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A smarter way to run muni golf
A nationwide benchmarking study is helping municipal courses assess performance, 
justify budgets and make data-driven decisions with comparison report cards.
BY TREVOR MASON

What if you could snap your fingers and 
make all the problems at your golf course 
go away? 

Too far-fetched? What if you could access 
a repository of knowledge that clearly illus-
trates why you’re having problems, and it 
provides tips on how to solve them? 

That’s exactly what Mike Suglich, 
founder and president of Greenlight 
Advisors, wants to do.

Suglich started developing national 
benchmarks for municipal golf course 
operators in 2022 by gathering data points 
from courses across the country. 

The resulting study was published to give 
courses benchmarks against which they 
measure their success (or lack thereof). 
Every subsequent iteration of the study 
has gotten more respondents, and more 

data means more granular, actionable 
information that courses can use to make 
improvements. 

The latest 2024 study included the 
National Golf Course Owners Association, 
Troon and Landscapes Golf Management 
as partners, and involved courses from Salt 
Lake City, Orlando, Chicago, San Antonio, 
Cincinnati and many more in between. 
Troon and Landscapes Golf Management 
are both certified partners of Greenlight 
Advisors’ GolfClubBenchmarks.com 
service.

The results of the study have allowed 
Greenlight Advisors to construct a “Best-
in-Class Report Card” for any course 
which compares 11 specific metrics 
between a given course and the national 
average. In some cases, that comparison 

can also be done on a regional level. This 
kind of enhanced granularity is exactly 
what Suglich is hoping to get.

“I take the averages on income, revenue 
and expense line items and show how they 
compare against industry averages, where 
they’re up or down,” Suglich said. “If they’re 
down, I put a red traffic light [on the report 
card], and tell [course owners], ‘You’re not 
meeting the industry average in revenue,’ 
or ‘You’re not meeting the industry average 
in expenses. You’re higher than the aver-
age. If you were able to get yourself back 
to average, you would make more money.’”

Justification for budgets
Making more money is all well and good 
by itself, but for a municipal course, show-
ing profitability is also important for your 
overlords: the city itself. 

Matt Kammeyer, golf division director 
for Salt Lake City, said all six of the city’s 
municipal courses participated in the 2024 
study, and the resultant data is incredibly 
helpful when it’s time to pay the piper.

“It helps me tell a story to our city coun-
cil, for instance, when we’re doing a budget 
presentation,” he said. 

He uses the example of water costs and 
where they try to conserve as much as they 
can. 

“Within our municipal entity, water 
costs have risen quite dramatically over the 
past four years,” Kammeyer said. “It’s been 
a 75% increase in costs for us. So I’m inter-
ested to see what other courses are paying 
and where we fit within that as a percent-
age of our overall budget.”

Performance across quartiles
Participating courses share 20 financial 
and 20 operational metrics, such as golf 

MOUNTAIN DELL GOLF COURSE in Salt Lake City is one of six courses in the city’s 
portfolio of courses that participated in the 2024 study.
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operations margin, golf course mainte-
nance expense, golf course maintenance 
per acre, revenue per employee and more. 

Those values are then used to calcu-
late averages on a national level as well as 
a regional level: Northwest, Southwest, 
Midwest, Northeast and Southeast. As 
more courses participate, those regional 
averages will eventually become state 
specific. 

Within each data type, the numbers 
are broken down into quartiles that 
are then used to construct the report 
cards that give an at-a-glance view of 
a course’s performance. Essentially, it 
shows whether a course is in the top 
25%, the middle 50% or the bottom 
25%.

For example, courses in the top 
quartile have a 73.9% net margin per-
centage in their golf operations, while 
courses in the bottom quartile are 
almost nine points lower with 65.4%. 

These numbers are calculated by 
taking total golf operations revenues 
(green fees, cart fees, driving range 
admission, retail merchandise, pass 
sales) minus total golf operations costs 
(golf shop labor expenses, retail merchan-
dise), then dividing that number by the 
total golf operations revenues. 

Clearly, less money spent on opera-
tions expenses leads to a higher net 
margin. But only 8.5 points separate the 
top and bottom. Other metrics are less 
obvious and benefit even more from the 
study’s data.

One such metric is clubhouse and 
admin expense as a percentage of revenue. 
Courses in the top quartile spend only 
19.2% of their revenue on clubhouse and 
admin expense, while courses in the bot-
tom quartile spend a staggering 59.6%. 
Seeing the data laid bare in such a way 
can prompt courses in the bottom to take 
action.

A broader perspective
The risk of long-term sustainability is a 
concern with municipal courses, who must 
answer to their city councils. That kind of 

conversation tends to take place at courses 
that aren’t keeping an eye on things such as 
green fees (e.g., their fees are too low com-
pared to others in the region) and conse-
quently lack the revenue to put back into 
course improvement.

“They spiral out of control and get worse 
and worse,” Suglich said. “Play goes down, 
now the city is losing money, and to keep 
it open they need to keep funding it and 
they’re not thinking of a long-term sus-
tainable plan to operate the golf course. If 
they’re not keeping up with the economy 
and keeping those greens fees in line with 
the increase in costs, they’re going to fall 
further and further behind.”

Kammeyer said that he has been appre-
ciative of the data in the study. While he 
has a good understanding of how Salt Lake 
City’s courses measure up against each 
other, there’s a benefit in seeing how the 
courses compare against other municipal 
operations in the area and nationally, or 
even with private courses. 

“I encourage course operators to take 
the opportunity to submit to the survey 
and then hopefully they’ll see the benefit of 
being able to run their budget through the 
software and take a look at a deeper dive 
as to how they compare,” Kammeyer said. 
“The more data they get, the more power-
ful it will be to the average course operator.”

Currently, the study focuses on munici-
pal golf, which Suglich considers foun-
dational to getting people involved in the 
game and vital to prolonging the health of 
the overall golf industry. 

Municipal golf offers a low-cost way for 
people of all ages and skill levels to enjoy 
the game while driving a sense of commu-
nity and social cohesion, Suglich said, and 
it’s a great way to enjoy the outdoors and 
green spaces of your city and make friends 
both on and off the course.

“What better way to drive the game of 
golf than to help the municipal golf indus-
try understand how they can sustain their 
growth and profitability to keep the game 
going?” he said. “That’s where everybody 
starts. That’s where I started.” 

Suglich would like to expand to other 
course types given that the software sup-
ports courses ranging from public and 
resorts to semi-private and private clubs — 
80% to 90% of the metrics are similar.

“The private courses are unique because 
they have a larger food & beverage opera-
tion, and their big revenue generators 
are dues and initiation fees,” he said. “We 
already have those metrics defined for the 
private courses and those are fields that we 
have built into the software, in addition 
to all of the fields that we capture for the 
municipal courses.”

To date, the study has been conducted 
annually, but Suglich hopes it could become 
quarterly and offer more benefits to both 
the participating courses and anyone using 
the metrics for their own comparisons.

OPPORTUNITY TO SHARE  
The 2025 study is already in the works. Any 
course that would like to participate can go 
to signup.golfclubbenchmarks.com.

The report cards demonstrate how a 
course that excels in certain areas (golf 
operations) can still struggle in others 
(golf course maintenance costs).

SOURCE: GREENLIGHT ADVISORS “BEST-IN-CLASS 
REPORT CARD”


