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Chapter 1 

Whatever you do, don’t say the “s” word! 

I’ve been in professional sales and marketing for over 25 years.  

When I consult with YMCAs and other health-clubs, invariably 

the topic of membership sales comes into discussion.  The 

response I get is that we don’t like to use the word “sell,” as if 

is a four-letter word or something.  Well, come to think of it, it 

is a four letter word, but you know what I mean.  The bottom 

line is that the concept of sales has a negative connotation, and 

I can understand why you feel that way.  Selling has evolved 

from the “snake oil” salesman in the 1890s to solutions selling 

in the 21st century, and I’m sure you have personally 

experienced everything in-between.   
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Whatever you want to call it, or how you feel about it, you 

should look at selling memberships as the lifeblood of your 

organization for two simple reasons:   

1. We have mentioned in other articles and blogs that 50-80% 

of your members quit their memberships within just 12 

months of joining.  Now, think about this for a moment:  

What if you stopped selling memberships?  Where would 

your organization be in 6-12 months?  Chances are you 

would be doing something else because your organization 

would cease to exist. 

 

2. If someone walks in the door and sincerely wants to make 

changes in their life, who do you think is going to do a 

better job in helping them—you, or your competition?  

Since they are going to choose one or the other, why not 

make sure you give them every reason to choose you? 

Congratulations.  That is all that selling is…giving your customers 

“reasons” as to why your organization can best serve their 

needs.   

This reference guide is not another “how-to” sales manual.  

There are plenty of those out there.  Instead, we are going to 

focus on “what” you are selling, and “how” to put a consistent 

sales process in place to ensure the right things happen 

“consistently” when a new prospect walks through your doors.   
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Selling intangibles is not easy 

The challenge with membership sales is that you are selling an 

intangible. It’s not like you are selling a sexy new iPhone, which 

requires virtually no selling by the way.  My point is that by 

selling  

an intangible, or something that people can’t really put their 

hands on, you have to understand what exactly it is that you 

offer.  You may say, “Well that’s easy.  I’m selling the value of 

all the cardio equipment, racquetball courts, and swimming 

pools that we offer.”  Well, so do many of the other health-

clubs in your community.  Now what? 

The question is… WHAT are you really selling?  The answer is 

simply this:  You are selling an experience that your prospective 

member hopes they can have inside your YMCA or health-club 

facility.  If you have read our materials on why people finally 

make a decision to change, you know that there are stages that 

people go through before they finally muster up the courage to 

walk through your front door.  They have a preconceived notion 

of what they are going to experience should they join your 

facility.  The more you can uncover what that vision is and the 

more you can help them see how your facility lines up with their 

vision, the more new members you are going to have join your 

facility.   

Now let’s explore how we can do this consistently in the 

following pages. 
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What’s the difference between marketing 
and sales? 

Let’s think about this question for a quick moment.  If we broke 

it down to the basics, marketing is a one-to-many 

communications strategy that 

includes everything that your 

organization does to persuade 

new leads or prospects to walk 

through the front door of your 

fitness facility.  It includes 

branding, public relations, social 

media, messaging, etc.  On the 

other hand, sales is anything that 

engages you with the prospect at 

a personal level, to ultimately 

guide the prospect to a logical 

conclusion that your organization is the best fit for their stated 

needs.   

 

Note:  Even though I use the word “logical conclusion,” in 

reality most, if not all, buying behavior is an emotional decision.  

With that said, the buyer typically thinks they are making a 

logical decision, but in reality it’s all about what “feels” right.  
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There are just two takeaways I want you to get from this:   

1. Most organizations have a huge disconnect between their 

marketing and sales teams.  They just don’t communicate 

effectively; hence the message to the public is disjointed 

and ineffective in driving interests. 

 

2. Because the health-club market is highly saturated and 

competitive, your prospects have a lot of options.  

Therefore, it’s imperative that you clearly understand your 

Unique Selling proposition (USP), because that is the bridge 

from the marketing world that will help you sell more 

effectively.   
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Chapter 2 

What’s your USP? 

Your USP, or “unique sales/service proposition,” is that x-factor 

that is different about your facility versus your competitors. It is 

that “something” that gives your prospects the feeling that they 

will not be able to experience anywhere else. And by the way, 

when I mention the word feeling, there is a reason, because as I 

mentioned earlier, buying behavior is an emotional, right-

brained aspect of how we make purchasing decisions, not from 

the left, or logical side of the brain. 

So, back to your USP – do you know what it is?  Typically, you 

should have at least 2-3 USPs that differentiate your 

organization from your competition, and you should know these 

cold. 
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There are many types of USPs, some could include: 

 Some facet of amenities that your competition cannot offer  

 

 A process for onboarding your new members 

 

 Services or programs that your competition can’t easily 

replicate 

 

 The quality of employees on your team and their service 

attitude versus your competition 

 

Once you know your USPs and can discover your prospect’s 

vision of how they want to experience a gym membership, it’s 

up to you to help them see that vision and then tie in that vision 

with your USPs so that they can see that your organization is the 

only one that can really help them achieve the experience they 

are looking for.  That’s basically it in a nutshell.  O.k. Sales class 

is over.  There will be a quiz in the morning, so make sure you 

read the above paragraph twice.   
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Why the health-club market struggles in 
membership sales 

If that’s all there is to it, why is the health-club market 

struggling with flat membership sales.  Well, there are three 

reasons:   

1. Most health-clubs, especially YMCAs, do not put the right 

processes in place to ensure that prospects are going 

through the proper sales process. 

 

2. The market is saturated, and fewer people are now walking 

through the front door than in the past. 

 

3. Health-clubs and Ys are telling and not selling.  For 

example, a traditional approach is to provide a tour of your 

facility, which is basically showing and telling.  It’s what 

most facilities do because it’s easy, requires virtually no 

training or skill, and is comfortable. 

 

The question is, is it effective?  Now, I understand many health-

clubs and YMCAs have evolved from merely just giving tours to 

more of a “solutions-based selling” approach.  But even with 

“Listen First” training, a methodology taught throughout the 

YMCA culture, there is still a missing element on how to guide a 

prospect through a process to ultimately help them see that 

your  
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organization is the right solution for them.  So, what is the 

secret sauce?  What should you be doing differently?  I’ll show 

you, and we’ll start by looking at what the top performers are 

doing out there. 

 

The CrossFit® phenomenon 

Whether you love them or hate them, CrossFit® has done a lot of 

things right.  In fact, they have totally disrupted the market by 

developing a unique selling proposition that traditional health-

clubs and YMCAs can’t easily replicate.  They found a niche 

market, which consists of highly 

motivated people, many of whom 

were once athletes but are now out 

of shape, or elite athletes that want 

to take it to the next level. In fact, 

this market is willing and able to 

pay at least five times the average 

monthly dues that the traditional health-club charges.  And 

guess what, the cost of equipment for the CrossFit® gyms is a 

fraction of what the traditional health-club pays for.  Think 

about it, no expensive treadmills or ellipticals, or heavy 

selectorized machines, and yet they can charge an average of 

five times the monthly membership dues of a traditional health-

club. Talk about profitability! It’s actually quite amazing if you 

think about it. 
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There are two simple reasons that CrossFit® is tremendously 

successful and profitable:   

1. They found what’s called the right 

“product/market” fit.  You see, when you 

develop a product that fits exactly what 

the market wants and the market can 

easily translate the benefits of your 

product with very little explanation, get 

ready to make a lot of money. 

 

Your sales cycle will be very short and it requires very little 

effort to move your product or service.  CrossFit®, Curves®, 

P-90X®, Insanity®, Zumba®, and yes, the infamous iPhone®, 

are all examples of companies that perfected the right 

product/market fit. 

 

2. They sell an experience that the public perceives can’t be 

had anywhere else.  Up until last year, Curves® was the 

fastest growing health-club in the country.  Why?  Again, 

just like CrossFit®, Curves® found a niche market, females; 

which happens to be a large and influential market.  They 

also created a unique and simple experience for women, 

and that was a unique circuit program that is easy to grasp 

and follow.  In addition, members could socialize with like-

minded people and could access the facility anytime they 

wanted and not have to feel intimated or uncomfortable. 
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Can you see the pattern here?  Again, it’s creating the right 

product/market fit.  It’s about creating a movie, a story, that 

your prospects can quickly grasp and see themselves starring in, 

and the positive feelings that will come as a result of joining 

your facility.  

 

 

Warning!   

Be careful of marketing and selling an ideology that may not hit 

the mark with your target market.  In other words, be mindful 

of what resonates with the public.   

The YMCAs are starting to make changes to do just that.  A 

primary example is changing their logo back in 2010, something 

that hadn’t been touched in 43 years!  The Ys were stuck in a 

150-year tradition, while the markets continually evolved 

around them. And while newer trends such as Curves® and 

CrossFit®, and Anytime Fitness® were growing like gangbusters, 

Ys were closing their doors because they did not adapt.   

The good news is that they are adapting but I still see a common 

thread from the past.  For example, YMCAs® refrain from using 

words like “fitness,” or “club” or “personal training,” thinking 

that they separate themselves by creating a whole new 

vocabulary of  
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words such as “wellness,” or “social responsibility,” etc.  Now, 

I’m not suggesting that you lose your identity and your values – 

not at all.  But the challenge comes when you try to weave this 

language into the sales presentation without sensing how the 

customer receives it. The takeaway here:  It’s all about 

messaging!   

For example, if “personal training” happens to be a term that 

people can instantly get and see value in, then use that term, 

versus a “wellness coach” or a “connector” or “engagement 

specialist,” which is not a common term that people clearly 

understand.   

In today’s world, a legitimate business wouldn’t dream of 

putting up a website without SEO (Search engine optimization).  

Why?  Because SEO tells you exactly what key words people are 

using to solve their problems.  If you try to educate the market 

on a new vocabulary based on what you want to call things, you 

probably will not get a lot of hits on your website.  Make sense? 
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Chapter 3 

Sell an 
experience…not a gym 

As we discussed earlier, it’s all about creating the member 

experience.  So, the simple question you need to ask yourself is, 

“How can we create the ultimate member experience?”  You 

should also think about which departments that “experience” 

emanates from and when that “experience” should begin.  Here 

is a quick checklist you should consider when building such a 

strategy. 

1. Define what the experience should look like.  How do you 

determine that?  Simple.  Talk to existing members and ask 

them why they joined your facility and why they keep 

coming back.  But more importantly, you need to talk to 

your target market and identify what they expect their  
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experience needs to be in order for them to commit to 

joining your facility. 

 

2. Once you have identified key experience points, determine 

what resources and assets you currently have in place that 

can be leveraged to provide a positive member 

experience.  There will always be a lack of resources, but 

the key is to figure out how to reallocate what you have.   

 

3. Eliminate as many “disgusters” as humanly possible.  You 

can have a phenomenal facility, but if you have some 

disgusters that really frustrate people, removing them will 

make a far greater impact than adding ten new positive 

things. 

 

Disrupt and do things differently 

Ever walked into the Apple store?  If you have, did you notice 

anything different?  If you have not, let me briefly explain.  Not 

only did Steve Jobs disrupt the computer industry, the phone 

industry, and the tablet industry, but he completely turned the 

retail industry on its head.   

In an Apple store, there are no cashiers and no lines to wait in 

to purchase your merchandise…every person walking around can  
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swipe your credit card on their iPhone and you are free to go.  

The way Apple set up their stores is like a giant playground for 

anyone to come in and “experience” their products.  They also 

reduced their products from 30-50 configurations down to just 

five!  So understanding their offerings and how to purchase 

those offerings is simple.   

Question, how many membership options and price points do 

you offer?  Okay.  Moving on.  My point is that Apple created an 

experience from the moment a potential new customer walks in 

the front door to purchasing that product, to experiencing that 

product when they get home.  Hmmmm….ever thought about 

how you could emulate what works?   

Here is something to think about based on the example above 

and may tie in some of these concepts.  A common disguster 

many people face is the painful process of joining a health-club.  

Despite your good intentions, many prospects are forced to sit in 

a room, fill out a bunch of forms, take a tour, all the while 

preparing themselves for the “close.”  They know it’s 

coming…kind of like going to the pediatrician as a kid, knowing 

the shot is coming.  Let’s just get this over with, okay?   

What if you turned all that on its head and eliminated all the 

paperwork?  What if the experience that people had when first 

walking in the door was completely different than what your  

 

competitors are doing?  Impossible you say!  Well, maybe.  
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Maybe not. The bottom line is that you just need to think 

differently and be willing to disrupt the status-quo in the name 

of amplifying your member’s experience. 

 

 

People identify with programs, not gyms 

If you go back and ponder some examples of highly successful 

companies and their respective products/services, you will see 

one common theme:  They have a program that they sell.  The 

reason is simple:  people identify with programs.  It’s how we 

are wired.  Curves® has a proprietary circuit program using basic 

machines; CrossFit® is basically one giant program using less 

than Curves® with some basic barbells and ropes.  Then you have 

the extreme home exercise programs like P-90X, and Insanity 

and T-25 which have eliminated all equipment. 

So the question is, what’s the program or amenity that is unique 

to your facility or organization?  What’s the USP of that program 

versus what anybody else could offer?   

 

 
How to build the ultimate membership 
program 

By now, hopefully you can see that in order to amplify your 

member’s experience and set your facility apart from your 

competition, you need a solid program as a key ingredient to 
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selling and growing your memberships.  There are several key 

things you must do in designing a solid program: 

1. It has to be based on psychological and physiological 

principles.  If you focus on just the physiological aspects of 

a program, or just the physical components of the exercise 

program, the program will fail.  Why? Because you have to 

include psychological components that will help your 

members stick with the program over the long-haul.  For a 

detailed description of how to do this, click here to 

download our e-book on behavior modification. 

2. You need to have a killer name of the program.  P90X is 

sexy and grabs attention.  Trust me.  They didn’t come up 

with this overnight.  They tested the name to see what 

resonates with people.  Does this sound familiar?  

Remember our SEO discussion earlier and developing 

terminology that people can identify with?   

3. You need to have professional collateral that markets and  

highlights the benefits of your program once a member 

joins.   
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For a sample resource on how to do this, click here. 

4. Change the name of your program annually.  Why?  

Remember that a high percentage of your population 

doesn’t even make it past six months.  The good news is  

that they will oftentimes come back.  Now, when you offer 

them the program they tried six months back, they will 

decline the offer.  Why?  Because people are convinced 

that it’s the program that failed them, not themselves.  So 

by just tweaking the program and renaming it, you will 

open up the entire market.    
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Power Tip:  Many facilities get so caught up in the program 

name and content that they never get anything off the ground.  

The key is to go to your customer base and find out what 

resonates with them.  Float multiple program names and 

content of what the program entails before you even begin to 

implement anything.  This will save you months and months of 

failed trial and error, and a lot of frustration.   

 

Put a process in place and track your metrics 

Sales is a process.  A great tool is to process map your sales 

process and member experience buyer’s journey.  All of your 

personnel should know your USPs, as well as how to identify 

your prospects’ needs and how they want to experience your 

facility.  By doing everything in the above paragraphs, sales will 

happen.  To learn how to develop a process map, click here. 

With that said, be sure to measure your sales process efficacy – 

down to the staff and branch level.  Key things to measure are: 

 Number of walk-ins 

 Number of tours/walk-in ratio 

 Number of instant memberships (people who walk in and 

ask to join immediately without any selling) 

 Tour-to-membership conversion rate 

 

These are great leading indicators versus lagging indicators.  To 
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learn more about measuring for success, click here to download 

our free white paper, decoding CTQs and KPIs. 

 

 

About MobileFit  

We are a company dedicated to helping your fitness center or 

YMCA amplify your members’ experience to ultimately reduce 

membership churn. We do this by applying proven processes 

supported by technologies that drive consistent onboarding of 

new members, and then providing daily wow factors for your 

membership base. 

To learn more, call 888-817-7404, or visit us at 

www.mobilefit.com. 
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