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INTRODUCTION
My thesis aims to investigate how a group of golf clubs is set up and managed. To achieve
this, I have taken as an example the case of the Golf della Montecchia and PlayGolf54. The
final objective is to fill a lacking research area and to understand which are the benefits a golf
club cluster brings with it.
The two main topics are collaborative marketing and golf destination development.
Previous literature on golf destination development focused on the characteristics which make
a region attractive for tourists (Humphreys 2014), the sustainability issues related to golf course
planning (Boukas e Ziakas 2013; Butler 2019) and the main objectives of golf tourism
development (Markwick 2000; Priestley 2006). Looking at the collaborative marketing
literature, previous works focused on collaborative market driving among peer firms (Maciel e
Fischer 2020), collaborative marketing in destination management (Wang e Fesenmaier 2007)
and horizontal networks of firms in the same local market (Lewis, Byrom e Grimmer 2015).
My thesis contributes to a lacking research area, namely group collaborative marketing
in the leisure sector, especially related to the sports industry with a case from the golf sector. In
particular, there is not much previous research on the formation process of clusters of firms
under the same management or ownership.
The problem I have seeked to address regards if these entities are efficient in
strenghtening the market position of a golf tourism destination. The methodology of my
research has been the use of semi-structured interviews, conducted with a group of pre-selected
key respondents. Before illustrating my results I have provided an overview of the International
golf market, with a focus on Europe, Italy and the region of Veneto. I have also presented a
brief history of my case example, the Golf della Montecchia and PlayGolf54. Through the
interviews, I have been able to highlight the effectiveness of groups of golf clubs in
strenghtening a golf destination, improving its overall image and brand. This especially in a
market characterized by extremely high competitiveness and affected by a severe economic
crisis, which is causing the closure of many courses.
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1

LITERATURE REVIEW

1.1 Golf tourism development
Both in the case of the development of a single golf club or of a group of them, managers
have to take into account what are the main patterns of golf tourism, and to assess which are
the best approaches to follow.
In order to raise its international profile, a golf club can engage in marketing activities,
be featured in tourism-related media or host renowned competitions. Golfers relate their
experiences directly to courses, and word of mouth recommendations play a key role. When
choosing their destination, golf tourists look for a variety of courses, in order to play in a
different course each day. Elements of relaxation and socialization, as for example bars and
restaurants, play an important part in the overall experience, and providing a high-quality food
and beverage service can increase the satisfaction of the golfer. For golf club managers, golf
tour operators and intermediaries are crucial allies, as they can shape destination selection. For
a golf course, being near to major tourist attractions and heritage sites increases its
competitiveness in a market (Humphreys 2014).
Sustainable practices are becoming common in golf tourism and new golf courses
development. Managers should implement efficient communication and marketing strategies in
order to highlight the importance of sustainability issues, also with the help of all the major
stakeholders of the destination and of golf tourists (Boukas e Ziakas 2013).
In Mediterranean countries, the development of a golf course attracts tourists in low
season, lengthening a destination’s tourism season. Golf courses can also improve degraded
and derelict areas, and assist in product diversification, offering an additional facility which
will increase the competitiveness of the tourism offer (Markwick 2000).
Developing a golf course requires also the provision of other infrastructures and facilities,
as for example hotels or property development. Managers and developers should keep in mind
that in some destinations golf is not a traditional sport, and it could be not well integrated in the
territory or understood by the locals. Therefore, it is essential to plan golf tourism regions in a
way to have economic and social objectives compatible with the overall sustainability of the
destination. Golf tourism development goals are, thus, economic profitability, long-term
viability as a product, environmental integration and cultural acceptability. To achieve these
objectives, a more flexible approach has been applied in many cases, on the basis of an
7

incremental planning process, which has become more similar to a company business plan.
Training and marketing have acquired a central role in this process. In all this, the role of golf
course developers is fundamental. Their task is to optimally integrate courses in their
surroundings, in order to facilitate management in the long-term. A great care should be applied
to the design and construction stages of the course, with the goal of limiting the environmental
and landscape impact. In addition, communication and marketing campaigns should be
implemented to achieve an enhancement of the environmental image, especially where a local
opposition to golf course development exists (Priestley 2006).
Golf tourism has been found to be positive for the destination, creating few environmental
issues and leading to some positive social elements and significant economic benefits also for
the local residents, as a case study from St Andrews in Scotland reported (Butler 2019).
In my research on the case of the Golf della Montecchia and PlayGolf54, I am going to
keep in mind the objectives and approaches to golf tourism development presented in the
previous works I have just mentioned. I will also highlight which has been the particular
managerial and development approach adopted at Montecchia and the benefits which have
resulted from it.

1.2 Stakeholders’ engagement in golf clubs
As other leisure and tourism complexes, golf clubs have many stakeholders around them,
each whit different roles and interests. One of the most important of them is surely the golf
player and tourist, which can be divided in tourists who have playing golf as their primary
motivation or tourists who considers golf as a secondary activity during their stay in a
destination (Lopez-Bonilla, Reyes-Rodriguez e Lopez-Bonilla 2020). Regarding the other
stakeholder categories, previous literature distinguishes between internal actors, the ones who
directly participate in the decision-making process, and external actors, who are usually affected
by the activities of a business (Dominguez-Gomez e Gonzalez-Gomez 2017). Figure 1
summarizes which are the main stakeholders around a golf club.
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Figure 1, Golf Club Stakeholders

Considering a club in its traditional meaning, the main group of stakeholders would be
the club members, which usually have the power to influence the decisions of the board and of
the management. Other groups which can affect the decision-making process are local
governments, national and international federations and organizations, but also suppliers, tour
operators and tournament organizers. Also competitors, in the form of other golf facilities,
influence the strategy adopted by a golf club. On the other side, the group which is usually most
affected by the activities of a golf course is the local community. In this case, the externalities
are not always negative, but they could be also positive. A golf club most of the times preserves
a natural area that otherwise would have been used for the construction of industrial or
residential complexes. Overall, one of the most important activities to perform is stakeholders’
engagement. Managing stakeholders in an efficient and effective way can bring huge benefits.
If the club is transparent in its governance and activities, stakeholders would be in a better
position to support, promote and help in the development process of the club (England Golf
2019).
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1.3 Collaborative marketing
Collaborative marketing and collective action are recurrent themes and have been
analysed in many research and academic papers, related to different contexts, sectors and
markets.
For instance, Maciel and Fischer (2020) investigate the U.S. market of craft breweries.
The authors make a distinction between two types of firms: the first one is characterized by an
“individualistic approach” in the process of market development, which consists in remaining
self-oriented, trying at the same time to create a brand reputation superior to the one of
competitors; the second approach is collective action or “collaborative market driving”, as it is
called in the paper. It is a strategy according to which peer firms collaborate among themselves
to create markets in order to increase their overall competitiveness. They go on with a research
to identify which are the main reasons behind the development of collaborative market driving
and how resources are deployed to develop the market. With the results of their research they
have organized collaborative market driving as a three-stage process: the first stage is
“dispersed peer firm actions”; the second is “mobilization of peer firms and allies”; the third
one is “concerted action of peer firms and allies”. The process starts with individual firms that
understand the constraints of their individualistic approach and the need to form a coalition. It
goes on with these firms collaborating with a common goal in mind and with a supra-firm entity
as coordinator. At the end of the process they are able to drive the development of the market
through their economic and political power achieved thanks to their collective resources
(Maciel e Fischer 2020).
Collaborative marketing has been applied also to the concept of destination management.
The case study from Elkhart County, Indiana, revealed that the most crucial preconditions for
destination marketing alliances are crisis, competition, organization support and technology
support. Additionally, the motivations behind the decision to enter into collaborative
relationships are related to the broad categories of strategy-related, transaction cost-related,
learning-related, cluster competitiveness and community responsibility. The process of
marketing alliances formation is found to be divided in five stages: the assembling stage, the
ordering stage, the implementation stage, the evaluation stage and the transformation stage. At
first potential partner organizations explore the possibility of an alliance, in particular through
issues identification and partner selection. Then, formalizing these new relationships, partner
organizations align their resources and develop executable programs. Ideas and programs are
put into action and are later assessed in order to verify if predefined goals have been reached.
10

In the last stage of their relationships, partner organizations decide their future direction. These
collaboration at destination level have outcomes which are strategy-oriented, organizationlearning-oriented and social capital- oriented. As a result, partner organizations are able to
enhance their competitiveness, transfer knowledge and create trust among themselves (Wang e
Fesenmaier 2007).
Also, horizontal networks can play a big role in collaborative marketing, as it was shown
in a case study of premium wineries in the Australia’s region of Tasmania. In a competitive and
crowded market as the one of wine production, wineries, in order to survive, are starting to form
clusters or networks among themselves. In particular, horizontal networks are particularly
efficient because they benefit participating firms through economies of scale and thanks to the
ability to achieve superior performance after combining their resources and capabilities. The
motivations behind the Tasmanian wine producers’ decision to join horizontal networks were
the need for efficiency and the desire to achieve economies of scale. Many of the respondents
of the research stressed the role of horizontal networks and collaborative marketing in
enhancing the regional identity and awareness of the Tasmanian wine region in the world
market. Overall, business networks were found to provide easy access to new resources,
industry information and technological know-how (Lewis, Byrom e Grimmer 2015).
From this brief overview we can grasp that collaborative marketing among firms has as
main effect an increase in the competitiveness of the single firms and the overall cluster of them
in most cases. It also leads to the achievement of economies of scale and to the sharing of crucial
information and knowledge. But for achieving such collaborations there is the need of an
efficient managerial and organizational structure. The formation of these relationships is a
gradual process divided in stages, characterized by in-depth assessments among the firms
involved. The academic papers on this topic include many gaps, especially regarding
collaborative marketing applied to the golf industry, or related to group of firms managed by
the same organization, which is the opposite of individual firms which start a collaboration
maintaining their managerial independence.
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2

CONTEXT

2.1 International and European golf market
The game of golf was born in the sandy grounds of the Great Britain and Ireland
coastlines. The climate was ideal for the game, which was developed along “linksland”. With
its increase in popularity and the gains in terms of recreational time by the middle class, new
courses were developed on less ideal sites which had to be prepared for golf, as for example
farmlands and tree-lined parklands. Golf architecture was thus born, and with it the industry of
golf course development and management (R&A 2019).
Golf remains nowadays one of the most played sports in the world. There are 38,140 golf
courses spread in 206 countries (National Golf Foundation 2020). Mainly 3 types of golf
courses can be distinguished: public, private and semi-private. Public golf courses are managed
by the municipality and they offer low fees to play, private courses are the ones usually referred
to as golf clubs, where only the members of the club can play, semi-private ones have an hybrid
offer, with the possibility to play both through membership or green fee. Another type is resort
courses, which are part of a resort structure and are privately run (Kelley 2019).
Looking at the European market, there are 4.13 million registered golfers and about 9,000
golf courses. The concentration of countries with over 250,000 registered golfers are in Western
Europe, with Germany in the first place with 642,240 registered golfers, followed by England
with 629,000 and then Sweden, France and the Netherlands, and these markets account for 62%
of total registered golfers in Europe. A distinction needs to be made between registered and
independent golfers: on one side registered golfers are inserted in the national federations
records, on the other independent golfers play paying a green fee at different golf courses in
their own market or abroad, and they are not always members at one specific golf club. This is
to remark that the actual number of golfers is greater than the numbers just shared. Looking at
the economic impact, golf employs many thousands of individuals and contributes over €15.1
billion to the European economy (European Golf Association 2019). Furthermore, an UK
satellite account study on golf reported that the national golf market employs almost 74,500
people, with an annual turnover of £10.3 billion and £990 million paid in government taxes.
And to take as a benchmark the biggest golf market in the world, the US golf economy is worth
$84 billion in goods and services, and considering also indirect and induced impacts, the total
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value rises up to $191.9 billion, supporting 1.9 million jobs (R&A and International Golf
Federation 2018).
Overall, in the period from 1984 to 2017 there has been an increasing pattern in golf
courses in Europe, and the initiatives which have been identified as successful in promoting the
game are: increasing junior and female participation, supporting affordable playing
opportunities and introducing shorter formats of the game (KPMG 2018). To mention more
recent world numbers, in the first half of 2020 new golf course developments were ongoing in
97 countries and there had been 22 new course openings. Looking especially at the European
market, there had been 6 new openings with 80 new developments in planning and 46 under
construction. But the first half of 2020 has been mainly characterized by the spread of the
COVID-19 virus all over the world and the start of its pandemic status, and this impacted also
the golf industry. In the same period, 321 course closures were recorded across 31 countries,
with 25 closures in Europe. And this meaningful volume probably does not reflect yet the full
impact of the current world pandemic (National Golf Foundation 2020).
With this particular current situation, a re-thinking of the game and the industry could be
done, looking mainly at the main trends registered in the last few years. There is, in particular,
a part of the game that should change accordingly to experts and professional players, that is
the speed of play. Traditional golf matches can last hours, and a survey on pace of play
conducted by the R&A, one of the governing bodies of the game worldwide, in 2015 revealed
that 60% of golfers would enjoy golf more if it took less time (HSBC 2020). A proof of this
trend is the increased number of non-traditional golf courses with for example 6 or 12 holes,
along with a growth in large-scale range entertainment facilities like Topgolf, which combines
the golf driving range concept with the entertainment part usually associated to bowling alleys
(National Golf Foundation 2020).
Furthermore, professionals of the golf industry should take into account the
environmental trends that have been registered in the last few years. There is an increasing
regulatory pressure in the golf market, especially regarding water, pesticide and fertilizer use,
but also fiscal policies linked to stewardship of land and natural resources. Additionally, more
and more sponsorships have been linked with “green” initiatives, with golf courses connecting
their marketing with corporate social responsibility and sustainability goals. Existing facilities
are evolving, courses are being naturalized and enriched, resources consumption and costs have
been reduced and there is an increasing link between golf courses and their neighbouring
communities. All of this is currently being undertaken also thanks to a greater collaboration
between groups within the golf industry (HSBC 2020).
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2.2 Italian golf market and the case of Veneto
The Italian golf market in 2019 counted 91,165 registered golfers, with 321 total golf
courses. The players amount change in percentage has been +6.3% between 2018 and 2019, but
-0.6% considering the time frame from 2015 to 2019. Figure 2 shows the change over time in
the number of registered golfers in Italy.

Figure 2, Registered golfers in Italy - Change over time, Source: Italian Golf Federation

To have a comparison with the European context, in Italy there are about 284 average
registered golfers per course, a number which is smaller of the European average of 460
(European Golf Association 2019). An interesting feature is that, differently from many other
countries, in Italy men and women share the same interest in golf, with 50.5% of the interest by
women and 49.5% by men (REPUCOM 2015).
The last few years have not been prosperous for the national market, as in the period from
2010 to 2020 about 15,000 registered players were lost, which represents the 15% of the total
number of players. This caused the closure of the 10% of the golf courses in Italy in the last 5
years. Generally, the Italian golf sees every year a great number of players that drop out of the
game, probably for time or budget constraint reasons, but also because golf has as competitors
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popular sports as running and bike, which are easier to learn and more physically intense. What
is certain is that if the number of players in Italy does not increase, more closures are to be
expected. But with the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, golf has been considered the
most accessible sport, characterized by social distancing, outdoor playing in very wide spaces
and the absence of physical contacts. This helped to attract many new players in the last few
months. In order to transform this positive short-term trend in a long-term one, there is the need
for a big marketing and promotional campaign, in order to attract both national and international
players. In the period from June to September 2020 the only golf tourists that came to Italy to
play were from the neighbouring countries and they moved mainly by car. During 2020, the
Italian golf tourism lost more than 50% of the revenues from the green fees payed by foreign
players in the previous years. In order to save a sector counting 6,000 workers and €200 million
in revenues, in 2017 the ENIT, the Italian National Tourism Agency, launched an interregional
promotional campaign called “Italy Golf & More”, with the aim of increasing the brand
awareness of the Italian golf tourism offering in the world. Furthermore, a lot of promotional
effort has been made around the 2023 Ryder Cup, one of the most important golf tournament
in the world, that will be held in Rome (Piscicelli, et al. 2020).
Veneto is the leading region in Italy for incoming tourists and overnight stays, and it is
one of the most visited also regarding golf tourism. It counts 3 international airports (Venice,
Verona and Treviso) and it has optimal road connections with the neighbouring foreign
countries. One of the biggest originating countries is Germany, from which there had been 2.6
million arrivals in 2016. In 2013 Veneto won the prize “Best Undiscovered Golf Destination in
the World” by IAGTO, the biggest golf tour operators’ network in the world. The region has
42 golf facilities, which represents the 11% of the national offer. The average expense for a golf
holiday in Veneto is €2000 for 7 days and the total expenditure is allocated between
accommodation (30%), transport (19%), food and beverage (22%), green fees (14%), local
transfers (1%) and leisure and shopping (14%) (MarcaTreviso 2017).

2.3 Group marketing and golf tourism destination development
Cluster marketing groups as PlayGolf54 are composed by different properties managed
by the same management company within a common market area. However, each may
represent a different flag or have a different ownership (Kotler, et al. 2017).
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Considering a golf tourism destination, it is vital to establish a synergy between the golf
clubs in a territory. This is because a peculiarity of golf tourists is that they want to experience
as many different golf courses in a destination as possible. The more courses are located in a
region, the more attractive it becomes for foreign tourists. It is in the interest of each club to
organize partnerships or a common marketing campaign to promote a golf destination pooling
collective resources. Another solution is to create a group as PlayGolf54, in order to have more
clubs and courses under the same management. In a time of economic crisis, there are many
possibilities to take over struggling clubs, and this represents also an answer to overcome the
organizational difficulties of creating partnerships among independent entities. Reflecting the
Italian economic context, the group founded by the Golf della Montecchia maintains the
characteristics of a family-owned and run business, in which a team of different professionals
in the various fields crucial to the management of a golf club was assembled. But, especially
abroad, there are also groups with the characteristics of management chains, as Troon Golf,
which represents an industrial type of golf course management firm (Trageser 2019).
With the research results which I will present in the next pages of my thesis, I wanted to
create an operational framework for who will want to pursue the same path of Golf della
Montecchia in order to achieve the same experience of PlayGolf54. To do this, I decided to
interview who witnessed and took the crucial decisions in this group creation, in order to gain
critical insights of the process. My aim was also to address a lacking segment of academic
research, the one about the formation of collaborative marketing clusters in the leisure and
sports industry.
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3

METHODOLOGY

3.1 Case study
The Golf della Montecchia was born in 1988 from the idea of a group of entrepreneurs of
Padova in the lands adjacent to the villa and castle of the counts Emo Capodilista. The location
choice was inspired by the proximity to the city of Padova, to the Regional Park of the Euganean
Hills and to the thermal basin and resorts of Abano and Montegrotto. The development of the
complex included both the construction of the golf course and the recovering and
redevelopment of ancient agricultural buildings, which were once part of a tobacco farming
facility. Among the founders of the club there was the entrepreneur Paolo Casati, who was
appointed president of the sports association since the beginning, and who leads the golf club
still nowadays.
Through all the years, the mission behind the Golf della Montecchia has been to provide
a sports complex just outside the city, in an uncontaminated area, offering sports services and
a clubhouse, in order to answer to the need of social relationships.

Figure 3, Golf della Montecchia and Capodilista's Castle, by courtesy of Golf Della Montecchia Srl
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In 2014, the Golf della Montecchia took on the management of the two Paduan golf clubs
Golf Frassanelle and Golf Terme di Galzignano, and this marked the foundation of the group
PlayGolf54. The number 54 was chosen to highlight that for the first time in Italy 54 holes in
the same area were put under the same management. This society permitted to transform the
peculiarities of each course from elements of competition to strengths of the whole group.
Putting 3 clubs with different contexts under the same management resulted in a greater
satisfaction for the players, for the promoters of tournaments, events and golf tourism. The
resulting strategic synergies have been beneficial also to the financial management and to
consolidate the relationships with local stakeholders. In 2020, the 18 holes of the golf course
on the island of Albarella were added to PlayGolf54, in order to revamp the famous course by
the sea. At present the entire group counts more than 1.200 members. The success of this
strategy was proved by the fact in the last years many more groups as PlayGolf54 have been
created in Italy. For example, the Golf del Ducato and the Golf Brianza decided to follow the
same experience of the Golf della Montecchia.
The managerial philosophy of the whole group has been characterized since the beginning
by a particular attention towards the environment, being some of the courses close to protected
natural areas. In particular, thanks to the collaboration of various institutes of research and
institutions (among which also the University of Bologna), the Golf della Montecchia became
an international leader in turfgrass management. The most significant achievement has been the
success of the adaptability test and the successive conversions of the tees and fairways of the
third 9 holes from species traditionally used in our climate to Bermudagrass (a species ideal for
warm climates). The conversion, completed in 2012, was the first of its kind above the 45th
parallel, and permitted to reduce water consumption by 70%, to limit the use of fertilizers by
80% and to eliminate the use of pesticides.
The Golf della Montecchia has become through the years also a leader in sustainable
management. The club received many international environmental certifications, establishing
crucial relationships with the main organizations in the field (Legambiente, Federparchi, Golf
Environmental Organization). The strategy implemented by the management consists in using
a protocol of maintenance inspired by biological agriculture in some areas of the course. The
final aim of this low-impact maintenance is the environmental and economic sustainability of
the golf course, keeping in mind the quality of the game and the aesthetics.
The offer at Montecchia does not include only golf. Guests can find 2 restaurants, 2 bars,
a spa, a swimming pool and both outdoor and indoor spaces for events, conferences and
banquets. Another crucial structure in the complex is the Montecchia Performance Centre,
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which was born to give excellence to the golfer’s training, and which became a centre of
analysis and training also for athletes of other sports, keeping as a focus their psychophysical
wellness.
Considering the other courses of the group PlayGolf54, the Golf Frassanelle is located in
a picturesque nineteenth-century park, located in the Regional Park of the Euganean Hills. The
Terme di Galzignano Course is located in a resort which includes also thermal springs and
pools, three 4-stars hotels, a spa, tennis courts, fitness gyms and various restaurants. At the
Albarella Golf Links guests and players can find the style of the classic British links together
with the astonishing scenario of the Venetian lagoon. The complex is located in the private
resort island of Albarella, owned and managed by the hospitality firm Marcegaglia Tourism.
All the 4 courses have always been characterized by a huge touristic vocation, especially
thanks to their strategic locations. They are in close proximity to the touristic cities of Padova,
Verona, Vicenza and Venezia, and to the thermal basin of Abano and Montegrotto. They are
also well linked to the highways system, which leads towards West, South and the neighbouring
countries Austria and Slovenia. Furthermore, in less than an hour it is possible to reach the 4
international airports of Venezia, Treviso, Verona and Bologna. As it is possible to see in table
1, the country from which most foreign players, who visit Montecchia, are from is Germany,
followed by Austria and Switzerland (Boni, et al. 2021).

Table 1, Foreign players generating countries ranking, source: Golf della Montecchia Srl

A survey among golf tour operators indicated accessibility, package prices and the quality
of the golf courses and facilities as the most important factors for golf travellers when choosing
their golf destination (KPMG 2015). And these are all characteristics that helped PlayGolf54
to reach its touristic appeal.
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3.2 Research methodology
For my research I decided to use semi-structured interviews. They are conducted
conversationally with one respondent at a time, and employ a blend of closed and open-ended
questions, often accompanied by follow-up why or how questions. The interviews start with the
topics on the agenda and can approach totally unforeseen issues. Semi-structured interviews are
particularly efficient if the aim is to ask probing questions to know the independent thoughts of
each individual in a group, or questions on topics that your respondents might not be candid
about if sitting with peers in a focus group.
The practical steps for designing and conducting semi-structured interviews are selecting
and recruiting the respondents, drafting the questions and interview guide, techniques for this
type of interviewing, and analysing the information gathered. Regarding the respondents, if the
group is not so large and resources permit, it may be possible to interview everyone, such as all
key administrators and all program board members. After this step, there is the need to create
the agenda for the interview guide, which is the outline of planned topics, and questions to be
addressed to the respondents. The interview should start with easy questions to move towards
more serious inquiries. The focus should be put both on the positive and negative sides of a
topic, always with a neutral and non-judgmental tone. The interview guide should be always
considered a work in progress, in the sense that during the interview process some questions
and topics can be added or subtracted, expanded and reordered.
After having conducted the interviews, the final step is to analyse and report the findings
and the results. The best strategy is to consolidate themes found in multiple answers and to
supplement them with illustrative quotations (Adams 2015).

3.3 Key respondents
With the aim of gaining critical insights and knowledge of how a group as PlayGolf54 is
created, how it works and which are the benefits it brings, I decided to use in my research a
heterogeneous group of respondents. They range from board members to customers-contact
employees, mainly from the Golf della Montecchia, since it is the club from which all started.
But some of them represent also the other clubs of the group or have a role also in external
institutions as the Italian Golf Federation. In the end, I selected 6 key respondents, whose names
will not be mentioned in the research results, each with a different role inside the organization,
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ranging between the main managerial and technical departments. In this way, I was able to get
different points of view and opinions about the themes and issues of the questions. Having used
semi-structured interviews, conducted individually, I recorded some very unbiased answers,
which helped me to understand better what is really behind a group of golf clubs.

3.4 Research questions and interview guide
Developing my interview guide, I wanted to follow a path which starts from the creation
of the group and goes to its future steps. This with the aim of creating a framework to provide
guidance to whoever would like to imitate the experience done by the Golf della Montecchia
with PlayGolf54. The different parts are the creation of the organization, the benefits of the
experience, the next steps for the group. I picked some fixed questions to ask to each key
respondent and then I had some special questions related to particular fields like marketing and
sustainability management. The 6 interviews lasted 11 minutes on average, with the longest of
23 minutes and the shortest of 5 minutes. Table 2 shows the role in the organization of each
respondent and the duration of each interview session.

Table 2, Key Respondents

The questions in my interview guide were:
•

Which have been the main reasons behind the creation of the group PlayGolf54?
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•

Which are the necessary conditions to create a group as PlayGolf54? Have you
encountered any difficulties in the group formation process?

•

Which benefits has the creation of PlayGolf54 brought to the Golf della
Montecchia and to the whole group?

•

How has your marketing strategy changed after the creation of PlayGolf54?

•

Which will be the next steps for the future of the group?

•

How your sustainable management philosophy has been adapted to the entire
group?

With these questions I wanted to gain crucial insights on some specific aspects. I
investigated the reasons that brought to the decision to set up PlayGolf54. I asked about the
conditions and resources required before starting the creation process, and if this was
characterized by difficulties. Then I moved to the benefits and the advantages which were
provided by the new organization. I looked on how the marketing and the sustainable
management plans changed before and after PlayGolf54. And, in the end, I tried to understand
which the next decisions were to improve the whole organization.
During the interviews I decided to ask some follow up questions to investigate deeper on
some issues that came up. These queries were:
•

Have some public institutions played a role in the group formation process?

•

How has your target changed before and after PlayGolf54? Have you experienced
an increase in revenues?

•

Have you experienced an increase in the number of both golf club members and
foreign tourists?

•

Which have been the main benefits related to the agonistic part of the club?

These questions helped me to expand my research thanks to some numbers and data and
gave me a better picture of both the tourism and sports related parts of the club and the group.
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4

RESEARCH RESULTS
The interviews I conducted helped me to gain extremely crucial insights of how a group

as PlayGolf54 is created and managed. In this section I will present the results of my research
and I will divide them in 6 main groups: main reasons behind the creation of the group;
necessary conditions and resources to create a group as PlayGolf54; difficulties encountered
during the creation process; benefits brought by the creation of the group; how the sustainable
management philosophy was adapted to the whole group; next steps for the future of the group.

4.1 Reasons behind the creation of the group
One of the main reasons shared by most of the respondents was the desire to create a
powerful group which could stand out in the market, with the aim to gain more market power
together with a higher market share. The aim was to bring together more entities to have a
greater visibility, both at home and abroad. This to present a higher attractive both for who
already plays and for beginners, trying to increase the number of club members. Furthermore,
bringing more realities under the same management, the goal was to achieve economies of scale
and to better spread the costs.
A unique group, rather than a set of independent golf clubs, brings about a common
marketing strategy, one single image in the mind of potential customers, one single brand to be
recognized also abroad. Another goal was to earn loyal foreign customers. They come to Padova
and being able to play in different courses under the same management makes a difference for
them. They can find common services with a same level standard, which only a group structure
can guarantee. As one of the respondents said:
There was the need to achieve a big impact of the union factor of our clubs. Initially we
had the Golf della Montecchia together with courses of Frassanelle and then of Terme di
Galzignano. There was the necessity to show the fact we were a group, one only identity, with a
common ownership, a common marketing strategy and a common image […]. Letting us know
abroad, with an offer of multiple courses, rather than of only one, is a completely different offer,
especially for the foreign tourist who comes to Padova and thus can play in different courses
under the same group. In this way we can create a loyal customer base.
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The decision to crate PlayGolf54 came also from a specific socio-economic situation.
Because of the economic crisis, many golf courses have been struggling a lot in the last years,
many of them have failed and had to close. Also, if we are talking about independent golf clubs,
these closures end up damaging the whole region and golf tourism destination. So, it is in the
interest of each golf club in the area to sustain and support struggling courses. Considering the
region of Veneto but is actually something we can experience everywhere in Italy, we can
witness the phenomenon of “parochialism”, that is being attached to your local area. This
creates an extremely high level of competition between golf clubs, a sort of guerrilla, in which
many clubs would not do absolutely nothing to help each other. To overcome this situation one
of the few possibilities is to create a cluster of golf clubs, taking over the management of
struggling courses. As one of the respondents told me:
[…] All started from a premise of different clubs in the territory of Padova with a great
level of competition between them, which is a scenario that is actually spread in all Italy, and not
only in the golf world. It is the phenomenon of parochialism. The clubs are very reserved, very
narrow, always in competition one with the other. There isn’t a system, and this is typical of the
Italian socio-economic fabric. Instead in our case the aim has been to exploit an opportunity. One
of these clubs was struggling […]. We have to consider that our region lives also of golf tourism,
and the fact that a bunch of clubs, although in competition, are perceived as an only system and
image in the tourist mind. The fact that one of these clubs was struggling and was about to close
was certainly a damage for us. Thus, we thought to create a group with this club, taking over with
its management. And this opportunity was extended also for the other clubs of the group, with the
goal to begin a real system, not only in the eyes of the foreign tourists, but also from the
managerial and operational point of view, which permitted to optimize the marketing, and all the
daily operations.

4.2 Necessary conditions and resources to create the group
One of the conditions that stood out the most was the vision of the president of the group
and its family. They have been in the golf industry for many years, in which they gained crucial
experience and expertise. They were the most suited people to start this group formation
process. Putting this concept in more technical words, there is the need for a common
managerial entity with the right skills and resources. One of the respondents said:
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The necessary condition has been the vision our president and its family had. In the world
of golf is not something common to find. They have been in the sector for many years, as
managers of golf resources and structures.

Another condition is the ability to maintain control of the different courses of the group,
in order to ensure the same standard of service in each club. The Golf della Montecchia tried
also to implement some partnerships, but it is difficult to implement common policies if there
is not a management really shared, and that is something found in the group structure. At the
same time, differentiation should be implemented. Each course should provide a different
experience for the players, also to reach an added value for each additional course:
Each course needs to have its uniqueness. This has been something on which we have
worked a lot. Now we have 4 courses and we have distinguished them to offer for each a
memorable experience, in order to encourage players to try them all. At the same time, they need
to know that they will find a high standard common to all 4 courses.

To increase the probabilities of success of the group formation process, the involved clubs
should be in proximity, but maintaining each one different peculiar characteristics.
Taking into account more practical matters, there is the necessity to have a good base of
capital and financial resources, but also the will to follow an expansive cycle that could lead to
always greater profits.
Some of the respondents shared with us another crucial condition, which is the shared
knowledge of all the courses among the employees of the organization:
A necessary condition is that everyone inside the organization needs to know everything
of the different courses. The fees should be clear, common, without variations on a course basis,
as for example personalized fees. A good thing should be that all the crucial employees visited all
the other courses at least once.

4.3 Difficulties during the creation process
The creation process of the group PlayGolf54 has not been easy, some difficulties have
been encountered during this time. New procedures of coordination and synchronization among
the different clubs had to be adopted, and a complete uniformity among the courses has not
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been reached yet. The headquarter of the group is Montecchia, and the strategy is to adapt the
standard of everyone to this example. But, at the same time, maintaining the same control on
each structure has been difficult, especially considering that most of the crucial staff is located
at Montecchia. In particular, many difficulties have been recorded in providing the same level
of food service in each club. At the Golf della Montecchia, the food service has been managed
for many years by the Alajmo family, an international leader of the sector, which achieved a
Michelin star in one of the two restaurants of the complex. At the beginning of 2021, the
management of the golf took over also the food service, with the aim to do the same also in the
other clubs of the group in the future. One of the respondents replied:
In my opinion the difficulties are still present today, mainly regarding the coordination of
the group. We would like that everything was uniform, for example the back office and the
reception service equal in all the clubs, an orderly working food service in all 4 courses, that all
the caddy masters had a common level. These are areas in which we are still struggling, mainly
because the core business is at Montecchia, it is the headquarter, and thus all the other clubs
should adapt to its example. Being the direction board mainly here, everything is more under
control. But sometimes it results difficult to keep control over all the other structures, knowing
that everything is working orderly in all departments. One of the most difficult areas of a golf
club is the food service because satisfying the needs of each guest is not an easy task.

Another difficulty encountered has been an issue of adaptation to the new group by the
members of the clubs which were previously independent. In the transitional period forms of
resistance were recorded, someone still saw us as a rival and a competitor, but after everyone
had been able to understand the benefits brought by the group structure this issue was easily
solved:
When you get into clubs you have just taken over you can encounter some forms of
resistance from groups which maybe were used to another type of management and ownership.
These are issues that are eventually solved, always with good harmony and serenity. But the
solution comes mainly thanks to the fact that you provide programs which enable to have a
development that brings benefits both to the promoter, but mainly for the club members because
they can find playing and participation opportunities which are superior than the one they could
have in a single club.
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Overall, many of the respondents stressed the fact PlayGolf54 has been a pioneer project
in Italy. Since the beginning an example to follow was lacking, there was not enough knowledge
on the topic. And also, taking into account budget reasons, it has been difficult to provide an
experienced manager in charge at each club, and this is the cause of the different results
achieved among the group’s courses.
Luckily, in the creation process forms of support came from some public institutions and
organizations as the foundation Marca Treviso with its project Golf in Veneto. They mainly
provided more visibility for the new-born group abroad through international golf trade shows:
We had the support of the network of enterprises of the foundation Marca Treviso, which
runs the project Golf in Veneto. Being a network of enterprises, it gathers other golf clubs of the
region. Through it we follow some promotion schemes, the foundation represents us in golf
tourism trade shows abroad. It has a social media page and organizes familiarization tours for
journalists for example. In this way potential clients can get to know our organization.

4.4 Benefits brought by the group structure
The creation of PlayGolf54 brought many benefits both for the management and the
players. First of all, it permitted to better spread the players among the different courses. Guests
and clients of the group can now play in different locations with peculiar characteristics. This
wider offer has created interest and curiosity especially abroad, resulting in a higher visibility
in the international market. Local clients and existing members experienced great benefits too.
They can now play in a club different from the one where they were originally subscribed for
reduced fees, or they can opt for a group membership (called gold membership), which gives
them the possibility to play in each course of the organization. They have now the possibility
to play all year round. On local customers one respondent said:
Local clients have greatly noted the difference, mainly the Italian members, who, seeing an
expanded offer, have obviously considered these extra possibilities of playing. They know that
being members at Montecchia they can benefit from reduced fees or no green fees at all with a
certain type of membership. They take this in high consideration. This represents a strong
attractive for domestic clients.
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Furthermore, if a club is closed for maintenance or is reserved for a tournament or an
event, players can be directed to the other courses. This created a great attractive, and a positive
trend of growth in the number of members and tourists has been registered. Of course, with the
beginning of the COVID-19 it has been more difficult to monitor the results, but there is
optimism about the next few years:
It is not simple to estimate the variation in the numbers of members and tourists since this
year we had the impact of the pandemic, which made more difficult the task of comparing the
year 2020 with the previous one. The trend is surely a growth one, we have some reassuring
numbers, in the sense that they are positive. They are not big percentage increments, but the trend
is positive. Our project makes us optimist.

Compared to its competitors, PlayGolf54 has certainly an advantage when presenting its
offering to foreign tour operators or individual tourists. It can provide 4 completely different
game experiences, with the possibility to add other touristic products and services apart from
golf. For example, at Montecchia visitors can have wine tasting in the vineyards of the count
Emo Capodilista, or they can opt for a stay in one of the many thermal spa resorts in the city of
Abano. Having 4 clubs with different characteristics enables the management to direct
customers to the best context according to their preferences.
Considering the B2B aspect, the Golf della Montecchia always had a wide business
community, and now with the birth of PlayGolf54 it has been possible to extend it to the other
clubs, resulting in a greater attractive for firms that want to become sponsors and advertise
themselves. They can now count on a potential audience of 1200 members, organizing
promotional events or sponsoring tournaments. Firms can even choose in which course to
advertise, according to their main area of operation or if they plan to expand it in another
location. Regarding this, one respondent told us:
From the business community point of view, it is now easier to present ourselves to firms
when looking for sponsors. This because we can offer a visibility in terms of number of members
way higher than the one of a single club. We sell the visibility of 1200 members, all potential
contacts in the B2B sphere. Firms can invest to take advantage of the location for their business,
organizing golf clinics or corporate events for example. They can also choose the best club
regarding their biggest area of interest.
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Looking more in depth at the sports-related benefits, Montecchia always produced
excellent golf players and its teams achieved great results in national and international
competitions. With the creation of PlayGolf54 the whole group brought more golf pros,
resulting in a bigger attractive for good players to join the clubs. This result was witnessed
especially at Montecchia, thanks also to the presence of the Montecchia Performance Centre.
Overall, the group structure permitted to optimize and better spread costs, improving at
the same time the brand and visibility of each club. Because of the present world pandemic, it
has been a difficult task quantifying the benefits, also because in the meanwhile many
investments have been made. But, despite these facts, it has been possible to see that in
comparison of the national decreasing trend of golf players, PlayGolf54 had an opposite
positive growth trend. The organization became also an example for other courses which, in
this time of economic crisis, have decided to follow the same experience. One of the
respondents replied:
[…] in comparison to the national decreasing trend in the number of golfers, on the contrary
we endured initially and then we experienced a growth. Only this year, despite the pandemic, we
had a +30 new members, simply taking advantage of the PlayGolf54’s brand. […] The fact that
other clubs from our example have done similar experiences has been very reassuring. In this way
we have understood that our decision was not wrong, it has been a winning strategy.

Furthermore, speaking with a representative of one of the other clubs of the group the
main feeling was that being a part of it means that in case of difficulties you have someone who
is willing to support you.
Of course, the marketing strategy had to change before and after PlayGolf54. Promotional
materials have been created for the whole group, and there has been an incentive towards both
B2B marketing and efforts to attract more foreign golf tourists.

4.5 Sustainable course management and planning policies
Regarding the sustainable course planning and the policies adopted by the group, all the
field tests are carried out at Montecchia. Then the decisions are applied step by step to the other
courses. In this PlayGolf54 has been an advantage because there has not been anymore the need
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to convince the other clubs to apply sustainable course planning strategies. The efforts carried
out at Montecchia resulted in the achievement of many environmental certifications.

Figure 4, Aerial view of the Golf della Montecchia, by courtesy of Golf della Montecchia Srl

The goal now is to reach the same results and certifications also in the other courses,
especially the ones of Albarella and Frassanelle. One of the respondents told me:
In terms of sustainable policies, the leading course remains Montecchia. We had the chance
to test many new environmental strategies there, being able to direct our players to the other clubs
if we had to work on the field. What has been tested at Montecchia is now being gradually
transferred to the other courses. In terms of sustainability the group has been an advantage, in the
sense that we did not have to convince anyone to optimize and make fields more sustainable. The
whole process has been more direct.
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4.6 Next steps for the future of the group
I have just presented which have been the main results and benefits achieved and brought
by PlayGolf54. But during the interviews it has been immediately obvious that the project is
still a work in progress, and that further steps will be taken in the immediate and next future.
Most part of the respondents called out for an improvement in all the aspects of the group.
First of all, a revision of the communication strategy and the visibility, especially abroad. But
this has not only been identified as an issue of PlayGolf54, but mainly associated to the golf
destination Italy. There have not been strong or successful promotional campaigns by the Italian
Golf Federation or the other public bodies managing golf tourism in Italy. In particular, there
is the need to attract the tourists coming from European countries such as the Netherlands,
Belgium, Germany, Austria, who spend each summer their vacation on the Adriatic Coast. They
are regarded among the biggest golf players in Europe, and a nation-wide strategy to create
awareness of the Italian golf tourism offering should be ideated. One respondent said:
At the moment we are not only barely visible as a group, but mainly as golf in Italy.
Probably if we would be able to better explain to foreign tourists that in Italy apart from the
beaches of the Adriatic Coast, we have also many golf courses, tourists from other European
countries would come more often to play golf. But right now, they do not perceive it, there is the
need for more visibility of the whole sector, along with a good level of complementary services.

On the other side, improvements should be made also group wide. There should be a
strengthening of the organization’s identity through a common and better working website and
social media pages. Common communication channels should be implemented to better present
the group in its totality. Looking at the organizational structure, during the interviews emerged
the issue that sometimes there are not clear roles inside the group, that more people have the
same decisional power. Many respondents urged for an improvement of the organizational
structure, especially regarding the chain of command and the internal communication flow.
Clear objectives and budget should be fixed at the beginning of each year, and they should be
supported by market analyses and followed by end of the year reports to create operational
benchmarks.
Looking at the touristic strategy of the group, the focus should be kept to the international
market, to plan to tourism offering to be ready as soon the pandemic will end. Investments
should be made to go to golf tourism trade shows as PlayGolf54, together with local partners
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of the hospitality sector. Regarding the food service, the management experience started is
planned to be extended also to the other clubs. One of the respondents replied:
We need to improve our brochure, better design our websites, focus on image and
communication, mainly through social media channels. We have to invest as a group to be present
at international trade shows autonomously as PlayGolf54, also with our partners. This with the
aim to attract not only the target golf, but also other types of tourism to create more competitive
offers. […] We have also taken over the management of the food and beverage at Montecchia. If
this decision will produce good results, this system would probably be expanded also in the other
clubs. The world of golf is in crisis and we are looking for new innovative strategies to better
manage our reality, new paths that could help us achieve better results.

Focusing on the sports side, a lot should be invested to generate new players,
implementing strategies to get this result in each course. Special attention should be reserved
particularly on youth players and teams, they are the future of golf and they can bring to the
club also parents and friends. Many respondents felt that the current communications focused
on the results on the youth teams’ players has been very successful to attract new young
beginners. A respondent told us that:
Regarding our internal customers, our local members, we are working hard to generate new
golf players and to build loyalty among the ones we have now. We are experimenting new
methodologies to reach the same efficacy in creating new players in each club. […] Another
aspect to take always in consideration is the youth teams’ activity. Most part of the increment,
which we have witnessed in this last period without tourism, has been thanks to the fact that we
have many young new beginners who bring with them parents and friends.

Overall, the dominant vision aims to consolidate the group to plan new acquisitions in the
near future, hoping for a better economic context after the end of the pandemic:
We have obviously to consolidate our reality and I am not going to deny that in the next
future there could be new enlargements because the path we have taken is attracting also other
clubs. We will see what the future holds both for golf and the economy, hoping that this pandemic
will end soon and that the tourism market will open again, which is essential for the survival of
our clubs.
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CONCLUSIONS
Considering the international golf tourism market, year after year there are new golf
destinations that reach a good level of development, resulting in an increase of the overall world
competition. It is in the interest of each golf tourism region to find strategies to become more
attractive, because the real profits do not come from club members, but from foreign tourists.
Generally speaking, Italy is one of the leading destinations in the world, although it is in
turn divided in many touristic regions. Anyway, the starting point should be to organize an
effective promotional and marketing effort to create awareness abroad of the fact that in
addition to our sea resorts, mountains and cultural and artistic heritage offerings, we can provide
excellent golf tourism vacations. Of course, this can only come from public organizations and
institutions, as the new formed Italian Ministry of Tourism, the Italian National Tourism
Agency (ENIT) or the Italian Golf Federation (FIG). And there is not much time left to follow
this path. The deadline should be the year 2023, when in Rome it will be hosted the Ryder Cup,
the most prestigious golf tournament in the world. In that occasion, thousands of golf
enthusiasts will come to Italy and by that time our golf tourism sector must be ready. This
means being able to provide a high level of service and structures in each golf club.
How can this goal be achieved? A good idea would be creating strategic partnerships
among clubs at a regional level. From my interviews I have understood that in the local markets
a sort of guerrilla is going on, where almost no one is willing to collaborate with its competitors.
Furthermore, the current economic crisis is causing many closures among local golf course
(National Golf Foundation 2020). This is causing a huge damage for the image of the whole
destination. This only complicates the goal I have mentioned earlier. A region with some
struggling courses results inadequate for the tourists, who choose their destination mainly
looking at the uniformity of the services offered.
At this point, there are two main solutions. The first one is to have an impartial and nonpartisan organization, as for example the regional public entities, with the ability to bring
together the highly competitive golf clubs of the territory. The second option is to create groups
of courses under the same management or ownership, which is the case I have investigated in
my research.
From the interviews with the key respondents I have acquired the relevant knowledge to
propose a framework to follow in order to approach the same experience of PlayGolf54. I have
understood that behind the decision to create a group as such, apart from the will to overcome
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the unfriendly market context, there is the desire to acquire more market power, that can be
used as leverage to take over the management of other clubs.
The first condition to have in order to follow this path is having someone with a clear
vision in mind, as the one which characterized the board of the Golf della Montecchia.
Furthermore, there is the need of a powerful management and of a team of professionals with
the different crucial skills to maintain control over all the entities of the group. This with the
goal to have a common standard of service, implementing at the same time a differentiation
strategy on the basis of each course main characteristics. Last but not least, a good base of
capital and financial resources is required.
A likely difficulty which can be encountered during the process is resistance from some
members of the incorporated clubs. To overcome this, it is crucial to highlight which are the
benefits brought by the group structure, especially on the costumer side. Group members have
more playing possibilities all year round. On the club side, the benefits are multiple: more
attractiveness and visibility, achievement of economies of scale, stronger golf tourism brand,
expanded B2B possibilities. The group structure helps also in generating and attracting more
and better players, and to extend sustainable course planning policies to more clubs.
Looking at the future, there is always room for improvement. The important thing is that
each next managerial decision should be based on an accurate market analysis. Investments
should be always made to improve the communication apparatus, especially regarding social
media and digital channels. There should be a clear internal roles structure and decisional line.
Objectives and operational budgets should be clearly stated and put on paper at the beginning
of each year, followed by final year reports. In order to achieve a better uniformity and
efficiency of service, an employee handbook should be written in order to have clear and
standardized procedures to learn and follow. To further differentiate the offer and attract new
customers, the development of accommodation structures as an on-site hotel should be taken in
consideration. Furthermore, considering the latest trends in the industry (HSBC 2020), shorter
formats of the game or entertainment facilities similar to the concept of TopGolf could have a
crucial role in contrasting the “elite” status that characterizes golf in Italy. The final aim is to
attract new beginners and to increase the popularity of a sport which has lost many players in
Italy in the last few years.
I really hope that my thesis, apart from covering a lacking research area, could encourage
many other golf clubs to follow the same path of the Golf della Montecchia with PlayGolf54
for the sake of the Italian golf tourism industry.
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