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Succession
Planning for
Governance

and Operations

Building Great Club
Teams for the Present

“Before you are a
leader, success is

all about growing
yourself. When you
become a leader,
success is all about
growing others.”

— Jack Welch

That quote captures the spirit
of succession planning. It's not
about predicting the future

— it's about preparing people
to handle it through today’s
boards, future boards and
management teams.

Clubs that treat succession
as a continuous discipline, not
a one-time event, outperform
peers in stability, member
satisfaction and strategic
follow-through. The best clubs
in the country clearly and
quietly apply these principles.

In this two-part discussion,
Bob James examines
operational succession —
how clubs can build resilient
management teams —
while Dan Denehy explores
governance succession and
why every board should view
leadership continuity as a core
fiduciary duty.
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Operational Succession:

rivate clubs depend on small, specialized teams. When a

long-tenured superintendent, controller, or chefleaves,

the club risks losing critical institutional knowledge
and rhythm. Institutional memory disappears faster than

anyone expects.

ROBERT C. JAMES,
CCM, CCE, CHE

Warning signs are easy to spot:

# One person holds all key vendor rela- Succession
tionships and “systems” knowledge o o
¢ Little or no cross-training plannlng in

. Si;lseall in my head” documentation Operations iS, in essence,

¢ Promotions based on convenience, Ieadership development

not readiness . . . ”
Succession planning addresses these ind ISg uise.
vulnerabilities long before they become

crises.

Governance Succession:

Boards that skip succession
planning aren’t saving
time — they’re shaping future

L] L] ,,
DAN DENEHY, mediocrity.
CCM, CHA
f operational succession planning A Lesson from History
protects service culture and service In 1841, President William Henry Harrison
standards, governance succession died just 31 days into office. Vice President
planning protects strategy and a club’s John Tyler stepped in, but no formal process

durability. Yet many club boards still rely ~ Was in place. It took until the 25th Amendment

on tradition, assumption or convenience =~ WaS adopted in 1967 to define the rules of pres-

instead of strategy design. When board idential succession — the “Tyler Precedent.”

. . Most clubs still operate as if the amend-
leadership changes without a plan, con-
. . ment never happened. Leadership change
tinuity, accountability and momentum )
. . follows unwritten customs rather than
vanish overnight. Boards are often weak .
k doick th th Thi structured systems. Governance, like gov-
caretakers and pic € easy path. 1his ernment, needs a rulebook. The best clubs

stuff is not easy. have a living governance playbook.
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A Practical Blueprint for

Department Leaders

1. Identify Critical Roles and Knowledge
Ask, “What stops if I'm out for two
weeks?” Start there.

2.Document Systems and Standards
Create simple SOPs for recurring tasks,
seasonal prep, vendor contacts and
compliance.

3.Cross-Train the Team
Rotate responsibilities, pair senior
and junior staff and use downtime for
shadowing.

4.Develop Internal Talent
Spot high-potential employees early. Give
them projects that challenge their skills
and expose them to leadership opportuni-
ties. Time with board members is critical.

5.Plan for Retirement and Turnover
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Building Strength Before It's Needed

FIGURE 1. Department Examples: Focus for Continuity

Role Focus for Continuity

Superintendent

Equipment logs, turf schedules, vendor contacts.

Executive Chef

Recipe archives, supplier relationships, kitchen hierarchy.

Controller

Financial systems, reporting cadence and audit preparation.

Golf Professional

Member preferences, tournament planning, staff training.

Clubhouse Manager

Event protocols, service standards and staff scheduling.

General Manager

Strategic planning, board relations, crisis playbook.

Discuss timelines well in advance. Make
knowledge transfer part of each leader’s

legacy.

Strategic Payoffs
Succession planning doesn’t just secure con-
tinuity; it raises performance today:

& It shifts managers from operators to
builders.

o It retains top talent by showing clear growth
paths.

# It reduces risk and shortens recovery during
transitions.

Those with documented succession pro-
cesses experience lower management turnover
and more stable member satisfaction during
transitions. Preparation creates confidence.

See Robert C. James on page 46 »

Why Clubs Get It Wrong

Common pitfalls:

# Short-term terms that disrupt long-range
planning.

« Popularity-based elections that ignore
competencies. Open, competitive elections
are a time-honored tradition.

¢ Opaque nominating processes managed
by too few people. The “old boys” and the
loudest voices frequently win.

« No structured officer progression,
leaving the presidency to chance.

When a board president is chosen
without prior executive or finance experi-
ence, the club takes on unnecessary risk —
and institutional knowledge often exits with

the outgoing leader.

The Board’s Blind Spot

The Farm-Team Approach
Strong boards grow their own bench. Com-
mittee participation is the farm system that
develops future directors.
¢ Committee members learn the club’s cul-
ture and responsibilities and how to work
within a management system.
+ Committee chairs prove leadership and
a synthesized perspective without getting
into operations.
¢ Governance or Nominating Committees
track and mentor those showing capacity
and reasonableness to track toward higher
service.
This system establishes a deliberate pro-
gression from committee to board to officer.
Leadership becomes a prepared hand-off,

not a popularity contest.

Best Practices for Governance

Continuity

# Establish a standing governance or nom-
inating committee. Year-round talent
scouting prevents last-minute slates.

¢ Use a Board Skills Matrix. Identify gaps
in finance, legal, HR, DEI, or strategic
planning. This needs to be coupled with a
series of great committee charters.

# Require committee service for board
eligibility. Experience equals readiness.

# Formalize officer progression. Define
expectations for vice presidents and
presidents based on contribution and
experience.

¢ Document and communicate the pro-
cess. Transparency builds credibility
and invites engagement from qualified
members.

See Dan Denehy on page 54 >
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<« Point/Counterpoint by Bob James continued from page 53

A Leadership Multiplier

When department heads map successors, they think more
strategically. They coach more, delegate more and protect
culture. They also become better candidates for promotion
themselves. Succession planning, at its core, is the most

practical leadership-development program a club can run.

Bob’s Bottom Line

Succession planning in operations is, in essence,

leadership development in disguise. It transforms reactive
managers into proactive builders, ensures continuity of
service, and reinforces the culture members depend on.
The goal isn’t just to fill positions — it’s to create a system

that keeps excellence alive, no matter who’s on the roster.

ROBERT C. JAMES, CCM, CCE, CHE, is vice president of
DENEHY Club Thinking Partners and works closely with
boards and owners to deliver exceptional executive search
and consulting services for the private club industry.

He can be reached at bob@denehyctp.com.

< Point/Counterpoint by Dan Denehy continued from page 53

# Plan for staff succession, too. Board continuity is

fragile if key executives lack successors of their own.

Strategic Integration

Succession should be integrated into the club’s strategic

plan, not as an isolated policy.

o Tie officer transitions to long-term goals and capital
projects.

# Review leadership readiness as part of annual board
self-assessments.

# Use succession planning to broaden perspectives and
increase diversity of thought.

Boards that build for continuity institutionalize

wisdom rather than lose it to turnover.

Dan’s Bottom Line

A club’s future materially depends on the strength of its
bench — both in the boardroom and in management.
Governance succession isn’t about finding the next person
in line; it’s about building a continuous chain of capable,
culture-driven leaders. Leadership should be a planned
handoff, not a surprise promotion. When boards get this
right, the club’s culture endures, its strategy holds, the
business is sound, and its members stay confident through

every transition.

Where Governance and Operations Meet
Operational and governance succession cannot live
separately. Boards that expect GMs to prepare for

staff transitions should model the same rigor in board
planning. Likewise, management should understand
governance cadence and continuity needs. All this costs

money. Board retreats, creating governance structure,
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Build your bench now.

The future doesn’t
wait for you to get ready. Be
bold and be your club’s Disney
Imaginer.”

staff development, and sometimes staff redundancy, yet
it all matters. Clubs are real businesses, too.

Joint planning between the board and the GM
strengthens alignment, builds trust and sustains culture
through every leadership change. Succession, in either
arena, is stewardship in action — leaving the club better,

stronger, and clearer than it was found.

Final Thought
Succession planning isn’t about predicting vacancies.
It’s about building the capability to thrive in the face
of change. The process cultivates leaders who think
beyond their tenure, teams that share accountability,
and boards that safeguard the club’s mission for future
generations.

Build your bench now. The future doesn’t wait for
you to get ready. Be bold and be your club’s Disney
Imaginer.

DAN DENEHY, CCM, CHA, is president of DENEHY Club
Thinking Partners, the premier executive search and
management consulting firm serving the private club
industry. The firm partners with boards and owners to
provide strategic planning, governance, operational
reviews, and executive search services. He can be reached
at dan@denehyctp.com.



