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Executive Summary


The business of golf is changing in this country. In the last twenty years golf course management has moved from the golf professional, operating as a sole proprietor, in control of all aspects of golf course operations, to one of government usurping those controls leaving the golf professional as an employee of that government. As a result, perceived services have suffered and motivation has dwindled among golf course employees.


This researcher's experience suggests that local governments, who own and operate municipal golf courses, are moving away from employing PGA (Professional Golfers Association of America) certified golf professionals and hiring people who do not have those qualifications that are required for that certification. And those municipalities that do employ PGA golf professionals are not utilizing those skills which those professionals must have to obtain that rating.


It was felt that golf course operations were being carried out without input from the very people using those services, the golfing public. To the best of this researcher's knowledge no one had ever asked what the public expected when it utilized a public golf course. National trends indicated that the public's perceptions towards services asked for and received were changing. This study attempted to ask questions which would indicate what the public expected from a municipal golf course.


Research was conducted using a survey which was sent to 500 randomly selected members of the Utah Golf Association. This research also utilized the national studies done by the PGA of America, United States Golf Association, and the National Golf Foundation.


It was found that the public was aware of what services were normally offered at a public facility. The research indicated that the public was not sure who could best provide those services.


Conclusions drawn from this study are that PGA golf professionals need to be better trained in all areas of municipal golf course operations. It is further found that those professionals must specialize in certain areas if they are to succeed in drawing new players to the game of golf and keeping those persons already participating in the game of golf playing.

Chapter I 

Introduction

Research Problem Statement/Purpose

Throughout the United States, the management and operation of municipal golf courses are going through a fundamental shift in philosophy in regard to how and by whom these facilities are managed.  Historically, the operation of municipal golf courses has been managed by Professional Golfers Association of America (PGA) trained and certified golf professionals. The PGA has strict guidelines for membership and requires prospective members to serve an apprenticeship and attend and complete various schools with appropriate testing at each level to obtain certification. 


Municipal governments have traditionally accepted this certification as the best possible training for executives to manage their golf course operations. Recent court cases, investigating the dichotomy that exists between the golf professional's status as an employee or independent contractor, indicate that some municipal governments are prepared to move away from the hiring of PGA-trained and certified golf professionals. Furthermore, it is has been stated that many golf courses which do employ PGA-certified golf professionals are not fully utilizing those skills and talents which golf professionals must have to obtain a PGA rating.


The primary purpose of this study is to determine if PGA golf professionals are perceived by golfers to be an asset at municipal golf courses.  This study will seek to identify whether golf professionals affect the decision of golfers to play or patronize the golf course at which they are employed. It will also seek to identify whether the skills and talents that PGA golf professionals bring to the job make a difference in the perceived level of service provided to golfers, whether golfers who play at municipal golf courses recognize and utilize the skills and talents of golf professionals at those golf courses, and finally, whether golfers feel that golf courses which employ PGA-certified golf professionals actually benefit from the talents and skills these PGA golf professionals bring with them.

Background of the Problem

Golf was introduced to the United States as early as 1700, and was a game dominated by amateurs for over 200 years. It was not until 1916, when 35 golf professionals, determined to fulfill a growing need in American golf, met to discuss the creation of an organization for golf professionals. The ideas these visionaries formulated led to the creation of the PGA.  The goals and objectives established were simple and straightforward. As stated in the History of the PGA, they were as follows:

1.)
Promote interest in the game of golf          


2.)
Elevate the standards of the golf professional's vocation


3.)
Protect the mutual interests of its members


4.)
Hold meetings and tournaments for the benefit of members


5.)
Assist deserving unemployed members to obtain positions


6.)
Establish a benevolent relief fund for deserving members


7.)
Accomplish any other objective which may be determined by the Association from time to time (4).


According to the PGA's 1993 Annual Report, the PGA has 23,000 members and apprentices and has helped increase the number of amateur players in the country to over twenty-five million (2).  It is now the largest working sports organization in the world.  Because of that influence, amateur golfers have come to rely upon the golf professionals of the PGA for education, management, administration, and nearly every other aspect of the game.


Through involvement as a player, teacher, and businessman, the golf professional has traditionally worn a number of different hats often with a substantial economic investment on his or her part.  The historical arrangement between golf professionals and municipalities has been one in which municipal governments provided the land, labor and capital to construct the golf course and physical structures, while also providing administration and long-term or continual maintenance of the property.  Golf professionals provided inventory, display fixtures, golf equipment, instruction and operational management.  Municipal governments have felt market principals within the concept of free enterprise would motivate the golf professional to operate and manage the golf enterprise at maximum efficiency, if he were to realize the maximum economic gains associated with marketing and selling of goods and services normally available in the golf industry.  Golf professionals were paid a nominal salary or retainer to operate facilities and a fixed amount and/or a percentage of gross receipts were paid to the municipality as rents.  The golf professional would realize a net profit after normal expenses.  This partnership has worked remarkably well for almost fifty years as the golf business grew at a steady pace. 


Only in the last twenty years has golf course management steadily moved from this historical position of golf professionals operating as a sole proprietor in control of all aspects of municipal golf course operations to one in which the total golf program, including administration, operations and maintenance, are administered by recreation managers with golf professionals serving as employees hired to provide operational services only.  Or, as has recently been the case, large golf management companies are leasing municipal golf facilities at fixed rents and, after taking over the operation, are replacing the golf professional entirely.  As a result of these actions, services that historically were administered by PGA golf professionals have been seen by some to have suffered, dwindled, or been replaced by private enterprise, resulting in confusion as to what services should be provided at municipal golf courses.


The state of Utah was selected for this research study because of the large percentage of municipal golf courses in the state coupled with the widespread diversity of demographic samples available and the rapidly changing dynamics of government involvement in the management process.

Research Questions

There are several questions that this research will attempt to answer.


1.)
Does a PGA trained and certified golf professional make a significant difference in terms of service that the public perceives is offered at a municipal golf course?


2.)
Is the public aware of those services that a PGA golf professional provides at a municipal golf course? 


3.)
Does the public perceive that only a PGA golf professional can provide those services?


4.)
Does the public care about those services and are they aware of the type of management structure that provides them?


Operational Definitions

The dependent variable in this study is the perceived level of service that golfers expect to encounter at the municipal golf course where they play.  The independent variable is the actual level of service golfers receive.  Municipal golf courses refer to golf operations that receive or have received tax monies for their operation, administration, maintenance and/or construction.  Public golf courses are privately-owned, daily-fee structured golf operations which allow public access.  Private golf courses are operations that are not open for the general public's use and which charge a membership fee to play.  

Hypotheses and Sample
#1 Null Hypothesis:
The public perceives that it does not benefit a golf course to employ a PGA-certified golf professional as manager rather than a non-certified manager.

#1 Alternative: 
The public perceives that it does benefit a golf course to employ a PGA-certified golf professional as manager rather than a non-certified manager.

#2 Null Hypotheses:
The public is not happy with the perceived level of service the golf professional/manager provides.

#2 Alternative: 
The public is happy with the perceived level of service its golf professional/manager provides.

#3 Null Hypothesis:
The public perceives that it does not matter if a municipal golf course has a PGA-certified golf professional as manager.

#3 Alternative:
The public perceives it does matter if a municipal golf course has a PGA-certified golf professional as manager.

#4 Null Hypothesis:
The public perceives that a PGA-certified golf professional is not an asset at a municipal golf course.

#4 Alternative: 
The public perceives that a PGA-certified golf professional is an asset at a municipal golf course.

#5 Null Hypothesis:
The public perceives that a PGA golf-professional is not an absolute necessity at a municipal golf course.

#5 Alternative: 
The public perceives that a PGA-golf professional is an absolute necessity at a municipal golf course.

#6 Null Hypothesis:
The public perceives that a golf professional needs to be better trained to serve golfers at a municipal golf course.

#6 Alternative: 
The public perceives that a golf professional does not need to be better trained to serve golfers at a municipal golf course.

Scope

This study was conducted by a written survey mailed to 500 people selected by random from among the 25,000 members of the Utah Golf Association.  The Utah Golf Association serves a large geographical area comprising all of Utah, and portions of Idaho, Wyoming, and Nevada.  It is estimated that over 90 percent of the active golfers in this area are members of the Utah Golf Association, representing a large and diverse demographic population.  From this population approximately 200 samples were returned and analyzed.


Limitations always exist in a study of this nature.  According to the United States Golf Association, Utah has more government owned and operated municipal golf courses, per capita, than any other state in America.  Therefore, golfers could be more familiar with the operations, policies, and procedures that are being used to manage these courses than other populations, and some perceptions can be difficult to quantify.  Also, because of the large distances between some municipalities, players may have golfing experiences limited to a few courses, thus their perceptions could reflect a lack of knowledge of other municipal operations.

General Procedures

Conclusions drawn from this survey were coupled with and compared against existing literature and scientific studies already compiled by such organizations as the National Golf Foundation, United States Golf Association and The Professional Golfers Association of America as well as other research studies done by local governments.  Secondary data were collected from articles, research, and literature from the commercial recreation field.  Data were also gathered utilizing other sports, including those in other recreation arenas.

Summary

The business of golf is changing.  As costs escalate and the prices of golf-related services rise, the need for professional management increases.  The PGA maintains that its program of Municipal governments, on the other hand, have shown a growing tendency to provide their own system of training managers and their own way of doing business.  Add to this the growing spectra of management companies and the public is caught in the middle, perhaps expecting one thing and getting another.  Customer satisfaction and the role management plays in providing that satisfaction is the bottom line both sides are trying to accomplish.  This study will attempt to put it in perspective as to what the public perceives it wants at a municipal golf course and who can best provide it.

Chapter II

Review of Literature

Introduction

The game of golf has always been attractive to those who follow and write about sports, travel, and recreation.  The pages of newspapers across the country are full of news on how the game is played and by whom.  Books about golf are as old as the printing process itself and include such subjects as equipment, instruction, history and so forth. Travel features regularly suggest places to play, and writers often use golf as a subject for their stories. Writings about golf as a business, however, have not always had the same attention. This is because golf has become a business only in the last few decades, thus warranting the attention of the people who write about such things.


Stories about golf were recorded as early as the fifteenth century when golf, as a game similar to what we play today, was said to be invented in Scotland. Jim Connolly, writing about the history of the Putting Green in the March 1995, Golf Course News wrote, "The Royal and Ancient Golf Society of St. Andrews was formed in 1754, and in all its pomp and ceremony, formalized the game by creating a small number of basic rules.  In its raw form, golf was and still is a game that consists of the golf course, implements (clubs) and a ball" (16).  


When the game of golf came to America is a matter of conjecture, but it is thought to have spread here early in this nation's history.  Robert Adams and John Rooney in their encompassing 1985 article "Evolution of American Golf Facilities" write the following:

The earliest references to golf in the United States date from the late eighteenth century. Golf clubs allegedly existed in Charleston, South Carolina, and Savannah, Georgia, but they were possibly social organizations, because there is no firm evidence of golf courses at the presumed sites. Generally the year 1888 is regarded as the time of inception for golf in the United States. that year the first permanent golf club, appropriately named the St. Andrews Golf Club, was founded in Yonkers, New York (421).


In its early days, golf was a sport of the rich and a game for the social elite.  Who was playing at which country club and with who was reported daily on the society pages of American newspapers.  That is in contrast to today's world of massive media coverage, widespread participation, and fanatical adoration of the golf superstars who play for millions of dollars every week with the results displayed daily on sports pages in newspapers and magazines across this nation.  Which ever generation you belong to, the writers of this country have always had a fascination with golfers and the game of golf. The inordinate amount of literature, whether it be on equipment, instruction, players, or the rules only serve to show the interest the sport generates.


But for hundreds of years, golf has been looked at as a sport not a business. Because of the fanatical interest people have in the game and the fact that golf has become a big business, golf is now being written about from a business point of view.  Writings, not just for people who play and buy equipment, but also for business people whose interests are in providing services and equipment to those people who play the game.


Leading the way among those that write on golf as a business is the National Golf Foundation (NGF). Since its formation in 1936, the NGF has gained a worldwide reputation as the United States golf industry's umbrella organization and the primary source of research and information on the business side of golf. Almost all writings on golf and the business of golf use the NGF as its statistical reference for research. 


The United States Golf Association (USGA) has also produced a large body of work outlining the game of golf from the player's point of view. Rules of golf, etiquette, and courtesy on the golf course all fall under the rulings of the USGA.


Also of interest is the work done on behalf of its members by the Professional Golfers' Association of America (PGA).  Of note is a statement the PGA makes in the introduction to its 1990 Golf Revenue/Cost Center Survey. "The business of golf is changing. The basic characteristics of golfers, costs of golf equipment and the rising costs of doing business are all variable items in the golf industry" (Rielly 1).


This chapter will summarize what has been written on the business of golf, the changing nature of the business, and where it might be heading in the future.

Early History

Although golf, as a game, was reported to have been played as early as the late eighteenth century, it was not until the organization of the United States Golf Association in 1894, that golf in America became standardized in the form we know it today. The USGA started with five founding clubs and its stated purpose as written in the history of the USGA was to "promote the interests of the game of golf, to promulgate a code of rules for the game, to hold annual meetings at which competitions shall be conducted for the amateur and open championships in the United States" (Doyle 38).  By 1900, there were almost 1000 golf courses in the United States, but most of these were private country clubs which excluded the average citizen.  There were a few public courses including what was reported as the first public course in America, Van Cortlandt Park, New York.  However, most of the golf courses in America were private country clubs. 


Members were, for the most part, successful businessmen and their families. Golf was a recreation to be enjoyed as a diversion from daily life much the same as hunting, riding, tennis or other leisure pursuits of the rich.  In its 1886 report on outdoor recreation, the Tribune Book of Open Air Sports reported that "golf constituted a happy compromise between the tediousness of croquet and the hurly-burly of lawn tennis" (Andrews 54).  The people who were employed at these country clubs were looked upon as servants and treated as such. Golf professionals at these clubs were largely imported from England and were hired for their club making and teaching skills.  The "business" of golf, as we know it, was virtually non-existent. 


As the public's interest in golf increased, so did its desire for more facilities, tournaments and golf champions.  The first two decades of this century saw golf expand tremendously in what, the PGA, in its History of the PGA, called "the golden age of sport" (2).  Much of this newfound interest in golf had to do with Bobby Jones and Gene Sarazen.  Their impressive string of victories in both the United States and Europe fascinated the public on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. Golf had become a sport of the masses and interest in tournament golf had become front page news.  As more and more people watched the exploits of these great champions, they began to take an interest in the game. With this interest they sought out places to play, equipment to buy, and instructors to teach them the game.


Now, golf had the makings of becoming a big business, and as reported in the History of the PGA:

On January 17, 1916 a group of New York area golf professionals, accompanied by several prominent amateur golfers, attended a lunch hosted by department store magnate Rodman Wanamaker at the Taplow Club in New York City.  The purpose of the gathering was to discuss forming a national organization which would promote interest in the game of golf and help elevate the vocation of golf professional (4). 


The PGA was born, and on that date the groundwork was laid for the organization that would become the "largest working sports organization in the world" (4).


The purposes of the newly formed PGA were as follows:

1.)
Promote interest in the game of golf.

2.)  Elevate the standards of the golf professional's vocation.

3.)
Protect the mutual interests of its members.

4.)
Hold meetings and tournaments for the benefit of members.

5.)
Assist deserving unemployed members to obtain positions.

6.)
Establish a benevolent relief fund for deserving members.

7.) Accomplish any other objective which may be determined by the association from time to time (4).

With the birth of the PGA, the business of golf was born and golf, as a business as we know it today, began to take shape.


Golf continued to grow during the first thirty years of this century.  Great champions like Walter Hagen brought a newfound glamour to the professional ranks.  By winning two U.S. Opens, four British Opens and five PGA Championships during this period, he brought to the game of golf a style, flair, and grace that increased the public's knowledge and acceptance of the game.  New golf course construction increased and continued at a breakneck pace during this period as more and more people took up the game and needed places to play.  Unfortunately, there were storm clouds on the horizon that would soon put a stop to this impressive growth.  In October 1929, right in the middle of this country's first great golf boom, the stock market crashed causing the Great Depression. Later, in December 1941, the United States entered World War II.  Both of these events left lasting impacts on the game of golf in this country.  In his encompassing article on country clubs, author John Steele Gordon reports: 

By 1929 there were fully forty-five hundred country clubs in the United States.  But the Great Depression devastated the membership rolls, and the Second World War greatly reduced the work force available for the very labor-intensive maintenance of club facilities.  The number of country clubs fell by half in those years and did not again reach the 1929 figure until the 1970's (83).


The end of World War II in 1945 brought about a number of changes in the leisure activities of returning servicemen and a massive re-introduction of millions of people to the game of golf. Robert Adams and John Rooney, in the article "Evolution of American Golf Facilities" reports: 

A mention of golf often evokes Gatsbylike images of wealth, elitism, and exclusiveness associated with a game played in posh country-club settings.  These perceptions are consonant with the milieu for golf in the United States during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  However, enormous changes have altered characteristics of the players in the last three decades.  Since the mid-1950's American golf has become a multi-class, participatory, and spectator sport of vast proportions (419).


This was a time of great upheaval in American culture, not just in golf, but the very foundations of what had been known as the American lifestyle.  Coupled with the return of servicemen from the war, the resurgence of the game of golf during this period owes itself to four distinct catalysts. The first of which was the election of Dwight Eisenhower as President of the United States. "Ike," as he was known to the people of this country, used the golf course as an office to entertain and lobby everyone from heads-of-states to businessmen and public officials. He brought instant creditability to the game. 


The second stimulant to the increasing numbers of people playing golf was the so-called suburbanization of America. Millions and millions of Americans had moved to the suburbs and now had time for recreation. Golf was the sport of choice for many of them and began to fill a great deal of American's leisure time. As was written in the article "Evolution of American Golf Facilities": 

A particular innovation during this period has been the rise of a golf-focused community resort and residential development built around newly constructed golf courses.  In these communities a course is an integral part of a large real-estate venture, the means to increase value and attractiveness of the surrounding land (Adams and Rooney 420).


As more and more people moved to the suburbs, they enjoyed living around a golf course. 


The other things motivating people to take up the game of golf were the rise of Arnold Palmer as a champion and the birth of television.  In 1954, Arnold Palmer won the U.S. Amateur Championship. By 1963, he had become the first golfer to win over $100,000 in a single season on the PGA Tour, and he was the first golfer to win one million dollars in his career. People flocked by the thousands to see him play, and the galleries watching him play were called "Arnies Army." By televising the tournaments in which Palmer played, millions of more people were introduced to the game. As reported by the PGA in its The History of the PGA: 

Television has had tremendous impact on golf, creating huge international audiences and prompting the shift from match play to stroke play for the PGA Championship. In 1959, in a few hours of television coverage from Palm Desert, California, viewers witnessed the U.S. Regain possession of the Ryder Cup. In 1951, there were 10 million TV sets in use in the United States. By 1959, the number increased to more than 50 million (11).  


Arnold Palmer and television was a match that had tremendous implications on the game of golf. These four things: television, Arnold Palmer, Dwight Eisenhower, and the suburbanization of America, all contributed to the significant increase in the popularity of the game of golf and introduced the game to millions of people. 


In the early days of golf, prior to the massive explosion that occurred after World War II, the golf professional at each golf course had a shop where he made and repaired clubs. For the most part, however, his duties were to teach and administer the game of golf. Along the way, he sold a few balls and gloves. The January 1994, PGA Magazine reported: 

The PGA golf shop of the late 1940's was a simple place where members and customers came to buy clubs and balls, bags and gloves. Apparel? The retail stores had the soft goods, not the PGA professional. Golf shoes? Players were welcome to order out of catalogs because inventory was sparse in most golf shops-if there was any at all (98).


This all changed after the war. As merchandise pioneer, Ernie Sabayrac, recalls: 

There were 2,000 golf shops when I started in 1940, and maybe 100 made an effort to stock a few shirts.  It was a matter of changing people's minds and giving them a reason why they should sell these things. I had to teach golf professionals how to be golf professionals. I wanted them to do what a good retailer does, to carry what a good retailer carries.  If the members know that you have good merchandise, and they see you're developing a business, they'll buy from you (Elbin 98).


With added interest in golf equipment and apparel, and with the business of golf booming, the first golf show on a national level was held in New York City on March 22, 1957. The January 1957 PGA Magazine reported, "With more than $200 million spent annually in, near, or on the golf courses, golf has grown to such major proportions as to deserve a central exhibition point" (16).  Business Week, in 1957, called golf a "billion dollar industry" (2).


Golf continued to expand during the 1960's.  In the "Evolution of American Golf Facilities" the authors write: 

The number of golf facilities expanded rapidly across the entire country. Golf had entered the 'big business' phase. Television attracted huge audiences. Promoters and celebrities clamored to sponsor bigger and more lucrative tournaments. New players flocked to overcrowded courses, and the burgeoning demand was met by the construction of new facilities.  As a result of affluence, increased amounts of leisure time, and the propensity for early retirement, the 1960's witnessed the rise of resort and residential golf communities (Adams and Rooney 426).  


The 1950's and 1960's were truly the golden age of golf. As reported in the 1993 PGA Annual Report, "In barely one century, golf in the United States has grown from only a handful of devotees playing on make-shift courses, to more than 24 million golfers playing at some 13,000 golf courses" (9).  Golf is now a full-blown business.

Recent History



Michael Hick reporting in Accountancy magazine states: "The golfing industry is on the verge of a significant change of direction" (114). It is the opinion of many people in the golf business that this shift of direction has indeed already happened and has resulted in a major shift in philosophy among commercial recreation professionals who manage public golf courses.


From the "Evolution of American Golf Facilities" we learn the following:

Public facilities are generally owned by entrepreneurial interests or municipalities. Anyone may play on these courses by paying a greens fee. The amenities associated with private clubs are rarely provided. Instead, the public courses concentrate on opportunities for a maximum number of golfers to play the game at modest costs. By serving the less affluent in American society, these courses have provided the base to democratize the game. Because of affordability, the public facilities have borne the large portion of the burgeoning demand for golf in the last three decades. An unfortunate result in many places is severe overcrowding and reduced quality of the golf experience. Since the late 1950's, the recognition of golf as a business and the increased attractiveness of the game to the middle and lower classes have stimulated a great demand for public facilities (Adams and Rooney 427).


An article in American City and County magazine, by Laurence Hirsh, states: 

The nation's golf course industry is currently experiencing tremendous growth to keep pace with the public's seemingly endless fascination with the game. The truth is a well-conceived golf course can represent a good solution for local governments looking to supplement eroding tax bases while protecting and maintaining open spaces. Despite the risks, a well-planned and managed golf course can generate a healthy return on investment for budget conscious administrators, additionally; municipal courses enjoy significant financial advantages over private developments. There's no question that public golf courses can make money (58).


With the rise in popularity of public golf courses, more and more cities and local governments became involved with golf course management.  Historically, these municipal governments were concerned only with the revenues provided by green fees, that is, the money charged to play golf, or user fees.  These monies were almost always the domain of the municipality who owned the golf course and were used to service the debt of obtaining the land, constructing the golf course, maintaining the golf course, and covering some operational costs. Other revenues, for example, merchandise sales, range balls, lessons, cart rentals, and others, usually belonged to the golf professional/course manager, who was responsible for almost all of the expenses of running the business, including start-up costs, some operations, inventory, accounting, and capital expenses. And as the on-site manager, the golf pro/course manager was responsible for the day to day operations of the facility.


As the prices charged for these and other golf related activities increased and profits became more significant, the money generated from these services became difficult to ignore for cash-strapped and revenue-poor city administrators looking to balance government budgets. As Michael Hicks reports, "Golf itself is no longer the money earner; it is the associated facilities that generate the profits" (115).


In a recent Golf Magazine interview, Bill Strausbaugh Jr., stated:

I'm not in total agreement with some of the changes I see in how golf pros are compensated.  I'll be frank. I can remember the days when clubs weren't interested in the concessions because there wasn't much to them.  The concessions were bones that were tossed to the pro to help make ends meet. Then Palmer and Eisenhower came along, and the game took off.  Suddenly some of those concessions became valuable. The golf cart came along.   As time went by and clubs started seeing the revenues being generated, they started changing the structure of the employment agreement to give a bigger salary to the pro while taking away the concessions. Dollar wise it may be a better job than it was many years ago, but the incentive is gone from many jobs.  The pro should participate in some percentages in these concessions to properly incentivize the job (4).


The PGA, in its "Golf Revenue/Cost Center Survey's," indicates there are six revenue centers, other than green fees at a municipal golf course that will generate profits. They are the following:  Pro Shop, Golf Cars, Club Repair, Practice Range, Golf Instruction, and Food and Beverage (2).


Each of these areas, almost always, has been the exclusive jurisdiction of the golf professional to administer as he saw fit. The governing bodies of golf, the United States Golf Association (USGA), Professional Golfers Association (PGA), and the National Golf Foundation (NGF), have always assumed that this was the best possible management arrangement, and it was generally followed by municipal golf course management throughout most of this century.


But, in the middle seventies, as this country emerged from the doldrums of the Vietnam War and survived the escalating land prices and double digit inflation that had become the norm in that period, we saw a number of municipal golf courses that were unable to pay debt service and mounting operational costs. Typically, government ran those golf courses at a loss, justifying its losses as the cost of providing municipal services. As Marty Kavanaugh wrote in his landmark master professional thesis on municipal golf course operation: 

One of the major areas to undergo scrutiny has been public golf courses.  With the previous unlimited resources, the public golf courses were not run as if their lives depended on their success.  Many locations offered free golf or had a token charge. Maintenance and quality were low because there was no incentive to improve. Motivation had been very low simply because it was not necessary.  When the cutbacks came, golf courses suffered, especially in the cities, where funds were needed to continue the more socially-oriented programs.  With fewer dollars, course conditions declined to unacceptable levels.  Prices increased, but there were no perceptible improvements to the courses, and golfers demonstrated their dissatisfaction at the polls or by playing elsewhere.  Administrators are now in a position to either improve their golf courses and become more self-supporting, or close down...the municipal administrators' failure to understand the complexities of the golf business and their unrelenting determination to coldly run it as they would any other municipal service, are the critical underlying factors distressing public golf today (11).


What emerged as costs rose and government lost interest in operating golf courses in the red was a new management structure first led by golf professionals and then spilling over into the business community. What industry watchers saw happening was the privatizing of municipal golf course services and the leasing of public golf courses by private individuals and golf professionals. As reported in the March 1993, PGA Magazine "These days, it's difficult to buck the trend of management companies in golf. At last count, there were more than 100 companies managing more than 700 golf courses, in some fashion, in the United States" (11).  Chris Hunkler, PGA Senior Director for Membership Programs, expects that number to rise steadily before the year 2000. And he said, "this is a phenomenon some people thought wouldn't survive" (11).


While this is not a new phenomenon in American business, it is new to the commercial recreation business and has lead to a massive change in the organizational structure of golf course management in America. As Angelo Palermo, vice president of the NGF reports in the September, 1993 Golf Shop Operations: "Management companies are a growing part of the business, and they'll probably continue to grow. As more and more courses are acquired by non-golf people, buyers recognize they need to bring in expertise" (45).


Leading the way in this charge for control of how golf courses were to be managed was David Price. His company, American Golf Corporation, has become "one of the world's largest, and most successful, golf course management companies" (Taylor 53).  American Golf's specialty is leasing failing public courses from cash-starved municipalities. Mr. Price's company would fix them up, manage them and share the profits with local government. What makes Price so unique is that he has no golf background. He is a lawyer who acquired three golf courses in a business deal. What he has done since has revolutionized the golf business. As Forbes reported on Price's early acquisitions:

Nothing could have fully prepared Price for the headaches he had bought. The three courses were barely breaking even, before debt service. One course, Westchester, near Los Angeles International Airport, had nearly been destroyed when maintenance people applied the wrong fertilizer and killed all the grass on the fairways. In desperation, Price tried something that was then unheard of in the golf course business. He put business people in charge of managing the courses instead of golf pros, and devised a system to get accurate operating numbers from each course quickly. After five years his three courses were solidly profitable (53).


What happened since American Golf's first move into the private ownership of municipal golf courses is a rush to privatize other government-owned courses that are losing money and applying Mr. Price's management philosophy to justify the acquisition of the golf professional's traditional revenue centers.


What is alarming is that many golf professionals still do not see the wolf at the door. Motivated primarily by economic interests that have worked in the past, golf professionals continually try to do business the way they have always done it. An article in the August 1993 edition of Golf Shop Operations stated:

The clock is ticking for municipal golf professionals who are content with business as usual. Cities and towns no longer will (nor can afford to) accept a financial loser. The success management companies have had turning cow pastures into fields of dreams is partially responsible. Armed with teams who aggressively pitch cities on their ability to cut costs and drive up profits, management companies pose a serious threat to the status quo. The ability to cut costs while improving course conditions has made management companies an attractive alternative. With money from cities to fund improvement projects as scarce as Republicans in support of Bill Clinton's economic plan, management companies are in a better position to provide capital as well, making their package that much more alluring (74).


But not everyone agrees with the philosophy of "privatization." As Marianne Means reported for Hearst newspapers: 

Supporters of the concept argue that agencies will be run more efficiently by business executives looking for a profit than by salaried bureaucrats with no personal stake in their decisions. The trouble is that until privatization is actually widespread we have no idea how well it will work. So far it is mostly an ideological concept based on the fragile assumption that business always does things better than government. But selling off assets and services can be dangerous. Once they are gone, they are gone forever. Privatization may be here to stay, but we should proceed slowly, carefully and one tiny step at a time (V8).


There are arguments for both sides of the management company scenario. What is irrefutable is the fact that in the business of municipal golf course management, if government tries to maintain the status quo and does business the way it has been done in the past, it might be forced out by other entities that profess to do the job better than the way it has been done before.

Crossroads

In its 1994 summary of golf facilities in America, the NGF reports that 80 percent of the new courses opened in the last decade are public-access golf courses either daily fee or municipal.


As reported in March, 1994 issue of PGA Magazine: 

The obvious benefits from well-run municipal golf operations are threefold: Municipal golf offers an honest-to-goodness opportunity for the game to be enjoyed by the masses. It can promote investment in the facilities, thereby making them more appealing and more profitable. And, increasingly, it's provided good jobs for PGA professionals (Henning 12).


The State of Utah has carried this even farther. As reported in the NGF's summary of golf facilities in America, there are 14,654 golf courses in America. Of these, 50 percent were daily fee, in other words, privately owned but opened to the public on a daily fee basis. Thirty-four percent were private, owned by the members and closed to the public. Sixteen percent were municipal, built and/or operated by public tax money (5). 


By comparison, in Utah, as of January 1995, there are ninety-one golf courses. Twenty-four percent are daily fee, 14 percent are private, and 62 percent are municipal courses making Utah the number one state as far as percentage of government-owned golf courses in the nation. Sixty-two percent in Utah compared to 16 percent nationally is an interesting statistic, especially when one considers the three traditional employment categories that golf professionals usually fill, either as a salaried employee, an independent contractor, or an owner/lessor. Utah, currently, is the only state in America that does not have a golf management company operating within its boundaries (5). This means there are only two management styles, or positions, open to golf professionals, either as a salaried employee or as an independent contractor.  Adding to the confusion is the fact that historically Utah golf professionals have filled both styles. They received a small wage from the city or town and were considered employees who managed the facility for the municipality. They were also considered independent contractors under contract and were given control of the concessions. The dichotomy was they were filling both roles at the same time in the same place. This came to the attention of Utah lawmakers in March of 1979 when an opinion was requested by Utah's Attorney General in regards to a golf professional who was serving both capacities at a state owned and operated golf course. 


It was thought by some that golf professionals might be in violation of the Ethics Act of the Utah Code which read in part:

No...Public employee of any political subdivision shall participate in his official capacity or receive compensation in respect to any transaction between the political subdivision of which he is...employed...and any business entity as to which such...public employee is also an officer, director or employee or owns a substantial interest (UCA 67-16-8).


It was the opinion of the Attorney General that the golf professional in question was indeed violating the provisions of the Utah Code. His opinion read in part: 

The golf professional cannot lawfully be a state employee at the golf course and, at the same time, operate a profit-oriented concession under contract with the state. The possible conflict of interest involved becomes even more serious in light of the fact that the golf professional carries on his activities as both a state employee and a concessionaire at the same time and in the same location, i.e., the pro shop (Elliott 2).


The fact that 62 percent of the golf courses in Utah followed this same management model only compounded the problem this ruling would have on the management philosophy of municipal golf courses in Utah. It was just a matter of time before other government entities throughout the state would look into their management agreements and ascertain that they could be in violation of the code. 


Salt Lake County, which operates four municipal golf courses that generate almost four million dollars a year in revenue, was very interested in the actions of the state. In a letter to then Salt Lake County Commissioner, Michael Stewart, dated December 21, 1987, Deputy County Attorney, Gavin Anderson, reviewing the above case stated: 

Our office would, therefore, concur in the holdings of the above-recited cases and with the opinion of the State Attorney General's Office and advise you that the contractual arrangements with the golf pros are in violation of the Ethics Act and against public policy. The arrangement could be remedied, we believe, in one of three ways: first, the pros could give up their concession activities and those contracts let out to other persons; second, the pros could be dismissed as public employees and contract with the County to provide both golf pro and pro shop services pursuant wholly to a contractual arrangement, or, third, the County could purchase the assets of the pro shop, take it over as a County enterprise and permit the golf pro to operate it as a County employee (3).


Because of this ruling, a limited scope audit of Salt Lake County golf courses was performed in January of 1988, for the purpose of:  "Evaluating internal control procedures in the areas of payroll, purchasing, and cash collection, receipting and depositing functions" (Sorenson 2).  The relationship between the golf professionals and Salt Lake County was also made a part of this review.  



Out of this audit came the startling fact that Salt Lake County golf professionals did not have a formal contract to provide services at county golf courses. The only thing governing their relationship was a "gentlemen's agreement" (Sorenson 2) which had been in effect for almost twenty years. It was the recommendation of the audit that:

The issues and examples cited above suggest the current business arrangement may not be in the best interests of Salt Lake County taxpayers. In our opinion, golf professionals should be either independent contractors or merit employees, but not a combination of the two. In either case, the informal agreements should be reevaluated and formalized in a contractual agreement (Sorenson 3).


Based on this recommendation, Salt Lake County Parks and Recreation began a yearlong study of different golf course management models along with an in-depth look at the contractual agreements of twenty-one different municipalities that operated and employed golf professionals to manage municipal golf operations. Cities in this study included Miami, Florida; Littleton, Colorado; Mesa, Arizona; Nashville, Tennessee; Portland, Oregon; Sacramento, California; Seattle, Washington; Tucson, Arizona; Whitefish, Montana; and numerous cities in Utah.


Based on this study, Salt Lake County developed four management model options that, in December 1988, it presented to the Salt Lake County Golf Advisory Board, as well as the Salt Lake County Recreation Board and the Salt Lake County Commission. These four models were as follows:


1.)
Privatization/Long Term Lease 


2.)
General Manager/County Merit Employee


3.)
Independent Contractor "County Owns All Equipment"


4.)
Independent Contractor "Professional Owns All Equipment"


In reviewing the different management models, the following comments, advantages, and disadvantages were summarized, discussed and presented to the combined boards. 

1. Privatization/Long Term Lease

Comments about this model were as follows: "Generally, most courses who use this system were operating at a deficit when the lessee assumed management responsibilities. Municipalities were relieved of the pressure associated with managing a golf course.  Privatization provided the financing for major capital improvements on the course and clubhouse.

Advantages discussed were as follows:  Guaranteed revenue for the County. Large scale capital improvements on the course and clubhouse (i.e. complete re-construction of greens, pro-shop remodeling). All new rental and maintenance equipment. Far less time for County personnel in performing course management duties. Lessee pays all salaries.

Disadvantages of this system included the following:  Less control for County over course operations and employees. Fees likely would increase dramatically. Annual net profits would range between $20,000 to $40,000 per golf course. County would need to sell all maintenance equipment. Negative feedback from the public regarding the use of tax dollars to promote private enterprise. Lease agreements normally are 15 to 25 year periods. Lease agreements are long-term to encourage large-scale capital improvements" (Sutton 1).

2. General Manager/County Merit Employee

The comments on this system were the following: "Full control of the managers (sic) job performance. Increased revenue due to the municipality owning all driving range and rental equipment. And, No conflicts of interest when using this management method. 

Advantages of this system included the following: Changing to this management model would be a smooth transition for the County because it would utilize a manager that is much like a recreation center director. Through controlling the operation, quality of the manager's job performance could be monitored with regular evaluations. County revenues would increase, the enterprise fund would grow at a greater rate. No conflicts of interest. County would have complete ownership of all equipment, thus allowing the County greater revenue generation.

Disadvantages included the following: County would have to purchase equipment and merchandise. County would have to maintain said equipment and merchandise. Very few incentives for the manager to bring golfers on to the course" (Sutton 3).

3. Independent Contractor "County owns all the equipment"

Advantages of this system are the following: "County would have more control over the pro's operational procedures with the: (sic) pro-shop, rental equipment, maintenance of equipment and the course, as opposed to the pro owning the equipment. Increased County revenues from the sale of rentals and driving range supplies. Enterprise fund increases appreciably. No conflicts of interest with the pro's income arrangement.

Disadvantages of this system are as follows: County purchases and maintains equipment (ie. carts, pull-carts, clubs, driving range balls and cart ball retriever, pro-shop merchandise" (Sutton 5).

4. Independent Contractor "Pro owns the equipment"

Advantages include the following: "No County salary for the Pro. County would receive 15% of equipment rentals, driving range tickets, and pro-shop merchandise sales, etc.. Enterprise fund would increase due to the percentages taken from rental and merchandise revenues, but, not at a significant rate of return. County would not have to purchase or maintain rental equipment.

Disadvantages of this system are as follows: County would have very little control over the pro-shop operations. Since County would not own equipment, a minimal amount of revenues would be entered into the enterprise fund account" (Sutton 7).


The Salt Lake County Golf Advisory Board and the Recreation Board, including the Salt Lake County Commissioners, studied these four different golf course management models and reached a consensus recommending that the General Manager/County Merit Employee model be accepted. The Salt Lake County Commission accepted this recommendation, and on December 21, 1988, the following action was taken:

This recommendation was adopted by County Commission and will be implemented on January 1, 1989. Under this arrangement, the three present golf professionals will exclusively be employed as full merit employees having no personal involvement in the various concession operations over the various concession operations and will receive all revenues derived therein (1).


The existing county golf professionals were hired by Salt Lake County as general managers. They are now salaried employers who are required to work forty hours a week, and are encouraged to work longer to accrue compensatory time that could be used in the winter months or as they saw fit.  Receipts from lessons, rentals, sales of merchandise, and user fees are deposited into the county golf enterprise fund.  Prices are established by the county recreation department as are all management decisions in conjunction with input of a citizen's advisory board.


Salt Lake County, Utah's largest and most populated county, is now in the golf business.  It is interesting to note that throughout the discussion of management models, there was little or no dialogue about green fees, historically the revenue domain of the County.  There was only talk about club rentals, pro-shop revenues, cart receipts and driving range revenue, all of which were previously the responsibility of the golf professional. Government  agencies had cared little about these traditional revenue sources until the net values increased, and then under the guise of internal cash controls, changes were researched and recommended with little mention of how the golf professional had handled them in the past.


Of a second note to this change of management philosophy concerning County golf professionals, in what reminded interested observers of the old story of closing the door on the chicken coop after the fox had eaten all the hens, was the Utah Section, PGA's reaction to this encroachment by government on the historical role of golf professionals. Because Utah law prohibited golf professionals from being an employee and a concessionaire, the Utah Section undertook to change the law. Lobbying the Utah State Legislature, the Utah Section PGA successfully pleaded their case, and on March 14, 1989, then Utah Governor, Norm Bangerter, signed House Bill 274 into law which "specifically exempted golf professionals from certain provisions of the Ethics Act concerning conflicts of interest and the option of being a merit employee and a concessionaire to a municipality" (Section Newsletter 1). Unfortunately, as has often been the case when government has already got its way, there was no turning back the clock on Salt Lake County's decision to alter its management style.


Based on Salt Lake County's actions, Salt Lake City soon followed suit. Utah's capital and largest city operates eight golf courses with revenues approaching seven million dollars annually. The seven golf professionals served as general managers of Salt Lake City golf courses, who operated on a mix and match of the Independent Contractor management model in which the city owned the carts and the range, while the professional operated the pro-shop, owned the club rentals, and received a percentage of the revenue from power carts and driving range.


In a November 30, 1990, letter to then Salt Lake City Mayor, Palmer DePaulis, the city's Internal Audit Manager, Gary Mumford, responding to a request by the Parks Department to review "the cash and revenue procedures of the city's seven golf courses for appropriate and adequate controls" (2), stated: "The audit scope included unannounced observations to determine whether cash transactions were properly handled and recorded. And to review the changes that occurred with the management of Salt Lake County golf courses and with the compensation of County golf professionals" (1).  The audit found a number of weaknesses in the handling of cash and the accounting system used to record that cash. It also had problems in the relationship between city golf professionals and the Parks Department which oversees the management of the eight courses. 


The audit made the following recommendations to be used in contract negotiations with the city golf professionals: 

(1) Charging golf professionals for the use of the pro shop; (2) adding green fee revenue for tournament play or limiting tournaments; (3) reducing the percentage that golf professionals receive on golf cart rentals and driving ranges to an amount equal to the actual time worked by the golf professional to rent cart and operate driving ranges; and (4) adding revenue from pull carts and golf club rentals to the golf fund (Munford 11).


Based on these recommendations, Salt Lake City Parks and Recreation instituted a five-year golf strategic plan that included the following mission statement: 

This strategic plan is a guide to accomplishing the mission and goals of a comprehensive golf program that seeks to maximize facility use and golfer satisfaction at the city's golf courses. To accomplish our mission, we have these key objectives: To establish a new management relationship with golf pros by making them full-time city employees--this change will enable the city to take over the pro shops and receive all cart and driving range revenues, resulting in additional new income to the Golf Program (1). 


Salt Lake City Corporation was now in the golf business operating eight municipal golf courses with full control over revenue and expenditures. The seven golf professionals were now salaried employees working forty hours a week. What is interesting in the Salt Lake City case is comparing the language of the "1990 Cash and Revenue Control Audit" with a golf revenue audit prepared in October of 1989. The purpose of the 1989 audit was to research whether Salt Lake City golf courses could generate enough revenue to make annual bond payments on proposed construction of two new golf courses. The summary of the 1989 audit stated: 

The City's golf program is an outstanding municipal program with excellent facilities, competent and highly dedicated staff, and capable administrative leadership. The future for the Salt Lake City golf program looks very bright. With continued good management and effective marketing, the golf program should be able to generate the revenues necessary to meet expenditures, without additional fee increases (6). 


This action by Salt Lake City represented quite a change of philosophy in one year's time. The largest county and the largest city in Utah had now forced eleven golf professionals, who once had complete control over services, operations and policy out of the golf business. It is the opinion of many that it is only a matter of time before other municipalities would change their management structure.

Future
In an open letter to golfers in Utah, Jeff Beaudry, Executive Director of the Utah Section of the PGA wrote in the spring issue of Fairways Magazine:
No one should be naive enough to think that the recent golf management changes in Salt Lake County, Salt Lake City, and other locations in Utah, were made as a result of golf professional/manager compensation concerns. This was merely the convenient vehicle to change who controls golf in Utah (18).


There are many who might say that it is the nature of the golf business that change is inevitable. That government can best serve the public when it comes to management of municipal golf courses. There are others who speculate that free-enterprise should dictate who and what is the answer for providing golf related services.  What has suffered, in the opinion of many, is the public's perceptions of what it should expect at a municipal golf course. During its annual Golf Summit, held in November of 1994, the NGF identified a number of issues that affect the public golfer. One of the concerns, as reported by Golf Course News, was the following: 

Poor public image stands as the single largest hindrance to golf industry growth. This must be addressed because golf is perceived as elitist (despite the fact that two-thirds of the nation's course are open to anyone), course development and expansion are seen as frivolous acts when weighed against potential environmental impact. Player development is also affected by image. One study released at the Summit showed 75 percent of non-golfers don't even consider picking up the sport because golfers 'aren't like me.' Is it any wonder that women, minorities and folks of modest means never consider participating in the game (1)?


In the landmark study entitled, "Evolution of American Golf Facilities", author's Adams and Rooney concluded: 

Once the game of the wealthy and the socially elite, golf during the past three and one-half decades has undergone popularization and democratization in the United States. Currently it is a multi-class, participatory, spectator sport of major proportions; it is big business; and it has important effects on contemporary lifestyles. Golf is a noteworthy aspect of American culture. In response to middle-class demands, the number of public facilities has risen so sharply that they are more widely available than private ones. Increased costs of construction and maintenance threaten to undo recent democratization of the game. If means are not developed to counter the rising costs, American golf may become again what it once was, a game for the privileged few (438).


It is this public perception that most disturbs those who serve the golfing public. As the game of golf becomes the business of golf, the bottom line replaces the service rendered. In a letter to the Editor of Golf World, R. Klein of Stephens City, Virginia, made the following observations in the March 24, 1995 issue: 

Remember when golf used to be a sport and everyone played it for fun? Why is it that everything that was a sport yesterday is a business today? Baseball, basketball, football and, yes, golf have all become a business. Here's what I'm talking about: We used to call the pro shop for a tee time and talk to a real, live person. Now we talk to a computer. We used to be able to book a tee time for four on a weekend by giving our name. Now they want a credit card number.

We used to be able to ask the club pro if our houseguest could play in our foursome during the weekend scramble. No luck now because the computer does the pairings.

The club pro used to be in the shop most of the time to greet members and guests and 'talk golf.' Now, he (or she) is in the back 'on the computer.'

We used to be able to ask the pro for a lesson. Now he's too busy talking on his cellular phone, answering his beeper or waiting on an incoming fax.

We used to be able to ask the young assistants for their opinion of the latest club on the rack. Now, with three to five incoming phone lines, they're too busy to talk to us.

Our pro isn't a pro anymore. Now he's a general manager, whatever that is.

Maybe all this is progress, but I long for the days when a day at the course was a day away from business (40).

Summary

The business of golf is changing.  Privatization of municipal golf courses is becoming a commonplace occurrence as government- owned golf courses face steadily increasing costs to operate and maintain their existing facilities. 


Those municipalities that are still maintaining their courses are looking for ways to increase their bottom line which more often than not means the assumption of revenue centers that have, historically, been the property of PGA golf professionals. What this means to the public who utilizes those services remains to be seen and is the focus of this research study.

Chapter V

Conclusions and Recommendations

Introduction

This study was undertaken with the stated purpose to determine the role of a PGA trained and certified golf professional in a municipal golf course setting.  It was researched in Utah because Utah has more government owned municipal golf courses, percentage-wise, than any other state in this country.  It was felt that with such a large geographical area, expected services and perceived notions of what services people needed and wanted when they visited a municipal golf course would have been formulated independently rather than what they might have perceived other golf courses, in other cities and in other states, were offering.


Nationally, the business of golf is changing. The traditional practices of letting a golf professional dictate the policies and procedures of the entire golf operation has dwindled. In Utah, both Salt Lake City Corporation and Salt Lake County have taken the control of the golf operation away from the golf professional and made him a salaried employee. Other municipalities are looking to follow suit. Cash strapped and revenue poor cities and towns across Utah are looking at ways to fund other programs. Golf seems to be one of those ways.


This research study attempted to determine what the role of a PGA trained and certified golf professional is and what the public thought he was supposed to offer at a municipal golf course.

Conclusions of Data 

Due to recent changes in the management structure of municipal golf course operations, municipal governments in Utah, it would seem, have two choices. Either government gets in the golf business or gets out. Either way seems to be a viable alternative to the historical status quo of having a golf professional own, operate, and manage the business.


Privatization of municipal golf courses seems to be working as private companies lease or buy outright marginal or bankrupt golf courses across the country. On the other hand, government, using its already existing internal resources and implementing strict controls, seems to be successful in operating golf courses as revenue sources in other parts of the nation.


Utah has elected to pursue the latter option. As the only state in the country that does not have one of the large golf management companies currently operating a golf course within its boundaries, Utah has elected to operate its almost sixty municipal golf courses as revenue sources with the golf professional acting as a manager with some or partial operational control. Nationally this has been the trend in recent years. Literature supports the thesis that control of operations is passing from the golf professional to management companies or government who operates the golf course as a revenue source and hires the golf professional to manage it.


Is this the best or most efficient way to manage and operate a municipal golf course operation?  Literature suggest it is. Glowing reports such as that of the American Golf Corporation point to the efficient management of resources and economies of scale. Governments point with pride to increase revenue and greater services offered to the public. It seems as if everybody should be happy.  Private companies are making money, providing jobs and renovating run down or bankrupt facilities that otherwise would be closed down.  Governments are providing more services to the public without raising taxes while using the revenues provided by golf courses to fund other programs.  Golf professionals, although they have lost some of the traditional revenue producing sources they have historically had, seem to be enjoying the long-term security that large operations offer. It seems we are in a win/win mode.


The question that has not been asked though, is the public happy with what is happening to the operation of municipal golf courses?


The results of the survey sent out to 500 members of the Utah Golf Association indicate that the public is aware of the changes in the management structure of municipal golf course operations. They responded that a PGA trained and certified golf professional does matter to them and it benefits a municipal golf course to have a PGA golf professional as manager. Results also indicate that the public is happy with the level of service it receives from golf professionals at municipal golf courses.  But when asked if a PGA golf professional is an absolute necessity at a municipal golf course, although most people responded affirmatively, statistically this was not a valid response. Respondents also suggested that golf professionals need to be better trained in order to be more effective in their jobs.


This research study posed four question at the outset:

1.)
Does a PGA trained and certified golf professional make a significant difference in the terms of service that the public perceives is offered at a municipal golf course?


The answer to this question is no. The public perceives that certain services are present at a golf course regardless of whether a PGA golf professional is present or not. In some cases the public perceives the golf professional does not provide those services even when he does.


2.)
Is the public aware of those services that a PGA golf professional can and does provide at a municipal golf course?


Yes, in most cases. Most people perceive that a PGA golf professional provides certain services, that is, teaching, tournaments, merchandise, among others. In other cases they did not.


3.)
Does the public perceive that only a PGA golf professional can provide those services?


No the public perceives it does not matter who provides those services as long as someone does.


4.)
Does the public care about those services and who provides them?


Yes and no. The public cares about them but, again, it does not seem to matter as long as someone provides them.


Nationally we are seeing the same results. A PGA certified and trained golf professional seems to be an amenity much the same as a swimming pool or snack bar.  The public expects a PGA professional to be employed at the golf course they frequent, but it does not seem to affect its decision to play at a municipal golf course that does not have a PGA trained and certified golf professional on staff.

Effects of Limitations

One of the limitations of this study is the bias of the researcher and the respondents. 


The researcher is a PGA trained and certified golf professional who has worked in this field for over twenty years.  He brings with him to this study the assumptions that have grown over that period of time.  Naturally his bias could cloud his judgement and objectiveness. 


Utah is going through a period of transition in regards to the operation of its municipal golf course operations.  People who may or may not have responded to the research instrument could have done so out of their own personal bias. For example, the question, Is a certified PGA golf professional an asset at a municipal golf course, 87.9 percent of the respondents indicated that they somewhat or strongly agreed with this question.  However, when the statistical tests were run, it was below the acceptance level and we had to conclude that a PGA golf professional was not an asset. Perhaps this question could have been reworded and a different conclusion would have been drawn from it. 

Recommendations

The business of municipal golf management is changing.  What was once a simple sport that everyday people played for the pleasure of being outdoors, testing their skills, and resolving their character, has now become a business that must be analyzed, forecast, and bottom-lined.  What was once the providence of the head professional, the superintendent, and the caddie master has become the spreadsheet of accountants, economists, and government bureaucrats. The one-on-one personalized service that was once an everyday occurrence at pro-shops across the land has become take a number and wait in line.  Maybe it is just a sign of the times.  The golf pro is only going the way of the service station attendant or the neighbor hood grocer.  People are in too much of a hurry to want or need the individual attention that most PGA golf professionals are trained to provide.  It would seem that municipal golf courses are being set up to provide only those services that can be profitable or are absolutely demanded by the public until such a time that those people can graduate to a private club or up-scale daily-fee course.  This, it would seem, demeans the game and all those players who cannot or will not join a private facility.  I hope this is not the case.


Recommendations of this research fall into two categories: Specialization and Decentralization. 


The PGA of America must rethink its methods for training golf professionals.  Municipal golf course operation is different than resort course or private club operations.  Not only is it the fastest growing segment of the golf business, but it is historically the first access point to the sport for most people.  The PGA should offer generic training at a earlier level in a golf professional's career and then offer specialized training as golf professionals choose which arena they will work in.  Municipal golf courses are the training grounds for new players, and this first impression is sometimes the make or break for retaining players and providing the numbers to maintain other golf course operations. It is imperative that this entry level operation be staffed and operated by qualified and trained professionals.


Decentralization is a catch word of the nineties, but nowhere is it more important than in municipal golf course operation.  Golf professionals should be prepared, trained, and delegated to manage their facility.  They should be part of the formulation, budgeting, and implementation process.  Staff should be hired and report directly to the golf professional.  The golf professional should be responsible for all aspects of the total operation and held accountable for his\her actions.  I think I can speak for myself and other golf professionals when I say, if the outcome of the match rests on a ten foot putt, I want the putter in my hands.  The same hold true in the golf business, micro management, that is, the continuous interference from the administration level above the golf professional, can only hurt services at the operational level.


Respondents to the research instrument have indicated that they expect certain services when they visit a municipal golf course.  They are not sure who should provide them.  What they are sure about is that PGA golf professionals need to be better trained to provide those services.  If PGA golf professionals are to perpetuate their profession, they must upgrade and specialize their skills in dealing with the public who frequent municipal golf courses.

Implications

In the two years since I started this research study the problems I have outlined have intensified and accelerated. Management companies continue to grow in both, numbers of golf course under their control, and the power they wield on a national level.  Municipal governments continue to micro manage the golf courses they own and operate.  On the local scene both Salt Lake City Corporation and Salt Lake County are reassessing their attitudes towards their golf professionals and their role in the management process. While on a national level, the PGA is starting to recognize the danger of failing to protect its members interests and has accelerated education programs and the recertification process. It is demanding that members step up their education and has stiffened the entry level requirements for membership.  This can only be a positive move on behalf of the national PGA to enhance the municipal golf course experience and to allow the continuation of the historical role of the PGA golf professional.

