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ABSTRACT
Grey Oaks, a premier country club and gated residential com-
munity established in Naples, Florida, developed and used a
collaborative and highly feedback-driven system to build adap-
tive capacity and foster proactive change. Special attention has
been given to the unique use and refinement of its business
plan and planning process through the feedback management
received from club members. This highly adaptive business
plan helped Grey Oaks to endure the economic downturn
that began in 2008, and the company’s ability to thrive in the
midst of economic instability has demonstrated the effective-
ness of the plan as a model capable of sustaining the cultural
and financial health of the club and community. The Grey Oaks
planning model has been an innovation in its industry, and
other organizations can greatly benefit by studying the imple-
mentation and utilization of this evidence-driven model.
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Overview

Grey Oaks Country Club of Naples, Florida has been consistently ranked among
America’s “Top 100 Golf Communities” (Schuler, 2013). Part of Grey Oaks’
success has been attributed to the analysis of feedback data collected and changes
that were made to continually improve operations. The financial crisis in late
2007 and 2008 eventually took its toll on many premiere golf communities, and
during that time many developers moved into bankruptcy. As many of Grey
Oaks’ competitors were collapsing during the financial crisis, Grey Oaks con-
tinued to thrive. Grey Oaks’ collection of data and use of a data-driven plan
proved capable of sustaining the cultural and financial health of the club and
community. The Grey Oaks planning model was an innovation in its industry.
The leadership, planning, culture, and data-driven approaches used at Grey
Oaks were rooted in the vision established by Judy Sproul in the 1970s
(Appendix A). Grey Oaks’ journey through the economic downturn follows.
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The business plan drives performance through the recession

According to leadership at Grey Oaks, the unique planning process at the
community was responsible for fostering a decision-making process and a
human capital development program that kept the community culturally and
financially robust despite the severe economic downturn that began in 2008
(Appendix B). Leadership created a process that took into account the reality
of continuous change, and focused on improving Grey Oaks’ operations as a
means to sustain both the community and the club. This commitment to
being the best carried Grey Oaks through to becoming what the organization
is today. Judy Sproul was the founder of Grey Oaks. When she reflected on
the development of the community and club and the importance of being
committed to being the best, she stated:

We actually did a whole exercise with upper management and middle management
and they all said we want Grey Oaks to be the best. And it was interesting because
we were thinking what can be the best. The best can be different for me to the
person who mows the greens. So we left it up to management to put together
something on how we could make Grey Oaks the best. And management worked
on it for 3 years with Jan Kantor, a consultant. They really worked among
themselves and created their own image of Grey Oaks. That process really made
them buy into it.

Early years for the business plan

The inception of the business plan

The original plan at Grey Oaks was a remnant of the early years of the devel-
opment process that began in the 1980s. As the development phasemoved closer
to completion, the topmanagement team delegated bill paying for the club to the
finance department in order to free the club manager’s time so the manager
could focus on running a great club at a profit. The plan was focused solely on
achieving a quality standard and demonstrating growth (Appendix C).

However, when Jim Butler joined Grey Oaks in 2001 as the new club
manager, he felt the lack of access to the club’s financial information limited
his ability to run the club efficiently. After getting oriented to the club and
the top management team’s style, he convinced top management to provide
him and his managers with more information about the club’s financial
information, in order to meet the founder’s vision and goals.

Jim and his managers met to review the financial data and established a
collaborative team. They integrated the existing business plan performance
measures from the development phase of the community with the new cash
flow information.

The integration of cash flow into the pre-existing business plan was
important for two reasons. First, the plan had to address the club’s drastic
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revenue drop, which happened after the busy season. That drop had a major
impact on operating decisions. Second, the department managers at the club
each had their own separate, individual goals. Sometimes these individual
goals were not aligned with each other or the organization’s mission. Butler
believed that this misalignment of goals among managers at the club was too
costly and disruptive to continue. The initial business plan was about to
undergo a change that would serve as the catalyst to align the department
goals and address seasonality in cash flow at the club.

Jim designed the next iteration for the business plan utilizing his prior
experience and Professional Golfers Association training. His first priority
was to support each department manager in the planning process (Appendix
D). Jim’s coaching focused on helping managers see and understand the
entire club’s operations, specifically how each part of the club impacted the
entire club in terms of performance and the experience of community
members. The ultimate goal was for each manager to understand how
decisions would impact other departments.

Specific plan parameters for all departments included:

● employee involvement in the planning process;
● concrete goals that were specific, measurable, attainable, relevant, and time-bound

(SMART goals); and
● analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT).

Their initial efforts ranged from merely simple bulleted lists to detailed,
graph-laden plans. Each plan was accepted and adopted. These departmental
plans contributed to the overall business plan and gave the Grey Oaks
Country Club the capacity to align the departments so they worked together
toward a common goal both in and out of season.

Early use of the business plan: Building teams

In monthly meetings, the managers compared projected results in the plans
against actual performance. Each department manager learned from peers in
these meetings. A collaborative team coalesced around the plan, because
managers saw it as a guide to what worked best for the entire organization.
The team evolved the plan intentionally each year as member desires and
other factors dictated. Everyone contributed to the business plan and it, in
turn, reflected back to everyone a shared understanding of what worked best
at Grey Oaks.

The disciplined and shared use of the plan, as well as the collaboration that
was fostered in plan development and assessment of performance broke the
older patterns of how people were relating and managing. Rather than each
department being an island, each department recognized its interdependence
as a contributor with all other departments. Department members
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recognized that the individual and combined impact of departments created
the culture and experience at the club that resulted in positive financial
performance.

The credo, core values, major strategic initiatives, and the planning process
were merged into one document at Grey Oaks. This document was used as a
scorecard and tracked performance for key fundamentals at the club
(Appendix E).

Today’s plan

Human capital and leadership development

While culture, values, and financial performance were incorporated into the
plan, Butler and his team wanted to build adaptive capacity and leadership
throughout the organization by adding emphases in the plan including ones
on development of human capital, leadership, and communication processes.
They used the reporting and communication systems in the plan to enhance
adaptive capacity and foster further collaboration among teams in depart-
ments, across departments, and across staff and community members by
providing assessments that were then used to help model communication.
Butler opened leadership training to managers and any employee sponsored
by a manager (Appendix F). Training was a nonnegotiable component of the
culture at Grey Oaks.

One way Grey Oaks engaged its employees was to ensure that each and
every one of them was aware of the unique role the country club played. The
high level of customer service at the club increased the members’ property
values. Every employee understood the importance of their department’s role
and their individual role in the organization; every employee was aware of
what was going on in every department. That knowledge ensured employees
provided the best possible customer service to the members and residents if
they were approached on a matter that fell outside their department’s area of
responsibility. If a resident approached an employee in the dining room and
asked about the start-time of a golf event or approached a pro-shop employee
about a social event they would get a knowledgeable answer. Deep, consistent
service was a feature at Grey Oaks and such service set Grey Oaks apart from
similar communities. The service was built on information sharing and a
collaborative approach for the well-being of the culture, members, and
employees of Grey Oaks.

One of the guiding philosophies was that each of the employees under-
stood the big picture and was kept informed of every facet of the organiza-
tion through regular and thorough communication and interaction with
other departments. To accomplish this comprehensive grid of communica-
tion, Grey Oaks utilized a communication chart that listed topics down the
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left, months across the top, and communication mediums in the correspond-
ing cells of the table for all matters related to club activities. This chart
indicated to each department which topics were to be communicated by
which media, and kept everyone informed about all significant activities
throughout the organization. To ensure that this tool remained effective,
the customer satisfaction survey included a section that requested feedback
from the residents on the communication sources that they most frequently
utilized.

Customer and value focus: The data core of the business plan

Communication and leadership development were focal points in the plan
because these were among the most critical skills for keeping staff in direct
contact with their customers—the members of Grey Oaks—and thinking
consistently about the types of outcomes their work created for members.

At Grey Oaks, management studied the results of its customer survey
extensively with management consultants, shared the results with the staff,
made detailed adjustments to the daily operations to achieve the desired
results, monitored the effectiveness of those adjustments, and then began the
process all over again. In other words, the results were first analyzed at the
community level looking at the major components of the community and,
then, management drilled down into the specific departments and their
functions, even drilling down to examine daily tasks.

The membership satisfaction survey at Grey Oaks not only measured the
quantitative satisfaction ratings, but also captured qualitative insights
through members’ comments on satisfaction and expectations for current
products and services.

The results of the membership surveys were reflected in a unique model
called “quadrant charts,” which allowed the leadership to prioritize the areas
to improve (Figure 1). This model involved an objective statistical analysis
where the overall product and service components were correlated with
related subcomponents. A statistical approach simply allowed management
to “unbundle” each subcomponent (called independent variables) from inter-
action with the others to determine the degree to which that particular
independent variable influenced the main component (dependent variable,
e.g., how Grey Oaks satisfied its membership’s expectations.) Some of these
independent variables turned out to be important factors influencing respon-
dents’ overall satisfaction while some did not. The approach allowed manage-
ment to rank the relative significance of each independent variable by
making a quadrant chart that combined high and low satisfaction with
high and low influence or impact on the dependent variable.

Additionally, the member survey captured detailed demographic charac-
teristics of the respondents such as age, gender, years of membership, the
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number of months in residence in Naples, membership in clubs besides Grey
Oaks, number of rounds of golf played on each course, etc. The detailed
analysis of these member characteristics helped the leadership identify pos-
sible trends, create appropriate action plans for certain groups, and more
importantly use data to plan across the community.

When an amenity fell into the upper left corner of the quadrant chart for
overall satisfaction/expectations, then leadership determined that (a) satisfac-
tion was relatively low, and (b) influence on overall expectations was high.
Then, they determined that if a way could be found to improve satisfaction
on the amenity, satisfaction on overall expectations would rise in the next
survey because regression analysis would go beyond simple correlation; it
would identify cause and effect relationships. Continuing on, leadership
decided that if the amenity in question (e.g., food & beverage operations)
would be made the dependent variable, and survey scores for the internal
components of that amenity (e.g., menu variety, food quality, service, pre-
sentation, etc.) would be made the independent variables, a second quadrant
chart could be constructed that would reveal which of the independent
variables of food & beverage would have (a) relatively low satisfaction scores,
and (b) high influence on why people vote the way they do (cause and effect)
on overall food & beverage operations. In the same fashion leadership
believed that, if the low-satisfaction/high-influence sub-component had sev-
eral geographic venues in the community (e.g., menu variety at the venues of
the grill, main dining room, snack bar, estuary clubhouse, etc.) then a third
quadrant chart could be drawn. These “drilled-down” results, when overlaid
with the demographics of survey respondents and coupled with survey
comments, were able to aid club leaders in accurately identifying the action-
able details of shortcomings which, when improved, would have the effect of

Figure 1. Overall satisfaction results from 2008 membership survey in a quadrant chart.
Note. The chart is copyrighted by Σynergy Σolutions and was used here for educational purposes
and with permission.
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raising scores on menu variety, which would elevate scores on food &
beverage operations, which would raise scores on overall satisfaction, all of
which would be captured on the next survey.

These actions, over time, elevated the quality of life at Grey Oaks.
Member’s opinions were periodically captured in a statistically designed,
online survey. Opportunities for improvement were identified from the
survey results, leading to actionable plans that became part of the annual
business plan, including any capital investments that were required. The
business plan was executed throughout the season. Members experienced
the changes and formed opinions. At an appropriate time, another survey
would be conducted to capture the new opinions and the process would
continue on indefinitely (Figure 2).

Jim stated that the process was the most important one his team under-
took. He noted that the changes that were implemented touched every
department and every item. From year to year, team efforts were being
rewarded as satisfaction ratings continued to climb substantially. Through
the process of using survey results to touch and change everything done at
Grey Oaks, the management team demonstrated it successfully incorporated
continuous change into the operations at Grey Oaks and into the business
plan itself. The plan became a dynamic and evolving document.

Judy Sproul’s vision included establishing a business model that focused
not only on operating systems but also on a culture that other country clubs
wanted to emulate, thereby positioning Grey Oaks Country Club as the
benchmark for the industry. Jim Butler shared this desire. While he was
gratified to see the Grey Oaks named one of America’s top 100 golf

Figure 2. The process.
Note. The chart is copyrighted by Σynergy Σolutions and was used here for educational
purposesand with permission.
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communities, he did not even take a moment to bask in that success before
he flipped the page back, pointed a the list of to 10 and asked, “Why were we
not here?”

When asked to summarize the Grey Oaks Country Club’s success, Mr.
Butler maintained that financial performance for a residential country club
community was based on residential sales, membership values, operational
budgets and land value as a result of the feeling of the community. In all
areas, Grey Oaks enjoyed success. When Mr. Butler focused on the colla-
borative and team approaches, he stated:

We have grown in reputation, we have maintained our membership value in an
arena that other communities have not, all of our budgets have enjoyed six
consecutive years of continuous improvement, and the real estate values were
higher than any other residential club community in Southwest Florida.

This success was reflected in the awards that the club received (Table 1), the
reduction in employee turnover, and increased customer satisfaction ratings
by members. In 2010, Judy Sproul stated that the success of the plan was
captured as follows: “The survey is the evidence of how we continue to
achieve. . . . If you are always striving to improve and striving to serve at a
higher level, it’s just going to keep feeding on itself.”

Next steps for the plan

Each one of the iterations of the plan at Grey Oaks produced positive
change and enhanced the value of membership. From the first step of
incorporating cash flow into the plan to more evolved steps of integrating
communication into the plan, each improvement in the plan was one of
many that resulted in a model for the financial and cultural well-being of
Grey Oaks, its members and employees. The plan evolved from the early
cash flow form into a continuous plan that integrated all the measures that
captured the experiences and well-being of Grey Oaks. What was a financial
plan became a high-touch plan that incorporated all that happened in Grey
Oaks and all that happened outside of Grey Oaks that impacted its culture
and value.

Table 1. Awards that reflected success at Grey Oaks (2005–2009).
Year Award

2005 Estuary named Florida Course of the Year by National Golf Course Owners Association
2006 Top 100 Most Highly Admired Private Clubs in the U.S. by Club Leaders Forum: Platinum Club of

America (awarded to the top 4% of 5,000 private clubs)
2007 America’s top 100 golf communities by Travel & Leisure Golf
2008 America’s top 100 golf communities by Travel & Leisure Golf
2009 America’s top 100 golf communities by Travel & Leisure Golf
2009 Top 35 most highly admired Private Clubs in the U.S. by Club Leaders Forum: Platinum Club of

America (awarded to top 3% of 6,000 private clubs)
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The team at Grey Oaks planned to expand the number of factors tracked in
the business plan. Some of the proposed factors dealt with the perceptions of
values that members and residents held. According to Judy Sproul in 2010, “Jim
Butler really had created a culture over there at the club . . . It’s about knowing
members by name. He has built a team and a culture around the delivery of
quality.” Grey Oaks’ management team decided to continue to use data to
enhance planning, culture, quality, and the satisfaction of its club members.
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Appendix A

Grey Oaks—the early years

Grey Oaks was a community envisioned by Judy Sproul, granddaughter of
Baron Collier for whom Collier County, Florida, was named. Judy Sproul, a
widow with three young daughters, had never developed property before, but
trusted in her determination to build a unique community. In the late 1970s,
Judy started thinking specifically about developing the land left in trust by
her father for her and her three girls. In 2010 she stated that,
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It sort of started falling into place. I did not have a clear-cut vision. But I wanted to
leave behind something that I was proud of, that my family would be proud of. I
moved here in 1973 and I’d been here long enough to know the other developments. I
felt that it could be done better. I didn’t exactly know what “it” was that could be done
better until the nuts and bolts of it became clear. It really evolved; and, like I said, I
really wanted to be proud of it.

There was a big effort that went into how to create a club that was best in class.
When we designed the club, we designed it to expand it so it wouldn’t be a
hodgepodge. We knew what we were going to do when we put on the big dining
room. That was already planned. We figured all of this out before we dug the first
hole. So there was a lot of pre-thought and game planning. This goes back to
everyone; it was a circle and it was never a pyramid. Although I was the owner, it
was still a circle. I’d go into a meeting many times thinking I really want this done,
that wasn’t the right way to do it, there was a better way to get this done. Of course
Roy, our original consultant, loved this. We’d go somewhere and look at a club
and he’d say, “Why did they do that?” And the person would say, “The owner
wanted it this way.” It was a joke between us but what the owner wants is not
always what is best.

The building of Grey Oaks 1980s–1990s

In the 1980s, Judy began the actual building of the family legacy with the
development of the community called Grey Oaks. The residences ranged from
2,400 square-foot villas to estates of over 9,000 square feet. The Grey Oaks
communities (Grey Oaks and Estuary at Grey Oaks) were situated on 1,250
acres of property on the northwest coast of Collier County in Naples, Florida.
Between the two Grey Oaks communities, there were eight tennis courts, three
golf courses, an 18-hole putting course, two clubhouses, two full-service golf
shops, two fitness centers, formal dining, café-style dining, a wine tasting room,
card rooms, and a lagoon pool. The greatest amenity of them all was the award-
winning Grey Oaks Country Club, which at 62,000 square feet was almost 4 times
larger than the average clubhouse among Southwest Florida’s private clubs
(McGladrey & Pullen, 2008, p. 3). The Grey Oaks Country Club was a for-profit
club.

History of the Grey Oaks

The founder’s history
Collier County, Florida, was named after Barron G. Collier, Sr., “the architect of
modern Southwest Florida” (Lytle, 2004, p. 33). From 1921 to 1923, he amassed
1.3 million acres of barren swampland, becoming the largest landowner in the
state (Weitzel & Drake, 1976, p. 8). During his lifetime, he worked diligently to
build the “wilderness paradise” (Weitzel & Drake, p. 2) that is today mostly
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comprised of Collier County, the largest county in the state of Florida with a
population of almost 300,000.

In 1947, Collier’s descendants established the Collier Development
Corporation (Weitzel & Drake, p. 38), and 60 years later, land development
had remained one of their chief interests. Judy Sproul, the daughter of Barron
Collier, Jr., first became involved in the family’s business in 1976
(Somerfleck, 2001, p. 34), serving on multiple boards of family-owned opera-
tions. Being a member of these companies meant that Judy shared in many of
the successes of the family’s land development efforts. Judy realized it was
time for her family to develop a community of its own.

Her father, Barron Collier, Jr., had left 1,600 undeveloped acres of land to
Judy and her daughters (Somerfleck, 2001, p. 36). Judy Sproul felt compelled
to “leave something behind that [she could] be proud of,” (Sollitto, 2004,
p. 67). In the late 1980s, Judy turned to Paul Marinelli, a man with a long
history of involvement in the Collier family business enterprises, to assist her
in developing the beautiful Grey Oaks communities.

The development and early operations phase

Grey Oaks was not envisioned as one in a string of developments but rather
as the development on which Judy Sproul focused her attention, defining the
development, its amenities and culture.

The entities that comprise Grey Oaks include the Grey Oaks Property
Owners Association, the Grey Oaks Estate Homeowners Association, the
Estuary at Grey Oaks Property Owners Association, the Estuary at Grey
Oaks Neighborhood Association, Grey Oaks Community Service, Grey Oaks
Irrigation, and the Grey Oaks Country Club. While many value-added com-
munities might be comprised of a similar variety of entities, Grey Oaks was
unique because the multiple businesses within Grey Oaks were seen as creating
one culture that was made cohesive by the leadership of one general manager
using a continuous planning model and collaborative teams.

From the beginning, Grey Oaks was a cut above the typical golf course
community because it was initially built with two full golf courses, while most
communities built just one course initially and waited for home sales to reach a
certain level before building a second course. Grey Oaks committed to 36 holes
from the beginning despite the associated risk and expense. This heightened level
of planning was also evident in the management side of the house with the
inclusion of a Human Resources Director, a trainer, and a training room. The
residences ranged from 2,400 square-foot villas to estates of over 9,000 square feet.
The communities hosted many sporting and social events, including a ladies’ golf
invitational that has been known to be one of the largest in the country.

Management of such a facility presented the top management team with a
unique challenge because the club manager would need extensive experience
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and a proven capacity to successfully run multiple restaurants, a retail store, a
golf course, a tennis club, a gym, a pool, and a community center.

From 1993 to 1997, Grey Oaks enjoyed relative success as measured by the
internal rate of return and press coverage of the amenities at Grey Oaks,
particularly the Country Club. During those same years, staff turnover was a
continuous problem. In 1997, Grey Oaks hired its third general manager in
as many years. While Judy had a vision, she was finding it challenging to link
the vision with the culture she imagined for Grey Oaks.

Managerial focus

In 1997, Judy Sproul and CEO Paul Marinelli hired Jan Kantor, a business
systems consultant with Success Systems, Inc., to help them build a successful
management structure that defined and incorporated the right culture for
Grey Oaks.

Looking back at the history of the club and community, Judy Sproul
mentioned a key moment in the development of the community and club
in which all staff working with Jan Kantor, a consultant, committed to Grey
Oaks being the best:

You need the creativity of the people to put it together. You need to get special
people to do it. You need to get them all working together. You need a leader who
cares. We actually did a whole exercise with upper management and middle
management and they all said we want Grey Oaks to be the best. And it was
interesting because we were thinking what can be the best. The best can be
different for me to the person who mows the greens. So we left it up to manage-
ment to put together something on how we could make Grey Oaks the best. And
management worked on it for 3 years with Jan Kantor. They really worked among
themselves and created their own image of Grey Oaks. That process really made
them buy into it. It wasn’t “here are your rules and regulations” it was tell me your
vision and tell me how you feel about it. That is what has been carried forward and
what Jim Butler now does—they all have to buy into what Grey Oaks is. Frankly, I
think it’s a very hard thing to do.

As shown in Table A, after a year of exploration and discovery by Kantor,
Marinelli, and other members of senior management, Kantor presented what he
called the “first milestone” in the form of a memo with the subject line: “Role of
Executive Committee and Standards for Grey Oaks” (Appendix C). This memo
summarized the objectives, standards, and expectations for Grey Oaks.

Kantor’s expertise was in organizational structure. From 1997 through 2000,
he focused on systems improvements. Kantor saw Grey Oaks grow from 50
employees in 1997 to 250 employees in 2000. The then top management team
could not effectively unite all the entities of the organization and its culture.
Three general managers were hired and left between 1997 and 2001.
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Appendix B

Grey Oaks country club ltd. financial performance 2008–2009

Table A. Timeline of Significant Events.
Timeframe Events

Late 80s Judy Sproul and Paul Marinelli planned the concept of Grey Oaks Communities
1990–1991 Began development phase
1992 Grey Oaks was officially established
1997 Marinelli contracted with Jan Kantor, a business systems consultant

Grey Oaks has a total of 50 employees
1998 “Role of Executive Committee and Standards for Grey Oaks” establisheda

2000 Grey Oaks Club expanded to current size of 62,000 square feet
Grey Oaks expanded to 250 employees

2001 Hired Jim Butler
2002 Added 2nd Clubhouse at Estuary at Grey Oaks
2003 Opened Estuary Golf Course
2003–2004 First business plan was written and implemented
2004 Jim Butler began working with consultant on customer satisfaction surveys

aSee Appendix C for “Role of Executive Committee and Standards for Grey Oaks.”

Figure B1. Grey Oaks County Club, LTD. Financial Performance 2008–2009.
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Figure B2. Grey Oaks County Club, LTD. Financial Performance 2008–2009 (Cont'd.).

Figure B3. Grey Oaks County Club, LTD. Financial Performance 2008–2009 (Cont'd.).
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Appendix C

Executive summary by J. Kantor

November 26, 2009
Prerequisites for Cultural Change: Grey Oaks Development Company
As a consultant to Grey Oaks Development Company, my scope of

work from 1997 through 2003 focused on providing management and
staff with tools that would help them achieve ownership’s strategic vision.

Four elements needed to be put in place (in this order) before the
vision could be fully maximized. These were the milestones that provided
the foundation for the long-term success achieved by Grey Oaks Country
Club.

(1) Articulation of a vision statement for the development company.
(2) Creating a cohesive and accountable management team.
(3) A strategic planning process to set overall goals with action steps which achieved

the vision of the company.
(4) Implementation of a quality improvement process.

Achieving the aforementioned objectives, along with expansion of the club-
house and associated amenities, “set the table” for adding value to the Grey Oaks
Country Club concept.

Brief background
Grey Oaks Development Company is owned by the Halstatt Partnership, a
division of the Barron Collier Companies. While Barron Collier Companies
is a major landowner in Collier County, its experience at developing resi-
dential projects was limited at the time.

Figure B4. Grey Oaks County Club, LTD. Financial Performance 2008–2009 (Cont’d.).
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Vision statement
The consultant facilitated discussions between Judy Sproul (owner of Grey
Oaks) and Paul Marinelli (Barron Collier Companies CEO) to articulate the
vision. The vision was then shared with management. The vision was then
used as a tool to create dialogue between managers. Several facilitated ses-
sions yielded creative and challenging input as to how the vision could be
implemented by management and departments.

Cohesive management team
Barriers at the time included turnover among key management positions
and a “silo” effect with departments not sharing information across the
company. The consultant’s first step with this group was to rebuild work-
ing relationships, improving communication across departments and
within each department. Among others, two assessment tools were uti-
lized: the DISC behavioral assessment, and the situational leadership II
model.

Strategic plan
The next step was developing a specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, and
timely set of goals and action steps. The strategic planning discussion used a
methodology that:

● reinforced the vision and mission;
● developed a guiding philosophy and set of values based on the vision; and
● created a strategic mapping process which broke down strategic issues into six

themes: long range planning, financial strategy, trends and innovations, education
and training, communication, and customer service.

While all issues were important, the unique step that provided a “unique
selling proposition” for Grey Oaks in the future was the attention to custo-
mer service. After much discussion, all agreed a customer-service-driven
quality improvement program across the company would be the best strategy
to achieve a cultural change. This program provided a “bottom up” approach.
The program was begun in 2000 and provided the impetus for employee
empowerment to implement dozens of quality initiatives that set Grey Oaks
Country Club apart from competitors today.
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Appendix D

Appendix E

Figure D. Grey Oaks Organizational Chart.

Figure E. Grey Oaks Country Club Scorecard.
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Appendix F

Workplace communication and development

Staff members took the DISC personality assessment survey (published by
Target Training International, Ltd., and distributed by Leadership Resource &
Consulting, LLC), which was developed by William Marston and influenced by
Carl Jung’s theory of psychological types. The survey has been used to assess
behavior along the dimensions of dominance, influence, steadiness, and con-
scientiousness. Many have used it as a tool for “workplace training and work
environment development that improves work relationships using the
strengths and differences of people” (http://www.discprofile.com/workplace).
Utilization of the profile and all of its related training materials improved
employee performance, reduced conflict, and enhanced managers’ leadership
skills. Because of those gains the survey has been established as a major factor
in making hiring decisions for Grey Oaks Community and Club.

The results of the DISC assessments were compiled by the consulting firm
TTI Success Insights, and a thorough analysis of each individual was prepared,
which included an explanation of how to use the information, general charac-
teristics of the individual, their value to the organization, communication tips,
their ideal work environment, their self-perceptions, their problem-solving style,
their motivators, and tips on how best to manage their personality style.

This tool has not only assisted in hiring decisions, but has also helped the
employees understand and interact with their coworkers. In the front of each
employee’s job description, the following were included: pictures of the key
personnel in that employee’s department, and a summary of the individual’s
complete assessment that included tips on the best methods of interacting
and communicating with those individuals. Next is an abbreviated example
of the profile of the general manager:

Team communication tips

Top 5: Do’s and Don’ts
General manager:
Do: Stick to business—let him decide if he wants to talk socially

Ask specific (preferably “What?”) questions
Be clear, specific, brief, and to the point
Present the facts logically; plan your presentation efficiently
Provide questions, alternatives, and choices for making his own
decisions

Don’t: Be vague; don’t offer opinions and probabilities
Come with ready-made decisions, or make it for him
Be abrupt and rapid
Ask rhetorical questions, or useless ones
Direct or order
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Clubhouse manager:
Do: Define clearly (preferably in writing) individual contributions

Read body language for approval or disapproval
Start, however briefly, with a personal comment. Break the ice
Watch carefully for possible areas of early disagreement or dissatis-
faction
Ask “how” questions to draw her opinions

Don’t: Be dictatorial
Take credit for her ideas
Force her to respond quickly to your objectives. Don’t say, “here’s
how I see it.”
Be abrupt and rapid
Be domineering or demanding; don’t threaten with position power

Clubhouse manager:
Do: Use enough time to be stimulating

Flatter his ego
Provide a warm and friendly environment
Appeal to the benefits he will receive
Leave time for relating, socializing

Don’t: Leave decisions hanging in the air
Legislate or muffle—don’t over control the conversation
Ramble
Be dictatorial
Be curt, cold, or tight-lipped

Appendix G

Teaching note1

A case study of the grey Oaks community and club: creation of a high-
performance culture through the innovative use of a data-driven business
plan

Objectives of the case
The emphasis of the case was on an innovative use of the business plan at the Grey
Oaks Community and Country Club to create a high-performance culture.
Students see through the eyes of Jim Butler, General Manager of Grey Oaks
Country Club, who was tasked with improving Club revenue and residents’
satisfaction with their experiences at the Club during the volatile period of the
financial crisis when other similar communities and clubs did not fare well.
Students can place themselves in Butler’s position, tracking and interpreting the
same data he saw, benefitting from the same conversations with consultants which
helped his thinking when innovating, sequencing and leading the culture change
process. Students can see themselves in the role of Jim Butler as he defines the
needs and sets the performance goals for high-touch teams that were instrumental
in affecting the culture change. Students can have an experience that tests their
own capacities to innovate through data-based approaches to culture change. The
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case study removes the concept of innovation from the student’s normal frame of
reference of technology- or product-centered innovation and provides a seldom-
studied setting where innovation in culture was driven by data. Butler’s use of the
business plan was unique to the sector of gated and exclusive golf communities.

At the end of the exercise, students should able to evaluate the following
key issues:

● Organization mission and vision
● Business Planning
● Creating Accountable Management Teams
● Process of Quality Improvement

Basic pedagogy
The basic pedagogy of the case centered on leading culture change through the
use of evidence or data to create a high-performance culture. The pedagogical
approach was focused on a somewhat unique situation in that culture change
at Grey Oaks was driven by data generated in the business plan for a service
organization during an extremely volatile time for premiere golf communities.

When the 2008 financial crisis hit, the value of communities sank and few
remained vibrant. Grey Oaks thrived and increased its reputation and value
precisely because of data-driven culture change. At the end of the case
discussion students should be able to:

● Understand when culture change may be an appropriate strategy
● Understand the role of data in culture change strategies
● Understand how to define and measure culture variables
● Understand how to link measures of culture variables to action steps in a strategy
● Understand the role of leadership in driving culture change
● Understand specific steps and strategies that involve employees in culture change

Course level
The case would be appropriate for senior-level undergraduate courses in
Leadership, Change Management or Organizational Development and
Change. The case can also be used in a management class where organiza-
tional change, culture, and leadership are discussed and the instructor would
like to enrich these topics with a case study.

Basically, the case is written for the undergraduate level. Its concepts are
basic enough that students without work experience can understand the
importance of high-touch teams that must rely on communication, evidence
and the interpretation of basic final performance.

Position in the course
The case would best be positioned after covering basic team theory, systems
concepts and change theories. It can be used to link leadership, teams, and
culture to values and performance.
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Prerequisite knowledge needed
Students should be able to read organization charts, survey results, and
simplified financial statements. The instructor will likely need to share
what a premier gated golf community is and the general range of prices
for housing and golf membership. Illustrative information is included for
the instructor in Exhibit 1. Students should be familiar with business
plans.

Barron Gift Collier

Juliet “Judy” Sproul
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Case summary

Grey Oaks Community and Club is a premier golf and residential community
located in Naples, Florida. It was designed and developed by Judy Sproul, the
daughter of one of Florida’s most famous early developers, Barron Collier. There
are 700 residences and three golf courses. Pleasing the residents by attending to
the details of their experience at Grey Oaks is imperative tomaintain the value of
membership in the course and community.

During the 2008 financial crisis, Grey Oaks along with other exclusive
golf-course communities in Southwest Florida came under pressure not only
to maintain standards but to do so in a financially trying time. The Grey
Oaks experience was the focal point for sales and for maintaining a vibrant
community relevant to its members. This case also contains a journey from
the founder’s vision to the national rankings.

In the past Grey Oaks used consultants to develop plans and performance
reports. However, in 2001, the new general manager, Jim Butler, was tasked
to update a previously successful business plan that would increase the
attention given to members while also increasing sales of memberships and
maintaining property values. The updated plan included new performance
measurements and new leadership practices at the club and course.

Research methodology

Research for the case was conducted onsite by an undergraduate senior at
Hodges University in Naples, Florida, under the guidance of two professors
and Jim Butler, current General Manager at Grey Oaks Country Club. Through
interviews and document reviews the student conducted an examination of the
organization and its culture change process. Interviews were conducted with
prior consultants to Grey Oaks Community and Club and key management and
leadership personnel. It has been updated to reflect further developments
through 2013. The developer, consultants, leadership, and management read
and signed off on the case study in terms of accuracy and fairness.

Key issues

Appendix C summarizes the key issues in the case. Please read the executive
summary by the consultant in Appendix C.

The key issues are:

● Organizational mission: The organizational mission defines the purpose of the
organization and is used in the decision making process for management. In this
case, the mission was a collaboration between the owner’s vision and management’s
vision in defining the goals of the organization.
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● Business planning: The process of business planning is imperative in this case
because it allowed for the organization to be responsive to its members. A business
plan includes a SWOT analysis, a market place analysis, action plans, and a mea-
surement device to give feedback.

● Creating accountable management teams: The hiring process is very important for
any organization and the DISC tool is utilized in this case study.

● Quality improvement process: The quality improvement process focuses on contin-
uous improvement of operations through the use of survey instrument. The results
of a survey are utilized to develop yearly business plan goals. The process is repeated
each year creating a culture of continuous improvement.

Theoretical linkages

● Data-driven culture change
● Cultural change
● Leading cultural change
● Culture as a strategic element
● Continuous improvement
● Workplace communication and development (Appendix F)

Discussion questions and suggested responses

(1) What are the external driving forces impacting country-club communities such as
Grey Oaks?
Answer: Naples Florida is a highly competitive environment for country club com-
munities. Grey Oaks has seven golf course communities and developments that border
directly on its property and the three county areas of Collier, Lee, and Charlotte have
over 160 golf courses. Golf course communities are real estate driven and members
typically may or may not join if they purchase real estate in the community.
Secondary purchase options include memberships for golf and social programming.
Naples is a secondary home market and thus external macroeconomic forces have a
significant impact on sales. The tragic events that occurred on September 11, 2001 and
the global economic slowdown that started in 2008 both had a significant impact on
all developments including those such as Grey Oaks in Naples. Additionally, the
economic downturn impacted golf, which is considered a luxury sport, and golf
experienced a downturn in number of rounds and membership sales during both of
these aforementioned Periods.

(2) How do such communities typically cope or plan for impacts from these forces in
Question 1?
Answer: Most communities don’t plan or cope with these changes very well because of
the lack of strategic and business planning. A business plan along with constant
monitoring allows for businesses to react to changes in the market. Business planning
in communities was not a widely accepted practice years ago.

(3) How was the business plan built at Grey Oaks?
Answer: The general manager took one of the new members of the management staff
and developed her individual departmental plan in order to serve as a model for the
other departments. Additionally, by collaborating with one of the department man-
agers and making her the expert in business planning, the other managers were able to
see the personal and professional growth that everyone desires.

94 D. FULKER ET AL.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

D
r 

A
ys

eg
ul

 T
im

ur
] 

at
 1

7:
23

 0
6 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
6 



More specifically, the business plan that resulted from the collaborative effort of
department managers was not typical of the business plan that would be found at
most other country clubs. In fact, at a conference with other country club representa-
tives, only six of the seventy-five clubs stated they even had a business plan. Clubs that
did have plans tended to focus on basic goals such as growth in the number of
memberships and meeting desired financial performance goals. Their plans did not
include training and development of staff or enhancement of club culture. The plan at
Grey Oaks embraced training and development of staff and proactive stewardship of
the Grey Oaks culture. In 2003, those factors were embraced in the strategic planning
process at Grey Oaks.

(4) What are the unique characteristics of the plan compared to the standard industry
plan?
Answer: Any written plan in the country club business was unusual as reflected by the
results from one of the club manager’s association meetings in which less than 10% of
the facilities had a written plan. Additionally, Grey Oaks not only had a written plan,
but each department had a written plan that tied into the overall company goals. The
plans included training, development, along with specific recruitment criteria empha-
sizing culture and communication skills.
For Judy Sproul, the success of the plan was captured as follows:

The survey is the evidence of how we continue to achieve. I’ve had a saying for
some time that perpetual satisfaction is a function of perpetual re-creation. If you
are always striving to improve and striving to serve at a higher level, it’s just
going to keep feeding on itself. Michelle [one of the staff] has a trolley ride every
year and takes all the members where they want to go and they discuss the
landscaping and everything else. The training of the golf course professionals is
constant teaching and observing. Katie [one of Judy’s daughters] said it perfectly
—the plan has a soul.

As I experience the people who are not only involved in the real estate side but in
the club operation side, there is an energy that is really easy to be around. It’s not
anything that is forced; it’s just there.
(5) How do employees and managers experience all the changes that the plan gen-

erates? What special features of the plan help create changes that are welcomed by
employees and managers?
Answer: The plans were reviewed monthly in meetings between the department
managers the general managers, and the club’s controller. This process of continuous
feedback promotes managerial accountability and communications between senior
management and team members, resulting in highly effective teams.

(6) How do members experience the changes? What special features of the plan help
create changes that are welcomed by members?
Answer: The members felt they did not have a communication vehicle to voice their
opinions. The advent of the annual member survey allowed the members the oppor-
tunity to communicate their desires. One of the significant aspects of the business plan
was the goal setting based upon the results of the annual member survey. By
identifying areas of improvement from the survey, specific SMART (specific, measur-
able, attainable, relevant, and time-bound) goals and action plans were developed to
improve the customer service scores by the department managers. As a result, the
member satisfaction scores improved and the members became happier. The best sales
people in any private community are the existing members/residents, so this plan
resulted in increased word-of-mouth advertising.
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(7) What is adaptive capacity and why is it important?
Answer: Being able to adapt to change is very important to any business because the
world undergoes significant changes constantly. Organizations need to have the
infrastructure to constantly review their goals. Grey Oaks was set up to change with
the changing environment that included the economic fallout after the September 11,
2001 terrorist attack, a massive economic real estate collapse, and a significant change
to the golfing environment in the United States. Many of the gated communities went
through bankruptcy and membership collapse during this time frame.

(8) If you were a member of the management team, would you be able to define the
types of innovations in communication, training and self-knowledge that were
defined at Grey Oaks in the “Today’s Plan” section of the Case Study? Why?
Answer: Grey Oaks mandated that employee training be implemented into each
budget. The skills of the department managers were evaluated and each manager
was responsible for skill building based upon their assessed weaknesses. Grey Oaks
utilized the DISC profiles in order to understand the communication style of each
manager and this information was shared. The sharing of personal preferences
increased the acceptance of each of the manager’s particular style and thus was utilized
to increase the overall communication skills of the entire organization.

(9) What is the SWOT analysis?
Answer: A SWOT stands for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. In a
classic business plan, the SWOT analysis serves as the underpinning for the goals of
the organization. Grey Oaks utilized the SWOT analysis during the business plan to
marry the organizational goals with the departmental goals. This is a critical element
to the success of the organization.
10. What is the purpose of the quadrant chart model to analyze the results of the
membership survey?
Answer: Complex numeric results of the membership surveys are graphically depicted
in a unique model called a quadrant chart, which allows club leaders to identify
specific improvements which will have the greatest impact or influence on the club’s
primary goal, thereby conserving scarce resources (Figure 1). The overall goal is for
the club to exceed member expectations, so this is always the first question on the
annual survey. Overall, rate how well the club is meeting your expectations.
Experience has shown that opinions on this question are strongly influenced by
how the membership rates key amenities at the club, such as food & beverage, golfing
program, golf course, fitness center, administration, etc. A statistical approach called a
multiple regression analysis allows the survey professionals to “unbundle” each ame-
nity (now called an independent variable) from interaction with the others to deter-
mine the degree to which that particular amenity influenced the main question (now
called the dependent variable, e.g., how well Grey Oaks has satisfied members’
expectations). Some of these amenities will strongly influence respondents’ overall
satisfaction while some will show a lesser influence.

Teaching tips

Session 1
Visit one of the local country club communities in your town. Interview the
general manager and get a club tour (3 hours).

Assignment for next week: Write a reflection paper on your experience in 2–3
pages.
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Session 2
Discussion on the student reflections (1 hour).

Discuss the key elements of a business plan (1 hour).
Assignment: Research and review various club business plans and provide

a two-page outline of a business plan for the club based on your research.

Session 3
What are the competitive advantages of the club? Review the location,
offerings of amenities, staff selection, seasonality, real estate offerings, and
price (1 hour).

Assignment: Write the comparative advantages of the results of the club
that you selected for Assignment 2.

Session 4
What are the current market conditions impacting the development of your
selected club (2 hours)?

If you were general manager, how would you address the current market
issues? Potential market issues include:

● Competitive situation
● Macroeconomic issues
● Current employment situation
● Local real estate market

Final assignment: Write an outline of a business plan for a country club
community involving an 18-hole golf course, a 20,000 square foot clubhouse,
six tennis courts, and a fitness center. The club serves lunch and dinner, is
open April through November, and has 300 members (5 pages, double
spaces, 12 Times New Roman).

Board layout

The case was taught successfully using a timeline as the focal point on the
board (see Figure G1). The timeline can be created with the class by begin-
ning with Judy Sproul’s vision, moving through the hiring of Jim Butler and
ending with the current status of Grey Oaks. If the timeline is constructed in
a linear fashion toward the lower middle of the board, the professor can then
use the upper and lower portions to develop shared context and concepts
with student participation.
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Note

1. The teaching note was prepared by Dr. Aysegul Timur, Hodges University; Dr.
Katherine Dew, Hodges University; and Jim Butler, Florida Gulf Coast University
and Iowa State University

Suggested Further Reading

Rousseau, D.M. (2006), “2005 Presidential Address: Is There Such a Thing as ‘Evidence-Based
Management’?”. Academy of Management Review, vol. 31, pp. 256–269.

Figure G1. Timeline.
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Rousseau, D.M., & McCarthy, S. (2007). Evidence-based management: Educating managers
from an evidence-based perspective. Academy of Management Learning and Education, 6,
94–101.

Rousseau, D.M., and McCarthy, S. (2007), ‘Educating Managers from an Evidence-Based
Perspective’, Academy of Management Learning & Education, vol. 6 no. 1, pp. 84–101
Rousseau, D.M, Manning, J., & Denyer D. (2008). Evidence in management and organiza-

tional science: Assembling the field’s full weight of scientific knowledge through syntheses.
In A Brief & J. Walsh (Eds.), Annals of the Academy of Management, Vol. 2.

Rynes, S.L., Giluk, T.L., & Brown, K.G. (2007). The very separate worlds of academic and
practitioner periodicals in human resource management: Implications for evidence-based
management. Academy of Management Journal, 50(5), 987–1008.

Briner, R.B., Denyer, D., & Rousseau, D.M. (2009). Evidence-based management: Concept
cleanup time? Academy of Management Perspectives, 23(4), 19–32.

Reay, T., Berta, W., & Kohn, M.K. (2009). What’s the evidence of evidence-based manage-
ment? Academy of Management Perspectives, 23(4), 5–18.

Websites

● Center for Positive Organizational Scholarship: http://www.bus.umich.edu/positive/
● The leaderful concept: http://www.leaderful.org/about.htm
● The leader for the future with Heifetz interviewed by Fast Track (1999): http://www.

fastcompany.com/magazine/25/heifetz.html

Epilogue

Leading the organizational change process required Jim Butler to create high-touch, high-
performance teams while also establishing systems of accountability and performance mea-
surement. All change processes were driven by using the business plan. Jim Butler’s journey
through the change process examines leading organizational change during volatile economic
times. The case looks back on the risk taken to increase service at a time when most exclusive
clubs and communities were looking to cut services to maintain cash flow and stay open for
business.
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