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My Club 
Management  
Journey

• Born in Macedonia  - Former Yugoslavia

• Grew up in Lausanne - Switzerland

• Moved to the United States in 1985

• Degree in Hospitality from Cal Poly Pomona –
California

• MBA from Georgia State University

• CCM - Certified Club Manager



My Club 
Management  
Journey

• Bahia Corinthian YC Newport Beach CA

• Santa Barbara YC  Santa Barbara CA

• Jonathan Club Los Angeles CA

• Cherokee T&CC Atlanta GA

• Gaillardia CC Oklahoma City OK

• Northwood Club Dallas TX

• Digitexx Phoenix AZ

• American Club Hong Kong HK

• Medinah CC  Medinah IL



Why these 10 
lessons!

My unique experience

▪ Unique path and 
experience 

▪ I am an immigrant  

▪ Worked in 9 clubs

▪ 7 types of clubs 

▪ In 5 states

▪ Lived/worked multiple 
continents

▪ Twice unemployed (not 
by choice)

▪ Left industry and came 
back 

▪ For profit /not for /PE

▪ Revenues from $5M to 
$35M

▪ From 1 location to 3 

▪ From very casual to super 
formal 

▪ No formal F&B 
experience or training

▪ No culinary        
experience or training

▪ Don’t play golf 

▪ MBA Degree

▪ Never received a 5 year 
tenure pin! 



Why these 10 
lessons!

So what do I bring to the table?

• Leadership & People

• Club Governance & Politics

• Strategy & Vison

• Systems Thinking

• Process & Structure

• Innovation

• Culture – Member & Employee

• Sales & Marketing 

• Mentoring



CAUTION !

These are my principles and what I believe in

• Make sure you fully understand, subscribe 
and wholeheartedly believe in these 
principles before you teach them or put them 
to use.

• Tweak, adjust, modify to reflect who you are, 
what you believe and who you are working 
with. 

• PowerPoint is text heavy so you don’t have to 
take notes.



The 10 Lessons



1. Understand the 
difference between       
passion and purpose.

• I am passionate about ….  

• Problems with passion: 

• Passion is temporary

• Focuses on what the world can offer you

• It’s not your employer’s job to fulfill your 
passion. 

• Keeps you perpetually confused because 
you are trying to answer the who am I 
question and is this my life work. 

• Instead - develop a Craftsman Mindset –
focuses on what you can offer your club and the 
world – offers clarity.



1. Understand the 
difference between       
passion and purpose

• Start with WHY? Why is it that you want to 
do this?

• My advice to you is that you ALSO find 
purpose in what you are doing.

• I am in this business because I want to make 
a difference in the lives of the people I serve 
and the people I lead.

• No amount of hard work, stress, criticism or 
club politics will change that.

• What’s your purpose? 

• If you are struggling to answer this question –
ask yourself “who is it that you want to 
help?”



2. Accept the fact 
that you know very 
little.

• You have enough knowledge to be dangerous. 

• You got hired because your boss believes you 
have potential and are worthy of the 
investment that he/she is going to make in you 
over the next 3-5 years. 

• When you first start off, make sure you lower 
your expectations. You will be asked to work 
hard and many of the tasks you will be assigned 
will seem trivial and repetitive and that’s ok. 

• These remedial tasks will yield big results over 
time – example of brushing your teeth, working 
out, running a marathon.

• Same with leadership and relationships – takes 
time and you will not notice improvements 
from one week to the next.



2. Accept the fact 
that you know very 
little.

• You were hired so you can learn and add value 
to the club first. No job is beneath you. It’s all 
about mastering you craft, and it will take you 
many years to get there.  

• CMAA has so much to offer so be sure to work 
for someone who believes in learning and will 
give you the time and resources to further 
your education. 

• READ - There’s a saying that leaders are 
readers and I am a big believer in that. My son 
keeps asking me “How did you know to do 
that?” Reading 25 to 30 books a year is a big 
part of that.  



2. Accept the fact 
that you know very 
little.

FOR NEW TEAM MEMBERS 

(No matter how much experience you have)

• As much as you think you know, every 
club is different. 

• Just because something worked at your 
old club - it doesn’t mean it will work at 
your new club.

• No need to flex your muscles. You are 
hired. Relax and get to know the 
members, team and culture first.

• Don’t throw previous managers / 
members under the bus. Nothing good 
comes of it.



3. Understand the 
difference between 
problems and 
symptoms.

• Most managers have a difficult time 
identifying one from the other. Most of us 
solve symptoms and not problems.

• Very typical for members, committees or 
boards. They often cite symptoms as 
problems. Cold fries, slow greens, slow service, 
wrong food orders, poor financials. 

• These are not problems - All are symptoms of 
a larger problem. 

• Identify the problem first. Then - make sure 
you solve the right problem. Not as easy at it 
sounds. 

• Don’t overreact. An incident is NOT a problem. 



3. Understand the 
difference 
between problems
and symptoms.

FOR NEW TEAM MEMBERS

• You think you know what the problems are. But 
because you lack history and context, you will 
misdiagnose.

• Very common for search committees to spell 
out a list of “problems.”

• The most commonly misdiagnosed:  

• A “people problem” is most often a 
process problem.

• A “motivation problem” is often a lack of 
direction problem.



4. Welcome to the 
world of gray.

• Most of you have an idealistic view of the 
world and your jobs.

• Focused on how things should be done. 

• Your world is mostly black and white, so you 
have a difficult time working and managing 
in the gray.

• Surprise - the club business is mostly gray. 
Many club professionals fail to understand 
this concept. 

• Struggle for senior managers that are very 
policy driven who manage strictly by the 
rules or policies. 

• Cultural rigidity varies from club to club and 
so do the number of shades of gray.



4. Welcome to the 
world of gray.

FOR NEW TEAM MEMBERS

• Have an open mind and don't rush into 
making decisions quickly. 

• Every club has its own unique culture and it 
takes time to learn it. 

• You will be tempted to make decisions quickly 
because they will seem like no-brainers. 

• In clubs, things are always more complex than 
they seem.

• Take a deep breath, be patient and ask many 
questions.  



5. Understand how 
clubs keep score.

• What does your club or boss value most?

• Young managers focus on learning the technical 
skills. Wine knowledge, food knowledge… In clubs, 
that’s not as important as building relationships.

• Everyone will tell you that they are in the service 
business and that the members are the most 
important. That may be true, but to you, your staff is 
the most important. 

• You will be tempted to look good in front of your 
boss or members. You will even believe that, 
singlehandedly, you are making a big difference and 
that you will make sure everyone notices you. 

• Instead, focus on your team because they are the 
most important. You can only touch so many 
members in a day. Take care of your team and, as a 
team, they can touch exponentially more members 
than you. For them, members come first. For you, the 
team comes first. 



5. Understand how 
clubs keep score.

FOR NEW TEAM MEMBERS

• Every club is different and every club 
values things differently.

• While one club may value visibility for the 
Chef or GM, others don’t. Same for the 
superintendents and other positions.

• One club may value personal relationships, 
while another club does not.

• One club may be touchy feely, while 
another clubs may prefer that you don’t 
touch or speak unless you are given 
permission.



5. Understand how 
clubs keep score.

FOR GENERAL MANAGERS

• Critical for us

• Don’t work hard on the wrong things

• Clarify expectations. 

• Ask your President - If you don’t know  

• My priorities at Medinah  

1. Develop My Team

2. Strategic Positioning and Planning

3. Club Operations

4. Member Relations

• Ask for a formal evaluation



6. Never 
underestimate the 
power of LIKE.

• There is a good chance you will work for someone 
who will tell you that its more important to be 
respected than liked. Don’t believe them – they are 
absolutely wrong. 

• In the club business, relationships are more valued 
than skills. Members will naturally gravitate towards 
employees they like first and foremost. 

• You will notice that in many clubs, there will be 
employees who have been promoted over the years, 
not because they were the best at their jobs, but 
because the membership and staff liked them. 



6. Never 
underestimate the 
power of LIKE.

• Chances are your team will not consist of 
professionals with MBAs, rather ordinary people 
who care deeply about the membership and who 
work hard to provide for their families. 

• The average dishwasher, greenskeeper or busser 
doesn’t know the difference between the two. 
They will always work harder for you if they like 
you. 

• Same applies to Club Presidents. Members either 
like or don’t like the president. None cares how 
effective they are!

• CAUTION – being liked is no substitute for 
competency! Especially for a GM/COO.



6. Never 
underestimate the 
power of LIKE

FOR NEW TEAM MEMBERS

• Very important for all team members who 
are focused on getting things done 
instead of fostering relationships with 
the membership and staff.

• Especially important if your team member 
is from outside the club industry or came 
from a public or developer owned 
environment.



7. Understand 
how to identify 
the stakeholders 
in your success.  

• You will think that your GM and the Board 
are your main stakeholder. But that’s 
incorrect.

• There are many more individuals in your club 
that have either a say or can significantly 
influence your success. 

• Identify those individuals and develop a 
strategy to deal with them.

• Learn the concept of sacred cows sooner 
rather then later.  Seriously!



7. Understand 
how to identify 
the stakeholders 
in your success.  

FOR NEW TEAM MEMBERS

• Critical for new team members who don’t know the 
key players (members and staff) at the club. Who are 
the influencers?

• Get to know the Sacred Cows quickly - Why is it that 
only consultants who are not in the trenches always 
advise club mangers to fire them, put them out to 
pasture, cull them, or slaughter them?  Horrible 
advice.

• How many club professionals have lost their jobs 
because they tried to fire a Sacred Cow too quickly? 

• Often they are NOT the enemy. Most can help you 
once they trust you.

• Remember why you got hired and what problems you 
are trying to solve. Chances are the Sacred Cow is NOT 
one of them. Refer to principle #4! World of Gray



8. Understand the 
difference 
between 
accomplishments 
and success

• Many confuse the two or understand the difference. 

• Very important as you think about your career and 
what you want to achieve and why.

• What does success look like and feel like to you?

• Your degrees, your CCM, your title, your certifications, 
your income, your bonus are all accomplishments –
not success. Success is different. 

• There has to be positive evidence of your presence 

• Success is the positive impact you make in the lives of 
the people you serve and the people you lead. 

• The nurturing relationship you have with your 
girlfriend, then wife and children. 



8. Understand 
the difference 
between 
accomplishments 
and success

• The hobbies and passions you pursue outside of 
work that give you joy and pleasure. 

• How many championship winning athletes do you 
know that are now broke? How many rich people 
do you know that are divorced or have 
dysfunctional families?

• How many historic clubs are struggling or no longer 
around? 

• Boards and committees often confuse the two 
when they speak about their clubs. Tournaments vs 
The Circus.

• My advice is that you take the time to define what 
success looks like to you.



8. Understand 
the difference 
between 
accomplishments 
and success

FOR NEW TEAM MEMBERS

• Very important to understand what 
your team members value. 

• What is their motivation for success? 
What is driving them?

• Also helps you gauge their ego! 

• You will find that many are driven by 
accomplishments and desperately want 
credit for their work!

• Not going to happen in private clubs. 



8. Understand 
the difference 
between 
accomplishments 
and success

FOR NEW TEAM MEMBERS

• A question I always ask candidates and 
search committees: 

“As successful as you are, why are you not 
more successful?”

“As successful as you are as a Club, why are 
you not more successful?”



9. Keep your EGO  
in check!

The single biggest reasons why we as club 
managers and supervisors fail! 

Many problems can be traced back to a big 
ego.

• We pick the wrong club – name or size

• We hire people who know less then we do

• We take things personally

• We fight the wrong battles

• We show our insecurity

• We micromanage our team

• We don’t share information



9. Keep your EGO    
in check!

• We don’t admit mistakes

• We don’t admit what we don’t know

• We want credit for everything!

• Focus on effecting change – and not getting 
credit for it!

Like Moses, our job is to take our 
members to the promised land – a place 
you and I will never personally enjoy.



10. Master your craft!

• Boards are becoming more demanding,  
with higher expectations and rightfully so.

• We wanted the COO title – we got it! 

• The secret is out – we get paid well!

• Others want our jobs!

• Your peers

• The young guns working for you

• PGA Professionals

• Superintendents

• Executive Chefs 

• CFOs

• Management Companies

• Hoteliers 



10. Master your craft!

You have two options

1. Complain and pray for the best

2. Be honest with yourself and learn what you 
don’t know.

• The skills that got you to the top are not the 
same skills that will keep you there.

• Surround your self with people who know 
more than you and let them do their job.

• I am very honest with my team when I hire 
them!



Advice For You -
The Supervisor / 
Assistant Manager

• Pick mentors and not clubs.

• You will be tempted to work in clubs 
that have great recognition and it will 
feel like a badge of honor to work for 
those clubs. 

• A club is only brick and mortar – that’s 
it. Bricks don’t make good teachers.

• Same applies to well recognized GMs. 
They may be well known but not 
necessarily for mentoring.

• What matters is who is working at the 
club. Who will be responsible for 
mentoring you?



Advice For You -
The GM / COO

• Take time to reflect and perform a self 
assessment

• Perform a 360 on yourself

• Be honest about your shortcomings

• Write a development plan and start 
learning

• Find a mentor or a coach

• Be more vulnerable

• People are in love with the idea of 
achieving greatness – but not in love 
with what it takes to get there!



Final Thoughts

• Club Managers , we are very proud of our 
clubs and the stuff we have.

• Many of us believe that the millions we 
spend building stuff will be our legacy. We 
will not get the credit, everyone will forget 
and eventually members will not care!

• However - the people we lead and mentor 
will give us credit and they will care.

• Think SERVANT LEADERSHIP!

• There must be evidence in our employee’s 
life and career that we were there and we 
contributed.

• Same applies to our management team. 



Final Thoughts

My commitment to my team:

“If you are not a better professional and 
a better person because of my presence, 
then I have failed you”

What is yours? 

My challenge to you as a leader - make 
the same commitment to your team! 



QUESTIONS?

CONTACT information

▪ Mobile 630.945.7639

▪ Club 630.438.6825

▪ Email rsereci@medinahcc.org

▪ LinkedIn

https://www.linkedin.com/in/robertsereci

▪ Twitter

https://mobile.twitter.com/robertsereci

mailto:rsereci@medinahcc.org
https://www.linkedin.com/in/robertsereci
https://mobile.twitter.com/robertsereci

