
How The SGU and The Union updated the royal and ancient game.
The champion of golf in Scotland.



Executive summary.
Golf in Scotland has suffered from an identity 
hangover caused by a longstanding perception 
of middle-aged men in plaid and an 
unwelcoming attitude to non-members. In recent 
years membership numbers have been falling, 
and while general engagement was on the rise, 
there remained a lack of affinity between the 
Scottish Golf Union, the body representing golf 
in Scotland, and grass roots club members.

The SGU worked with The Union to overhaul this 
image, grow the relationship with clubs and 
members, raise the profile of the organisation 
and demonstrate that they are united with the 
ordinary club player rather than the stuffy men in 
blazers.

We delivered an integrated campaign which 
included a website overhaul, eCRM strategy 
development, club activation, targeted on and 
offline advertising and DM activity which 
promoted the SGU, its role and new initiatives to 
demonstrate it was relevant today.



Ambition and clarity of objectives.
The home of golf
Golf has its roots in Scotland. The first recorded mention of the game 
appeared in a 1457 Act of the Scottish Parliament issued by James II 
prohibiting the playing of gowf as it was a distraction from archery 
practice. In spite of this early ban, golf took off in Scotland. Today there 
are almost 600 clubs with over 230,000 club members and a strong 
cultural association with the nation.

It’s estimated that the industry directly contributes £1.17billion to the 
economy each year, employing more than 20,000 people.

Promoting a game for life
The Scottish Golf Union is the governing body for amateur golf in 
Scotland.  It looks to champion the game domestically and maintain the 
nation’s place at the forefront of the sport.  Its responsibilities are broad 
and span everything from getting youngsters playing, to supporting 
clubs in recruiting new members, to managing Scotland’s elite.  

Ultimately they aim to promote golf as a sport for life.

A challenging climate
Scottish golf has been perceived as a stuffy and closed sport, the 
domain of middle class men.  This view hasn’t helped in recent times 
where a combination of factors have lead to a drop in growth for the 
sport.  

Overall membership is declining at around 3% a year and has fallen by 
17% since 2004. For the first time clubs are closing, and many others 
are in financial difficulty.

Into the rough...
Every golf club member in the country automatically pays an annual fee of 
£10.60 to The SGU through their club membership fee.  This funding measure 
has been an issue for The SGU as some players feel they are contributing to an 
out of touch body which doesn’t seem to be bringing benefits to the sport in 
Scotland.

In essence, Scottish golf faced a number of challenges from a variety of sides. 
So how do we make it and The SGU relevant for modern golfers and help 
safeguard the sport’s future?



Strategic thinking and effective planning.
Surveying the terrain
We started by engaging directly with existing golf club members to 
understand their current views of The SGU and what they wanted to 
see from their governing body going forward.  Almost 3,000 responses 
were given to the online survey and the feedback was clear:

It was clear from the survey responses that golfers wanted more from 
The SGU.  There was a strong desire for benefits and preferential 
rates, but many also sited social media as an area where they’d like 
to connect more with their sport.

Golfers wanted more information about what The SGU did for them 
as an individual, and also more broadly for the game in Scotland.

Diverse and complex competitive set
We faced myriad external challenges  Golf takes time to play, and people are under  
other pressures like never before. Leisure time is increasingly likely to be spent 
indoors1 - with the appeal of televised sport an obvious reason. Participation in 
sports is down in almost all demographic segments2. 

Our challenge was how best to connect with our target audience to make them sit 
up and take notice of golf in Scotland again. It was clear that we needed to improve 
the visibility and perception of golf and The SGU across a number of audiences 
without the luxury of a large budget. 

92% wanted 
to receive more 

benefits for being 
part of the SGU 

More than half wanted 
The SGU to have a better 

online presence 

  

(1) Measuring Up; Academy of Medical Royal Colleges (AoMRC) 2013.
(2) Sport & Recreation Alliance, 2014.
(3) sportscotland Participation in Sport and Physical Recreation in Scotland: 2005-07 

Adult participation in individual sports3

Many cited a lack of 
awareness as to what The 
SGU does as a barrier to 

connecting with them 



Ambition and clarity of objectives.
Objective 1: Reposition The SGU as modern, relevant 
and representative of the fans. 
The SGU was still perceived by some to be a stuffy organisation, 
perhaps even a bit of an old boys club and distant from the real 
fans. 

The SGU needed a fresh communication approach to demonstrate 
that it was the cornerstone of amateur golf in Scotland, as 
dedicated to the sport as the fans, and supporting the game at a 
range of levels in the country.  

A focus on online activity was required - the finger most certainly 
had to be on the digital pulse of the sport to bring it into the 21st 
century.

Objective 2: Increase engagements with The SGU via 
the new membership scheme.
Everyone loves to be part of a club.  Except none of the club 
golfers truly recognised that they were already a member of The 
SGU - the largest club membership based sports governing body 
in Scotland.  We needed to make this membership feel special and 
reward those who were a part of it whilst encouraging new people 
to sign up.

Objective 3: Support clubs in driving new players to 
sample the game and to retain existing members.
Vibrant membership is vital to the health of the game.  New 
members are needed to ensure Scotland remains a key player in 
the golf arena and at a more local level, clubs rely on core income 
generated by annual membership subscriptions.  We needed to 
provide tools which clubs could use to create consistent, yet 
flexible, recruitment and retention drives.



Strategic thinking and effective planning.
Communications strategy
Our communications ask was broad. We had a number of different audiences to communicate with, promoting different messages, and all outputs needed to be recognisably 
linked to The SGU.

But there was a consistent thread running through all of our required outputs.  Each highlighted that The SGU had the best interests for the sport at all levels at heart. 

Existing Members

• for tho
The SGU:

The champion of golf in Scotland.

Existing Members

• Promote the card and 
benefits

• Explain the ways The 
SGU supports clubs 
and individuals

• Improve the 
communication 
channels and digital 
offering

New players

• Promote beginners 
classes and clubs

• Position golf as 
modern and 
accessible

• Improve presence on 
social media channels 
for those investigating 
the sport

Clubs 

• Promote the 
membership scheme 
as a way to retain and 
recruit new members

• Provide clubs with an 
online toolkit of 
tailorable marketing 
collateral to promote 
their club and 
initiatives



Originality and creativity.

The battle of the balls
For the lapsed player audience segment we developed creative which would grab their 
attention and encourage them to consider moving away from their current sport for golf.

We sharply contrasted three other popular Scottish sports and activities with golf. Literally 
juxtaposing the games against each other to demonstrate that golf is as equally dynamic 
and exciting.

For too long golf imagery portrayed bleached sunshine against green grass, populated by 
smiling middle aged men.  We chose to depict a grittier side of the game and focus on the 
different raw emotions the sport evokes. 

Due to the small budget we focused on online activation. These ads ran online in press 
publications such as The Daily Record, The Sun, Bunkered online and on football sites.  6 
sheet formats were also negotiated in gyms, 5-a-side football pitches and sports centres 
to attract our target audience and entice them to consider golf again.

Driving new memberships and promoting The SGU as modern and 
dynamic: 



Originality and creativity.
Campaign executions
The campaign featured contrasts with not only football but also fishing and climbing to appeal to a wide range of current sports enthusiasts. 



Originality and creativity.
Get into Golf 
Our research showed that one of the barriers  towards trying golf for the first time 
was a sense of intimidation about the going to the club.

We developed Get into Golf to promote beginners sessions to those who haven’t 
tried the game before.  We developed empty belly posters  which clubs could 
download from the SGU print portal and edit to promote their own beginners 
classes in the local community or give to existing members to encourage their 
non-playing friends and family to give it a go.  The creative shows beginners (so 
not in the fancy golf outfits) playing with friends and enjoying the game. The L 
plates represent the fact that clubs are keen for newbies to get involved.

Supporting clubs to recruit new members:



New look online
The website and digital presence was a main focus for our activity with The SGU.  We created a new website that 
represented the fresh look for SGU with impactful imagery and clear campaign space in contrast to their very busy 
original site. Links to social media sites were prominently displayed on the home page to encourage interaction.

In addition, we developed a new handicap app - the Scottish Golf handicapp - that allowed golf club members instant 
access to their handicap and the opportunity to present their Handicap Certificate via their smartphone. A first for a 
golf governing body.

Engaging with existing members and promoting The SGU as modern and dynamic:

Execution and implementation.



Scottish Golf Membership Card
The focus for 2014 was to develop and promote the groundbreaking membership card.  This 
added value to membership by offering preferential green fee rates, special offers from partners, 
tickets to attend top golf events and access to the new Scottish Golf HandicAPP, as well as 
exclusive competitions. 

We designed the card and promotional materials that included a bespoke DM piece to each 
member in Scotland detailing the card and information about what The SGU does for individuals 
and clubs.  We also sent email communications and pre-promoted the card at the Scottish Golf 
Show.  All in the new clean and clear creative style of the new site.

Increase engagements with members and promote the new card:

Execution and implementation.



e-CRM programme
A key aspect to join all of the dots with the SGU repositioning was to ensure members 
received regular contact from the organisation.  We redesigned the e-CRM newsletter 
and cleansed the existing database. 

We also developed campaign specific email templates for promotions with key partners  
throughout the year.

Increase engagements with members and promote the new card:

Execution and implementation.

Promotion specific template

Monthly e-newsletter template 
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Scale and evidence of results.
Objective 1:  Reposition The SGU as modern, relevant and 
representative of the fans.

The refreshed website and other digital elements all performed strongly in 
terms of increased player interaction with The SGU.

Before the new website launch, the average unique website users per 
month totalled 25,513.  In July 2014 when we launched the new site, the 
unique users for that month totalled 74,769.  An increase of +86.6%.

July 2013 July 2014

+86.6% 
uplift

Commercial viability
As a result of the repositioning, The SGU 
enjoyed a record year for sponsorship income 
with more organisations seeing the value in 
partnering with The SGU.  This income 
increased by +11.5% compared to 2013.

Unique web users 
2013 compared to 
launch month 2014.

The SGU site now receives an 
average of 36,000 unique visits per 
month.

The handicapp

More than 6,000 golfers have 
downloaded the app to date. 

e-CRM communications

The refreshed e-newsletter has attracted 
over 46,000 subscribers to the monthly 
SGU updates - an increase on pre-
repositioning figures of over +142%

46,000 
subscribers to 

monthly e-newsletter

Get into Golf

70+ clubs have now signed up to the 
programme with more than 800 newcomers 
attracted to the game through this initiative.



Scale and evidence of results.
Objective 2: Increase engagements with The SGU via the 
new membership scheme.

+126% 
uplift

The membership card was a resounding success with over 24,000 golfers 
registering their card within the first three months of activity.

Number of 
registered 
members

19,000

43,000+

The Direct Mail piece was sent out to 200,000 golfers that directly 
contributed 22,000 new registrations - a conversion rate of +11%.

+11%

pre-activity post-activity

Direct mail



Scale and evidence of results.

+126% 
uplift

Objective 3: Support clubs in drive new players to sample 
the game and to retain existing members.

Helped by a range of new marketing tools and resources made 
available to club committees, more than 30% of clubs showed an 
increase in their membership during 2013/14.

Club satisfaction survey 

The SGU’s annual club satisfaction survey showed a 17% increase in 
satisfaction among clubs related to the services provided to club 
managers and committees, rising from 70% in 2013 to 87% in 2014.

There has been a vast improvement in the 
marketing support provided to the clubs from 
The SGU which has had a positive impact on 
many club’s businesses and has helped to add 
value to membership.  

The general profile of the governing body has 
become far greater, with a refreshingly modern 
approach to growing the game.

Jim Callaghan, 
Club Manager 
Bothwell Castle Golf 
Club



Conclusion: 
Golf in Scotland was seen as an un-fashionable sport, governed by an old fashioned body, until The SGU and The Union swung 
into action.  We demonstrated that golf had hit the 21st century and that the SGU represented a forward-thinking, dynamic 
organisation. On a tiny budget we created a multi-faceted activation approach that spoke to existing and lapsed golfers, newbies 
and the clubs themselves. Our campaign proved that, in the form of The SGU, Scottish golf had a champion to be proud of.


