
 
 

Hit the Road Jack/Jackie . . . 
 

By Richard Kopplin 

 

A few years ago, my friend Gregg Patterson, and I initiated a program at the World Conference on 

Club Management that we have called “Point/Counter Point or Dueling Philosophies.”  Perhaps one of 

the reasons it has been well attended and highly rated is because of the presenter’s differing 

personalities as much as the content we debate. 

 

Gregg is a high energy, “lightening bolts from the finger tips” leader who has successfully managed 

the Beach Club in Santa Monica, California for the past twenty-four years. His passion for the club 

business is evident in his fast paced, enthusiastic speaking style. He is a joy to share a platform with. 

 

My style is more subdued, though I would argue just as passionate, and I love to debate with Gregg the 

club issues that so many club managers and board members struggle with every day. One of the issues 

that we typically spar over is career tenure and how long a general manager should stay at their club, 

before seeking another opportunity. 

 

In a past issue of Board Room Magazine, Gregg postulated his theory, which in essence recommends 

that club managers should provide multi decades of service to one club, similar to what Gregg has 

done with his career track. Gregg believes that a manager must meld into the club community, 

somehow, whether or not there are personal or professional conflicts. Through good times and bad, 

according to Gregg, a manager should stick to their club like dots candy does to my teeth whenever I 

go to a movie. 

I worry that Gregg may suffer from the arrogance of an insular and singular experience and I would 

like to share with you a very different philosophy.  

 

Career movement for a club general manager is good. It is refreshing, it is educational, and it allows a 

manager to blossom and grow.  Everyone needs to “outgrow” their present space and club managers, 

like other members of the human species are no exception. Just ask Charles Darwin. 

 

Ideally, a young manager will move from smaller club operations in their early years to progressively 

larger or more sophisticated clubs as their careers mature. There is no exact time line or model 

schedule but I would submit that a move every three to five years during the early stages of a 

management career is normal. The tenure should increase   five to seven years during the mid point of 

a career and finally ten to fifteen years or more at the same club, as the manager matures and find that 

“final club.”    

 

While there may not be an exact formula as to when you should consider moving to another club there 

are at least three key factors that will often dictate when a career move is appropriate.  If one or more 

of these factors seem to be beckoning you then it might be time to listen to your intuition and consider 

a change in club environment. 

 



The first key factor that will often determine the movement cycle of the general manager is dictated 

by family considerations. Pre high school children are resilient and more flexible than teenagers 

entering high school and this phase of the movement cycle will often occur in the early stages of a 

career.  By the time children are in high school most managers should be settled in a club environment 

which will take them though the high school years and perhaps beyond. 

 

After the high school commitment years, I observe many managers looking for that “empty nester” 

club.  Perhaps the club is one requiring a little less demanding schedule or it may be in a Sun Belt or 

retirement area the manager and spouse have been eyeing for a number of years.  A great time to 

experience “nirvana” as one’s management career enters what I like to describe as “the renaissance 

years.”  This is a period of time when a manager can showcase all of the accumulated career wisdom 

from previous clubs. Decisions are usually made faster, easier and more soundly, based on years of 

club management experience.  

 

Another family consideration will be friends and relatives living in the area. Sometimes it is aging 

parents that give managers pause as they contemplate a move to that “perfect club”. Or it might be 

extended family and friends who enhance our day to day experiences. Certainly family factors will 

need to be carefully and fully evaluated before a club change should be considered, particularly a move 

that will distance you from family and friends. 

 

The second key factor that might motivate a manager to seek a new opportunity is the “boredom 

factor.”  I know it may sound a bit cavalier and some people would say that club managers should be 

grateful for the wonderful environment they work in every day but that doesn’t change the reality. And 

the reality is, that after a period of time, a manager can feel unchallenged and truly believes that there 

needs to be some new wind in the sail to keep his/her career interesting. 

 

After eight years of managing one club and after turning in my resignation, the club president was 

stunned and told me he always thought I would  retire at this club. The sad fact was that in some 

respects I already had. The club was on automatic pilot and everyone knew that. Oh sure we had the 

new party committees every year and we continued to improve our food and beverage service and we 

enhanced our member guest golf events, and we tinkered with a green or two on the golf course but it 

was getting to be the “same old stuff” for me to face every day. 

 

Thank god I had the courage to take my foot off first base to get to second and then to third and finally 

home. The change allowed me to propel my career into a whole new arena of developer owned clubs 

and my leaving also provided a great opportunity for my assistant to assume the role of general 

manager, for which he had been well prepared. Additionally, the club benefited from a fresh approach  

to management, a review of board and committee relations and a renewed commitment to providing 

outstanding service to the membership. A win/win situation for everyone. 

 

The third key factor which might cause a general manager to seek a new opportunity is a radical shift 

in board leadership and philosophy. I have observed outstanding club general managers who have 

guided their clubs so effectively for a number of years that some club board members think the job 

must be so easy they could save some money by hiring a “club manager” for a lot less money than the 

current general manager’s package. 

 

Or the new board leadership might truly believe that the general manager model does not fit their club 

culture, even though it is a sound business model that is effectively used in virtually every model club I 

visit. Whatever the reasons, I think general managers need to take responsibility for “coming in from 



the rain.”  When they see the storm clouds gathering and they don’t believe they are effectively 

guiding the board it may be time for a move. 

 

Typically, clubs with a strong commitment to strategic planning don’t experience the sea change shifts 

that some club presidents create as they assume their duties but often the philosophical swerve can 

occur almost imperceptibly. It may not be right and it may not be fair but, shifting political 

philosophies may erode a general manager’s support and unfortunately that process is inherent and 

very evident in the private club world.    

 

Every private club general manager should understand that even the most carefully crafted career plan 

may need some flexibility and revision due to the nature of our business.  I believe that understanding 

some of the key factors in moving from one club to another will mitigate some of the tensions that 

every manager will experience in their career tenure. Often it is the normal and natural progression of 

“outgrowing your present space.”  We can all relate to that feeling. 

 

  

 


