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The most difficult role to secure in the private club industry is your first General Manager position.

I speak daily with Assistant General Managers, Food and Beverage Directors, Clubhouse Managers, sitting
General Managers, Board members, and Search Committees navigating this transition from every angle.
One pattern is consistent.

Strong results matter. They are not enough.

Boards are not promoting performance alone. They are appointing enterprise leadership, fully aware that a
misstep at the GM level can affect culture, finances, and governance for years.

Many accomplished AGMs reach the doorstep. Far fewer are ready to cross the threshold.
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Are You Ready to Lead the Entire Enterprise?
At the General Manager level, leadership expands far beyond operational execution.

The GM carries full accountability for sports professionals and back-office leadership, including Finance,
Human Resources, IT, and administration. This is not coordination. It is ownership.

The GM is accountable for outcomes they do not directly control. They must influence them anyway.

Most AGMs lead one or two areas exceptionally well. Where Boards pause is breadth.

In conversations with Boards and Search Committees, three areas surface repeatedly: exposure to
financial leadership, enterprise-wide talent strategy, and the ability to manage up. Many AGMs have never
directly managed a senior finance leader or been accountable for organization-wide staffing decisions.
That gap creates hesitation.

AGMs who are ready expand their scope before they receive the title. They seek deeper involvement in
budgeting, forecasting, audits, and capital planning. They gain reps in the boardroom. They volunteer for
Finance and Strategic Planning Committees and, over time, evolve from participant to trusted advisor.

They meet regularly with the Controller. They ride the course with the Superintendent. They engage
meaningfully in hiring, discipline, and succession planning beyond their home department. They
understand how decisions in one area affect the whole organization.

Boards see that shift from operator to enterprise leader.

Readiness Check: Are You Thinking Like a General Manager?

Ask yourself:
Have I partnered directly with the CFO or Controller on budgets and capital planning?
Have I spent time with Sports Professionals to understand their pressures and priorities?
Do I understand the club’s full labor model, not just my department?
Can I explain how financial, people, and operational decisions intersect?
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Are You Ready to Lead in the Boardroom?
The GM role lives as much in the Boardroom as it does in the clubhouse.

Managing up is central to the job. Sometimes it is natural. Often it is learned.

The GM sets the tone and cadence. They frame issues. They guide volunteer leaders toward informed
decisions. Boards do not need another operator in the room. They need a trusted partner.

Many AGMs attend committee meetings without truly owning them. They report rather than recommend.
They respond rather than lead. Boards notice.

Comfort in the Boardroom is not about polish. It is about judgment, governance fluency, and the ability to
influence without overstepping.

AGMs selected for their first GM role already operate differently. They present options, risks, and
implications. They manage disagreement without eroding trust. They understand fiduciary responsibility and
governance boundaries.

In deliberations, this often separates “almost ready” from “ready.”

Managing up is a skill. It requires experience and practice. It can be developed. But it must be
demonstrated.

Readiness Check: Are You Leading in the Boardroom?

Consider:
Can I clearly distinguish governance from management?
Do I bring recommendations, not just information?
Am I comfortable managing disagreement while maintaining credibility?
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Are You Ready to Be the Face of the Club?
The General Manager is the club’s primary representative, internally
and externally.

Members, civic leaders, peer clubs, and industry partners see the GM
as the face of the institution. The club’s reputation often walks into
the room before the GM does.

Many AGMs operate inwardly. They build strong internal teams but
lack consistent external presence. Boards notice that too.

AGMs who are ready step forward before they have the title. They
build peer relationships. They engage in industry events. They
represent the club beyond their department.

Presence signals leadership. Boards look for it.

The first General Manager appointment shapes a club for years.

At DENEHY Club Thinking Partners, we guide Boards and senior leaders
through General Manager succession with clarity, governance discipline, and
market insight. Connect with CTP to navigate your next leadership transition

with confidence.

Readiness Check: Are You Ready to Represent the Club?

Be honest:
Do I represent the club beyond my department and beyond the property?
Am I comfortable serving as the club’s ambassador in the community?
Am I known and respected by peers outside my organization?
Could I confidently lead during a moment of public challenge or transition?

Final Thought
The first General Manager role is not secured through urgency. It is earned through preparation,
perspective, and judgment.

Boards select leaders who have already expanded their scope and demonstrated credibility across the
organization and in the Boardroom.

Ambition opens doors. Preparation keeps them open.

Karen Alexander is Vice President at DENEHY Club Thinking Partners. She specializes in executive search and
leadership transitions for private clubs, advising Boards, CEOs, and senior leadership teams while also coaching and
guiding candidates pursuing senior-level roles. Learn more about Karen’s experience and background here.
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