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1. Introduction 

 

In this project I will discuss what makes a successful health and fitness teacher, but before I begin to 

write about this area of study, which I have been interested in for quite a while, I want to define 

what I mean by 'successful.' And also what I mean by a health and fitness teacher. 

   Firstly, I will look at group exercise instructors taking mixed ability classes, then fitness 

instructors in gyms, personal trainers and also those who specialise in certain areas such as GP 

referral and exercise rehabilitation, as all these come under the umbrella of health and fitness but 

are very different roles. 

   In the health and fitness industry success is defined by a number of different things. Firstly, the 

most important aspect is client/learner retention. Without the learners and participants we have no 

class and it may be withdrawn from the programme or syllabus. Also, retention is important in 

terms of revenue for the college or leisure centre we may be working for. Secondly, success must be 

defined by what the class member is getting out of the class in terms of learning, enjoyment and 

fitness level. Thirdly, our industry is highly competitive and we must be earning an adequate to 

good living out of our chosen profession. Lastly, I would add that the learner must have a mental, 

physical and emotional experience that inspires them and contributes to their overall well being. 

Within these areas there are many further aspects which I will discuss later. 

 

2. Problem 

   I have chosen this topic because there is a problem with retention and many new 

teachers/instructors leave the fitness industry within a year-two years with a sense of 

disappointment and disenchantment, often not knowing where they have gone wrong or why they 

didn't achieve what they thought they would.  I have done some research on a GP referral scheme 

run by the large leisure company I used to work for. They have been running this scheme for about 

five years and it entails anyone referred by their GP for regular exercise (due to health problems) 

has free access to all facilities. This includes swimming, classes and gym.  The Health and Fitness 

Manager informed me that their retention rate over a year is 54%. She seemed to think this was a 

satisfactory/good retention rate but I had my doubts because this means 46% of unwell people are 

not returning and doing exercise that will improve and in some cases, save their lives. This is a lot 

of people and why don’t they go back? 

   My opinion is it probably has to do with physical and psychological reasons sometimes but often 

it will be to do with the staff they encounter. Fitness professionals dealing with GP referrals need to 

have certain qualities to deal with the people they come across plus they need further intensive 

training and in depth knowledge. Sometimes the company they work for will pay for this training 

but often they won’t and so the instructor has to fork out quite a bit of money themselves. This 

amount of money for the courses is not reflected in their eventual salary. Gym work is notoriously 

badly paid and so, why should they pay out that money for the specialist courses when it isn’t 

returned quickly enough in their pay? 

   To work with people referred by their GP we not only have to have specialist knowledge but also 

we have to want to work on a daily basis with unwell, unconfident, nervous members. This needs a 

variety of skills that are hard to come by, plus the fitness professional needs to be inspiring 

constantly. 

   The areas I have defined above may sound easy to include in a class or they may sound difficult 

depending on your point of view, but I believe they are much harder to achieve for a teacher of 

fitness than many students realise, hence the number of newly qualified teachers that leave our 

industry constantly. Because I am also an assessor, I get countless student fitness teachers 

contacting me to say it is much harder than they thought to retain their clients/learners and to keep 

them constantly inspired and what can they do about it? In my experience this is the norm and only 
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a few teachers have the necessary character traits, personality, inspirational teaching skills and 

determination to be successful in the way I have defined it. 

   Firstly, I will discuss group exercise teachers taking mixed ability classes. 

   In my years in leisure centres I was involved in client retention and training of teachers. Over the 

ten centres in our borough there were only four or five teachers retaining their class members 

consistently and teaching high numbers. At that time I was interested in finding out why that was 

and I will discuss my findings later. Recently I went back to these centres and assessed the qualified 

teachers and I found the same thing happening. A handful of them were retaining class members 

regularly. I have studied my assessment records and have identified some of the problem areas and I 

will include my assessment records and dissect them for the purpose of this research. 

 

   I will also include a copy of my questionnaires I have given out to learners to find out why and 

how they choose the teachers they do and what it is that keeps them coming back to our classes over 

a long period of time. 

   This research will help me when teaching student health and fitness teachers because I can include 

sessions in how to be successful over the long term and help them plan their careers and CPD with 

this in mind. I also want to lead workshops in this area too. I’m sure a workshop called, ‘How to fill 

your class!’ would be welcomed and attended well. I have my own theories, but they may be too 

simplistic and I want to be able to back them up with my research. 

   

3. Literature on Success Factors 

   I would like to start by looking further at my definition of success in my area of expertise. I 

started with retention and quite simply this comes down to a few points first of all, which I will 

break down even further. 

    Firstly, the most important thing is the first impression of the teacher when a learner joins a class. 

Because I have assessed many students and qualified teachers I watch carefully their manner, their 

expressions, their first words to a learner, how they react and their overall attitude in the first 

instance. Some of these may sound obvious but in my experience they are not. I try to teach student 

fitness teachers that the learner may be extremely nervous when they first join a class and it may 

have taken them a lot of courage to walk in on their own, (especially if they are very overweight). 

There may be many reasons for nerves and timidity. They may associate fitness classes with the last 

time they did any exercise-at school. School exercise might hold bad memories for them especially 

if they weren't 'sporty.' These memories come with them when they first start our classes. The first 

thing they are looking for is a friendly, non-threatening, smiling fitness teacher. This sounds 

simplistic but I have assessed many qualified teachers who don't even make eye contact with their 

learners or talk with them beforehand. This first impression is where some teachers lose learners 

immediately. 

     Secondly we must be professional, courteous, interested and have empathy with the people in 

our classes. Professionalism is of paramount importance and cannot be overstated. This sounds 

obvious, but again is often not happening in classes. There are many learners who attend classes 

with numerous health and fitness issues to deal with and our interest and empathy must come across 

at all times. Without empathy the learner will assume we aren't interested in their problems and find 

another class where the teachers shows much more of an interest in the learner as a whole person. 

    Thirdly, a fitness teacher must be inspirational and help learners achieve their goals with positive 

feedback. Again, if we aren't inspirational in the way we teach, the learner will find someone who 

does inspire them. 

    Next, teachers must use humour and not be too serious in their approach. We need to be serious 

in our commitment to our learners but most people like to have fun and enjoy what they have come 

out on a rainy evening to do and without that sense of fun learners won't come back. Exercise is 

extremely hard for some people to commit to but if it is enjoyable they will forget it is hard work. I 

have assessed Pilates and Yoga teachers who are humourless in their approach because they believe 
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their discipline is much more important than other areas of fitness. 

     Also, fitness teachers must ensure learners are actually learning about their bodies, their health 

and inspire the people in their classes to want to find out more, to try different forms of exercise and 

to take care of their health. 

     Fitness teachers need to think of their classes as a whole body experience and be interested in 

their learner’s well-being. Including a short relaxation component at the end of a class is popular 

with learners because of the stress everyone is under in today's world. 

     Lastly, it has to be Christmas Day every day. Nobody wants to come to your class and hear you 

moaning or see by your face that you are fed up. We have to be constantly positive, upbeat and 

inspiring. 

To explore this further, a successful fitness teacher must love interacting with people. It isn't enough 

to do the job because you like fitness yourself, you must love talking to learners, helping them 

achieve their goals, get satisfaction from seeing their improvements and find them interesting. 

Nobody can fake this, it is either natural or not and this, in my opinion, is the most important and 

vital aspect of teaching fitness. Class members will know if you are merely pretending to be 

interested and vote with their feet. 

     Without these simple (or not so simple) aspects to our classes many teachers fail to thrive in our 

industry. But these are my personal views and what I have experience of. There are others who have 

differing opinions. 

 

   'What makes a good exercise instructor? The term professional exercise instructor as used by the 

Aerobics and Fitness Association of America (AFAA) refers to someone who fulfils the following 

characteristics. 

   Teaches with enthusiasm and genuine concern for his/her students. 

   Is a knowledgeable role model for a preventative health and fitness lifestyle. 

   Gives pre-class instructions. 

   Has professional affiliation with an educational resource or training organisation. 

   Demonstrates a commitment to continuing education by taking courses to expand knowledge base 

and practical skills. 

   Demonstrates safe, effective exercise technique and modifies exercises for those with low back 

discomfort or musculoskeletal problems, pregnant women and de-conditioned or overweight 

individuals. 

   Instructs in a non-competitive, non-intimidating manner.' 
i
 

 

   These points I would agree with, but there is no mention of some of the other points I raised such 

as interest, empathy etc. I think many teachers lose the people in their back row constantly because 

these are the shy people, the overweight, the nervous, the uncoordinated, the people with low self 

esteem and confidence. If we reach out to these learners they will come back and tell at least five 

friends how kind, friendly, non threatening and considerate we were. 

    

  'A successful fitness teacher must possess excellent people skills and be able to communicate 

effectively. They should be great motivators and understand the process of change. They should act 

and look professional at all times. They should be a role model in mind, body and action. They 

should be responsible and dependable. They should always keep learning and stay on top of current 

trends. They should be teachers who aim to educate, develop independence and empower their 

clients.
ii
 

   I agree with all these points and a fitness teacher who has all these qualities constantly are hard to 

find. I also believe there are loftier qualities we must have. 

   'You approach may be summarised in the form of three commandments; 'Enhance the quality of 

life of clients. Act as if you are a concerned parent training a valued child. Apply knowledge, 

wisdom and understanding.' 
iii

 

   I think he has touched on a point here that isn't often mentioned and regularly forgotten, 'Enhance 
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the quality of life of clients.'  

 

   There are so many qualities needed that it isn't any wonder so many newly qualified teachers into 

our profession soon give up and fall by the wayside. Often in training courses, we are told how to 

teach fitness but these points about our own characteristics and personality and what is needed from 

us, are mostly not covered in the courses. Therefore, many fitness teachers begin with high hopes 

and enthusiasm and very quickly realise it isn't as easy to retain clients/learners as they thought. You 

have to be a rare person indeed to possess all these qualities constantly, never have an off day, act as 

if it is Christmas Day every day and update your qualifications regularly. That is why it is rare to 

find a successful fitness teacher who has been in the industry a long time. 

  

   'Sport and fitness coaching is an art as well as a science.' 
iv
 

   I would totally agree with this statement and add to the mix being a good listener, a motivator and 

be completely disciplined yourself and you have an extremely hard task. 

   I would also add, lead by example, display commitment at all times and have empathy in 

abundance. All this requires a unique set of talents and skills. It is unlikely there will be many 

people like this that excel in all these areas, but a successful fitness teacher will have many, if not 

all of these qualities. 

   Herein lies the problem-how many people are all these things? Perhaps, in my experience of 

twenty five years in this industry, five out of five hundred, probably less than that. This is probably 

the answer to my question. But also the most important aspect of what I have written is that these 

qualities must come naturally too. If you pretend to be interested, pretend to have empathy (almost 

impossible to fake) pretend you are interested in all their problems, the learners will know 

immediately. There is nothing worse than being taught by someone insincere. 

   In my experience, the hardest thing, when you are teaching regularly, is always being positive and 

upbeat. We all have problems in our lives, with our children, our relationships, bereavements, 

divorce, having pets put down, physical ailments, the list is never ending, but the learners in our 

classes have problems of their own and don't want to come to our classes and hear about our 

problems. I assessed a qualified teacher recently who spoke non-stop through her class about how 

awful her husband was! This sounds extreme but I have experienced this on many occasions. A 

fitness professional has to leave their own problems at the door and inspire, not send everyone 

home feeling depressed. 

   Paul Bedford, who was a senior lecturer at Y Fit (our main awarding body) and now works for 

Leisure Database Company, has researched retention rates in his PHD and I have emailed him and 

read his research.  

   He looked at behavioural change within leisure and worked with leisure companies to help with 

their retention. In a short time he reduced cancellation rates over 7-13 months from 77% per 1,000 

members to 23% per 1,000 members.  Most of the better retention was due to improving customer 

care and does not only involve the fitness teachers but the whole staff. 

   On the Re-Aim website they give alarming figures about inactivity in this country. ‘There are 34 

million inactive people in the UK. 65% of these people do less than 60 minutes of activity each day. 

20% do more than 5 hours of sitting a day (more males than females.)
v
 Some of these people may 

have begun a fitness programme only to drop out very quickly. Again, there are many reasons for 

this, but for a fitness teacher, if you aren’t retaining your participants it can become very 

disheartening. 

   I also looked at a report about a programme they tried in Dakota. They decided to deliver an 

exercise programme to the local inhabitants based around the church. It was almost like a faith 

based community exercise project. They trained up local people, for instance nurses, faith leaders 

and people who worked in the church and for the church in the community and they had them 

organise exercise sessions in the church halls. They found it astoundingly successful. When I read 

this it did not surprise me at all because they were obviously people well known in the local 

community who had access to all these inactive people and were able to get them involved. Again, 
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it comes down to the individual leading the sessions and as they were probably well liked and 

respected anyway they were half way to retaining the participants. I suspect (and this has happened 

to me quite a bit) because they were liked and knew them, the participants probably didn’t want to 

let them down by not turning up. To go back to my original question as to what makes a successful 

health and fitness teacher, likeability is the most important factor and whoever had the idea of using 

well known, likeable, respected people in the community, was immediately on the right track for 

retention. 

   With reference to retention in the gym, I have always thought that many members were 

immediately lost at the gym induction. Why is this? My own opinions, (having worked in a gym for 

six years and watched many inductions,) are that the exercise professional taking the induction 

often looks bored, disinterested and uninspired by the whole process. I don’t blame them for this 

because the centre often has them doing too many in a day and repetition is boring for anyone. They 

should probably only do two or three a day and be encouraged to make them inspiring, dynamic and 

fun! Otherwise the member immediately loses interest and stops listening. This leads to them then 

trying the gym on their own, doing it wrong, injuring themselves or not seeing results and the centre 

loses them within the first month. 

   Again, Paul Bedford has written research on this topic. ‘While they often reported on the nice 

surroundings, members were often disappointed by the lack of support or service they received, 

compared to what had been promised. Group inductions were disliked by all and seen as poor 

service.’ 
vi

 

   For a gym instructor on low pay, what is the incentive to make these inductions inspiring? Well, 

my answer to that would be, that in the long term they will be noticed by management and 

promoted quickly or they take further courses because of their love of the industry and quickly 

move out of the gym to personal training or assessing or starting their own business. For many 

though, again it is a problem we have in the industry, whereby boredom and disillusionment pushes 

them to leave the fitness world within a year. Perhaps though, they didn’t have the qualities required 

in the first place for the job?  

 

4. Methodology 

   Below is a short questionnaire I sent out a year ago to approximately two hundred members that I 

came across in my week as a group exercise teacher and the results were to help students who were 

learning to be fitness teachers understand why learners come to our classes. 

 

1. Why did you come to a fitness class originally? 

2. What do you enjoy most about your class (state as many things as you like.) 

3. Why have you continued to attend your fitness class? 

4. What qualities do you look for in a fitness teacher? 

5. What keeps you coming back to your class and keeps you from changing to another one? 

6. Have you been to classes before and not stayed? If so, why did you leave? 

 

   This is a short questionnaire because learners don't want anything too long, but it asked the 

obvious questions. 

 

I then observed classes being held by various instructors and received feedback on these classes. 

Having assessed the group exercise instructors over the last few weeks, I have seen the Yoga and 

Pilates in the small studio being taught at an exceptionally high standard, with two instructors 

standing out for their excellent multi level teaching, with regard to constant reinforced teaching 

points, alternative exercises given for those who needed them, good observation skills and their 

rapport with the members. All the Yoga and Pilates instructors are teaching their classes with the 

health and safety of the members as their highest priority, as set down by the awarding bodies in 

these disciplines. They all verbally screen their class members thoroughly and teach everyone in 
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their classes, not only those in the front row or the members they know. Everyone in these classes 

was made to feel welcome and included throughout. I have no recommendations for improving 

these classes, other than perhaps having one instructor take a Pilates in the Tone Zone. With her 

teaching skills and the popularity of Pilates now, I feel she would not only fill the larger room, but it 

would give the members much more room. 

 

With regard to the classes in the Tone Zone, I have seen teaching range from excellent, good, 

adequate with reservations to unsafe. 

With the exception of one, I found instructors in the Tone Zone not giving nearly enough teaching 

points, not observing the whole class enough, not giving adequate alternative exercises for those 

less able and often teaching only the front row. Without reinforced teaching points, good 

observation and alternatives, the safety of the class members can be compromised. Instructors must 

get off the spot more and walk through the class, not only to make sure they can see everyone 

properly, but to show the members they are not only concerned with the people they know at the 

front. Not everyone is feeling included in these classes. There doesn’t appear to be any empathy 

with members. The members who are not as fit, returners to exercise after injury, those who dislike 

exercising but know they should be doing it, those with bad memories of exercising in the past, 

older members and many other groups, need to see that the instructor has some empathy and 

understanding of how they feel, but I have seen very little evidence of this. From what I have seen 

in many of the classes, if you aren’t fit...tough! If you can’t keep up...tough! If you can’t do my 

routine...tough! These classes aren’t inclusive and the centre is losing a whole group of people 

because of this. It is not the fault of the organisers, as they are trying their best to do something 

about it by having me go in and assess; in some cases it is not even the fault of the instructor 

because this is how they have been trained.  It is the fault of the training courses and how they have 

changed and the conventions, where teaching at high speed with little technique or good posture 

and with little regard to the health and safety of the participants, seems now to be the norm. 

Verbal screening in many of the Tone Zone classes could be improved at the beginning, but this can 

only be done adequately if the instructor is in the class early enough to carry it out. Often instructors 

are rushing in at the last minute and therefore have no time to speak to any of the members. This 

looks unprofessional and uncaring. 

With regard to the unsafe classes, there were hardly any teaching points, little or no observation, 

very few alternative exercises and routines that were so complicated, only the first row could 

follow. My main concern is the speed these classes are being taught at. Because of this, technique is 

severely compromised and most of the exercises cannot be performed correctly. In one of these 

classes there was no aerobic cool down, therefore everyone’s heart rates were high and then they 

were told to get a mat and sit on the floor. Without an aerobic cool down there is a danger of 

pooling of blood in the legs causing faintness and I saw some members clearly in distress (but 

trying to hide it through embarrassment) with trying to get their breathing right. Watching this class 

I felt sure somebody would fall over because the music was too fast for them to perform the 

routines adequately and safely. I noted this down just as a member went flying across the floor. In 

this class also, the routines were too complicated and the instructor hadn’t a clue what was going on 

in her class. Even if it is a level 3, the class can be challenging without using choreography that few 

people can do. If a member is not able to do the routines they have completely wasted their time and 

money and won’t come back. If some members want complicated routines, they can do them, but 

the others in the class must be shown something alternative to do. Inclusion is very important. 

In one of the other unsafe class there was no warm up and members were told to jog immediately 

and do other high impact moves on cold muscles. This could result in serious injury. There were no 

teaching points and the speed of the music was so fast, the squat-lunge combination was performed 

with no technique by the members, which could result in serious knee and back injuries. It was also 

taught at too high a speed with no time for correct technique in any of the components. There were 

17 people in the class and only 5 could keep up! 

In the circuit class which is labelled ALL abilities, this was like an army boot camp for advanced 
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exercises. The warm up was jogging and star jumps on cold muscles (one overweight man was 

breathing so hard I was extremely concerned about him, but the instructor didn’t even notice him). 

There were no alternatives for people who couldn’t keep up, no teaching points and absolutely no 

observation or correcting of poor technique.  

I know these classes are to be addressed urgently which is good practice.  

Lastly, with two exceptions, I found there to be a missing ingredient in many of the classes in the 

Tone Zone. I thought about this at length because at first I couldn’t work out what it was, but having 

reflected on it, I have realised there is very little engaging with the members and making them all 

feel welcome and included. There is a big difference between going through the motions of 

welcoming members and really meaning it. With more customer care and less complicated 

exercises, instructors could add at least 25 members to their classes which would raise their income 

and that of the centre. I know centres are always looking to improve income, but only by excellent 

customer care can this come about. 

Most people have appraisals and assessment at work, but it is done very rarely with qualified 

instructors. It is extremely important though and should be done regularly, not only in classes but in 

gyms also because we all work in an environment where member’s heart rates are being raised and 

this can be a potentially dangerous situation, but with excellent teaching the risks are minimised.  

To end on a positive note, I applaud them for putting Fresh Start aerobics on the programme. This 

class will never have large numbers because members think they are fitter than they are, but it is 

essential on a programme and the instructor taught it very well. 

We all are of the era where teaching was taken very seriously by instructors with regard to customer 

care and safety and this was reflected in the amount of members who used to attend the classes. The 

assessing was very much needed and I hope it will go some way to addressing some of the obvious 

problems that I have seen.  

 

 

 

5. Analysis 

    The results were interesting but not unexpected. 

    178 people out of 200 said they came to a fitness class to get fit-nothing surprising there. But 

fifteen said their main reason for attending was to meet people and seven just to do something 

different. 

    When asked to write what they enjoyed most about it, all said it was fun and they liked to have a 

laugh with other people and interact with others in a relaxed environment. All but 3 said the teacher 

was the most important aspect of their class. 

    Qualities they looked for in a fitness teacher were as follows in the order they were most stated: 

friendly and welcoming attitude, sense of humour, making the class fun, inspiring (meaning 

inspiring them to want to get fitter and lead a healthier lifestyle), not intimidating, liking the whole 

atmosphere of the class, making everyone feel teacher was pleased to see them, use of music to 

inspire, what exercises taught, (not too complicated). 

    The reasons given for staying at a certain class and not moving to another one, 198 said the 

teacher and 2 the time of the class. 

    Reasons given for leaving a class differed. Most gave two reasons, firstly the teacher and 

secondly the class was not the right level for them, either too easy or too hard. There were other 

reasons given too, such as not having enough time to go, work commitments, family commitments 

and doing something different, such as swimming, badminton, gym etc. 

    When I was involved in management at a large leisure centre I worked at, I was amazed when I 

examined the class numbers with my line manager. Looking at all the classes there were two 

teachers way ahead of all the others in terms of class participants. In these two classes there were 

regularly 60-70 members, in the others there were, 12, 15, 20 and only a couple were getting 

anywhere near 30. These two teachers getting large numbers had the skills I listed earlier in 
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abundance and it always translated into large numbers whenever they took on a class. Were they 

rare human beings in terms of all the interpersonal skills I listed? I have to say they were and they 

have gone on to be successful in every aspect of their careers involving working directly with 

people. 

 

   I will now discuss success and retention with fitness instructors in the gym. Gym work can be, by 

definition, boring. There are many duties such as cleaning the equipment and doing inductions that 

can be very repetitive, but the inductions are extremely important in terms of keeping the members 

interested and motivated to come back regularly to the gym. However, this job means you are 

dealing with many people and showing them how the gym equipment works and working them out 

a programme. The gym instructor can make all the difference to whether a member stays at the club 

and is the first port of call except for the membership advisor. An inspiring, understanding, people 

person is what is needed to keep someone interested when they don't really want to exercise in a 

gym but feel they need to. Loving the gym yourself is not enough to be a successful instructor, you 

have to love talking to people, find them and their lives interesting and have enormous patience 

because the gym equipment is a minefield for anyone new. Successful gym instructors quickly get 

promoted to duty managers or go on to do further study and become personal trainers. 

   There are many people who go on personal trainer courses thinking it is a glamorous, well paid 

job. It is only well paid if you are successful at retaining clients and have all the qualities I listed for 

the group exercise teacher, but with PT there are other further qualities needed and the most 

important of these is reliability and being happy to work unsociable hours. Add to that being able to 

work well with individuals (even those you don't particularly like) and motivate them to completely 

change their lives, again it is a rare person who can do all this, all the time, every day, many t imes a 

day! 

   In my experience of working as a PT in a well known private health club, many clients are 

extremely nervous when they first meet us. They have preconceived ideas of what we will be like, 

for instance they think we will be very muscular in our appearance, very strict, often humourless 

and hard as nails. I have known clients shake with apprehension and burst into tears. A successful 

PT will put them at their ease immediately, in fact, they should have done that when the first spoke 

to the client on the phone. The first phone call is often when a client decides whether they will hire 

you or not and then when we meet they usually decide within two minutes. 

    Also as a successful PT we must be professional at all times and never repeat anything a client 

says. I used to joke that being a PT, I held more secrets than a Catholic priest. 

    According to one report out recently on the Natural Physics web site approximately five million 

Americans hire the services of a PT.  

    According to this web site there are other qualities a client must look for too. 'They must be 

certified in CPR, must be able to communicate effectively and have excellent people skills, they 

should be great motivators and understand the process of change, act and look professional at all 

times, they should act as a role model in mind, body and action, be able to help people achieve the 

results they expect, be responsible and dependable, have concern for the health and well being of 

every single client, be loyal and have a high degree of integrity, be able to keep learning and keep 

on top of current trends, know when to refer client to a medical professional. 
vii

 

 

   Again, an extremely rare individual has all these qualities all the time, which is why so many 

people drop out of the profession quickly. I recently spoke to a teacher on a PT Diploma course, one 

of the best courses in the country and he had thirty four students on his course. One day he said to 

me, 'Ask me how many of my students have all the right qualities to be a PT?' I asked him the 

question and his answer was, 'Only three!' He went on to say many of them had admitted they didn't 

really like working with people closely and had no real interest in the minute details of people's 

lives. We discussed this and my further questions were, why did he think so many students attended 

the course who felt like this and did he explain, as part of the syllabus, how important it was to be 

able to relate to individuals, help them achieve their goals and be interested in their lives whilst 
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being endlessly upbeat? He answered he was constantly telling them these points but only hands on 

experience would make them realise fully to what extent these points were true. 

    This is all begs the question, why go through a difficult, expensive personal trainer course if you 

don't particularly like working closely with individuals? My colleague had also asked this question 

and the short answers were, because it is a glamorous, well paid job. This is very interesting to hear 

because being a PT is anything but! The hours are unsociable and there are only a certain number of 

hours you can work, depending on clients and there is nothing glamorous about running outside at 

6.00a.m on a freezing, dark January morning listening to someone's marital problems. However, it 

is intriguing to wonder why it is perceived by people as being glamorous and I can only make the 

suggestion that this is how it is portrayed in the media. The only trainers we ever see are the ones 

training celebrities, not the ones training Joe Smith who needs to lose 8 stone and fights you every 

step of the way by arguing that he doesn't over eat. 

    Many of the students on these courses, if they don't love working closely with people and find 

their lives endlessly fascinating are setting themselves up to fail. Our clients, whether PT clients, 

members of a gym or in our group exercises classes, can never be fooled and know instinctively if 

we are being patronising, disinterested, bored, faking interest and joviality or just going through the 

motions. It is similar to when you go to see your GP. Some are charming, well mannered, have a 

good bedside manner, put you at your ease and make you feel secure in the knowledge that they 

know exactly what is wrong with you and know the best way to treat it. They inspire confidence 

and reassure you instantly. They make you feel better just by being in their consulting room and are 

true healers in every sense of the word. On the other hand there are doctors who don't look up from 

their desk or computer as you walk in the room, look disinterested, don't inspire confidence and you 

leave wondering why on earth you bothered going to see them and you vow never to ask for them 

again. 

    When you leave the class of a successful fitness teacher/trainer you will look forward to going 

back, even if you don't like exercise and leave with a smile on your face. You feel confident that 

they know what they are doing and feel safe in their hands. They make you feel uplifted, inspired 

and happy every time you go. Quite a lot to expect from one individual? Yes and that is why so 

many leave the industry within a year because the weight of expectation from the class members 

and low numbers in classes week after week is extremely demoralising and can crush your self 

confidence. 

   ‘What the teacher is, is more important than what he teaches.’
viii

 

   I still remember my first training course with Y Fit in 1987. The lecturer said then that many 

students who pass their exam leave within the first year or two and in her opinion it was right for 

them to do so. She explained that the fitness world was definitely not for everyone and therefore 

those who didn’t love it were right to move on and find what they did love. I have to say that all 

these years down the line I have to agree with her. But I believe that today’s courses are some of the 

problem because they don’t emphasise that being a people person is by far the number one priority 

and that being successful in this profession is often not what it seems. To the onlooker it appears to 

be something it isn’t. It isn’t glamorous and well paid and easy. What it is, is hard work with 

unsociable, long hours, often working with difficult people who you wouldn’t exchange Christmas 

cards with. And that’s the reality that should be explained on the courses, especially the personal 

trainer courses where you will be working on a one-to one basis with someone.  

   I do see the drop-out rate of fitness professionals as a problem and that is because I see so many at 

the start of their careers, either as a tutor or as an assessor and they start out so full of high hopes 

and wanting to make a difference to people’s lives. I feel I have identified the qualities needed and 

what it takes to be successful in the long term and perhaps there are few of these individuals with all 

of these qualities all of the time. And if they do have these qualities maybe they are going into other, 

better paid professions. Perhaps the industry is too demanding, not well paid enough and with too 

many people going into it for the wrong reasons.  I have to come back to personality, a love of 

working with people, a love of fitness and wanting to impart your knowledge, a natural empathy 

with many different personality types in your classes and a desire to learn more about your subject. 
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I also come back to making it a holistic experience for the members with fun as the added 

ingredient and making something fun every single day of your working life is extremely hard work.  

   ‘Good teaching is one fourth preparation and three fourths theatre.’
ix
 

     I think this quotation is most of the problem in a nutshell. If you were training to go into the 

theatre you would understand what is required of you and act accordingly if you desperately wanted 

to be an actor. Nobody actually tells you that this is what is also required of a successful health and 

fitness teacher. Therefore many students aren’t prepared for what they encounter in the real world 

when they have passed their exams. If there were more courses explaining this and helping students 

act as if they were in a theatre on a stage I believe they would be more prepared. If you are standing 

on a platform and teaching group exercise to sixty people, it is similar to being on a stage and 

therefore you need some of those skills to keep members coming back. I am just about to attend a 

course at The National Theatre for teachers, to teach exactly this. How to teach with more gravitas, 

be more inspiring, be able to teach with better body language and vocal control and to hold the 

attention of the whole class for the duration of the session. Once I have done this course I am then 

teaching it on my courses, to enable health and fitness students to gain more gravitas for the 

demanding career they have chosen. Hopefully this will help keep them in the industry longer and 

enable them to be more successful. 

 

6. Recommendations  

    One of the things I would do to combat this is change some of the content of the courses. Yes, we 

must have in depth knowledge of anatomy and physiology, class structure, exercise physiology, the 

process of change and how to plan, teach and evaluate a mixed ability class but we must also be 

taught what is needed to be a successful teacher. Some of it cannot be taught of course, some of it is 

natural, but the courses could cover more about interpersonal skills, how to fill a class and make 

everyone feel welcome and how empathy is vitally important for the members at the back of the 

class who are overweight, shy, nervous or who simply hate exercise but know they need it for their 

future health. If it isn't taught in the initial training course there should be follow up workshops on 

just these points. 

   When I assessed some qualified teachers recently these are the things that were missing from their 

classes: empathy, eye contact, smiling, saying hello and introducing themselves, asking questions, 

asking if anyone new to the class so they could welcome them, interest, basic interpersonal skills, 

laughter and most noticeable of all, looking as if they loved their job and being inspirational. I am 

aware that as teachers we have to teach quite a few classes to make a reasonable living and it is a 

tiring job and many of the teachers looked as if they hoped it would be the last class they ever 

taught, but this is so disheartening for a member, especially if they have plucked up the courage to 

attend and need inspiring to come back again. 

    One of the most important aspects of being a successful fitness teacher is, the class members 

need to be able to do the routines and exercises taught. If they can’t follow the routines they don’t 

come back. If they can do them they leave feeling a sense of accomplishment and want to return. 

Unfortunately too many teachers make up routines they can do but the members can’t. Basic steps 

mean a member can take part all the way through and put as much into it as they like. Most of the 

successful teachers I have assessed really get this point. 

    

All instructors to get feedback on their classes and given a chance to act on the points raised  

especially the unsafe ones). 

I would suggest, every now and then, a member feedback form to be given out in some of the 

classes. We have these in adult education and as an instructor it can make you reflect on what you 

are doing in the class and change it if necessary. We are, after all, there for the members and not just 

to have a work-out ourselves or to pose and look good! 

Training afternoon to be arranged for all instructors and this would take the form of a talk on how to 

attract large numbers to your classes regularly and retain them. Also a demonstration class on how 
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to teach an excellent multi level class that is challenging without complicated choreography and 

how to make every one of your classes a fun event that members will want to come back to time 

and time again. 

   Lastly, I have found, whilst doing this research and talking with many of my colleagues, none of 

us were clear about what our industry demanded of us at the beginning of our careers.  This must be 

addressed in the future and taking on board by the awarding bodies, otherwise we will continue to 

have a high drop-out rate of disillusioned and financially hard up fitness students. At the moment 

there are already many people who cannot afford the courses because of the economic climate and 

therefore in the future, with people leaving the industry, we could have a problem with the amount 

of well educated, motivated fitness teachers available.  With the obesity epidemic we have in this 

country (and in other countries,) we will need good fitness teachers to lead exercise programmes, 

otherwise there will fewer much needed programmes and classes available for the general public. 

The obesity epidemic brings with it many medical conditions and the NHS is already swamped with 

more Type 1 Diabetes, high BP, Coronary Heart Disease and many other problems and in the near 

future there will be a greater need for exercise professionals to help combat these problems. Where 

will all these inspiring, dynamic, fun, educated and empathetic people be? In other jobs probably 

whereby not so much is asked of them and the financial rewards are greater. 

 

 

 

7. Conclusion 

   I want to comment briefly on teachers who specialise in GP referral and coronary rehabilitation. 

These are very difficult classes to take and need a special kind of health and fitness teacher. They 

need all the qualities I have listed before but added to that they need to have a keen interest in 

people with medical conditions and show a special kind of empathy with them. We have to inspire 

in a different way too. Instead of inspiring with our own fitness level and being a role model we 

need to inspire by teaching the learners how they can be proactive in their own lives. We also have 

to be comfortable with unwell people exercising  (especially those who have had heart attacks) and 

this isn’t for everyone. Being nervous around people who have been unwell or living with a medical 

condition does not inspire them with confidence so in so far as teaching them is concerned, we need 

nerves of steel.  

   My assignment sounds as if being a successful health and fitness teacher is an almost impossible 

task-well, it is! And this is why I am sure so many give up after a year, maybe even less. I do feel 

though, these points should be pressed home more in the training courses. Unfortunately, as with 

every business, the training providers need the students on the course to stay the distance and pass 

and relaying this kind of information might put many people off and ask for a refund. In fact I’m 

sure it will.  

My last point I want to make is, if you have all these qualities, the fitness world is a very rewarding, 

interesting and fun industry to work in, but it is hard work and I feel students should know this.  

Having an experienced, knowledgeable mentor for the first few months would help them keep their 

confidence and inspire them if they weren’t retaining class members. The mentor could also go and 

asses their classes and let them know what was missing. 
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