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“ made large by the right kind  
of advertising.”—Mark Twain 

The legendary American humorist had it right. The right location, product, 
and service—they’re all necessary, but they’re not enough. If a health club 
wants to succeed, it needs to let the world know that it exists, and it needs 
to do so in an efficient and effective way.

What it needs is a sound and serviceable advertising and marketing 
philosophy.

But what, precisely, is the right path to take, the correct promotional 
approach to employ?

Today, clubs are faced with a bewildering array of ways to communicate 
and interact with prospects and their current members. Among the many 
possibilities are print advertisements, radio promos, television commercials, 
YouTube, Facebook, community-based events, blogs, Twitter, newsletters, 
e-mail blasts, and direct mail.

Faced with so many competing options, how can a club operator determine 
which one, or which mix, is best for their business and will deliver the highest 
rate of return? 

Amid all the ambiguity, one thing is woefully clear, suggests Justin Tamsett, 
the managing director of Active Management, an industry management  
and marketing consulting firm based in New South Wales, Australia. Clubs 
are, by and large, missing the mark, he contends. “I don’t see anything unique, 
anything that stands out,” he laments. “And we’re still not appreciably pene-
trating the nonexercising demographic—that’s clearly a lost opportunity.

“In fact,” he sighs, “I’d question whether our marketing is really working 
at all.” 
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Get Creative!  
with Fitness Marketing



Master the Marketing Mix
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DEFINING THE MESSAGE
So what’s the answer?

The best first step, Tamsett says, 
may be for the club to temporarily 
set aside its advertising/marketing 
questions and preconceptions and, 
instead, focus on identifying exactly 
what its product is. A former club 
owner himself, Tamsett currently 
consults with some 50 facilities in 
Australia, New Zealand, and New 
Caledonia, and is the Australia/New 
Zealand licensee for the REX Round-
tables for Executives. 

“Clubs need clarity with respect to 
what they’re actually selling,” he 
stresses. “Is it health? Is it fitness? Is 
it weight loss? Is it functionality?” 
Once they’ve decided what it is that 
they’re trying to sell, he explains, they 
can then determine who their target 
customer is and discover where they 
generally obtain their information.

“Your campaign becomes more 
deliberate, focused, and cost-effi-
cient,” he says. “The medium you 
select and how you choose to proceed 
will, for instance, differ dramatically 
if, on the one hand, you’re targeting 
pre- and post-natal moms, or, on the 
other, aging baby-boomers.” If the 
former, brochures left in obstetri-
cians’ offices might make sense; if the 
latter, outreach events at retirement 
communities might work well.

Nick Beale, the vice president of the 
North American division of Creative 

Fitness Marketing (CFM), concurs. 
“Clubs,” he insists, “must gain a better 
understanding of who they are, and 
need to understand their chosen 
demographic much better. If, for 
example, yours is a family club and 
you’re pursuing the deconditioned 
user, you don’t want to use photos of 
buff fitness models in your ads—that 
won’t engage the group you’re after, 
won’t lure them through your doors.”

Beale’s expertise is based on a 
wealth of experience: CFM, which cur-
rently assists some 300 clubs, has 
worked with more than 3,000, in eight 
different countries, over the years.

A strong sense of one’s corporate 
self and a solid grasp of the consumer 
allow a club to move to the next step, 
which is to begin branding itself 
aggressively. “Clubs need to do a 
much better job of branding,” says 
Beale. Although it’s important to keep 

the target audience in mind, and to 
choose message, media, timing, and 
frequency accordingly, a “multifac-
eted approach” can prove useful.

“Increased exposure, constantly 
reinforcing your message in different 
arenas, can work wonders,” he 
explains. “If people see an ad for your 

club in the newspaper, hear about it 
on the radio, and receive one of its 
direct-mail pieces, they’re going to 
think, ‘Wow, this club is everywhere! 
Maybe I need to do something.” 
They’re more inclined to take action.

“If you diversify,” he promises, 
“you’ll be at the forefront of more 
people’s minds—more often.”

DECIDING ON  
THE MEDIA
Employing different media simultane-
ously can definitely work, attests Karen 
Joy, the director of sales for Total 
Woman Gym and Day Spa, an upscale, 
10-facility chain with some 35,000 
members in Southern California. Two 
of the approaches that have been par-
ticularly productive for Total Woman 
are direct mail and community-based 
events. “Building relationships—
reaching out to people, hosting parties, 

and participating in health-focused 
affairs—has worked exceedingly well 
for us, both in terms of acquiring new 
clients and retaining our current 
ones,” she points out.

Another advocate of “good old-
fashioned socializing” is Amanda 
Oborne, the executive director of the 

“Clubs must gain a better understanding 
of who they are, and need to understand 
their chosen demographic much better.” 

Fit n Fast does digital in Australia

Courthouse Athletic’s billboard push
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FitLife Club Network, an association 
of approximately 76 independently 
owned health clubs in the Pacific 
Northwest. “Within our network, a 
number of businesses, such as the 
Sunset Athletic Club (Portland, Ore-
gon) and the Sisters Athletic Club 
(Sisters, Oregon), do an excellent job 
of marketing themselves. Each is an 
integral part of the community and, as 
a result, obtains many new members 
from referrals and word-of-mouth.  
I believe that approach—getting 
involved, nurturing relationships, and 
exceeding expectations—is the best 
marketing that a club can do.”

The marketing-options choice is 
informed by a variety of factors, 
including ones as basic as geographic 
location. “Twitter might be the way to 
go in New York, where it’s very prev-
alent, but it might be of less value in a 
small town in the Midwest where 
relatively fewer people are using it,” 
points out Beale. “A given scheme 
works best when it’s applied appro-
priately—meaning it’s used at the 
right time and in the right place.”

The only way to avoid blind market-
ing or hit-and-miss campaigns, says 
Joy, is to conduct the necessary follow-
up research. “It’s imperative that 
results be tracked closely,” she insists. 
“Some opportunities seem, at first 
glance, to be attractively low-cost. 
However, they may also, at the same 
time, be low-yield. It’s critical that you 
look at the final numbers, see how 
many sales an effort generated, and 
calculate the return on investment.”

“If, for instance, a club always gets 
a 4-, 5-, or 6-to-1 return from a 
newspaper ad, then they should just 
keep doing it until it stops producing 
that return,” says Beale. “It’s the 
same with any other type of market-
ing—it’s really important to measure 
whether it’s working for you or not. 
That will guide you with respect to 
the marketing you do in the future.” 

He’s convinced that a club’s mar-
keting budget is as important as its 
payroll, and recommends that it be 
approximately 6% of gross revenues. 
Tamsett puts the number at 3%-5% 
for clubs that simply want to maintain 

their current membership, and at 
10%-15% if they want to expand it.

Beale, Tamsett, and Oborne are all 
intrigued by YouTube, Facebook, 
Twitter, and other social-media net-
works; are familiar with clubs that 
have begun to make use of them; and 
believe that, in the future, they’ll play 
a major role in the marketing mix. 
(See “Ask the Entrepreneurs,” pg. 88.) 
“Internet-based online marketing 
tools are only going to become bigger 
and more important,” predicts Beale. 
“I’m a big believer in social media,” 
notes Tamsett, and Oborne observes, 
“There’s great potential here… Clubs 
should absolutely be tuned in.”

It’s an area where a lot of experi-
mentation and fine-tuning are still 

going on, so the results, although 
promising, are still less than precise 
or conclusive. Beale suggests that, 
for the moment, clubs should treat 
social media as a part of their long-
term strategy. “Right now,” he says, 
“it’s about engaging potential and 
current members, and less about the 
direct hard sell. Involve them in 
reciprocal conversations, offer some 
valuable information, and, only 
occasionally, toss in a sales pitch. If 
people like and trust you—which 
social media really helps facilitate—
they’ll ultimately buy from you.” —| 

– Patricia Glynn, p.glynn@fit-etc.com

Low-cost ploy by  
Creative Fitness Marketing

Justin Tamsett Nick Beale Karen Joy



Feature Headline goes here No Continued

60  C l u b  B u s i n e s s  I n t e r n a t i o n a l   |   N O V E M B E R  2 0 1 0   |   w w w . i h r s a . o r g

PRODUCT
SHOWCASE

When it comes to advertising and marketing to, and interacting with, the public, prospects, and current members, today, 
for clubs, the critical link is software. It’s the tie that binds all and everything, facilitating and simplifying functions from 
call-center outreach initiatives, to new-membership sales, to class scheduling, to product sales, to results monitoring. 
And, when it comes to club software, no one can help more than IHRSA’s associate-member companies.

ABC FINANCIAL SERVICES, INC.

The MYiCLUBonline Club Member Portal offers freestanding terminals that allow mem-
bers to schedule classes, view upcoming appointments, update account information,  
and make payments. Plus, new members can enroll at the kiosk, gaining immediate club 
privileges. The unit reduces front desk duties and saves club owners valuable employee 
time. Kiosks arrive preconfigured and ready to use, and each one is fully integrated with 
ABC’s DataTrak Club Management Software. Kiosks can be customized with a club’s 
logo and colors.
Contact: 800.551.9733, www.abcfinancial.com. See our ad on pg. 24. —|

AFFILIATED ACCEPTANCE CORP.

Affiliated Acceptance is a leading provider  
of full-service billing solutions with member 
follow-up and collections past the industry 
standard, including reporting to all major 
credit bureaus. Clubs of every size will benefit 
from AAC’s customer service and competitive 
pricing. AAC’s feature-rich software program 
offers detailed personal training tracking, includ-
ing trainer commissions, member check-in, 
group-exercise tracking, martial arts rank man-
agement, tanning bed monitoring and control, 
24-hour member entry, point-of-sale, extensive 
inventory management, unsurpassed data secu-
rity, and customizable member and club reports. 
Contact: 800-233-8483, www.affiliated.org. 
See our ad on pg. 38. —|

PARAMOUNT ACCEPTANCE

The Paramount Acceptance Sun Station features 
tanning-station and bed controls; tracks bed 
usage; allows for bed-level upgrades; and much 
more. This tanning-management application  
is fully integrated with a club’s front desk and 
enables operators to take payments or let mem-
bers use tanning credits. Clubs can customize and 
structure tanning services to meet their members’ 
needs. Full reporting is also available 24/7. 
Contact: 800-316-4444, www.paramountacceptance.com. 
See our ad on pg. 78. —|

NATIONAL FEDERATION OF  
PROFESSIONAL TRAINERS (NFPT)

NFPT, which has been certifying fitness  
professionals since 1988, offers an NCCA-
accredited Certified Personal Trainer (CPT) 
credential. This NFPT-CPT credential is the 
virtual prerequisite to a personal training 
career and provides the opportunity to pursue 
employment nationally and internationally. 
Exam dates are set up by appointment at any one of over 300 sites with continuing 
education credits (CECs) at no additional cost. Advanced specialty courses in  
nutrition, weight and resistance training, and endurance training are also available. 
Contact: 800-729-6378, www.nfpt.com. See our ad on pg. 35. —|

JOINONLINE247.COM

Technological advancement has changed the way business is conducted  
in almost every field, including the club industry. Joinonline247 is a virtual 
membership sales application that takes a potential member on a stunning 
interactive club tour via video, graphics, photos, and interactive motion  
pictures alongside a professional narration describing the facility and why 
they should join. At the end of the tour, the prospect can sign up for a mem-
bership, with the monies transferred directly to the club’s bank account. 
Contact: 800-631-9858, ext. 51, www.joinonline247.com. See our ad on pg. 72. —|
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For more information, or to contact 
any of these companies, log on to 
www.ihrsa.org/products

PRODUCT
SHOWCASE

CREATIVE FITNESS MARKETING

Creative Fitness Marketing (CFM) offers  
a menu of services designed to fulfill any 
marketing need and budget. Its unique  
Member Call is an outbound call center dedi-
cated to the fitness industry that specializes 
in lead-generation, customer-satisfaction 
surveys, and market and consumer insight 
research. CFM’s Membership Drive is a “no 
outlay, no risk” membership solution investing 
all the time, money, and resources required  
to enroll 200-700 new members and enhance 
brand awareness. 
Contact: 800-226-7044, www.creativefitness.net. 
See our ad on pg. 86. —|

VITABOT

Vitabot private-labels its nutrition 
technology under a club’s  
logo and, by adding one link, it 
becomes a part of the club’s 
Website, blog, social networking 
page, or online application.  
The company provides activation 
codes for members and clients, 
and a back-end page to monitor 
their nutrition accounts. Vitabot 
hosts complimentary daily  
marketing seminars and  
provides unlimited seven-  

and 14-day activation codes for external marketing through a club’s Website,  
and customizable marketing materials to help launch and promote programs. 
Contact: 301-220-4250, www.vitabot.com. See our ad on pg. 68. —|

IGO FIGURE SOFTWARE

Thousands of fitness facilities worldwide trust 
iGo Figure Software to efficiently manage 
memberships, POS purchases, employee 
compensation, facility access, billing (10-cent 
EFT and credit card), collections, member 
retention, and more. World-class software, 
support, and training provide customers  
with the peace of mind they need to focus  
on members, rather than worrying about the 
back office. The all-in-one iGo Figure Software 
includes everything clubs need; there are no 
additional modules to purchase, and unlimited 
upgrades are included.
Contact: 877-463-4487, www.igofigure.com. 
See our ad on pg. 55. —|

TWIN OAKS SOFTWARE  
DEVELOPMENT, INC.

Twin Oaks Online Services enable operators 
to manage their clubs anywhere, via the  
Internet. Its Online Services are integrated 
with desktop software to provide functionality 
for clubs and members, including: real-time 
membership statistics; member transaction 
tracking and information maintenance; report 
generation; member information management; 
and online joining, payments, and booking. 
Twin Oaks is a leading provider of software 
and services to the health club industry, including PCI-DSS-compliant EFT billing, 
receivables management, and comprehensive club-management software.
Contact: 866-278-2750, www.tosd.com. See our ad on pg. 16. —|

STOTT PILATES

STOTT PILATES uses an integrated market-
ing and communications approach to help  
its instructors and licensees promote their 
businesses and the brand. Various medi-
ums—print, Web, and social media—are  
utilized to reach the company’s audiences. 
With the advent of Web 2.0, it’s become  
possible to engage in real-time, two-way 
communication, which STOTT PILATES does 
through various social marketing tools. 
Contact: 800-910-0001, www.stottpilates.com. 
See our ad on page 71. —|


