THE REAL IMPACT OF THE RECESSION

By Will Phillips

Most clubs have had slower sales, harder closes and higher attrition in the last six months.

We are now seeing signs and reports that there is a light at the end of the tunnel.  Signs that parts of the economy

are getting back on its feet.  It is likely that the economy will have turned for the better in a year or two at most.

But the REAL IMPACT of the recession on the club industry may have much longer lasting effects.

The Wall St. Journal reports on April 16th:

The recession has caused people to cut back on everything from travel to eating out. Now, it is spawning a new low-budget fitness movement. These low-cost and easy fitness alternatives range from dusting off old dumbbells to jumping rope or kickboxing in front of the television. Some have found creative workout options, like investing in the $90 Nintendo Wii Fit videogame, pooling money for a group personal training session or taking yoga at a local college. WSJ.com - Lean Times Bring Workouts Home 
Planet Fitness began a pre recession wake up call to club users.  You can get a nice room with lots of nice equipment for $10 a month.  So what does the higher priced club supply in addition to this.  Many members and prospects are discovering that the answer is NOTHING.  Only when a member pays more for personal training does the level of service really jump up.  As for group exercise the public in its new world of frugality has discovered as the same WSJ article reports:

Sales of fitness DVDs have grown 16% in the first quarter of this year compared with last year, according to Nielsen Video Scan.  Exercise TV, a free on-demand channel available to digital cable subscribers, says viewership is growing. Indeed, some say they are actually working out more at home than they were at the gym.

Pre recession living was full of excessive expenditure.  Buying more than we needed.  4,000 plus square foot houses, SUVs, expensive vacations and regular restaurant meals for the family.  Health club membership may be a part of this excess!  The health-wellness-fitness industry has done a great job of educating the public on the value of exercise.  But the show is over!  The public has switched gears and is discovering the frugal life can be fine.  That all that excess is not needed.  Long after the economy has improved, the public may still retain its recession insights about spending less especially excess.  THIS Will BE A CHALLENGE TO EVERY HEALTH CLUB.

Sadly, the Wall Street Journal also commented, Quitting the gym can be a hassle depending on the club you join. 

Our industry continues to carry this burden.  Even if you club is not a hassle to quit, your club is tainted by the industry stain.  Thus the club industry is impacted by these three trends: High cost, Hassle to quit and the publics discovery of frugality.  To survive the post recession world well here are three strategies to think about.

CUSTOMER SERVICE IS NOT smiling.  Nor is it something that you train people to do.  And if all you do is smile and train people in customer service, you will not have high levels of customer service.  

CUSTOMER SERVICE IS meeting the customers’ needs by supplying them with what they want and need. And one thing they want and need is easy join and easy quit.  Like getting a library card or a stopping a subscription to Weight Watchers.  Stop the back door block.  When members leave they have good reasons to leave.  Let them.  Now see if you can find out what their good reasons are.  Most likely you will not be able to do this without professional help.  Exit surveys in many industries show that rarely does the exiter give the real reasons.  It is too awkward.  Only with professional interviewers can you approach the real reasons. (Read MANAGING THE BACK DOOR by Will Phillips for more on this
).

PROVE THE DIFFERENCE between your club and Planet Fitness.  Be humble. Join a Planet Fitness and alternate your workouts between PF and your club.  What’s the difference? [Remember, that the difference was not enough for the 10,000 PF members to join your club.  Now be bold and swap members.  Recruit a random, cross section of your members say 30 and turn them into your market research team.  Buy them each a membership in PF and have them do the alternate days workouts. What can you learn. Now offer the first 30 PF members who walk into your club a free membership for three months.  Repeat the experiment.  See how many will upgrade and pay your price at the end of three months.   Why or why not? 

GET WITH IT.  There is ample evidence that the club customers need and want several things that MOST clubs do no regularly deliver.  Consider adding these in depth.  First is professional group exercise that offers new music and choreography three to four times a year delivered in a well designed group X room with great sound and first rate instructors.  This delivers strong workouts, better than the majority of individual workouts plus a great sense of connectivity or tribalism as Seth Godin would comment. (See Will Phillips review of Seth’s latest book TRIBES with two dozen questions to help you apply the concepts to you club
).

Second, hire staff with already developed skills in caring and connecting with other people.  Then train them in exercise physiology.  The reverse does not work as well. And you must have staff who can connect and build personal relationships with members.  That is why they stay!

Third, get a camp director.  This is the old fashioned name for a facilitator of social networking.  Once again people are tribal, we want to connect, but we need some help.  Joining a group X class helps us connect and bond with the instructor and with the class members.  Tennis does the same thing.  What will you do with the others in your club?  How about connecting the wine drinkers or the walkers or the tri athletes or the cancer survivors or the new to the area folks.

Fourth, get the technology to support exercise.  Let people learn about and tri our Wii Fit, or Brain Age and how about downloadable exercise audios to use on a treadmill.  Even Tony Robbins CDs on Personal Power.  

Now, do not expect that there is a cookbook on how to do the last three ideas.  For the first one we have Body Training Systems, Les Mill and Zumba.  For the others you will have to experiment.  And if you don’t the public will just as the Wall Street Journal reported.
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