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W hen clubs were once only looking to become a fresher version of 
their historic selves, it was acceptable to work through projects 
here and there across the campus. There is a critical difference 

between narrowly targeted improvement projects and master plans, how-
ever. The former looks only to improve an asset in its present form or place, 
while a master plan probes deeper questions of shifting values and the rela-
tive importance of new or different activities. It is the pathway to transform-
ative investments that positions the club for the long run. 

No matter the type—city, country, yacht or other—the club of the future 
will be a multi-faceted collection of social spaces and recreational activities. 
It will offer a diverse set of features and benefits where innovative leaders can 
initiate programs that increase member engagement. These facilities must 
work in unison to deliver the proper member experience as well as avoid com-
petition within the offering or require an inordinate amount of labor. 

The master planning process starts with a solid understanding of the 
club’s mission and vision. This central agreement on the experience the 
club must offer is typically the responsibility of the board and provides the 
direction the planners require to develop an effective plan. Survey work was 
likely part of the initial visioning process, but if not, then a targeted facilities 
survey should be administered by the Planning Committee. This team will 
also need to study the external environment, including the changing nature 
of the membership experience and the benefits clubs are deriving by adding 
facilities for families, exercise and fun and games. 

to Update Master 
Your Opportunities

A core principle of club membership 
has long been exclusive access to pre-
mier facilities. These days, when per-
ceived value is a distinguishing char-
acteristic for clubs and activity prefer-
ences are changing dramatically, it is 
arguable that a club’s physical facilities 
are more important to their success 
than ever before. Given this changing 
landscape, developing a master plan is 
one of the most important steps club 
leaders can take to position their club 
for success and growth.

^
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Master plans are also more important these days because clubs 
are trying to do so much with their facilities. This makes for a more 
diverse set of users and activity patterns. It is increasingly common 
for a club to offer active athletics like fitness, tennis and pickle-
ball and expansive pool complexes and a diverse set of social and 
dining venues. These investments are adding value to the member 
experience, so members and their families can use the club more 
frequently and in different ways. This makes it more important than 
ever to clarify spatial relationships and establish circulation patterns 
that promote harmony between the different user groups. To prop-
erly accommodate these growing demands, it is important to think 
through how your facilities will balance adult and family use, casual 
to formal dress and new active athletics and traditional sports. 

Continually Expanding the Circle of Involvement
Developing and receiving member approval to invest their money 
to improve the club’s facilities is the result of a thoughtful pro-
cess that engages the broader membership. Clubs often miss the 
point here, first viewing this as solely an architectural exercise. 
While the facility solution is obviously important, it is only one 
aspect of a multi-layered process that includes strategy, financial 

planning, communications and marketing, and yes, basic politics. 
Club leaders must approach planning as a holistic process or they 
will fail to strike the right vision and receive member endorse-
ment to move ahead with the vital first phase. 

Your planning program should be led by a committee that 
includes a mix of club leaders and at-large members from different 
age and interest groups. They will steer the process and interact 
with your planners to complete the initial research, link the plan to 
the club’s strategy, establish goals and program requirements and, 
ultimately, produce a preliminary plan. Beyond this obvious require-
ment, it is critical that the entire membership can participate in the 
review and finalization stages. Plans handed down from the top 
are typically rejected by members because they feel imposed rather 
than organic. For a plan to address the membership’s top priorities 
and receive broad support, it is essential all members are given the 
opportunity to attend meetings, view video presentations, read 
project booklets and other information on the plan section of the 
club’s website and, most important of all, be invited to participate 
in a formal feedback loop before preliminary ideas go final. This 
feedback should cover the key aspects of the proposal, including 
the priority of the projects and the financial plan. A broad member 

Keys to Preparing and Approving a Master Plan
  �PROCESS IS KEY: Master planning is much more than an archi-

tectural exercise. The board must embrace a planning process 

that allows them to lead the club in the proper direction while 

also listening to the membership to avoid overreaching or trying 

to impose solutions that are out of character. Strategic thinking, 

trends analysis, competitive analysis, financial planning and com-

munications and marketing are essential elements of a successful 

plan. You need to bring all these tools to bear. 

  �KNOW YOUR VISION: The master plan must be designed 

toward your club’s well-researched and articulated vision. Each 

club has its own culture and a unique set of internal and external 

dynamics. Your plan must be in harmony with these characteris-

tics, so it will be effective and welcomed by your members. 

  �DO YOUR HOMEWORK: Ask members what they want from 

the club and how they feel about the current facilities before 

designing your plan. Your plan must solve perceived weaknesses 

of the existing facilities to be accepted by the membership. 

  �HAVE A GREAT COMMITTEE: Get the right people involved, 

especially a dynamic chairman who can win the confidence of 

the membership and make them comfortable with change. 

  �EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATIONS: The discussion of capital 

projects stirs up emotions from excitement to fear among the 

membership. It is critical the leadership goes into this pro-

cess with a well-developed communications plan that builds 

member confidence, while being empathetic to concerns 

about money and change. It is essential to show how the pro-

posal is driven towards a strategy, not simple beautification. A 

good practice is to never show a plan without talking about its 

expected cost and how it would be funded. 

  �COLLECT AND RESPOND TO FEEDBACK: Clubs are commu-

nity assets and your process must invite member feedback. It is 

likely members will want changes to the committee’s initial ideas. 

Once you’ve articulated your rationale and recommendations, be 

open to member criticism and suggestions so you can hone your 

solution and priorities and move to implementation. 

  �SECURE APPROVAL: Once you’ve completed all the steps 

to know you have the right plan and member support, close 

the deal with a voting campaign that produces high turnout. 

Building projects are challenging. Unity at the start will see you 

through whatever bumps in the road pop-up along the way. 

continued on page 34 ▶
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The Benefits of Master Planning
  �BRAINSTORMING BEFORE ACTING: By exploring a variety of options before settling on a preferred solution, the Planning Com-
mittee is much more likely to uncover options they would not find through narrowly focused project planning. A master plan produces 
facilities that are transformative versus slightly better versions of what the club has always had. 

  �FUNCTIONALITY: Master plans connect the dots across the physical plant. They identify solutions for the member-facing amenities as 
well as the back-of-house areas and infrastructure critical to safety, comfort, efficiency and performance. 

  �CONTINUITY: A long-term roadmap will assure that the projects that make up the first phase fit with later phases. Clubs are notorious 
for the one-off project that then requires redoing in the future because of the lack of long term phasing plans. Master plans ensure 
current challenges are fully resolved and position the club to evolve in an orderly and cost-effective manner. 

  �MOMENTUM: One of the most important aspects of master planning is to select initial projects that have the most impact on member 
satisfaction and new member attraction. A powerful first phase will generate resources to fund later phases and get everyone excited 
for future work. 

  �MEMBERSHIP MARKETING: An approved master plan illustrates for potential new members where the club is headed and the types 
of experiences it will be able to offer in the future. New members are interested in the long-term vision of the club and they are much 
more likely to join one where the pathway is mapped out. 
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Projects That Make an Impact
Design for your culture and market, but be mindful of where the 
industry is going: 

  �MODERN SOCIAL SPACES: Everybody eats—members, 
spouses, children, relatives, guests and clients. Having the 
types of bar and dining spaces that reflect societal tastes is 
imperative to driving member engagement. The decision to 
eat at the club is a choice between what it offers and what 
can be found in the local market. The winning ticket is to have 
a welcoming bar (the replacement for the former club living 
room), a warm, inviting grill room portioned for adults and 
families, all leading out to a great patio, deck or verandah. 
Check out The Marketplace at Boca West Country Club to see a 
truly innovative application of changing trends. 

  �INFRASTRUCTURE IMPROVEMENTS, ESPECIALLY 
KITCHENS: While often dismissed as being of little interest to 
members, improving the kitchen is often one of their top prior-
ities. Dining is the club’s most important activity when all mem-
bers and spouses are considered, so members understand they 
need a great engine room to make it all happen. There is no point 
in spending a lot of money on the front of the house if you can’t 
produce the food and deliver the product in a timely manner. 

  �GET OUTSIDE: Access to outdoor spaces in season is every mem-
ber’s top priority. If it’s a county club, members want to eat out-
side overlooking the course. If you are in the city, figure out a way 
to get on your rooftop. At yacht clubs, you’ll want to maximize the 
views of the water, of course. 

  �POOLS: With the average new joiner now a 40-year old couple 
with two children, swimming pools are in the sweet spot for new 
member attraction. At or near the pool complex, you’ll want 
a poolside cabana bar to serve as a source of gathering for all 
members, not just the pool users. If you are in the market for new 
young members, this is the gateway amenity. 

  �HEALTH AND WELLNESS: Fitness facilities are a required 
amenity for most clubs. Increasingly, the basic fitness center of 
the past is evolving to become a full-service fitness and wellness 
club. This means that in addition to the cardio and weight areas, 
there should be spaces for stretching and classes, like yoga, aero-
bics, spinning and other group activities. 

  �CHILDREN’S ACTIVITY ROOMS: Young families are fired 
up about clubs, especially ones that cater to everyone in the 
household. They are anxious to use the club in multiple ways, 
but not always together. The club of the future will have a 
great children’s activity room, so mom and dad can enjoy the 
club when the little ones are also on-site. When the kids are 
asking their parents, “can we go to the club” because they can 
play with their friends, you’ve won. 

  �REMOTE WORK SPACES: Often maligned as slackers, Millen-
nials and other young members work a lot. They just don’t do 
it in an office from 9 to 5. To be useful to as many members as 
possible, clubs will increasingly offer remote work spaces, so 
member use can blend seamlessly with the changing work 
day. It’s a third-place thing. 

  �GOLF PERFORMANCE CENTERS: Golf will increasingly move 
off the course and into training and simulator spaces that 
provide the teaching and equipment important to low handi-
cappers and the fun and games enjoyed by the one and two-
hour golfers. The new center at Medinah Country Club is at the 
forefront of this change. 

  �PAY HOMAGE TO YOUR HISTORY: Clubs don’t have rev-
olutions, they evolve. While adapting to the desires of the 
next generation, don’t forget the past. Long-time members 
and new ones alike appreciate their club’s history and enjoy 
seeing displays about the past. Make a history hall a key part 
of your upgrades. 

review will not only assure the wisdom of the membership is baked 
into your final proposal, it will also generate the goodwill toward 
the recommendations that is critical to approval. 

Bright Prospects Ahead
It is an exciting time for clubs. For the first time since the 1980s, 
the number of people moving into the prime joining years will 
increase each year for the next decade. Clubs have historically per-
formed well when these age waves occur. Additionally, the credit 
markets are awash in capital looking for sound investments. Clubs 
with strong balance sheets and cash flow have greater access to 

capital and the ability to structure favorable long-term deals that 
can change their approach to facility reinvestment and enhance-
ment. A master plan is a critical tool for maximizing this potential 
and creates the physical plant clubs need to satisfy the members 
they have and attract the next generation. 

Frank Vain is president of McMahon Group, Inc., a premier 
full-service, private club consulting firm serving more than 2,000 
private clubs around the world. He serves as NCA Chairman. He 
can be reached at fvain@mcmahongroup.com.
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