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Chapter 2

The Fitness Industry in the  
United Kingdom
R. Algar

1. Introduction
The United Kingdom (UK) comprises the four nations of England, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland. Its population is estimated to be 66.8 million people 
in mid-2019 compared with 58.7 million people 20 years earlier. This represents a 
compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 0.64% over 20 years. For comparison, 
the 28 countries that comprise the European Union (EU) saw their population 
grow 0.28% over the same period.

The UK has the second-largest economy in Europe which was valued at  
£2 trillion in 2019 (Of!ce for National Statistics, 2020). Its economy has been 
growing steadily at a CAGR of 3.86% over the 20-year period 1999–2019.

2. Measuring the Prosperity of a Country
Many countries now measure the prosperity of a country beyond the !nancial 
value of what it produces or consumes. In 2010, the UK Of!ce for National 
Statistics launched the National Wellbeing Programme. David Cameron, the then 
Prime Minister, stated:

We will start measuring our progress as a country not just by how 
our economy is growing, but by how our lives are improving, not 
just by our standard of living, but by our quality of life…

This means that questions such as ‘Overall, how satis!ed are you with your 
life nowadays?’ and ‘Overall, how happy did you feel yesterday?’ now feature as 
important non-!nancial measurements. Fig. 1 illustrates how life satisfaction, the 
worth or purpose of the things people do and happiness have all been increasing 
since 2012, though only approximately one-third of the population rated their 
experience ‘very high’.
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3. Life Expectancy
As in many other advanced industrialised nations, life expectancy has been 
steadily increasing. This means that baby boys born in the UK in 2019 are now 
expected to live on average for just under 88 years, compared to 90 years for girls. 
Of course, what is important is how many of these years are lived disease-free and 
in a healthy condition. Healthy life expectancy was estimated to be 63 years for 
both men and women in 2017, which is approximately three-quarters of overall 
life expectancy (Of!ce for National Statistics, n.d.).

4. Leaving the EU
The UK has been an in"uential member of the EU since 1973. Over time and as 
the European ‘project’ has grown there has often been a tension between those 
that sought closer integration with Europe and those that preferred that the UK 
be more autonomous, with less in"uence from Europe. In 2016, the people of the 
UK were offered a referendum which asked one question: ‘Should the UK remain 
a member of the EU or leave the EU?’ In a surprise result, 52% voted to leave the 
EU and so on 31 January 2020, the UK left Europe.

5. National Physical Activity Levels
People across the UK are generally less active than they were compared to the 
1960s. Public Health England has estimated a 20% decline in physical activity 
since the 1960s, which is caused by myriad reasons. Manual and energy-intensive 
jobs are now increasingly mechanised, more people are migrating to urban areas 
and ‘passive’ leisure activities are steadily increasing. For example, in 2019, the 
average UK adult was spending almost 97 hours each month watching broadcast 
television, which excludes streaming services (Ofcom, 2019).

Physical activity levels are measured independently by each of  the four nations, 
which means that aggregated data for the UK is surprisingly limited. Fig. 2  

Fig. 1. Life Satisfaction, the Worth (Purpose) of the Things People Do and 
Happiness. Source: UK Of!ce for National Statistics.



The Fitness Industry in the United Kingdom   7

captures time-series data for adults (aged 16 and over) that meet the Chief 
Medical Of!cer’s recommended guideline of  150 minutes of  weekly moder-
ate intensity physical activity. Progress is being made especially among older 
adults (aged 65 and over), where the !gure has risen from a very low point in 
1997. However, what is clear about this emerging change in physical activity 
behaviour is that certain parts of  the population are choosing not to take part 
or are being excluded in some way. For example, people in lower-skilled jobs 
are less likely to be physically active, as are the unemployed. Also, someone 
with a long-term disability is more likely to not reach recommended weekly 
physical activity levels, and the reasons for this can be complex. What this 
means is that across the UK around 4 out of  every 10 adults (approximately 
20 million people) do not meet the government recommendations for weekly 
physical activity.

6. The SARS-CoV-2 Pandemic
The SARS-CoV-2 virus which causes COVID-19 has had a dramatic impact 
on the UK. The UK’s !rst reported death from COVID-19 was in early March 
2020 and, since this time, there have been just under 45,000 deaths across the 
UK attributed to COVID-19 (at July 2020). This is the third-highest death rate 
in the world behind the United States and Brazil. With 286,000 recorded cases of 
COVID-19, the case fatality rate is 15%.1

As in many other countries, this pandemic shut down the UK’s economy. On 
20 March 2020, the UK health and !tness industry was told to close immediately. 

1De!ned as COVID-19 deaths divided by total cases.

Fig. 2. Share of Adults Meeting Recommended Physical Activity Levels in 
England from 1997 to 2019, by Age Group. Source: Health Survey for England/
Sport England Active Lives.
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This formed part of  a strategy to suppress the spread of  this coronavirus.  
A substantial package of  economic measures was announced by the UK 
Chancellor to support industries during this closure period. Normal property 
taxes on fitness premises were waived for one year, grants were offered and 
the wages of  employees were subsidised to avoid large-scale redundancies.

During May 2020, the government published its COVID-19 recovery strategy 
which outlined how they intended to slowly phase the reopening of different 
industries. The indoor health club industry featured in phase three of this reopen-
ing strategy and was granted permission to reopen in England on 25 July 2020.2

7. Business Models
The commercialisation of the UK private health and !tness club industry started 
in the late 1970s. It was during this time that brands such as David Lloyd, Holmes 
Place and Cannons emerged. Before the arrival of private sector health clubs, the 
alternative was public sector leisure centres. However, the quality of these venues 
was often poor due to years of underinvestment. This meant that there was unmet 
demand from people who were increasingly interested and motivated to exercise 
but seeking a more appealing and attractive indoor environment. Consequently, 
where a town had previously been served by a publicly operated leisure centre 
and community sports clubs, now an increasing number of private sector gyms 
began emerging.

8. Growth Drivers
Some key drivers of growth during this time were a strategic shift from body-
building to more general !tness and the introduction of group exercise classes, 
which attracted women into clubs for the !rst time. However, the membership 
pricing for these new brands was relatively high and so attracted a more af"uent 
client base. It would take another 10 years for gyms to open themselves to a wider 
spectrum of the general population, with brands such as Fitness First launching 
in 1992 with an ‘affordable !tness’ proposition and £29 monthly memberships. 
This was at least half  the cost of the existing ‘premium’ brands and so unlocked a 
greater number of people joining commercial gyms for the very !rst time.

Business model innovation in the health and !tness industry seems to operate 
in approximately 10- to 15-year cycles. Following the global economic crisis of 
2007/2008, the low-cost gym movement emerged in the UK, taking inspiration 
from countries such as Germany and the Netherlands. Health clubs had been 
competing by offering ever-increasing amounts of new facilities and programmes 
and as a result, the proposition for many consumers had become complicated to 
understand and/or expensive.

2Gyms in Northern Ireland reopened from 10 July. Wales and Scotland were following 
a different reopening timetable.
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This created an opportunity for a simpler and, again, more affordable health 
club business model to emerge. Consequently, brands such as The Gym and 
PureGym launched, with a more simpli!ed gym experience – gone were the swim-
ming pool, cafe bar, therapy services and other peripheral facilities, and what 
remained was a well-equipped gym that was often open 24 hours a day. Prices 
once again were halved, which again stimulated signi!cant new levels of demand. 
This resulted in an estimated UK private sector gym membership of 5.4 million in 
2015 to 7 million in 2019 (LDC), which represents a compounded annual growth 
rate of 6.7%. The primary driver of growth between 2010 and 2020 has been due 
to the national expansion of low-cost, 24-hour gyms.

Fig. 3 shows the diversity of the UK health and !tness industry, which con-
tinues to see business model innovation, as can now be seen in the launch of 
boutique !tness studios. These are focussed and specialised businesses that cre-
ate expertise around a discipline such as indoor cycling, boxing, Pilates or even 
indoor rowing.

The consumer now sits at the centre of an extensive ecosystem of outdoor 
and indoor providers at price points ranging from free to £250–300 per month 
for a premium London club membership or £20–30 for a single class at a leading 
boutique studio. The number of indoor private gyms has grown from approxi-
mately 3,200 in 2010 to 4,800 in 2020, a CAGR of 4%.3

3This number does not include the micro-gyms and !tness studios. For example, there 
were 278 boutique !tness studios in London according to LDC analysis in 2018.

Fig. 3. UK Health and Fitness Industry Ecosystem.  
Source: Oxygen Consulting (2020).
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9. Member Acquisition
During the emergent phase of the !tness industry’s growth, providers were able to 
leverage the principle of scarcity. A few clubs were servicing a speci!c catchment area 
which meant a ‘temporary monopoly’. Given that the health club choice is driven by 
proximity and location convenience, this meant that marketers simply needed to make 
a prospective member aware of the club and stimulate suf!cient interest to warrant a 
personal visit. The assumption made during this time was that an individual needed 
to visit the club personally before committing to membership because this was the 
primary way to establish compatibility. This meant that the health club would make a 
marketing claim which a prospective member would then validate during a personal 
visit. However, this all changed following the widespread adoption of the ‘Web’.

10. The Web and the Power of Social Proof
Once health clubs and consumers moved online, the acquisition of a member 
changed. Now the web was alive with conversations, fuelled by individuals using 
social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube to 
connect, interact and collaborate in unprecedented ways.

The Gym Group, a leading low-cost operator with 796,000 members (at 2019) 
and the only !tness business to be listed on the London Stock Exchange, now 
relies heavily on the publication of member reviews to drive new business across 
its 175 gyms (at 2019). Working with Trustpilot, existing members are encouraged 
to write a !rst-person review of their membership experience, after which it is 
published to the main Trustpilot platform and embedded on The Gym Group’s 
website. 7,258 reviews have now been published (at July 2020), which provides 
important “social proof” for a prospective member.

11. The Arrival of Digital Intermediaries
Historically, the marketing relationship has been a direct one between a health 
club and the consumer, but this changed in 2011 with the launch of PayasUgym 
(now rebranded as Hussle), the !rst industry’s digital intermediary. This allowed 
consumers to locate a gym and buy a single pass rather than commit to a long-
term membership. These digital intermediaries are now having an in"uential 
impact on the industry, just as they are in many other industries such as !nancial 
services, travel and hospitality.

12. Member Retention
How long an individual retains their membership is a key performance indicator 
across the UK health and !tness industry. This information normally remains 
con!dential unless researchers are given access to speci!c health clubs. There 
are some studies that are in the public domain, which provides insight into how 
long, on average, a member stays at a speci!c club. Bedford (2013) published 
a UK national retention report which shows that 52% of people retained their 



The Fitness Industry in the United Kingdom   11

membership after 12 months, reducing to 24% after 2 years. (Algar 2015) reported 
69% retention at 12 months for a 16-club chain in the north of England.

Retaining members seems to have become more challenging as the base of 
people has enlarged. During the early phase of the industry, customers were 
typically very sports- and activity-oriented. It could be argued that for this cohort, 
activity was a regular and enjoyable habit. Today, membership is more diverse 
and forming a regular exercise habit is challenging for many people.

Research by Biddle (2014) revealed that members require three important 
things from their club to form an exercise habit: a sense of mastery or progress 
in the activities they undertake, some autonomy or choice in what they do and a 
feeling of community or belonging. So the tactics that health clubs use to foster 
a sense of customer loyalty connect to one or more of these three themes. Help-
ing members to master activity is now being fostered by the introduction of more 
instructor-led classes and personal trainers, who now provide in-depth one-to-
one or one-to-small-group coaching. Richard Hilton, former CEO of Gymbox, 
states: ‘We would prefer people were in an instructor-led class because they 
develop special communities and relationships’.

The health club experience is now becoming more self-directed rather than 
prescriptive, which means that members can now choose the activities they most 
enjoy and which have personal meaning. This is in contrast to the traditional health 
club experience, which was more prescriptive. Clubs are now also working hard to 
foster a stronger sense of community, which can be achieved both in the club and 
through leveraging social networks such as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter.

Erosion of the Membership Model
Over the past 10 years, the idea of a long-term membership has been slowly 
eroding as new gym models emerge. This has been driven by two distinct business 
models: the !rst was the low-cost gym operator, and more recently came the 
arrival of specialist boutique studio operators, both of which have broken from 
the traditional long-term membership model.

Fitness Consumers Becoming More Promiscuous
An interesting trend is the growing number of consumers choosing to now 
hold membership to multiple clubs or instead opting for a ‘pay-as-you-train’ 
relationship and taking advantage of digital intermediaries. This is in response to 
consumers become increasingly reluctant to commit to a long-term membership 
contract. The author believes that as the number of health and !tness providers 
increases this leads to consumers enjoying more bargaining power.

15. Case Study: PureGym
15.1. Introduction

Peter Roberts, a UK-based entrepreneur, founded PureGym in 2008. The UK was 
emerging from a signi!cant economic shock and consumers were becoming more 
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conscious of their everyday spending. PureGym launched with a high-quality and 
simple-to-understand proposition. By narrowing what the gym would offer and 
harnessing ‘enabling technologies’, it meant that members were able to undertake 
tasks that previously had required paid staff. This allowed operating costs to be 
reduced, which were passed on in lower monthly membership fees starting from 
£10 per month. In 2009, the !rst three clubs opened in the northern cities of 
Leeds, Manchester and Edinburgh.

15.2. The PureGym product

Since 2009, the core product has remained remarkably similar. Historically,  
the company searched for buildings over one and two "oors of approximately 
1,672–2,322 square metres taken over an approximately 15-year lease term. A 
population catchment of 100,000 people within a 10-minute drive or 30,000 
people within a 5-minute drive is sought. The space is then equipped with a large 
gym comprising more than 200 machines and equipment, a class studio (offering 
more than 50 weekly classes) and changing rooms. The majority of gyms are open 
24 hours, seven days per week, subject to local licensing restrictions.

The majority of members join online, where they can choose a day or monthly 
plan. There is no !xed-term membership contract, and this has been a key feature 
in attracting a new group of customers to use the !tness industry for the !rst time.

15.3. Members

PureGym is an inclusive brand, as the socio-demographic pro!le of its 1.1 
million members (at December 2019) is diverse and cuts across various  
generations. However, it does tend to market to 18- to 34-year-olds. The average 
age of PureGym’s memberships is 28.

The membership has historically been drawn from three sources. An analysis 
of 100 members would be characterised as follows: 30 members are joining a gym 
for the !rst time, 30 members are being drawn from other gyms and 40 members 
are returning to PureGym having previously held a membership. The average 
length of membership, measured in total months is con!dential, but the company 
has con!rmed that it exceeds 12 months.

15.4. Marketing

The strategic market positioning of the business has evolved. Initially, it 
communicated strongly on affordability. However, as other similar gym operators 
entered, so PureGym adopted a more distinctive market position. Therefore, it 
moved from its affordable, value-for-money positioning to something that is more 
person-centric crafted around a tagline of: ‘Everybody Welcome’.

As a technology-led business PureGym invests heavily in its core digital assets 
such as website and mobile apps and social networks. Given that consumers now 
start their research for a suitable gym with a web search, the business prioritises 
search engine optimisation based on deep insights around a person’s concerns 



The Fitness Industry in the United Kingdom   13

(barriers to joining) and motivations (goals and aspirations). Marketing campaigns 
and spending is focussed around two annual joining periods, which tend to be the 
!rst three months of the year and then September and October.

The business had approximately 533,000 followers across Facebook, Twitter, 
YouTube and Instagram (July 2020). The channels are used intelligently and 
blend educational content, humorous memes as well as more promotional posts.

15.5. Financials and Growth
Although not the !rst low-cost operator in the UK, PureGym has seen signi!cant 
growth over the past 10 years and is now the UK’s leading gym operator measured 
by both the number of members and clubs. Fig. 4 shows how membership had 
reached 1.1 million at the end of 2019 from 412,000 in 2014, a CAGR of 22%. 
Like many other UK-based gym brands, PureGym experienced some level of 
membership cancellation during the pandemic. However, it did quickly act to 
freeze memberships when the UK government instructed gyms to close.

The business is opening new gyms at an annual rate of 25% since 2014 and has 
recently announced that it is testing smaller-format gyms (558–836 square metres) 
which will allow the business to enter catchment areas below 100,000 people.

Fig. 4. PureGym Results for the Period 2014–2019. Source: Oxygen  
Consulting (2020).

15.6. Growth and the Future

For the !rst 12 years of its existence, PureGym focussed on growth in the UK 
market. This changed in January 2020 when it completed the acquisition of the 
Fitness World Group, a leading operator of health clubs in Denmark, Switzerland 
and Poland, which was !nanced by a #445 million senior secured bridge loan. 
This surprising and bold strategic move catapulted PureGym to become the 
second-largest gym operator across Europe, with a combined membership of  
1.7 million across 500 gyms.
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The company’s stated mission is to ‘to help people everywhere to lead a healthy 
and happy life every day’ and increasingly it seems that this means looking beyond 
the UK through further targeted acquisitions and through a recent announce-
ment that it was seeking franchising partners for China, India and Japan.

16. Conclusion
The SARS-CoV-2 pandemic closed gyms in England for 125 days and for longer 
in Scotland and Wales. As the industry prepares to reopen it must navigate its 
way through fragile consumer con!dence that will ultimately only increase on the 
discovery of an effective vaccine. During the industry’s closure, its members were 
prompted to exercise using an array of digital platforms and outdoor settings, 
some of which were facilitated by gyms, but also many that were substitutes to 
the gym. The industry must now win back the business of these customers by 
providing a compelling package of experiences that rely less on buildings and 
equipment, which are props and tools, and more on long-term and sustainable 
behaviour change.


