
Proper

W
hen it comes to successful project man-

agement, superintendents on both sides 

of the country would trade a roomful of 

rakes for solid communications skills.

“Communications is the most important part of 

the job,” says Mike Mongoven, CGCS at Shell Point 

Golf Club in Fort Myers, Fla. “Different opportunities 

will require different methods of communications. But 

proper communications is the way to be successful.”

That goes whether convincing management to 

undertake a project or speaking to the workers about 

the project.

Define the Project

“You can have a legitimate need and not communi-

cate it right, and lose the opportunity,” Mongoven 

says. Or, you can have a less important project, com-

municate it well, and carry the day.

Bruce R. Williams, CGCS, director of golf courses 

and grounds at the Country Club of Los Angeles 

agrees. “You have to be in constant communication 

with all project stakeholders,” he says.

Project management was bred into Williams  — it’s 

in his blood. His grandfather built a golf course in Il-

linois called Williams Park. Williams is regular lecturer 

at the Golf Industry Show (GIS) and Golf Course Su-

perintendents Association of America (GCSAA) meet-

ings, and has spoken at past meetings on the topic.

“A project is anything outside the normal routine 

of maintaining a course,” he says. “A good project has 

a beginning, a timeline, a set of goals, a budget and 

a conclusion.” 

Goals can be anything from increasing the num-

ber of rounds played to elevating course conditions 

to correcting earlier design flaws. “If the project is 

going to be deemed a success, you have to meet those 

goals,” Williams says.

Setting Expectations

Good writing skills are essential when working to 

convince management and the greens committee 

that a project should be undertaken. “Present your 

materials completely,” Mongoven advises, adding, 

“Present yourself well, too.”
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Superintendents need to speak the language of 

owners and green committees. Putting in wall-to-

wall cart paths can be justified as generating more 

revenue on rainy days, for example. “That’s a good 

goal and it is easy to measure the return on invest-

ment,” Williams says. Other project goals are fuzzy. 

Redoing bunkers on No. 6 might help aesthetics or 

give better lies for golfers, for example.

“A major failure of superintendents is that they 

oversell a project and then under-deliver results,” 

Williams says.

Almost half of superintendents who take on 

major projects  — like an 18-hole renovation — are 

gone two years later, he says. They become victims 

either of burnout and stress or of the members’ dis-

satisfaction with one aspect or other of the proj-

ect.

Membership (or ownership) expectations are 

different than the typical superintendent’s expecta-

tions. “If members spend $1.4 million on a new ir-

rigation system, they never expect to see any more 

dead grass. They expect a virtual Garden of Eden,” 

Williams says.

Superintendents, on the other hand, anticipate 

wet spots, drainage issues and other predicaments. 

“Don’t sell something you can’t deliver,” Williams 

warns. One way to keep expectations under control 

is to talk to other superintendents who have been 

down the same road at their courses.

“This is a good business,” Mongoven says, refer-

ring to his fellow superintendents. “You can get a lot 

of people to help and provide advice if you need it. 

Ask for that help.”

Bad News Doesn’t  
Get Better With Age

The way to preserve credibility in the face of delays 

or overruns is to communicate the changing situa-

tion early and clearly. If a nine-month project suffers 

labor problems or materials shortages that extend it 

a month or two, don’t wait until month eight to tell 

people. Tell them in month three so you can manage 

their expectations, he says.

Nobody complains when a project is done early 

or under budget. “If you think a project will take 

nine months, allow 10,” Williams says. Likewise, be 

aware that large-magnitude projects incur a 5% to 

7% per annum financial increase as costs of wire, 

plastic, concrete and labor rise.

“It’s better to be a hero than a heel,” Williams says. 

“You are only as good as what you lay out on the 

table.”

The principles of project management   whether 

something small like bunkers or flower beds, or 

something big like installing irrigation   are the same. 

Williams notes, “You have to stick to the time line, 

monitor quality, and manage the money.”

If you anticipate a project, be sure of your labor 

pool. Mongoven says his choice of labor sources de-

pends on the size of the project. “If it is a smaller 

project, like re-doing a bunker, we do it in-house 

without additional labor,” he says.

Williams says superintendents should ask wheth-

er they have the requisite skills and knowledge in-

house, whether they have personnel free and avail-

able, and whether they have the equipment to do 

the job.

“None of these is a simple yes/no answer,” he says. 

Equipment can be rented, for example. But if you lack 

the competence to run it, why bother?

Because Mongoven budgets most of his projects a 

year or more in advance, he can include extra money 

for temporary help when needed. Williams says he has 

been able to hire staff with expertise in things like bull-

dozer operation in anticipation of projects like rebuild-

ing the driving range.

Lastly, Williams says superintendents must keep 

their eye on Job One: maintaining the course on a daily 

basis. “Whatever else is going on, your main job is to 

keep the course playable,” he says.  n
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