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“You do not rise to the level of your goals. You fall to the level of your systems.” 

— James Clear, Atomic Habits 

 

I came across this quote recently, and it has become the basis of my off-season planning. As turf 

managers, we’re no strangers to setting ambitious goals. We want firmer greens, healthier turf, better 

playability, and improved sustainability. But as the quote reminds us, goals alone don’t get us there. 

Systems do. And winter is the perfect time to build them. 

 

The off-season offers something rare in our profession: time to think. When the mowers are parked 

and the irrigation systems are drained, we have space to step back and evaluate how we operate. This 

isn’t just about planning next year’s projects—it’s about designing the processes that will make those 

projects successful. Goals are outcomes. They tell us where we want to go. Systems are the 

repeatable actions that get us there. For example: 

 

 • A goal might be “reduce water use by 15%.” 

 • A system is “implement soil moisture monitoring and adjust irrigation schedules weekly.” 

 

Goals can inspire, but systems create consistency. They remove guesswork, reduce stress, and allow 

teams to perform at a high level even when conditions change—whether that’s a staffing shortage, a 

heatwave, or a budget cut. So how do we start? Here are a few practical steps: 

 

1. Audit Your Current Processes – Identify what’s working and what’s not. Where do delays 

happen Where do mistakes occur? 

2. Focus on Bottlenecks – If communication slows projects, create a clear reporting 

structure. If data is scattered, centralize it. 

3. Leverage Tools and Technology – Digital dashboards, standardized forms, and 

scheduling software can turn chaos into clarity. 

4. Train and Empower Your Team – A system only works if everyone understands it. Invest 

time in training and feedback loops. 

 

Strong systems don’t just help you hit your goals—they make success inevitable. They create 

resilience in the face of uncertainty and free you from relying on motivation alone. When spring 

arrives and the pace accelerates, you’ll be glad you invested in the foundation during these quieter 

months. As we move through winter, let’s shift our focus from lofty aspirations to practical 

frameworks. Goals set the destination, but systems drive the journey. 
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