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Abstract
In today’s neoliberal climate, a burgeoning health consciousness pervades
American society. Health and fitness discourses are increasingly framed through
neoliberal ideologies, contributing to the rise of “healthism”. This theory
prescribes that health should be taken up as an individual responsibility and
moral obligation. Healthism, coupled with societal pressure to adhere to certain
cultural bodily ideals, propels individuals to take ownership of their health and
well-being. More specifically, Americans are encouraged to strive towards
cultivating a “healthy” body, which is a fit body, because the physical body has
come to symbolize health and morality.
With the phenomenal growth of the health and fitness industry, gyms have
become an increasingly popular venues where individuals go to address their
health and fitness needs. However, class status plays a critical role in Americans’
capacity to pursue health-promoting knowledge and resources. Structural
barriers related to economic inequalities alienate individuals of lowsocioeconomic status from mainstream health practices, including gym
participation.
The current project draws upon ethnographic fieldwork in a commercial
gym in the Boston, Massachusetts area. Through a qualitative investigation of
Planet Fitness, I seek to contribute to the empirical base of knowledge
surrounding gyms, specifically, and health and fitness discourses, at large.
Planet Fitness, a hugely successful gym franchise across the United States, has
developed a unique brand that recognizes the various economic and social
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barriers that prevent and discourage gym participation. Findings reveal that by
dramatically lowering the price of memberships, developing an inclusive
environment, called the “Judgment Free Zone”, and offering the convenience of
nearly 700 locations nationwide, Planet Fitness makes health and wellness more
affordable and accessible for Americans.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Over the past few decades, “neoliberalism” has become an increasingly
dominant form of governance within America and countries across the globe
(Smith 2012). Many scholars agree that understanding this economic philosophy
is imperative because it intersects with virtually every social, political and
environmental issue encountered today (Crawford 1980; Martinez and Arnoldo
2000; Peters 2001; Clarke 2005; Thorsen and Lie 2012). The term
“neoliberalism” suggests by definition, a revival of liberalism in a revolutionized
form (Thorsen and Lie 2012). This means that liberalism as a political ideology
has “undergone a process of initial growth, intermediary decline, and finally a
recent rejuvenation” (Thorsen and Lie 2012:2).
Neoliberalism stems from a “classical political economic theory, which
advocated markets, and thus people, to be completely liberated from any type of
governmental interference” (Smith 2012). This notion springs from the
fundamental neoliberal belief that the state should be drastically reduced in
strength and size, since its “only legitimate purpose is to safeguard individual,
especially commercial, liberty, as well as strong private property rights” (Thorsen
and Lie 2012:14). Neoliberalism posits that minimizing the role and impact of the
government is essential, in order to make way for self-regulating markets.
Participation in free markets and free trade are believed to result in positive
outcomes, including increased individual liberty, and improved efficiency in
allocation of resources (Thorsen and Lie 2012). Neoliberalism promotes “rational
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self-interest” as a means to achieve economic, political and social prosperity on a
national scale (Clark 2012). This perspective aims to transfer control of the
economy from the public to the private sector, through policies such as
privatization, deregulation, globalization and tax cuts” (Clark 2012).
Neoliberalism blends its emphasis on economic growth with traditional
liberal concerns for “moral virtue” (Thorsen and Lie 2012:15). Neoliberalism
posits that “rationality, individuality, and self-interest” are the forces that should
govern all human action (Smith 2012:1). To neoliberals, a virtuous person is one
who operates as a competent agent with the markets that are germane to the
individual (Thorsen and Lie 2012). This means that individuals are willing to take
on the risks, including adapting to rapid change, found within free, often volatile
markets (Thorsen and Lie 2012). From this viewpoint, individuals are considered
to be solely responsible for the repercussions of any decision, since it was a
decision that was freely made. Some scholars suggest that the focus on the
individual has resulted in a dwindling sense of “the public good” and “the
community” (Smith 2012). With this, issues such as unemployment, poverty and
poor health are “increasingly blamed on individuals, rather than on structural
constraints” (Smith 2012). The following section will narrow the scope of
neoliberalism to explore its impact on health and fitness discourses.
Healthism
In the wake of the “growing hegemonic prominence of neoliberalism”, the
landscape of American culture has changed significantly (Smith 2012). More
specifically, health and fitness discourses framed through neoliberal ideologies

	
   2	
  

have become ubiquitous. “Healthism”, a term coined by political economist
Robert Crawford (1980), is used to describe neoliberal perspectives on health,
medicine and exercise. Crawford defines healthism as, “the preoccupation with
personal health as a primary focus for the definition and achievement of wellbeing; a goal which is to be attained primarily through the modification of life
styles” (1980:368). Healthism advocates minimizing the role of the government
and favoring free market economics as a means to control and manage the
population’s health (Dorney 2011).
Healthism represents a certain view of personal and public health. This
perspective situates the problem of health and disease at the level of the
individual and “prescribes that solutions should be formulated at that level as
well” (Crawford 1980:364). Crawford acknowledges that health issues “may
originate outside the individual, for example, in the American fast food diet, but
since these problems are behavioral, solutions are seen to lie within the realm of
individual choice” (1980:368). Hence, good health requires the assumption of
individual responsibility and a sense of “determination to resist culture,
advertising, institutional and environmental constraints, disease agents, or,
simply, lazy or poor personal habits” (Crawford 1980:368). Crawford (1980)
explains how individual responsibility is the “mechanism believed to propel the
transition from a medically dominated experience to one more meaningful,
autonomous, and effective for health maintenance” (376). Healthism can be
understood as a “political language” that urges people to “reclaim the power they
had once given to physicians and other health care professionals” (Crawford
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1980:376). Bluntly phrased, healthism asserts that health is a fundamental,
private, individual matter for which individuals are personally accountable as
responsible, moral agents.
Since the 1970s, the notion of health as an individual responsibility has
become increasingly pervasive. The growth of various movements for self-care,
holistic health, and alternative medicine has been exponential. Today, a health
consciousness is a predominant feature of social life with issues of personal and
collective health becoming national concerns. Crawford sees healthism as
"characteristic of the new health consciousness and movements" (1980:365).
Health awareness and promotion have become fundamental to the fabric of
modern television shows, advertisements, magazines, books, websites, school
curriculums, and social networking portals. The “growth of media consumption
and the effectiveness of modern advertising” have increased the influence of
commercial interests on individual’s health and their responsibility for their own
health (Henderson 2012). Americans are constantly bombarded with messages
promoting the consumption of health-improving products and services. Whether it
be a trendy weight-loss technique, an innovative technology that tracks every
step taken and calorie burned, a diet pill that promises to reduce food cravings,
or even a promotion at the local fitness club, it is widely acknowledged that ever
increasing “personal effort, political attention and consumer dollars are being
expended in the name of health” (Crawford 1980:365). The rise of interest in
holistic health and alternative medicine also reflects popular perceptions of health
as an individual responsibility.
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Health as a Moral Imperative
As an ideology, healthism has turned health and health maintenance into
moral obligations (White et al. 1995; Zanker Gard 2008). In contemporary
Western culture, health ideals and physical ideals simultaneously emphasize
slimness and muscularity (White et al. 1995). With this, “body shape has become
a metaphor for health and moral worth” (White et al. 1995:173). White et al.
(1995) suggest that, “the fit healthy body is a possession to feel and display as a
sign of moral and physical health” (162). In other words, the physical body
symbolizes the moral pursuit of a certain cultural bodily ideal, and the time and
effort that have been expended to promote health. Furthermore, “thinness and
fitness also symbolize wealth and access” to health-promoting products and
services, such as gyms (Dorney 2011:22). Through exercising, dieting and other
forms of bodywork, people actively construct and present their identities as
healthy, and establish their position in a social hierarchy that favors fit bodies
over unfit bodies.
Given the rise in health consciousness, White et al. (1995) explain how
“those who do not conform to prevailing norms of fitness” are increasingly
perceived as “deviant” (173). Therefore, failure to be self-surveillant about health
has become associated with “moral laxity” (White et al. 1995:163). Further, since
modern scientific and mainstream discussions of physical activity and body size
have turned body size and shape into moral issues. Failing to meet the perceived
standards of ideal physical appearance is frequently viewed as “a personal moral
failing” (Zanker and Gard 2008:49). The “attribution of social responsibility to the
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proactive pursuit of health” has undoubtedly resulted in a “self-righteous
intolerance for those who are either unable or unwilling to quite literally ‘measure
up’” (White 1995:173). With this, it becomes clear how healthism “contributes to
the production of rampant individualism by stigmatizing those who do not
scrutinize their own bodies” (Dworkin and Wachs 2009:716). Evidently, the fit
body has become “a powerful image in contemporary society, especially as
articulated in advertising and consumer culture” (Sassatelli 1999:227).
In today’s social context, “being healthy” is increasingly important because
of the sense of moral worth and social acceptance that accompany a fit body.
Striving towards cultivating a healthy body has become an integral goal of many
Americans, including the respondents who participate in the current project. One
of the most effective ways for individuals to cultivate a healthy body is through
physical activity. A heightened awareness of the positive impact of exercise is an
essential component of the health movement. Health promotion discourses and
societal pressure to adhere to certain cultural bodily ideals propel individuals to
take responsibility for their bodies and health. One of the most popular and
functional places that individuals go to address these needs is the gym.
The Gym: A Neoliberal Space
Gyms today encapsulate the “spreading of disciplinary body techniques”
into “leisure environments” (Sassatelli 1999:229). In this context, the gym can be
understood as a perfect neoliberal space, operating to “intensively speed up the
self/body modification process, complete with tools and machines for selfintervention, self-surveillance and regulation” (Laverty and Wright 2010:97).
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According to the annual survey conducted by the International Heath, Racquet
and Sportsclub Association (IHRSA), there has been significant growth in the
industry in the last decade. In 2012, health club industry revenue reached $21.8
billion, and over 30,500 health clubs were operative in the US (IHRSA.org 2013).
Other reports reveal that in 2011, an estimated 58 million Americans owned a
valid gym or health club membership (IHRSA.org 2011). These statistics
demonstrate how gyms have become an essential part of the repertoire of
possibilities that Americans take up in their pursuit of health. The dramatic growth
of the health and fitness industry suggests a positive relationship between
exercise and morality, responsibility and prevention (Howell and Ingham 2010).
Barriers to Health
Health imperatives that are a result of neoliberal ideologies put the onus
on the individual to engage in health-promoting practices. At first glance, this selfregulated approach to health may seem to be widely accessible to everyone.
However, the promotion of health as an individual responsibility actually
reproduces structures of social inequality (White et al. 1995:161). Structural
barriers exist that make participation in certain health practices, including gym
participation, conditional on economic, social and environmental factors. Marmot
(2005) argues that socioeconomic status (SES) is the most profound social
determinant of health, which helps to explain the massive health inequalities
experienced in the United States. Barriers to health in general will be explored in
more depth in the literature review section. More specifically, barriers to gym
participation will also be discussed.
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Research Question
In an era where health is both an individual responsibility and moral
imperative, SES plays a critical role in Americans’ capacity to pursue healthpromoting activities and resources. The gym is currently the most obvious and
functional venue where individuals seek to address their health and fitness
needs. Through an ethnographic investigation of Planet Fitness, I aim to gain a
comprehensive understanding of a gym setting that stands in stark contrast to
other conventional gyms. Planet Fitness has developed a unique brand, and
recognizes the various economic, physical and social barriers that prevent
Americans from gym participation and addresses them head on. By dramatically
lowering the price of memberships, developing a “Judgment Free Zone”, and
offering almost 700 locations nationwide, Planet Fitness aims to attract unfit
Americans, a target market that is typically ignored by the industry. This study
explores motives and meanings for working out, as they are defined
naturalistically by gym-goers. This study seeks to understand the success of the
Planet Fitness brand at large, and the ways it transcends the various economic,
geographical and social barriers faced by Americans when negotiating gym
participation.
Summary
Neoliberal perspectives of health, combined with societal pressure to
adhere to a cultural bodily ideal, have fueled the health movement. The notion
that everyone can and should take ownership of their health has become so
normalized that it is rarely questioned. However, the promotion of the benefits of
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exercise and health-related products and services largely ignores the critical role
that SES plays in Americans’ capacity to participate in mainstream fitness
practices (Dorney 2011). This reflects the neoliberal climate in which we are
currently, and helps to explain the disparities in health across the nation.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
The following section will review the relevant academic literature related to
the current study. First, structural barriers that Americans face in their pursuit of
good health will be explored, including; access to healthcare, physical activity
and a healthy diet. Secondly, the media’s influence on body ideals, and the
conflation of health and beauty will be examined. A review of literature related to
gyms specifically will follow, including; a brief history of gyms, and a description
of the landscape of gyms today. Next, findings from previous empirical studies
will be explored, revealing significant themes, including; the gym as a social
space, and a gendered space. Finally, social barriers that prevent or discourage
gym participation, including; evaluation concerns, comparative concerns and
ineptitude concerns, will be discussed.
Structural Barriers to Health
Before narrowing the focus on gyms specifically, it is important to
understand the broader implications of healthism on a population that is polarized
by economic inequalities. It is well established in the scholarly literature that the
health movement draws its adherents largely from the educated middle class
(White et al. 1995). Accordingly, evidence has pointed to the fact that low SES is
associated with less health consciousness (White et al. 1995; Wardle and
Steptoe 2003). Further, the association of obesity with lower SES status has
been consistently demonstrated in industrialized, developed nations (Robert and
Reither 2004; Gordon-Larsen et al. 2006; Bove and Olson 2006; Okosun et al.
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2006; Wang et al. 2007; Gearhart et al. 2008). Overall, overwhelming evidence
suggests that SES is among the most significant determinants of health in
society today (Feinstein 1993; Isaacs and Schroeder 2004; Freitas et al. 2007;
Hanson and Chen 2007).
The following section will attempt to explain the conditions that shape and
constrain health among low SES families and individuals (White et al. 1995).
Unequal access to health-promoting resources, including healthcare, physical
activity and diet will be explored. These structural barriers to health will be
examined to demonstrate how access to resources for becoming and staying
healthy are unevenly distributed throughout society.
Access to Healthcare
Within the United States, there are both public and private healthcare
insurance providers. However, the dominance of the private sector over the
public sector makes the American healthcare system unique, and the subject of
polarizing debate. Previous research indicates that having health insurance is
associated with improved health outcomes and lower mortality (Stanton 2004;
Ross et al. 2006). In addition, individuals with health insurance are protected
against uncertain and high medical expenses and are more likely to receive
needed and appropriate healthcare (Stanton 2004). According to United States
Census Bureau, 63.9% of non-elderly Americans received private insurance, of
which an estimated 54.9% were covered by employer-sponsored insurance, and
the remaining 9% purchased insurance in the private market (DeNavas-Walt et
al. 2013). Approximately 32.6% of the population received public insurance
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through government-funded programs like Medicaid or Medicare, and
interestingly, approximately 15.4% of the population was uninsured (DeNavasWalt et al. 2013).
For the majority of the population that received employer-sponsored
insurance, individuals and families are subject to varying terms and conditions.
Insurance policies range substantially from partial to full coverage. Also, whether
it is in the form of a premium, (which is a fixed amount paid towards insurance,
typically deducted from one’s monthly salary); or a deductable, (which is the
amount paid before the insurance company begins to pay its share), the majority
of the population will be required to absorb some costs (Healthcare.gov 2010).
According to the 2013 Annual Survey of Employer Health Benefits, the average
premiums for a single employee sponsored worker across all plan types in 2013
was $5884, of which, an average of $999 was to be paid by the employee and
the remaining $4885 by the employer (The Kaiser Foundation and Health
Research and Educational Trust 2013). The average premiums for family
sponsored coverage in 2013 was $16351, of which, an average of $4565 was to
be paid by the employee and the remaining $11786 by the employer (ibid).
Among covered workers with a general annual deductible, the average
deductible amount for single coverage is $1135 (ibid). These statistics
demonstrate that the majority of Americans covered by employer-sponsored
health insurance are still faced with high costs for healthcare.
Symptomatic of the burgeoning health movement, many companies are
becoming concerned with employees’ health to an increasing extent. Today,

	
   12	
  

more and more employers offer programs to their employees, such as wellness
programs, that help identify health issues and promote healthier behavior
although large firms are more proactive than smaller firms. In 2013, 77% percent
of all employers offering health benefits, included at least one of the following
wellness programs; weight loss programs, gym membership discounts or on-site
exercise facilities, biometric screening, smoking cessation programs, personal
health coaching, classes in nutrition or healthy living, web-based resources for
healthy living, flu shots or vaccinations, Employee Assistance Programs (EAP),
or a wellness newsletter (The Kaiser Foundation and Health Research and
Educational Trust 2013). In addition, many companies (25%) provide employees
with the opportunity to complete health risk assessments, which are designed to
identify the health risks associated with the person being assessed (ibid).
Further, as part of their wellness and health promotion programs, 55% of large
firms and 26% of smaller firms offer biometric screening to employees, which is
an examination that measures risk factors, “such as body weight, cholesterol,
blood pressure, stress, and nutrition” (The Kaiser Foundation and Health
Research and Educational Trust 2013:182).
Supplementing health insurance with wellness programs geared towards
health improvement and maintenance will positively impact individuals and
families with employer-sponsored health coverage. America's employersponsored health insurance system continues to provide health insurance to the
vast majority of workers and their families. However, significant numbers of
Americans lack access to coverage through the employment-based system, and
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even people with access are still faced with a range of terms, conditions and
costs related to their varying insurance policies (Stanton 2004).
Unfortunately for the estimated 50 million Americans that are uninsured,
footing the bill for healthcare can result in large debts or bankruptcy (Stanton
2004). Today, the average cost of three day hospital stay is upwards of $30 000,
and fixing a broken leg can easily set a person back approximately $7500
(Healthcare.gov 2010). People without healthcare coverage cannot rely on
insurance companies to help absorb medical expenses. In addition to financial
stress, studies reveal that lacking coverage may have serious negative health
consequences (Ross et al. 2006). Research has demonstrated that uninsured
adults are less likely than insured adults to receive preventive services, such as
screening for breast, cervical, or colorectal cancer (Powell-Griner et al.1999;
Ayanian et al. 2000; Ross et al. 2006). Other studies have shown that lacking
health insurance is associated with not receiving recommended treatment for
chronic illnesses, such as diabetes, arthritis, or hypertension (McWilliams et al.
2003; Ross et al. 2006). Studies also reveal the impact of being uninsured on the
utilization of basic healthcare services (Spillman 1992). Not surprisingly,
uninsured individuals are much less likely to utilize non-emergency services and
emergency health services (Spillman 1992). This means that regular check-ups
with a primary doctor or dentist, seasonal immunizations and hospital stays are
rare among uninsured individuals.
These findings beg the question; what relationship exists between SES
and health coverage? Ross et al. (2006) reveal that compared with insured
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adults, uninsured adults were significantly more likely to be “poor, young, men,
black, Hispanic, self-employed or unemployed, not college-educated and not
married” (2029). Similarly, compared to higher SES adults, low SES adults were
significantly more likely to be “uninsured, young, women, black, Hispanic, poor,
not in the labor force or unemployed, not college- educated, not married, and fair
or poor health” (Ross et al. 2006:2030). Further, among both the insured and
uninsured, adults with higher SES are more likely to receive needed medical care
and preventive care when compared with adults with lower incomes (Ross et al.
2006). Evidently, these findings demonstrate a positive association between low
SES and lack of health insurance. These facts provide merely a glimpse into the
relationship that exists between SES and health. The predominance of privatized
healthcare services epitomizes how neoliberal agendas are at work within the
United States.
Access to Healthy Food
Changes in diets and lifestyles have occurred in recent years as a result of
industrialization, urbanization, market globalization and economic development.
Reports from the World Health Organization (WHO) suggest that changes in the
food economy are reflected in shifting dietary patterns, impacting the health and
nutritional status of the population (2003). Despite the fact that food availability
has become more expansive and diversified within the US, there have been
negative consequences in terms of inappropriate dietary patterns, especially
among individuals of low SES (Gearhart et al. 2008; Engelfriet et al. 2010).
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In recent years, studies have documented the increased production and
consumption of energy-dense food high in saturated fat, and low in unrefined
carbohydrates (WHO 2003). This has resulted in a corresponding increase in
diet-related chronic diseases, such as, “obesity, diabetes mellitus, cardiovascular
disease, hypertension, stroke, and various types of cancer” (WHO 2003:2). Other
scholars agree that the “impact of SES on nutritional intake directly impacts an
individual’s body weight” and overall health (Gearhart et al. 2008:8). Individuals
and families of low SES are associated with unhealthy dietary patterns, which
can be linked to high costs of a healthy diet, and geographical limitations to
accessing healthy food.
Socio-economic disparities in diet patterns and nutrient intake are well
documented in the literature. Studies have consistently shown that people with
low SES are least likely to maintain healthy diets (Bolton-Smith et al. 1991; Cade
et al. 1999; Block et al. 2004; Bove and Olson 2006; Gearhart et al. 2008). Many
contributions have been made in attempts to explain why this trend persists. One
explanation is related to the myriad of costs associated with accessing and
consuming healthy food. Dr. Seligman, a professor of medicine at the University
of California at San Francisco revealed that estimates based on empirical
research suggest that over 49 million Americans make food decisions based on
cost alone (Gustafson 2013). Significantly, healthy food does in fact cost more
than unhealthy food (Cade et al. 1999; Parker-Pope 2007; Gray 2011; Harrison
et al. 2012). When University of Washington researchers compared the prices of
370 foods sold at popular supermarkets, they found that unhealthy, processed
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foods cost significantly less than fruits and vegetables (Parker-Pope 2007). The
survey found that high-calorie, energy-dense “junk foods” cost on average $1.76
per 1000 calories, compared with $18.16 per 1000 calories for nutritious foods
(Parker-Pope 2007). Therefore, when it comes to meeting daily calorie
requirements, it is much cheaper to rely on cheap foods with less nutritional
quality. Gray (2011) echoes these findings and reveals that consumers could buy
1000 calories worth of processed foods for less than 10% of the price for the
same amount of calories from fresh produce. This means that not only do fruits
and vegetables cost more, they are also less calorie-dense than processed
items. This means that it becomes necessary to buy larger quantities of healthy
food, which can quickly elevate the cost of groceries (Gray 2011).
It is also proposed that unhealthy foods, often processed, non-perishable,
packaged foods usually have a considerably longer shelf life than fresh foods.
This also contributes to more affordable prices of unhealthy food (Harrison et al.
2010). In addition, processed food prices have proven to be more resistant to
inflation than fresh foods (ibid). According to a 2010 report published in
Psychological Science, the cost of fresh produce has almost quadrupled since
the 1980s (Gustafson 2013). Prices for processed foods, however, have barely
budged. For example, sodas are only 30% more expensive than they were 30
years ago (Gustafson 2013). Lastly, the growth of the organic food market has
received increasing attention and praise for providing consumers with a natural,
pesticide-free, environmentally generated alternative to conventionally grown
produce (White-Pillsbury 2011). Not surprisingly, organic food items are among
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the most expensive products sold at grocery stores. A study conducted in Maine
surveyed 21 organic food items and exposed that the mean cost was 68% higher
than the mean cost of non-organic competitors (White-Pillsbury 2011).
Aside from the direct costs of healthy food, the indirect costs of
maintaining a healthy diet must also be considered. Cost of additional time spent
grocery shopping, preparing and cooking meals must be factored into the
equation (Harrison et al. 2012). With this, it becomes clear why over 15% of
American households report that they do not have the financial means to eat the
way they desire (Gustafson 2013).
Other scholars focus on geographical limitations to healthy food, and the
role that the local food environment plays in residents’ ability to purchase
affordable and nutritious foods (Block et al. 2004; Morland and Evenson 2009).
Scholars have identified poor supermarket access for low-income, inner-city, and
predominantly African American or Hispanic neighborhoods within US urban
areas, especially compared to more affluent suburban and primarily white
residential areas (Kolodinsky and Cranwell 2000; Weinberg 2000; Morland and
Evenson 2009). The term “food deserts” has emerged to describe “poor urban
areas, where residents cannot buy affordable, healthy food” (Cummins and
Macintyre 2002:876). A consequence of poor supermarket access is that
individuals must expend additional time and money travelling to and from the
grocery store (Weinberg 2000). Individuals relying on public transportation will be
restricted in the amount of food they can purchase, by the amount of food they
can carry. A secondary consequence of insufficient supermarket access is that
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residents have increased exposure to energy-dense, unhealthy food available at
convenience stores and fast-food restaurants (Drewnowski and Specter 2004).
Block et al. (2004) explain how people tend to make food choices based on
the food outlets that are available in their immediate neighborhood. Since many
low-income, urban areas have a higher density of fast-food restaurants
compared to higher income areas, studies have consistently found a positive
relationship between low SES and the consumption of fast food (Block et al.
2004). In a study that examined factors that influence Americans’ dietary
consumption patterns, the importance of convenience was greatest for people
with lower incomes (Glanz et al. 1998). The theme of convenience resurfaces
throughout this project, and will be expanded upon in later discussions.
Access to Physical Activity
Scholars suggest that physical activity is one of the most important
symbolic domains through which people construct and present their identities as
healthy (Crawford 1980; Smith Maguire 2008). The body of literature devoted to
the impact of exercise on health and well-being is unanimously positive (Morgan
1981; Schüler et al. 2009; Sassatelli 2010; Howell and Ingham 2010). Studies
have proven that a regimented aerobic exercise program can “decrease stress,
depression, back pain, blood pressure, body fat, blood glucose and triglyceride
levels” (Howell and Ingham 2010:331). Further research has demonstrated that
regular exercise can “increase lean body mass, heart and lung function, immune
function, blood vessels, blood flow, muscular strength, flexibility, bone density,
balance and reaction time” (Howell and Ingham 2010:331).
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In addition to the direct physical benefits of exercise, scholars widely
acknowledge the intrinsic potential for physical activity to empower individuals
(Crossley 2003; Shilling 2004; Ostgaard 2006; Craig and Liberti, 2007; O’Toole
2009; Andreasson 2013). The psychological benefits of exercise are gaining
more attention in academic research and popular media. The “feel better”
sensation that regular physical activity produces is so obvious that it is “one of
the few universally accepted benefits of exercise” (Lehnert et al. 2012:87).
However, in much of the popular discourse surrounding sport and physical
activity, the necessity of class privilege to participate is skimmed over (Dorney
2011). Structural and environmental factors produce inequalities in access to
health-promoting activities and resources. These barriers complicate the notion
that “body vigilance rests solely on the individual” (White et al. 1995:160).
Research has revealed that starting from a young age, children of low
SES are disadvantaged in terms of their capacity to access to physical activity.
La Torre et al. (2006) discuss the remarkable underrepresentation of low SES
children in extra-curricular activities, such as sport leagues, youth hockey,
baseball or gymnastics. Possible explanations for this trend rest on the idea that
the cost of participation is too high, as it may include pricey registration fees,
equipment, and transportation to and from practice/games (La Torre et al. 2006).
So, why not run around outside or kick around a soccer ball at the local
park? Studies have shown that the perception of low neighborhood safety is
significantly associated with less recreational physical activity (Giles-Corti and
Donovan 2002; Molnar et al. 2004; Wang 2007). The trend for low SES families
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and individuals to live in clusters of low-income housing areas persists. Given the
positive relationship between these areas and crime prevalence, it is theorized
that less outdoor physical activity occurs due to fear of an unsafe environment
(Giles-Corti and Donovan 2002; Molnar et al. 2004). This means that even
inexpensive outlets for physical activity are still out of reach, as a result of low
class status. From early on, this creates a type of alienation from sport and
physical activity, which is often carried through into adult life (White et al. 1995).
Adults of low SES also face structural barriers to physical activity.
According to a study conducted by Estabrooks et al. (2003), physical activity
resources, such as gyms, are substantially less available to individuals who
reside in low- and medium-SES neighborhoods. Further, researchers have found
that there are fewer free physical activity resources, such as public parks and
swimming pools in low-and medium-SES neighborhoods when compared to
high-SES neighborhoods (Estabrooks et al. 2003). Interestingly, these findings
are reminiscent of earlier discussions of geographical limitations that influence
poor dietary consumption patterns.
Resource proximity and availability have been identified as critical
antecedents to behavior, meaning that low SES individuals are less likely to
access resources due to inconvenience (Estabrooks et al. 2003). These findings
are supported by other scholars who aim to explain the disparity between people
of low and high SES, in relation to levels of physical activity (Gordon-Larsen et al.
2005; Wilson et al. 2004). The notion of “convenience” as a motivator for
consumer behavior extends back to Kelley’s (1958) article that discusses the
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importance of convenience in consumer purchasing. Kelley, along with many
scholars to follow, argue that convenience is an essential element for consumers
in purchasing goods and services (Gross and Sheth 1989).
Summary
This section has demonstrated that participation in mainstream health
practices is integrally related to class status, and that many Americans,
particularly those of low SES, are disadvantaged in their personal pursuit of
health. Structural barriers to health contribute to the unequal distribution of
health-related knowledge and resources throughout society. Inadequate access
to healthcare, healthy food and physical activity complicate the notion that all
individuals can and should be responsible for their health.
Media Influence on Body Ideals
Health and fitness discourses framed through neoliberal ideologies
encourage individuals to take up health as an individual responsibility and moral
imperative. This imperative is exacerbated by societal pressure to adhere to
certain cultural bodily ideals. This section will discuss the role the media play in
compelling Americans to produce the ideal body, which has come to symbolize
health, morality and attractiveness.
Scholars contend that an “increased drive for the ideal body is a
particularly robust outcome of media exposure” (Harrison and Hefner 2006:153).
For women, it is widely acknowledged that current cultural standards for beauty
emphasize the importance of thinness. This phenomenon is known as the “thinideal internalization”, which is the “extent to which an individual cognitively
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accepts the thin societal standard of attractiveness as her own personal standard
and engages in behaviors designed to help herself meet that standard” (Harrison
and Hefner 2006:154). While thinness has become equated with attractiveness
for women, ideal body shapes for males are associated with muscularity (Leit et
al. 2001). Mesomorphy, which is characterized by muscularly and strength, has
become the cultural ideal for men, paralleling the thin-ideal for women.
Many scholars have explored the positive relationships between media
exposure, body-dissatisfaction, physical activity and eating disorders (Thompson
1990; Davis et al. 1994; Stice and Shaw 1994; Thompson and Heinberg 1999;
Gremillion 2002; Levine and Harrison 2003; Harrison and Hefner 2006; Kwan
2009; Herbozo et al. 2010). It is no secret that media images depict unrealistic
standards of beauty. These standards are internalized by consumers and often
lead men and women to reflect negatively on their own physical appearance.
Conflation of Beauty and Health
As individuals actively pursue their ideal body through various forms of
bodywork, their physical body becomes a tangible display of physical health
(White et al.1995). Studies have shown that overweight bodies are almost always
perceived as unhealthy, while thin bodies are usually perceived as healthy (Jutel
and Beatow 2007). It is here that the lines between beauty and health conflate,
and “where the most alarming contradiction of the fitness boom lies” (White et
al.1995:164). In an attempt to achieve an external picture of health and/or
beauty, men and women are increasingly relying on harmful methods that are
counterintuitive to their internal health. As preferred shapes for women continue
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to shrink and preferred shapes for men continue to emphasize muscularity,
efforts to achieve the ideal body have become increasingly “unrealistic and
dangerous” (White et al.1995:164).
Among women, increased pressure to achieve an ideal body can be linked
to the increase in the prevalence of eating disorders (Herbozo et al. 2004).
Anorexia nervosa, which is the phenomenon of self-starvation, and bulimia, a
disorder characterized by binge eating and self-induced vomiting, are the most
prevalent eating disorders among women in America today (Harrison and Hefner
2006). Scholars have proven that these extreme measures of losing weight
and/or maintaining one’s weight come with serious physical and psychological
risks that can be life-threatening (Johnson et al. 2001). These risks include
paralysis, anemia, kidney infection and failure, osteoporosis, amenorrhea, tooth
decay, liver failure, infertility, depression, seizures, heart attacks and strokes
(Sharp and Freeman 1993; Heatherstone et al. 1997; Lucas et al. 1999; Johnson
et al. 2001; Steinhausen 2002).
Furthermore, reports of drug abuse, particularity laxatives, diuretics and
emetics, are on the rise among individuals suffering from psychological disorders
related to disturbed body image. Noted health risks include, intestinal injury,
gastric bleeding, esophagitis, pancreatitis, ulceration of the bowel and irritable
bowel syndrome (Sharp and Freeman 1993; Heatherstone et al. 1997; Johnson
et al. 2001; Steinhausen 2002). Additionally, anorexia athletica, which is
compulsive exercising, has become more prevalent in our thin-obsessed culture,
and has been proven to be equally harmful effects (Sudi et al. 2004).
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Correspondingly, media glorification of the muscular physique as the

masculine-ideal has driven males to use unhealthy tactics in pursuit of a specific
body ideal (Leit et al. 2001). Olivardia et al. (2000) have argued that for most
people, cultivating an ultra-muscular physique is impossible to do naturally.
Therefore, the pressure to “bulk up” is paralleled by an increase in recreational
anabolic steroid use (Mealey 1997; Pope et al. 2000). It has been proven that
frequent and long-term steroid abuse may result in negative health outcomes,
including; infertility, impotency, enlarged heart syndrome, high cholesterol,
depression, rage, and increased risk for heart attacks, liver disease and liver
cancer (Pope and Katz 1988; Nieminen et al. 1996; Roberts 2003). 	
  
In addition, since steroids are typically taken in the form of injections,
users also risk contracting infections such as HIV or hepatitis from a
contaminated needle or syringe (Pope et al. 2000). As Brown and Graham
(2008) suggest these “risk-taking behaviours mark the degree to which males are
willing to gamble with their health for aesthetics” (94). Furthermore, the
prevalence of muscle dysmorphia, a disorder characterized by distorted body
image and obsession with muscularity, is on the rise (Pope et al. 2000; Leit et al.
2002). These observations suggest that the cultural ideal of hypermesomorphy
may be equally as dangerous to men as the thin-ideal is to women.
It appears that standards of attractiveness are becoming equally important
to, if not replacing, standards of health. Scholars refer to this concept as the
”aesthetic of health” (Spitzack 1990). The dominance of superficial displays of
health in our image-driven society has assumed a disproportionately prominent
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position (Jutel and Beatow 2007). The social rewards that accompany being thin
or muscular, and thus, allegedly “healthy”, seem to outweigh the importance of
cultivating a healthy body through appropriate means, such as exercise.
Summary
The media play a significant role in shaping public perceptions of health
and standards of attractiveness. As societal standards are internalized, the
conflation of beauty and health persists. Health promotion discourses are
compounded by societal pressure to adhere to certain cultural bodily ideals.
Together, these forces propel individuals to take responsibility for their bodies
and health.
The Gym
One of the most popular and functional places that individuals go to
address their health and fitness needs is the gym. For the purpose of this study,
the word “gym” will be used to describe any commercial health club, fitness club,
fitness center, or public facility with exercise equipment intended for the purpose
of physical activity. The following section will provide a brief history of gyms, in an
attempt to build a solid foundation for understanding gyms today.
A Brief History of Gyms
As a space for “finely calibrated, detailed bodywork, the gym has a long
history, dating way back to the ancient Greece” (Sassatelli 2010:17). The word
“gym” is a contraction of “gymnasium”, derived from the ancient Greek word
“gymnasion” (Luke 2012). Interestingly, the root word “gymnos” means “naked”
becase Greek athletes traditionally performed in the nude (Luke 2012). The
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ancient Greek gymnasiums were outlets where elite athletes vigorously trained
for public competitions, such as the Olympics (Luke 2012). At this time,
resistance training was not done with the intention to modify or transform the
body. Rather, athletes engaged in strengthening practices, such as weight lifting,
to improve their strength for the sport they competed in, such as wrestling. In
their pursuit of physical strength, Ancient Greek and Egyptian societies engaged
in primitive forms of weightlifting, using stones of various sizes and weights in
dark dungeons (Robson 2005). Interestingly, after the ancient Greeks, gyms
disappeared for centuries (Luke 2012). It is suggested that Medieval and
Renaissance life was already very physically taxing, and ordinary workers got
sufficient exercise through daily, arduous chores (Luke 2012).
By the second half of the 19th century in Europe, weight training was
reintroduced as a means of improving health and increasing strength. In an era
of rapid industrialization, men became interested in combating the negative
impacts of sedentary deskwork by engaging in physical activity (Buck 1999).
Through the emergence of travelling “strongmen”, people began to be exposed
to weightlifting as a form of entertainment, which became known as physical
culture (Robson 2005). The “strongmen” entertained crowds with incredible feats
of strength, such as lifting or pulling heavy object (Buck1999). The intention was
not to “develop one’s physique into a glorious spectacle”, since symmetry and
aesthetics were a foreign concept at this point (Robson 2005:1). In fact, having a
protruding stomach and fatty arms and legs was the standard for the strongmen
(Robson 2005).
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As the 20th century approached, a strongman named Eugene Sandow
became a phenomenon with his revolutionary combination of muscularity and
strength. Unlike before, audiences became more preoccupied with Sandow’s
physique, than by the amount of weight he lifted. With this, the desire to
manipulate one’s physical exterior through extreme weight lifting for aesthetic
purposes became known as “bodybuilding” (Robson 2005). Officially known as
the first famous bodybuilder and the father of modern bodybuilding, Sandow
became a physical cultural icon. He introduced “muscle display performances”,
which featured muscular men posing and showing off their chiseled muscles for
crowds (Robson 2005). Evidently, these types of performances were the root and
inspiration of modern day bodybuilding competitions.
In response to the rising interest in weight lifting and exercise, Hippolyte
Triat, another former strongman, opened the first gymnasium in Paris in 1847
(Buck 1999). For the first time, patrons participated in group calisthenics, and
used free weights or strength machines at their leisure. Significantly, the
Gymnase Triat was among the first establishments of its kind to charge for
membership. The gym had different rates for men, women and children and
ranged from 31 francs per month to 400 francs per year (Buck 1999). At the time,
the exceptionally high cost of a membership perpetuated the idea that the gym
was an exclusive space for wealthy individuals and elite athletes. Further,
although the gym was promoted as a public space for all, the presence of men
was dominant, since it was considered socially unacceptable and inappropriate
for women to lift weights at the time (Buck 1999).
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In London in 1841, Sir George Williams created the YMCA, because he
wanted to provide an alternative space for Bible study and prayer for those living
on the street (Buck 1999). This marked the beginning of “Muscular Christianity”
and the “YMCA became a leading champion of the movement” (Buck 1999:1).
According to Muscular Christianity, “good Christians exercised to keep the body
healthy, for the body housed the Holy Spirit” (Buck 1999:1). The notion of
Muscular Christianity spread quickly to the US, and the first YMCA was
established in Boston, Massachusetts in 1851 (Buck 1999). By the 1860s,
physical recreation was included in the curriculum of YMCAs worldwide.
Strongmen performances were popularized in the US in the 1920s,
followed by the emergence of boxing gyms in the 1930s. Despite the increased
interest in exercise and gyms, the financial crisis in the 1930s put a damper on
commercial expansion of fitness centers. However, by this time, almost all
schools and colleges were building gymnasiums for exercise and sports.
Interestingly, the word “gym” become a way to describe “school gym class”, a
slang term still used today (Buck 1999).
World War II marked an important shift in the way weight training and
exercise were perceived. Throughout the war, soldiers trained with weights for
exercise and recreation (Buck 1999). When the war ended, there was a high
demand for places where veterans could continue strength-training practices. For
many middle-class males, their interest to exercise stemmed from the fact that
they had not served in the army. As Stern (2008) suggests that these men felt
they had “something to prove to themselves and their elders” and through
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“exercise and discipline of the body [they] demonstrated their virtue and right to
rule” (7). This resulted in the emergence of many public gyms. Furthermore, in an
effort to encourage patriotism among Americans, magazines and newspapers
began publishing images of strong, robust military men (Buck 1999). This marked
the beginning of the commodification of health and fitness in the media.
In 1940, body-building enthusiast, Victor Tanny and his brother Armand
opened their first gym in Santa Monica, California (Buck 1999). By 1947, the
brothers owned numerous gyms around Los Angeles and were met with
increased competition. The 1960s marked the beginning of gyms, as we know
them today. By 1961, the Tanny brothers had 84 gyms throughout the country
(Buck 1999). Around the same time, body-building pioneer, Joe Gold, founded
Gold’s Gym in 1965 in Venice, California. Gold’s gym became a landmark for
bodybuilders and has since become one of the most successful gym chains in
America, with over 700 locations today (Buck 1999).
Victor Tanny had a significant impact on the improvement of the physical
environment in modern gyms. Joe Golds describes gyms before Tanny
revolutionized their image as, “the worst pieces of junk in the world... everything
was falling apart and [they] stunk. They were like dungeons!” (Buck 1999:1).
Tanny developed the first multi-purpose gyms, which featured a wide array of
activities for patrons to participate in, such as; weight lifting, swimming, bowling,
ice skating and even watching movies in theaters (Buck 1999). Tanny believed
that clean and aesthetically pleasing facilities would influence prospective
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members to join, and encourage existing members to continue frequenting the
gym.
Other revolutionaries in the industry include Ray Wilson and Bob
Delmontique. In the 1950s, they founded the American Health Club, and within
10 years, there were 300 operative clubs across the country (Buck 1999). These
clubs were among the first to offer therapeutic facilities, such as whirlpools,
saunas and steam baths, which are staples in many gyms today. They expanded
Tanny’s vision, by introducing full-length mirrors, carpeted floors, air-conditioning
and chrome weights (Buck 1999). Additionally, these newer, more attractive
clubs offered members a venue to socialize and make friends, a concept that
was missing from previous gym models (Buck 1999).
Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, gyms continued to increase in volume
and popularity. Gyms became more inclusive and the notion of the gym as an
“exotic subcultural passion for men” began to gradually shift (Andresson 2013:2).
Although men still greatly outnumbered women in these spaces, going to the
gym was increasingly considered to be a health-promoting leisure activity.
Sassatelli (1999) explains that during this transition, the more competitive
aspects of gym culture, such as bodybuilding, became marginalized. As a result,
gyms began sprouting up across the country in hotels, offices, shopping centers
and even American households.
The days where bodybuilders, fighters, war veterans and elite athletes
dominate gyms are in the past. The historic “dirty weight lifting culture” of gyms
has gradually been replaced by clean and aestheticized spaces for the general
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public (Johansson 1996:45). This brief history of gyms provides insight into how
these spaces have developed over time and space. By exploring the evolution of
gyms, it becomes easier to understand the landscape of gyms today and make
predictions about the future. The following section will discuss gyms today,
engaging with the body of academic literature surrounding gyms.
The Landscape of Gyms Today
Today, the gym is widely regarded as a mainstream experience and
space. So, why do people go to the gym? At its most basic level, the gym offers
an enclosed space to exercise, regardless of the day, time or weather conditions
(Stern 2008). Further, the gym provides more workout options than most
individuals could realistically manage on their own. Equipped with cardiomachines, free-weights, weight machines, scales, change rooms, stretching
areas, and personal trainers, gyms are essentially one-stop shops for individuals
looking for a convenient alternative to outdoor physical activity.
The gym is an outlet where individuals strive to improve their bodies and
health. Whether it is through losing weight, gaining muscle strength or improving
cardiovascular function, people use the gym as a means for self-improvement.
Scholars offer many explanations as to what motivates people to use the gym.
Some gym-goers are motivated by a doctor’s advice to lose weight, a family
history of heart problems or a recent health scare (Crossley 2006). In some
cases, athletes use the gym to “enhance their performance, prepare for the
forthcoming season or recover from injury” (Crossley 2006:30). Other gym-goers
are motivated to go to they gym by their desire to achieve a certain image or
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body shape. Reflecting on previous discussions, societal pressure to adhere to
certain cultural ideals influences people to strive for the ideal body. Sassatelli
(1999) notes that gyms have become “highly visible as [sites] where this body is
produced” (227). Dworkin (2003) argues that the “look” as an end goal is a key
factor that shapes women’s decision to work out at a gym. Crossley (2006)
suggests that agents are motivated to join a gym by their “desire to recapture
‘former glory’ by losing weight, toning up and/or getting fit” (46). He adds that this
desire can refer “variously to the morality of ‘letting oneself go’, the aesthetics of
bodily appearance and issues of both health and fitness” (Crossley 2006:46).
Many users regard the gym as a sacred place where it is possible to “devote
oneself to a narcissistic concentration on one’s own body” (Johansson 1996:38).
Stern (2008) suggests that the appeal and value of gyms is as much physical as
it is mental.
Other scholars purport that going to the gym provides a “separation from
reality” (Sassatini 1999:244). The gym allows individuals to temporarily set aside
pressures of everyday life, such as demands at work or responsibilities at home.
For some, the gym is an ”escape” where they can “turn off consciousness and
submerse themselves in exercise” (Crossley 2006:43). Exercise as a form of
relaxation and release provides gym-goers with an opportunity to combat stress,
reduce aggression and increase energy levels (Crossley 2006).
For some, gym-going becomes a fundamental part of a lifestyle routine.
Some exercise enthusiasts may be considered working out to be a “form of play”
that is fun, and generate a sense of well-being (Crossley 2006:37). Scholars
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suggest that exercise may provide individuals with increased confidence, and an
elevated sense of competence of the body (Crossley 2006). Further, going to the
gym may provide individuals with a heightened sense of morality as they actively
engage in an observable form of self-improvement. Laverty and Wright (2010)
agree that going to the gym is in itself “a demonstration of desire to be a good
citizen, to achieve and practice individual health responsibilities” (79). Heath, as
a moral imperative, is paralleled by the concept of fitness increasingly being
constructed as a moral responsibility.
Previous Empirical Studies on Gyms
Excluding studies that concern bodybuilding, little empirical research has
been conducted on and in commercial gyms that focus on the everyday forms of
working out. Feminist scholars have studied the gym in terms of how gender is
constructed and displayed within it (Johansson 1996; Dworkin 2003; Ostgaard
2006; Salvatore and Marecek 2010; Dorney 2011). Other studies have focused
on the feminization of the gym (Craig and Liberti 2007), the Mcdonaldization of
the gym (O’Toole 2009), the patterns of use among gym-goers with varying
contractual agreements (Vigna and Malmendier 2006), and body satisfaction
among gay, gym-active males (Brown and Graham 2008). Findings from these
various studies reveal significant and congruent themes, including the gym as a
social space and a gendered space. These findings suggest that the gym is
experienced not simply as a tool that can be used in the pursuit of a perfect body,
but also, as an outlet for social interaction. The following section will expand on
the notion of the gym as a social space.
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A Social Space
Many scholars have identified the gym as a unique social space, where
meaning is derived and identities are produced (Johannson 1996; Sassatelli
1999; Crossley 2006; Craig and Liberti 2007; Stern 2008; Laverty and Wright
2010). As gym-goers actively work out in this social environment, they
communicate with others through verbal and non-verbal cues. Social interaction
between people in the gym may be deliberate and conscious or inadvertent and
unconscious. In any case, scholars suggest that relationships are inevitably
formed between members and staff (Laverty and Wright 2010).
Individuals who go to the gym regularly form a sort of subculture. This
means that individuals “develop a certain style, taste and a specific way of
relating to the body” (Johannson 1996:33). Therefore, going to the gym should
not merely be regarded as a physical activity, but an experience that is part of a
larger social phenomenon. When entering the gym, people enter a unique social
space where certain attitudes, bodies and styles are valued higher than others
(Johannson 1996). Stern (2008) suggests that a type of camaraderie develops
among gym-goers as they work out among one another, sharing motives and
goals. In other words, a social connectedness among patrons and staff members
is established through collective exercise and social interaction.
Crossley’s (2006) ethnographic research on motives and meanings in the
gym emphasizes the importance of social interaction. The gym is often regarded
as a convenient site to meet like-minded people of the same or opposite sex. The
trend of “hanging out at the gym” was an important development in Laverty and
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Wright’s study that examined youths’ use of sport and recreation spaces for
“broader socializing purposes” (2010:97). Their findings suggest that the modern
gym is an important space for socializing and cultivating relationships, especially
among adolescents and young adults (Laverty and Wright 2010). Relationships
develop in many forms, including friendships, work-out partnerships, or romantic
connections. Johansson’s (1996) study on gender construction in the gym,
confirmed popular conceptions of the gym as an extension of the dating market,
through examining relationships that formed as a result of gym participation.
In their ethnographic study of a women’s only gym, Craig and Liberti (2007)
found that the social environment was vital to the club’s success. The circular
organization of the equipment guided the workouts and the relationships between
women “in ways that shifted the focus of the women’s activities from exercise to
sociability” (Craig and Liberti 2007:684). Results revealed that members engaged
in fruitful conversations during their workouts and success stories were published
on the gym’s message board and website.
The notion of a gym as a social space is consistent within the academic
literature. The social environment of the gym is integral to the current study and
will be expanded upon in a later discussion of findings. As gym members and
staff engage in social behavior, they also actively construct their identity.
Previous research has suggested that within this social space, the construction of
identity is heavily influenced by gender. The following section will discuss the
gym as a gendered space.
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A Gendered Space
A dominant theme in the literature surrounding gyms is the notion of the
gym as a highly gendered space, in which males and females abide by social
definitions of masculinity and femininity (Johansson 1996; Dworkin 2003; Craig
and Liberti 2007; Salvatore and Marecek 2010). Scholars agree that within these
co-ed spaces, males and females actively shape and perform their “gender” and
“gendered identity” (Johansson 1996). To clarify, “gender” refers societal
expectations about how people should think and act, based on biological, social
and legal status as men or women. “Gender identity” refers to the way in which
individuals feel about their gender, and express it through their appearance or
behavior.
From its early beginnings, the gym has been a site where individuals
actively construct and display characteristics that are traditionally associated with
their biological sex. As a male-dominated space for the majority of its existence,
the gym has long been associated with masculinity. The gym environment
traditionally promoted and celebrated masculine characteristics, such as
strength, power, competition and aggression. Through cultivating a muscular
physical exterior, men were able to reemphasize their physical superiority and
dominance over women (Dworkin 2003). In today’s gym landscape, however,
masculine characteristics are valued to a lesser degree, which can be linked to
the increased participation of women in these spaces. The gym has transformed
from an unapologetic male-only space governed by patriarchy into a more
inclusive and diverse environment. Despite this fact, most men and women
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continue to use the gym in ways that emphasize their “gendered goals”
(Johansson 1996).
Studies have shown men and women have very different objectives when
it comes to manipulating the body through gym participation (Salvatore and
Marecek 2010). Reflecting on the previous discussion of body ideals perpetuated
by media, men value muscularity, and women value thinness. These cultural
ideals manifest themselves in a variety of ways. Firstly, the internalization of
body-ideals influences gym-goers before they even step foot in the gym. Men
and women develop gendered goals that correspond with media projections of
physical attractiveness for men and women. In general, men are motivated to
increase overall body size and muscularity. Studies have revealed that the desire
to “bulk up” is accompanied by a specific intent to maximize upper body strength
(Mealy 1997). Johansson (1996) agrees that men are disproportionally
concerned with arm, back and chest strength in comparison to lower body
strength. Women on the other hand, are primarily goal-oriented towards weight
loss (Dworkin 2003). In general, women are motivated to burn fat to become lean
and toned, but not visibly muscular (Mealy 1997).
These gendered goals are part of the larger discourse of the naturalization
of the body. Johansson (1996) argues that “only certain bodies are defined as
natural. Muscles are regarded as exclusively male attributes [so] when women
develop muscles, they are, so to speak, going against their nature” (Johansson
1996:43). It has been posited that people who “threaten to de-naturalize gender”,
often become treated as deviants (Johansson 1996:44). For example, the female
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bodybuilder is often seen as the ultimate threat to nature, since she cultivates a
muscular body that defies social conventions. Interestingly, when asked how they
felt about female bodybuilders, both male and female participants in Johansson’s
(1996) study, revealed feelings of disgust. These attitudes are formed based on
the ideology that female bodies should not look like male bodies because it is
unnatural. Male bodybuilders, on the other hand, were perceived as natural since
they exaggerate inherently male characteristics and do not defy social
conventions (Johansson 1996).
Similarly, Dworkin’s (2003) research found that women, especially collegeaged women do not want to become strong because they fear rejection in the
heterosexual dating. Dworkin (2003) explains that most women are intimidated
by and averse to building muscle because they possess a “fear of bulk”
mentality. The fear of becoming too muscular and therefore, “looking masculine”
also coincides with Johansson’s (1996) concept of “fear of lesbian stigma”.
Ultimately, body-ideals and perceptions of what is natural and what is not have
become deeply entrenched within society. This results in gendered goals, which
inevitably shape and constrain the activities men and women chose to engage in
at the gym.
Contrasting body ideals result in gendered goals and ultimately “demand
divergent exercise regimens” (Salvatore and Marecek 2010:557). Mealy’s (1997)
research shows that people use athletic training equipment in an attempt to
increase their physical attractiveness. When confronted with the option to utilize
technology “as a means to reduce biological sex differences and gender signals”,
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people, in fact, “use the equipment in ways that enhance these differences”
(Mealy 1997:226). In other words, the recent flux in women participating in
traditionally male fitness and strength-training practices, “does not result in a
lessening of culturally imposed gender differences, but rather a new opportunity
to exaggerate pre-existing biological differences” (Mealy 1997:224). More
specifically, men spend a disproportionate amount of their exercise time on
anaerobic activities, such as weightlifting, in an attempt to enhance the
musculature of the upper body. In contrast, women devote more time to aerobic
activities, such as walking or running on the treadmill, in an attempt to burn fat
and tone their lower bodies. Scholars argue that women chose cardiovascular
exercise over weight training because it allows them to gain strength without
“transgressing norms for feminine physical appearance” (Craig and Liberti
2007:679).
Understanding the disparate goals that men and women possess when
entering the gym can explain the distinct strategies and methods used to achieve
them. Women often believe that excessive amounts of cardiovascular exercise
will help them achieve their goals to lose weight and “tone up” (Dworkin 2003).
Men on the other hand, believe that weight and resistance training will produce
the desired results of increased muscularity (Brown and Graham 2008). This
results in gendered workout regimes, which ultimately results in segregation.
Given the fact that gyms are spatially organized to accommodate weights in one
section, and cardio-equipment in another, it becomes possible to distinguish
between male and female territories quite easily. Many authors have taken up
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the theme of gender segregation in their pursuit in understanding gym culture
(Johansson 199; Dworkin 2003; Salvatore and Marecek 2010).
The trend for men to dominate the weights section of the gym has existed
since the inception of gyms. The trend for women to dominate cardio-equipment
and aerobics classes is equally prevalent. In Dworkin’s (2003) study, she
observed a weight section almost completely devoid of women. She suggests
that social barriers to weight lifting, including the stigma against muscular
women, significantly contribute to the avoidance of strength training activities
(Dworkin 2003). She also explores the architectural design of the gym, and
argues that the spatial separation of cardio equipment and weights creates an
additional hurdle for women. Having to “cross-over” into a male-dominated
territory, a space where women are likely to be greatly outnumbered by men can
be very intimidating (Dworkin 2003).
Johansson (1996) attempts to explain the phenomenon of segregation
within the gym, using his concept of the “gendered knowledge gap” (4). His
theory suggests that the unwillingness of many women to engage in weight lifting
practices is a result of their lack of knowledge in the field. He suggests that males
dominate weights and strength machines because they possess the required
knowledge of how to utilize the equipment properly (Johansson 1996). He
discusses the ease at which men enter this space, whereas women, who are
generally less knowledgeable at first, often attract negative attention to
themselves by “taking too long, causing line ups and using equipment incorrectly”
(Johansson 1996:8). Women experience difficulty as they attempt to overcome
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the gendered knowledge gap, because it requires them to actively seek out
resources to gain knowledge.
More recent research, however, has found that women are entering male
territories within the gym in greater numbers (Salvatore and Marecek 2010).
Evidence of the positive impacts of strength training may help to explain the
increased number of women flowing into the weights section. Scientific findings
suggest that resistance training may contribute to a higher metabolism, increased
bone density, reduced body fat, more efficient immune system and improved
body image (Hunter et al. 2004). Further, strength training has been found to be
particularly beneficial among older adults as it “increases power, reduces the
difficulty of performing daily tasks, enhances energy expenditure and body
composition, and promotes participation in spontaneous physical activity” (Hunter
et al. 331).
Johansson (1996) suggests that women are more interested in “taking
part in the male world” because “women to a higher degree than men are open to
transformations of their gender identities” (45). This supports the idea that
changes are occurring in the gym concerning gender positions. However,
scholars note that the flow of women into the men’s territory is not paralleled by a
corresponding flow of men into the female territories (Dworkin 2003; Johansson
1996). This trend can be linked to broader tendencies within society, as women
display more interest than men in transcending the boundaries between genders.
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Barriers to Gym Participation
Despite the popularity of gyms, various barriers exist that prevent and
discourage people from joining. A gym membership, much like a cell phone, car
or home, almost always requires on-going monthly payments. According to the
International Health, Racquet and Sportsclub Association, the average monthly
cost of a gym membership in the US was $55.60 in 2012 (IHRSA.org 2013). With
this, it becomes clear why gym-participation is viewed as a luxury to many. Aside
from the obvious economic restraints, social barriers also exist that discourage
and prevent gym participation. The following section will discuss the evaluation
concerns, comparison concerns and ineptitude concerns faced by men and
women as they negotiate gym participation.
Evaluation Concerns

Evaluation concerns refer to people’s interest in what others think of them.
Scholars suggest that the need to belong and be accepted by others is a primary
human motivation, which is managed by monitoring social evaluations of oneself
(Baumeister and Leary 1995). In relation to the gym, evaluation concerns are
associated with “feelings of being watched, scrutinized, or negatively judged by
others” (Salvatore and Marecek 2010:564). These types of concerns are
exemplified through hypothetical phrases, such as: “Everyone is looking at me, I
feel intimidated”, or, “I feel uncomfortable when people are watching me
exercise”, and “I can’t lift weights right now, I’m the only girl and people will judge
me.”
Social psychologists have studied how people cognitively and affectively
manage this negative experience in laboratory settings (Salvatore and Marecek
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2010). Scholars argue that outside controlled settings, however, individuals often
respond to evaluation concerns through the “simple expedient of avoiding
settings and activities that might evoke such concerns” (Salvatore and Marecek
2010:557). This means that people who fear being judged at the gym are
significantly more likely to avoid going to one in the first place. Furthermore,
scholars suggest that evaluation concerns are evoked by situations in which an
individual engages publicly in a counter-normative behavior (Salvatore and
Marecek 2010). Baumeister and Leary (1995) suggest that counter-normative
behavior is one that violates social expectation. Since many gym activities, such
as heavy weight lifting, are still considered counter-normative for women, it is
understandable how evaluative concerns impact gym-goers on a consistent
basis.
Comparison Concerns

Comparison concerns are associated with the theme of social comparison
to others (Salvatore and Marecek 2010). By reflecting on previous discussions of
increased media pressure to achieve a bodily ideal, it becomes obvious how
these concerns translate into the gym setting. At the gym, people are not only
comparing their skills and bodies with the celebrities and professional athletes
seen on television and in magazines. In the gym, people are confronted with
comparison concerns among other “normal” people, who range in their abilities,
appearances and success in achieving the bodily cultural ideal (Salvatore and
Marecek 2010). In the limited empirical research that has been conducted on
gyms, scholars have found that people express comparison concerns in relation
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to other gym members, friends, peers and/or colleagues (Salvatore and Marecek
2010).
Gym-goers report feelings of discomfort and inadequacy when entering a
space where many members are thin and strong, representing cultural ideals of
attractiveness. Comparison concerns are epitomized through phrases like; “I’m
so fat compared to that than person”, or “I don’t belong in here with all these
muscular people, I’m too weak”, or “I can’t go to the gym until I lose some weight,
or else I’ll stick out.” Scholars suggest that gyms produce a culture where an
attractive body develops into a more or less normative category (Johansson
1996). This puts added pressure on people entering this social space, making
them feel like they do not measure up to their fellow gym-goers.
Ineptitude Concerns

As a commercial institution, the gym is typically open to everyone who has
the economic capital to act as a consumer. Yet, its openness “contrasts with the
protected nature of the practices included within” (Sassatelli 1999:228). This
means that specific knowledge is required to utilize the gym effectively.
Ineptitude concerns are associated with social evaluations of body and a
perceived lack of competence and skill (Salvatore and Marecek 2010). This
means that many people are discouraged by their perceived lack of knowledge,
and may avoid the gym altogether. Ineptitude concerns are expressed through
phrases like; “I have no idea what I’m doing in the gym”, or “I can’t become fit
because I don’t even know how to lift weights”, or “I’m embarrassed to try new
equipment because I don’t want to use it incorrectly.”
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Craig and Liberti (2007) argue that the proper use of weights and certain
machines requires considerable skill and a novice user would be more likely to
use the equipment incorrectly. As discussed earlier, Johansson’s (1996) notion of
the “gendered knowledge gap” is used to explain women’s resistance to engage
in weight lifting practices. This term refers to the disparity in knowledge, in
general, between men and women, in relation to proper equipment use, weight
lifting techniques and overall gym etiquette. This theory can be extended beyond
women to include other groups of individuals, such as elderly or overweight gym
users, since they are more likely to be novice or infrequent users, and thus, more
likely both to lack the skill and strength that comes with practice (Craig and
Liberti 2007).
Summary
This chapter has reviewed the relevant academic literature related to the
current study, beginning with a broad analysis of the structural barriers to health,
and gradually narrowing the scope to examine the barriers that prevent or
discourage gym participation. By understanding the impact of neoliberalism on
health and fitness discourses, on both the macro and micro levels, it becomes
clear how access to and affordability of a healthy lifestyle are integrally related to
class status.
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Chapter 3
Methodologies
This chapter will outline the specific methodological decisions made and
strategies used to conduct the current research project. This section will also
provide justification for why specific data collection methods and techniques were
chosen.
Ethnography is a qualitative research design that is useful for researchers
interested in gaining a deeper understanding of a social issue, culture or
phenomenon (Daly 2007). This approach allows the researcher to gain insight
into the lives of particular people within particular social settings, and most
importantly, to understand their behavior in a specific context (Esterberg 2002).
By immersing oneself in the social environment one seeks to understand,
ethnographers have the potential to gain in-depth knowledge of the experiences
and perspectives of the social agents functioning within it. Through observing
and participating in the social field, ethnographers seek to interpret and build
theories about how and why a social process occurs. This type of inductive
reasoning, also known as a “grounded approach”, enables the researcher to
examine empirical data, develop theories and draw conclusions that are based
on what is seen and heard first-hand (Esterberg 2002). It should be noted that
within all social research, since humans are the researchers as well as the
objects of study, pure objectivity is merely impossible. However, researchers
must to the best of their ability transcend biases, prejudices and values in an
attempt to remain neutral toward their object of study (Daly 2007).
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An ethnographic approach was used for this project because I wanted to
develop a thorough understanding of the experiences, perspectives and attitudes
of gym members at Planet Fitness. In the following sections, the mixedmethodology used will be discussed, which includes; participant observation; indepth interviews; and media analysis.
Participant-Observation
As Lee (2000) suggests, observational research techniques allow the
researcher to witness the active nature of social interaction, which can result in
fruitful and meaningful data. Further, observational strategies provide the
researcher with the opportunity to better contextualize the negotiation of
knowledge and the assignment of meaning by individuals (Lee 2000). Research
for this study was conducted over a 12-month period. Overall, I visited six Planet
Fitness franchise locations in the Greater Boston area. I visited three locations
one time only, worked out and observed the environments. At the other three
locations, I engaged in participant-observation for varying durations of time.
Gaining access to Planet Fitness was easily accomplished when I joined
the local franchise in a town located in the south shore in Massachusetts in July
2012. I opted for the $19.99 monthly membership, also referred to as the “Black
Card” membership. After paying a measly 1-dollar registration fee, I was granted
access to all Planet Fitness locations nation-wide, unlimited guest privileges,
unrestricted use of the massage chairs and tanning booths, and a free t-shirt. I
visited the gym an average of three times a week, for an average time of an hour
and a half per visit, for a total of three months. During this time, I utilized the gym

	
   48	
  

as a regular member, varying the time of day that I went. My previous knowledge
of proper weight lifting techniques and experience with fitness practices enabled
me to diversify my workout regime and use an array of the equipment with ease.
After each visit, I recorded my observations in detail, using a word processing
program on my computer.
In October of 2012, I moved to a different city and began the same
process of participant-observation at a Planet Fitness that was located
approximately 20 minutes Northwest of Boston, Massachusetts. I attended the
gym as regularly as I did in previous months, and recorded my observations in a
similar fashion. After three months, I decided to try a different location in an
attempt to broaden my scope of Planet Fitness. The third franchise I visited was
located 10 minutes North of Boston, Massachusetts. I continued to frequent the
gym a minimum of three times a week, varying the time of day I went. I began to
take notes during my visits on my IPhone, using a post-it note application. When
I returned home, I transferred my field notes onto my computer. At all three
locations, I did not make any attempt to conceal my presence. Given the nature
of my observations at a public gym, I blended in with other gym members well
and at no point were my intentions questioned. I engaged in transient interactions
with gym staff and gym members, and did not disclose my role as a researcher
until it was time to recruit participants for my in-depth interviews. At this time, I
presented my letter of permission (see Appendix C) to the gym manager. The
letter specifically outlined my role as a researcher and disclosed my research
goals.
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I spent the greatest proportion of time at the Planet Fitness located 10
minutes North of Boston, that is, a total of seven months. It is also from this
location that I drew my sample for in-depth interviews. The observation process
provided an insider perspective into the individual realities, and lived experiences
of members at Planet Fitness. By observing individuals’ actions, behaviors and
patterns of interaction with gym equipment and other gym members directly, I
was able to move beyond explicit superficial beliefs of what transpired in the gym
setting (Lee 2000).
In-Depth interviews
Given the exploratory nature of the current project and my interest in
developing a detailed account of gym-goers attitudes and perspectives, it was
necessary to supplement observational data with semi-structured interviews. The
goal of in-depth interviews is to “explore a topic more openly, and allow
interviewees to express their opinions and ideas in their own words” (Esterberg
2002:87) Through this process, interviewees become “active participants in the
social production of knowledge and reality, through which meaning is not only
conveyed, but cooperatively built up, received and interpreted by the interviewer”
(Holstein and Gubrium 1995:11).
The final sample for the in-depth interviews was drawn using a
convenience random sampling technique, and consisted of 11 individuals. While
this sample size may seem relatively small, collecting smaller sample sizes is an
acceptable, and widely adopted technique among many reputable qualitative
social scientists (Dworkin 2012; Guest et al. 2006; Dorney 2011) Onwuegbuzie
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and Leech (2007) argue that ethnographers should explicitly avoid large samples
because it will likely result in salient data saturation (Guest et al. 2006). This
means that new or distinct themes are unlikely to emerge after a certain number
of participants are interviewed. This was especially relevant in my experience
interviewing, as participants’ responses consistently revolved around reoccurring
and congruent themes.
The first set of interviews I conducted involved staff members, beginning
with the manager of the gym. I interviewed a total of four staff members, and
seven gym members. Four of the respondents were female, seven were male
and respondents varied in age, size and shape. Participants were regular gymgoers, but varied in their experience levels. Interviews were done in a contained,
private office room, and lasted between 40 – 75 minutes in length. Interviews
were done individually in an attempt to minimize the impact of social influence
and collective responses (Charmaz 2008).
To recruit participants for interviews, I stood at the front desk located near
the entrance/exit of the gym. I randomly approached gym-members who were
coming and/or going, presented my Letter of Information (Appendix D),
introduced myself and provided a brief description of the nature of my research
project. Upon respondents’ agreement to participate, I presented my Consent
Form (Appendix E) and addressed any questions or concerns that were
vocalized. Interviews were recorded using a recording application on my IPad,
and later transcribed for analysis. Original recordings were destroyed and
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pseudonymous were assigned to each respondent to ensure confidentially and
anonymity.
Interview questions were designed to be open-ended, as to encourage
participants to feel unrestricted in their responses. Dichotomous questions were
avoided because “they do not encourage the interview to say what he or she
actually thinks” and often bring the conversation to a halt (Esterberg 2002:98).
The comfortable and easy-going flow of conversation encouraged the emergence
of personal narratives, and allowed for probing when respondents were limited in
the information they divulged (Holstein and Gubrium 1995). Primary questions
included: When did you join this gym? What type of membership do you have?
How often do you frequent the gym? What does your workout regime typically
consist of? Are there exercises or machines you particularly like? Are there
exercises or machines that you deliberately or unintentionally avoid? Do you
enjoy coming to the gym, why or why not? How does this gym compare to other
gyms you’ve been to? What motivates you to come to the gym? What do you
want to get out of your experience at the gym? What do you wear to the gym?
What does the “Judgment Free Zone” mean to you? These primary questions
activated interviewees’ interest and served as an essential platform from which
probing and secondary questions sprung. Secondary and probing questions were
crucial in their ability to evoke honest responses, and reveal participants’
thoughts, feelings and perspectives in a deeper and more meaningful way.
Transcripts of interview questions for staff members and gym members can be
found in Appendix E and Appendix F.
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Finally, I engaged with the company’s website data, television and radio
advertisements, social media and newspaper/magazine articles. This stage of
data collection was spontaneous and ongoing, as the presence of Planet Fitness
was dominant in a plethora of media platforms. I connected myself to Planet
Fitness news, by “following” the company on Facebook and Twitter. With this, I
enabled myself to receive multiple daily updates about the business and it’s
promotions. This also connected me to the large community of Planet Fitness
followers, via social networking. I also downloaded the Planet Fitness application
on my IPhone to insure that I had quick and easy access to Planet Fitness
information. This information was used as supplemental information.
Data from observations and interviews were analyzed using an open
coding technique. I used highlighters of various colors, and symbols to identify
themes and categorize findings. Once this process was complete, I organized
data by creating separate Word documents for each major theme. I copied and
pasted relevant field notes and quotations accordingly.
During the data collection process, I was self-critical, self-conscious and
self-reflexive, in an attempt to minimize the potential effects that my position or
biases may have had on respondents (Goodwin and Horowitz 2002). It is
important to consider potential biases based on my previous knowledge and
experiences in the gym. Research demonstrates that my high level of comfort
within the gym, and ease at which I enter and utilize this space is not the norm.
The acknowledgement of this fact was important, since my personal viewpoint
had the potential to influence the interpretation of data. This process of
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examining the role of the researcher’s subjectivity on the research process is
known as “reflexivity” (Daly 2007). These introspective measures were essential
to reporting findings and extracting meaning, as accurately and objectively as
possible.
Summary
This chapter explicated the mixed-methodologies used and rationale for
the decisions made when developing the research design for the current study.
An ethnographic approach was most suitable for cultivating a detailed account of
gym members’ experiences, attitudes and patterns of interactions within the
specific context of Planet Fitness. In the following chapter, I will discuss the
significant findings that surfaced throughout the course of my research.
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Chapter 4
Findings and Analysis
Given the various barriers that discourage and prevent gym participation
among Americans, an increasing number of gyms are emerging that cater to a
particular demographic. Categorical gyms are designed to accommodate a
certain clientele in order to provide an environment where members feel
welcomed and where their specific needs are met. In today’s vast health and
fitness landscape, it seems that there are categorical gyms for all cohorts. There
are women’s only gyms, men’s only gyms, body-building gyms, power lifting
gyms, Crossfit gyms, boxing gyms, aerobics studios, yoga studios, Pilates
studios, kick boxing gyms, rock climbing gyms, circuit-training gyms, marshal arts
studios, spin studios and many more. There are gyms that cater to high-level
athletes, and there are gyms that cater specifically to LGBT communities. With all
of the available alternatives to the conventional gym, it would seem that there is a
suitable option for everyone. However, while all of these gyms aim to provide
specialized services to consumers within a niche market, there is a massive
demographic left out of the equation: the people who don’t go to the gym at all.
Planet Fitness
In 1992, Michael Grondahl, founder of Planet Fitness identified this
massive void in the gym industry. His mission was not to persuade gym
enthusiasts from other clubs to convert to Planet Fitness, rather he set out to
attract those who had avoided gyms altogether. By dramatically lowering the cost
of memberships, developing a “Judgment Free Zone”, and offering almost 700
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locations nationwide, Planet Fitness aims to attract unfit Americans, arguably the
people who need the gym the most. Planet Fitness provides an inclusive
environment, and makes taking health into your own hands more feasible,
despite consumers’ SES, location, sex, age, experience or comfort level.
This chapter will discuss the significant findings that arose during the
interpretation of data collected from participant observations, in-depth interviews
and media analysis. Major themes will be analyzed to reveal how Planet Fitness
transcends various economic, geographical and social barriers that impact
individuals’ ability to access the gym. Also, an examination of findings will
contribute to the understanding of Planet Fitness’s success at large. Discussions
of significant themes will include; affordability, convenience, “no-gym-timidation”,
the social environment and motivations for working out.
Affordability
Previous discussions have emphasized neoliberal ideologies of health,
including the perspective that health is an individual’s responsibility and moral
obligation. Healthism contributes to the reproduction of social inequalities,
because it ignores the necessity for class privilege in order to access healthrelated resources and knowledge. In an era where health is essentially bought
and sold, and access to health care, physical activity and healthy food is related
to SES, many Americans are alienated from the health-movement in general,
and the fitness industry, in particular. Planet Fitness recognizes this inherent
problem and has developed a gym concept that provides an affordable
alternative to people who are interested in going to the gym.
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Low-Cost Memberships
Planet Fitness offers monthly memberships for as cheap as $10 a month.
The most popular membership, known as the “No Commitment! No Catches! No
Kidding!” membership is true to its name, and requires a one-time $39
registration fee, a $9.99 monthly fee, and no annual fee. Unlike most commercial
gyms, Planet Fitness allows customers to cancel this month-to-month
membership at any time with no hassle or additional fees. The other option
Planet Fitness offers is the Black Card Membership. For only $19.99 a month,
Black Card members receive unlimited access to all Planet Fitness locations
nation-wide, unlimited guest privileges, unlimited use of tanning beds and
massage chairs and half price drinks. The Black Card membership requires a 12month commitment and an annual fee of $39. Both memberships provide
members with a free t-shirt upon registrations and unlimited fitness training.
The rates at Planet Fitness are exceptionally reasonable, especially
considered that the national average cost of a monthly gym membership in 2012
was $55.60 (IHRSA.org 2013). According to a survey by Mintel, a market
research firm, 71% of respondents agreed that fitness clubs were too expensive
(Newman 2013). During interviews, participants echoed this sentiment, and
consistently expressed their appreciation of the low rates offered at Planet
Fitness. In an interview with Lena, the Planet Fitness manager, she explained,
We tell you right up front the way it is. There are no hidden costs. We can get
away with the 10 dollars a month because of volume. We go based on
volume. At 10 dollars a month, you’re paying more at Dunkin Donuts per day.
It averages out to 33 cents a day. Where can you go for 10 dollars a month to
work out, take a shower, and drink out of the water fountain and more? So,
we’re true to what it is. There are no frills.
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The affordability of Planet Fitness was a theme that frequently emerged
during interviews with participants. When asked what motivated them to buy a
membership at Planet Fitness responses from participants were overwhelming
associated with cost. College-aged patron, Ian said, “It’s a cheap gym. I’m a
student. I can’t really afford anything else in the area”. Barbara, a middle-aged,
regular gym-goer said, “I used to go to the YMCA, but it was so expensive. You
can’t beat the cost here, that’s why it’s so popular”. Another patron, Ariel
expressed a similar view, revealing that her decision to join Planet Fitness, “had
the most to do with how good the rates are”.
The theme of affordability also surfaced when participants were asked
what they considered to be the main message Planet Fitness conveys through
media platforms. Respondents described the great extent to which they are
exposed to television and radio advertisements that promote the brand’s “$10 a
month” membership fee. Participants also explained how information about the
gym and it’s latest promotions constantly flood their social networking portals,
including e-mail, Facebook and Twitter. When asked what he considered to be
the dominant message Planet Fitness communicates through advertising, gym
patron, Kevin said,
I think the big one, and the reason I became interested and decided to come
here is the fact that it’s cheap. It’s not $80/month like some gyms. It’s 10 to
20 bucks. I think that’s the main thing that catches peoples attention because
if you want to do this, be active and make any sort of progress, you also don’t
want to blow the bank. I think it’s very good that Planet Fitness does that.

Mat, a member in his mid thirties, felt that the emphasis on the low-cost
memberships was excessive. He believed that, “they really shove the price down
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your throat. I get e-mails and notifications all day.” For Mat, the high volume of
advertisements and promotions via social media became “annoying”. He said, “I
actually stopped following [Planet Fitness] on Twitter because it was too much.”
The venerable theme of affordably was also articulated through
participants’ responses when asked what they were particularly satisfied with at
Planet Fitness. This is significant because it further demonstrates the extent to
which participants prioritize and value low membership costs. Ariel said, “I’d
definitely say the price is amazing”. Similarly, Mat suggested,
I’m thrilled that I no longer have to budget my gym membership into my
monthly expenses, along with all my other bills. It honestly feels free because
they take the money right out of my checking account, and it’s such a small
amount that I never even notice it. It still blows my mind that it’s so cheap and
just as good as other, more expensive gyms.

Interviews revealed the importance of the inexpensive membership rates that
Planet Fitness offers. In fact, five out of the seven patrons interviewed, said that
the cost was the most significant factor that motivated them to join Planet Fitness
in the first place. Further, four interviewees said that they relocated to Planet
Fitness after cancelling a previous gym membership because it was costing them
too much. Mat said,
I was paying $60 bucks at Boston Sports Club for a monthly membership, but
there were so many other fees that came out of nowhere. It was about $130 to
join, which was ridiculous. There was an initiation fee or something, which cost
$80. Then there were processing fees, and I can’t remember how much those
were, probably a lot though. But then, on top of it all, there was a cancellation
fee. I’m telling you, it did not end. It was insane. By the time I got out of there, I
had spent a fortune.
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Value
In addition to expressing satisfaction with the cost of Planet Fitness
memberships, participants also expressed satisfaction with the value
memberships provide. Planet Fitness prides itself on its minimalist model and
aims to keep things simple in order to keep memberships cheap. On the
company website, Planet Fitness explains,
We don’t have any salespeople, and we don’t bother with all the extras like
juice bars and childcare that drive up costs and can make a gym membership
seem more like a car payment. Instead, we’ve boiled our business down to the
things that you really want in a health club – clean, stylish, hassle-free facilities
that are filled with tons of brand-name cardio and strength equipment, and a
lot of happy people. If you’re looking for a comfortable, friendly place to
exercise, and like a great deal, then you’ll love Planet Fitness.

Planet Fitness has not followed the trend of other gyms that provide a
plethora of products and services that are intended to enhance the gym
experience. Planet Fitness does not offer aerobics classes, childcare services or
one-on-one personal training sessions, which are staples at most gyms. Nor are
there any pools, spin studios, or open courts, which have become increasingly
popular facilities across health clubs today. Alternatively, Planet Fitness keeps
prices low by providing only the basic amenities to members, in an attempt to
maintain a simplistic vibe and practical environment. Instead of pooling economic
resources into luxury spas or saunas, Planet Fitness provides a clean, stylish
facility, equipped with lots of name-brand gym equipment. Planet Fitness caters
to occasional or first-time gym users by offering key amenities, such as ample
cardio equipment, free weights, strength machines, full size locker rooms, and
flat screen TVs, An employee, Sarah said, “It’s supposed to be simple. It’s
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supposed to be the bare bones of what people need to start exercising and get
into shape”. Although a membership may not come with all the bells and
whistles, Planet Fitness has successfully identified its niche market, and aims to
provide adequate resources that satisfy client’s needs, without driving up the
cost. When asked if they are satisfied with the equipment the gym provides,
participant responses were positive. Kevin said, “It doesn’t have everything, but I
don’t need everything. It gets the job done”. Similarly, Ariel expressed, “They
have all the machines that I want. If I was paying more, I would expect more, but
for $10 I think I’m getting a lot of bang for my buck”. Others described their
opinion of gym’s resources as “fine”, “adequate”, and “perfect for me”. Overall,
participants expressed satisfaction with the value of their membership, and
believed that the available equipment was sufficient and accurately reflected
membership costs.
Summary
The importance of low-cost membership rates was unanimous among
participants, and far outweighed the importance of other luxury amenities that are
typically provided by competing gyms. Findings revealed that interviewees were
both satisfied with the cost and value of their membership. Participants
expressed satisfaction with the available resources, despite the simplistic
approach the brand takes. In sum, affordability is central to the Planet Fitness
model and contributes greatly to its overall success.

	
   61	
  

Analysis
The affordability of Planet Fitness is highly significant to the current
research project. The low membership costs contribute to two positive outcomes.
First, the success of the brand can be linked to its unconventional, yet strategic
business model. Secondly, the economic barriers that prevent gym participation
are renegotiated, providing a more equal opportunity to Americans of low SES.
These findings will be analyzed separately in the following section.
Understanding Planet Fitness’s business strategy helps one to understand
the economic success of Planet Fitness on a national scale. By drastically
reducing membership costs, Planet Fitness differentiates itself from other
competing clubs. Not surprisingly, lower prices attract a higher volume of
consumers. This tactic allows Planet Fitness to thrive off the quantity of
memberships sold, regardless of the fact that individual transactions are very
small. This approach has resulted in extraordinary success for the brand. It
began franchising in 2002, and is now the fastest-growing full size health club
franchise in the United States (Obikuare 2013).
Planet Fitness has revolutionized the fitness industry by complimenting
their low prices with value, top-notch facilities, and an atmosphere that caters to
the needs of first-time or inexperienced gym users. The business reported
$157.3 million in revenue in 2012 and landed on the Inc. 5000, the
entrepreneurial magazine's list of America's fastest-growing private companies,
for the sixth consecutive year (Obikuare 2013). According to the company’s
website, approximately 4.5 million Americans have joined Planet Fitness, and
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there are predicted to be 700 locations by the end of 2013. Currently, there are
approximately 670 locations in 31 states (Obikuare 2013). The innovative brand
also began expanding to Puerto Rico in 2012 (Obikuare 2013).
Planet Fitness’s business model has resulted in increased revenue for the
brand. However, while low-membership costs may attract a high volume of
consumers, it is logical to assume that this business strategy does not
necessarily produce high retention rates. Since consumers only spend $10 a
month, it is reasonable to argue that individuals will feel a reduced sense of
urgency and obligation to “get their money’s worth”. This means that gym-goers
may be less motivated to go to the gym, and/or cancel their membership
because the cost of investment is so low. On the other hand, those who spend
the average or above average amount on a gym membership, may experience a
stronger sense of commitment and accountability. This rationale is based on
Leon Festinger’s (1962) psychological theory of cognitive dissonance. Cognitive
dissonance theory is founded on the assumption that individuals seek
consistency between their expectations and their reality. When an individual’s
beliefs are incongruent with their actions, they will attempt to resolve the
dissonance by modifying or justifying their behavior or cognitions (Festinger
1962). Cognitive dissonance occurs in the purchasing decisions consumers
make on a regular basis, since consumers want to believe that they make good
choices. If the cost of investment is high, consumers are likely to have higher
expectations of the outcome of their purchase. Similarly, if the cost of investment
is low, one’s expectations of the outcome of their purchase will likely be low as
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well. With this, it is possible to recognize how members of Planet Fitness may
experience a lack of cognitive dissonance and feel less incentive to go to the
gym. For this reason, Planet Fitness is able to sell upwards of 5000
memberships per club, and rarely run into the problem of overcrowding.
The importance of affordability to participants was well articulated during
interviews. The participants’ preoccupation with cost is highly significant because
it reflects the broader interest of saving money among the general population,
especially individuals of low SES. In fact, the company’s website features a
running tally of the money that members have collectively saved, based on the
average cost of gym memberships. This visual representation of savings further
epitomizes the shared enthusiasm among Americans to conserve economic
resources in their pursuit of health.
Previous discussions have emphasized the high costs associated with
health, and the economic barriers that prevent many Americans from accessing
health-related goods and services. However, by offering $10 memberships,
Planet Fitness attempts to break down economic barriers and nullify the
necessity for class privilege. In a country where economic disparity is great, and
within an industry that typically caters to the upper-middle class, Planet Fitness
truly stands in stark contract to the norm. Ultimately, Planet Fitness’s strategic
approach has resulted in success and exponential growth of the brand within and
outside the United States.
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Convenience
The concept of convenience has been discussed in marketing research
and literature for decades (Copeland 1923; Kelley 1958; Anderson 1971; Berry et
al. 2002). Scholars have long identified the importance of convenience for
individuals negotiating the consumption of products and services. It is important
to understand convenience as the amount of time and effort that must expended
by consumers (Berry et al. 2002). Studies have documented consumers’ desire
for convenience as a basis for making purchasing decisions, given the increasing
interest in conserving intangible resources, such as time and effort (Anderson
1971). Other studies have found that consumers’ perception of service
convenience directly affects their perception of business’ quality and overall
satisfaction with their purchase or experience (Anderson 1971). The continuous
rise in consumer demand for convenience can be attributed to “socioeconomic
change, technological progress, more competitive business environments and
opportunity costs that have risen with income” (Berry et al. 2002:6). This has led
companies across the globe to develop strategies that aim to increase
convenience for consumers, and subsequently, improve business’ success.
Planet Fitness has evolved into a business giant within the health club
industry. A major contributing factor to the brand’s success is their focus on
convenience. The theme of convenience emerged during participant
observations and interviews with gym staff and patrons. The following section will
discuss the ways in which Planet Fitness uses convenience strategies to attract
new members and maintain existing members.
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Membership Convenience
Planet Fitness separates itself from competition by offering exceptionally
low, month-to-month memberships. With no obligation to make a 12-month
commitment, gym-goers with the basic membership are able to pay for the gym
when they need it, and avoid incurring costs when they don’t. During an interview
with Mat, he emphasized the importance of being able to cancel or suspend his
membership during the summer months. He said, “I never come to the gym in the
summer because I prefer to run outside or playing sports when it’s nice out. So, I
cancel my membership for a couple months. It’s super convenient”. Similarly,
when asked why he decided to join Planet Fitness, Ian said, “The no commitment
thing is big for me because I’m going back to school in a few months and there is
a free gym on campus.” Other interviewees expressed an analogous sense of
appreciation for the flexibility and convenience Planet Fitness provides through
the month-to-month contracts.
Participants in my study who chose the alternative Black Card
membership also described their satisfaction with convenience factors. The
theme that stood out most was the fact that Black Card members benefit from
reciprocal use of all Planet Fitness locations nationwide. During participant
observations, I personally found this feature to be extremely convenient. I was
able to explore a number of different franchise locations without incurring
additional costs. I did not observe any franchise locations outside the Greater
Boston area, but this would be beneficial for a larger-scale research project.
Sarah, a staff member at Planet Fitness believed that “the biggest pull with the
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black card is being able to go to any Planet Fitness location”. Many participants
during interviews also described their satisfaction with being able to utilize
multiple gym locations. When asked what he was particularly satisfied with at
Planet Fitness, Kevin expressed,
I think the best part about it is that it’s all over the country, so regardless of
where I go, if I’m trapped at home, or travelling to California or Florida, or
visiting my girlfriend I can still go to the gym. That is the biggest benefit for me.

The convenience of having unlimited access to all franchise locations was
important to many participants in my study. A participant, Nathan explained how
he frequently took advantage of this feature by using two Planet Fitness locations
regularly. He said,
It’s convenient, which I think is the number one thing for us. We’ve got a tight
schedule so we’re either coming at 6 am or noon, during our lunch break. If I’m
going before of after work, I use the location by my house. If I’m coming on my
lunch break, I use the gym by my office. Both are right down the road, it’s
quick.

Everett agreed, “I love the multi-location idea. It works well for me”. Drawing on
previous discussions pertaining access to resources and geographical barriers
that prevent gym participation, it becomes obvious why participants place such
high value on this feature. Planet Fitness has established almost 700 gyms
across the country, with a heavy cluster of locations on the East Coast. Barbara
explained how the proximity of the gym to her home was essential for her
participation. She said, “I’m a big believer that if it’s not close to your house,
forget it”.
Further to this, Planet Fitness locations in densely populated areas are
usually open 24-hours, 7 days a week. Obviously, the trend of staying open all
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day, every day, has led to increased convenience for consumers at
supermarkets, banks, fast-food restaurants, and of course, convenience stores.
By expanding this concept to the gym industry, Planet Fitness aims to add
increased convenience for patrons. Ariel expressed, “I really do take advantage
of it being open 24/7. I really will go to the gym at midnight if it’s the only time I
can go in a day”. Getting to the gym and working out inevitably requires a time
commitment. Many patrons expressed a sense of busyness within their work and
personal lives, and the notion of scheduling time for the gym came up numerous
times. However, participants expressed that 24-hour access to the gym
contributes to increased flexibility, in terms of planning workouts around their
schedules.
One-Stop Shop
Throughout the data collection process, the notion of Planet Fitness as a
“one-stop shop” emerged. Firstly, through participant observation, I took
advantage of all the perks that were offered as part of my Black Card
membership, in order to get a sense of a typical member’s experience. These
perks will be examined in greater detail in upcoming sections.
Unlimited Guest Privileges

In addition to frequenting multiple locations, I also took advantage of
having unlimited guest privileges. I brought my husband with me to the gym a
handful of times for free. I also invited local friends to come with me numerous
times. When family members or friends visited from out of town, I was able to
bring them to the gym as a guest without incurring additional costs. I found this
feature to be especially convenient and beneficial for all parties involved,
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especially considering that a one-time drop in fee for non-members can range
from $10-30 at other local gyms. The manager of Planet Fitness, Lena explained,
People can bring the same guest or a different guest with them every time. It’s
one of the draws, taking a person with you for free is huge. Some parents may
want a Black Card so they can bring their kids. Other people want it so they
can bring their boyfriend or girlfriend, husband, wife or whoever. Some people
look at it as essentially a two for one membership, although your guest can’t
come to the gym without you.

With the unlimited capacity to bring a friend for free, interviewees
expressed how it increased their motivation to go to the gym. Mat said, “If I told a
friend I’m going to bring them, I can’t really back out on them because I made a
commitment and they can’t get in without me”. Further, one participant explained
how bringing a friend had resulted in personal economic gain on some
occasions. Ian said, “A buddy of mine gives me 5 or 10 bucks every time I bring
him with me. I tell him it’s free, but he insists”. Interesting, this means that almost
50% of his monthly membership is reimbursed by a friendly donation. Aside from
the convenience of bringing a friend, this feature also serves to create a more
social, community-centered environment.
Massage and Tanning Beds

Other features that contribute to Planet Fitness as a one-stop shop include
the massage chairs, hydroponic massage beds and tanning beds. Black Card
members can enjoy unlimited use of these amenities, which are considerably
expensive outside the gym setting. During participant observations, I tested these
resources and thoroughly enjoyed my experiences. I particularly enjoyed the
hydroponic massage, which features a travelling jet system that provides a full
body water-pressurized massage. Other members shared similar sentiments
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towards this technology and its place at Planet Fitness. Ariel said, “I go tanning
anyway, so having unlimited tanning here is incredible. It says me time and
money, I don’t have to buy minutes at a tanning salon”. In addition to these
amenities, Planet Fitness provides full-size lockers, high-definition televisions,
cooler drinks, towels, free t-shirts upon registration, and copious amounts of
cardio equipment.
No Waiting

The focus on providing copious amounts of cardio machines, such as
treadmills, ellipticals and stationary bikes, is fundamental to the Planet Fitness
model. This reflects the brand’s broader goal of attracting and catering to unfit
people, since cardio equipment is easy to use, and fundamental to weight loss.
Further, since this equipment is most often utilized for longer periods of time,
having an abundance of available machines diminishes the potential for
members to have to wait for equipment. During participant observations, I was
never required to wait for equipment, an experience that is common and
inconvenient in most gyms. Nathan said, “I’ve never really have the problem of
having to wait. That’s a problem I’ve had at other gyms. It got so busy in the
evenings. It was gongshow”. Similarly, Mat recalled his experience at Boston
Sports Club, a fancier competitor in the area. He said, “I spent more time waiting
for equipment than I did working out”. The high volume and variety of cardioequipment at Planet Fitness contributes to a more convenient environment
because it reduces the risk of people having to wait for equipment.
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Pizza Nights and Bagel Mornings

As members reap the aforementioned benefits of their memberships and
can workout without waiting, they also benefit from generous membership
appreciation initiatives. Planet Fitness offers free pizza nights on the first Monday
of every month, and free bagels and coffee on the second Tuesday of every
month. Lena explained how these events originated as a response to poor
customer service. She said,
So I believe the reason why this was started because years ago at a Planet
Fitness, who ever was opening up the club showed up late. The members were
starting to get aggravated that the person showing up to open the gym was late
all the time. So as an “I’m sorry” the manager bought pizza for all the members.
And somehow that stuck.

Responses from participants were mixed in terms of how these events were
perceived. For some, it was positivity perceived as an incentive used to
encourage people to come, and reward them for working out. The manager said,
It’s just a fun thing. You know, you’re working out. You can have a slice or you
can just walk away from it. You don’t have to eat it. But a lot of members enjoy
it. A lot of members will call in and ask if it’s tonight, or they come back later in
the day for it. It’s a customer appreciation thing. You know, it’s once a month,
we’re just going to say thanks for being a member here and give you a coffee
and a bagel or a slice of pizza. And it really works. People are eating it. We’re
going through bagels and pizza!

Another staff member, Sam explained,
It’s giving back to the members because we’re a friendly gym. It’s customer
service. It gets members in the door. You’ll have people calling at 4:31, asking if
the pizza is there yet.

Sarah, a Planet Fitness staff member highlighted the convenience factor
associated with these events. She said, “It’s encouraging for them to come if
they’re in a hurry or don’t have any breakfast or dinner and they can just get it
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after the gym”. Mat, a gym member expressed his approval and appreciation of
these events,
I think it’s awesome and I love it. I am very disappointed when I miss free pizza
night because how often do you ever get free food these days? Obviously, it’s
not the healthiest option, but it’s cheap and realistically no one would want to
chow down on free celery. It suits the gym.

Another member agreed that, “pizza night is unreal” and, “it’s free and right
there”. When he first learned of bagel morning, Kevin responded, “Oh, I never
knew about that. I’m coming Tuesday. Hell ya”. Similarly, Ariel believed, “I
definitely think it draws people in, especially me being a college student. If I see
free pizza, I’m not turning it down”.
By providing occasional free food to patrons, Planet Fitness adds to
members’ overall value and convenience. However, some participants felt
negatively about these events, and criticized the gym for offering “unhealthy”
food that contradicts basic health and fitness values. When asked if he has ever
participated in the free pizza night or bagel morning, Nathan responded,
I’ve never participated in them once. It’s disgusting to me. People are coming in
and working hard and then there is pizza sitting there when they’re done.
You’re trying to work off the pizza by going to the gym, not eat more of it.

Similarly, when asked about his view on these events, Everett said,
I hate it. I see people in here that need to be in here and they walk out the door
with 3 or 4 slices of pizza in their hand. Those 45 minutes they just spent on
the bike or whatever just got flushed down the toilet. What are you doing?
Planet Fitness just welcomes that and encourages it. It’s foolish.

Overall, interviewees’ participation and perception of the free pizza nights and
bagel mornings varied. However, participants unanimously agree that it was an
excellent concept, and that the problem lied within the choice of food provided.
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Almost all participants made reference to the fact that they believed a healthier
alternative should be provided, such as fresh fruit or smoothies. Ultimately,
participants expressed their understanding that healthier alternatives would be
too costly and not as successful.
Summary
Planet Fitness has developed a number of strategies that aim to increase
members’ overall convenience when using the gym. When asked if he was
satisfied with his experience at Planet Fitness, Nathan said, “I am because I’m
still here. I’m unhappy with certain things but I’m still getting what I want because
what I want is a convenient spot to sculpt my guns.” Memberships provide
consumers with unlimited access to the gym in their neighborhood and across
the country. Guest privileges enable members to bring family or friends with them
without incurring additional costs for either person. The focus on plentiful cardiomachines reduces the probability that members will have to wait for equipment.
Other features, such as the massage beds, tanning beds, and membership
appreciation gestures, all contribute to making Planet Fitness a one-stop shop,
where members can enjoy and take advantage of resources available to them for
free.
Analysis
Previous research has indicated that consumers are increasingly
concerned with conserving economic resources. Further to this, consumers are
increasingly concerned with conserving intangible resources such as time and
energy. Planet recognizes these shared concerns and utilizes various strategies
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that seek to improve convenience. The level of convenience that Planet Fitness
provides contributes to the gym-goers overall experience, and the brand’s
success at large. Most importantly, the convenience strategies that Planet
Fitness employs help to minimize obstacles that prevent or discourage gym
participation. The ways in which Planet Fitness addresses these barriers will be
discussed in the following paragraphs.
Earlier discussions of relevant themes within the academic literature
surrounding access to health and fitness recourses highlighted the fact
individuals who reside in low- and medium-SES neighborhoods are
disadvantaged. Findings have shown that there are significantly fewer free and
commercial resources, such as public parks and gyms in low-and medium-SES
neighborhoods when compared to high-SES neighborhoods. Given the fact that
resource proximity and availability have been identified as critical antecedents to
behavior, it is posited that low SES individuals are less likely to access resources
because of inconvenience (Estabrooks et al. 2003). Planet Fitness tackles
geographical restraints by providing nearly 700 locations across the country. This
means that franchise locations are extremely widespread, especially across the
East Coast. The sheer number of locations nationwide helps to expand the pool
of potential consumers based on proximity. Further, the care that Planet Fitness
takes in researching demographics, market and clients, also produces increased
accessibility for individuals of low SES. By catering to the demographic of unfit
Americans, Planet Fitness strategically places gym franchises in locations that
provide very close access to low income neighborhoods. It is rare to find a Planet
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Fitness location in the center of a busy, affluent city, because this is not where
Planet Fitness draws its client base. Rather, Planet Fitness locations are typically
situated in residential areas or suburban, commercial areas where supermarkets
and other large retailers, like Walmart, are located. This is tactical because public
transportation to these areas is usually widely available and easily accessible.
Planet Fitness locations often thrive in preexisting shopping centers because
consumers can proverbially, “kill two birds with one stone”. This means that
people need not deviate too far away from their regular transportation patterns,
since going to the grocery store can be coupled with going to the gym.
By granting unlimited access to Planet Fitness locations nationwide, the
brand further increases accessibility and convenience for consumers. This allows
individuals the convenience of being able to access the gym, regardless of their
permanent or temporary location. This is beneficial for both the consumer and
the company, because it means that individuals do not need to cancel their
membership if they move to a new location. Also, many Planet Fitness locations
are open 24/7, which adds to overall convenience and accessibility. With this,
many individuals are relieved from time constraints that dictate when they can
and cannot go to the gym. Ultimately, the convenience of multiple, strategically
located 24-hour gyms help to break down geographical barriers that prevent and
discourage gym participation.
While most gyms sell protein powders and a wide range of vitamins and
supplements, Planet Fitness takes a counterintuitive approach by serving foods
that dieters usually avoid. At first glance, offering pizza and tootsie rolls to gym-
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goers may seem to drastically contradict basic health and fitness values.
However, coinciding with previous discussions of the relationship between SES
and dietary patterns, it becomes clear that Planet Fitness strategically offers food
items that are most appealing to their target demographic. This serves to attract
new members, and encourage existing members to continue to visit the gym on a
regular and consistent basis. Overall, Planet Fitness’s focus on convenience and
a niche market has contributed to its national success.
No Gym-timidation
Planet Fitness aims to provide a unique environment, where members feel
accepted and respected, regardless of age, sex, fitness or experience level. The
concept of “no gym-timidation” is used in Planet Fitness’s marketing scheme as a
way to communicate its dedication to creating and maintaining an environment
that caters to the needs of individuals that were previously ignored in the health
club industry. First-time or inexperienced users are targeted, rather than bodybuilders or fitness freaks, since so many other clubs already exist that cater to
that demographic. The manager of Planet Fitness described how “Planet Fitness
as a whole is really going after the market of people that are unfit or intimidated
by the gym, and that’s a huge market”. This section will discuss the various
strategies Planet Fitness employs to maintain an inclusive environment, and
break down social barriers that prevent or discourage gym participation.
Judgement Free Zone®
In order to maintain a friendly, hassle-free environment, Planet Fitness
developed the Judgement Free Zone® (JFZ). The JFZ is fundamental to the
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Planet Fitness brand at large, and is defined on the company website as “a place
where members can relax, get in shape, and have fun without being subjected to
the hard-core, look-at-me attitude that exists in too many gyms”. Planet Fitness
emphasizes the importance of the JFZ through a variety of media, including
online, radio and television advertisements. The manager said, “The Judgment
Free Zone is definitely the main message corporate drives home when they’re
doing all the advertising and branding”. In fact, the logo for Planet Fitness is the
phrase “Judgment Free Zone”. When entering the gym, patrons are greeted with
a massive banner that reassures them that they have entered the JFZ. When
asked to describe the JFZ, an employee, James said,
The Judgment Free Zone is our whole motto. It’s the atmosphere we provide.
Average Joes can come here, elderly people, overweight people or literally
anyone can come here and feel comfortable and not be intimidated. I think the
main message is that we’re not a gym… or we’re not the same as every other
gym. We’re different.

Similarly, an employee, Sarah said, “The point of the Judgment Free Zone is for
people to feel more comfortable and less self-conscious”. A patron, Kevin also
advocated for the JFZ and explained how it stands in stark contrast to other
conventional gyms. He said,
Well I think it probably means that people aren’t going to look at you and
criticize you here. I think the nice thing about that is that if you are less selfconscious, you’re more likely to participate and do something positive and work
out and get to a healthier life style. I don’t think there’s anyone here that’s here
to specifically look at you. There aren’t just all super fit people around. Some
gyms, you have to go to another gym before you go to that gym to be in good
enough shape to show your face.

The most obvious question that springs to mind when first learning of the JFZ is;
how does Planet Fitness accomplish this? Planet Fitness relies on a number of
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mechanisms and unique rules that are designed to emphasize the importance of
sustaining a non-judgmental environment. The following sections will outline the
various strategies used to maintain the JFZ.
Unique Rules
Planet Fitness enforces a plethora of specific rules and regulations, in an
attempt to maintain a non-intimidating atmosphere. Firstly, Planet Fitness
enforces a strict dress code across all franchise locations. The club does not
allow members to wear string tank tops, sandals, work boots or jeans. As the
manager said, “You’re not going to find sport bras and booty shorts here”. The
club previously banned headbands and bandanas, but recently retracted the ban
because it was perceived by some as discriminatory. During interviews with
participants, they discussed their attitudes towards the dress code and described
their preferences for work-out attire. Lena explained,
I used to belong to a super fitness years ago, and it was a fashion show. At
night it was a fashion show. Who had the skimpiest outfit, who’s in the best
shape, who’s boyfriend is in the best shape. That’s what PF steers away from.
If that’s what you want, that type of Gold’s environment, then go somewhere
else. I mean, you have old folks coming in, in their polyester pants.
Everybody’s just wearing maybe their husband’s t-shirts, you know. They’re
just coming here to work out. They’re not here for a show.

Planet Fitness’s commitment to catering to the general public of unfit or
inexperienced Americans has resulted in other rules that discourage typified
body building behavior. Firstly, the club does not allow patrons to use gallon
water jugs, since this practice is notorious in the body building community. The
manager said, “There is no need for it. It’s over the top, it’s obnoxious, and
people can use the water fountain to refill regular sized water bottles”. Also, the
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gym has a zero-tolerance for grunting or dropping weights. Planet Fitness
prohibits these noisy behaviors because they are historically rooted in heavy
weight lifting practices, most commonly carried out by body-builders who are
over-exerting themselves. Planet Fitness believes that these overt gestures hold
great potential to distract, disrupt, offend or intimidate other, less-experienced
gym goers. An employee, Sarah expressed her personal aversion to these
behaviors. She said, “I think in a way, it’s startling and disturbing, especially to
someone who isn’t familiar in the gym. It’s a bit daunting to hear someone
grunting”. Other respondents agreed that the gym is better off without these
behaviors. Mat said,
I’m not intimidated by anyone or anything at the gym, but grunting is just
obnoxious and obviously the person doing it wants to draw attention to how
strong they are or how much they’re lifting. It’s annoying for anyone to work out
beside that guy.

The manager also explained,
There’s not grunting and no groaning because if you have someone slamming
weights, you know, with a gallon jug, being like “Ahhh! Look at me” next to a 70
year old person who’s trying to work out for the first time, they’re going to be
scared. It’s just not the type of behavior we encourage or tolerate here.

Further to these unique rules, Planet Fitness intentionally limits the
equipment provided in order to reduce body-building related exercises. At Planet
Fitness dumbbells only go up to 75 pounds, and barbells only go up to 60
pounds, which are both considerably lighter than the heaviest weights at other
gyms. At Boston Sport’s Club for example, dumbbells reach 120 pounds, and
barbells reach 100 pounds. Further, most Planet Fitness locations do not offer
squat racks or bench presses, unless they are hydraulic-based. This is significant
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because squat racks and bench presses are among the most vital and popular
pieces of equipment in most gyms, especially among male patrons. Planet
Fitness also prohibits certain exercises, such as deadlifting and Olympic lifting,
because these exercises are integral to body building practices, which largely
contradicts the brand’s ultimate objective.
During interviews, participants expressed their opinion on the limited
equipment that Planet Fitness provides. Overall, participants were satisfied with
the equipment provided because it met their specific needs. Ian suggested that,
“Everything they don’t have, you can just do a different exercise to work the
same muscles.” Similarly, Nathan said, “I have to be creative because they don’t
have everything I would probably need. But that’s ok, that’s part of working out.”
Other participants were accepting of the limited equipment because they
understood the rationale behind it. Mat said,
I knew walking in here that [Planet Fitness] was anti-body builder, which is fine
because I’m not a body builder and don’t pretend to be. I’m fine with the
equipment they have because it’s everything I personally need. It makes sense
why they have the rules they do. It goes with their whole mantra.

Evidently, Planet Fitness is dedicated to maintaining an environment that
caters to first time or inexperienced gym goers. By intentionally limiting
equipment and banning exercises that are geared towards body-building and not
general fitness, Planet Fitness aims to maintain a non-intimidating environment.
Also, by implementing specific rules and regulations that discourage aggressive
or competitive behavior, Planet Fitness minimizes the risk that individuals will feel
uncomfortable or judged by others.

	
   80	
  

Lunks
In Planet Fitness parlance, the term “lunk” is used to describe individuals
who fail to abide by the specific rules and regulations detailed above. More
specifically, Planet Fitness defines a “lunk” as, “one who drops weights, grunts or
judges”. Planet Fitness depicts the typical lunk on television and radio
advertisements as an unintelligent, disrespectful, egotistical bodybuilder with little
concern for anything other than his bulging muscles. In fact, one of the brand’s
most successful advertisements featured an arrogant lunk getting kicked out the
gym after repeatedly saying, “I pick things up and put them down” with a phony
accent reminiscent of Arnold Schwarzenegger. Although exaggerated, the
advertisement paints a picture of the type of behavior that is unwelcomed at
Planet Fitness. This notion is central to the JFZ and has resulted in the
implementation of the Lunk Alarm® across all Planet Fitness locations.
The Lunk Alarm® is quite literally a siren that is triggered when patrons fail
to follow the rules of the gym. The alarm is typically stationed on the centre wall
of the weights section and often serves as the focal point within the gym. Planet
Fitness employees must manually sound the alarm by pressing a button at the
front desk, despite many misconceptions that they alarm is motion or sound
censored. The manager described the Lunk Alarm and it’s purpose in the gym,
The Lunk Alarm is designed to do is it’s a siren. It sounds like am ambulance
just pulled in the building. It’s meant to embarrass that person. So that person
just dropped the weights, the alarm went off and now someone is walking over
to you. Now everyone in the entire gym is looking at that person. That person is
going to be embarrassed and hopefully not do it again. I try to just go over and
talk to them, maybe put a note in the computer that says Jon or whoever it is
was asked to stop dropping the weights, if he does it again, there may be
consequences.
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Similarly, Barbara, a previous employee said,
Well we really didn’t sound it. It scares the crap out of people because it’s a
siren. We would either make an announcement on the loud speaker or go up
and talk to them. You may find that other gyms use it more than us, but I’m
sure corporate wouldn’t want to hear that. There have been people thrown out
of here for dropping weights. Other gyms, some people have had to call the
cops.

An employee, Sam agreed,
We typically don’t use it here. We’ve never had really serious lunks that I’ve
seen. People don’t throw weights around on purpose, you know, they respect
the gym. Usually, if we hear a crash, we just use the loud speaker and make an
announcement to refrain from dropping weights. People know not to do it, but
accidents happen.

Overall, participants expressed mixed opinions about the Lunk Alarm and it’s
effectiveness at Planet Fitness. On one side, respondents believed that it’s
presence alone served as a crucial reminder to members of what Planet Fitness
stands for as a whole. The manager said,
I think it’s funny. It gets the point across. Some gyms use it all the time. I think
too, it just being there, and not necessarily being sounded all too often
generates awareness. It just being there reinforces the values of Planet
Fitness.

On the other hand, some respondents felt negatively about the Lunk Alarm and
perceived it to be counter-intuitive to the JFZ. When asked what he thought of
the alarm, Ariel said,
I really don’t think it should be here. If someone actually triggered an alarm,
that’s very obvious to the whole gym and just because someone dropped a
weight or something. I think it’s very judgmental and it would be mortifying. I’d
be very pissed off if that happened. I honestly would never come back to the
gym again.

Comparably, Everett expressed his aversion to this feature by saying, “The Lunk
Alarm just makes people feel like they’re doing something wrong if they’re
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working really hard”. The bulk of participants expressed a neutral attitude toward
the Lunk Alarm, and believed it to be unnecessary in the gym. Kevin expressed,
I think it’s there for show. If someone did something stupid I doubt someone
here would actually turn it on and make fun of them. It’s just a psychological
thing more than an actual thing they’d use.

Other respondents were impartial to the alarm and described it as “irrelevant”
and “just kind of there”. Mat said, “I see what they’re doing, but it’s kind of a
stretch and no one really pays any attention to it”. Despite the mixed reviews
from participants in my study, Lunk Alarms continue to occupy the walls of every
Planet Fitness location across the country.
Signage
In addition to the Lunk Alarm, Planet Fitness emphasizes the values of the
JFZ through a plethora of signs through out the gym. The signs vary in shape,
size and content, but are ubiquitous throughout the gym. Messages on signs are
intended to reinforce the inclusive atmosphere at Planet Fitness. Phrases on
signs include, “No critics”, “leave ego at the door”, “we’ll show you the ropes”, “it’s
gym class without dodge balls hitting you in the face” and “thanks for being part
of the Judgment Free Zone.” Also, the brand’s mission statement is displayed in
big and bold letters across the wall where patrons enter. It reads,
We at Planet Fitness are here to provide a unique environment in which
anyone – and we mean anyone – can be comfortable. A diverse, Judgement
Free Zone® where a lasting, active lifestyle can be built. Our product is a tool,
a means to an end; not a brand name or a mold-maker, but a tool that can be
used by anyone. In the end, it’s all about you. As we evolve and educate
ourselves, we will seek to perfect this safe, energetic environment, where
everyone feels accepted and respected. We are not here to kiss your butt, only
to kick it if that’s what you need. We need you, because face it, our planet
wouldn’t be the same without you. You belong!
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The message that “you belong” is intricately woven into the fabric of the JFZ and
is emphasized throughout signage the gym. “You belong” messages appear on
every piece of cardio equipment, and the logo, “the Judgement Free Zone”
appears on every weight machine. Evidently, Planet Fitness goes to great
lengths to ensure that patrons understand the brand’s mentality and fundamental
objectives. The manager discussed the signs throughout the gym,
I think they’re nice little blurbs, keep people going, keep people motivated. You
know, the “leave ego at the door” sign may be effective if you’re someone who
is really conceited and you see that. It’s kind of like a sign that says don’t
bother coming in here. I gotta say, in the gym whether people are here to lose
weight, gain weight, relieve stress, whatever the case may be, everyone is here
for the same reason; to better themselves somehow. So for people who have
never been to a gym or need an extra push, those little blurbs keep them going.
People need that. Motivation is huge.

When asked about their views on the excessive signage in the gym, participants
expressed mixed opinions. While some believed they were “friendly reminders”
and “encouraging and motivating”, others believed they were “useless” and “over
the top”. Barbara believed the signs are “major overkill. I think it’s ridiculous
honestly”. However, similar to their perceptions of the Lunk Alarm, the majority of
respondents were impartial to the signs within the gym. Ariel said, “For me, they
don’t do much. It is a little bit motivating, but I wouldn’t say it has a big impact on
people”. James agreed that,
The signs don’t really do that much. It’s kind of like an unwritten rule; you don’t
go up to someone and put them down. I feel like if the signs weren’t there, that
wouldn’t happen, but it is kind of like insurance.

Kevin explained that the signs did not impact him, but may have the potential to
impact others. He said,
I’ve noticed them, but I haven’t really paid attention to them. I think a lot of it
could be subliminal, you know, you see it but you don’t necessarily internalize
it. It doesn’t really affect me, I think it could affect others. I don’t think it would
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impact the narcissistic, egotistical people because they probably don’t give a
shit, but the self-conscious people may appreciate it more. Overall, I don’t
really think it’s necessarily effective. I think it’s more of a promotional thing.

Overall, the signage in Planet Fitness adds another dimension to the JFZ,
further emphasizing the importance of maintaining an inclusive environment. Like
the Lunk Alarm, the effectiveness of the signs is subject to debate, but regardless
of patrons’ perceptions, they serve the purpose of further communicating the
fundamental values of Planet Fitness.
Criticisms of The Judgment Free Zone®
Throughout participant observations, interviews and engagement with
Planet Fitness media, criticisms of the JFZ surfaced. While the majority of
participants acknowledged it’s theoretical value, some were skeptical of the
effectiveness of the JFZ in practice. The concept of a judgement free
environment is complicated, since judgement, unlike yelling or using a cell phone
in the gym, is difficult to observe, monitor and control. Judgment occurs at the
cognitive level and may or may not manifest itself through words and actions.
Planet Fitness aims to control patrons’ actions (no grunting, dropping weights,
etc) but is limited in its’ capacity to control patron’s thoughts. Internal negative
perceptions of others may occupy individuals’ minds consciously or
subconsciously. This means that individuals in the gym may form an opinion
about something or someone inadvertently. When asked about the effectiveness
of the JFZ, Sam said, “Even though it says Judgment Free Zone, people are still
going to feel judged. It’s not something you can completely control or eliminate,
no matter where you are”. Nathan said, “The bottom line is you’re going to get
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judged at any gym. People are on the treadmill just looking for something to
judge. It’s the culture of the gym”. Ariel echoed a similar sentiment,
I think it seems like a silly thing to me. You can’t really speak for everyone who
goes here. It’s nice to claim that this place is a judgment free zone but for all
you know the people here could be judging you.

James also questioned the legitimacy of the JFZ. He said,
I don’t think anyone can ever guarantee that you’ll be free of judgment just
because in society I guess every time you look at someone you judge them
right off the bat. But I’d say definitely it’s better here than at other gyms. I’ve
been to other gyms and people will look down on you because you’re not
curling 80 pounds. I don’t feel intimidated here, but I wouldn’t say you’re not
completely free of judgment.

Other participants felt that the JFZ is effective as a marketing strategy and helps
separate Planet Fitness from competition within the industry. Barbara said,
Honestly, I think it’s just a hokey term. I really do. It’s just a marketing thing that
means nothing. Like I said, when you walk in the door the sign is right there in
your face. Please. I just think it’s hokey. It’s designed by a man I’m sure. I don’t
think they need it. The most important thing about this gym is the price. People
are very price driven. No one would ever come in and say, “Oh, I heard you
have the Judgment Free zone?” Really? No one would say that. That’s not
what they’re coming here for.

Everett believed that labeling Planet Fitness as a JFZ actually had a negative
outcome. He believed that drawing attention to the fact that people often judge
others in a gym setting works to create more judgment. He said,
I think it’s foolish. There is no need for it. If you call something out, saying this
is a judgment free zone, people are going to start looking to judge, which
creates more judgment. If you don’t say it, people are just going to go about
their business.

Interestingly, despite the fact that many participants questioned the
legitimacy of the Judgement Free Zone, all participants admitted that they
personally have never felt judged or intimidated at Planet Fitness. This is hugely
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significant because it demonstrates the effectiveness of the JFZ concept, at least
for the participants in my sample. When asked if she thought patrons felt free of
judgment, an employee, Sarah said,
I think they do. I think for some people, they’re going to be intimidated either
way so it doesn’t really matter. But we have a lot of average, normal people so
I think If we allowed all the body building type stuff, we wouldn’t have the
members we have now and maybe those people who are overweight and need
to exercise wouldn’t find a gym that’s right for them, so they wouldn’t go to any
gym. It’s a strength in numbers thing. The general population is represented by
the people who use this gym. They aren’t trying to look like a model, they just
want to be healthy. I think it’s important to have a gym like this because the
moral of the story is that this country needs to exercise.

Sarah’s insight is valuable because it highlights the broader influence and
success of Planet Fitness. Through the development of the JFZ, Planet Fitness
compels average Americans to join a gym, in which everyone is treated equally
with respect. The appeal of Planet Fitness is not simply the JFZ, but more
meaningfully, what the JFZ produces. The JFZ cultivates a certain clientele of
like-minded individuals who share common goals, and hopes for selfimprovement. Therefore, the success of Planet Fitness stems not only from the
rules and mechanisms put in place by the brand, but the environment created by
the people who go there. In other words, as members function within the JFZ,
they also create and maintain it. Members and members’ attitudes are crucial
components to the Planet Fitness model as they are ultimately responsible for
perpetuating the JFZ.
Reverse Stereotyping

Other criticisms of the JFZ surfaced in relation to the subjective nature of
judgment at Planet Fitness. While the brand focuses heavily on catering to unfit
or inexperienced Americans, it has been criticized for stigmatizing those who are
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outside the target market (ie: body builders). Firstly, the brand’s advertisements
are intended to be hyperbolic, but very clearly discriminate against “lunks”. Men
with muscular physiques and women with toned, model-like physiques are the
antagonists in these ads and are depicted as unintelligent and disrespectful. An
example of a television advertisement features three scantily dressed female
models, standing in front of the gym mirror arguing about who has the “hottest
bod”. The ads protagonist, an average middle-aged women is horrified by the
other women and explains to the Planet Fitness employee, “This is why I don’t
like gyms”. The employee then kicks out the lunks and says, “We’re not a gym!
We’re Planet Fitness”. Other advertisements follow a similar formula; a lunk is
spotted, removed from the gym and then the catch phrase, “Not their planetyours” is delivered.
Participants in the current study discussed their opinions on the brand’s
advertisements during interviews. An employee Sam believed that, “If you want
to body build, this isn’t the gym for you. There are so many other gyms out there
for those people”. When asked if she felt the advertisements contradict the notion
of the JFZ, the manager said,
I don’t think so. It’s just letting people know that this isn’t a body building gym. It
just happens to be that the guy in the commercial is an airhead. There are a
million commercials out there that poke fun at different things. Yes, I’ve heard
before that you know, you’re making fun of this guy, making strong guys seem
like idiots, and that’s not fair and that’s judging against big people. We’re not
saying that everyone is like that we’re just saying we don’t want those types of
people here. We’re not saying all body builders are dumb either. I think that
was more to be comical for the ad and get people’s attention- and it did. It
worked.
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A gym-goer, Kevin felt the ads were “cute if nothing else”. He also believed that
“people in this country are too sensitive and always trying to find fault with
everything. It’s a commercial! C’mon people, relax”. An employee Sarah agreed,
Well, I think it exaggerates it a little bit and maybe it’s a bit inaccurate because
there aren’t a lot of people who act like that here. For someone that doesn’t
know about Planet Fitness though, it’s a way to put a picture to the description
of they gym and the message they are trying to convey. If I was a person with
no gym experience, and I saw that ad I would think this place is for me. That ad
just shows what we’re about and what we’re not about. It puts a picture to the
ideology. It’s not necessarily what goes on in the gym.

Other respondents however, felt that the ads perpetuated myths and stereotypes
about individuals who are seriously committed to body-building or fitness in
general. Some participants believed that Planet Fitness has simply “redirected
judgment” towards a different group of people, by alienating individuals who are
“above average”. Everett said,
I find them funny, but I kind of don’t like them because they’re going against
what they say. They’re judging people and it’s supposed to be a judgment free
zone. It’s stereotyping. If I were really muscular, I wouldn’t want to be kicked
out because I was too big. People who work hard should be rewarded, not
punished.

Nathan, a young, muscular participant explained how he felt alienated at times
for being significantly more muscular than other gym-goers. He said,
I feel like I’m more judged here than anywhere else. Planet Fitness developed
this judgment free zone, well, that just calls more attention to judging people. If
someone wants to work out hard or they want to do crazy stuff, they’re going to
be judged. “Oh, you don’t belong here, you’re too big or advanced”. What? I do
some pretty intense stuff, especially to make up for the lack of equipment. I’m
not grunting or throwing weights around, but I do unique things and I feel like I
get more judged here than if I went to a normal gym.

The tension that surrounds contradictory interpretations of Planet Fitness ads
has yet to be resolved. The manager weighed in on the debate and said,
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We’ve been scrutinized because we’re saying1 we’re a judgment free zone and some
people think we’re judging the body builders. It’s a judgment free zone, and a nonintimidating place. We don’t want intimidating. Anyone can be here, but just follow the
rules. Don’t drop weights, don’t bring your gallon jugs, you know, no swearing as you’re
lifting weights. So we’ve eliminated certain machines and equipment to prevent that. You
can’t deadlift, because that’s more of a body building exercise. So when we’re touring a
new member, and the person’s huge, the first thing I want to show them is the
dumbbells. Typically, on a tour, we don’t show people the dumbbells. If they’re never
been in a gym before, they don’t know or care about the dumbbells. Somebody that I
can tell is maybe a body builder, I want to show them because maybe they’ll feel that
this isn’t the right place for them because there’s 80 pound dumbbells. I don’t want to
hear them complaining in a month that this place has nothing for you. It’s just not who
we cater to. We’re not saying you can’t come in, or we’re judging you, but this is the
equipment we have to cater to a certain clientele. If you weren’t a body builder, if you
were just an average person who had never worked out before, I don’t think you’d be
joining Powerhouse gym for the first time. Definitely not. There are so many other
variations of gyms, like Curves. A body builder wouldn’t go join Curves. It’s just a
different atmosphere. We’re going after a different market, it’s a different style.

Summary
Planet Fitness aims to provide an inclusive environment, where members
feel accepted and respected, and most importantly, judgment free. Planet
Fitness’s dedication to maintaining an environment that caters to first-time and
inexperienced users is observed through various mechanisms. Through the
implementation of JFZ, a set of unique rules and regulations, the Lunk Alarm,
creative marketing, and extensive signage, Planet Fitness sets itself apart from
other conventional gyms. The success of Planet Fitness stems not only from the
various strategies utilized by the brand, but from the environment created by the
clientele of like-minded individuals who go there. Perceptions of the effectiveness
of the JFZ may vary, but interviews revealed that participants in the current study
felt comfortable and judgment-free in the gym.
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Analysis
Earlier discussions explored social barriers that individuals’ face when
they negotiate gym participation. Research has demonstrated that men and
women experience varying levels of anxiety when at the gym, due to shared
evaluation, comparison and ineptitude concerns. Through the various strategies
used to maintain the JFZ, Planet Fitness attempts to minimize the impact of
these concerns for gym-goers.
Planet Fitness recognizes the fact the individuals are inherently concerned
with others perceptions of them. Evaluation concerns, that is, feelings of being
watched, scrutinized, or negatively judged are heightened in the gym setting
because it involves a performance of physical activity in front of others.
Individuals with little knowledge and experience are more likely to be selfconscious as they engage in this public form of exercise. To eliminate these
concerns, Planet Fitness mandates the JFZ, which strictly prohibits the judgment
of others. The establishment of the JFZ works to emphasize the importance of
being sensitive towards others who may lack skill or confidence. The
development of the JFZ is hugely significant because it represents an
acknowledgment of and response to the evaluation concerns that discourage
individuals from going to the gym.
The rules and regulations that govern the JFZ help to reduce the impact of
comparison concerns, which are anxieties related to individuals’ perceptions of
how they compare to others. Firstly, the dress code helps to neutralize
comparison concerns because gym-goers are expected to dress modesty. Also,
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unlike most gyms that cultivate a clientele of fit people, Planet Fitness aims to
attract unfit Americans. Given this niche market, the JFZ largely represents the
cohort of Americans that are typically alienated from the gym scene. At Planet
Fitness, large or unfit bodies are the norm, which results in strength in numbers.
This means that individuals who are self-conscious about their size or shape may
feel less critical of their bodies since others who share similar attributes and
insecurities surround them. Additionally, in 2012 Planet Fitness became the
national sponsor of NBC’s popular reality show, The Biggest Loser. This further
demonstrates the extent to which Planet Fitness encourages and thrives off the
participation of unfit people. Due to this fact, and the volume of unfit members,
the gym has been dubbed in the media as “Planet Fatass”. Although this is
derogatory, it reiterates the vision of the brand to get people off the couch and
into the gym.
Not only does the clientele at Planet Fitness help to minimize comparison
concerns, but also the staff. Planet Fitness prides itself on having “regular”
people as staff, and not fitness fanatics that resemble Barbie and Ken. In fact,
most locations, including the gym used for the current study, do not have any
certified personal trainers on staff. This contributes to a more even-playing field
in the gym, where varying degrees of knowledge and experience are not put on
display. Planet Fitness also combats comparison concerns by limiting the
equipment they provide in the gym. By reducing the amount of weights offered,
and prohibiting certain exercises that are associated with body-building, Planet

	
   92	
  

Fitness minimizes the risk of members “showing off”, and therefore making
others feel inadequate.
Lastly, ineptitude concerns are associated with social evaluations of body
and a perceived lack of competence and skill. These concerns are especially
relevant at Planet Fitness since many members lack knowledge of fitness
practices and have limited experience in the gym. Planet Fitness addresses
these concerns by providing free and unlimited fitness training to all members.
Instructions on how to use gym equipment and isolate certain muscle groups are
provided to members in the form of group classes. Members can chose from
thirty-two hours of classes that run weekly, which focus on various arm, leg,
back, abdominal and cardiovascular exercises. In addition to this, Planet Fitness
offers members a “Design Your Own Program” option. This allows members to
meet with a staff member to discuss their goals and develop a personalized,
basic work out program. By providing resources that educate members on gym
equipment and exercises, Planet Fitness empowers new, or inexperienced
members with knowledge.
Evidently, Planet Fitness relies on a number of effective strategies that
aim to make the gym a place where members feel comfortable. Through the
implementation of the JFZ, and a set of distinct rules and regulations, Planet
Fitness minimizes the impact of evaluation, comparison and ineptitude concerns.
Through recognizing and responding to the social barriers that prevent gym
participation, Planet Fitness produces an inclusive environment that is accessible
to many.
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Social Environment
As discussed earlier, the gym is historically a social space where
individuals derive meaning from their interactions with others. The social climate
of acceptance at Planet Fitness produces a sense of comfort, support,
camaraderie, and friendship among staff and members who attend the gym. This
section will discuss the social environment of Planet Fitness and describe how
the friendly atmosphere encourages individuals to continue coming to the gym.
Energetic Employees
The staff at Planet Fitness set the tone for a friendly, welcoming gym.
During participant observations, I was overwhelmed with how personable,
genuine and kind staff members were. After only a few weeks, many employees
memorized my membership ID number (which is a 4 digit code). Instead of
scanning cards, most Planet Fitness locations rely on employees to enter
members’ codes to increase face-to-face interaction and improve costumer
service. Similarly, Planet Fitness provides unlimited tootsie rolls to members,
which is intended to promote customer interaction when patrons leave the gym.
The importance of friendly, empathetic employees in the making of a
nonjudgmental and noncompetitive atmosphere is vital. When asked what
qualities employees share, Sam said,
I’d say personality and interactiveness. You have to have a good personality to
work here because you’re talking to people the whole time. If you have a bad
attitude you’re not going to have a good time, you have to be friendly.

Although my scope of Planet Fitness was relatively narrow, I found that the
employees’ attention to meaningful customer interaction had a positive influence
on my experience. I truly felt like I belonged. I engaged frequently in conversation
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with staff as I entered and exited the gym, and many staff members learned my
name. An employee, Sam explained,
It makes the person’s experience more personal I think. Sometimes people are
weirded out when I know their name because no one expects that at the gym. I
think it’s good to make people feel like they’re noticed, you know? There’s a
good amount of friendly people that I talk to.

The friendliness of the gym is a theme that continuously emerged during this
project. Staff members constantly described positive relationships with other staff
members. Sam described how he has developed meaningful friendships with his
coworkers and even referred to one as his “best friend”. James explained how he
typically works with “friends” and “usually has a lot of fun while working”. All of
the employees I interviewed expressed positive opinions of other staff members,
particularly the manager. She was described as “down to earth”, “super
supportive”, “extremely nice” and “friendly”. Everett said,
I love the manager. She learned by name in a day. She’s great, I love her.
She’s been awesome to me, I feel like I belong and I like that aspect of it.

As the staff function as a cohesive, friendly unit, they also described their social
interactions with members. The manager said,
You’ll see the same people come in at the same time pretty much, so you do
know names. I happen to live in town, so these might be my kids’ friend’s
parents, so I’ve seen them around. But you know, one of the older members
just died and I know his girlfriend and the whole family story. It’s almost
somewhat in a way being like a bartender, you know people’s business. You
see the same people year after year. They’re going to tell you things. You know
when someone’s died, if someone’s having a baby, if someone’s getting a
divorce. You know it.

Similarly, James discussed the importance of social interaction and how this has
led to relationships outside his work place. He said,
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After seeing the same people everyday we know each other’s schedule pretty
much, I know their numbers by their face. Small talk eventually becomes more.
I actually have a couple good friends now that I met from the gym. Some girls
I’m talking to because of the gym too. I think some people come and it makes
their day if you recognize them and you know their number, say hi to them, ask
them how they’re doing. I think it’s better than a scanner, and just scanning a
card.

James also described a unique way that he and his fellow employee engage with
members. He said,
We have this game, it’s kind of like beer pong, but you throw pens into a cup
from like 10 feet away. And a lot of the members, even adults, really like us
because we’re friendly to them everyday. Sometimes members see us playing
and ask to take a shot. It’s really fun to get other people involved and have a
good time.

Social Interaction Between Patrons
Consistent with previous research, social interactions among members in
the gym were ubiquitous. Observations and interviews revealed that Planet
Fitness is a social space that cultivates relationships and a sense community.
Participants described their personal experiences engaging with other members
as positive. Responses ranged as some participants described minimal social
interaction with others and other participants described in-depth interactions.
However, when asked to describe the social climate of the gym, all participants
admitted to witnessing social interaction among patrons. The manager described
a group of senior citizens that are motivated to go to the gym by the social
interaction it provides. She said,
The morning people almost have like a family. There’s a good group of them
that come in everyday. They joke around. They laugh. They’re all retired too so
they take their time. Sometimes they may go out for breakfast after, but they
just kind of talk and catch up with each other. They work out, but it’s like a
social group. . Sometime you can hear one guy laughing from across the gym.
They just chat. You know, they make jokes, and they all ride the bike and chat.
Some of men will go over to the girls who are on the bikes and just chat. It’s a
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huge social group. I know one of the guys is in really good shape, but he loves
coming in and chatting in the morning. I’ve noticed he likes to come in at
around 2 o’clock, when he wants to get a real workout in because he knows he
can’t shoot the bull all day.

Ian described his experience with social interactions as a 19-year old male. He
suggested that having the Black Card Membership was especially beneficial to
him because he enjoys going to the gym with a friend. He said,
I’ve been working out with friends so we usually just talk and joke around
between reps. It’s a social outlet. Everyone is here for the same reason so it’s a
pretty common topic you could bring up to break the ice with someone.

Similarly, Sarah said,
A lot of people know each other. It’s like a town thing. A lot of people from
Burlington come here, so people whose kid’s go to school together or play
sports together. A lot of policemen are members here so they know people. I
think it’s a matter of being in a close knit community and having connections
with other people. There are husbands and wives that come in together, friends
that come in together. People that come by themselves and meet friends here.

Further, Sam commented,
Out near the weight lifting area, you see guys talking all the time. I know there’s
a few people who come in and they pretty much talk the whole time, they
barely work out. But yah, other people just have quick conversations here and
there. I know there are some retired cops that come in and love to talk to
everyone they see. I don’t really see too much male/female interaction unless
they know each other and see each other in the gym or if they come in
together. It’s not like they just met each other and are trying to pick each other
up. I know it’s different at other gyms, like Gold’s, there are guys that go strictly
to pick up girls.

Some of the other ways Planet Fitness aims to establish a sense of community is
through an oversized community corkboard located at the front of the gym. The
board is filled with local business cards, newspaper articles and success stories
of members. Planet Fitness also provides small businesses with the opportunity
to advertise on the board, in order to deepen the sense of community at the gym.
Further, the pizza nights and bagel mornings serve a dual function of
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demonstrating costumer appreciation and promoting social interaction. The
manager explained,
Sometimes people come in only for the pizza. I find that a little odd. But yah,
most people will grab it on their way out. I don’t really see people coming for a
slice in between their workout. Sometimes people will grab a slice and sit down
with their friends and hang out. And in the morning, you get the morning crowd
so they’ll sit around with their coffees and bagels and socialize. It’s a good way
to meet people.

Summary
Participant-observations and interviews confirmed that Planet Fitness
maintains a social environment that both members and staff appreciate and
enjoy. Friendly-natured employees set the tone for a community-based gym
where social interaction between members and staff is encouraged and
endorsed. Through a community message board and other customer
appreciation initiatives, such as free tootsie rolls, monthly pizza night and bagel
mornings, Planet Fitness establishes a social connectedness among patrons and
staff members.
Analysis
As discussed previously, attending the gym is part of a larger social
phenomenon. As research suggests, a mutual trust and understanding develops
among gym-goers as they work alongside each other with shared motives and
goals. A bond between patrons and staff members is established through
collective exercise and social interaction. Social interaction is important because
it is what makes us human. Social interaction is especially important at Planet
Fitness because of the strong sense of community that develops from it. This
sense of community and belonging is critical because it is the fire that fuels the
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JFZ. In other words, the effectiveness of the JFZ is dependent on the people
functioning within it. If members are made to feel accepted and comfortable, they
are more likely to positively contribute to the JFZ.
Motivations for Gym Participation
Earlier discussions focused on what prompts individuals to go the gym,
and how beauty and health as motivators are often blurred. Responses from
participants in my study were congruent with previous research that suggests
that individuals are both intrinsically and extrinsically motivated. Participants
expressed how they were motivated to workout by their desire to “feel good” and
“look good”. When asked what motivated him to go to the gym, Everett
epitomized this notion. He said,
I want to wake up and feel healthy. I want to wake up and not feel stiff or sore. I
want to be able to do whatever I want to do. Also, I’m here for aesthetic
reasons. When I go shower in the morning and walk into the bathroom for a
quick shave, I want to look good. I don’t want to have a gut or be saggy and
flabby. To me, that’s not only mental but also physical health. Like I said
before, it was for athletics prior, but now that I’m passed that in my life, I just
want to be healthy and look good.

Other participants relied on popular health and beauty discourses to explain their
motivation for coming to the gym. Ariel said, “I just want to tone my body up and
look the best I can. It feels really good too after. If I do a really hard workout at
the gym, it just feels good after.” Ariel’s response reflects the desire to
accomplish the ‘feeling better’ sensation that often accompanies regular physical
activity. Researchers have discussed this concept in the literature as one of the
few universally accepted benefits of exercise. Barbara’s response also reflects
this concept. She said,
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I’m always happy when I’m done. I don’t exactly love getting here, but once I’m
here and start moving, I’m always happy I did that and that I’m done. I always
hate the beginning. Working out makes me feel better. I like to eat too, so I
gotta do something about that. As I get older, I have to work harder. I’m
motivated by general health.

Kevin’s explanation of what motivates him to workout also echoed findings from
previous research that suggests that the gym is an ”escape” where people
exercise as a form of relaxation and release to combat stress, reduce aggression
and increase energy levels. He said,
I wanna look good! You gotta work hard to look good. Beauty is pain. I think the
results are fun. It is good for me for a variety of reasons, not just physical but
mental as well. I need a break and this is a very good break, a very goods
stress reliever. At the moment, I’m very very stressed and coming here actually
helps a lot to reset and refocus.

In varying degrees, all of the participants in my study expressed that their
desire to go to the gym was motivated by both health and beauty. Furthermore,
the notion of health as a moral imperative emerged during interviews as well.
Participants explained how they were governed by a sense of responsibility to
work out. Everett said,
I have a ton of fun doing this. Working out the way I do is hard, but its good to
challenge yourself everyday. I also do feel obligated. There is a sense of a long
life ahead of me and I know this is the right time to be doing this stuff.

Other participants explained how they felt guilty when they missed a day at the
gym or skipped a workout. Mat said,
I feel miserable when I miss a workout. I’m slower, more tired and generally in
a worse mood. I’m my own worse enemy though, because no one gives me a
harder time about skipping the gym than myself.

Participants in the current study demonstrated concern for maintaining and
improving their health. Participants also expressed a desire to improve their
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physical exterior, thus adhering to culturally defined standards of beauty. As
participants in my study conflate their motivations for working out, they represent
the larger phenomenon of the conflation of beauty and health in general.
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Chapter 5
Conclusion
In today’s neoliberal climate, the promotion of health-related products and
services are ubiquitous. The rise in health consciousness in America can be
understood, in part, as a result of healthism, a perspective that views health as
an individual responsibility and moral imperative. With this, individuals are
encouraged to take ownership of their health by engaging in health-promoting
activities and seeking out health-promoting resources. As popular health and
fitness discourses convey the message that health can and should be taken up
as an individual responsibility, the necessity for class privilege is largely ignored.
Given the high costs associated with living a healthy lifestyle, individuals of low
SES are disadvantaged in their ability to afford and access health-related
knowledge and resources. Structural barriers related to economic inequalities
alienate individuals of low SES from the health movement by limiting their
capacity to participate in mainstream health practices, such as physical activity
and maintaining a healthy diet.
The imperative of health as an individual responsibility and moral
obligation is exacerbated by societal pressure to adhere to certain cultural bodily
ideals. In an image-obsessed culture, Americans are constantly exposed to
unrealistic standards of beauty articulated in media. As men and women
internalize images of fit and attractive celebrities, they may begin to reflect
negatively on their own bodies. This may result in an increased drive to cultivate
a thin, or muscular body through healthy or unhealthy means. Body shape has
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become a metaphor for health and moral worth, and as a result, more and more
Americans actively construct and present their identities as healthy, through
exercising, dieting and other forms of bodywork. The symbolic nature of the body
is crucial to understanding how Americans rely on their physical exterior to
establish their position in a social hierarchy that favors fit bodies over unfit
bodies.
Intrinsic motivations to “be healthy” and extrinsic motivations to “look
good” have led an increasing number of Americans to join a gym, including the
participants in the current study. Today, the gym is constantly normalized as an
outlet where individuals strive to improve their bodies and health. Whether it is
through losing weight, gaining muscle strength or improving cardiovascular
function, gym-goers are united by their desire for self-improvement. However,
social barriers (evaluation concerns, comparison concerns and ineptitude
concerns) impact individuals as they negotiate gym participation.
When considering the various barriers to health, and more specifically,
gym participation, an inherent contradiction in the health and fitness industry can
be recognized. How can individuals take responsibility for their own health if they
do not possess the necessary economic means to do so? Similarly, how can
individuals participate in mainstream fitness practices, such as going to the gym,
if access is restricted by geographic limitations, and complicated by feelings of
social inadequacy? As this project has demonstrated, Planet Fitness recognizes
the various obstacles that prevent and discourage gym participation among many
Americans. Through the variety of strategies discussed throughout this paper,
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including low-cost memberships, increased overall convenience, and a set of
unique gym rules, Planet Fitness aims to minimize the impact of economic,
geographic and social restraints. By developing a brand that deviates away from
the typical gym model, Planet Fitness targets a niche market, and offers a oneof-a-kind gym experience that is both affordable and accessible to new,
inexperienced, or budget-conscious Americans.
Despite the brand’s success in gaining increased popularity and revenue,
it does not resolve the broader dilemmas within society, related to health
inequality and class status. However, by identifying a niche market that has
previously been ignored by the health and fitness industry, Planet Fitness helps
to raise awareness about the disparities that exist and persist within American
society. Since the health movement draws its adherents from the educated
middle class, future research could explore other developments in the industry
that aim to bridge the gap between low SES and good health.
Given the fact that the scope of Planet Fitness for this study was relatively
small, it would be beneficial to explore the brand more thoroughly across the time
and space. Future research could investigate Planet Fitness on a national scale,
especially in low-income areas, since the franchises that were used for the
current study were located in affluent areas only. This would provide insight into
the degree to which individuals of low-SES are accessing and benefitting from
Planet Fitness’s unique approach.
Lastly, future research could explore other barriers that prevent and
discourage gym participation that have not been discussed within this project.
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Perhaps, using a control group of individuals who do not go to the gym would
provide a deeper and more meaningful understanding of factors that contribute to
gym avoidance.
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Appendix C
Letter of Permission
Name (please print clearly): ________________________________________
Role at Planet Fitness:
________________________________________
Liah Cipriano is conducting this research under the supervision of Dr. Rob
Beamish, in the Department of Sociology at Queen’s University in Kingston,
Ontario, in order to complete the degree of Master of Arts.
Purpose of the Study
Given the importance of health, exercise and fitness in contemporary society,
and the increasing number of individuals using commercial gyms as a means to
address these needs, it is crucial to assess gym members’ experiences in these
social spaces. The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences and
attitudes of members and staff at Planet Fitness, in it’s unique and inclusive
“Judgment Free Zone”. The information gained from this study has the potential
to inform research related to exercise and fitness and may explain how to make
gyms more empowering for men and women.
What does the study entail?
For my ethnographic study, I will use a combination of methodologies to collect
data. In the first stage of the research process, I will engage in participant
observation within the gym. I will purchase a gym membership and utilize the
gym as a typical member, while observing the exercise and interaction patterns
of others. I will spend a minimum of 50 hours frequenting the gym and record my
observations after each visit.
The second stage of my data collection will involve in-depth interviews with staff.
I will present my Letter of Information to potential interviewees, introducing
myself and the details of my research project. My goal is to interview a minimum
of 3 staff members, but will welcome the opportunity to interview more staff
members if possible. Interviews will range from 30 minutes to an hour. Interviews
will be taped (upon the interviewee’s approval), transcribed and analyzed in
conjunction with field notes from my participant observation. I will use my Ipad to
record the interview (the voice recording application).
After my interviews with staff are complete, I will move on to interviews with gym
members. To gather my sample, I will randomly approach individuals who are
leaving the gym. I will present my Letter of Information and ask if they are
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interested in being a part of my study. My goal is to conduct a minimum of 6
interviews with gym members. The interviews will last from 30-60 minutes.
There are numerous benefits for social research and this study has been
approved and deemed "non-risk" to any and all participants by the Canadian
ethics guidelines and Queen's University policies. I would also like to restate the
high level anonymity that will be involved so there is no concern for a negative
impact for you, the gym or any participants at all. There are no known physical,
psychological, economic, or social risks associated with this study. Any questions
about the study may be directed to Dr. Rob Beamish at
rob.beamish@queensu.ca.
Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General
Research Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081.
I have read the above statements and my signature below indicates my consent
to have Liah Cipriano on the premises conducting all components of the
proposed research, including observation, recording, and soliciting the
participation of patrons.
Signature: _____________________________________
Date:_________________________________________
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Appendix D
Letter of Information
Liah Cipriano is conducting this research under the supervision of Dr. Rob
Beamish, in the Department of Sociology at Queen’s University in Kingston,
Ontario, in order to complete the degree of Master of Arts.
Purpose of the Study
Given the importance of health, exercise and fitness in contemporary society,
and the increasing number of individuals using commercial gyms as a means to
address these needs, it is crucial to assess gym members’ experiences in and
attitudes towards these social spaces. The purpose of this study is to explore the
experiences and attitudes of members at Planet Fitness. The information gained
from this study has the potential to inform research related to exercise and
fitness and may explain how to make gyms more empowering for men and
women.
The study will require your involvement in an in-depth interview, lasting up to 60
minutes. There are no known physical, psychological, economic, or social risks
associated with this study. It is important that you are aware that your
participation is completely voluntary and at any point you are free to withdraw
from the study. If you chose to do this, any data collected that pertains to you will
be deleted and omitted from my data analysis. You are also under no obligation
to answer every question and can skip questions you do not want to answer. The
interviews will be recorded using a digital audio recording device. The recordings
will be kept in confidential and will be stored in a secured location. All field notes,
audiotapes, and transcripts will be destroyed after the study is completed.
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. It would be greatly
appreciated if you would answer all questions as truthfully as possible. You are
not obligated to answer any questions that you are not comfortable responding
to. You are also free to withdraw from the study at any time, and your responses
will be destroyed. To ensure confidentiality your identity will not be inscribed
upon or directly related to any of your responses. The data will be reported in a
manner that no one's identity could be detected. No names of the participants will
be used, only pseudonyms.
The results of this study will be presented in academic media. For example,
written form and spoken presentations. The data may also be published in
professional journals or presented at scholarly conferences, but any such
presentations will be of general findings and will never breach individual
confidentiality. You will be provided with copies of these publications upon
request.
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Any questions about your participation in this study may be directed to myself at
11lc27@queensu.ca or my thesis supervisor, Dr. Rob Beamish at
rob.beamish@queensu.ca.
Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair of the General
Research Ethics Board at chair.GREB@queensu.ca or 613-533-6081.
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this study.
'This study has received clearance according to the recommended principles of
Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen's University policies.
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Appendix E
Consent Form

Name (please print clearly): ________________________________________
1.

I have read the Letter of Information and my questions have been answered
to my satisfaction.

2.

I understand that I will be participating in the study called “The Workout
Experience”. I understand that this means that I will be asked to participate
in an in-depth interview by providing responses to a series of research
questions. I understand that the interview will be recorded using digital
audio sound equipment.

3.

I understand that my participation in this study is voluntary and I may
withdraw at any time. I understand that every effort will be made to maintain
the confidentiality of the data now and in the future. Only the project
researcher and her supervisor will have access to the original data. The
data may be published in professional journals or presented at scientific
conferences, but any such presentations will be of general findings and will
never breach individual confidentiality.

4.

I am aware that if I have any questions, concerns, or complaints, I may
contact the researcher Liah Cipriano at 11lc27@queensu.ca or Dr. Rob
Beamish, Head of the Department of Sociology at beamishr@queensu.ca
or (613)533-6000 ext 74478; or the Chair of the General Research Ethics
Board (533- 6081) at Queen’s University.

I have read the above statements and freely consent to participate in this
research:
Signature: _____________________________________
Date:_________________________________________
Please check and initial the appropriate response:
I provide permission to the researcher to record my interview responses
electronically:___
I DO NOT provide permission to the researcher to record my interview responses
electronically: ___
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Appendix F
Interview Schedule for Manager/Employees
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my study. As I mentioned when we
scheduled this interview, I am a graduate student at Queen’s University working
on a research project on health, fitness and the gym. I want to assure you that
your information will remain completely anonymous when I record my data and
write up my findings. I will ask you questions about your workouts, experiences at
the gym, perspectives on health and exercise in general. This interview has
open-ended questions, where you can respond in whatever terms you like. If at
anytime you want to stop, take a break or ask me a question, please feel free. Is
it OK with you if I record our conversation? Before we begin, do you have any
questions?
Basic Information
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Tell me a little bit about yourself, and your background in health and
fitness.
When did you begin working at this gym?
How do you like it?
Why did you decide to apply for a job at this particular gym?
What are some of your responsibilities on the job at the gym?
What types of qualities do you look for in candidates that apply for a job
here?
What type of membership do you think is most popular? Which
membership would you opt for if you were a member at this gym?
On a scale from 1 – 5 how important do you think each of the following
reasons are for coming to the gym:
• To have a place to exercise
• To improve of maintain your appearance
• To socialize, spend time with friends, and/or meet people
• To improve your fitness
• To improve your self esteem
• To have a place to relieve stress
• To check out people or ask people out
• To feel a sense of belonging
• To get unlimited tanning, massage and other privileges
• To gain motivation to live a healthy life

In the Gym
•

When people come and sign up as a new member, what are some of the
main concerns and/or questions they have? (Probe: Are members
concerned about programs offered, personal trainers, monthly
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

membership rates, additional services provided, ie childcare, tanning,
massages, etc.?).
Approximately how many memberships have been sold at your gym?
What is the maximum capacity of the gym?
What are the busiest times during the day? When is the busiest time of
year? Why do you think that is?
Are there ever times when the gym is too full, that you need to restrict the
number of people entering?
What are some of the most common questions you get during a shift?
What are some of the most common issues that arise with members? In
other words, what challenges do you face interacting with members?
Do you feel that you develop relationships with members? (Probe: Do you
learn names of members that frequent the gym daily, etc. Do you know
any personal details about any members, just through seeing them/getting
to know them at the gym?)
Do you witness any socializing at the gym? If so, can you describe what
you see?
Do black card members utilize the unlimited gust privileges? If so,
approximately how often does this occur?
Do you think people worry about how they look at the gym? Do you think
people care? Why or why not? How do you feel about that?
Tell me about the free personal training sessions. How do they work?

Planet Fitness
•
•
•

•

•

How many Planet Fitness locations are there nationwide? How many are
corporately owned?
Who does Planet Fitness target? In other words, what is the main
demographic of people who come to work out at Planet Fitness? Do you
think this depends on location?
What is the” judgment free zone”? (Probe: Do you think members feel free
of judgment while at the gym? If so, how does Planet fitness maintain this
environment? What are some tangible things that contribute to the
judgment free zone?)
Planet Fitness has a dominant presence in the media. Facebook, Twitter,
newspapers, radio advertisements and commercials on tv. In your opinion,
what is the main message that PF tries to communicate through all these
social media platforms?
Let’s discuss the advertisements seen online and on tv in a bit more
depth. They are humorous and captivating, but seem to discourage the
traditional gym goer-types from going, to make less experienced clientele
feel more comfortable. How do you feel about these ads? (Probe: For
example, the ad with the body builder who keeps saying, “I pick things up
and put things down” or the other ad with models saying, “Your bod is so
hot” etc)
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•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

How would you respond to someone who thought that these ads
perpetuated myths about certain groups of people? (Probe: For example,
the body builder in that ad is depicted as unintelligent, egotistical and
disrespectful of others. Do you believe this is stereotyping or alienating
individuals who are very serious about bodybuilding?
Do you believe this to contradict the notion of a judgment free zone? If so,
why? If not, why not?
Tell me about the Lunk Alarm. (Probe: Has it ever been triggered? If so,
how and when and by whom? What are your thoughts on this feature at
the gym?
Planet Fitness has a strict rule against grunting. Can you tell me a little bit
about that? How do you feel about that?)
How heavy are the heaviest dumbbells and free weights at the gym?
(Probe: Is there a particular reason why the heaviest weight is less than
what the average gym may provide?)
The first thing you notice about Planet Fitness is the price: $10 a month.
How important do you think the price is to members?
Some people believe that fitness is big business these days; that is
commercialized and promotes buying/selling products. What do you think?
(Probe: Is it really all about helping people improve their health and
fitness, or is success calculated by dollars and cents?)
What about products at the gym? Is it common to sell merchandise on the
job? Or online?
What do you think of Planet Fitness products? (Probe: Are they good
quality? Useful?)
I’m drawn to the advertisements, posters or other media that are inside the
gym? What do you think of those? (Probe: What impact do you think the
signs have on members: “you belong, no critics, judgment free zone, leave
ego at the door”?)
Can you please describe the structure of the gym. How are things set up
and why?
Does this structure differ from other Planet Fitness gyms?
Tell me about the free pizza nights and bagel mornings? Can you please
describe how these events run? (Probe: How successful are they? How
do members react to them?)
How would you respond to someone who criticized the gym for
contradicting basic health and fitness values by offering pizza, bagels and
tootsie rolls to members?
Planet Fitness has a number of amenities and perks, unlimited guest
privileges, unlimited tanning and massage, free personal training and
access to other Planet Fitness gyms nation wide. However, I’ve noticed
that most gyms do not offer fitness or aerobic or yoga classes at set times
during the week. As research has shown, these classes are especially
popular among females at the gym. Why do you feel that this feature has
been left out of the planet fitness model? Do you agree or disagree with
this rational?

	
  126	
  

•

•
•
•
•

Let’s stay on the topic of gender for a minute. In most gyms, there is a
observable divide between the males and females at the gym. Research
has shown that individuals have gendered workout regimes and gendered
goals. For example, the men are at the squat racks and bench press,
trying to bulk up and gain muscle mass. Meanwhile, the women are
typically burning as many calories as possible on the cardio machines,
treadmills, elliptical, etc, trying to lose weight, slim down and tone. How
pronounced is this divide at this gym? (Probe: What are some ways to
break down the social and physical barriers that exist within so many
gyms?
I know that PF sponsors to the Biggest Loser television program. What are
some other ways that Planet Fitness gives back to the community?
(Probe: fund raising, community board)
Are there some things in particular that you are hoping to improve in the
gym? If so, what are they?
Do you have any other comments about the gym that you would like to
add? Have I missed any important features or concepts?
Do you have any questions for me?
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Appendix G
Interview Schedule for Gym Members
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my study. As I mentioned when we
scheduled this interview, I am a graduate student at Queen’s University
working on a research project on health, fitness and the gym. I want to assure
you that your information will remain completely anonymous when I record my
data and write up my findings. I will ask you questions about your workouts,
experiences at the gym, perspectives on health and exercise in general. This
interview has open-ended questions, where you can respond in whatever
terms you like. If at anytime you want to stop, take a break or ask me a
question, please feel free. Is it OK with you if I record our conversation?
Before we begin, do you have any questions?
Basic Information
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

Tell me a little bit about yourself. (Probe: Where are you from? What
do you do for a living? History of working out?)
When did you join this gym?
How do you like it?
Why did you decide to join this particular gym?
What type of membership do you have?
How often do you come to the gym?
What time of day do you usually come to the gym?
What do you use the gym for? What are your reasons for coming to the
gym? What motivates you to come to the gym? (Probe if respondent
says something ambiguous like, “for my health”, “to get in shape”:
What do you mean by that? Can you say a little more about that?)
On a scale from 1 – 5 how importance to you is each of the following
reasons for using the gym:
• To have a place to exercise
• To improve of maintain your appearance
• To socialize, spend time with friends, and/or meet people
• To improve your fitness
• To improve your self esteem
• To have a place to relieve stress
• To check out people or ask people out
• To feel a sense of belonging
• To get unlimited tanning, massage and other privileges
• To gain motivation to live a healthy life
Are you getting what you want out of the gym? (Probe if respondent is
reticent: Is this gym meeting your needs? Is there anything you’re
particularly satisfied with? Anything you’re particularly dissatisfied
with? Anything you would change if you could?)
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•

How does this gym compare to other gyms you’ve used?

Gym Routine
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Take me through your typical routine at the gym. More specifically,
what is your exercise routine? (Probe: What do your workouts consist
of? What exercises do you do?)
What activities do you do most often? What equipment do you use
most often?
Are there activities or equipment you dislike or avoid? Why?
What do you do at the gym that is not related to fitness or working out?
(Probe: socialize, approach strangers, read, listen to music, watch tv,
tanning, massage chair, etc.)
Do you socialize when you come to the gym?
Do you witness others socializing when you’re at the gym? If so,
please describe what you see.
When you go to the gym, do you typically go alone?
Do you know other members?
Do you consider the gym a place to make friends or meet new people?
Some people work out because they think it is fun, while others feel a
responsibility to do it. What about you? (Probe: Why do you enjoy
exercise? Why is it fun for you? Why do you not really enjoy exercise?
What makes you do it anyway? Can you break it down a little more?
How much of it fun? How much of it is obligation?)

Appearance
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

On an average day at the gym, what do you like to wear?
What do you consider more important, comfort or style?
Do you think people worry about how they look at the gym? Do you
think people care? (Probe: How do you feel about that? Do you think
about how you look at the gym?)
What do you do to get ready for the gym? What do you wear to the
gym?
We were talking earlier about what you do when you’re actually at the
gym. But what about when you’re not at the gym? (Probe: Do you think
the gym affects your life outside the gym? For instance, do you think
about your fitness and your body when you’re not at the gym? What do
you think about?)
Do you do things for fitness and your body when you’re not at the
gym? If so, what do you do?
Do you feel differently about your body when you’re at the gym
compared to when you’re in other places? How is it different? (Probe:
Do you feel more or less aware of your body? More or less exposed?
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•
•

More or less objectified? More or less self-conscious? More or less
critical? More or less satisfied?)
Overall, how do you feel about your body?
Have your feelings changed since your started using the gym? (Probe:
Do you feel more or less attractive? More or less confident? Do you
consider yourself stronger, more coordinated, etc?)

Planet Fitness
•
•
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

In your opinion, what is the” judgment free zone”?
Do you feel free of judgment while at the gym?
How do you think Planet fitness maintains this environment?
Some people believe that fitness is big business these days; that it is
commercialized and promotes buying/selling products. What do you think?
(Probe: Is it really all about helping people improve their bodies, or is it
about making money?)
Have you bought any products at the gym or online? Why or why not?
(Probe: What did you buy? Why did you select those particular things?
How do you feel about your purchase? Useful? Have you ever felt pushed
to buy something you know you don’t need?)
I’m very drawn to the advertisements, posters or other media that are
inside the gym? What do you think of those? (Probe: What impact do you
think the signs have on members: “you belong, no critics, judgment free
zone, leave ego at the door”?)
Planet Fitness has a dominant presence in the media. Facebook, Twitter,
newspapers, radio advertisements and commercials on tv. In your opinion,
what is the main message that PF tries to communicate through all these
social media platforms?
Let’s discuss the advertisements seen online and on tv in a bit more
depth. They are humorous and captivating, but seem to discourage the
traditional gym goer-types from going, to make less experienced clientele
feel more comfortable. How do you feel about these ads? (Probe: For
example, the ad with the body builder who keeps saying, “I pick things up
and put things down” or the other ad with models saying, “Your bod is so
hot” etc)
How would you respond to someone who thought that these ads
perpetuated myths about certain groups of people? (Probe: For example,
the body builder in that ad is depicted as unintelligent, egotistical and
disrespectful of others. Do you believe this is stereotyping or alienating
individuals who are very serious about bodybuilding?
Do you believe this to contradict the notion of a judgment free zone? If so,
why? If not, why not?
Have you participated in the free pizza night or bagel morning?
What do you think about these events?
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•
•
•
•

•

•
•
•

How would you respond to someone who criticized the gym for
contradicting basic health and fitness values by offering pizza, bagels and
tootsie rolls to members?
What is your opinion of the Lunk Alarm? (Probe: Do you feel positively
about it? Why or why not?)
Has it ever been triggered when you’ve been working out? If so, how and
when and by whom?
Planet Fitness has a number of amenities and perks, unlimited guest
privileges, unlimited tanning and massage, free personal training and
access to other Planet Fitness gyms nation wide. However, I’ve noticed
that most gyms do not offer fitness or aerobic or yoga classes at set times
during the week. As research has shown, these classes are especially
popular among females at the gym. Why do you feel that this feature has
been left out of the planet fitness model? Do you agree or disagree with
this rational?
Let’s stay on the topic of gender for a minute. In most gyms, there is a
observable divide between the males and females at the gym. Research
has shown that individuals have gendered workout regimes and gendered
goals. For example, the men are at the squat racks and bench press,
trying to bulk up and gain muscle mass. Meanwhile, the women are
typically burning as many calories as possible on the cardio machines,
treadmills, elliptical, etc, trying to lose weight, slim down and tone. How
pronounced is this divide at this gym? (Probe: What are some ways to
break down the social and physical barriers that exist within so many
gyms?
Are there some things in particular that wish would improve in the gym? If
so, what are they?
Do you have any other comments about the gym that you would like to
add? Have I missed any important features or concepts?
Do you have any questions for me?

Demographics
•
•
•

How old are you?
What is your occupation?
Where do you live?
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