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and allows access to Fitness Firsts around tne
globe. In addition, it has all the things we now
expectofagym —mirror-walled workoutrooms,
ranks of treadmills, weights free and cantilev-
ered — and a couple of things we maybe don’t:
a personal trainer who used to be Mr Austria,
for instance, whose business card shows him
in muscle-popping, arms-akimbo pose, and
informs would-be clients that he has danced
with Madonna, On the opposite wall from Mr
Austria’s office are posters and leaflets adver-
tising energy drinks and protein shakes. “The
perfect training recipe for muscle shaping and
building” turns out to be a recommendation
that taking “a Multipower protein pack before-
hand + a Multipower Red Kick during + 50g of
Multipower muscle volume = STRENGTH™. And
healthy profits, presumably, for Multipower.
| Since,according tothe Fitness Industry Asso-
ciation, more than 90% of us arenomore than 20
minutes from the nearest gym, it will probably
not have escaped your notice that gyms are big
business. There are more than 5,700 public and
private onesinthe UK, and according tothe most
recent figures from Mintel, the market research
company, their market vahie is £2.3bnp a year.
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anafreeweign  timidating. Then Jae Fonda
arrived with her wildly sucressful aerobics vid-
eos —and gyms began to realise that conibining
the two fads wowld doubie their popularity. They
added aerobics, Aquafit and step classes, made
the environment more appealing to women,
and in the 90s gyms took off. “Every time we
opened a club it was full six months later,” says
Fred Turok, chief executive of LA Fitness and
chairman of the FIA.

That demand continued through to about
2005, when “the marketplace started tomature,
and the rollout of new clubs started to slow
down". By early 2006, according to Mintel,
things were getting difficult. Clubs and chains
were suddenly in fierce competition with each
other, slashing prices, waivingjoining fees, woo-
ing wised-up customers any way they knew how
—and focusing, in many cases for the first time,
on how to keep them once they had got them.
Atwrition — or “churn”, as Turok calls it, or lack
of willpower, as the rest of us might have it —is
a central challenge of the business. Across the
indusiry, between 50% and 60% Of gyii-goers
leave per year. At Tottenham Court Road,
they expect tolose 4.5% of their customers

*ore people joina gym in in January than du 1an during any
other mont:. But still only one in eight of us uses a
club — and every year more than half of us quit. Faced
with an ot - =ty e~*demic and a looming recession,

what can the fitness industry do to keep us — and

itself —in shape? Alda Edemariam reports
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a month — which means, says Brett Kin-

ninmont, the general manager, that they
havetoaim toreplace that numberevery month,
particularly in January, the month of well-inten-
tioned new beginnings, which is “huge”.

Yet, as anvone who has wandered into a gym
on January 2, fallen for a hard sell, paid up fora
year and promptly been ignored by the staffand
frustrated for the next 12 months will suspect,
attrition is built into the system, too. At Totten-
ham Court Road, as with any gym in a primarily
working, rather than residential, area, there are
marked daily peaks and troughs. Of their 3,000
members, about 150 will arrive beiween 6.45am
and 8am, 200 t6 300 at lunichtime, and perliaps
another 200 to 300 between 5.45pm and 8pm
—about 600 people in total each day. And these
are more or less the numbers they want — a full
club, but no queuesfor the machines orshortages
of towels. What if al] 3,000 members exercised
the recommended three times a week? The club
couldn’t cope, could it? “Not if everyone comes
three times a week,” says Kinninmont. “No.”

The temptation, then, must be to sign up
as many people as possible, then gamble on
them not turning up — a kind of fitness pyra-
mid schenie. “That’s absolutely true of some
gyms,” says Leicester University’s Dr Jennifer
Smith Maguire, author of Fit for Consumption:
Sociology and the Business of Fitness, “You
can’t say that it’s true of all gyms. A business
model that's almost entirely reliant on revenue
from membership dues means that it’s in their
interest to sign up a lot of people. But if every-
one who was a niember turned up, ther they'd
be overcrowded and the facilities themselves
wouldn’thold up. There’s a calculated risk obvi-
ously. Good clubs will take that into account in

_ terms of how many memberships they sell.

They know that people will go at different times
of day, in terms of their occupations and their
personal lives etc.” And the new aim of the
game is to hangon to them.

So in the past three to five years, gyms
have evolved again. It is no Jonger enough to
offer some machines and a couple of rooms to
prance ill-coordinatedly around in. You have
to provide as many classes as possible — at
Tottenham Court Road, there are 70 a week.
You have to give people concrete aims (at Fit-
ness Firsts across the lang, joining comes with
aBupahealth check thattells you exactly where
you'reatand where youshouldaspiretobe)and
reward them for stickingitout. LA Fitness's new
KickStart programme provides a health check
and a free month’s membership if you go to the
gy twice a week (ot eight weeks. Turok claims
a‘“30% increase inwhat we call ‘good behaviour’
— aminimurn of two visits a week”.

Youalsohave to provide extraservices—even
local authority leisure centres, these days, are

The temptation for
gymsis tosignup as
many people as
possible — then
gamble on them

not turning up

tackingon saunas, Jacuzzis, steamroams, beauty
thexapists, physiotherapists, massage tierapists
and sunbeds. Even this branch of Fitness First
— “We’re more of a fitness club. We don’t go for
luxury,” says Kinninmont — has whatlookslike a
beauty roomand asunbed. Atthereally highend
of the market, at gyms suchas the Third Spacein
SohoorKX in Chelsea, you might get a GP, anext-
day Jaundry service and shoe-shining.

he operators who have
. longevity will be the
ones that make the
experience of going
into the gym as attrac-
tive as it is when you
join,” says Peter Bren-
nan, managing direc-
torof Virgin Active, which took over the Holmes
Place chain at the beginning of last year. “It’s not
rocket science, but a)ot of people joiningis only
the fizst step. It’s getting them in and exceed-
ing their expectations every time they come in
that’s important.”

“Exercise has changed to more being ‘a part
of my life’,” adds Brennan. “Tt’s about wellness,
about feeling good spiritually as weil as pnysi-
cally, as well as mentally. The same amount of
people join a gym for relaxation and to release
stress as they do to tone up, lose weight. So
in marketing a club, if your message isn’t one
that gives this whole picture of mind, body and
spirit, you’re appealing to just a small percent-

. age of people who are looking for a very inten-

sive workout, losing weight and increasing mus-
cle strength. Which is why this whole growth
of mind/body and yoga, and Pilates and Power
Plate, has been so important to this industry,
because it’s pulling in groups of peopie who
prohably would never have joined a gym if you
didn’t offerit.”

Jncreasingly, gyms are also trying to persuade
families, for example, that one of the things
they should do at the weekend is go to the gym
together, Child membership of gyms has risen
hy 40% in the past three years. Virgin Active
gyms provide not just one pool, but two — one

. for children. Capitalising on fears that children

aren't getting enough exercise, on rising fears
about letting children play outside at all, many
Virgin Active gyms provide children’s spinning-
style sessions, a martial arts aerobic workout
and sports drill training; the really young can
skip, play hopscotch and tag.

“People are workinglonger hoursand they're
morestressed,” says Brennan, “and they’relook-
ing for one place where they can go in, exercise
and relax in, say, a Hydra-Spa ora pool. They’re
alsolooking foranareatolookafter theirday-spa
and beauty type of treatments, and they’re look-
ingforaplacefortheirkidstoget fit.” Theindus-

try term for thatis “the third space”, and part of

the gambleis that when wallets get tight we will
be unwilling to give up this me-time, though no
one really knows if the strategy will work,

“1 think anybody who said they didn’t worry
about an economic slowdown has their head
in the sand,” says Turok. “The fact is that any
commercia) industry will suffer if there is a
slowdown jn consumer spending. There will
be vagaries between operators, but what has
happened at LA Fitnessis that people are using
exercisenotasaluxury purchasebutas part of a
lifestyle purchase. If you commit to your health
and well-being and take a holisticapproach, you
will continue to eat wholesome bread and not
drop down to buying a 27p, no-goodness white
sliced loaf. You will still buy the better quality,
unless you really are hard up. We need to make
sure exercise forms a core part of people’s life-
styles, asopposed tobeing seenasaquick fix —1
can jump intothe gym 10 minutes before I goon
holiday and I'll look good in my bikini. Thisism’t
about body beautiful; it’s about body healthy.”

Irsaseductiveargument, but many are realis-
ing that the industry is going to have to change
again. Despite the billions of pounds spent, only
9.4% Of e aduiil popuiaiion pays Lo gotua pii-
vate gym; add in public leisure centres, and it’s
still only 12%. Commercial gyms are desperate
to get their hands on as many of the remaining
88% as possible, and it is in the government’s
hand-wringing about rising levels of obesity
(50% of us, apparently, by 2050) thal they see
their main chance.

Turok recently made a speech to an FTA sum-
mit audience that inciuded the public health
minister and minister for work and pensions. He
listed the numbers —the 6,000-odd facilities, the
40,000 trained fitness professionals, the 200,000
employees — and then his main grievance. “We
have the time, the expertise, the capability and
the burning desire to be part of the public health
solution, yvet we are kept at arm’s length ... We
could be working more closely with you in your
war on obesity, asthma, dizbetes, coronary heart
disease, cancer, mental health (sic]and almost 20
other lifestyle diseases.” He went ontosuggest, in
effect, a public-private partnership for fitness.
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Want a destination that appeals on every
cultural ievel? Imagine a city awash with
inspiring art collections, quirky street art and
theatrical allure. Welcome to Liverpool.

Look out for the supplemerit in
the Guide tomorrow
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