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» Retention

H
ow does your club’s top train-
er retain clients for three, four 
or even more years– while 
your junior trainers struggle 

to sell even your smallest package of 
sessions? 

How does your club’s best group ex-
ercise instructor attract a queue of loy-
al fans that starts building 30 minutes 
before her classes?  

Of course, their success is all about 

stellar communication skills. Fitness 
pros who are at the top of their game 
know the value of continuously up-
grading the quality of their member 
interactions.

Consider the following tips to crank 
up your own communication skills 
and give your business a boost.

1 Cut to the chase
A barrage of run-on instruction 
is a sure way to overwhelm even 

the keenest personal training client. 

Challenge yourself to make your point 
as clearly as possible with the fewest 
words.  

“I instruct with short and sharp bul-
let point cues so clients understand 
quickly and focus on the most impor-
tant aspects of the exercise,” says per-
sonal trainer Monica Cianfrini, owner 
of Stronger You, in Dundas, Ontario. 
“For example, I like to say ‘head in line 
with spine’ or ‘upright chest’ or ‘core 
tensed.’  At the same time I might also 
tap a client’s muscle to help them real-
ly think about the muscle they should 
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be using.  As they learn my cues, 
they find it very easy to learn new 
exercises.”

While you’re keeping your cues 
concise, be sure to also mix in lots 
of education, says Nicky Nock, a 
GoodLife Fitness group exercise in-
structor and team training coach in 
Toronto. 

“The why's of each move – for ex-
ample, to strengthen your core, to 
keep your back safe, to achieve opti-
mal technique and performance – are 
particularly impactful, and they cre-
ate buy-in from the client,” says Nock. 
“They also let you present yourself as 
an educated professional and leave cli-
ents feeling knowledgeable, successful 
and inspired.”

2 Use analogies to speed 
learning
Sometimes the quickest way to 

help clients find a specific position or 
action is to bring it to life with an anal-
ogy. Analogies also make workouts 
just a bit more fun.

Here are some of Nock’s favourites: 
For lunges: “Set your feet apart as if 

you are a train on train tracks.” 
For planks: “Pull your waistline in 

from all directions as if you are wear-
ing a corset.” 

For side planks and yoga’s warrior 
2:  “Position yourself as if you were 
squeezed between two sheets of glass.”

For push ups: “Screw your hands 
into your mat as if you are Spider-Man 
or as if you’re tightening mason jars.”

3 Keep their attention
When she is teaching groups, 
Nock uses specific directives to 

keep her participants focused.
“I catch people’s attention with lines 

like, ‘Hey everyone, here's a great tip,’” 
she says. “Once I have their attention 
I then share that one important thing 
that I want them to focus on at that 
time. For example, I might say, “Draw 
shoulder blades back and down for 
better posture.” 

Ruth Hanton, a group exercise in-
structor and personal trainer from 
Toronto, employs another attention-
getter: “When I’m teaching lunges, 
for example, I might point behind me 
and say, ‘Look at my back heel every-
one. See how my heel is lifted off the 
ground and how most of my weight is 
in my front leg?’”

It is important to upgrade your 
skills beyond the basic ho-hum show-
and-tell teaching model, says Art 
McDonald, a former personal train-
er and supervisor for the City of 
Vaughan, Ontario.  For personal train-
ing he recommends a three-step ap-
proach, which requires clients to be at-
tentive and engaged. 

“First teach the exercise,” he says. 
“Then have the client perform the ex-
ercise, and finally have the client teach 
the exercise back to you using the cues 
and tips you provided during your 
demonstration.”

4 Add some drama
The most dynamic group exer-
cise instructors tap into the mu-

sic to add excitement and a bit of dra-
ma to their classes. 

According to Nock, speaking with 
the same tone of voice through an en-
tire class encourages people to zone 
out. Instead, she suggests matching 
your voice with the highs and lows of 
the music. “Be conversational during 
the verses and then energetic and pow-
erful (not to be confused with scream-
ing) during the choruses,” she says. 
“Don’t fight the music, go with it.”

In settings without music, try a big 
high-energy voice to match the inten-
sity of exercises like squat presses, bat-
tle ropes and burpees. During hovers 
and other static movements be con-
versational or even quiet to match the 
focus and calmness required for these 
movements.

5 You you you versus me 
me me
If you’re a personal trainer, it is 

easy to fall into the trap of talking too 
much about yourself. Don’t do it, say 
the experts. Limit personal informa-
tion to basic pleasantries and quick 
stories. 

“People aren’t paying you $60 to 
$100 an hour to hear you chitchat 
about your weekend with your boy-
friend or the restaurant you recently 
discovered,” says Hanton. “If you’re 
spending time chatting about your-
self, you’re really not engaged in the 
process. To earn long-term clients you 
need to truly focus on your clients. 
They have to believe in you and your 
knowledge.” 

6 Watch your body 
language
Of course, don’t be that trainer 

who stands observing his clients with 
his arms crossed over his chest. This 
universally signals that you’re closed 
to communication, and it puts a bar-
rier between you and your client. 

Instead, keep your arms busy with 
spotting, gesturing as you describe 
and correct body positions, and orga-
nizing equipment for your client.  
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Are your arms crossed because the 
room is cold? Move around more, and 
wear another warm layer of clothing 
next time. 

Consider other aspects of your body 
positioning as well. 

“I try to stay eye level with my cli-
ents,” says Cianfrini, who stands, 
crouches or takes a knee (but never 
sits) as required. Her goal is to be per-
ceived as an encouraging coach, rather 
than as an observer looking down over 
her client. 

7 Keep it positive (or not)
You’re more likely to get a good 
result by describing what you do 

want versus what you don’t want, says 
Nock, who avoids using the word don’t 
when teaching.

“If I tell you to not think of a pink 
elephant, the first thing you will think 
of is a pink elephant,” she says. “You’ll 
always get a better result, during 
squats for example, by saying ‘Keep 
your chest lifted and proud’ versus 
‘Don't tip forward in your squat.’”

People may also not hear the word 
don’t in a large crowded studio, adds 
Nock. 

And be careful if you tend to teach 
by demonstrating the wrong body po-
sitioning. Visual learners, along with 
those who don’t clearly hear your 
instructions, will likely follow right 
along and perform the don’t version of 
the exercise with you.

Alternatively, sometimes know-
ing the wrong way and different ways 

can be beneficial, says McDonald. 
“Explaining or demonstrating the 
wrong way can remove confusion and 
create confidence if people happen to 
see others in the gym doing the same 
exercise in a different way than they 
were taught.” FBC

Barb Gormley is the senior editor of Fitness 

Business Canada and a certified personal train-

er. Contact her at www.barbgormley.com.

Eyes and ears are everywhere
Experienced fitness pros know that when 
they are working one-on-one with a client, 
there is almost always a bigger audience 
in the room. Their communication skills – 
good or bad – are making an impression 
on potential clients who are watching and 
listening nearby.
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“I instruct in short, sharp 
bullet points,” says monica 
Cianfrini, of Stronger you 
in Dundas, ont.




