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About Me
• From UK originally, over 20 years in Asia 

(Hong Kong based)

• BSc, MBA, doctoral studies in business 
(strategy and marketing)

• Author of 2 books, key note speaker, 
published dozens of articles in various 
magazines, journals and newspapers

• Varied career in fitness, academia, 
consultancy and back to fitness

• Currently working for one of the largest 
fitness manufacturers in the world 

Contact: 
LI: https://www.linkedin.com/in/robertsawhney
Twitter: https://twitter.com/SawhneyRobert
Blog: www.strategycompetitiveness.com 2
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What will we discuss today?
• Membership penetration rates of between 

.15% (India) and 20% plus (Sweden, EUR, US)

• General exercise rates of over 50% in 
developed nations

• 50% of members cancel within 6 month

• Retention rates of less than 70%

• Tenures of less than 4 years

• Business model that relies on sleeper 
members, aggressive PT sales and limited 
membership journey in and out of the club

• Continued growth of obesity, diabetes and 
other health related issues

• Focus on fitness as opposed to wellness/well 
being
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A mix of what is right 

and what is wrong 
about the fitness 
industry and how we 
can better define the 
industry to help it grow 
and ensure our success: 
a mix of perspectives



Lessons from the fringes – the signals are talking 

4



5

Moving from 
extrinsic to intrinsic 
motivation – how 
long does this take?



Death of Retail – not exactly! Growth for whom?
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In mature markets, will we 
see a hollowing out of the 
mid market facility? How is 
this determined? By value 
proposition and experience?



Business Model Innovation – could Big Tech 
lead the way?

• Why do operators do this???

• Facilities and equipment
• PT and other services
• Programs and assessments
• Classes and content
• Physical and digital
• Apps 
• Location and places
• Zones and offerings 
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Digital fitness market 
archetypes

Source: LEK Consulting
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RUNDLING:
Apple won’t sell equipment outright in the future, they will 
create recurring revenue bundles

REPAIR AND MAINTENANCE: 
state of the art sensors, AI, machine learning, and the IOT, Apple will 

create prescriptive analytic models that will allow them to repair 
equipment before it breaks down maintaining 100% up time

OPERATOR ROI:
maximizing member retention levels through the use of predictive 
analytic models of exercisers health and fitness behavior inside and 
outside of the gym.

APPLE WATCH AND FITNESS+:
Evidence based wellness built on data analytics, AI, ML, 
behavioural economics, psychology, motivation theories –
wellness journey never seen before

CONSOLE CAPABILITIES:
Mirroring, eco system, data grab

LEAD TIMES:
leveraging their knowledge base in manufacturing, data 

analytics, machine learning, and supply chains

MANUFACTURING ECONOMIES:
Scale and scope, cost leadership or 

freemium model

E COMMERCE:
Design, configuration, finance approval, 3rd 

party suppliers

CHANNEL DISINTERMEDIATION:
Service, install, selling etc existing assets and people
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What if Apple Makes a 
Treadmill: or doesn’t! 



So where does the health club fit – hub or spoke?
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What capabilities does the 
health club need to become 
the hub – are we finally going 
to be in the knowledge and 
wellbeing industry?



The end of Customer Journeys! – as we know them
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Increase your costs to decrease your costs –
shared value and purpose: Aetna example

• Substantially increased 
investment in staffing to include 
behavioral health experts, 
dieticians, nurses etc

• Switched from ‘disease’ states to 
member specific personalized 
goals

• Created leading edge digital 
platform built on big data and 
behavioral economics 

• By maximizing their customers 
engagement in their own health 
Aetna significantly lowered their 
costs – could we?
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Wrap Up and Key Questions – what business 
are we in?
• How can we differentiate our service offering 

from the rest of the competitive set?

• How can we attract non-customers?

• What is our trainer/talent development 
strategy?

• How can international expansion amortize 
content and technology investments to drive 
accretive growth?

• What strategic partnerships can enhance brand 
awareness, customer acquisition and customer 
retention to accelerate value creation?

• How do gym operators participate in digital 
fitness in a post-COVID-19 world where digital 
fitness is more prevalent? What are the build 
vs. buy vs. partner trade-offs and implications 
for future growth?

• Are we the hub or spoke? 
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• McKinsey research (June 2021):

• Fitness-tech apps raised a record-
breaking $2 billion from investors in 
2020

• 95 percent of pre-pandemic fitness 
club members reported missing at 
least one element of working out at 
the gym, and more than 60 percent of 
Americans who exercise regularly say 
they will likely prefer a mix of working 
out at a gym or studio and at home in 
the future

• Overall downloads of health and 
fitness apps grew 27 percent, but apps 
that include a community component 
saw four times as many downloads



Thank You 
Q&A
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