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Abstract

Training at the gym has become, without question, one of the most popular
leisure pursuits in contemporary Western societies. In addition to conven-
tional forms of fitness training with free weights, on machines or in exer-
cise-to-music classes, more and more gym members decide to work out with a
certified personal trainer on a one-to-one basis, often over long periods of
time. The purpose of this ongoing study is to explore the relationship between
personal fitness trainers and trainees with a focus on their subjective expe-
riences. Eight semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted so far and
analysed through a thematic analysis. Two central themes have emerged from
the data: First, the trainer-trainee relationship is for both sides more than a
transactional event but an emotionally significant encounter. Second, trainees
describe an occasional reversal of roles where they show interest in and con-
cern about the trainer. Future research should account for possible gender
differences, changes of relational dynamics over time and possible negative
experiences of both trainers and trainees.
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1. Introduction

Training at the gym has become without question one of the most popular leisure
pursuits in contemporary Western societies [1]-[7]. Fitness gyms vary in loca-

tion, membership fees and serve different social and economic milieus. Whilst
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strength training on machines and exercise-to-music group work-outs remain at
the heart of most gyms, more and more members decide to work with a personal
trainer, often several times a week and in addition to their usual training [8] [9].
Personal fitness trainers are certified professionals who work with clients on a
one-to-one basis. They design individualised exercise programs for their clients,
monitor and measure their progress, provide feedback, and they educate their
clients in physical fitness, health and nutrition. Their most important role, how-
ever, is to motivate their trainees in achieving certain fitness goals. The purpose
of this study is to explore the relationship between clients and personal trainers
in more depth. The focus is on the lived experiences of participants as they inte-
ract and relate to each other. By shedding light onto one of the most popular
leisure activities in Western societies, this study seeks to make a contribution to
the sociology of everyday life.

In the social science literature, personal training is being discussed from dif-
ferent angles. The increase of gyms and certified training professionals over the
past decades has led to growing competition on the market and as a consequence
to a decrease of personal training fees. Hence it became affordable to many and
could be purchased especially by those who aspired to the way of life associated
with glamour and affluence [10]. Hence, it is argued that going to the gym and
hiring a personal trainer are not only indicators of economic capital but also of
“cultural capital” [11], that is, certain behaviours and skills that allude to one’s
cultural competences [12] [13] [14].

Another strand in the literature argues from a Foucauldian view that gym
training in general, and personal training in particular can be regarded as exam-
ples of so-called “self-entrepreneurial practices” [15] [16]. The prompt on the
enterprising self is to make a good impression by looking healthy and energetic
and by showing willingness to succeed in life. The ethos of the enterprising self is
ultimate commitment, motivation and a can-do attitude towards all areas of life.
Most importantly, it carries the impetus to work upon the self [17] [18]. It is ar-
gued that in neoliberal societies “becoming” and “inventing one’s self” are un-
derstood as desirable practices, and that the gym invites individuals to work to-
wards better versions of themselves. This is, as some authors state [19] [20] also
in line with neoliberal, post-welfare conceptualizations of health that seek to in-
crease the number of active, self-reliant and self-responsible citizens.

Andreasson and Johansson (2014) provide a different perspective on personal
training suggesting that personalised one-to-one exercise provides an alternative
to what has been described as the McDonaldization of gym training [1]. McDo-
naldization, a term coined by Ritzer (2008), describes how contemporary social
practices are permeated by principles of efficiency, calculability, predictability,
standardization, and control [21]. In terms of the gym one may argue that conven-
tional training on machines indeed consists of routines, repetitions and calculation
of sets, circuits, weights and so on, which might yield boredom and lack of mo-
tivation. Personal trainers instruct, monitor and motivate their clients during a

one-to-one encounter from which others are excluded which provides a funda-
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mentally different setting.

From the trainers’ perspective, it has been noted that personal trainers must,
like all interactive service workers, produce “emotional labour™: they are ex-
pected to present themselves as warm, cheerful and attentive with the aim of
selling their products [22]. As interactive service work entails the co-presence and
co-participation of clients, employees must not only regulate their own feelings
but also the feelings of their clients to an extent where formal certifications and
technical know-how may even become secondary to social and emotional skills
[23] [24]. Trainers have to establish good relationships with their trainees as they
depend on long-term, loyal clients to guarantee their livelihood. This, in turn may
impair their own well-being, leading to emotional exhaustion and even depression.

None of the literature cited above takes issue with the lived experiences of
clients and personal trainers as they relate to each other. Indeed, there are only
four empirical studies to my knowledge that look at personal training in more
depth [25] [26] [27] [28]. Only George’s (2008) study looks at participants’ sub-
jective experiences with an emphasis of how trainers negotiate the challenges of
their jobs [28]. The focus of the present study is different: its aim is to explore
the relational dynamics between clients and personal trainers by investigating

the meanings they attach to their mutual relationship.

2. Methodology

The findings presented in this paper are preliminary as the study is still in
process; they are based on 8 interviews in total; 6 interviews were conducted
with fitness participants of which 5 were females and 1 male (abbreviated below
as F1-F5 for the females and M1 for the male), and 2 interviews were conducted
with personal trainers, both females (abbreviated below as T1 and T2). In the
course of this study more interviews will be conducted and analysed. Interviews
lasted between 30 minutes and one hour (see appendix for interview schedule).
The age range of interviewees was between 25 and 64 years. All participants were
located in London, United Kingdom. They were recruited through a combination
of personal contacts and referrals. Semi-structured interviews with open-ended
questions were employed (e.g. Do you and your trainer/client have particular
training routines? How would you describe the relationship with your train-
er/clients?). The interviews were analysed through a thematic analysis [29]. Two
central themes have emerged from the data: First, the trainer-trainee relation-
ship is for both sides more than a transactional event but an emotionally signifi-
cant encounter. Second, there is occasional reversal of roles where the trainees

show interest in and concern about the trainer.

3. Preliminary Findings

3.1. “It's a Very Intimate Relationship”: The Emotional
Significance of the Trainer-Trainee Relationship

The interviews indicate that for trainees a personal trainer is more than a neutral,
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exchangeable service provider. With the exception of one participant in this
study, all participants have stated that the longer they worked out with a per-
sonal trainer, the emotionally significant their relationship became and the more
reluctant they were to exercise with someone else. One interviewee who has been
training with the same personal trainer for 2.5 years said that it has always been
“about her rather than having just a personal trainer”. Another interviewee told
that her personal trainer was planning to go abroad for a year and rather than
looking for another trainer she wanted to “wait for her to come back”. In a simi-
lar vein, other interviewees stated:

F3: “T just like her. We chat a lot you know. I spend two hours a week with her
and I like every minute of it. I said once to somebody, other than my partner
who I live with, it is the second significant relationship in my life. And it’s a joke
but actually in terms of contact, yes, I spend more time with her than anybody
else apart from my partner.”

M1: “When you spend all this time together, sure, you get to know each other.
I wouldn’t say we are friends in a conventional sense, we don’t go to the pub to-
gether, but there is definitely a sort of connection I don’t have with many.”

F2: “My last personal trainer was a young, handsome man in my sons’ age and
he was extremely supportive and attentive. I really enjoyed the time spend with
him. I thought this is so much nicer than when my sons are with me (laughing).”

These accounts indicate that trainees do not regard themselves just as “clients”
and their trainers as “fitness experts” but as two people in a genuinly personal
encounter. From the accounts above one can infer that the more time both
spend with each other the less “transactional” and the more interpersonal their
interactions become, exceeding the limits of giving and receiving fitness
instructions only. There might also be another and less obvious aspect accounting
for the attachment to the trainer: Fitness participants typically hire a personal
trainer because they want to transform their bodies in ways that the trainer with
his or her own physicality has already achieved; in other words, he or she
personifies the trainee’s ideal self. It is very likely that a process of identification
takes place, where the trainer’s body shape, eating habits, motivational and
can-do attitude ultimately become part of the trainee’s own aspirations and
commitments, which in turn, reinforces the attachement to this one trainer. If
and to what extent this identification actually takes place needs to be clarified in
the due course of the study.

Interviews with personal trainers indicate that they too relate in an interper-
sonal way to their clients. None of the trainers mentioned profitability as a mo-
tive which indicates that they do not form good relationships primarily for eco-
nomic reasons. As the trainers put it:

T1: It’s a very intimate relationship. I do socialize with my clients as well. We
go out in the evenings. There is one client and I went to dinner with him and his
wife many times. One client is an art lover. We debate about different works of

art. I’s more than sports together, you know. It’s deeply personal. Maybe I am
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an atypical trainer. My second client today brought me a book that I should
read, he said. It’s a book about love and relationships. Actually you made me
remember how much I like my work, how much I like working with clients.

T2: They are all friends, with only a few exceptions and that’s not just me
that’s what all trainer friends do. It is a very private, intimate setting.

That the trainers of this study did not regard the emotional labour they ac-
complish as damaging or restricting but as rewarding is in line with George’s
(2008) findings [28]. However, it is important to bear in mind that according to
the author’s results there is a distinction between female and male trainers, sug-
gesting that the latter are less emotionally involved in their interactions with
clients and therefore less prone to emotional exhaustion. Given the limited
number of trainers included in this study no comparisons could be made so that

further research must shed light on potential gender differences.

3.2.“1 Keep an Eye on Her”: Concern for the Other and
Reversal of Roles

Whilst personal trainers are expected to be sensitive to their clients’ needs and
concerns, the interviews in this study indicate that there is occasionally a reversal
of roles where the clients start to take interest in the physical and emotional
well-being of their trainers. Based on my interviews, I could identify two main
areas of on-going curiosity and interest in the life of the trainer: the first has to
do with the precarious job situation trainers may face on the market and the
second with their physical and emotional well-being. Three participants have
explicitly drew attention to the insecure employment situation of their trainers:

F5: I wonder what she is going to do once she has a baby. She says she wants
to go back to work straight away but I don’t think it’s going to be that easy, just
physically you know. I kind of understand why she wants to go back, she doesn’t
have a permanent contract and I don’t think they’ll give her maternity leave.

F6: We always run over time. Always. And she said to me she never books in
someone else immediately after me because we always run over time. And I feel
really really bad. (Interviewer: “Why do you feel bad?”) It’s her livelihood! And I
do think it is very very easy to just suck somebody’s time because it’s not an
equal relationship. I'm paying her to make me feel better. I know that and she is
completely brilliant at her job. And she has the right for that to stop after an
hour.

F5: My trainer is a freelancer and it must be hard to work as a personal train-
er, especially as a woman where you have to prove your credibility, your physical
strength and abilities. I feel empathy for her in a way.

This sort of sensibility towards their trainers’ employment conditions indicates
that clients are not “blind” to what McDowell (2011) calls the “less successful
and less glamorous side of service work”, that is, the fact that service workers are
usually not particularly well-paid, or provided with a secure and stable income

[30]. Another area of concern participants brought up was related to their trainers’
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health. As two interviewees stated:

F2: My trainer smokes, she never told me but I know she does. And for her
sake, I really mind. I've bitten my tongue about it loads of time, and also what
would I say to her but I really wished she didn’t because fitness is what she does
for living and it’s like, you need your lungs. But I bite my tongue about it.

F4: My personal trainer’s body has changed a lot since we’ve been training.
She has got a body that everyone would aspire to... When we started training
together she was very thin and very strong but not particularly skinny. And re-
cently she has been training very very hard, to the point where I start worrying
about her at some point. We obviously talk about food because that’s part of the
training and she always asks me what I had for breakfast, she always makes sure
that I eat something for breakfast. Once I asked her what she was having for
breakfast. I would never say, I think you are too thin but I try to keep an eye on
her.

What seems to take place here is a temporary reversal of roles where the client
worries about her trainer’s health and well-being instead the other way around.
Given the significance that trainees give to their relationship, this is perhaps not
surprising. What is surprising though is the fact that clients do not directly
communicate their concern to their trainers, possibly because they believe by
doing so they would cross a professional boundary or question their trainers’
authority. This indicates that the relationship is marked by what Van Luevan
calls (2002) the negotiation of relational boundaries [27]. Under which circums-

tances these negotiations and role shifts take place remains to be explored.

4. Conclusion, Limitations and Future Research Directions

In sum, the two central themes have emerged from the data shedding light on
the relationship between trainers and trainees, namely the emotional signific-
ance of the trainer-trainee relationship and the temporary reversal of roles,
which indicate that personal fitness training is personal in more than one sense.
Mutual interest in and concern for the other, also from a gender perspective, are
aspects of this relationship worthy of more exploration. The limited number of
research participants in this study did not allow for gender or age related com-
parisons; therefore the sample size needs to be increased. Another limitation of
the present study stems from the fact that interviews were conducted only once.
The question whether there are changes and fluctuations within this relationship
over time, for example, remains to be addressed. Finally, the preliminary data
analysis outlined in this paper draws attention to what has not been mentioned
by participants, but nonetheless is noteworthy exploring in future, namely nega-

tive and unpleasant experiences of the trainer-trainee relationship.
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Appendix: Interview Schedule

1) Introduction

Where do you work at the moment?

Who are your clients? How do you recruit them?

How did you decide to become a fitness trainer?

When clients book personal training sessions with you, what happens next?
What is the procedure?

Where and how often do you train with a personal trainer at the moment?

How did you decide to hire a personal trainer in the first place?

Can you describe your trainer to me?

Can you describe a typical personal training session to me?

2) Main Body

How many clients do you currently have and can you tell me a bit about each
(Probes: What are their initial motivations, what is particular about this
person? Do you know what they do for work, what hobbies they have, their
private life etc.)

Do you have favourite clients as well? What makes them special?

When you work out with a client, how do you know that you have done a
good job?

How would you describe your relationship to your clients?

What are typical conversation topics during training?

Can you produce a concrete memory of a client that you found difficult to
work with?

Do you think about your clients when you are not at the gym, your working
site?

Do you usually enjoy your training? (Probes: Which aspects do you like
mosft What don’'t you like?)

What are typical conversation topics during training?

Do you know anything personal about your trainer?

Do you think about your trainer and your training when you are not at the
gym?

3) Outro

What do you like most about being a personal trainer?

Are there any aspects that you do not like about your job or find hard to ac-
complish?

Do you think you will stop having personal training at some point? Why/why

not?
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