breathe the message of the 
strategic plan in every aspect of what they do at the club. During my time at 
Bonnie Doon, I don’t think I quite understood how important this aspect of 
implementation was after the development of the club’s first strategic plan in 
2010. 
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x The importance of knowledge and knowing what are the best KPI’s for 
your business – looking at other industries you realize that there can be 
other key drivers to business outcomes and even within the same industry 
prioritized KPI’s can vary. The recently released GMA benchmarking tool 
should be the beginning of a new era for club general managers, who can 
pick the key performance indicators that relate best to their club and 
benchmark themselves against peers with similar characteristics. This tool 
brings with it the unique ability to focus on what really drives performance at 
the club, now and into the future. It also obviously helps with clarifying the 
positioning strategy of the club. Without insight you are really only steering 
the bus, not driving it.  

x Ensure the business model is sustainable into the future - Many clubs 
are starting to think in terms of the long term sustainability of their clubs, as 
evidenced by the commencement of discussions seeking closer working 
relationships and even amalgamation. The need to obtain ‘first mover 
advantage’ has probably never been more important.  

Golf in China 
Post completion of my MBA I was given an opportunity with IMG to work in their 
Golf Course Services team in Asia. Based in Hong Kong, I was responsible for 
providing operational advice to a range of their club clients, mostly of whom were 
based in China. The role provided a fascinating insight into the operations of 
Chinese golf facilities and the golf industry in general. To say that the challenges 
for golf facilities in China were significantly different to those in Australia would be 
a vast understatement.  

In general terms, Chinese golf facilities are largely content to target the top 
echelon of society in terms of wealth, largely ignoring the already huge and 
continuously growing middle class who largely aspire to participate in activities 
like golf. The benchmark for many golf clubs in China is Augusta National, which 
is basically equated to being an ultra-exclusive club with perfect playing surfaces. 
This vision has been recreated in many instances with mixed success across 
China, with the high initial entrance fee for membership being the intended signal 
to the market of the quality of facilities and level of exclusivity at the club. 

A consequence of this operating strategy, as outlined in Rudy Anderson’s piece 
in the recent GBAS report concerning South East Asia (click here for a copy) is a 
focus on the collection of significant upfront joining fees, with operational 
sustainability being a secondary consideration. The membership sales 
department is generally considered the most important at a Chinese golf club, 
with their value largely derived from a personal database of wealthy business 
owners and executives. In terms of the value proposition, memberships are sold 
largely on the potential appreciation of the membership value, the opportunity to 
be associated with an exclusive brand and on a more practical level, the 
opportunity to escape to a peaceful, (slightly) less smoggy environment to 
participate in a healthy activity (in carts, of course).  

This business model creates massive barriers to entry for the aspiring club 
member, and it seems likely that golf facility owners will continue adopting this 
business model into the future. This seems particularly likely while the supply of 
new golf courses is artificially slowed by the moratorium on new golf 
developments and in some cases, the destruction of partly built and existing 
facilities. If this continues, it is likely that golf in China will continue to be driven by 
‘top-down’ participation and as such, fall short of a more positive role that it could 
potentially play in modern Chinese society.  
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It is interesting to contrast this thought to that offered in a recent column in Golf 
Management Europe (click here for a copy) . Publisher Michael Lenihan 
discusses elitism in golf in the context of the oversupply of courses in the UK, and 
the need for consolidation. Lenihan fears that (in the UK) a reduction in supply 
could lead to golf “becoming an elitist sport, played by wealthy individuals who 
can afford memberships at the very best clubs”. It is interesting that what one 
western country fears, another newly developing golf market is actively pursuing.  

With those brief thoughts, I am excited to start a new chapter of my career with 
GBAS alongside some further studies that I am undertaking at the University of 
Melbourne. I am looking forward to applying the skills and experience and 
knowledge I have acquired over the past several years as GBAS seeks to assist 
our golf facilities survive and thrive well into the future. 

Nick Bowles 
E: nickb@golfbas.com 
P: 0410 869 859  

  

http://issuu.com/portman/docs/gme_december_2014
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About Golf Business Advisory Services (GBAS) 
GBAS is an independent advisory company offering dedicated, professional 
advice to the golf industry. Offering unrivalled experience and industry insight, 
our approach is grounded in research with a belief that data analysis always 
reveals the insights required to drive your business.  

Specialist services offered by GBAS include: 

x Strategic planning 
x Operational reviews 
x Financial health check 
x Member surveys 
x Board presentations 
x Technology reviews 
x Insource / outsource strategy 
x Executive recruitment 
x Consumer research 
x Market research 
x Asset oversight 
x Due diligence 
x Asset valuation 
x Expert witness services 

If you have a need in the golf industry GBAS is able to provide you with all of 
the necessary knowledge and experience required to help ensure you achieve 
your goals. 

Contact Details 
24 Bay Rd, Sandringham, Victoria 

M: +61 412 989 222 

E: jeff@golfbas.com    

W: www.golfbas.com   
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