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The top-of-mind question used to 

be: What kind of workout do you 

want? Now it’s: How would you 

like it delivered? 

There have never been more ways to sweat 

“with” an expert. Some trainers have devel-

oped their business to include digital-only in-

teractions, texting and emailing with clients, 

or watching workouts via FaceTime. Com-

panies such as Peloton and Mirror (pictured 

above) now bring the boutique fitness experi-

ence to you remotely by way of connected, 

at-home equipment that syncs to live classes. 

And then there’s computer-generated exer-

cise advice: Apps like Freeletics (which uses 

an algorithm to develop customized workout 

Do Your Homework 
That’s the smart first step to take before you sign up for  
a digital service. Look up the trainer’s certification to see  
if it is from a reputable organization, such as ACSM, NSCA, 
ACE, or others accredited by the National Commission for 
Certifying Agencies (NCCA). Check out app and fitness 
company reviews on social media and through sites like 
Yelp and the Better Business Bureau.

plans), AI devices such as Vi (a 

headset that gives you feedback 

on form and pace as you run), and 

Tonal home gym and CAR.O.L 

bike (which auto-adjust resistance 

based on your fitness level).

People are jumping at these new 

options. Health and fitness app 

usage grew more than 330 percent 

from 2014 to 2017, according  

to Flurry Analytics; for example, 

training app Aaptiv’s subscriber 

base has exploded from 2,000 in 

2015 to more than 200,000 today.

A passing trend this is not, says 

Sabrena Jo, director of science  

and research content for the Ameri-

can Council on Exercise. As long as 

an app or AI device asks questions 

about your history and goals, it  

has the potential to provide a legit  

program, just like an IRL trainer, 

says Jimmy Bagley, PhD, an assis-

tant professor of kinesiology at  

San Francisco State University. 

So what’s the downside? “The 

problem is in building rapport,” Jo 

says. No matter how many notifica-

tions you get, it’s easier to flake on 

a digital relationship than an in-

person session. And when a trainer 

watches you, “they can call you out 

when you need to squat deeper or 

squeeze in a few more reps,” says 

Bagley. Even more crucial is a train-

er’s ability to see an injury coming, 

modify exercises, and use touch 

correction for form. Yet if you don’t 

live in a major city or have access to 

boutique classes, remote options 

such as Fly On Demand, CityRow 

Go, Studio Tone It Up, and Obé 

make high-level fitness much more 

accessible, says Bagley. And they’re 

often more affordable too. These 

factors may make digital fitness 

easier to stick with, which leads to 

greater success in the long run.

The bottom line: Remote or app 

training can be a fab tool if you’re 

self-motivated and understand 

proper form, says Jo. The true win 

is using all of your resources: meet-

ing up with a trainer for an initial 

assessment, then supplementing 

with remote training or an app plan 

for a few months, and going back 

to work out with that same trainer 

again for a follow-up to test your 

progress, suggests Bagley. Now 

that’s the best of both worlds! 
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Meet Your New  
Personal Trainer
SHE JUST HAPPENS TO LIVE ON YOUR PHONE,  

LAPTOP, OR, ER…MIRROR? NBD. LEARN TO NAVIGATE  

THE EVER-EXPANDING WORLD OF DIGITAL FITNESS.

By Kristin Canning


