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THE SILENT KILLERS INTRODUCTION

GYMS RARELY FAIL BECAUSE OF
ONE CATASTROPHIC DECISION

I've spent more than 25 years working in and around the fitness industry, and one

thing I've learned is that gyms rarely get into trouble because of one big mistake.

More often, it's a collection of smaller ones. A few missed enquiries. A cancellation
rate that's slightly too high. An owner who doesn't really understand their numbers.
Staff who haven't been properly trained. A marketing budget that gets switched on and
off depending on how busy the club is.

None of them looks serious on its own. Together, they quietly drain years of hard
work. This e-book walks through the thirteen I see most often, the research behind
them, and what to do about each one.

UK gym members, a Average annual member UK club closures recorded
record high retention among in a single year, even as the

EVOLVE (LEISURE DB), benchmarked operators market grew

2026 HFA BENCHMARKING, 2025 EVOLVE (LEISURE DB),
2026
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FORPROFIT

A busy gym isn't necessarily a successful gym.

We celebrate membership numbers, record sales
months and revenue growth. How often do we talk
about profit?

I've met owners who can tell you exactly how many
members they have but struggle to explain their
operating margin, break-even point or cash position.
Those are the numbers that decide whether a

business survives.

Take two gyms, each turning over £60,000 a month.
Gym A costs £57,000 to run. Gym B costs £48,000.
Gym A makes £3,000 a month before tax; Gym B
makes £12,000. Four times the profit from exactly the
same turnover.

The gap usually comes from a mix of staffing
efficiency, pricing, rent, energy, unnecessary
spending and operational discipline.

This isn't a case for cutting costs indiscriminately. Cut
the wrong ones and you damage service, retention
and future revenue. It's about understanding the
economics. If you don't know how much you make,
where you make it and where you lose it, you're not
really in control.

MISTAKING TURNOVER

BY THE NUMBERS

Median EBITDA margin

across 175 fitness companies
benchmarked in 2025. Only
two-thirds of clubs were in
positive territory.

HEALTH & FITNESS
ASSOCIATION, 2025

SAME REVENUE,
DIFFERENT GYM

GYM A . PROFIT £3K

GYM B - PROFIT £12K

B Costs M Profit

Both bars are £60,000 of
monthly turnover. Illustrative.

THE FIX

+ Know your monthly break-even, in
members and in pounds.

v Track margin by revenue line:
memberships, PT, classes, retail.

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS

+ Review a management P&L every
month, not just year-end accounts.

v Watch payroll, rent and energy as a
percentage of revenue.
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CHASING NEW MEMBERS
WHILE IGNORING
THOSE LEAVING

If the first real conversation you have with a member in six months is when

they're trying to leave, something has gone wrong.
Y ying ghasg g

We spend thousands on advertising, offers, open
weekends and sales targets. But what happens to the

members we already have?

Imagine a gym with 1,000 members paying £45 a
month and losing 5% of them every month. That's 50
cancellations, so it needs 50 new members just to
stand still.

Now cut cancellations to 4%. If both gyms keep
signing 50 people a month, the 4% gym grows to
around 1,097 members within a year while the other
stays at 1,000. That's roughly £4,350 more recurring
revenue every month from the same sales effort.

Retention can be as valuable as sales. Yet many clubs
treat it as an occasional campaign rather than a core
responsibility. Why aren't we reviewing attendance,
engagement and cancellations with the same
intensity as new joins? And why do some gyms only
contact members when a payment fails?

BY THE NUMBERS

Average annual member
retention across 175
operators and 17,000+
facilities in 27 countries.

Roughly one member in
three gone within a year.

HFA BENCHMARKING REPORT,
ACKAS

OUTSIDE THE GYM

+5% —
+25-95%

Five points more customer
retention lifted profits by

25% to 95% across industries.

BAIN & COMPANY

THE FIX

« Report cancellations every week,
right next to new sales.

v Call at-risk members. Don't just send
another email.

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS

+ Flag any member whose visits have
halved, and act within 48 hours.

+ Hold an exit conversation and record
the real reason people leave.
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03 HAVING NO CONSISTENT
MARKETING STRATEGY

Marketing should be a business function, not an emergency response to a bad
month.

Here's a pattern I see regularly. A gym has a good

: THE ALWAYS-ON MIX
January. Sales are strong, so the owner decides

marketing isn't needed. Advertising stops, social SIX c“A““ELs,

media goes quiet and outreach disappears. “E“ER

Then March arrives, enquiries dry up and everyone SWITGHED OFF

panics. A new offer goes out, the ads restart and the

Paid lead generation Weekly

team scrambles to recover lost momentum. Then the

cycle repeats. ) )
y P Organic social 3x a

week
Marketing doesn't just generate today's sales. It builds gontent

the awareness, trust and demand that become next
Member Monthly

quarter's members. Someone who sees your advert el push
today might not be ready to join for three months.

Someone following you on social media may simply Local HlEaeEe

be waiting for the right moment. partnerships

If your marketing only exists when sales are poor, Database e ELy

you're forever rebuilding the pipeline from scratch. e ianoy

That doesn't mean spending heavily every month. It Nurture emails to Weekly

means having a plan, and measuring which activities leads

produce profitable members rather than just leads. A suggested starting rhythm.
Scale the budget with the
season, never to zero.

THE FIX

+ Build a 12-month calendar with a + Record the source of every enquiry,
minimum baseline budget. without exception.

+ Judge channels on cost per member, + Plan January in October, and March in
not cost per lead. January.

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS 05
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FAILING TO CONVERT
THEENQUIRIES
YOUALREADY HAVE

We pay to persuade someone to raise their hand, then fail to answer when they

do.

A gym spends money generating leads. Someone fills
in an enquiry form. Then what? Perhaps someone
calls tomorrow. Perhaps an email goes out. Perhaps it
sits in an inbox until someone has time. Sometimes

nobody follows up at all.

Take a gym that generates 200 enquiries a month. At
20% conversion, that's 40 new members. Lift
conversion to 30% and it's 60: twenty more members
from exactly the same leads. At £45 a month, that's
£900 of extra recurring revenue added every month,
before cancellations.

At 20% [ o MEMBERS

Yet many gyms can't tell you their enquiry-to-
appointment rate, show rate or enquiry-to-sale
conversion. They know how many leads they bought,
but not what happened to them.

Before spending more on leads, convert the ones you
already have.

BY THE NUMBERS

Firms contacting an online

lead within an hour were
nearly 7x more likely to
qualify it than those waiting
one hour more, and 60x more
likely than those waiting a
day.

HBR, 20611

THE SAME STUDY

23%

of the 2,241 companies sent a
test enquiry never responded
at all. The average reply took

42 hours.

THE FIX

v Reply within five minutes in opening
hours; automate the rest.

v Track every stage: enquiry,
appointment, show, sale.

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS

+ Aim to book the visit in the very first
conversation.

v Keep following up for two weeks by
call, text and email.

06
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BUILDINGAGYM
FORTHE OWNER,
NOTTHEGUSTOMER

The mistake is assuming that what we value is what our customers value.

Fitness professionals often love equipment, training
and gym environments. That's why many of us joined
the industry. But our customers don't necessarily
share those interests.

Some are experienced lifters who want exceptional
kit and an environment built for serious training.
Others are nervous beginners who want to improve
their health, lose weight or feel more confident. They
may not care whether you have the latest strength
equipment. They may care far more about whether
someone will help them use it.

Investing in good facilities isn't the mistake.
Assuming our priorities are our customers' priorities
is. That assumption shapes everything from layout to
advertising, staffing and pricing.

A business needs a clearly defined target market and
a proposition built around what that market actually
wants. You don't need to appeal to everyone. You do
need to appeal to the people you're trying to attract.

BY THE NUMBERS

Members who chatted
regularly with staff and had

made a friend at the gym
were 53% less likely to

cancel: 16 fewer
cancellations per 1,000 a
month.

HILLSDON, TRP 10,000
STUDY

P EORISENOVERNKIST]

+56%

Higher cancellation risk
among gym-floor-only
members than among those
who took classes, in the same
research.

THE FIX

v Write a one-page profile of the
member you most want to attract.

v Check your adverts: do they speak to
that member, or to you?

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS

« Ask your last 20 joiners why they
chose you, and listen.

v Fund what they value first: coaching,
welcome and community.

07
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COMPETING ONPRICE
BECAUSE YOU HAVEN'T
ESTABLISHED YOURVALUE

Price matters. Value decides whether the price makes sense.

When sales get difficult, what's one of the first things
many gyms do? They discount. Cut the joining fee.
First month for £10. Launch a cheaper tier.

Sometimes that's entirely right. But too often a price
cut is covering for a weak value proposition. If a
prospect doesn't understand why you're worth £50

a month, dropping to £35 may create interest. But
have you solved the problem, or simply accepted a
lower return?

The UK market shows that very different price points
can succeed. Budget operators win through
convenience, efficiency, scale and affordability.
Premium operators win through service, facilities,
experience and differentiation.

The trouble starts when a business doesn't know
which market it's serving, or why a customer should

choose it over the alternatives down the road.

BY THE NUMBERS

Average monthly fee at UK
low-cost clubs, above £25 for
the first time

Average private-sector
membership price

LEISURE DB, STATE OF THE
UK FITNESS INDUSTRY 2025

BOTH MODELS GROW

Low-cost clubs made up 41%
of new private openings that
year, while premium
operators kept adding sites.
There's no single right price,
only a right position.

THE FIX

v List three reasons to choose you that a
budget gym can't match.

+ Lower the barrier with a trial, not the
monthly rate.

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS

+ Train the team to sell those reasons,
not the price.

v Test price changes on new joiners
before existing members.

08
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TREATING STAFF
ASACOST,NOTA
PERFORMANCE DRIVER

A poorly trained team can quietly cost far more than the training would have.

Staffing is one of the largest controllable costs in
most gyms. So when profit gets tight, cutting hours
looks like an easy win. But what does that saving
really cost?

If thinner reception cover means missed enquiries,
poorer service and fewer sales, have we saved
anything? If inexperienced staff can't deliver a tour,
support a new member or spot a cancellation risk,
how much revenue are we losing? And if the gym
relies on one exceptional employee, what happens
when they leave?

Elite businesses don't just employ people. They
develop them. They set clear expectations, train,
measure performance and create accountability.

Not every gym needs a large management team.
Every gym needs people who understand their
responsibilities and have the skills to deliver them.

BY THE NUMBERS

Profitability of the most

engaged teams versus the
least engaged, across 112,312
business units. Managers
drive 70% of the difference.

GALLUP META-ANALYSIS,
pACKAC)

OUTSIDE THE GYM

$2,000

Ritz-Carlton lets any
employee spend up to $2,000
per guest to fix a problem
without asking a manager.
Most fixes cost far less. The
point is trained judgement
and trust.

THE FIX

v Give every role a written scorecard of
what good looks like.

v Cross-train so no single person holds
the business together.

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS

« Practise tours, onboarding and save
calls every month.

v Before cutting hours, estimate the
sales and saves you'll lose.

09




THE SILENT KILLERS KILLER 08 / 13

08 DAYS OF MEMBERSHIP

A membership sale isn't the end of the customer journey. It's the beginning.

Think about the effort that goes into persuading

. . . BY THE NUMBERS
someone to join: the advertising, the follow-up calls,

the tour, the presentation, the paperwork.

And once they've signed up? In some gyms,
New members who take

) longer than two weeks to
programme, and then they're left to work it out. Y e T

remarkably little. An induction, perhaps a

. . h1 likely to build
Those first weeks are crucial. The new member is SRR LG UG

) ) ) lasting habit, and at much
trying to build a routine. They may be nervous, Hipher risk of quithing)

nfamiliar with th ipment or unsure they'll
uute 2 S G DR e Sl (0f7 DT STINHE JI0vey HILLSDON & BEDFORD, 2017

reach their goals. Miss a few sessions, lose a little

confidence, and without support they quietly

drift away. THE HABIT LINE

Every gym should have a structured onboarding l‘.l- A MO“TH

journey. Not a welcome email, but a proper
Members who visit early and

programme of contact, support and encouragement: . .
quickly are more likely to

helping members book their first sessions, checking reach four or more visits a
how they're getting on, recognising progress and month, the frequency linked

spotting those who are struggling. to staying.

THE FIX - A 90-DAY WELCOME JOURNEY

e [ o @ ® @

DAY © DAY 3 WEEK 2 WEEK 4 DAY 60 DAY 90
Welcome and  Personal Programme Progress Goal review;  Celebrate
book the first check-incall reviewwitha check;invitea chase anyone progress, set
three sessions coach friend slipping the next goal

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS 10



THE SILENT KILLERS KILLER 09 / 13

RUNNING THE BUSINESS
WITHOUT UNDERSTANDING
THENUMBERS

You can't manage what you don't understand.

Ask a gym owner how many members they have and

they'll probably know. Ask how many joined last SCORECARD

month and they'll have a fair idea. Then ask the TI'IE MO“TH I.Y
harder questions: TE"

? What does it cost to acquire a member?
? What share of enquiries become sales? 81 Revenue against budget
? What's your monthly cancellation rate? 02 EBITDA margin
? How many members haven't visited in 30 days?
- e 03 Cash, and the lowest
? What's your margin on personal training? ’
y & P ) g week ahead
? What extra revenue covers a £5,000 rise in
annual costs? Net member change
These questions tell an owner what's really Monthly cancellation
happening. Without reliable information, rate
management becomes reactive, decisions run on Cost per acquired
instinct, and problems stay invisible until they're member

financially serious.

Enquiry-to-sale
conversion

The answer isn't a dashboard with hundreds of
statistics. It's a small set of meaningful measures, Members inactive 30+
reviewed consistently. LERE

Revenue per member

Payroll as % of revenue

THE FIX

+ Pick your ten measures and define + Pull them on the same day every
each one once, in writing. month.

+ Show the trend over 12 months, not v Agree one owner and one action for
just this month's figure. every red number.

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS ALl
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1 o EXPANDING BEFORE

THEEXISTING
BUSINESS IS READY

A second location doesn't double your success. Sometimes it doubles your

problems.

A gym performs reasonably well. Membership is
: : OUTSIDE THE GYM
growing. The owner spots an opportunity for a
second site, and the focus shifts to expansion:
new premises, kit, staff, marketing, pre-sales and

finance agreements.

US stores Starbucks
But can the original gym run successfully without the T e b v s o
owner involved in everything? Are its systems 2008. About 70% had opened
documented? Is the management team capable? Is the since 2006, during its push

for rapid growth.

business consistently profitable? Is there enough cash
to carry a second site through its opening period? Howard Schultz returned as
CEO and even shut every US
store for an afternoon to
retrain baristas on the basics.
Growth had outrun the
fundamentals.

And what happens if the new gym takes longer than
planned to break even?

Expansion can create extraordinary opportunities. It

also multiplies complexity and financial exposure.
STARBUCKS SEC FILING;

Before you expand, make sure you've built something CHEURESIORERARE =

worth replicating.

THE FIX - READY TO EXPAND?

[] Site one has been consistently [] It runs for a month without you and
profitable for at least a year. nothing slips.

[] sales, onboarding and finance [[] A manager is ready to lead site one, or
processes are written down. site two.

[[] Cash covers site two's ramp-up evenif  [] You've modelled the downside, not
break-even comes late. just the plan.

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS AL%)
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CONFUSING TECHNOLOGY
WITHASTRATEGY

Automating a poor process doesn't make it a good process.

I'm a strong advocate for technology. A good CRM,
automated customer journeys, Al-assisted lead
response and proper reporting can transform a
fitness business.

But technology only creates value when it solves a
real operational problem. I've seen businesses invest
in sophisticated systems without deciding how they
should be used: automated emails nobody reviews,
pipelines nobody updates, member data nobody acts
on, and dashboards that look impressive but never
change a decision.

Technology should support a clearly defined
process. It should help your team respond
faster, communicate better, cut admin and
spot opportunities.

It shouldn't just add another subscription and
another layer of complexity.

PROCESS FIRST

FOURSTEPS,
IN THIS ORDER

1 Map it on paper
Every step from enquiry
to loyal member.

Name an owner
One person accountable
for each stage.

Automate the repeats
Reminders, follow-ups,
confirmations.

Review weekly
Act on what the system
shows you.

THE FIX - A QUICK TECH AUDIT

v Before buying, write the problem « Switch off automations nobody has
down in one sentence. checked this quarter.

v Ask of every report: which decision v Testit: what happens to a lead that
did it change last month? arrives at 9pm on a Saturday?

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS

ALES
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12 IGNORING CASH FLOW
UNTIL IT BECOMES A CRISIS

Profit is important. Cash is what keeps the doors open.

This might be the most dangerous mistake of all,
. OUTSIDE THE GYM
because even a profitable business can run out

of cash.

Picture a gym making an accounting profit. It also
has equipment finance, VAT, loan repayments, of founders behind failed
quarterly rent, maintenance and payroll falling start-ups named running out
due. It looks healthy on the P&L, but if the money of cash, or failing to raise

isn't there on the day a payment is due, it has a more, as a reason their

business closed.

serious problem.
CB INSIGHTS POST-MORTEM

Owners need to understand their cash position as ANALYSIS

well as their profit: what's going out, when, and

what will be there to pay it. Be wary of funding long-

. . IN OUR SECTOR
term investment with cash you'll need for day-to-

day running. 1 I“ 5

The market may be growing, but the pressure on )
private operators surveyed

. e .
individual operators hasn't gone away. Employment o e AR
costs, energy and taxation continue to squeeze closed some or all sites as
independent clubs in particular. energy bills soared.
THE FIX - A ROLLING 13-WEEK CASH Update weekly. Circle the lowest closing
FORECAST balance.
£ Wk 1 Wk 2 Wk 3 .. Wk 13

Opening cash
+ Direct debits, PT, retail
- Payroll, rent, finance, VAT, energy

= Closing cash

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS 14
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LOSING SIGHT OF WHY
THE BUSINESS EXISTS

Commercial results and customer outcomes aren't opposing priorities. They're

connected.

This one is harder to measure, and I think it's
becoming more relevant. Somewhere between
targets, equipment, staffing headaches and financial
pressure, it's possible to forget why the business
exists, and the people using it:

m the member who's nervous about starting

m the older adult working to keep their independence
m the person struggling with their mental health

m the member finally starting to feel confident

m the regular for whom the gym is their social life

These people aren't membership numbers. They're

the reason the business exists. Stop understanding

their needs and we risk decisions that look sensible
this quarter but weaken the business over time.

When customers genuinely benefit, the business

stands on a stronger foundation.

BY THE NUMBERS

UK health and fitness club
members, 18% of adults.

More people than ever are
trusting gyms with their
health.

UKACTIVE MARKET REPORT,
2026

WHAT KEEPS THEM

In a study of 10,000 UK
members, failing to reach a
goal raised the risk of
cancelling. Members
motivated by fun and
friendship stayed longer than
those chasing appearance.

HILLSDON, TRP 10,000

THE FIX
+ Open every team meeting with one « Ask members what has changed for
member's story. them, not just how satisfied they are.

v Track outcomes: confidence, strength, = Test every big decision against one
attendance streaks. question: is it better for members?

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS
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THE THREAD THAT CONNECTS THEM

THEBIGGEST KILLER?

COMPLACENCY.

Look across all thirteen mistakes and one problem

connects many of them.

It's easy to get comfortable when the gym is busy,
membership looks healthy, the direct debits are
coming in and you've done things the same way
for years.

But markets change. Customer expectations
change. Competitors improve. Costs rise. What
made a business successful five years ago may not
be enough to sustain it tomorrow.

The UK market is growing, but closures haven't
stopped. Those figures don't tell us why individual
clubs failed. They do remind us that a growing
market guarantees nothing to any one operator.

BEING INA GROWING INDUSTRY
DOESN'T MEAN YOU'RE BUILDING A
GROWING, PROFITABLE BUSINESS.

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS

UK MARKET, LATEST YEAR

12.1M

gym members, up 0.8 million

£7.29BN

market value

openep [N 172
cLosep [N 119

clubs in 2025

98%

of private-sector closures were
independents

EVOLVE (FORMERLY LEISURE DB),
STATE OF THE UK FITNESS INDUSTRY
2026
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THE SILENT KILLERS THE HEALTH CHECK

WHAT WOULDIDOIFI
OWNEDA GYMTODAY?

I wouldn't start by asking how to generate more leads. I'd start with the fundamentals:

find where the business is losing money, missing opportunities or creating friction
for customers, then prioritise the changes with the biggest commercial impact.
Sometimes that's more marketing. Often it's something less exciting and far

more important.

PROFITABILITY CASH POSITION

What's our margin, and what's our break- What's our lowest cash point in the next 13
even in members? weeks?

RED FLAG - nobody can answer without the RED FLAG - VAT or rent quarters come as a
accountant. surprise.

RETENTION SALES CONVERSION

What's our monthly cancellation rate, and How fast do we reply, and what share of
why do people leave? enquiries join?

RED FLAG - the first call is the cancellation RED FLAG ‘- enquiries waiting until tomorrow.
call.

CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE STAFFEFFECTIVENESS

Would a nervous beginner feel welcome Does each person know what good looks

here in week one? like, and get trained on it?

RED FLAG - no plan after the induction. RED FLAG - the business depends on one
person.

MARKETING PERFORMANCE THEN PRIORITISE

What does each channel cost per member Rank every red flag by commercial impact
who stays? and effort. Fix the biggest leak first.

RED FLAG - ads only switch on when sales
drop.

BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS AL/



THE SILENT KILLERS FINAL THOUGHT

FIXTHE LEAKS

Most gym owners don't set out to make these mistakes. They're

hardworking people, often passionate about fitness, who want to build

successful businesses.

But passion alone doesn't guarantee profitability, and working harder isn't
always the answer. Sometimes the biggest opportunity isn't another gym,
more equipment or a new advertising campaign. It's finding the problems

quietly undermining the business you already have:

FIXING THELEAKS.

IMPROVING THE FUNDAMENTALS.
BUILDING BETTER SYSTEMS.
DEVELOPING YOUR PEOPLE.
UNDERSTANDING YOUR CUSTOMERS.

The most dangerous problems in a fitness business are often the ones that

don't look serious until it's too late.

OVER TO YOU

Which of these mistakes do you think is the biggest killer of a fitness

business? And which is our industry still failing to take seriously enough?

I'd love to hear your experiences, especially from owners who've had to make difficult
changes to turn a struggling business around.

Ryan Charlesworth BLACK RACCOON GROWTH PARTNERS
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WANT TO KNOW
WHICHKILLERS
AREHIDINGIN

YOURGYM?

Black Raccoon works with gym owners and leadership teams

on strategy, sales, marketing, member retention and
operations. We start with a business health check across the
fundamentals in this book.

v 25+years in fitness and leisure, from the gym floor to running clubs
v 30+ pre-sale campaigns delivered

v Marketing, lead response and retention systems built for gyms

BOOK YOUR HEALTH CHECK

BLACKRACCOON.ORG

[PHONE NUMBER] - [EMAIL ADDRESS]

More than consultants. Your partners in growth.



