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Well, hey there! I’m Mike Connelly and I’m the Fitness Director at Fitness Formula Clubs at Oak Park, Illinois. 
I’m also one of the owners of Strength Faction, alongside Todd Bumgardner and Chris Merritt. I started my 
fitness career working as a commercial trainer before opening Rebell Strength and Conditioning, which I ran 
for 6 years in the Lakeview Neighborhood of Chicago. Now, my focus is on helping my staff of trainers at FFC 
Oak Park create the best careers and lives that they can for themselves. In this short e-book, I’m going to 
share five of the lessons with you that I share with them every day. My hope is that you take these lessons, 
apply them in your day-to-day work and reap the benefits of a long career in personal training and the fitness 
industry.  
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Personal training sees a lot of turnover.  The average personal trainer will last a year if they are lucky, and the 
ones who hold on longer are sometimes doing so at the expense of their mental and financial health.  	
	
I attribute this, first, to a gross underestimation of what it takes to thrive in this business.  People often view 
personal training as an opportunity to wear your pajamas all day while working out and pounding protein 
shakes.  Sure, there’s an argument that there is some truth to that. One thing that is non-negotiable is the fact 
that if you want to be successful you have to constantly educate yourself, develop systems that guide your 
work, and understand the big picture so that you can be well rounded in your approach.  Sluffing this 
profession off as an easy gig that anyone could do, will buy you a one-way ticket to a career change quick, 
fast, and in a hurry. 	
	
Another factor that impacts high turnover rates is the lack of guidance inexperienced coaches are actually 
receiving in their day to day work.  What I gather from working with coaches in the commercial environment is 
that they, for the most part, are thrown off the pier and expected to learn how to swim on their own.  That 
sucks. That sucks a whole lot. 	
	
Let’s face it, most educational experiences leave a ton to be desired as far as delivering actionable 
content.  The mainstream certs give us a good deal of information, but how much of it is used on a daily basis? 	
	
Other experiences give us implements and techniques that only offer us part of the solution and leave a gap in 
the aggregation of what we are learning.  And, folks, if we can’t put what we learn into an actionable and 
effective plan that translates into us helping our clients get from point A to point B, what’s the point?!  	
	
“I don’t know much about this area of what I do, and that’s ok because I’m still growing and admitting this 
instead of pretending I know everything is waaaaaay better than spewing bullshit” is not a popular attitude 
amongst us.  That’s too bad. We put too much pressure on ourselves and the adverse result of that is a client 
who does not get the product that they are paying for, and a coach that continually denies themselves the 
opportunity to grow because their ego will not allow them to admit that they need to.  That’s a big fail. 	
	
For a long time, I carried a lot of resentment for my experience I had at the beginning of my career in a 
commercial gym.  I made the mistake of buying into the idea that it could never change. Well, after owning my 
own business for six years, here I am back in the commercial setting.  	
	
I’m on a mission to provide my trainers, and anyone else who will listen, with a completely different experience 
than I had.  The information I want to share is not the be all, end all of training in this environment, but rather 
an approach that worked well for me and those I have mentored in the past, and it should serve as a 
suggestion or at least a conversation starter, that will help you find what works for you.  In fact, if one or two of 
you were to reach out to me (I would really enjoy it if you would) after going through this e-book and had a 
discussion with me about it, I’m sure I would learn just as much as you would. It is my experience that the best 
learning experiences involve dialogues and not lectures.  Lectures suck. Let’s talk this through and get better 
together. 	
	
I want to start the conversation by offering you 5 actionable steps to improving your commercial gym 
experience.  No point is too menial! Read through each section, and I promise you that you will pick up at least 
one thing that will impact your business immediately.  Nothing here will be profound or groundbreaking. As a 
matter of fact, it’s all pretty rudimentary. But that’s what this industry needs the most right now; a reminder of 
the basics and how effective they are.  Let’s get to it! 	
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Step 1: Building Your Book of Business:	
	
Let’s start at the top.  You can be the most talented trainer in all the land, but if you don’t have an audience to 
soak in your knowledge then what’s the point?  Seems like a waste to me. 	
	
Let’s avoid that and find you some clients, shall we?  	
	
Most people refer to this part of the business as “prospecting,” and very few people talk about this activity with 
even a hint of excitement or passion.  It’s uncomfortable for most and just downright dreaded by even more. It 
sucks! That’s why I tell my coaches not to do it. 	
	
Why do we put ourselves in uncomfortable positions and expect high performance?  We don’t do that with our 
clients, so why would we be any different? 	
	
Well, if I don’t have my coaches prospect, how do I expect them to build their businesses up?  	
Simple… I change the way they look at connecting with people and help them find a way that works for them.  I 
could sit there and tell them all the tips and tricks I used to build my business up, but if it doesn’t fit their 
personality I’m just wasting our time.  In the past 4 months alone, I have had a number of my coaches tell me 
of the success they have had retaining new business off the floor by letting go of the “sales approach” and 
settling in with the idea of creating relationships with everyone in the gym.  	
	
The gym is an uncomfortable environment for most.  The more comfortable we can make people, the more 
likely they are to see us as a viable and enticing resource.  Trying to hard-sell someone during your first 
conversation won’t get us to that point. The “churn and burn” approach is antiquated to say the least.  As we 
grow, we are finding better ways to connect with people and create long-lasting relationships that deliver better 
results and deeper impacts. 	
	
So, a less stressful environment that delivers better results for our clients and creates longer lasting business 
relationships for us.  Sounds pretty awesome, huh?! Let’s get into some strategies that will help us get there. 	
	
Making ourselves more available to the members of our gyms is probably the easiest and least used strategy 
to building our business up.  It seems absurd that this is the case, but alas, it is true as true can be. My theory 
is that this is caused by an Us vs. Them mentality carried on both sides of the story here.  We, as coaches, 
have our frustrations with the general population. They have no idea what they are doing in the gym, they hog 
all the equipment and get in our way when we are trying to unleash our genius on our clients, they always 
complain about the most menial things, and they never talk to us like the human beings we are.  	
	
Likewise, the general population has their complaints about us.  We have no idea what we are doing, we hog 
all the equipment and get in their way when they are trying to do their legit training, we complain about jobs 
despite the fact that it’s the easiest job in the world, and we never talk to them like the human beings they are.  	
	
See what’s going on here?  	
	
There’s a wall up between the people that need help and those that can give that help, and it’s a damn 
shame.  Fret not my brothers and sisters! We have complete control over this and can make easy fixes to get 
back to a certain state of homeostasis.  	
	
The first steps are easiest.  Smile. Say “hi”. Throw a compliment out here and there.  Be a good human being 
and treat everyone around you like a good human being, and watch that wall crumble to dust while your 
business shoots through the ceiling.  That’s all people want; they want to belong somewhere and feel 
welcome. In the gym setting, you are just the person to provide that. We don’t need to make a sale on first 
contact.  That is an extremely tough thing to do. Let’s build a relationship that lets people know that when they 
are in the need, we are there to help with genuine intentions. Consistent effort here will fill your sales funnel 
with solid leads and create long-lasting business relationships.	
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Want to get even more attention?  Workout without your headphones on!  Leave the Do Not Disturb sign in 
your desk and open yourself up during your workouts.  Despite our perception, people are intrigued with what 
they see us doing and often have questions that they would love to ask, but rarely will they take the initiative to 
start a conversation.  Having earbuds in all but eliminates that possibility. 	
	
If you see someone paying attention to what you’re doing, start a conversation with them.  Ask them if they’d 
like to join you. Ask them about their training and what they are working toward.  Do whatever you can to learn 
more about them and let them know that you are not the pretentious jerk that we are often perceived to be.  	
	
Making connections with people in the gym is all about communicating and initiative.  Don’t rely on anyone for 
either to start; be the initiator and take control of your business growth!  	
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Step 2: Working Toward A Sale:	
	
So, we’ve made our first contact and are building relationships.  Knowing names and gaining trust doesn’t pay 
the bills, but it certainly does set you up for a ton of success.  Let’s look at how we can make that next step and 
close some business.	
	
During my time as a commercial trainer, it was thought that making people really tired was a great way to show 
them how much they needed your services.  I think that’s bullshit. I can’t imagine that entering an 
uncomfortable situation will be made any better by someone trying to put you through the floor in an hour 
workout.  From a professional standpoint it is grossly negligent and completely lacks anything productive for 
either party involved. Don’t do it! 	
	
People hate feeling inadequate so why would we think that belittling people with workouts that are above their 
skill and conditioning level would make them pumped about working with us in the future.  What are they 
getting out of that hour? What are we getting out of that hour? 	
	
Seems like a waste of time for everyone involved!  	
	
Here’s where I’m at now.  Let’s use this first session as an opportunity for both ourselves and our prospective 
clients to learn as much as we possibly can.  	
	
We can interview and ask questions to find out what motivates our prospects.  We can assess their movement 
to formulate more effective and appropriate programs.  We can get a sense for how they react to different 
coaching strategies. There’s a lot we can do besides try to impress someone with how badly we can smoke 
them.  Literally, a monkey with a dart board and a list of exercises can do that. It’s not impressive whatsoever. 	
	
I’ve worked with pro athletes right down through high school athletes and over to the person that has never 
touched a weight in their life.  Most of them share one common trait; they don’t know how to perform even the 
simplest movement patterns correctly. Yep, not too many people know how to hip hinge or squat.  	
	
You want to make someone feel strong and good about themselves?  Clean up their squat. You want to give 
your prospect an experience to remember and have them excited to come back for another session?  Show 
them how to properly hinge and pick something off the floor. 	
	
Learning is a hell of a drug, and the more we give people the opportunity to do so, the more they will want to 
hang out with us.  Be able to answer the “why” of everything you do, and you will have yourself a solid program 
AND a sales strategy that will most likely never put you in a position where you have to ask for the 
sale.  People will want to know more and do whatever they have to to learn more. 	
	
We’re not dealing with idiots who don’t care about themselves.  We’re dealing with people who don’t know 
exactly how much we can actually help them and don’t even know enough to ask the right questions.  That 
doesn’t make them stupid or deserving of manipulation, it makes them prime prospects for our services. That’s 
why we do this, right? To help people get to their goals, right?  #Fitfam! #Blessed! All that shit, right? 	
	
If you can make someone feel that they have learned something and are now competent in a new skill in a 
relatively short period of time, your closing percentages will go through the roof!  Teach movement patterns. 
Even to the person that has been “training for years.” I promise that you will teach them at least one thing that 
will improve their lifts and help them get better results.  People love that feeling of competence and 
accomplishment. If you can deliver that, you will sell the hell out of some training! 	
	
So, let’s ditch the beatdowns and trade them in for an exploratory hour where we listen to what our prospects 
say, share with them what their assessments tell us, and let them know about all the different ways that sound 
training can help them.  You won’t even have to talk through that last point. Just teach them some basics about 
movement, and they will feel it all for themselves. 	
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This may sound like a lot to put together, but just like any other system, once you have it down it will move 
swiftly and efficiently.  Here’s where I would start:	
	

• Find an assessment system that works for you.  I like the FMS and have been using it for years.  They 
all have flaws, and they all work to an extent, so just find one that you like and learn it inside and out. 

• Develop a system for teaching all the movement patterns.  Don’t get caught up with implements.  That’s 
not important right now.  Quality of movement is what’s important, and if we can accomplish that then 
all the implements are open to you.  Develop a routine that allows you to adapt to the varying skill levels 
and restrictions that you will undoubtedly run into through working with the masses, and work it until 
you can do it in your sleep.  Fluidity exudes competence.  Get fluid!   

• Practice your interviewing skills.  I recommend a book called Motivational Interviewing in Nutrition and 
Fitness for this topic.  Asking the right questions in the right way will be the difference between an 
awkward conversation and a barrier breaking discovery session that is the catalyst for a long-lasting 
relationship.  Don’t undervalue this aspect of your first contact with a prospect.  It is by far the most 
important part in building a relationship and getting your clients what they need.   

	
It’s that easy, folks.  Find a simple system that works for you and possesses all the points above, and get 
ready for a waiting list to get on to your schedule.  It’s not going to happen overnight, but I guarantee you that if 
you build it, they will come. Go get it! 	
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Step 3: Session Frequency and Retention:  	
	
I asked my coaches how many sessions they average per week with their clients.  Two and three were the 
most common answers. I’m sure that your number was one of those two as well.  They were dead wrong, and I 
hate to say it, but you probably were too. 	
	
Our perception of our business, unless meticulously tracked and recorded, is most often grossly over and 
under estimated.  1.4 is the right answer for my coaches. They average just over one visit per week with their 
clients. How is anybody getting results with one solid workout a week?  They most likely are not, and that’s 
unfortunate. 	
	
I’ve observed this dilemma from two different perspectives in my career and have come up with the same 
solution both times. 	
	
Programming and our old friend communication.  	
	
Let me ask you a question.  If you were to see an advertisement for a play that had no definitive story line and 
was made up as the actors went along, would you buy tickets?  Maybe. Might be funny in an improv kind of 
way if you’re into that. 	
	
What about an advertisement for a play that had a great story line that lead to an ending that would deliver you 
a whole lot of happiness?  You’d probably opt for that ticket, yes? I know I would. 	
	
Why would I go for that last one?  Well, for one, if I’m going to spend money on something, I like to know that 
the people delivering the product have put the effort in to make sure that I have a great experience.  I want to 
know that they have it all planned out and that the storyline is tested. That will make me feel more confident in 
making my purchase. Our clients are no different. 	
	
If they know that there is a plan and that plan is vital to the success of the mission, then they will be more likely 
to buy into more frequent participation.  If their plan is being written as you go, they will sense that and not put 
too much stock in the plan. Makes sense, right? So, develop your programming skills and be able to relay how 
that will help people get to their goals.  The more confidence you can instill in people, the more likely they are 
to buy into the program, the more likely they are to show up more than once a week. You can double your 
income without making a sale by refining this skill.  I’ll say that again. You can double your income without 
making a sale by refining this skill. 	
	
If you need help developing your programming skills, check this out! (Super Simple Guide to Writing Kick-Ass 
Programs)	
	
Another factor that will dramatically increase frequency of sessions and retention is communication.  	
	
What I’m about to tell you shouldn’t be a surprise, but it will definitely change your business for the better if you 
live by it.  	
	
Ready?	
	
Nobody can read your mind.  You have to tell people what’s going on inside your melon if you want to get the 
results YOU want.  You have to do that with clients if you want them to get the results they want. 
Communication will dictate the success of any program, fitness or otherwise.  	
	
Here are some key items that we need to communicate with our clients if we want them coming in on a regular 
basis and staying with us for the long haul.	
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We already discussed the program and how that will communicate your plan with your clients.  One more 
feature of the program that needs to be talked about is your clients’ improvements along the way.  People love 
victories and if you’re programming correctly, they should have a ton of them along the way. We need to point 
those out as we hit them because if we don’t they might not get noticed.  That sounds weird, but general 
populations don’t pay attention to the details like we pros do. 	
	
Not only should you point out their small victories, you should celebrate them!  Make a social media post about 
it. Write them a congratulatory, hand-written card, make some noise in the gym, do something to mark the 
event and help your client feel pride in their work.  This will get people excited about their work with you and 
believe that the end result is achievable. That is vital to their buy-in and, consequently, the frequency and 
duration with which they will work with you.  	
	
Other things we need to communicate are session reminders, remaining session counts, and a thorough list of 
options for continuing business with you.  Every sale doesn’t need to be a home run. Base hits will do. Be 
flexible and work with the client’s budget to make the best scenario possible for their success.  The better you 
get at doing this, the more long-term buy-in you will create. It shows you care about the person and not just 
their business. People dig that! 	
	
Timing on communication is important too.  If someone is told during their last available session that they need 
to purchase more to continue, they may feel pressured or unprepared to make a decision.  Stay in front of your 
business by communicating this point when their session count is at 3-5 sessions left. This will give them time 
to make an unpressured and clear decision.  Pressured decisions will most likely lead to a “no” or a decision 
that does not take into account all factors. This is a great way to lose business or at least have it disappear for 
a while.  	
	
Communicating plans for both business and training well in front of deadlines will not only aide in your client’s 
success, but it will help build and maintain a stronger business for you!  	
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Step 4: Working as a Team:	
	
Make no mistake about it, personal training in the commercial environment is a team sport!  You and your co-
workers collectively create the culture of your gym. The more successful you are at creating a great culture, the 
better your and everyone else’s business will be.  	
	
Here’s how it works:	
	
Remember how we talked about people being uncomfortable in the gym?  Well, here we go again. Yet another 
way we can break down this barrier is by creating a welcoming and positive culture that makes our clients feel 
like they are a part of something bigger than themselves.  Great relationships with our co-workers is only part 
of the recipe here. It’s a great start, but we can do so much more to add to our client’s experience. 	
	
Find ways to reinforce bonds not only between you and your clients, but between your clients and other 
trainers’ clients as well.  Create community. Community is a buzzword that is often abused in our industry, but 
it’s still worth striving for, and, really, it’s pretty easy to craft.	
	
Monthly fitness challenges and common sources of education are a great way to get everyone on the same 
page.  In my gym, we have a big chalkboard that displays a client of the month, a monthly fitness challenge, a 
nutrition tip, a fitness tip, and any monthly events we have going on.  This is a great conversation starter as 
well as a common thread for all of our gym members to share. Challenges give us a way to create some 
friendly competition. Tips give us a common goal for improvement.  Although we may be working on these 
alone or with a trainer, we feel connected to others on the same journey. This is motivating and keeps us 
accountable, which both lead to better results. And guess what- better results lead to better 
business.  Yahtzee!!!!	
	
Working in a commercial environment makes it really easy to embrace a cut-throat mentality.  It’s easy to feel 
like you need to squash other trainers to get your schedule busy. The reality is that type of environment is 
easily sensed by potential clients and makes for a bad taste in their mouth.  You work in a target rich 
environment! There is plenty of business to go around, so work toward being a supportive teammate to your 
fellow trainers. Work together to make sure that leads from your sales team are being quickly and efficiently 
serviced through the onboarding program.  If you are going to be out of the gym for a period of time, give your 
clients the option to train with another coach for that time. If you think a client will be a better fit for another 
coach, hand them off! I promise you, this will only help your business grow. Keeping your client’s best interests 
at the forefront will always be beneficial.  Being insecure about your business and not working as a team will 
create an unstable business environment and will make it hard for everyone to survive. That’s not fun at all! 	
Remember when we talked about celebrating your client’s victories?  Yeah, well you should celebrate other 
trainers’ clients’ victories as well.  Think of this in a different way. When your parents give you a compliment it’s 
pretty cool, right?  But when someone you don’t know as well gives you a compliment on the very same thing, 
it feels a little different, right?	
	
Like…. “Hey, I must be doing something really great if people I don’t talk to everyday are going out of their way 
to compliment me on it!”.   	
	
The more you do this, the more your fellow trainers will reciprocate, and the better your training environment 
will be for everyone.  A positive work environment will make your job that much easier. Everyone is winning 
here! 	
	
So, while your book of business is like your own little project for you, the way that you interact with your co-
workers and their clients will ultimately have a big impact on everyone’s business.  Keep it positive, support 
each other, and work together to create an environment that motivates people to be involved and engaged for 
a very long time. 	
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Step 5: Continuing Education:	
	

We talked briefly about continuing education.  It’s a daunting task when you consider the cost, time 
commitment, and the fact that bad decisions here can adversely affect your business.  Yikes! 	
	
With social media hyping everything up and an endless list of options to sort through, choosing where to spend 
your time and money educating yourself can be a daunting task.  Here are some pointers that will help clear 
the air and make the decision process a little easier for you. 	
	
Let’s start with taking a look at who you work with.  Your goal is to help your clients as much as you can, so it 
seems like a quick evaluation of what their needs are and where you can learn more about servicing them is 
completely reasonable.  If you’re working with mostly general population clients that have low training ages 
then you can probably skip the Super Tactical Navy Seal Training Systems cert, right? Ask yourself some 
basic questions here: will it make an immediate impact with my clients and will that impact solve as many 
problems as possible for both my clients and me?  If your consideration is a yes to both those questions, you 
can be confident that you are making a wise investment. 	
	
I’ve broken it down into categories that my experience tells me are really effective focal points for working with 
your common general population client.  And believe me, even the person that fancies themselves an athlete 
most likely needs to train just like all the rest of the general population clients. Perception is not reality in this 
case!  So here are some basic needs for developing a great system:	
	
Assessment:  If we are going to get our clients to their goals, we have to figure out where our starting point is, 
and we’re not going to do that with a guess.  We need a system to consistently assess our client’s movement 
quality in order to develop quality programs. Anything else is a guess that will ultimately leave results to 
chance.  Let’s not do that with people’s wellbeing. I stated earlier that I like the FMS. It works for the purpose I 
want it to, and I know it forwards and backwards, so it’s easy for me to work with.  It’s not the end-all-be-all, but 
that doesn’t exist so don’t waste your time chasing it down. Find a system that makes sense to you, and learn 
it as best you can. Study it and get the reps in just like anything else, and you will soon become a sniper with it 
and be able to quickly onboard clients, getting them on an efficient and safe path to their goals.  	
	
Programming:  Simplicity rules!  For some reason, people in this industry like to tear up pieces to make a 500-
piece puzzle into a 1,000-piece puzzle.  Why? Just because complicated is cooler. Bullshit! Some really smart 
dude named Einstein once said that “any intelligent fool can make things bigger and more complex.  It takes a 
touch of genius and some bravery to move in the other direction.” Be a genius for your clients. Find a 
programming method that makes sense to you and allows you to answer “why” to everything you put into 
it.  With enough practice, you will be able to zip out solid programs quickly and efficiently. And remember, 
programs are key to business retention, so…. this is important! 	
	
Movement/Coaching:  Who do we work with again?  Gen. pop.! How do they move?  Not well, for the most 
part. So it would probably be a good idea to learn something about teaching all the basic movement patterns 
and how to restore said movement patterns after years of neglect and abuse.  As with all of this stuff, there’s 
no one right answer here. Find a system that works for you and is easy for you to connect with, then hammer 
reps out until your face turns blue. Practice on everyone you know, because the more situations you are put 
through the more fluid your teaching will become.  And what does fluidity translate to in your client’s eyes? 
Competence!!! Yay!!!! We know what we’re doing and people trust us!!!! This is so great! 	
	
Business Development:  All the above will give you a solid product.  Now we just have to learn how to promote 
and sell that product.  Here’s your broken record comment: no system is infallible, it’s just a matter of finding 
what works for you.  Maybe you don’t have the same personality as that sales guru on the infomercial. That 
matters. It’s all about finding a comfortable system that brings your strengths to focus and uses them to make 
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your business better.  I tend to stay away from educators that use absolutes when looking to learn about any 
facet of my business. It seems that all the great educators prepare us to make decisions for ourselves, not 
make the decisions for us. Nobody is going to hold your hand through real world application, so learn the basic 
guidelines and have them be your beacon in rough seas.  That will push you to grow and develop as a 
professional and that's the goal, isn’t it? 	
	
Community:  Learning as much as you can that is actually applicable is great.  Having a community that 
supports you and is there to bounce ideas off of brings your arsenal to a whole new level.  Whether it be your 
teammates or a group of people that you are going through a certification with, the more people that you can 
connect with to ask questions and learn through shared experiences, the stronger your learning experience will 
be.  This translates to a better return on investment for you, which translates to a better experience for your 
clients, which translates to a healthier business for you. Wow! That is a whole lot of awesome! 	
	
	

Conclusion 
 
So, there it is!  Five pointers that will help you kick ass in the commercial gym environment.  It can be a tricky 
environment to navigate, but if you follow these steps you can clear yourself a path to a great career full of 
growth and development!   	
	
What now?  Implementing new knowledge successfully into your day to day work takes time, patience, and a 
ton of practice.  Pick one of these elements and master it. When you can do it with ease, pick a new focus from 
this list and work on it to the same mastery.  Keep on that track until you know this book and how to use its 
pointers inside and out. By that time, Strength Faction will have more content on this subject matter out.  A 
whole slough of topics coming your way including Programming, Sales, Teaching Basic Movement Patterns 
and much more. 	
	
And you know what?!  There will be CEUs attached to your experience with us!  That’s right! Strength Faction 
is coming out with a whole new line of content aimed at the commercial gym experience through courses that 
can be completed in just one week!  What you just read was a brief overview of many topics. What you can 
expect from our courses is a deep focus on getting better at just one subject matter at a time. Easy peasy!  	
	
If you have questions, comments, or feedback, please feel free to send them to me at mconnelly@ffc.com.  I’m 
here to help!  	
 

 


