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Calling 
All Men!

BY BARB GORMLEY

How male group fitness 
participants are helping 
rock membership 
retention stats

L
et’s face it. Most men hate ask-
ing for directions, partaking 
in idle chit chat and shop-
ping for anything other than 
cars or power tools. And, until 

somewhat recently, they’d rather have 
their chests waxed than participate in 
a group fitness class.

But it turns out that all it takes to 
get the average guy to jump into a class 
is some sporty moves, a killer intensity 
and a vibrant leader. What took us so 
long to figure this out?

“BodyPump was the first class we 
introduced to specifically appeal to 
males,” says Jeff McCarroll, CEO of 
the Ontario Racquet Club (ORC) in 
Mississauga, Ontario, recalling his 
club’s conscious decision to up the 
male quota in his club’s group fitness 
program several years ago. “Most of 
the guys assumed it would be easy. But 
even our very fit male members could 
barely move the next day—the guys 
loved this!” 

After that initial class, a viral effect 
took over, says McCarroll, until that 
class and others like it were quickly 
packed with males. Today, about 40% 
of their group fitness participants are 
men. 

At the ORC, most men attend 
their first class out of curiosity or 
peer pressure. “Their wife or a friend 
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encourages them by saying something 
like, ‘Go try it. Merika will run you into 
the ground!’” says McCarroll. “After 
one or two classes they’re hooked.” 

The retention connection
Of course it takes more than a gut-

busting workout to draw men out of 
the weight room and into what most 
men have long considered a no-go 
zone.

“Many of our classes include exer-
cises that men are comfortable with, 
like lunges, squats and burpees, and 
they focus on athletic movements with 
little to no choreography,” says Gloria 
Atkinson, the ORC’s group fitness di-
rector. “And because the classes are 
the same or very similar each time, 
there’s a measurable component and 
they feel themselves getting stronger.”

And as women have always known, 
and men have now discovered, class-
es are extremely efficient workouts. 
“In the gym, men sometimes feel they 
should know how to use the ma-
chines when sometimes they really 
don’t,” says Atkinson, so their gym 
time isn’t always productive. “But in 
classes, there’s the group energy and 

Watch Your Language
•	Out	of	date	terms	like	aerobics and aerobics studio–

instead of the more neutral group fitness and group fitness 
room–can	conjure	up	images	of	female-focused	dance-based	
classes. This can scare off men, along with large numbers of 
women, who lack the skills required for classes with fast-paced 
moves and complex combinations.

•	When	a	athletic	shoe	retailer	changed	the	name	of	its	
beginner running program from “Learn to Run” to “Run Your 
First 5K,” male participation rocketed from almost nil to 
25 percent. The lesson (in this situation at least)? Men are 
attracted to training that helps them accomplish goals rather 
than training that simply teaches a new skill.

an instructor leading the workout, 
coaching and yelling. It’s also a very 
welcoming community where every-
one fits in.”

A win for women too
All that testosterone in the group 

fitness room is benefiting female par-
ticipants too. “Guys bring a different 

flavour and energy to classes, and 
they’re very focussed,” says Atkinson. 

Many clubs are also discovering 
that their female members appreciate 
the more-basic and athletic format as 
much as the men. “I think there was a 
point when many women were finding 
classes too hard and too complex,” says 
Atkinson. “Step classes really died at 
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one point, because if you didn’t know 
the routines and terminology, it was 
impossible to join in as a newcomer.”

Today, ORC step classes are go-
ing strong again, now that they also 
include additional pieces of small 
equipment and have more-simple 
choreography. 

Market to the male mindset 
A similar change in group exer-

cise demographics has happened at 
Toronto’s Adelaide Club. 

“We've moved away from dance-
related classes, like aerobics, and to 
more-athletic classes, such as indoor 
cycling, kick boxing, boot camp classes 
and yoga, which really attract men," 
says Patsy McLean, the club’s director 
of group exercise. It offers as many as 
22 classes each day, and male partici-
pation has grown from one or two per 
class to about 30 percent. 

McLean cites marketing as a key fac-
tor to her club’s success in boosting 
male participation. “It’s really impor-
tant to spend time brainstorming pow-
erful class names,” she says.

Aim for names that create visions 
of a “manly” style of class that will get 
your male members’ attention, but 
that won’t alienate the women. Phrases 
such as, “as seen in Men's Fitness mag-
azine” or “MMA inspired,” may also 
draw male attention. 

Names such as Overhaul, Total 
Asset Management, Iron Power Yoga, 
Military Step, Burn It, and Cardio, Cuts 
and Core currently grace The Adelaide 
Club’s schedule. And for its female 
members still interested in the dancey 
workouts of yore, classes with image-
provoking names like Sizzling Hot 
Brazilian Butt, Zumba and Let’s Dance 
are there too.

To get the names and overall mes-
sage right, involve your marketing 
team from the outset, says the ORC’s 
McCarroll. “For example, it’s critical 
that every group fitness poster and 
marketing piece has at least one male 
in it to underscore that classes are a vi-
able exercise option for men.”

Get the team right
Also choose your instructors care-

fully, say the experts. Men general-
ly prefer direct, precise instructions. 
They’re not usually motivated by a 
nurturing approach, and they are even 
less enthusiastic about the ongoing 
and high-pitched “woo-hoos” favoured 
by some female instructors.

Though many managers say that it 
is the quality of the instructor and not 
their sex that attracts both male and 
females to classes, there may be a com-
fort factor for men if the instructor is 
male.

“Men are less likely to think it’s a 
‘girly’ class if a guy is teaching,” says 
Gareth Nock, a GoodLife group ex-
ercise instructor and team teaching 
coach in Toronto. 

Nock also notes that clubs like his 
make the group exercise room a main 
focus of the facility. And large obser-
vation windows let members who are 
contemplating classes first observe 
what they’re getting into before they 
give it a try.

Broadening the club 
experience

A fitness room packed with a co-ed 
group brightens the day of any club 
manager or owner. After all, it’s re-
warding to see a good cross-section of 
members enjoying your club’s offer-
ings. But the true power of group fit-
ness is its ability to leverage the social 
aspects of classes and, as a result, boost 
retention.

Social interaction and friendships 
start organically inside and outside 
the group fitness room, says Atkinson, 
when people arrive early for classes 
and strike up conversations and intro-
duce themselves. “When people are 
connected with lots of other people in 
the facility, they’re more likely to stay 
as members,” she says, clearly a con-
nected employee herself having been 
with the ORC for 27 years.

This fact is supported by the lat-
est IHRSA Member Retention Report. It 
notes that clubs with strong member-
to-member connections boast high 
retention rates. It also cautions clubs 
to not assume that solely developing 
strong staff-to-member connections 
will reap the same outcomes. 

At the ORC, a second offshoot ben-
efit of the men-in-classes phenom-
enon has become apparent, to CEO 
McCarroll’s delight: Men are now feel-
ing comfortable enough to visit its 
formerly female-dominated spa. Says 
McCarroll, “We’re now starting to see 
a lot of guys coming in for manicures 
and pedicures.” FBC

4 Research-
based Reasons 

You Need Men in 
Your Classes

1One American study (by The 
Retention People) showed that 

88% of group fitness members re-
tained their memberships com-
pared to 82% of gym-only mem-
bers. The risk of cancelling was 
56% higher in gym-only mem-
bers compared to group fitness 
members.

2Gym-only members tend to 
be	younger	males	joining	their	

first club. The longer they’re a 
member, the more likely they are 
to attend group fitness. You can 
reduce this group’s churn rate 
by encouraging them to attend 
group fitness earlier in their mem-
berships. (Source: The Retention 
People)

3In group fitness classes, peo-
ple are more inclined to attend 

due to social interaction, and they 
put forth a better effort because 
of the group dynamics. (Source: 
American Council on Exercise)

4“A lack of supervision while 
exercising leads to twice as 

much dropout when compared 
to exercising in groups,” says ex-
ercise and sport psychologist Dr. 
James Annesi in Enhancing Exercise 
Motivation. “While most new exer-
cisers cite health and fitness gains 
as reasons for entering exercise 
programs, they usually cite so-
cial aspects as primary reasons for 
staying. A lack of supervision leads 
to twice as much dropout, when 
compared to exercising in groups.”
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Business Canada, a freelance writer and editor, 
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