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Dear	Readers	

This	report	is	an	invaluable	guide	to	how	operators	may	survive	and	thrive	as	we	come	out	of	this	
crisis	into	a	new	reality.	In	the	words	of	marketing	icon	David	Ogilvy,	“Advertising	people	who	ignore	
research	are	as	dangerous	as	generals	who	ignore	decodes	of	enemy	signals.”	As	fitness	facility	
operators,	we	would	disregard	the	advice	here	around	new	facility	practices	and	communication	at	
our	peril.		

	

At	a	deeper	level,	the	data	describes	timeless	laws	of	which	we	should	constantly	remind	ourselves.	
Frequency	of	attendance	is	a	seminal	metric	for	our	industry	that	is	powerfully	associated	with	
customer	retention	and	delight.	We	are	in	the	motivation	business	as	much	as	that	of	exercise	
prescription	and	need	constantly	to	find	ways	to	inspire.	

	

There	is	a	major	risk	identified	here	of	losing	our	crucial	18-39-year	old	market.	Whether	this	is	
driven	by	fear	of	infection	or,	as	I	suspect	more	by	financial	insecurity,	the	way	to	retain	them	is	to	
provide	such	value	that	they	will	prioritize	us	as	they	have	during	previous	recessions.	Having	
witnessed	our	industry’s	response	to	five	past	economic	crises,	I	am	sure	we	will	again	rise	to	the	
challenge.	

	

We	owe	Stephen	Tharrett	and	Mark	Williamson	a	debt	of	thanks	for	this	work,	from	which	I	am	
aware	they	earned	no	profit.	We	are	fortunate	to	have	them	in	our	industry.	

	

Yours	sincerely,	

	

Phillip	Mills	
Founder	and	Executive	Director,	Les	Mills	
	

	

Dear Readers

This report is an invaluable guide to how operators may survive and thrive as we 
come out of this crisis into a new reality. In the words of marketing icon David Ogilvy, 
“Advertising people who ignore research are as dangerous as generals who ignore 
decodes of enemy signals.” As fitness facility operators, we would disregard the 
advice here around new facility practices and communication at our peril. 

At a deeper level, the data describes timeless laws of which we should constantly 
remind ourselves. Frequency of attendance is a seminal metric for our industry 
that is powerfully associated with customer retention and delight. We are in the 
motivation business as much as that of exercise prescription and need constantly 
to find ways to inspire.

There is a major risk identified here of losing our crucial 18-39-year old market. 
Whether this is driven by fear of infection or, as I suspect more by financial 
insecurity, the way to retain them is to provide such value that they will prioritize 
us as they have during previous recessions. Having witnessed our industry’s 
response to five past economic crises, I am sure we will again rise to the challenge.

We owe Stephen Tharrett and Mark Williamson a debt of thanks for this work, 
from which I am aware they earned no profit. We are fortunate to have them in 
our industry.

Yours sincerely,

Phillip Mills
Founder and Executive Director, Les Mills
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Message for ClubIntel COVID-19 Report 
 
For more than 50 years, Life Fitness has been dedicated to creating fitness solutions that 
benefit both facilities and exercisers. While we have seen the industry evolve dramatically 
throughout the decades, our mission to get the world moving and help people lead active and 
healthy lives has not changed. 
 
The COVID-19 crisis is one of the greatest challenges we will face as an industry, and it has 
forced health clubs, studios, boutiques, and suppliers to adapt at an incredible pace. Almost 
overnight, we saw a major shift to digital and live stream content to continue to serve exercisers 
during closures. We also saw many companies step up and find ways to give back to their 
communities and health workers in need. It has been inspiring to see and a true testament of 
just how resilient of a community we are. 
 
As an industry, we understand that fitness has long-term and preventive health benefits and is 
just as important today as it was before the pandemic. Now is the time for us to come together 
and raise our voices to reaffirm the importance of fitness facilities as essential businesses for 
health and wellness. 
 
We are encouraged by the future of our industry and the latest research from ClubIntel supports 
a positive outlook from exercisers on returning to fitness centers. However, we know that this 
will be a gradual process, with some areas slower to rebound than others. Together, we need to 
acknowledge that the fitness landscape will look different in the months to come. Looking ahead, 
we anticipate the industry will change in a few ways: 
 

• Greater transparency and consistent communication with members to instill 
confidence in our industry. It will be critical to continue to communicate and 
emphasize the enhanced safety measures being taken ahead of and during the 
reopening process. 
 

• Digital offerings and on-demand content as key revenue streams for club 
operators and suppliers. We view digital solutions as a complement to traditional brick 
and mortar facilities and a way to keep members engaged both inside and outside of 
fitness centers. 

 
• Heightened awareness and trust in our industry as a leading provider of long-term 

health. We know that health and wellness are now top of mind for everyone, and we 
must continue to advocate for the physical and mental benefits of regular exercise. 
 

If we work together to proactively communicate the value of the fitness industry, we will emerge 
stronger than ever with health and safety remaining at the forefront of all that we do. 
 
Healthy regards, 
 
Chris Clawson 
CEO, Life Fitness 

 Dear Readers
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The Dawning 
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The “fitness facility” industry has gone through numerous evolutionary changes, some subtle, others more dramatic, 
since the first “club” opened in the early 1800s. The dogmas, and practices of the fitness facility industry, while 
evolving over the past two centuries, have always adhered to certain core operating truths. It is these truths that 
have framed each of the industry’s small steps and large leaps over the past 200 plus years. 

Like the roots of a tree, these truths have provided the industry with stability to move from one era to another nearly 
seamlessly. In 2020 the fitness industry, like the rest of the world, found itself at the mercy of COVID-19, a phenom-
enon that has presented an existential, if only temporary, threat to global health, the global economy, and of course 
to the future of the fitness facility industry. The temporary closure of fitness facilities due to COVID-19 has persuaded 
many fitness operators to adapt their approach to business. For example, offering virtual fitness content that members 
can view at home.

It is not the closures that speak to the dawning of a new era. Instead, it is how the fitness facility industry emerges 
from this COVID-19 cocoon that will frame the dawning of a new era. As of June 1, 2020, health/fitness clubs, fitness 
studios and recreation centers in slightly more than 50% of the states throughout the U.S. will have reopened 
(information obtained from IHRSA website on closures and openings in the U.S.), with or without restrictions, 
depending on local government guidelines. Like the caterpillar that enters its cocoon, and after some time emerges 
a butterfly, so the fitness industry must find a way to emerge from COVID-19 closures, not as a reimagined caterpillar, 
but instead, as a butterfly. Abraham Lincoln, in an address to the U.S. Congress in 1862 said, “The dogmas of the 
quiet past are inadequate for the stormy present. The occasion is piled high with difficulty and we must rise to the 
occasion. As our case is new, we must think anew and act anew.” The dawning of this new era for the fitness 
industry will be defined by the ability of fitness operators to rethink their business model and value proposition. 
Fitness operators will need to assess if what they were before entering the COVID-19 cocoon is what they should 
be, or even can be, after reopening. Reopening is the beginning, it speaks to prevailing, not thriving. Thriving after 
reopening will require understanding how members and consumers feel about returning, as well as how member/
client behaviors prior to and during closures impacts the if, when and how they return. 

We believe the only way fitness operators can successfully break out of the COVID-19 induced cocoon and become 
butterflies is to look to members and clients and let them tell us what our new value proposition needs to be, not 
hypothesize based on the recommendations of industry pundits. Afterall, the consumer, client, and member dictate 
market success. At ClubIntel, we believe understanding the experiences and sentiments of the client and member, 
then using that knowledge to frame post-COVID-19 business strategy will determine the butterflies from the molting 
cocoons.

This study explored the behaviors and experiences of health/fitness facility consumers pre-COVID-19 closures, 
during COVID-19 closures and finally, heath/fitness consumer sentiments toward returning to their health/fitness 
facility upon reopening. 

Using the data, this report will offer up the following:

• Key indicators for the behaviors and experiences of members and clients prior to facility closures that are best
  suited for predicting which members, how many members, and when those members will return.

• Key indicators for the behaviors and experiences of members and clients during closures that are best suited 
  for predicting which members, how many members, and when those members will return.

• Statistics on how the percentage of members who plan to return, when they indicate they are likely to return 
  and most importantly, the conditions they want in place to feel comfortable, safe, and inspired when they return.

• The essential policies and practices health/fitness consumers proclaim are important for them to witness if they 
  are to return to their former facility or another gym.

• A set of health/fitness consumer-driven guidelines for framing an appealing value proposition for the post-COVID-19
  era.
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We hope everyone who reads this report takes its insights into consideration upon re-opening. Reopening is not a 
destination defined by previous practices and membership levels. Reopening is a journey of small steps clarified by 
what our members and clients want. In the Disney movie Lion King, Scar declared to the young Simba, “Out of the 
ashes of this tragedy, we shall rise to greet the dawning of a new era.” Today, the fitness industry sits at the preci-
pice of a new era, where individually and collectively we must rise out of the ashes of the COVID-19 firestorm. Rising 
out of the ashes will require a deep understanding of what the consumer expresses is important to feel comfortable, 
safe, inspired, and excited to return to their club or studio.

Best in health,

Stephen Tharrett and Mark Williamson, Co-Founders
ClubIntel
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Study Methodology

On May 11, 2020 ClubIntel launched a comprehensive study of U.S. health/fitness facility 
members/consumers to identify the impact of pre-COVID-19 consumer behaviors and 
experiences, consumer behaviors and experiences during COVID-19 closures and finally, 
consumer sentiments that are likely to influence returning to their fitness facility.

ClubIntel and its research panel partner Dynata (formerly Research Now) surveyed 2,000 
health/fitness facility members/consumers over the age of 18 from 20 major U.S. MSAs 
(Boston Metro; New York Metro; DC/Baltimore Metro; Atlanta Metro; Orlando Metro; 
Miami Metro; Chicago Metro; Cincinnati/Lexington Metro; Columbus Metro; Dallas Metro, 
Austin Metro, Houston Metro, Denver/Boulder Metro; Minneapolis/St. Paul Metro; Seattle/
Tacoma Metro; Portland Metro, San Francisco Bay Area, Los Angles Metro; Kansas City/
Overland Park, and Phoenix/Scottsdale Metro) distributed across each of the U.S. Census 
Regions. Survey participants were screened to make sure they met the study requirements., 
those being:  had to be over the age of 18, had to be a member/consumer of a health/fitness 
club or fitness studio or have been a member of a health/fitness club or fitness studio who 
canceled their membership due to COVID-19 closures. Participant responses were monitored 
on a regular basis throughout the survey period (May 11, 2020 to May 17, 2020) to make 
sure participant responses were balanced by gender, age category and region based on 
existing U.S. health/fitness facility consumer distribution data from IHRSA’s 2019 Health 
Club Consumer Report. The study was administered by Dynata and managed by ClubIntel 
and Dynata. All data analytics were performed by ClubIntel using IBM’s SPSS software.

Disclaimer
The information contained in this report is statistically representative of U.S. health/fitness club and fitness studio members/con-
sumers. All reasonable efforts were taken by ClubIntel and Dynata to assure data comparability within the scope and limitations 
of the reporting process. However, the data contained in this report is not necessarily based on third-party audited data and the 
statistical validity of any given number varies depending upon sample sizes and the amount of consistency among responses 
for that data point. 

ClubIntel therefore, makes no representations or warranties with respect to the results of this study and shall not be liable to 
clients or anyone else for any information inaccuracies, or errors or omissions in content, regardless of the cause of such 
inaccuracy, error or omission. In no event shall ClubIntel be liable for any consequential damages.
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Chapter 1
The Bottom Line – The Leading Takeaways and Recommendations

“The secret of change is to focus all of your energy, 
not on fighting the old, but on building the new.” 
Socrates

Image Courtesy of Les Mills International
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Introduction
This chapter takes the extensive data and findings of our study and 
condenses them into essential truths. While we encourage readers 
to explore the full depths of this report, we realize there are those 
who prefer an abridged, or “Cliff Notes” version of the findings and 
recommendations. Therefore, this chapter pulls together what we are 
calling the Bottom Line, our leading takeaways, and recommendations 
from the study.

Ten Important Takeaways
1. 65% of Members Indicate they are Very Likely or Fairly Likely 
to Return. 
We consider this a powerful testament to how challenging it will be for health/fitness clubs and fitness 
studios to see a return to their pre-COVID membership numbers. While 65% indicate they are likely to 
return, 19% of members are sitting on the fence when it comes to returning, while 16% say they are unlikely 
or very unlikely to return. Depending on how fence sitters decide (see decision influencers in Chapter 5), 
it is reasonable to predict that the majority of health/fitness facility operators can expect their post-COVID 
membership levels to range from 65% to 84% with a range of 75% to 80% most likely.

2. Members are not Ready to Jump in Immediately. 
34% of members indicated they would return within the first week, another 34% indicate they will return 
between one and four weeks after their facility reopens and 25% indicate they will not return until one 
to three months after reopening occurs. What this tells us is that membership ramp up will not be immediate;
instead, it will be progressive. Taking the information from point one and adapting it based on these 
insights, we estimate that facilities can expect 20% to 25% of their members back the first week, another 
20% to 25% back by week four and by the third month see membership levels at 60% to 80% of their 
pre-closure levels.  

3. Men are more Likely to Return than Women and more Inclined to 
do it Sooner. 
42% of men reported being very likely to return compared to 33% of women. Women are more hesitant 
regarding their desire to return, with more women saying they are unlikely to return or have not reached 
that decision yet (50% vs. 43% respectively). When it comes to how quickly they will return, 39% of men 
say they will return the first week and 74% within the first month compared to only 29% of women saying 
they will return the first week and 63% in the first month. If your value proposition is geared toward serving 
women, expect it to be more challenging to rebuild your membership base.
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4. Boomers Most Likely to Return and Return Faster while Millennials 
and Gen Z are More Hesitant. 
74% of Boomers and those older say they were very likely/fairly likely to return compared to 59% of Gen 
Z and 61% of Millennials. While it’s encouraging that the older generations are more enthusiastic about 
returning, it sounds an alarm bell when it comes to the hesitancy of Millennials and Gen Z. Millennials 
comprise the largest generational segment of the industry and therefore are the bread and butter of the 
industry and Gen Z are the industry’s future. The greatest challenge may be facing fitness studio owners 
as their membership base is heavily Millennial and Gen Z, not to mention predominately women.

5. The Decision to Return is Highly Dependent on both Facility 
Practices and Local Public Policy (see Chapter 5 for details). 
We looked at 19 different variables that are influencers with respect to the member’s decision to return. 
The most important variable was related to local government providing evidence that sufficient testing 
for COVID-19 was available. Another local government variable that is key to member decision making 
is having evidence that the number of reported cases of COVID-19 in the market shows a steady decline 
over the past two weeks. 

On the facility side, things such as:
• Disinfecting equipment after each use, 
• Members having immediate access to hand sanitizing stations and enforcing limits on daily facility and
  group exercise capacity are among the top ten. Two of the top ten decision influencers may present 
  a challenge to operators, those being:
• Management being transparent in communicating if any staff or member/user has recently tested 
  positive for the virus and management communicates and 
• Enforces policies related to keeping members out of the club who show evidence of coughing, 
  have fever or related symptom. 

6. Member Usage Prior to Closure is a Powerful Predictor of 
Likelihood of Return. 
52% of members who visited their facility on average 12 times or more a week indicated they were very 
likely to return compared to only 37% of those who use their facility 8 to 12 times a month and 22% who 
use it four or fewer times a month. Interestingly, the level of usage does not have a material impact on 
the desire not to return, but it has a major impact on the desire to return. Members who on average have 
used their facility fewer than 8 times a month are half as likely to have strong sentiments about returning. 
Members who report usage levels of fewer than 4 times a month are the most likely to be sitting on the 
fence when it comes to deciding about returning. It should be noted that a significantly greater percent-
age of women report using their facility fewer than 4 times a month concurrent with a significantly smaller 
percentage of women than men being active users (greater than 12 times a month).  Collectively this 
would indicate facilities are likely to experience greater difficulty getting women to return.

7. The Metric “How Likely to Remain a Member” Prior To Closure is 
the Most Influential Metric in Predicting Who Is Very Likely to Return. 
82% of those who reported they were very likely to remain a member pre-closure indicated they would 
be very likely to return at reopening, nearly 6x more predictive than if a member indicated they were 
fairly likely to remain a member pre-closure. While other relationship metrics such as level of delight and 
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likelihood to recommend were strong predictors of return, none were as influential as the response to 
likelihood to remain. The industry has become highly dependent on the “likelihood to recommend” metric 
since it frames NPS, but in reality, it is not as powerful a predictor as the “likelihood to remain” and no more 
predictive than a member’s level of delight.

8. The Member Experience Prior to Closure was a Significantly more 
Powerful Predictor of Return Compared to the Experience Members 
Had During Closure. 
The data shows that engaging members during the closure period has an impact in respect to the 
decision to return, but far more influential and predictive was the behaviors and experiences members 
had prior to closure.

9. Fitness Studios Face a Greater Challenge than Health/Fitness 
Clubs with Respect to Drawing Members/Clients Back.  
Members of fitness studios are less likely than members of health/fitness clubs to indicate they are fairly 
likely/very likely to return to their former facility (59% compared to 68% respectively) and more inclined to 
join another studio when things reopen (25% of studio members compared to 19% of health/fitness facility 
members). Combine this with the fact that women are more hesitant to return than men (women comprise 
64% of studio members) and Gen Z and Millennials are more hesitant than older generations to return 
(44% of Millennials are fitness studio members and 18% of Gen Z), it casts a greater challenge to fitness 
studios when it comes to returning to pre-closure peaks.

10. A Small Minority See No Barrier to Returning. 
When we asked members to rate how important 19 different attributes related to the decision to return 
were, we found that approximately 5% of members (range of 3% to 8%) rated these attributes as not 
important. What this appears to indicate is for approximately 5% of members, the decision to return has 
no influences. They will return regardless of what your business does or what is happening with respect 
to the virus.

It is always difficult to synthesize so much important information down to ten important takeaways. 
Hopefully, these ten insights spur readers to dive deeper into the report for insights that will guide them 
in their reopening. 
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Six Recommendations 
for Health/Fitness Facility 
Operators from the 
Study Authors

1. Think Differently and Plan Differently for the Next Year. 
The data in this report point to a new era for the industry framed by lower membership numbers, slower 
ramp-up periods, and more scrutinized business practices. Factors such as age, gender and past behavior 
are extremely important variables in the emergence process. If your business model required 6,000 mem-
bers to be profitable, can you reinvent your value proposition to be successful at 80% of that capacity? 
Abraham Lincoln framed it best when he said, “As our case is anew, we must think anew and act anew.” To 
accomplish this, facility operators need to build a plan that allows them to be profitable under these new 
circumstances.

2. Dive into Your Database to Forecast and Overcome Your Challenges. 
The data is clear; past behavior and experiences will have a significant impact on how successful you are 
at getting members back. We know that usage levels, tenure, gender, age, and relationship metrics are 
all critical to understanding the outcomes of your reopening. Understanding this data will help you predict 
membership levels and frame the best strategies for attracting former members back into the fold.

3. Authenticity and Transparency will Take Center Stage During 
Reopening. 
Members are saying they want operators to tell them straight up what is happening with respect to the 
virus and their facility. They are also saying it is important to hold staff and members accountable to rein-
forcing policies, even if it requires taking a stand. For example, we have seen how many retail businesses 
have waivered in holding customers accountable to policies around social distancing and wearing face 
masks. Members expect management to stand strong behind their decisions, if not, it will lessen their like-
lihood of returning, or staying once they do return.

4. Operators Seeking Relevance to Gen Z, Millennials and Women 
Need to Commit to Providing Virtual Fitness Content. 
Virtual fitness content emerged as important during lockdown, but as our study shows it was used 
primarily by those in Gen Z, the Millennial generation, and women. These two generations, along with 
women also rated the provision of virtual fitness content an important influence on their decision to 
return. Consequently, if your business model is designed to attract these two generations, 
be prepared to integrate virtual fitness into your value proposition permanently.

14



5. Be Prepared to Consider Contractual and Financial Changes to 
How You Operate if you Want to Attract and Retain Millennials. 
Our data show that Millennials were the most likely member generation to indicate that offering in-facility 
credits, offering lower monthly rates, and making it easier to resign or freeze a membership was important 
to their decision to rejoin. Approximately 60% of Millennials indicated these practices were important/very 
important to them compared to less than 50% of Boomers indicating these three variables were important. 
We suggest operators consider the following to generate more appeal and return intent from Millennials:
• Offer credits that can be applied against subscription fees, access fees and in-facility services.
• Offer temporary discounts for access privileges, subscription fees, package fees, or dues.
• Offer subscription packages and memberships that do not hold individual’s hostage (e.g., autorenewal
   subscriptions, burdensome cancellation, and freeze policies, etc.).

6. Effectively Communicate and Actively Promote Changes in 
Policies and Practices to Instill Confidence and Sense of Safety with 
Members Upon Reopening. 
Our study shows the policies and practices they consider very important in influencing their decision to 
return. If you want to drive return intent, you need to let former members know exactly what steps you are 
taking to address these critical influencers. For example, members indicated it was extremely important 
that operators have policies and practices around informing them of instances where an employee or 
member has tested positive for the virus. In this instance, it is important for operators to have a policy on 
this on their website, on their social media pages, and posted in the club. More importantly, if someone 
were to test positive the club would need to let members know immediately via an email or text to every-
one, and possibly posting on a private social media page. The point is, if it’s important to the members, 
you need to be authentic and consistent in demonstrating solidarity with the policy at all times, and make 
sure when you reach out to members to encourage them to return, make this evident in the communica-
tion.
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Chapter 2
A Portrait of Survey Respondents-How They Align 
with the Industry Profile of Health/Fitness Consumers

“If you do not change direction, 
you may end up where you are heading.” 
Lao Tzu

Image Courtesy of FitSpace Boutique Fitness
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Introduction
The value of information lay in its applicability to the audience being 
served. For the data and insights in this report to be of value assisting 
health/fitness operators set a course for successfully remerging from 
the business slumber induced by COVID-19, the portrait of survey 
respondents must mirror existing profiles of health/fitness facility 
consumers. In this chapter we present this portrait, and where 
comparative industry consumer data is available, we compare it.

Gender Profile
As shown in figure 1, the gender profile of respondents 
was nearly identical to the profile of health club consumers 
as shared in IHRSA’s 2019 Health Club Consumer Report. 
Females represented approximately 51% of respondents, 
while males represented approximately 49% of respondents.

Generational Make-Up
The U.S. health/fitness facility industry has a unique 
generational profile. Figure 2 portrays the generational 
composition of respondents with a comparison to the 
generational profile in IHRSA’s 2019 Health Club Consumer 
Report. The largest generational segment of respondents 
were Millennials at 31% followed by Boomers and members 
of the Silent Generation which represented 28% of respondents. 
These two generational profiles are similar, a clear indication 
that the study appropriately represents health/fitness facility 
members from each generation.

Household Income
Over the past decade, the health/fitness facility industry has 
consistently served consumers whose average reported 
household income (HHI) has ranged from $79,000 to $82,000 
annually, with the largest income segment being HH earning 
between $50,000 and $99,999 annually. As figure 3 shows, 
the income ranges for survey respondents’ mirrors those of the 
general health club consumer in 2019 with an exception being 
respondents who earn greater than $100,000 annually were 
slightly overrepresented. 

49.3%	 50.7%	
49.0%	

51.0%	

Male	 Female	

Figure	1	
Distribution	of	Survey	Respondents	by	Gender	

Comparison	to	U.S.	Health	Club	Distribution	per	IHRSA	2019	Data	

	Survey	Respondants	 U.S.	HC	Consumer	Profile	2019	

17.4%	

38.5%	

25.0%	

19.1%	

25%	

35%	

14%	

11%	

Less	than	$50,000	 $50,000	to	$99,999	 $100,000	to	$149,999	 $150,000	or	greater	
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U.S. Geographic Distribution
Figure 4 showcases the distribution of survey respondents by 
geographic region of the U.S. compared to 2019 data from IHRSA 
on the general distribution of health club members in the U.S. 
For five of the eight regions our survey respondents mirrored 
those published by IHRSA. In the Northeast (New England) and 
MidAtlantic Regions we attracted a larger percentage of 
health/fitness club members compared to the general U.S. 
numbers, while in the Southeast and South Central we attracted 
a lower percentage than reflected in the IHRSA numbers. 
We attribute these minor differences to the fact we focused 
on 20 major MSAs for our respondents.

Engagement Status of Respondents
Respondents qualified for this study based on whether they 
were engaged with a health/fitness facility as a member or 
consumer or had recently resigned their membership due to 
COVID-19 closures. As figure 5 portrays, 58% were current 
members, 29% recently resigned members, and 13% who 
access a health/fitness facility through a digital intermediary.

Impact of Generation on Engagement
When engagement is broken down by generation (figure 6) 
it shows the following:

• Gen Z is significantly more likely than any other generation (26%) 
  to be accessing a facility through Class Pass or other digital 
  intermediary. Millennials are second in this regard with 17% 
  indicating they are using a digital intermediary to access a 
  health/fitness facility.

• Gen Z and Millennials (43% and 38% respectively) are the most 
  likely to have terminated their membership.

• Collectively, Baby Boomers and the Silent generation are 
  significantly more likely to have held on to their membership 
  (79% during closure).

Type of Facility They Were 
Engaged With
As presented in figure 7, the largest percentage of respondents 
at 63% were members of traditional health/fitness clubs, 14% were 
members or users of a fitness studio, and 12% reported having 
privileges at both a traditional facility and a fitness studio.
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Impact of Generational Age on Type 
of Facility Engaged With
Generation had an influence on the type of facility respondents 
were members of. As reflected in figure 8, Gen X and Boomers 
were the most likely to be members of a traditional health/fitness 
facility (66% and 63% respectively), while Millennials and Gen Z 
(20% and 18% respectively) were the most likely to be members 
of a fitness studio. 
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Chapter 3
The Behaviors and Experiential Sentiments of Respondents 
Prior to their Facility Closing

“Learn from yesterday, live for today, hope for tomorrow. 
The important thing is to never stop questioning.” 
Albert Einstein

Image Courtesy of Life Fitness
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Introduction
As so eloquently framed by Mark Twain, past behavior is an excellent 
predictor of future behavior. This infers that if we understand the 
behaviors, as well as the experiential sentiments of respondents 
prior to their facility closing, it will offer a perspective on what we can 
expect of those same individuals once their health/fitness facilities 
open post COVID-19. Not only can this information give us insight into 
what to expect of these members behaviorally post COVID-19, they 
can also provide us with a framework for predicting how likely they 
are to return once their facility reopens. In this chapter we will provide 
an in-depth look into the behaviors, as well as the sentiments of 
respondents toward their membership experience prior to doors 
closing due to COVID-19.

Facility Usage Pre-Closure
The frequency of facility usage has been an important predictive 
metric for the industry for over a decade. Research shows that 
the more frequently a member visits their club, the more likely 
they are to remain a member; equally important, the more they 
use the facility the greater their loyalty.

Figure 9 shows the distribution or respondents based on 
their frequency of usage, while comparing it to existing usage 
frequencies offered by IHRSA. Our respondents tended to be 
more frequent facility users than reflected in IHRSA’s consumer 
data, especially in respect to those visiting their facility 4 to 8 
times monthly (31% vs. 16%) and 8 to 12 (24% vs. 16%) times 
monthly. Collectively, 87% of survey respondents visited their
health/fitness facility at least four times a month or once a week.

Facility Usage Influenced 
by Generation
The generation you come from was highly predictive of how 
often our respondents frequented their facility. As shown in 
figure 10, Baby Boomers comprise the largest segment of 
active respondents (greater than 12 times monthly) with 42% 
reporting they visit this often monthly. Correspondingly, 
Gen Z is the least likely to be active with only 18% of this 
group indicating they visit their facility that frequently.
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Facility Usage Influenced by Gender
Women are significantly more likely to have reported using their 
facility fewer than 4 times a month than men (16% compared to 11%) 
prior to closure. Women were also less likely to be avid users, 
with 29% reporting they used their facility 12 or more times a 
month prior to closure compared to 35% of men.

Facility Tenure Pre-Closure
Another vital and predictive metric of member behavior is tenure. 
The longer a member’s tenure, the more likely they are to continue 
being a member, as well as being more likely to be loyal and spend. 
Figure 11 shows 45% of respondents had held a membership for at 
least three years. The largest proportion of respondents (30%) had 
held a membership between one and three years and the second 
largest segment (27%) had held their membership for greater than 
five years.

Primary Activity Pre-Closure
Lastly, to help us more thoroughly understand the behaviors of our 
respondents we looked at their primary activity (figure 12), in other 
words the activity they primarily pursued as a member. The largest 
segment of respondents used their facility to work out on their own 
(52%), followed by 20% who engaged in group exercise activities 
and 13% who engaged with a personal trainer/coach. 

Gender Influences Primary Activity 
Pre-Closure 
Women were significantly more engaged in group exercise classes 
than men prior to closure, with 28% of women reporting they were 
active in group exercise while only 12% of men reported participating 
in group exercise classes prior to closure. When it comes to working 
out on one’s own, 60% of men reported doing this compared 
to 43% of women.

The Member Experience
While member behavior offers great predictive capabilities, the 
sentiments members have toward their experience, offer even 
more predictive value when it comes to loyalty, retention and 
spend. Many operators measure transactional experiences 
(e.g., daily NPS scores), but most customer service experts see 
relationship experiences as more vital to understanding how 
well a business such as health/fitness facility is serving its clients. 
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We asked our respondents three questions pertaining to 
their overall membership experience prior to their facility 
closing; level of delight with their experience, likelihood 
to remain a member and likelihood to recommend others 
(sole question used to measure NPS). Figures 13, 14 and 15 
display the responses to level of delight (figure 13), likeli-
hood to remain (figure 14) and likelihood to recommend 
(figure 15). Finally, in figure 15 we compare respondent’s 
level of response across these three experiential 
measures. 

What we learned was:

• The most powerful sentiment of our respondents was   
   in respect to likelihood to remain with an average score  
   of 4.18 on a 5-point scale, the equivalent of a score of 29
   using the formula used to calculate NPS. This metric is an
   extremely powerful predictor of retention, and likely of a
   member’s desire to re-engage once they are allowed
   back in the club.

• The least powerful sentiment was the likelihood to 
   recommend at 3.83 or the equivalent of an NPS Score
   of -1. This score bodes less well for operators in respect
   to attracting these members back to their facility.

The Response to the 
Experience Based on Generation
Respondents from each generation were similar in respect 
to their level of delight and likelihood to recommend (figure 
16) with Gen Z having lower scores for both delight and like-
lihood to recommend than the other three major genera-
tions. This might imply that Gen Z respondents are less like-
ly to be facility loyalists or apostles than respondents from 
other generations. One emotional sentiment that showed 
a significant variance in how the generations responded 
was when asked their likelihood to remain. In response to 
this question, Baby Boomers scored the highest with an 
average score of 4.52 (scale of 1 to 5) and Gen Z the lowest 
at 3.81. As one ages the likelihood of expressing the desire 
to remain increases.
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Chapter 4
The Behaviors and Experiential Sentiments of Respondents During Closure

“In the midst of chaos, there is opportunity.” 
Sun Tzu, Art of War

Image courtesy of FitSpace Boutique Fitness
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Introduction
At the peak of the COVID-19 “stay-at-home” orders, IHRSA reported 
that health/fitness facilities were closed in 46 states. This is an 
extraordinary event, or as Sun Tzu may have inferred, a period of 
chaos. As disruptive as these events were for facility operators, so it 
was for their members. During closure, there was an opportunity for 
operators to engage with their members and clients in new ways, 
in instances in ways they never considered before. In this chapter, 
we look at the member experience during closure, including how they 
engaged with their former facility and the sentiments it generated. 
We believe this insight offers a window into how members will 
behave once their facility reopens.

The General Dynamics of Closure
Our respondents, like most health/fitness members, saw 
their facility’s close due to COVID-19. When asked how 
long their facility had been closed (figure 17), the majority
(48%) indicated their facility had been closed for two to
three months. The second largest group indicated their
facility had been closed between one and two months (43%). 
These numbers would indicate that members have gone a 
considerable time without access to their health/fitness facility.

One of the core decisions members across the U.S. had 
to make when facility closures were announced was 
whether to resign their membership (cancel or terminate) 
or remain a member while not being charged for 
subscription payments. As brought forward in figure 18, 
31% of survey respondents reported they had cancelled 
their membership. This means that upon reopening, 
health/fitness operators are going to have to re-sell their 
value proposition to just over 30% of their membership base. 
  
Among the 69% of respondents that did not resign, 69% 
indicated that their facility had frozen or suspended fees 
during closure (figure 19). What this means is that not only 
did 31% of our respondents resign, but 21% had to deal 
with having no access while still being held hostage to 
paying fees. We believe both these metrics, resignation, 
and non-freezes, point to a significant hurdle in attracting 
members back to the club upon reopening.
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Impact of Generation Dynamics 
of Closure
According to figure 20, when it came to resignation at the time 
of facility closure, Gen Z respondents were the most likely to 
resign (50%) followed by Millennials at 45%. Boomer and Silent 
Generation respondents were the least likely to resign with only 
12% indicating they had resigned when their facility temporarily 
closed.

How Members Exercised During 
Closure 
In many instances, left to their own device, members had to 
decide whether to remain active during closure. In many 
instances, respondents were engaged by their facility, but in 
most cases, respondents were left on their own. Figure 21 
displays the level of member participation in various fitness 
routines, facility-sponsored or on their own, during closure. 

The key takeaways are:

• Nearly 7 out of 10 members indicated they walked, cycled, 
  or jogged on their own.

• 59% reported exercising at home on their own.

• 30% reported following virtual content provided by their facility, 
  while 24% reported using virtual content offered by providers 
  such as Beach Body, Daily Burn and Peloton.

Impact of Generation on How 
Members Pursued Exercise 
During Closure 
The generational segment a member falls into had a considerable 
impact on the type of activity they pursued during closure and 
offers a glimpse into what members are likely to value once they 
return to their clubs at reopening. Some of the highlights of this 
data as provided in figure 22 include:

• Walking, cycling, or jogging was the number one choice across 
  generations, but was by far and away the primary choice of 
  Boomers.

• Boomers did not leverage virtual content, preferring to work out 
  on their own. Members from Gen X had a similar profile in respect 
  to how they pursued fitness during closure, though they were 
  more likely than Boomers to use virtual content.

• Gen Z relied heavily on virtual fitness content, with a nearly equal 
  percentage using virtual content provided by their facility (27%) 
  or virtual content provided by a third party (24%)

• Millennials, nearly as much as Gen Z, relied on virtual content 
  provided by their facility (28%) or a third party (21%)
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How Members Were Engaged 
by their Facility During Closure
The closure of health/fitness facilities during the COVID-19 
closure offered operators a unique opportunity for reaching 
out and engaging their members. Figure 23 portrays the 
different approaches offered members to remain engaged 
and the level of engagement the offerings achieved. 

Some key takeaways are:

• The leading offering from facilities was on-demand/streaming 
   group exercise content (27%) followed closely by on-demand
  /streaming coaching and regular communications via social 
  media (22% and 21% respectively).

• Members were most engaged with on-demand/streaming 
  group exercise content and communication and dialogue 
  via social media (22% and 21% respectively).

• The two offerings that garnered the greatest level of 
  participation from members were on-demand/streaming 
  coaching and virtual hangouts and social activities.

Impact of Gender on how Members 
Were Engaged by their Facility 
During Closure
Women were significantly more likely than men during closure 
to participate in on-demand and streaming group classes 
(19% vs. 12%) and on-demand and streaming workouts 
(24% vs. 19%). Women were also more likely than men to 
participate in on-line social activities and hangouts than 
men (15% vs. 13%).

The Member Experience During 
Closure
Since most members indicated their facility was closed 
between one and three months, we felt it would be important 
to understand how delighted (e.g., degree of satisfaction) 
with the experience their facility offered. We also wanted to 
see if their feelings of delight stayed the same, declined, 
or improved from the ratings while the facility was open. 
Figure 24 provides a glimpse into their level of delight 
during closure, and figure 25 compares those sentiments 
of delight with those they had prior to closure. 

Some key takeaways are:

• Only 16% strongly agreed with the statement they were 
  delighted with the experience during closure while another 
  28% agreed with the statement. An alarmingly high 
  percentage (36%) were neutral in their response.
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• The median score for delight during closure was 3.3. If one used 
  the NPS approach to calculate delight during closure it would be 
  a negative 40. Both metrics indicate that most members were not 
  delighted, nor even satisfied with the experience they received from 
  their facility.

• Members who scored a five for delight dropped from 30% to 16% 
  of members during closure and those who scored delight a 4 
  dropped from 45% to 28%. These declines speak to a considerable 
  change in perceptions during closure.

• The percent of members who strongly disagreed or disagreed 
  with the statement about delight jumped from 8% to 20% during 
  closure. Since these scores represent a negative sentiment, 
  they may be more influential than the declines seen in positive 
  sentiments in impacting members’ likelihood to return.

How Each Generation Felt About 
Their Experience During Closure
Figure 26 offers a perspective on how each generational 
segment viewed their experience prior to and during closure. 
This figure shows the reported levels of delight before and 
after closure. 

Some important insights include:

• Prior to closure the median score for delight across each 
  generation was nearly identical with members of Gen Z having 
  a median score for delight that is significantly lower than members 
  of the other generations.

• The median scores for delight during closure were similar 
  across generations. 

• Members of Gen X and Baby Boomers had the largest drop 
  in delight during closure.
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Figure	26	
Level	of	Delight	Prior	to	and	During	Closure	
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Chapter 5
The Return of Members Upon Reopening – 
How Many Will Return and the Sentiments Influencing their Return

“The only way out is through” 
Robert Frost

Image courtesy of Apex Centre
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Introduction
Lao Tzu, the father of Taoism, spoke of this rebirth when he said, 
“New beginnings are disguised as painful endings.” As operators 
emerge from closure it represents for most a painful ending and a 
new beginning. The “big” unknown of emerging from the COVID-19 
closures is what will our business look like. Operators are seeking 
an answer to two important questions. First is, “How many of our 
members will return?” Second is, “What policies and practices will 
have the greatest impact on getting members to return?” In this 
chapter we will share what members have to say. While there are 
many factors that go into opening, none could be more important 
than the answers members give to each of the two questions above.

The Likelihood of Returning
We asked members three questions in respect to returning. 
The first was how likely they are to return to their former facility. 
Second, was how likely they were to return, but to another facility. 
Third, was how likely they were to use virtual content on their own. 

The data portrayed in figure 27 shows that 37% of members 
are very likely to return and another 28% are fairly likely to 
return. Essentially, 65% of members are indicating they plan 
to return to their former facility, while another 19% are sitting 
on the fence. Figure 28 compares member responses to 
the three options we posed. 

Some highlights include:

• A nearly equal percentage of members indicated 
  they were very likely/fairly likely to return to their former club 
  and use virtual content on their own. This finding would 
  appear to indicate how important it will be for operators to 
  have a virtual fitness platform for members going forward. 

• In general, some concern regarding loyalty and switching 
  behavior has emerged with 21% (one-fifth) of members indicating 
  they were likely to re-enter the industry at a facility other than 
  the one they were a member of prior to closure.
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Figure	27	
How	Likely	are	You	to	Return	to	Your	Facility	When	it	Reopens?	
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Desire to Return Based on Generation
When we segmented responses to the question of returning 
(figure 29), we discovered that generation and age played an 
important role. Specifically, Baby Boomers expressed the greatest 
likelihood of returning to their former facility (74% said very likely/
fairly likely). While members classified as either Gen Z or Millennial 
were the least likely to express a likelihood of returning to their 
former facility (59% and 61% respectively). The percentage for 
Millennials may be the most alarming as this generation comprises 
the largest segment of the health/fitness facility industry.

Desire to Return Based on Gender
Men are significantly more likely than women (figure 30) to 
indicate they are very likely to return at reopening (42% and 
33% respectively). Collectively, 78% of men indicate they are 
likely to return while 73% of women report the same. Women 
are also more likely to say they will not return or are undecided.

How Soon After Reopening 
Will Members Return
As the data shows 65% of members are ready to return, 
with men and Boomers the most likely to return among the 
various membership segments. Equally important to operators 
is how soon after reopening will members take the plunge 
and return. Figure 31 presents an overview of how soon after 
their facility reopens members will return. 

Key takeaways are as follows:

• 34% report they will return within the first week and another 
  34% indicate they will return between one week and four 
  weeks post reopening.

• 25% report it will be anywhere from one month to three 
  months before they return. 

This data would indicate that collectively, approximately 45% 
of members will return to their former club within the first four 
weeks and another 16% will return between one month and 
three months. 

Timing of Return based on Generation
Figure 32 displays a comparison of expected return periods 
between the various generational segments. Somewhat 
surprisingly, Gen Z and Baby Boomers were the most likely 
to return within one week (40% respectively). 

Other key insights include:
• Those members that fall into the Gen Z and Millennial categories 
   are significantly less likely to return the first week (25% respectively) 
   than the members from the older generations.
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Figure	29	
Likelihood	of	Returning	Once	Facility	Reopens	
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Figure	30	
Likelihood	of	Rejoining	Former	Health/Fitness	Facility	

by	Gender	
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• Members classified as Gen Z or Millennial are more likely to 
  return somewhere between the first week and the fourth week 
  (35% and 40% respectively) after reopening or one to three 
  months after reopening (37% and 27% respectively).

Since Millennials represent the largest segment of 
membership, operators should be aware of their 
hesitancy to return immediately.

Timing of Return Based on Gender
As shared earlier in this chapter, men are more likely to 
return to their former facility than women. Figure 33 lays 
out the differences between time of return expressed 
by men and women. 

This data shows:

• Men are significantly more inclined to return within the 
  first week (39%) compared to women (29%).

• Women are significantly more likely to wait before 
  returning with 30% indicating they would wait one to 
  three months before returning and another 8% would 
  wait beyond three months.

It appears that men are not only more likely to return to 
their former facilities than women, but they are also more 
inclined to do it immediately. This has high relevance to 
fitness studios since women comprise a large majority 
of the membership in fitness studios.

What Members Say are Critical 
Attributes that Will Influence 
their Return
Knowing how many members will return at opening is important;
understanding what behaviors influence important decision-
drivers are as equally important. To capture those who indicate 
they are likely to return, will require introducing policies and 
practices that address these critical attributes associated with 
a member’s willingness to return at reopening. Figures 34 to 38 
portray the responses of members to each of the 19 questions 
we posed based on a five-point scale of not important to 
extremely important. Figure 39 presents the ten most important 
influencers for rejoining based on the mean response score 
for each question. 

Some of the essential takeaways from this data include:

• The number one influencer is dependent upon the local government 
  and not the facility itself, which is that testing for COVID-19 be widely 
  available. This could be a challenge since testing has been or is 
  being suppressed in certain regions of the country.

• The second and third most important influencers are related to 
  disinfecting equipment after each use and ensuring that members 
  have immediate and proximal access to either hand sanitizers, 
  hand washing stations, or sanitizing wipes.
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How	Soon	after	Reopening	Members	Will	Return	by	Gender	

More	than	three	months	after	reopening	

Between	one	month	and	three	months	after	
reopening	

Between	one	week	and	four	weeks	after	
reopening	

Within	a	week	of	reopening	

7%	 7%	
4%	 6%	

10%	 11%	
8%	 9%	

19%	 19%	 19%	 19%	

28%	 29%	
30%	 29%	

37%	
35%	

38%	 38%	

0%	

5%	

10%	

15%	

20%	

25%	

30%	

35%	

40%	

45%	

50%	

Staff	and	Members/Users	wear	
protective	face	masks	

Staff	and	Members/Users	wear	
protective	gloves	

Number	of	users	in	facility	limited	to	
support	physical	distancing	guidelines	

Facility	limits	#	of	people	in	GX	classes	
to	preserve	proper	physical	distancing	

Figure	34	
The	Importance	or	Unimportance	of	Various	Actions	on	Influencing	the	Return	of	Members	-	I	
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Figure	35	
The	Importance	or	Unimportance	of	Various	Actions	on	Influencing	the	Return	of	Members	-	II	
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Figure	36	
The	Importance	or	Unimportance	of	Various	Actions	on	Influencing	the	Return	of	Members	-	III	
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• Two very important behaviors members want to witness, with 
  median scores above four are 1) the need for a facility to openly 
  communicate and reinforce with members that if they are 
  experiencing a cough, fever or other symptom that they not 
  enter the facility and, 2) Operators being transparent about 
  communicating if a staff person or member who attended the 
  club is diagnosed with COVID-19.

• Limiting the number of members using the club at any given time, 
  as well as limiting the number of individuals attending a group 
  exercise at any given time to ensure proper physical distancing 
  are both among the top ten. 

21%	

5%	 5%	

18%	

13%	

9%	 9%	
13%	

24%	
20%	 21%	

25%	
23%	

30%	

40%	

24%	

19%	

35%	 35%	

20%	

0%	

5%	

10%	

15%	

20%	

25%	

30%	

35%	

40%	

45%	

50%	

Facility	offers	on-demand/
streaming	content	for	GX	

Local	government	provides	
evidence	that	cases	and	deaths	in	
region	due	to	COVID-19	have	

declined	over	past	two	weeks	(CDC	
Guidelines)	

Local	government	provides	
evidence	that	testing	for	COVID-19	

is	widely	available	

Facility	continues	to	offer	the	virtual	
fitness	content	offered	during	

closure	

Figure	37	
The	Importance	or	Unimportance	of	Various	Actions	on	Influencing	the	Return	of	Members	-	IV	
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Figure	38	
The	Importance	or	Unimportance	of	Various	Actions	on	Influencing	the	Return	of	Members	-	V	
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Chapter 6
Reliable Predictors of a Member Returning to their Facility

“The best predictor of future behavior is past behavior” 
Mark Twain

Image courtesy of FitSpace Boutique Fitness
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Introduction
We must hand it to Mark Twain, as he understood clearly how 
valuable previous behaviors and attitudes are to forecasting future 
behavior. By understanding the behaviors of members prior to closure 
and possibly during closure, we believe operators will have a tool for 
predicting if and, when members return. We also believe that in addi-
tion to understanding prior behaviors, understanding the member ex-
perience prior to and during closure may offer a means to predicting 
future membership numbers. 

The Relationship between 
Member Usage and their 
Delight with their Experience
Our research with clients has shown a significant correlation 
between a member’s usage patterns and their emotional 
connection with their facility. As a result, we felt it was important 
to understand the relationship between member behavior and 
member sentiments with the goal of leveraging these insights 
to more effectively predict a member’s desire to return to their 
club at opening. Figures 40 to 44 portray the relationship 
between levels of member usage and the emotional sentiments 
they have toward their facility experience. 

Some of the most important takeaways from this data include:

• Member delight increases exponentially as usage levels increase.
  Members who use their facility 12 times or more monthly are 50% 
  more likely to be indicate they strongly agree they are delighted 
  with their experience prior to closure than members who use their 
  facility 8 to 10 times a month, and twice as likely to be delighted 
  as those who use their facility 4 to 8 times a month.

• The likelihood of remaining a member followed the same pattern 
  as member delight with the strongest level of delight associated 
  with members who visit their facility more than 12 times a month.

• The likelihood to recommend is not influenced nearly as much 
  by usage as either delight or the likelihood to remain. This may 
  indicate that the metric of likelihood to recommend may not be 
  as powerful a predictive metric as originally perceived.

• We did not find a strong association between usage levels prior 
  to closure and the levels of delight expressed by members during 
  closure. It appears that once a facility closed the frequency of 
  usage prior to closing had little impact on how delighted members 
  were with their experience during closure. 
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Figure	40	
Level	of	Member	Delight	Prior	to	Closure	
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Figure	41	
Likelihood	to	Remain	Prior	to	Closure	

Comparison	based	on	Frequency	of	Usage	Prior	to	Closure	
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Frequency of Usage and Likelihood 
of Returning at Re-opening
Figure 45 shows the relationship between a member’s level of 
monthly usage and their likelihood to return at reopening. 

Two key takeaways from this graph are:
• Members who used their facility at least 12 times a month prior 
  to closure were the most likely to indicate they would return (52%). 
  Usage levels of 8 to 12 times a month also garnered a reasonable 
  level of likelihood to return at 37%. As usage dropped so did the 
  expressed desire to return.

• Members with the lowest reported frequency of usage were the 
  most likely to be ambivalent about returning. This data would dictate 
  that operators explore their member usage levels and consider 
  developing campaigns to attract those with low usage back to 
  the facility, since if left alone their likelihood of returning is low.

Not only does a member’s level of usage prior to closure 
predict their likelihood of returning, it also predicts how 
quickly they intend to return. As figure 46 demonstrates, 
members who frequented their facility at least 12 times a 
month prior to closure are the ones who will return the 
fastest, with 44% of this group indicating they will return 
within the first week and 72% within the first month. 
Members who visited 8 times or fewer each month are 
less likely to return during the first week, and even 
during the first month.

The Impact of the Membership 
Experience Prior to Closure and 
the Likelihood of Returning at 
Re-opening
We took the three-experiential metrics of the member experience 
prior to closure (delight, likelihood to remain and likelihood to 
recommend), along with level of delight during closure and 
evaluated them as potential predictors of a member’s likelihood 
of returning. Figures 47 through 50 present the findings of this
work. 

Our findings are:
• Members who reported a five on level of delight prior to closure 
  were 50% more likely to report they were very likely to return than 
  individuals who scored a four on delight and nine times more likely 
  to say they were very likely to return than individuals who scored 
  a three.

• Members who responded with a five on likelihood to refer prior to 
  closure were more than twice as likely to say they were very likely  
  to return compared to those who reported a four on likelihood to 
  recommend.

• Members who reported a five on likelihood to remain prior to closure 
  were six times as likely to indicate they were very likely to return at  
  reopening compared to those who reported a four for likelihood to 
  remain prior to closure.
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Figure	43	
Level	of	Member	Delight	During	Closure	

Comparison	based	on	Frequency	of	Usage	Prior	to	Closure	

Strongly	agree	

Agree	

Neither	agree	nor	disagree	

Disagree	

Strongly	disagree	

52%	

69%	

77%	

87%	

37%	

45%	 46%	 46%	

0%	

10%	

20%	

30%	

40%	

50%	

60%	

70%	

80%	

90%	

100%	

<	4x	 4x	to	8x	 8x	to	12x	 >	12x	

Figure	44	
Comparison	of	Member	Delight	Prior	To	and	During	Closure	based	on	Frequency	of	Usage	
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Figure	45	
Impact	of	Facility	Usage	and	Likelihood	to	Return	at	Re-Opening	
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Figure	46	
Time	to	Return	(First	Week/First	Month)	

Comparison	by	Frequency	of	Usage	Prior	to	Closure	
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• A five on the likelihood to remain response prior to closure had 
  the greatest association of any experiential measure prior to closure 
  in predicting a member’s desire to return at reopening.

• Members who reported a five on level of delight during closure 
  were no more likely to rejoin than a member who reported a three 
  during closure.

• It appears that the experience prior to closure, in particular, the 
  response to likelihood to remain is the most powerful predictor of 
  a member returning to their club at reopening.

Are Members Who Cancelled 
their Membership During Closure 
More Difficult to Attract Back 
at Re-opening?
We looked at members who cancelled or did not cancel 
their membership when their facility closed to see if that 
had an impact on their level of desire to return. As reflected 
in figure 51, we looked at members who indicated they 
were either fairly likely or very likely to return and assessed 
if cancelling their membership had a material impact. 
What we discovered is that member’s who did not cancel 
their membership had approximately four times greater 
likelihood of saying they were very likely to return and 
where nearly three times as likely to say they were fairly 
likely to return.
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Figure	48	
Very	Likely	(5)	to	Rejoin	at	Reopening	based	on	Likelihood	to	Recommend	Prior	to	Closure	
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Figure	50	
Very	Likely	(5)	to	Rejoin	at	Reopening	based	on	Level	of	Delight/Satisfaction	During	Closure	
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Chapter 7
Traditional Health/Fitness Clubs and Fitness Studios – 
Will Re-Opening Play Out Differently?

“There are many ways of going forward, 
but only one way of standing still” 
Franklin D Roosevelt

Image Courtesy of Les Mills International
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Introduction
Over the past decade the health/fitness industry has bifurcated 
into two major segments, traditional health/fitness clubs and fitness 
studios. Each of these industry segments is unique, both in the value 
propositions they offer and the audiences they serve. Consequently, 
it would not surprise anyone if the membership composition of these 
two segments differed; as well as their behaviors, experiences, and 
ultimately, the impact these differences might have on the respective 
members rejoining their former facility. 

This chapter is dedicated to uncovering some of the unique elements 
of these two industry segments in regards to their demographic 
make-up, the behaviors and experiences of their members, and finally, 
a comparison of the challenges facing each when it comes to getting 
their members to return.

A Comparative Demographic 
Profile of the Two Segments
One of the first demographic elements we explored was the 
gender composition of the two segments. As seen in figure 52, 
fitness studios leaned heavily toward women, with 64% of studio 
members being women. Women also represented the largest 
segment of membership among those who reported they were 
members of both a club and fitness studio. 

From a generational perspective (figure 53), Millennials comprised 
the largest segment of membership followed by Gen X and then 
Gen Z. When it came to dual privileges, Millennials represented 
the largest portion of memberships followed by Gen Z. 

Activity Preferences and Usage 
Levels of Members from the 
Two Segments Prior to and 
During Closure
Figure 54 compares how frequently members used their facility 
(health/fitness club, fitness studio or both). 
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Figure	52	
Facility	Membership	Type	by	Gender	
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The highlights in respect to usage are:
• Members of traditional clubs had the highest percentage of members 
  visiting at least 12 times a month (37%) followed by members who held 
  dual memberships at 33% and fitness studio members at 17%. 

• Fitness studios had the largest percentage of members visiting 4 to 8 
  times a month at 42%, followed by those who were members of clubs 
  and studios at 32%

• Members of fitness studios are most likely to visit 4 to 8 times a month 
  followed by 8 to 12 times a month while traditional health/fitness       
  clubs tended to lean toward having a more active membership base.

It was not only the frequency of visits that varied considerably 
between clubs and studios, but also the type of activity members 
pursued in their respective facilities. According to the data in 
figure 55, a larger percentage of fitness studio members engaged 
with a personal trainer/instructor than members of a traditional 
health/fitness cub (24% vs. 10% respectively). The same variance
is seen with respect to small group training and group exercise 
classes where fitness studio members are significantly more likely 
to participate in each of these activities than their counterparts 
who attend traditional health/fitness clubs. During closure, the 
members of fitness studios, or members who held dual memberships 
were twice as likely to engage in at-home programs delivered 
by their facility as members of traditional health/fitness clubs 
(figure 56). 

During closure, the members of fitness studios and members 
of both fitness studios and health/fitness clubs were extended 
more opportunities to engage in virtual activities (figure 57) than 
members of health/fitness clubs. Also, individuals who were 
members of fitness studios and/or both were significantly 
more likely than members of health/fitness clubs (figure 58) to 
participate in content delivered digitally. 

Some of the key takeaways are:
• Across the four different digital engagement strategies offered to 
  members of clubs and studios, members of fitness studios were 
  50% to 100% more likely to indicate their facility made these 
  experiences available.

• When it came to their participation in the digital offerings of their 
  respective facility type, the members of fitness studios had higher 
  participation levels across the board.

As presented in Chapter 5, a greater percentage of high usage 
members is predictive of a greater likelihood to return. In this 
instance, health/fitness club members are more active and 
therefore more likely to return to their former facility when it 
reopens.

The Experiential Sentiments of 
Fitness Studio and Health/Fitness 
Club Members
One of the pervading beliefs of health/fitness industry experts 
is that fitness studios offer a more community-driven support 
structure for their members than health/fitness clubs, and 
therefore foster a more tribal environment that results in 
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Figure	55	
Activity/Fitness	Preference	Prior	to	Facility	Closing	
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Figure	56	
Members	Who	Participated	in	an	At	Home	Program	During	Closure	
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greater member/client loyalty. These outcomes would be 
favorable to driving retention, and one suspects, fostering 
a greater likelihood of members/clients of fitness studios 
returning at reopening than members of health/fitness clubs. 
Figures 59, 60 and 61 compare the responses of fitness 
studio and health/fitness club members with respect to 
the level of delight and likelihood to remain expressed 
prior to closures and the level of delight expressed 
during closure. What the data from these three figures 
shows is:
• The level of delight expressed by members of both segments 
  prior to closure was similar, especially those who said they  
  strongly agreed with being delighted.

• A higher percentage of fitness studio members prior to  
  closure (22% to 14%) tended to be ambivalent about their 
  level of delight when compared to members of health/fitness 
  clubs.

• A higher percentage of health/fitness club members (57%) 
  reported strongly agreeing with their likelihood of recommending 
  their facility to another than members of fitness studios (40%). 
  Also, like the member responses to delight, fitness studio 
  members showed greater ambivalence to recommending 
  others to their facility than members of health/fitness clubs.

• Individuals who reported being members of both a club and 
  studio were more inclined than members of either fitness 
  studios or health/fitness clubs to be delighted with their facility 
  during closure. 

As noted in Chapter 5, high levels of delight are a strong 
predictor of likelihood to return. Consequently, it appears 
that health/fitness club members have a slight edge in 
this predictive measure for return.

Do Members of the Two Segments 
Differ when it Comes to the 
Likelihood of Returning and 
Timing of Returning at Reopening?
Figure 62 showcases the response of health/fitness club 
members and fitness studio members to the questions 
pertaining to their likelihood of returning to their former 
facility, an alternative facility or exercising on their own 
using virtual content. 

The data shows the following:
• A higher percentage of health/fitness club members (68%) 
  indicate they are very likely/fairly likely to return to their 
  former facility compared to 59% for fitness studio members.

• Fitness studio members and those who are members of 
  both a health/fitness club and fitness studio are more 
  inclined to return to a facility other than their former one 
  than members of a health/fitness club (25% and 37% 
  respectively compared to 19%).

When it comes to how soon members of these two types 
of facilities will return, an overview is provided in figure 63. 
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Figure	58	
Type	of	Facility	Offerings	Particpated	In	During	Closure	by	Facility	Type	
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Figure	59	
Level	of	Member	Delight	Prior	to	Closure	by	Facility	Type	
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Figure	60	
Likelihood	to	Remain	a	Member	Prior	to	Closure	by	Facility	Type	
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Figure	61	
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The differences in time till return are negligible across the 
two industry segments with a slightly higher percentage 
of health/fitness club members indicating they will return 
within the first week. While a higher percentage of fitness 
studio members compared to health/fitness club members 
(38% vs. 33%) indicate they will return between one and 
four weeks after reopening. These findings support the 
predictive nature of the earlier comparative responses 
to the member experience and member usage behavior 
which both reflect members of health/fitness clubs being 
more inclined to return and return sooner than members 
of fitness studios.
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Appendix

Image Courtesy of Life Fitness
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General Definitions
In this section of our report we provide definitions for some of the key terms referenced in the report

Geographic Regions
These are demographic areas of the U.S. built on the framework used by the U.S. Census with minor modifications 
as will be noted in the definition.

Mid-Atlantic. 
This represents the States of Delaware, Maryland, New Jersey, New York, and Pennsylvania. This is the same as the 
U.S. Census Mid-Atlantic Region.

Northeast. 
This represents the States of Connecticut, Massachusetts, Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont. This is the same as 
the U.S. Census New England Region.

Southeast. 
This represents the States of Florida, Georgia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Virginia, and West Virginia. This is the 
same as the U.S. Census South Atlantic Region.

South Central. 
This represents the States of Alabama, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, and Tennessee. This is the same as the U.S. 
Census’s South-Central Region except for Louisiana not being included in the U.S. Census South Central region.

Southwest. 
This represents Arizona, Arkansas, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Texas. This is the same as the U.S. Census 
West-Central Region except for Louisiana being included in the U.S. Census West Central region.

Midwest. 
This represents the States of Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, and Ohio. This is the same as the U.S. Census 
East North Central Region except for Minnesota not being included in the U.S. Census East North Central region.

Plains. 
This represents Iowa, Kansas, Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, and South Dakota. This is the same as the U.S. 
Census West North Central Region except Minnesota is included in the U.S. West North Central Region.

Mountain West. 
This represents Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Utah, and Wyoming. This is the same as the U.S. Census West 
except that Arizona is included in the U.S. Census West region.

Pacific Region. 
This represents Alaska, California, Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington. This is the same as the U.S. Census Pacific 
Region.

Generations and Ages
Generation Z (Gen Z). These are adults ages 18 to 24.
Generation Y (millennials). These are adults 25 to 39.
Generation X (Gen X). These are adults 40 to 55.
Boomers. These are adults 56 to 74. For comparative statistical purposes we blended this generation with those 74 
and older who represent the Silent Generation.

Facility Types
Fitness Studio. 
This are fitness businesses that deliver highly specialized activity offerings such as barre, cycling, HIIT, personal training, Pilate’s, and 
yoga to tribal audiences.  

Health/Fitness Club. 
These are traditional clubs and fitness centers. They include commercial clubs, recreation centers and YMCAs/
JCCs.
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About ClubIntel
ClubIntel https://www.club-intel.com/ is a brand insights and strategic consulting firm serving the 
health/fitness facility industry, including commercial clubs, fitness studios, private clubs, recreation 
centers, industry associations, suppliers and investors. Our mission is to elevate the member 
experience for the industry by offering evidence-based solutions.

The company’s scope of services includes:
• Brand health studies
• Focus group and in-depth interview facilitation
• Member experience surveys and journey mapping
• Employee experience surveys an
• Competitive intelligence work
• Brand promise and standards development
• New product concept testing
• Brand development work
• Strategic business planning
• Operational and experiential standards development and execution
• Market feasibility studies and new business development

In addition, we serve the global health/fitness industry by authoring a variety of consumer and 
operation-driven research studies. Some of our most recognized studies include:
• International Fitness Industry Trend Study – What’s All the Rage (2015 to present)
• IHRSA Health Club Consumer Report (2014 to present)
• AFS Operating and Financial Benchmarking Report (2015 to 2018)
• CSFA State of the Industry Report (2014, 2016 and 2017)
• IHRSA/Mercado Fitness State of the Mexico Health/fitness Industry Report (2016)
• IHRSA European CEO Study (2018)

Our leadership team of Stephen Tharrett and Mark Williamson have extensive industry knowledge 
with a combined 60+ years of experience. Stephen has served in multiple leadership roles 
including as SVP of Operations, ClubCorp; CEO, Russian Fitness Group and President of the 
IHRSA Board of Directors. Mark Williamson has led consumer insight teams at major hospitality 
brands including ClubCorp, Match.com, Applebee’s and Brinker International.
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