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I have been researching the 
emergence of low-cost gyms 
for the past five years. I write 
articles about them, feature 
them in my conference 
presentations, blog about them, 
and discuss them endlessly 
with industry colleagues.  
Given that low-cost gyms have 
been in the UK for several 
years now, I believed it was 
an appropriate time to write a 
more comprehensive report on 
this exciting new club sector. 
So, here it is; the 2010 UK 
Low-cost Gym Sector Report, 
supported by Precor.
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REPORT SCOPE 
This report’s primary purpose is to help 
readers understand “why” low-cost gyms are 
beginning to emerge in the UK. This means 
that large sections of this report focus on 
strategy, trends and consumer insight. This 
helps the reader to understand the broader 
context for low-cost gyms, and what I  
believe, will be their enduring attractiveness  
to consumers. 

For those seeking data, you will find some 
broader industry numbers, but not detailed 
operational statistics. There are several 
reasons for this. Primarily, it is because this 
report has a strategic perspective, but it is 
also because UK low-cost operators are 
choosing not to put detailed operational 
statistics into the public domain. Until very 
recently, some CEO’s were declining media 
interviews, choosing instead to quietly focus 
on building a new type of gym business that 
‘disrupts’ the accepted wisdom of what a 
health club brand looks like. 

Future editions of this report will capture more 
numbers, but for now, it is fundamental to 
understand why low-cost gyms are emerging, 
and to discuss how they will influence the 
future industry structure.
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Welcome to the 2010 UK Low-cost Gym Sector Report, which Precor  
is proud to be associated with. The fitness industry is passionate 
about encouraging more people to be more active, more often,  
and so Precor is delighted to support the low-cost sector, which 
creates more opportunities for this to happen.

With consumers becoming increasingly 
discerning, ‘low-cost’ is no longer seen as a 
cheap alternative. From using no-frills airlines 
to sharing discount codes online, it is more 
often an educated lifestyle choice.

Making your business the consumers’ choice, 
means knowing their needs, and creating an 
offering that fulfils them. Member experience 
is something Precor feels strongly about.  
We invest heavily in research to make sure our 
products meet the rigorous standards of both 
clubs and members.  

Research ensures Precor stays at the cutting-
edge of innovation and creativity, whilst offering 
the quality products, services and value for 
money its customers need. 

It believes the research and information  
contained in this report will prove equally useful  
to operators in this rapidly growing sector. 

Finally Precor would like to thank their customers 
and other leading low-cost clubs who contributed 
to this report. Their expertise is invaluable to 
creating meaningful research that will benefit  
the entire industry.

MILES 
RIMELL
HEAD OF  
MARKETING,  
PRECOR,  
EMEA & APAC

http://eu.precor.com/comm/en
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INTRODUCTION

THE LOW-COST PHENOMENONThe UK health club market is 
undergoing an exciting period 
of change. Since late 2006, UK 
consumers started to enjoy a 
new breed of ‘low-cost’ health 
club, based on a well-established 
operating concept in Europe  
and the United States.

This report explores this 
emerging trend, and how its 
arrival in the UK presents an 
exciting new exercise concept  
for consumers. Before exploring 
low-cost gyms, let us first 
understand more about the 
broader emergence of low-cost 
propositions.

So, are you a Waitrose or a Lidl shopper? 
A few years ago you would have been one, 
neither, but certainly not both. How things 
change. Now, British consumers are running 
rings around marketers by being a Waitrose 
shopper on Monday and a Lidl customer on 
Wednesday. Marketing textbooks tell you 
this should not be happening. Prospering 
consumers used to shop at premium-quality 
outlets, while those of more moderate 
financial means shopped at their local  
low-cost shop; not anymore. Furthermore,  
it is not just groceries where UK consumers 
now display promiscuous buying behaviour. 
Chief executives now fly easyJet, people 
mix and match a £500 Hugo Boss suit with 
a Debenhams shirt, and sales directors drive 
their luxurious Mercedes to sleep at a £29 per 
night Premier Inn. How can this be? What we 
bought, and from where, used to represent 
an accurate indicator of who we were, and 
where we were going, but this is no longer so. 
Precision-guided purchasing is the new game 
in town and if the best price for illy espresso 
coffee is found in the local Aldi store, then off 
to Aldi we go. 

So what has changed?

‘Cross-shopping’ appeals because 
consumers are fast realising that low-
cost operators are not peddling inferior 
goods. You can sleep well at a £29 Premier 
Inn, easyJet only uses the sophisticated 
Airbus A319,1 and Aldi was voted ‘Best UK 
Supermarket’ last year by Which? Magazine.2

Consumers are increasingly compelled 
to look at low-cost providers, often with 
some dinner-party encouragement from 
friends, and they start thinking: ‘Why do I 
need to pay more?’ It is now a badge of 
honour to pay less; it demonstrates wisdom. 
Simultaneously, low-cost operators are 
furiously benchmarking their own products 
against established branded lines to ensure 
that shoppers do not have to trade-off 
important features, for a lower price. 

Consumers are also finding the web a 
liberating and far more enjoyable experience 
to search, check and ‘comparison shop’ now 
that the UK is migrating from clunky dial-up 
to super-fast broadband connections.

1�0[�HSZV�OHZ�VUL�VM�[OL�`V\UNLZ[�HUK�X\PL[LZ[�ÅLL[Z�PU�[OL�^VYSK
2  Europe’s largest consumer rights organisation, with over 700,000 members

Ray Algar, Oxygen Consulting, 2010
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DEFINITION OF A LOW-COST GYM

I believe an ‘authentic’ low-cost  
gym has the following characteristics:

DEFINITION  
OF A LOW- 
COST GYM

Minimum  
of 50% lower  
than average 

industry 
price

Heavy
technology

and web use

Gym-only
proposition

Scope to  
operate  
24 hours

a day

Ability  
to operate
club with  
a single  
person

Figure 1: Definition of a low-cost gym

63% of all UK households now have 
broadband,3 and a mouse click takes us 
to PriceRunner where we can interrogate 
the competitiveness of a retailer’s offering, 
along with many others, together with 
intelligently written and unbiased consumer 
reviews. Never has there been so much 
pricing transparency and consumers are 
enthusiastically embracing this therapeutic 
sense of power.

The shift to low-cost has gained momentum 
over the past year as the recessionary 
environment has encouraged more 
consumers to test low-cost brands. ‘Can I 
pay less?’ is therefore an obvious question 
that many ‘savvy’ gym-going consumers are 
now asking. Also, do not expect consumers 
to automatically flock back to premium goods 
and services after a recession, as there is 
growing evidence that consumers’ preference 
for premium goods, and a willingness to 
pay more, begins to erode once they have 
experienced the quality of low-cost products.4 

 

THE LOW-COST  
PHENOMENON 
continued

3  The recent Digital Britain White Paper states an 
ambition that every UK home will have broadband  
by 2012 (search: Digital Britain Report 2009)

4  How the recession has changed US consumer 
behaviour, McKinsey Quarterly 2009

5  For example, a rule saying that memberships 
have to be ‘sold’ following a scripted sales tour

6 See the Active4less case study later in the report
7�:LL�Ä[MVYMYLL�US

It is the presence of these five 
characteristics that helps to create 
a new and exciting consumer 
proposition that fundamentally 
‘disrupts’ the rules5 upon which 
the industry was first built. 

During my research for this report, 
I discovered a range of companies 
that have embedded several of these 
characteristics into their propositions. 
Some have chosen not to operate 
24 hours, or to provide online joining. 
Others6 have decided to add a group 
exercise studio, or retain squash 
courts when converting from a ‘legacy’ 
club to a low-cost gym. I see these 
gyms as hybrids; they are related to 
low-cost, but not pursuing a narrow 
and ultimately more authentic, low-
cost strategy. Hybrids, such as Fit 
for Free,7 in the Netherlands, can be 
extremely successful,  but I prefer the 
‘purity’ and simplicity of a gym-only 
low-cost proposition.

Visual insight Ray Algar 2010

Ray Algar, Oxygen Consulting, 2010
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Low-cost gyms have the ‘mid-
market’ health clubs in their 
sights. The competitive play used 
to be mid-market versus premium 
clubs, with the former claiming 
they could offer ‘more for less’. 
‘Affordable fitness’ was the Fitness 
First slogan as they redefined 
the small club proposition. 
The problem now is that these 
‘affordable’ mid-market clubs now 
look ‘flabby’ compared to their 
super-lean low-cost upstarts. 

KEY MARKET DRIVERS

MARKET
DRIVERS  

FOR A  
LOW-COST  

GYM

SIMPLICITY

AFFORDABILITY

SPORADIC  
ATTENDANCE TO 

TRADITIONAL 
CLUBS

INCONSPICUOUS 
CONSUMPTION

CONSUMER  
SENTIMENT

TOWARDS
TRADITIONAL

CLUBS

Inconspicuous consumption

Not so long ago, conspicuous consumption 
prevailed. Surrounding oneself in ‘aspirational’ 
items and showing them off at every 
opportunity helped to define our place in  
the social ‘pecking order’. People fretted over 
the type of credit cards in their wallets, working 
their way slowly through the spectrum of 
colours (dreaming of one day owning an Amex 
black card). The places people frequented and 
the cars we drove mattered, as they were seen 

as ‘symbols of success’. Today, inconspicuous 
consumption prevails as consumers seem 
less concerned with purchasing ‘status’ and 
more interested in receiving genuine value. 
Increasingly, this is creating consumers who are 
more willing to ‘mix and match’ premium and 
‘low-cost’ brands. This means there is no longer 
any contradiction if a barrister chooses to join a 
low-cost gym instead of their local ‘full service’ 
premium racquets and health club. 

I see five key factors that  
are driving growth in the  
UK low-cost gym segment. 

Figure 2:  Key market drivers

STRATEGIC ANALYSIS OF LOW-COST GYMS 
KEY MARKET DRIVERS

Visual insight Ray Algar 2010

Ray Algar, Oxygen Consulting, 2010
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Consumer sentiment  
towards traditional clubs

There is also a pervading undercurrent of 
mediocrity in many businesses, including 
gyms. Paying a premium price for a cruise, 
hotel, restaurant meal, or health club is 
no longer a guarantee of a memorable 
experience. Our service expectations are 
rising, while actual delivery is often, merely 
adequate. 

Consumer sentiment towards the UK gym 
experience is very mixed. A quick look at 
reviewcentre.com (a website that collects gym 
reviews) reveals very mixed sentiment. When 
I have investigated online gym sentiment, 
opinion around the tangible experience tends 
to be positive (what people are saying about 
the physical club environment, equipment, 
facilities etc). However, the sentiment turns 
sharply negative when the conversation 
reverts to membership contracts (especially 
long notice periods), and issues around staff 
support (e.g. updating exercise programmes, 
staff on-hand to provide advice, and just a 
general sense of being valued as a customer).

STRATEGIC ANALYSIS OF LOW-COST GYMS 
KEY MARKET DRIVERS

When was the last time you were left pleasantly 
surprised and delighted by a leisure experience? 
Consumers are responding by demanding that 
service providers ‘unbundle’ the proposition into 
a menu of parts, which are then ‘re-bundled’, 
according to budget and preference. Mobile 
phone companies have begun this process.  
Why choose a phone tariff that includes 
unlimited text messaging when you rarely text? 
It is a more compelling consumer proposition 
if individuals choose the service elements that 
have specific personal value. So, if someone 
only uses treadmills and bikes, then a low-cost 
gym may be an ideal solution.  It is the antithesis 
of ‘feature-creep’, where service providers 
continually add more and more to their offer, 
both as a means of justifying a higher price, and 
because they are unclear of what consumers 
really need.

McFit, the German low-cost gym operator 
charges members �0.50 cents for a shower. 
Some may think that is foolish, because the 
accepted ‘wisdom’ is that this is included in 
the membership price. However, the reality is 
that many gym members do not like using club 
showers, especially women. 

So showers ‘included’ provides no utility 
or value to these members. In fact, if we 
really think about it, all health clubs ‘charge’ 
members when they shower. McFit is just 
being more transparent in opening their 
costs to members and then letting them 
choose. ‘There is no such thing as a “free 
carrier bag”, is how one low-cost food 
retailer puts it.

Ray Algar, Oxygen Consulting, 2010



CHAPTER
012010 UK  

LOW-COST GYM  
SECTOR REPORT

13

Back to Contents

Figure 3: Member visit status report – 4,000 member club 

Member visit status report

Private

100%

Old: Last visited  
between 6-12 months ago

Dormant: Visited  
between 46-180 days

Recovery: Visited  
in last 15-45

Active: Member has  
visited in the last 14 days

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

Sporadic attendance  
to traditional clubs 

Many UK members attend clubs very 
infrequently. It can be quite common for a 
significant proportion of a club’s members  
to attend only once per month, or less. Given 
that the average cost of membership to a  
UK private club is approximately £43 per 
month,8 this can make ‘traditional’ clubs look 
poor value relative to substitute products.

The following figure shows the attendance at 
a £50 per month private health club with 4,000 
members.9 It vividly illustrates the challenge; 
57% of members had not visited this club in 
more than 46 days.

STRATEGIC ANALYSIS OF LOW-COST GYMS 
KEY MARKET DRIVERS

8  Source: The Leisure Database Company
9  Source: GG Fit 2010 Visual insight Ray Algar 2010

Ray Algar, Oxygen Consulting, 2010
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Simplicity

A low-cost gym is very easy for consumers to 
understand. Stripping away the facilities normally 
associated with a ‘full-service’ club, apart from the 
gym, makes the proposition very clear. Coupled 
to this, is the pricing policy, which is reduced to 
a maximum of one or two prices (monthly leave-
at any-time price, or a lower contract price). 
Compare this to a traditional club that may have 
many membership types/prices, requiring a sales 
consultant to discuss (and sell) the many options 
(e.g. peak single membership, off-peak, corporate 
peak/off-peak, peak single with/without group 
classes etc). Choice is often good, but too much 
can lead to ‘choice trauma’.

Affordability

Many first-time gym users are being attracted to 
try a low-cost club for two fundamental reasons:

�� �(�WYPJL�WVPU[�[OH[�PZ�H[�SLHZ[�����SV^LY� 
than the UK average rate.

�� �(�ºUV�JVU[YHJ[»�WYVWVZP[PVU�^OPJO�TLHUZ�[OH[�
consumers can try, safe in the knowledge that 
they can leave at any time.

This has the affect of creating a low-risk offer that 
is very attractive to first-time gym consumers.

A NEW CONSUMER 
PROPOSITION
The following figure 4 illustrates the quest 
to eliminate all non-core elements such as 
a swimming pool, crèche, café bar, health/
beauty, retail, and studios, as well as some 
of the terms and conditions that fuel negative 
sentiment, such as contracts and long 
cancellation notice periods. Aligned to this is a 
philosophy of reduction, a zealous approach 
to scaling back to achieve harmony between 
efficiency and delivering the brand promise. 

Once stripped back, there is a focus on 
raising and creating new features that 
fundamentally transforms the gym experience 
- join online, web bookings, 24-hour opening, 
web-based account management and 
regular email communication. Finally, add 
a membership fee that can be up to 77% 
below the industry average, 10 and you have 
an exciting new consumer proposition that 
attracts people who have never used a gym, 
as well as low-attending ‘gym switchers’.

STRATEGIC ANALYSIS OF LOW-COST GYMS 
KEY MARKET DRIVERS

10 Based on a pre-opening rate of £10 per month

Ray Algar, Oxygen Consulting, 2010
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STRATEGIC ANALYSIS OF LOW-COST GYMS 
A NEW CONSUMER PROPOSITION

Figure 4:  Low-cost gyms: a new consumer proposition
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