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Dedicated to  
Dr Charles Eugster

‘We have to transform what it means to be old.  
As things stand, the aged are overweight,  

over-medicated and physically and mentally inactive.’   Charles Eugster

Born 1919. Died in 2017 at the age of 97 in very good health

I had the pleasure of spending time with Charles Eugster at a 
European health and fitness event in 2014 where he was one 
of the speakers. Charles was an age-group world champion 
in athletics and took up rowing and strength training when 
aged 85 because one day he looked in the mirror and did  
not like the way his body was changing. 

Health Club Management magazine interviewed Charles in 20141 and this was his 

vision for the health and fitness industry:

I have a dream in which the fitness sector has a good reputation with sports clubs, 

the medical profession and academia. Head coaches will have academic degrees, 

with instructors highly trained and receiving compulsory regular retraining. Older 

age groups will have older coaches… The 50–90 age group will also be given 

functional training, but with an acknowledgment of other important factors: the 

gym should be close to home, the training supervised and with the same age 

group. Building muscle lost due to sarcopenia,2 with hypertrophy exercises and 

supplements, will be extremely important and will have a huge impact in reducing 

dependency in old age. As clients begin to understand that training is a long-term 

commitment, and as re-testing continually evidences their improvement, retention 

will become the norm and clients will sign up for long-term contracts. The stream 

of long-term clients will also be greatly increased by prescription from physicians, 

and payment will be guaranteed by health insurance. For the first time, the fitness 

industry will have long-term clients and will be able to conduct extensive research 

to prove its status as one of the most important factors in public health, especially 

in combating an age-related disease.’

1.   Read his full interview bit.ly/CharlesEugster-HCM 
2.  Gradual loss of muscle mass

Photo - photoczna.com

http://bit.ly/CharlesEugster-HCM
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Foreword Welcome to the first edition of the Health Club Industry Active Ageing 
Report.3 The purpose of this report is to discuss the implications of global 
ageing and how the health and fitness industry is set up to respond.

According to demographic researchers, the world’s population will reach an interesting point in 2020, 

when the number of people aged over 60 passes one billion for the first time. This equates to one 

in every seven people.4 As this demographic shift unfolds, so it will be essential that more people 

embrace the concept of ‘active ageing’, which in its broadest definition is that people maintain the 

capacity to optimise life. Transitioning into later life as physically active individuals will help to ensure 

that people can truly harness the opportunities and benefits offered by increases in life expectancy. 

So what role can and will the fitness industry play? Historically the industry has grown by  

appealing to members under the age of 40, attracted by low-cost self-service gyms and, more  

recently, high-intensity exercise experiences where the motivation to exercise is driven often by 

aesthetics more than health. A comment from the IHRSA Health Club Consumer Report in 2013 asked: 

‘has the industry turned its back on the Baby Boomer and Eisenhower Generations or is it just not 

addressing their specific needs?’ So are clubs deliberately ignoring older people or is it that these 

businesses are not configured to attract and support them, some of who may be living with complex 

health conditions?

Why I have written this report
I now reside inside the 50 and over cohort and so have both a personal and professional interest 

in how the health and fitness industry is responding to an ageing society. My interest has also been 

prompted by observing that parts of the industry currently seem to be fixated on attracting a millennial 

audience, especially as I look at the UK and overseas private fitness sector brands that have been 

founded over the past decade. So will winning over the hearts and minds of millennials continue to 

be the strategic imperative for many health and fitness organisations or will they begin to pay more 

attention and adjust their focus towards an older generation?

3.    The UK spelling of ‘ageing’ is used throughout this report 
unless referring to a North American reference

4.  Estimated global population of 7.6 billion at 2020. This figure is 
then forecasted to increase to 1.9 billion in the year 2045.  
Source:  United States Census Bureau

Ray Algar MBA 
Managing Director Oxygen Consulting
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Through this report, readers should gain an understanding and insights into:

• The potential opportunities that an ageing population creates. 

• Dispel some myths around stereotypes of older people. 

•  How a range of different UK and international health and fitness organisations  

are already capitalising on an ageing society.

To the numerous contributors

I wish to thank the many people who generously gave their time to this 
report. A report is always enriched when others share their experiences.

I do hope that you find this report informative and thought-provoking. As with other topics that I have 

previously explored, I would request that readers keep an open mind when assessing whether they 

view this as a relevant issue to their organisation. I believe it is wise to first understand a phenomenon 

before deciding whether to embrace or dismiss it.

Foreword

Guide to generation boundaries
Generational boundaries are not definitive and can 

change by country. However, broadly speaking, they 

are people born between these dates: 

EISENHOWER GENERATION  

(1925 – 1945)

Ray Algar MBA 
Managing Director Oxygen Consulting

BABY BOOMER  

(1946 – 1964) 
GENERATION X  

(1965 – 1979)

MILLENNIALS  

(1980 – 2000)
GENERATION Z  

(2001 ONWARDS)
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Key messages Defining active ageing
•  Active ageing is the process of optimising opportunities for health, participation and security in 

order to enhance the quality of life as people age (World Health Organization). ‘Active’ means  

to participate fully in life and is more than an individual being physically active.

Significant demographic change
•  In 2020 the number of people aged over 60 in the world will pass one billion for the first time.  

This equates to one in every seven people. Approximately one generation later, in 2045,  

it will be one person in every five.

•  The median age of the UK population is now 40 and has been rising by around one and  

a half years every decade.

•  By 2050, adults aged 65 and over will out-number all children under the age of 14   

for the very first time.

•  Country populations are ageing at a faster rate. Changes that previously took one hundred years 

are now being compressed to twenty years. So this is no longer a slow-burning phenomenon. 

Health and fitness organisations should be considering their strategic response now.

•  Defining when we reach ‘old age’ is changing and there are misconceptions about what this 

stage of our lives can look like. If the ageing process was a brand or product, then it needs to be 

repositioned as something more aspirational rather than the notion of a journey into decline and 

inevitable frailty.

•  An alternative definition of ‘old age’ rather than some arbitrary age such as 65 is to use years of life 

remaining. This would mean that old age is experienced when someone’s life expectancy  

falls below 10 years.

•  Older people in the future will share many characteristics exhibited by younger people today 

because a larger proportion of a longer life will be enjoyed in good health. Our outdated 

stereotypes of ageing must be challenged.
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Key messages The longevity economy
•  A large and flourishing economy of products and services is emerging that allows people to  

fully enjoy the gift of a longer life. The health and fitness industry can participate in this economy 

if its services are appropriately configured.

•  New technology-enabled physical activity organisations are emerging, some using a social enterprise 

model,5  to transform the lives of older people. They are very effective at capturing and measuring the 

health and social impact of their programmes.

•  As well as being potential customers, the growth in older people can also be viewed as an abundant 

pool of talent who are receptive to the idea of transitioning to a new career. Personal trainers are not 

only millennials but can now also be in their 60s. 

•  If not recruited into organisations, then older people could also become the catalyst for a new wave  

of later-life fitness entrepreneurs.

Physical inactivity
•  Physical inactivity rises with age and clubs must understand why people cannot even incorporate  

30 minutes of activity that raises their heart rate into their week. This cannot be explained simply as  

a pricing issue and resolved by creating a discounted ‘senior’ membership. Building a deep  

understanding of why people disengage from physical activity as they age is necessary before 

programmes can be developed.

•  The number of people in England living a life of inactivity has risen for the ten-year period 2003 to 2013.

5.   A social enterprise has a social and/or environmental mission and 
generates revenue by selling a product or service. It then reinvests 
the majority of this profit back into the enterprise 
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The health club industry and older people
•  Members over the age of 55 are consistently under-represented in the US health club industry 

compared with the US population.

•   An analysis of 2.6 million UK members also confirmed under-representation from the age of 55 

compared with the UK population.

•  Heath and fitness clubs will be poorly positioned to attract older consumers if they are perceived as 

‘playgrounds for the young’.

•  A US and Canadian study of 1.5 million health club records found that when people over 55 do join 

clubs, that they retain their membership on average more than half a year longer than members 

aged under 24.

•  Some parts of the health and fitness industry are strategically ‘designed’ and configured to 

support people only at the athletic end of the functional spectrum. Servicing already active and 

predominately ‘competent exercisers’ seems to have been the major industry growth story over 

the past decade.

•  In Japan, where one in three of its citizens are aged over 60, some health and fitness club operators 

are also operating senior care centres.

• Curves in Japan, with 1,700 gyms, report no members under the age of 30.

Key messages
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The wonder  
of longevity

Most of us will probably never step off the treadmill of life to stop and reflect 
that this is a good period in time to be alive. However, sometimes a single 
statistic can provoke serious contemplation. 

Consider this: someone born in India one hundred years ago experienced a life expectancy of just 

23 years.6 Imagine that: barely entering adulthood and life ends. Today a life of 23 years would be 

viewed as unfortunate and remarkably short. Contrast this with a young girl born in the United Kingdom 

(UK) over the past few years, who is expected to enjoy an 83-year life.7 Longevity is a remarkable 

phenomenon, as this young girl will experience a life that is 22 years longer than her great grandparent 

(see figure 1). 

6.    For comparison, life expectancy in the UK during the same period 
was 28 years longer (51 years)

7.   Office for National Statistics National life tables, UK: 2013–2015

FIGURE 1  
UK life expectancy at birth  

(1930 – 2013). Source:  

Human Mortality Database
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Demographic researchers report no deceleration in life expectancy and so further progress is 

expected over the coming decades. This was discussed in research from Imperial College London 

published in the Lancet,8 which projected life expectancy across 35 industrialised countries for the 

years 2010 compared with 2030 (see figure 2). The significant result is that South Korean women are 

forecasted to break the 90-year barrier by 2030, a milestone that many demographers believed  

was unlikely.

FIGURE 2  
Life expectancy at birth  

in 2010 and 2030 –  

selected countries.  

Source: Imperial  

College London

 ‘We repeatedly hear that 
improvements in human 
longevity are about to 
come to an end. Many 

people used to believe that 
90 years is the upper limit 
for life expectancy. I don’t 
believe we are anywhere 

near the upper limit of life 
expectancy.’ 

Professor Majid Ezzati, School of Public Health,  
Imperial College London

8.    Future life expectancy in 35 industrialised countries, 2017  
bit.ly/ICL-LifeExp
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Populations are ageing
National level ageing occurs as the median age9 of a country’s population increases. It is caused by 

a fall in a country’s fertility rate10 and lower mortality (falling death rates) among older people. The 

United States, for example, has seen its total fertility rate halve from 3.6 children in 1960 to 1.8 in 2014.11  

So fewer children are being born, while people are living longer through advances in healthcare and 

rising living standards. 

Figure 3 illustrates how over the past 40 years, the median age of the UK population has been steadily 

increasing. It has been rising by around one and a half years every decade and reached the milestone 

of 40 years during 2014. 

FIGURE 3  
Median age of the UK population (1974 – 2014). 

Source: Office for National Statistics

Median Age

9.   Median age is defined as the age where half the population is 
younger and the other half is older

10.   The average number of children a woman would have throughout  
her childbearing years (usually defined as ages 15 to 49)

11. Source: World Bank
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Populations are ageing faster
Historically, the speed at which a country’s population aged, changed over many generations.  

Figure 4 shows that it took France more than 100 years for the proportion of its population aged  

65 and over to increase from 7% to 14%. Now countries such as South Korea and Brazil  

will experience this transformative demographic change in less than 20 years. The implication is  

that population ageing is not some distant and slow-burning phenomenon, but something that  

requires more immediate attention. 

FIGURE 4  
Speed of population ageing for selected 

countries – time required or expected for 

the percentage of population aged 65 

and over to rise from 7% to 14%.  

Source: National Institute on Aging and 

U.S. Census Bureau 
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Ageing is a perplexing topic
During 2016, the American nonprofit AARP, which exists to help people 50 and older improve the 

quality of their lives, published a very popular video, which asked a group of millennials the following 

question: What age do you consider to be old? This mixed group of men and women believed 

that people reached an old age when in their 40s to 50s. The millennial group was next asked to 

demonstrate how an ‘old’ person would undertake tasks such as send a text message, cross the 

street or do a jumping jack. What followed was an excruciating few minutes as these millennials used 

their imaginary walking sticks to shuffle across the road, opened a retro-style flip-top phone and 

then demonstrated the struggle to send a text message, while resting after completing just a single 

jumping jack.12 The comments below the video were equally entertaining with viewers bemused that 

people could hold such misconceptions about ageing. However, it helps to illustrate the complex 

phenomenon of ageing and the debate around defining when someone moves into ‘middle’ and then 

‘old’ age. The United Nations, for example, uses age 60 to define an individual as an ‘older person’, 

while age 65 is often the chronological marker as this can be the age at which people become eligible 

for age-related social security benefits.

Years of life remaining
Some researchers argue that rather than being fixated on some arbitrary chronological age to signal 

the entering of old age, the focus should instead be on how long people have left to live. Researchers 

from the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) in Austria and others argue that 

focusing on expected remaining lifespan is a better reflection of an older person’s health, dependence 

on others, and their general level of functioning rather than their chronological age.13 Reframing ageing 

using years of life remaining would mean that old age is experienced when someone’s life expectancy 

falls below 10 years. For British women born over the past few years, this would mean moving into old 

age at 72, which is a striking contrast to the view of those millennials in the AARP video.

‘What we think of as old 
has changed over time, 

and it will need to continue 
changing in the future 
as people live longer, 

healthier lives. Someone 
who is 60 years old  

today, I would argue, is  
middle-aged. 200 years 

ago, a 60-year-old would 
be a very old person.’ 
Sergei Scherbov, IIASA World Population 

Program Deputy Director
 

12.  Watch the video bit.ly/AARP-Millennials 
13. See bit.ly/IIASA

http://bit.ly/AARP-Millennials
http://bit.ly/IIASA
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Scherbov discusses how older people in the future will share many characteristics exhibited by 

younger people today. This can be explained by enjoying a longer life with more of those  

years spent in good health, and by increasing levels of educational attainment and cognitive function.14   

‘As lifespans get longer, the same age no longer correlates with the same level of health and other  

such characteristics’ he explains. This insight helps us to understand why a British man born in the  

year 2030 who may experience a life of 82.5 years will experience a very different journey into old  

age compared to a man born one hundred years earlier (see figure 5).

FIGURE 5  
Longevity and period before old age: 

UK male born in 1930 compared to 

2030. Source: Oxygen Consulting

14.  Encapsulating reasoning, memory, attention, and language
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Healthy adjusted life expectancy
Although longer life expectancy is generally welcomed, what most people desire is a life that 

remains free of disease and disability. For this reason, the World Health Organisation has developed 

the concept of Healthy Adjusted Life Expectancy (HALE). So rather than simply focusing on the total 

number of years of life, HALE reflects: ‘the average number of years of life that a person can expect 

to enjoy in full health by taking into account years lived in less than full health due to disease and/

or injury.’ It is measured at birth and then typically at age 60 to understand how healthy people are in 

later life. Figure 6 Illustrates healthy life expectancy compared with total life expectancy for a selection 

of industrialised countries. Japanese citizens are experiencing longer overall lives, with more of those 

years classified as healthy compared with all other countries featured, except Russia. Russian citizens 

experience lower levels of longevity, but 90% of their shorter lives are experienced in good health.

Healthy life expectancy.  
Male and Female

 

Life expectancy

FIGURE 6 
Healthy life expectancy compared 

with total life expectancy:  

both sexes for the year 2015.  

Source: World Health Organisation

Some of the reasons that may explain the US ranking are the relatively high levels of social inequality, 

high levels of tobacco-related cancers and coronary related heart disease.
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As populations age across the world’s industrialised countries, so a new type 
of economy is emerging, one based on nourishing the demand from people 
that wish to capitalise on the gift of an extended life and the potential to live 
for longer in good health. Increasingly, people will recognise that a longer life 
is futile without a foundation of good health and so new products, services 
and entirely new industry segments will emerge to satisfy this demand. 

The desire for a long and healthy life
What most people would cherish is a long life filled with good health, followed by the briefest period 

of ill health towards the end of life. This was the life of 97-year old, Charles Eugster who this report is 

dedicated to. Charles was competing at the World Masters Athletics Championships in South Korea  

just a few weeks before he died. 

Being healthier for longer is what researchers describe as, ‘compressing morbidity’. Morbidity is 

defined as the incidence of disease and functional decline. So rather than an inevitable decline into 

old age, instead we picture the metaphor of living a long, active and fulfilled life and then ‘falling off a 

cliff’. Studies from the United States are showing that older people’s capacity to complete activities of 

daily living (ADL) – which are routines such as dressing, eating, walking, bathing – is improving. During a 

twenty-year period (1984 - 2004), the number of people aged 85 - 89 who were classified as disabled 

fell from 22% to 12%. For people aged over 95, the rate reduced from 52% to 31%.15 The message here 

is that older people can maintain their fitness and long-term independence and that the fitness industry 

has a vital role to play.

From a pyramid to a skyscraper
An industrialised country’s population has historically been characterised as a pyramid with a large base 

of children and young people and then tapering off in older age. Figure 7 Illustrates this for Europe in 

1950 when fertility rates were higher combined with lower life expectancy. 

 

The longevity 
economy

15.   Freedman et al, Recent trends in disability and functioning among 
older adults in the United States, Journal of the American Medical 
Association, 2002
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However, by 2050 we say goodbye to the pyramid, to be replaced with what Sarah Harper, director of 

the Oxford Institute of Population Ageing, describes as a ‘skyscraper’. This is when we start to see the 

impact of fewer children being born along with the impact of human longevity. We would see a similar 

change if looking at the same 100-year period for Northern America. At a global level, it means that by 

2050, adults aged 65 and over will outnumber all children under the age of 1416 for the very first time.

FIGURE 7 
Population pyramid for Europe  

in 1950 compared to 2050.  

Source: United Nations

This dramatic change in the age composition of the population potentially generates exciting 

opportunities for organisations that exist to help people to take advantage and to optimise the  

wonder of a longer and potentially healthy life.

16.   Source: World Health Organisation
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No health club required 
– the story of Oomph! Wellness, UK
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Oomph! Wellness is a UK social enterprise dedicated to enhancing the 
mental, physical and emotional wellbeing of older adults. Oomph! is an 
acronym for ‘Our Organisation Makes People Happy’ and was founded  
by Ben Allen in 2011. 

Allen, who had been working in Australia as a senior lecturer at the Australian Institute of Fitness, 
specialising in exercise for older adults, returned to the UK and began investigating the everyday 
quality of life experienced by people living long-term in care (retirement) homes.

What he discovered was a passive and sedentary everyday experience, where physical as well as 
cognitive activity was stripped away and undermining the wellbeing of residents. Often he would 
discover that sitting residents in front of a television was the preferred ‘activity’ intervention. Instead, 
Allen believed that a party-style physical activity layer could be incorporated into the care home 
experience to revitalise residents and staff – turning the television off and getting the party  
pom-poms out instead. ‘It’s all about making exercise fun – like a party, with exercise being the side 
effect. Sessions last between 20 and 60 minutes, with a mix of balance and strengthening exercises, 
maybe some balloon volleyball and a quiz’, says Ben Wilkins, Head of Community Development for 

Oomph!

Scaling their impact
When Oomph! launched in the North of England it initially recruited qualified fitness instructors already 
working in the health and fitness industry to visit and deliver this new physical activity programme into 
care homes. However, as a greater number of care homes began to request Oomph! activity classes 
it was decided in 2014 that the service could be scaled by launching a licensed training framework 
for care home staff. This allows staff to directly run Oomph! activity classes themselves, which serve to 
enrich the care home experience for residents, staff and even visitors, who are increasingly taking part.

In order to build engagement with more UK care homes, Oomph! carefully evidences its impact 
through annual impact reports.17 During 2016/2017, 1,598 care-giving staff were trained while 59,575 
Oomph! classes were run across the national network. Sixty-eight per cent of older adults reported a 
significant increase in their physical mobility and an average 14% improvement in their self-assessed 
quality of life.18  

From a single care home in 2011, the organisation now interacts with just under one million participants 
each year. Oomph! has secured funding to allow it to rollout its services beyond care homes as its 
everyday mission is to transform the health and quality of life of older people everywhere. It wishes to 
build connections with the health and fitness industry, but this can only happen if older adults see clubs, 

gyms and fitness centres as appealing and relevant places.
17.   Read the Oomph! impact report here bit.ly/Oomph-impact
18.  Research conducted by University College London

‘Living life to the full 
shouldn’t stop at the care 

home door and a great way 
to promote the well-being of 
residents is through exercise 

and fun.’ 

Andrea Sutcliffe, Chief Inspector of  
Adult Social Care, Care Quality Commission (England’s 

regulator and inspector of health and social care)

http://bit.ly/Oomph-impact
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The health club designed just for seniors  
– the story of activage, Sweden
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Katja Ekvall founded Stockholm-based activage in 2013 after struggling to find 
a personal trainer to coach her elderly father. After being declined by 15 to 20 
trainers who all felt unqualified to work with an older person, Ekvall decided 
to create activage, a lifestyle brand that focuses exclusively on improving the 
health and fitness of older people. 

Ekvall first focused on creating an academy that could train people to become senior fitness specialists, 

collaborating with Nina Lindelof – a physiotherapist and post-doctoral researcher at Sweden’s Umeå 

University – together with the International Sports Sciences Association, distance learning education 

organisation. Then followed the opening of the first activage club, located in a 170-square-metre19  

building in Central Stockholm. Before opening, discussions were conducted with 400 older people 

with no previous experience of using gyms to help guide the concept development. ‘The people we 

spoke to simply didn’t feel the fitness industry represented them. They felt excluded,’ says Ekvall. 

Working with Swedish architects sandellsandberg, the activage centre is as much a social space as 

it is a gym, designed around the belief that nurturing social cohesion20 before and after the exercise 

sessions is a significant part of the overall experience. This means that visitors enter first into a lounge 

area rather than being presented with an array of unfamiliar equipment and machines.

Not a machine experience
Activage members focus on building strength, balance and mastering functional movements 

undertaken with their own personal trainer, who they see six times over the first eight weeks and then 

in small classes of up to 12 people. ‘We don’t really use many machines as we want our participants 

to be able to use their bodies just as they need to do in regular life,’ explains Kristoffer Sjöberg, 

Development Manager at activage. He says that members are worked hard appropriate to their health 

and fitness status because often strength and balance are poor. ‘Balance training is another area of 

focus. Many clients come to us with canes and walkers, but within a few months they don’t need them 

anymore’, says Sjöberg.

Membership pricing 
Members pay according to the level of support required from a personal trainer, which means that 

fees range from €69 to €182 per month ($83 – $219). The ambition is to attract 350 members to this  

first centre. To date, the majority of the first 150 people are in their 70s. 

19.  1,830 square feet 
20.  A GYMetrix face-to-face survey of just under 2,500 existing UK 

members aged over 65 using the gym floor during 2016 found that 
‘atmosphere and environment’ was the most-mentioned positive 
comment made by both men and women
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Changing perceptions of older people
The plan is to open further directly operated centres across Sweden and investigate franchising to 

facilitate expansion into other European countries. Ekvall hopes that activage can change how the 

industry perceives older people: ‘I would love to see us giving this new target group an understanding, 

acceptance, interest, knowledge and respect in our centres all over Europe and hopefully influence 

more actors (operators/stakeholders) to do something like this since the target group is huge. I would 

also like to see us influencing not only commercial actors but also state-run (care) homes.’

Will activage flourish?
The important question is whether sufficient older numbers of European consumers will be attracted  

to the idea of a dedicated centre exclusively for ‘seniors’. Later in this report, Dr Helena Rubinstein, a  

UK behavioural scientist discusses how she needs to be persuaded by the idea of gym brand, 

segmenting by age. However, what does seem compelling is an organisation developing a deep 

understanding and expertise for a single generation, just as a brand such as SoulCycle has achieved 

with millennials. Also, it should be mentioned that activage makes no reference to a minimum age for 

membership, preferring instead to use the term ‘senior’.

‘We’ve introduced a new 
target group to the fitness 

industry at a time when 
there’s increasing focus 

on the needs of an ageing 
population. It’s good for 

business, and importantly it 
also benefits wider society.’

Katja Ekvall, founder of activage
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As lives for many people become longer, the health and fitness industry 
seems to be a beneficiary on several levels. People will be choosing to stay 
in the workforce for longer and resist the idea of transitioning into retirement 
simply because they have reached the arbitrary age of 65 – the same age 
that was set by the German government as far back as 1880. 

So there will be a growing pool of talented workers with an abundance of life experience eager to 

take up roles within the industry. Often these can be highly qualified people. In the United States, two 

out of every ten employed people over the age of 65 hold a masters degree or higher.21 They will  

also have the generational empathy required to interact with older members. The American Council  

on Exercise (ACE), with more than 70,000 certified fitness professionals, has noticed the emergence  

of people in their 60s retraining to become personal trainers and group fitness instructors.22   

However, this talent pool can only be harnessed if organisations are prepared to look beyond  

the millennial generation when drafting their job descriptions. 

As well as taking up employed positions within organisations, older people could also become the 

catalyst for a new wave of later-life fitness entrepreneurs. In the UK, research by Barclays Bank has  

seen a 25% rise in people aged over 65 setting up a health and fitness business.23  

What this means is that there are several gateways for older people to engage with the fitness industry: 

encompassing as consumers of the service, as qualified and highly experienced members of the 

workforce and as owners and stakeholders of businesses. 

The year 2020 will witness a remarkable milestone when one billion of the world’s citizens are  

aged over 60. However, just 25 years later, another 900 million people will become part of this global 

over-60 cohort. The health and fitness industry should prepare to welcome them as customers, 

employees and business owners.

Working for  
longer

21.  Source: Oxford Economics, American Community Survey 2014
22.  A 2016 survey found that of the people going through ACE   
 personal trainer certification half were over the age of 41 while  
 for health coach certification two thirds were over this same age
23.  Between September 2012 and September 2015

QUOTE OR IMAGE
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The health club 
industry and older 

people

I have been a user of health clubs for most of my adult life, feeling 
comfortable and a sense of belonging, even when using a club for the  
first time. However, over the past few years, I have begun noticing how I  
now belong to a different generation in many of the clubs and fitness studios 
that I visit. As someone who straddles the baby boomer and X generations,  
I now workout with a little voice in my head reminding me that the majority 
of other exercisers, and staff, clearly belong to the millennial cohort. 

Playgrounds for the young
Each year IHRSA publishes its Health Club Consumer Report that analyses the American fitness  

industry. A representative sample24 of the US population is used for this annual report, which  

generates a considerable amount of information on the American health club consumer.  

Figure 8 collates data from these reports for the period from 2010 to 2016 and shows how the  

age of US health club members, breaks down. The age of members is compared with the wider US  

population and shows whether an age group is under-represented (denoted by an index score of less  

than 100) or over-represented (with an index score greater than 100). 

FIGURE 8 
US health club membership compared 

with US population (2010 – 2016). 

Source: IHRSA

24.   32,658 online individual and household  
interviews were conducted for the 2016 report
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2016 

2017 

The data shows that the American fitness industry has been consistently representative of the wider US 

population up to the age of 44. Members aged 45–54 were representative for five out of the seven 

years, after which there are very noticeable levels of under-representation for the 55–64 cohort and 

people over the age of 65.25 Members over the age of 55 have been consistently under-represented in 

the US health club industry in every year. The recurring comment made each year by the IHRSA report 

authors is that ‘health clubs are the playgrounds of the young, as the industry appeals most to those 

between the ages of 25 to 44.’

A similar picture in the UK
The DatabHub project, managed by 4 global, is capturing data on several million UK members 

across 315 different public sector owned health, fitness and leisure locations. Figure 9 shows the 

age distribution for 2.6 million UK gym members26 for the years 2016 and 2017 compared with the 

wider population. The figure shows that this membership sample is over-represented for the 16–24, 

25–34 and 35–44 age groups and so follows a similar finding to the United States. The modal or most 

frequently stated member age was 25 for both men and women. 

FIGURE 9 
UK adult membership compared  

with UK population 2016 and 2017.  

Source: DataHub

25.    The steep increase in the index for those members 
aged 25–34 in 2013 may be explained by a change 
in survey methodology. From 2013, studios were 
added to the definition of health club membership

26.   These were predominantly gym members  
attending public-sector-owned centres,  
representing around 27% of all UK gym  
members at May 2017
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World Health Organisation 
physical activity guidelines for 

adults age over 65

Strength enhancing:  
At least two days per week

Balance-enhancing:  
Older adults with poor  
mobility should perform 
activities that prevent falls at 
least three days per week

Aerobic  
activity:  
At least 150 
minutes weekly
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This finding seems surprising as conventional wisdom suggests  

that public centres have historically been more effective at 

attracting older consumers due to their convenient locations, 

substantial upgrading of infrastructure and affordable pricing policy.

It should be clarified that figure 10 only captures people who have 

committed to a monthly membership agreement and for whom 

demographic information is recorded when joining. There will be 

people who are using these venues on a pay-per-visit basis, when  

it is not necessary to disclose personal information such as age.

Additionally, a Lightspeed GMI/Mintel survey conducted in 2015 

found that just over one in ten existing users of UK private health 

and fitness clubs were aged over 51,27 while Paul Bedford and 

IHRSA found a similar finding in an analysis of 1.4 million American 

and membership records, where 14% of members were aged  

over 55.28 

The challenge of encouraging older people  
into a life of physical activity
Many people are capable of weaving physical activity into their 

everyday lives as they move through early and intermediate life 

stages. Careers, homes and families are started, and although 

time and finances are severely challenged, physical activity often 

remains a part of this evolving life. However, research suggests that 

this begins to change when a person transitions into later stages of 

their life.

Figure 10 shows data from Sport England’s Actives Lives Survey. 

The survey captures physical activity data on 199,000 English adults 

aged over 16. 

27.  Health and Fitness Clubs – UK, July 2015
28.  In total 1,520,563 member records from 465 clubs across the 

USA and Canada were analysed. For Canada, the over-55s 
were just 5% but over a smaller sample size. Source: IHRSA 
One Million Strong: An In-Depth Study of Health Club Member 
Retention in North America, 2015

FIGURE 10 
Inactivity levels for English adults (Active Lives Survey 

2015-2016). Source: Sport England
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One third of all adults over the 
age of 65 fall at least once during 

a year. Falls are the leading 
cause of injury among  

older adults. 
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The figure shows how inactivity rises with age (where inactivity is defined as people unable to 

incorporate 30 minutes of physical activity into their week – activity that raises their heart rate).  

Many readers will know that the UK Chief Medical Officer recommends at least 150 minutes of physical 

activity a week, so for this cohort, it is reasonable to state that activity that challenges their cardio-vascular 

system has been entirely stripped from their everyday lives.

English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA)
Meanwhile, findings from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), which is collecting data from 

a representative sample of the English population aged 50 and older, is showing that inactivity levels29 

have risen for the ten-year period 2003 to 2013. Across all age groups, apart from men aged 65–69, more 

older people across English are living a life devoid of physical activity. The ongoing study found a greater 

increase in inactivity for women over this period.

FIGURE 11 
Inactivity levels of older English  

adults 2003 v 2012–2013.  

Source: The English Longitudinal  

Study of Ageing
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29.   Using the same, less than 30 minutes  
per week of activity, definition
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Insight before action
Building a deep understanding of why people disengage from physical activity as they age is 

necessary before programmes can be developed. Life is busy, full and time-challenging at all life 

stages, and so why should this be the cause to withdraw from physical activity when an individual 

moves into their 50s? 

Inactivity does also rise among those living with one or more disabilities,30 so perhaps this is a 

contributing factor for people to begin withdrawing from sport and other activities. If so, then  

activities should be reformulated and attitudes shifted. People will themselves need to psychologically 

adjust to life with a disability or impairment and manage potential everyday pain, while fitness 

operators will need to adopt a more welcoming and inclusive approach to the growing numbers of 

people who cannot simply temporarily ‘freeze their membership’ until they are perfectly healthy. If the 

attitude of operators is ‘come back when you’re healthy’, then they will forever remain non-customers. 

Nuffield Health, a leading UK not-for-profit healthcare organisation with a network of hospitals and 113 

fitness and wellbeing gyms,31 recognised how injury or surgery can knock an individual out of their 

exercise habit and so created ‘Recovery Plus’. Patients at their hospitals are now provided with three 

month’s complimentary membership to one of their gyms along with access to a recovery coach. 

This is an example of how a more comprehensive understanding of barriers to exercise has to come 

before the programme.

30.  51% of those with three or more impairments are inactive  
compared with 21% of those without a disability  
(Actives Lives Survey 2015–2016)

31.  At September 2017

‘We have shown with every piece of analysis that retention gets 
better with age. However, we are discovering that retention 

drops a little in members aged over 65. One explanation is that 
increasing health issues begin impeding attendance.’ 

Mike Hills, general manager, The Retention People
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RA   Why do you think that western society has a broadly negative perception of ageing  

– ageing as something that has to be resisted?

HR  Stereotypes of ageing persist and have not been challenged in the way that, say, stereotypes 

of gender or ethnicity are challenged. You could say that ageism is one of the last ‘isms’ to be 

addressed. There is a significant amount of academic research that shows that the stereotype 

of an aged person is of someone who is kind but incompetent, unattractive and unable to cope 

with new ideas. This is not accurate. But with such a negative image, it is not surprising that people 

do not want to be thought of as old! As with all stereotypes, the only way to deal with them is to 

challenge them – we are beginning to see this with gender stereotyping. Think of the July 2017 

report from the Advertising Standards Authority (UK’s regulator of advertising)32 that is taking action 

to scrutinise advertising for promoting negative gender roles because they are harmful to society.33  

RA  Why do you believe that a better understanding of a person’s motivation to behave in a certain 

way is more effective than creating services crafted around a person’s age?

HR  People age differently; some people become unwell and feel old when they are 60 years of 
age and some feel sprightly, active and lively when they are 75. We do not treat all people aged 
between 20 and 40 years of age as if they are one group with the same needs. Why would we 
treat all people aged between 60 and 80 years of age as if they were the same? In fact, we 
become more different as we get older because we have more varied and different experiences 
of life. There is evidence that if we treat people as if they are young and able, they are more 
likely to behave in this way and if we treat people as infirm and slow, they will conform to these 
expectations. Our psychological outlook has an impact on our physical wellbeing.

RA  Previously you have written that people may avoid a product or service because it does not fit 

with their image of themselves. What reasons do you see that may inhibit an older person from 

becoming more physically active by joining a health club?

HR  Health clubs usually have pictures of physically fit 20-to 30-year-olds with washboard abs and 
no sign of fat on their bodies. Most people do not look like this, especially if they are a bit older. 
When they try to attract older people they go the other way and show pictures of jolly, smiling 
women (rarely men) with ‘permed’ white hair putting their hands in the air. Do you actually know 
people who fit into either of these groups? People tend to do things that support the self-image 
and identity they have of themselves. There are many people over the age of 50 who exercise or 
want to exercise but who cannot see themselves in the images that are promulgated (promoted) 
by health clubs. The assumption is that all exercise is about the ‘body beautiful’, but there are 
other motivations and these are not being reflected.

Interview with  
Dr Helena Rubinstein

Head of Behavioural Science,  
Innovia Technology

32.  The report can be read here: bit.ly/ASA-Perceptions
33.  For example a recent advert from Gap that showed a young boy 

becoming an academic and a girl becoming a ‘social butterfly’

http://bit.ly/ASA-Perceptions
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RA  In your professional role as Head of Behavioural 

Science at Innovia Technology, are there learnings 

from some of your previous projects that may help 

fitness providers to better understand how to support 

a person to follow through on their intention to 

become more physically active?

HR  For reasons of client confidentiality I cannot give 
any examples but I can say that it is important to 
systematically understand the barriers and promoters 
to people being more physically active. You need 
to understand not only what motivates people 
(cognitively and emotionally), but also what people 
believe they are capable of doing or not doing and 
what opportunities, both socially and physically, are 
in place to help them exercise more. Changes to the 
environment may be just as important as trying to 
improve motivation. Just telling people to be more 
physically active is rarely effective. To cause a change 
in behaviour you may have to design interventions 
that simultaneously tackle capabilities, motivations 
and opportunities to be more physically active.

RA  Designing a new health club brand exclusively for 

older people seems like a sensible and rational idea, 

but do you think it would resonate with its intended 

audience?

HR  I am not persuaded of this for the reasons given 
above – mainly social and emotional. I know  
65-year-olds who can easily beat a 30-year-old at 
tennis and 70-year-olds who run marathons. In any 
case, many older people want to pass on their skills, 
not be hidden away in some ghetto where they only 
talk to other people of the same age.

RA  Any final thoughts on how the health club industry 

should be thinking about its long-term role  

as life expectancy rises?

HR  It is clearly to society’s advantage to encourage 
everyone to be more physically active. It should not 
be just about age. However, we cannot deny that 
ageing impacts on strength, suppleness and stamina. 
Increasing fitness levels improves these and also has 
an impact on cognitive abilities. Health clubs need 
to broaden their definition of fitness to go beyond 
beautiful bodies to include beautiful minds. The most 
important thing is not to make people feel that they 
cannot achieve some level of fitness because of 
their age. You would be surprised at the number of 
people who go back to dancing classes in their 50s.

About Dr Helena Rubinstein 
And Innovia Technology

Dr Helena Rubinstein’s role at Innovia Technology as  

Head of Behavioural Science is trying to understand 

people: why they do what they do when they have  

said they will do something completely different 

and exploring what influences their behaviour. Her 

PhD focused on how we think about ageing. Innovia 

Technology specialises in holistic innovation and works 

with some of the world’s largest companies on growth 

generating ideas. They are based in Cambridge, UK.  

Further information: Innoviatech.com

http://www.Innoviatech.com
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Case study:  
Japanese health and fitness industry  
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Japan is home to the world’s oldest population where one in three of its 
citizens is aged over 60. It is facing twin challenges of both an ageing and  
a declining population. By 2060, Japan’s population is projected to fall by  
one third from 126.5 million in 2017 to 87 million.34 

Extremely low levels of net immigration35 and Japan’s plummeting fertility rates36 are driving this 

population decline. Falling fertility rates coupled with increasing life expectancy are placing a significant 

economic burden on Japan’s working population, with fewer people paying more money for longer 

in terms of pensions and healthcare. In 2000 Japan established mandatory Long-term Care Insurance 

(LTCI), which has been described as ‘one of the most generous long-term care systems in the world in 

terms of coverage and benefits’.37 Japan’s LCTI is public and requires all persons aged 40 and over to 

contribute into the system. Anyone 65 or over is eligible to receive these benefits, irrespective of need 

or income. All services, which cover home, institutional and community-based care, require only a 10% 

co-payment from the user. 

Nurturing the concept of life-long wellbeing
Masaaki Yoshida, executive president of Renaissance, Inc, which operates 150 sports clubs and 

rehabilitation centres across Japan, and also chairman of the Fitness Industry Association of Japan38 

(FIA), believes that too many of Japan’s citizens may be using the country’s subsidised national health 

insurance scheme as a safety net instead of embracing the concept of illness prevention. ‘Given 

population decline and an aging society, if no change is made to the country’s current policy, the 

health system will eventually, undoubtedly, fail. Therefore, there’s a pressing need to be aware of the 

situation, and to take action to inspire people to take responsibility for their own health – for becoming, 

and remaining, healthy.’ he stated during a recent interview with IHRSA.39  

Health and fitness industry participation
While Japanese fitness industry participation rates in Japan remain relatively low at 3.5% of the adult 

population, there is an emerging awareness at governmental level and among older Japanese citizens 

of the importance of adopting a healthier lifestyle. This awareness arises from a greater understanding 

of not only the potential health benefits but also the financial implications, with rising insurance 

premiums. Key players across the health and fitness industry have capitalised on this change in recent 

years, developing operating models to cater for the growing demand, especially among the over-65s.

34.  Japanese Health and Welfare Ministry
35.  The net annual difference between those entering  

and leaving the country
36.   The fertility rate measures the number of births per 1,000 women 

between the ages of 15 and 44 occurring in a particular year
37.   The Globe and Mail (2017) Bold steps: Japan’s remedy  

for a rapidly aging society. bit.ly/Japan-ageing
38. At February 2017
39. Read the full May 2017 interview at: bit.ly/MasaakiYoshida

 Masaaki Yoshida 
Executive president  

of Renaissance

http://bit.ly/Japan-ageing
http://bit.ly/MasaakiYoshida
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Renaissance is one of Japan’s leading club operators and was founded in 1979 with a mission to 

improve the health of Japanese citizens. The organisation’s definition of ‘health’ is broader than many 

Western fitness companies. While Western fitness brands have traditionally tended to emphasise 

physical appearance, Renaissance’s broader definition of good health has ‘vitality’ at its core. A strategy 

built upon the concept of promoting ‘vitality’, a notion they see as key to tackling Japan’s demographic 

challenges, is taking the organisation into different area of Japanese society such as nursing and 

rehabilitation. Meanwhile, its more-mainstream fitness clubs are attempting to widen their appeal by 

introducing ‘onsen’ or Japanese hot springs and generally becoming more responsive to the needs 

of a diverse elderly market. Renaissance also emphasises a sense of community and belonging at its 

clubs, to foster an atmosphere that is welcoming to older Japanese people. This approach seems to 

be working, with 50% of its 500,000 members aged 50 and over at March 2017. Members over the 

age of 70 have been growing by an annual compound rate of 8% since 2013 and now represent the 

organisation’s fastest-growing segment. Perhaps Japan is demonstrating that inter-generational clubs 

are feasible.

Creating sociable clubs
There is a growing body of evidence linking sociability with physical health. A 2009 UN development 

report found that psychological distress, in particular a feeling of isolation, led to higher levels of bad 

health. In response, the Japanese Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare is increasingly promoting 

health policies that focus on community involvement over individual needs. Alongside Renaissance, 

fitness brands that emphasise the importance of group exercise have been particularly successful, 

especially with older people. 

Renaissance has incorporated a series of initiatives seeking to build on this sense of community while 

also attempting to reduce cognitive decline and so align themselves with the healthcare industry 

while tackling a key barrier to Japan building a more productive elderly workforce. For example, the 

company has created ‘Synapsology’, a brain activation programme. Synapsology is typically  

performed in a large group. The programme uses unfamiliar and mentally challenging exercises to 

stimulate the user’s brain and claims to ‘revitalise aging brains’. It forms part of their ‘Genki Gym’, which 

provides a rehabilitation-specialised day service facility, staffed by fitness instructors, nursing staff and 

other caregivers.

From health clubs to senior rehabilitation centres  

Part of the future growth 
strategy for Renaissance is to 
create rehabilitation day care 

centres exclusively for  
Japanese seniors.
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Curves Japan
Gary Heavin founded Curves, the women’s-only franchise, in the 

United States in 1992. It was not until 2005 that the brand arrived in 

Japan when it opened its first club in Tokyo. Koshidaka Holdings, 

a public company which is listed on the Tokyo Stock Exchange, 

opened its first club in 2006 and then in 2007 took over Curves 

Japan Co., Ltd. as a 90%-owned subsidiary. Growth has been rapid, 

with at least 200 new Curves clubs opening every year. In 2014, it 

reached the milestone of 1,500 clubs.

Curves is now a key player in the Japanese fitness industry, with 

1,700 gyms and over 721,000 members (averaging 424 members 

per club).40 It is capitalising on a growing desire across both 

Japanese government and society to extend the period of healthy 

life expectancy. Consequently, it has tailored its operating model, 

proving popular with people over the age of 50. In fact, as figure 

12 shows, Curves reports no members under the age of 30, while 

60% of its members are aged 60 or older.

The Curves instructor-led and group-powered circuit promotes 

high levels of social interaction and this offering is appealing 

to older Japanese consumers according to Hiroshi Koshidaka, 

Koshidaka’s president: ‘The core customers have never really 

exercised in their adult life before, so they feel the benefits from an 

easy 30 minutes of weight training. Many come three times a week, 

feel improvement, make friends, encourage others to join and  

stop people from quitting’, he stated during an interview with 

Newsmax Health. 

While an increased proportion of the elderly population is now 

aware of the role fitness clubs can play in preventative health care 

and more broadly an understanding of the importance of physical 

activity, Curves understand that a significant proportion still do 

not. As part of its growth strategy, Curves is seeking to broaden 

its reach through partnerships with local governments, which are 

interested in these small neighbourhood size clubs.40. At 2016

FIGURE 12 
Curves Japan – membership age profile at 2016. Source: Bridge Report
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Lower insurance premiums for healthclub members
As part of its economic growth strategy, the Japanese government led by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 

is planning to cut insurance premiums for people who try to proactively maintain their health. An 

interesting project is presently being explored by researchers at Osaka University, which, if launched, 

would offer lower insurance premiums for people who commit to regular health club attendance. An 

initial pilot of 79 health club members showed that estimates of their medical expenses from the age 

of 40 to 85 could be 7% lower than the national average.41 It will likely be 2020 before any scheme is 

officially launched, at which time the researchers estimate that around 5% of the estimated 710,000  

new policies a year would be associated with this new insurance product.42 

In its 2017 review of the Japanese economy, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) highlighted the 

changing mentality of the Japanese government and business with regard to promoting healthy 

lifestyles. While past initiatives were praised, the IMF emphasise that more drastic change is required, 

specifically labour market reforms such as higher old-age workforce participation. Currently many 

Japanese companies require full-time employees to retire at age 60, but sentiment is shifting towards 

retaining staff until they are 65 and then perhaps to age 70, though under different employment terms.

As population ageing continues to create societal and economic challenges, the Japanese health and 

fitness industry is set to play an influential role, working in conjunction with government to create a 

happier, healthier and ultimately more productive role for its older citizens. 

41.   Professor Tomoyuki Takura, the project lead, discusses the 
programme here bit.ly/Insurance-Exercise

42.  VitalityHealth operates a scheme in the UK where a customer 
purchasing one of its health or life insurance policies receives 
a 50% discount on monthly membership fees at a choice of 
three leading national health club chains (Virgin Active, David 
Lloyd Clubs and Nuffield Health Fitness & Wellbeing)

http://bit.ly/Insurance-Exercise
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TOTAL POPULATION: 
126.5 million

(2017 estimate)

POPULATION AGED OVER 15: 
110.8 million

MEDIAN POPULATION AGE:  
47

PRIVATE HEALTH CLUBS:  
5,979  

(2017 IHRSA estimate)

PRIVATE CLUBS PER CITIZENS  
AGED OVER 15: ONE CLUB PER 

18,531 citizens

ESTIMATED MEMBERS OF  
PRIVATE CLUB MEMBERS:  

4.1 million  
(average of 686 members per club)

ESTIMATED PRIVATE HEALTH CLUB  
PENETRATION RATE BASED ON 
POPULATION AGED OVER 15: 

3.7% 

FIGURE 13 
Japanese population aged 60 and over at 2015, 2030 and 2050.  

Source: World Population Ageing, United Nations report, 2015

In the next 13 years, four in ten of the Japanese population will  
be 60 or over, consolidating its position as home to the world’s 

oldest population. 
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RA   The core mission of the International Council on 

Active Aging (ICAA), which you founded in 2001, is to 

change how society views ageing. What needs to 

fundamentally change?

CM  When it comes to how we view population ageing, 
and how we age, I believe we need to change the 
reality of what it means to grow old, to change our 
perceptions. This is because our current perceptions 
are based on a past reality. This reality was that older 
people would have a diminished quality of life and 
become a burden to both their family and to society. 
However, today we have science on our side and 
the science shows that we have much greater 
capabilities and untapped potential than previously 
thought. There seem to be endless examples of 
healthy active ageing in the media today, which is 
a departure from the past. As baby boomers push 
these new limits and shift our perceptions, it will 
change the way we respond to population ageing 
and foster a new reality. 

RA   How do you define active ageing and why is it better 

to frame this in terms of someone’s functional ability 

rather than some arbitrary age?

CM  The ICAA defines active aging as: ‘Promotes 
the vision of all individuals, regardless of age, 
socioeconomic status or health, fully engaging in life 
within all seven dimensions of wellness: emotional, 
environmental, cognitive, physical, vocational, 
social and spiritual’. The key to how well we age is 
multifaceted, as is the older population. However, 
the maintenance and improvement of our ability to 
function are paramount to how well we age and to 
get the most out of life. Today, in the United States, 

Interview with  
Colin Milner

CEO International Council  
on Active Aging (ICAA)

almost all people 65 and above have a chronic 
health issue (defined as persistent and long-lasting) 
and most of these people are not letting an issue 
that once killed them get in the way of an engaged 
life, due in most part to medical advancements and 
lifestyle changes. However, what has not changed is 
the fact that if someone loses their ability to function 
(for example, to stand, to get out of bed), their life 
will change in an immediate and profound way. 
Think about being admitted to hospital following a 
serious biking accident leaving you unable to move 
for several weeks. Now imagine this experience 
extended over years. This is why improving or 
maintaining function at a high level is crucial to the 
way we age and why it has been at the heart of 
the ICAA’s active aging model for the past 16 years. 
In 2015 the World Health Organization released 
their Healthy Ageing Report, which centred on the 
importance of functions for healthy aging. I view this 
as a watershed moment for function but remember 
that ‘function’ is not just physical but also cognitive 
and social as well.

RA    The global health club industry represents a 

potentially influential setting for active ageing 

programmes, but segments of this industry seem 

firmly set on only serving a physically active millennial 

audience. Do you accept that these operators will not 

be responsive to engaging with older consumers?

CM  Historically we have been a youth-driven society 
with many younger people in our countries. 
Americans in 1900 lived on average for 47 years43  
and old age was viewed as a ‘challenge’. However, 
if we look at many industrialised countries, their 
adult population is now more balanced, as should 43. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
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be our approach. Today, one out of every two 
potential adult clients is 50 and over, we have added 
more than 30 years to life and growing older is 
now viewed by many as a gift; a thriving period in 
our lives. Furthermore, this group has the money to 
buy products and services in areas to help achieve 
a long and better life as they earn 70% more than 
millennials, have 70% of the disposable income, up 
from 50% just over a decade ago. Bottom line, they 
are driving the US economy, according to the 2016 
Longevity Report produced by the AARP and  
Oxford Economics.44  

   If you look at the US fitness industry in 2013, the 
50-plus group accounted for $4 billion dollars in 
membership sales. Four years on, I am sure this 
is much higher. However, many in the industry 
tend to stick their heads in the sand and deny 
the opportunity. The question I ask is: What is the 
opportunity cost associated with this thinking? I am 
not suggesting giving up on current members but 
to expand a club’s membership to an audience that 
desires services to help them age well and at a time 
when some club’s memberships are contracting. 
The caveat here is with low-cost gyms that may be 
challenged to provide this audience with carefully 
tailored and personalised services due to their 
reduced staffing levels.

RA    The present health club model seems better aligned 

to serve those people with the highest levels of 

functional ability (physical, cognitive and social) rather 

than those people that are frail and dependent on 

others. Do you think that this is the core opportunity 

for the industry if we consider the functional spectrum 

(athletic through to dependent)?

CM  Over the years the fitness industry has done a 
reasonable job of adapting to trends, especially in 
programming. They have trained staff to transfer 
from Reebok Step classes over to ‘Spinning’, Pilates 
to meditation, CrossFit to functional training (not the 
same ‘functional’ training required by older adults). 
They have also built studios in and outside of clubs 
to attract customers and adapted their membership 
and pricing structures. However, this is the first 
time that the fitness industry has witnessed four 
converging megatrends. Today we have population 
ageing, longevity, health and wellness and digital 
transformation set to shake the very foundation of 
the industry. I believe it is time to return to the true 
meaning of a ‘health club’. We have seen a glimmer 
of this as more clubs connect with medical fitness, 
but that is just the beginning. 

  The reality is that change is constant, and driven by 
those who are willing to pay for something different. 
This is occurring with the emergence of specialised 
fitness studios around the world, but these are still 
targeting a fit and younger population. The fitness 
and the broader business economies are littered 
with small and larger companies that have failed to 
respond to mega trends. 

  The current health club model has been a great 
success, for what it is and whom it targets. However, 
given the slowdown in member growth and the 
relatively small percentage of the population it 
currently attracts, perhaps it is time to step back 
and rethink the offer and experience. As population 
demographics change, the simple question for 
business should be: How will I respond? 

44. Download the free report: bit.ly/AARP-Oxford 

‘The biggest misconception 
about this demographic (people 
over 65) is that they can’t work 

hard. Like anyone else, when 
you push them hard, they don’t 

die, they get stronger, fitter and 
more independent.’ 

Colin Milner, CEO International Council on Active Aging

http://bit.ly/AARP-Oxford
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    One thing I believe is that the promotion of 
physical, cognitive and social function, along with 
personalised wellness solutions, will be at the 
heart of many fitness operators’ long-term success 
because the growing diversity of this audience will 
demand different solutions across the functional 
spectrum.45

RA    Previously you described to me a conversation you 

had with an American club CEO who told you ‘I will 

never gray my clubs.’ When you hear a statement like 

this, what is their main concern or misunderstanding?

CM  This is simply an uninformed comment that is 
based on emotion rather than logic and counter 
productive to the growth of the industry. The 
evidence is overwhelming that clubs should be 
embracing older people as part of a current and 
future growth strategy. However, decisions can 
sometimes be driven more by emotion than logic. 
To make an informed decision you need to become 
knowledgeable about the opportunity. Until 
you have done this, I would advise not investing 
resources as the needs, desires and aspirations of an 
older population are vastly different than a younger 
audience. 

RA    Looking internationally, can you describe an 

outstanding example of a health and fitness 

organisation that is fully embracing the concept  

of a multi-dimensional model of wellness that  

has allowed it to successfully appeal to an  

inter-generational audience?

CM  I think the health club market needs to look beyond 
its current borders for outstanding examples. For 
example, within the retirement living industry you 
can find groups like The Villages and Moorings 
Park, in Florida, which I believe are great models.46  
I would also pay attention to how Canyon Ranch 
operates its properties. I would also look at groups 
like The Summit Activity Center in Gran Prairie, Texas, 
or the soon to be launched billion-dollar Jimmy 
Buffet Retirement Community in Daytona Beach, 
Florida. There are many great examples that we can 
learn from, but most operate outside the health and  
fitness industry.

About Colin Milner 
and the International Council  

on Active Aging (ICAA)

Colin Milner founded the ICAA in 2001 in order to promote 

the emerging concept of active ageing. The ICAA exists 

to improve the quality of life for ageing baby boomers 

and other older adults within the seven dimensions of 

wellness (emotional, environmental, cognitive, physical, 

vocational, social and spiritual). It connects a community 

of like-minded organisations and professionals who share 

the goals of changing society’s perceptions of ageing. 

Further information: icaa.cc

45.  The physical functional spectrum can be viewed as a  
spectrum covering athletic, fit, independent, frail  
and dependent

46. Read a short case study on Moorings Park in the appendix

http://www.icaa.cc
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The ‘fundamental purpose’ of a health and fitness club – the shared 
understanding of the reason why it exists – is very clear. At its core is an 
altruistic mission where the business is energised by the desire to help 
others to find and reach a more contented and ‘happier’ place in their lives.47  

However, as a business grows, founders depart and new external investors 
arrive and so this altruistic mission has the potential to be smothered by a 
more financially driven agenda. 

If the overriding strategic intent is to become operationally efficient, to strip back staffing and migrate 

to a self-service style of business, then it seems we are designing an experience for more-confident 

and physically competent people. In which case, do not be surprised if exercise-savvy millennials 

become the predominant customer cohort. Of course, it is right that parts of the industry serve a 

millennial audience because it is essential that young people foster a life-long love and habit for 

physical activity. As Robert Waldinger, Director of the 80-year Harvard Study of Adult Development, 

says, ‘Take care of your body as though you were going to need it for 100 years, because you might.’ 

Getting someone who is already active to exercise a little more is, of course, beneficial but getting 

an inactive older person active for the very first time is a social imperative. This is because physical 

activity can transform the life of an older person but if their physical function reaches a tipping point 

of frailty or dependence on other people, then life and opportunity begins to close down. Clubs such 

as activage in Sweden, with their remarkable trainers, are showing that some members can discard 

their walking frames after a few months of training. Imagine how life can now change and flourish for 

these members. Helping people to fully enjoy the wonders of a longer life must be one of the most 

rewarding accomplishments of any health and fitness club.

Concluding remarks

47.  Read more on this topic in Fitness Sector  
Social Good Report, Algar, 2014

http://www.Oxygen-consulting.co.uk/knowledge-store
http://www.Oxygen-consulting.co.uk/knowledge-store


2017 |  Health Club Industry Active Ageing Report – Harnessing the opportunity of an ageing society                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         |  44

BACK TO 
CONTENTS

The 100-year life
Since 1963 it was customary for the Japanese government 

to present those reaching their 100th birthday with a silver 

sakazuki, a flat saucer-like cup valued at around $72. One 

hundred and fifty-three silver cups were gifted at the 

programme’s launch. The gift has now been scrapped 

because in 2018, 39,000 would become eligible for the 

gift, which the government can no longer afford. This 

is the wonder of longevity – a child born in the West 

today has at least a 50% chance of living to be over 105.48 

However, is business really prepared and are organisations 

appropriately ‘designed’ for this remarkable demographic 

phenomenon? The mental picture many of us may have 

of people in their 60s to 90s and beyond may need 

to dramatically alter as the journey into old age now is 

changing. Helena Rubinstein discussed these out dated 

stereotypes of older people in her interview. For some 

older people, the programming sweet spot may be more 

akin to high-intensity interval training (HIIT) rather than a 

simplified class with slowed-down music. Colin Milner, 

CEO of the International Council on Active Aging, reminds 

us: ‘The biggest misconception about this demographic 

(people over 65) is that they can’t work hard.’ 

What is the perceptual gap between older 
consumers and private clubs?
In the United States, older people seem to gravitate more  

towards non-profit clubs while Lightspeed GMI/Mintel 

found that people over the age of 51 in the UK were 

the most likely group of non-customers who would not 

consider using a private club in the future (see figure 14).

48.    The 100-year Life – Living and Working in an  
Age of Longevity, Gratton and Scott, 2016

FIGURE 14 
Never used private club and would not consider using in  

the future (UK). Source: Lightspeed GMI/Mintel 2015
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The ‘full-service’ clubs with extensive facilities are cited as being ‘too expensive’ and not convenient 

while the rapid rise of low-cost gyms are generally affordable but have not been operationally 

‘designed’ to support older people who may be living with disabilities and reduced physical function.49 

So perhaps it is for the independent clubs with their smaller communities of members who will step 

forward and create a genuinely person-centred and fully supported service that will help older people 

to embed physical activity into their everyday lives.

Do we want health clubs to be playgrounds just for the young?
Private health clubs are successfully attracting people until they reach their mid-fifties, after which older 

members become under-represented compared to the wider population. It seems that these people 

reach an age and then those that are active or aspire to become active begin migrating to alternative 

venues or exercise settings. 

In 2015, Andrew Butler was overweight at 114 kilogrammes and an alcoholic. Wanting to change his 

life he took up jogging late at night so as not to be seen and then later discovered parkrun, the free 

5-kilometre community run. Parkrun is now a global community of 2.5 million runners50 and they have 

discovered the ‘secret sauce’ for getting people off their sofas – it is conveniently set in local parks, 

easy to take part (start by walking the event with a dog), community-powered and is completely  

free of charge. Importantly, it is not ‘owned’ by a single generation, but is a great example of an  

inter-generational and inclusive activity experience. I am fascinated by the idea that a park is preferred 

over an extensively equipped health club.

Creating new delivery models
If the industry is to witness a step-change in its growth then it must embrace new partnerships and 

delivery models that force it away from the comfort of its existing venues. Oomph! Wellness did not 

set its programme in a health club and then try to encourage residents from UK care homes to attend. 

Instead the activity programme was designed and delivered directly inside the care home. Sometimes 

it may be appropriate to invite people into clubs but in the future a more distributed approach may be 

required in order to lower the barriers to a more active life.

49.    Humphrey Cobbold, Chief Executive of Pure Gym, the UK’s  
largest low-cost operator, confirmed that the average age  
of their 930,000 members at February 2017 was less than 30  
(panel session during the European Health and Fitness Forum, 
Germany 2017)

50.    At September 2017
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Intergenerational hubs
Other ‘caring’ industries such as senior living and even children’s nurseries are creating environments 

where different generations are brought together. As far back as 1976, Shimada Masaharu had the 

idea of merging a children’s nursery in Tokyo with a senior living centre. Two separate industries that 

normally would share no connection were now bonded. With too many older people citing the 

television as their main source of ‘company’, these projects can have transformative effects on  

people’s lives. 

As the world ages, so this type of intergenerational care should become more common. During 

September 2017, the Apples and Honey Nightingale nursery in London became the first in the UK to be 

located in a senior living care home. The nursery brings together children and senior residents through 

shared activities such as cooking, exercising, reading and eating meals. The goal is to break down inter-

generational barriers, provide economic benefits through co-location and create physical and mental 

health benefits to the residents by reducing social isolation. So who will health clubs be co-locating 

with in the future in order to effectively support the health and wellbeing needs of older people? 

Time to challenge some assumptions
Just because someone may be retired does not mean they are time-rich. Nor does it mean that off-

peak hours at your club are just perfect for ‘senior’ programming. Retirement ages across the globe are 

beginning to rise and as people live longer so mature children are taking on the role of caring for their 

parents. Research by Age UK discovered that a third of the UK’s 6 million carers are aged 65 and over, 

and one in three were providing more than 50 hours of weekly care. So Monday at 11:00 may not be 

that ‘sweet spot’ after all.51 

Mind your language
There seems to be an abundance of ‘silver’ when reviewing activity experiences for older people 

– they are ‘Silverfit’, ‘Silver&Fit’, ‘SilverSneakers’ and, of course, silvers also surf. As soon as someone 

reaches the age of 50, marketers seem to relish classifying them into the silver demographic bucket. 

‘If you’re a marketer, aging is not about biology, it’s about psychology… when you ask an older person 

what aging is, they define it as the future of living. A future characterised by a focus on wellbeing, joy 

and growth’. says Peter Hubbell, CEO of BoomAgers, a New York-based agency that focuses on  

baby boomers. 

So to me slipping the word ‘silver’ into that supposedly well-crafted new service offer seems to lack 

insight and an empathy with the people your brand is attempting to communicate with.

51.    There are several studies where older people state that lack of 
time due to work, family and friend commitments is the reason 
for being physically inactive. This barrier is compounded when 
people are reliant on public transport

EuropeActive Intervention to 
Promote Healthy and Active 

Ageing 
A good practice guide written for health clubs and fitness 

trainers is available at: EuropeActiveGuide

http://bit.ly/EuropeActiveGuide
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Older members stay for longer
Research by Paul Bedford and IHRSA52 found that American and Canadian members aged over 55 

stayed on average more than half a year longer than members aged under 24. This represents a 

win-win for all parties. Older members are staying engaged and accruing physical and psychological 

benefits while clubs can invest more time supporting existing members rather than being persistently 

preoccupied with selling and achieving demanding monthly targets.  

The revenue impact is also compelling, as the total membership yield is 43% higher for these older 

members. When this difference is scaled up for just 1,000 members aged 55 and over, they would  

yield $93,924 more than equivalent 16 - to 24-year olds.53

Delegate to the public sector
When embarking on this report I discussed the outline with many people and one comment from a 

marketing director has remained with me: ‘That will be something for the public sector to investigate’. 

was his response to the topic of attracting more older people into health clubs. I was perplexed, 

because what is the rationale for suggesting that younger generations are best served by private 

clubs and older generations by public centres? If this is the future trajectory for the private sector, then 

the competitive ocean will be turning a deeper red, as more clubs will be jostling over a diminishing 

segment of the population. When the CEO of a major American health club chain defiantly states, 

‘We will never gray our clubs,’ what is it that he fears? Does he really believe that an inter-generational 

membership would damage his brand? It is strange to think that some people are ageist when we are 

all ageing.  

So my hope is that private health clubs, both independents or chains, will step forward and begin to 

think deeply about how they harness their considerable resources and so enable more people to 

benefit fully from the wonder of a longer and healthier life. 

‘In my opinion, most of the people I see in nursing homes  
are there because they are weak, not because they are sick.’

John Rude, Geriatrician, Oregon USA

52.   This was an analysis of 1.5 million member records IHRSA  
One Million Strong: An In-Depth Study of Health Club  
Member Retention in North America, 2015 

53.   Using an estimated monthly membership fee of $60  
over a 24-month period

Would your club license 
‘Geri-Fit’?

Geri-Fit (short for geriatric) 
is a well-established and  
evidence-based strength 

training exercise programme for 
older adults in the United States. 

Health clubs can license 
Geri-Fit but does this brand 
name resonate with today’s 

older consumers?
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This section of the report briefly discusses a sample of international 
organisations and programmes that focus on increasing the physical  
activity and overall wellbeing of older people. A summary of the  
concept is provided, with a web link for readers to discover more.

54. 40,000 square feet
55. At September 2017

Billings Athletic Club, USA
Founded by Ron Muri in 1981, Billings Athletic Club in the 

US state of Montana has developed a deep expertise 

over 13 years in programmes that help people to manage 

their arthritis. Developed initially to support its large senior 

membership, the 3,716 square metre54 club offers several 

classes for people with arthritis, including water arthritis 

classes – an aquatics class designed for people with 

moderate to severe joint problems – and a land class  

that was previously called, ‘Senior Stretch and Strong’.  

The ‘senior’ label has now been dropped so that 

members of any age will take the class. The club has 

forged links with the state’s arthritis foundation and the 

arthritis and osteoporosis clinic. 

Further information: Billings Athletic Club

  
GoodGym, UK
Back in 2008, Ivo Gormley, an enthusiastic amateur runner, 

was thinking about how to encourage more people to 

volunteer a small ‘slither’ of their time to help an elderly or 

vulnerable member of a local community. He wondered 

how volunteering could be made easier to integrate into 

someone’s already busy and frenetic life. 

So he posed the question: How can the physical activity 

a person is already doing be channelled into doing social 

good? It flips the idea of running as being something to 

benefit us, to being a way to serve others as well.’ 

So the simple idea was to connect a person’s run with a 

visit to an elderly member of the community and offer 

companionship – sometimes the runners may bring a 

small gift such as a newspaper or pastry from the local 

bakery. 

The visit is not long, ranging from ten minutes to an hour. 

Duration is not the important measure, but more the 

personal connection that helps to break the long periods 

that many elderly people spend alone and isolated. Many 

older people in the UK can go for months without contact 

with friends and family according to Age UK research.  

GoodGym does an excellent job of capturing the 63,000 

‘good deeds’ carried out by its growing community of 

runners, which are published on its website. Starting from  

a small London pilot, it has now expanded to 37 areas, 

with a further 72 at a proposal stage.55 

Further information: GoodGym  

Appendix 
International active ageing 

organisations and programmes

http://www.bacfitness.com
http://www.goodgym.org
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International Active Aging Week 
Launched in 2003, Active Aging Week takes place each 

year during the last week of September. It celebrates the 

positivity of ageing and invites older adults to take part 

in physical activities at senior living communities, health 

and fitness clubs and parks. More than 3,000 organisations 

hosted events across five countries in 2016. 

Further information: ActiveAgingWeek

  

Lanes Health Clubs, UK
During 2017, Lanes Health Clubs acquired an existing Virgin 

Active club in Rustington, an affluent village in Southern 

England. Having undergone extensive refurbishment, the 

club is positioned to support the health and wellbeing 

needs of mature adults. Rustington – where the number 

of residents aged over 65 is twice the average for England 

– is well suited for this project. The management team, 

led by Chris Lane, who sold a very successful health 

and racquets club to David Lloyd Leisure, has extensive 

operational experience in the UK and international health 

club market and in Kris Tynan they have a Fitness Director 

who specialises in delivering exercise programmes to 

older adults. Assuming he can prove the concept in 

Rustington, Chris Lane aims to develop a group of clubs  

in the south-east of England.

Further information: Lanes Health Clubs

LifeWell Senior Living Communities, USA
The operating philosophy of the eight LifeWell facilities, 

which they describe as ‘communities’, is that each 

resident is given the opportunity to lead a ‘connected, 

active, purposeful and safe life’. Improving the physicality 

of residents is a key pillar of the residential experience. 

LifeWell partner with Finnish equipment company, HUR, 

whose pneumatic strength training equipment connects  

to their SmartTouch software platform so that all  

exercise history is captured and reportable. LifeWell then 

publishes the aggregated strength and wider health 

gains of its residents to evidence how physical activity is 

a fundamental and critical component of the residential 

experience.

Further information: LifeWell

   
‘Love to Move’ dementia programme, UK 
Inspired by a Japanese initiative, this chair-based 

gymnastics programme designed by the British 

Gymnastics Foundation is aimed at older people living 

with dementia. Combining simple gymnastics with 

cognitive stimulation therapy and social interaction, this 

programme is encouraging people to become more 

active and enhance their functional ability. Following 

a successful pilot scheme, funds are being raised 

throughout 2017 to allow the project’s expansion. 

Further information: Love to Move   

http://www.activeagingweek.com
http://www.activeagingweek.com
http://www.laneshealthclubs.co.uk
http://www.lifewellsl.com
http://bit.ly/LovetoMove
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Pauline Potter Community fitness centre 
(dementia-friendly gym), Canada
This fitness centre is located within the Northwood 

retirement living campus in Halifax, Nova Scotia.  

It claims to be North America’s first gym featuring a 

dementia-friendly design. The centre uses contrasting 

colours to make it simpler to distinguish different room 

elements, pictures and descriptions to make it easier to 

use equipment and pneumatic (air) resistance weights 

to allow very small and precise strength training.  The 

gym staff are certified in dementia care courses and in 

operating fitness programmes suitable for people living 

with an impaired memory and cognitive function. While 

the centre was built with accessibility in mind, it is open 

to the entire community. Membership costs $20 (US $16) 

plus tax per month and has attracted local university 

students who are helping to promote an intergenerational 

atmosphere.

Further information: Pauline Potter Centre

   
Move it or Lose it!, UK
This organisation was founded by Julie Robinson in 2010 

and has an everyday mission to help older people stay 

active and enjoy healthier, happier lives. Initially starting 

as a home-based exercise solution provider via DVDs, 

the organisation has now expanded into community 

settings. This involves recruiting instructors who are trained 

to deliver their ‘FABS training programme’, which is an 

acronym for Flexibility, Aerobic, Balance and Strength. In 

September 2017, the organisation was awarded a contract 

with 49 GP practices in Central England offering a free 

12-week exercise and support programme to encourage 

patients suffering from chronic obstructive pulmonary 

disease (COPD), covering conditions such as chronic 

bronchitis, to become more active and reduce the effects 

of their illness. Interestingly, the programme is delivered 

in the doctor’s practice. The FABS programme aims to 

decrease the number of emergency hospital admissions, 

each of which cost the National Health Service (NHS) 

approximately £1,960 ($2,625).

Further information: Move it or Lose it

   
National Senior Citizens Day (USA) 
President Ronald Reagan proclaimed in 1988 that 21 

August should be a day dedicated to the contribution 

made by older US citizens. Consequently, various events 

and activities are held across the country to support and 

honour older people. The health club industry can take 

a proactive role on this day. For example, Planet Fitness 

offered its clubs free of charge to people over the age  

of 60 for a 10-day period from 21 August, 2016,56 but 

appeared not to repeat this incentive in 2017.

National Senior Health  
and Fitness Day, USA 
Since 1994 National Senior Health & Fitness Day takes place 

at the end of May. During the 2017 event around 100,000 

older adults took part in activities across more than 1,000 

locations. The venues are diverse and include banks, 

churches, hospitals, health clubs and senior living centres.

Further information:  
National Senior Health and Fitness Day 

56. ‘Seniors sweat for free’ bit.ly/PlanetFitness-SeniorsDay

http:/bit.ly/PaulinePotterCentre
http:/bit.ly/PaulinePotterCentre
http://www.moveitorloseit.co.uk
http://www.moveitorloseit.co.uk
http://www.fitnessday.com/senior
http://bit.ly/PlanetFitness-SeniorsDay
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Nifty after Fifty, USA
‘Nifty after Fifty’ was founded by Dr Sheldon Zinberg 

in 2006 when its first centre for the over-50s opened 

in Whittier, California. As the founder of the CareMore 

Medical Group, a major health plan for seniors, he came 

to realise the importance of prescribed and customised 

exercise for an older population rather than relying heavily 

on group exercise. Believing that exercise is the best 

medicine for seniors, the organisation operates from 325 

to 465 square metre57 centres that typically comprise 

a fitness floor, consultation area, day spa and physical 

therapy department. On joining, members undergo a 

personal, comprehensive evaluation, which is performed 

by graduate kinesiologists under the supervision of 

physical therapists. Both the kinesiologists and therapists 

have undergone extensive senior-focused training. They 

operate a falls prevention programme demonstrating a 

significant reduction in falls and fractures. A distinguishing 

feature of this organisation is the qualification level of 

staff, many of who possess a Masters degree. There 

are presently 3158 franchised centres operating across 

California, Arizona, Nevada, and Virginia, up from 28  

in 2012.

Further information: NiftyafterFifty

 

Riistavuori senior home, Finland
The Riistavuori senior residential centre in Helsinki 

comprises both a nursing home and 85 assisted living 

studio apartments. Among the extensive facilities is a 

fitness centre which as well as being available to residents 

of the home is also open to the general public for those 

aged over 65. To manage demand, external people are 

limited to two weekly visits. Opening the centre up to 

the local community fosters more opportunities for the 

residents to interact as well as providing a health and 

fitness setting that is not intimidating.

Silverfit, UK
This small UK charity exists to encourage more people 

over the age of 50 to weave exercise into their 

everyday lives. Founded by Eddie Brocklesby in 2013, 

she discovered the benefits exercise in her later life and 

completed an Ironman Triathlon at the age of 72. The 

charity offers several activities from cheerleading, Nordic 

walking, swim events and runs.

Further information at: Silverfit

  
SilverSneakers, USA
SilverSneakers is a programme that encourages American 

adults aged 65 and over to be physically active by 

offering free access to 13,000 participating clubs and 

gyms through around 60 health plans which include it as 

a key benefit. Launched in 1992 by Mary Swanson, whose 

father served as the inspiration for the idea. Swanson’s 

father, after surviving a heart attack at age 51, pledged to 

improve his quality of life with regular physical activity. 

This was an ambitious and forward-looking initiative that 

was asking insurers to invest in a prevent-a-claim rather 

than pay-a-claim strategy. Around 14 million eligible health 

plan participants can potentially gain full access to the 

participating club where they are normally inducted 

by trained advisor familiar with the SilverSneakers 

programme. 
57. 3,500 – 5,000 square feet
58. At September 2017

http://www.niftyafterfifty.com
http://www.silverfit.org.uk
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Along with customised classes, participants can attend 

health promotion seminars. A second programme called 

SilverSneakers FLEX is offered for eligible participants who 

prefer exercising at alternative neighbourhood locations 

such as churches, recreation centres, retirement living 

communities and parks. The venue network has grown 

rapidly from around 1,000 in 2005. The size of the network 

is critical so as to reduce the hassle of travel. To get an 

understanding of the programme’s impact on the health 

of older Americans, there is an informative evaluation by 

Hamar and others in 2013.59 American fitness centres that 

are not enrolled in the SilverSneakers programme should 

consider joining the growing network, where they will be 

added to the location finder database on the programme 

website.60  

Further information: SilverSneakers 

Timberhill Athletic Club (TAC), USA
Owner Manager Randy Huber opened Timberhill Athletic 

Club in 1980. Situated in the city of Corvallis, Oregon  

with a population of around 57,000 (2016), Timberhill is a  

full-service and extensively equipped club. Its everyday 

mission is to provide a ‘community of health, fitness, and 

fun for members of all ages’. One remarkable statistic is 

that more than two-thirds of its members are over the 

age of 65 according to Mike Waters, its director of health 

promotion.61 He is also seeing more members aged 80 

and over who are excelling in their fitness tests. ‘I routinely 

see individuals in their 80s and 90s who far and away 

exceed the norms. They’re stronger, more flexible, and 

healthier cardiovascular-wise than would be expected.  

It’s absolutely amazing’. says Waters in an interview  

with IHRSA.

Further information: Timberhill Athletic 

Welcyon, Fitness After 50, USA
Founded in 2010 by husband-wife team Tom and Suzy 

Boerboom, both long-time healthcare executives, 

Welcyon was conceived as an alternative to mainstream 

gyms. The founders believed that if older people could 

not be persuaded to join a mainstream health club then 

creating a distinct brand exclusively for Americans over 

the age of 50 was the answer. The clubs are small in size 

and physically similar to perhaps a Curves or Anytime 

Fitness club. Facilities include a supervised cardio-vascular 

and strength area and group cardio classes. The company 

began franchising the brand in 2012 but growth has been 

slow. In November 2016, IHRSA reported there were eight 

Welcyon clubs open in Colorado, the Dakotas, Idaho, 

Minnesota, Nevada and Texas. However, the clubs in 

Colorado and Texas have now closed, leaving five  

centres presently open.62  

Welcyon demonstrates the complexities of building a 

brand around an explicitly stated generational group.  

If some older people cannot picture themselves at a 

mainstream club and do not associate themselves with  

a brand ‘built for their age’, then where will they feel they 

belong? 

Further information: Welcyon   

 

59.   Read the SilverSneakers evaluation though it was undertaken by 
researchers with a commercial connection to the programme:  
bit.ly/SilverSneakers-study

60. Search SilverSneakers gym finder  
61.  In an interview with IHRSA
62. At September 2017

http://bit.ly/AARP-Millennials
http://www.timberhillac.com
http://www.welcyon.com
http://bit.ly/SilverSneakers-study
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Florida, with an estimated population of 21 million, is already undergoing a 
profound demographic transition, with 3.3 million Floridians aged over 65 
and one in every twenty aged over 80.63 As such, Florida is a good state in 
which to re-imagine the concept of retirement living. 

Over the past 20 years a new upscale residential health or retirement operating model has emerged, 

an example of which is Moorings Park in Southwest Florida. Describing itself as a continuing care 

retirement community, it is designed as an 83-acre64 park-like ‘campus’ with an everyday mission to 

promote vitality and happiness. This is probably unlike any retirement centre you have experienced 

and home to around 384 luxurious residences (between 518 and 1,677 square metres in floor area)  

and 700 residents.

Moorings Park applies a more holistic approach to 

old-age wellness, which is embodied in their 3,437 

square metre65 Center for Healthy Living. The Center 

for Healthy Living applies a new multi-disciplinary 

approach to optimise the vitality and happiness of its 

residents. The facility enables its members to develop 

a life/health plan through five key wellness services: 

• Physical fitness 

• Medical clinic 

• Physical therapy 

• Comprehensive spa 

• Education and social interaction

While some senior care providers have traditionally 

employed a narrower definition of wellness, focused 

on maintaining physical well-being, The Center for 

Healthy Living has developed an operating model 

seeking to exploit the myriad benefits provided by 

understanding the cognitive, emotional, social and 

environmental as well as physical needs of older people. Their diverse range of ‘wellness programmes’ 

include ‘the cognitive zone’, which focuses on reducing the risk of cognitive decline through sensory 

and intellectual stimulation (including  ‘best friends memory class’, weekly memory exercises for 

residents with early-stage dementia), group fitness classes and an extensively equipped gym that 

promotes strength, balance, flexibility and bone mass preservation.  

Appendix 
Moorings Park continuing care 

retirement community, USA

63. Census.gov. (2017). U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts.  
 See bit.ly/Florida-facts
64.  33.5 hectares
65.  37,000 square feet

http://bit.ly/Florida-facts
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66. Zillow property data
67. International Longevity Centre (2017). See bit.ly/ILC-VillageLife

Personal trainers comprise some of the 600 Moorings Park staff to provide more-tailored exercise and 

nutritional advice. Moorings Park has developed a partnership with Florida Gulf Coast University, which 

gives residents access to facilities to promote ongoing intellectual growth and curiosity.

There is a considerable demand to access the staff and facilities at Moorings Park and so it now also 

offers membership options that give people access to facilities and staff on a non-residential basis.  

As well as optimising resources, this membership option acts as a ‘feeder’ for people who go on to 

take up residency. 

Access is restricted to the affluent
Moorings Park is situated in the affluent city of Naples, where the median house price is $7 million in 

one neighbourhood.66 Consequently securing a residence at Moorings Park is reserved for those with 

access to large pension funds or property assets that can be sold. The ‘entrance fee’, as it is described, 

averages around $1 million, with prices for the larger properties at least $2 million and then an ongoing 

monthly service fee to cover utilities, facility access and a dining allowance. The average age of 

residents at the time of moving in is 76 compared with an industry average age of 82.

Islands of misery
This integrated retirement community approach contrasts with the traditional UK care home model, 

which has been labelled by former UK Care Minister Paul Burstow as ‘islands of misery’, cutting off the 

retired or elderly from communities and devoid of social interaction. Loneliness and isolation are also 

halved when living in a retirement village, which is at present much less prevalent across the UK than 

the US.67 The operating model offers a communal environment, emphasising an independent and 

active lifestyle, enhancing the quality of life for its inhabitants. While the benefits of a ‘community hub’ 

approach are apparent, it remains a service model for the affluent. So the question now is: how can  

the operating model of Moorings Park be replicated and made affordable for mass consumption?

Further information: mooringspark.org

http://bit.ly/ILC-VillageLife
http://www.mooringspark.org
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I am the Managing Director of Oxygen Consulting, a UK-based company that 
provides compelling strategic business insight for organisations connected to 
the global health and fitness industry. 

Until recently, I was also the Chairman of Wave Leisure Trust, a UK social enterprise operating health and 

leisure centres in the South East of England.68 I was involved for more than six years and experienced its 

transition from a start-up to a highly influential leisure organisation making a significant social impact on 

the communities it served. 

 

My previous industry reports include:

2015  Health Club Industry Mid-Market Report 

2015  UK Boutique Fitness Studio Report 

2014  Review of the UK Health and Fitness Industry and an Outlook for 2015 

2014  Fitness Sector Social Good Report 

2013  Review of the UK Health and Fitness Industry and an Outlook for 2014 

2012  UK Low-cost Gym Sector Report 

2011  Global Low-cost Gym Sector Report 

2011  European Health Club Industry Web and Social Media report 

2010  UK Low-cost Gym Sector Report

All these reports can be purchased from the Oxygen Consulting Knowledge Store.69  
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  68. See Waveleisure.co.uk
  69. Oxygen-consulting.co.uk/knowledge-store
  70. See Gymtopia.org

In July 2013, I launched Gymtopia,70 a digital 
platform that shares stories and insights about 
how the global health and fitness industry 
is creating positive social impact through its 
philanthropic projects. Please take a look and 
be inspired.

Visit us:  
Gymtopia.org

http://www.Oxygen-consulting.co.uk/knowledge-store
http://www.waveleisure.co.uk
http://www.Oxygen-consulting.co.uk/knowledge-store
http://www.gymtopia.org
http://www.gymtopia.org
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Ray Algar MBA 
Managing Director Oxygen Consulting

When not publishing reports, I am engaged on strategic consulting assignments for a range 

of clients seeking a clear understanding of how the industry is evolving and advice on how to 

position their business so that it creates meaningful value. I also present my research and ideas 

at conferences in the United States, Asia, Latin America and Europe. The presentation topics span 

strategic marketing, technology, research, health and web-based themes. ‘Thought-provoking’, 

challenging’ and ‘forward-looking’ are typical comments I receive. If it does not stimulate a reaction, 

what’s the point? 

To discover more about me and my work, then browse over to my website  
– Oxygen-Consulting.co.uk

Contact details
Cleveland House 

42 Cleveland Road 

Brighton, England 

BN1 6FG

  insight@oxygen-consulting.co.uk 

  Oxygen-Consulting.co.uk 

  Facebook.com/OxygenConsulting 

  Twitter.com/RayAlgar 
  Linkedin.com/RayAlgar 
 www.Gymtopia.org

Copies of this publication 
can be purchased from: 

oxygen-consulting.co.uk

http://www.Oxygen-Consulting.co.uk
mailto:insight%40oxygen-consulting.co.uk?subject=
http://www.Oxygen-Consulting.co.uk
http://facebook.com/OxygenConsulting
http://twitter.com/RayAlgar
https://www.linkedin.com/in/RayAlgar/
http://www.Gymtopia.org
http://oxygen-consulting.co.uk
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