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INTRODUCTION


	Fitness center.
	Aerobics studio.


	Health club.
	Box.


	Sports center.
	Gym.




There sure are a lot of different expressions for the places we’re willing to pay to sweat, lift, and stretch in, aren’t there? All in the desperate pursuit to build up and chisel out the perfect physique. With so many names for some silly building we essentially shell out membership dues to use for exercise, it’s no wonder the whole process of choosing—and using—any of the above is so difficult for so many people.

Deciding to make exercise a regular part of your lifestyle is a major step that takes a certain level of serious commitment on its own. Add joining a gym to that picture—and for the sake of consistency, we’ll be using the term “gym” to refer to all of the above for the rest of this book—and you create a whole new level of confusion.

We know how you feel. A gym—no matter what its size, location, or clientele—can be intimidating for so many reasons. Wading through the daunting and intentionally confusing contracts. Wondering if you’re somehow breaking any of the “unspoken” rules of gym etiquette by saying or doing the wrong thing. Staring at rows and rows of exercise equipment you simply have no clue how to use—or what they even do! Questioning if you should waste dough paying one of their personal trainers to show you.

The whole idea of a gym membership can leave you feeling as helpless as trying to invest in real estate or the stock market without knowing what you’re doing. Just another thing you know could make a huge difference in your life—if only you could figure out how to get the most from it.

Well, problem solved.

After all, that’s why you’re here, right? If you’re reading this book, then either you’re planning to start going to a gym or you already belong to one and want to get even more from the membership you have.

It doesn’t matter in which of the two situations you find yourself. In fact, it doesn’t even matter what your fitness goals are—whether you want to lose weight and burn fat, build strength, develop firmer, leaner muscles, improve your sports performance, or just turn back the clock by staying fit and healthy. It doesn’t matter if you’re male or female, young or old. We all want to avoid the same three things when it comes to joining a gym.

■You don’t want to look foolish or like an amateur.

■You don’t want to waste your money.

■You don’t want to fail at reaching your individual fitness goals.

We hear you loud and clear. That’s exactly why we’ve designed this book—to make sure that none of the above ever happens to you on our watch—no matter what type of gym eventually becomes your gym.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Before you begin trying this guide on for size, it helps to know a few basic facts first.

According to recent research performed by the International Health, Racquet & Sportsclub Association (IHRSA) health club membership has grown by 22 percent from 2009 to 2015, with the total number of club visitors increasing by 24 percent. In fact, when the first edition of this book came out in 2006, there were 26,830 health clubs in the United States alone. Ten years later, that number has risen to more than 36,000. IHRSA’s statistics have also shown that for over two decades, the total number of people belonging to gyms and health clubs in the United States has continued to rise by at least 1,000,000 every year.

In 2006, we first reported that a staggering 41.3 million active health club members were out there, paying their dues and sweating it out in gyms throughout the country. Just a decade later, there are now 55.3 million (and more than 64 million health club visitors), with nearly half of those individuals visiting their health club for at least 100 days per year. In fact, as of 2015, nearly one out of five Americans belonged to at least one type of health club or gym. So hearing these numbers, we had to design this updated book with each and every one of you out there in mind.

You see, if you step into enough gym facilities, as we have over the years, something becomes painfully clear. Every single gym or health club—even those that belong to a chain with hundreds of facilities worldwide—is uniquely different when it comes to its layout, available exercise equipment and classes, and everything else it may offer its members.

With more than 36,000 possible gyms in the United States alone to choose from—and many thousands and thousands more worldwide—this book had to be structured to be easy to use to work in any type of gym, no matter how much or how little “your” gym has to offer. That’s why the exercise chapters are divided according to specific types of equipment you’re likely to encounter.

Even the most basic gym has dumbbells and/or barbells lying around to lift. So we’ll start you off with an array of the best body- and free-weight exercises imaginable. From there, subsequent chapters will teach you hundreds of other exercises you can use, depending on whatever amenities your gym may have (including cable machines): a variety of moves for the weight bench, plus sandbags and kettlebells, battle ropes, TRX systems, power sleds, power racks, and squat cage exercises; we also include a full chapter covering the most common weight-stack and cardiovascular machines.

To make all of these chapters even more user-friendly, all of the exercises in each chapter are divided by muscle groups—chest, back, arms, shoulders, legs, abs, and so on—so you can locate exactly what moves you need—instantly! If you’re not as savvy at picking the right combination of moves to create the best possible workout, later in the book we provide  sample routines to help you reach your fitness goals, no matter what they are and regardless of your level of exercise expertise—beginner, intermediate, or advanced.

If you’re ready to go from being gym illiterate to maximizing every penny of your health club membership, then we’ve got everything you need right here.



PART ONE

MEMBERSHIP YOUR MUSCLES




CHAPTER ONE

THE OFF-SITE ADVANTAGE

So you’re finally ready to invest in a gym membership, eh?

Welcome to the club . . . literally.

Here are the facts: Exercising at home may be more convenient, but the day you decide to put a few bucks down and take advantage of everything a gym has to offer, you’re truly making a serious investment in yourself. And there’s no better way to get a return on that investment than joining a gym that has everything your body needs to get the job done.

Those in the know about exercise already understand the difference that the right gym can make in helping them achieve every single one of their fitness goals. But if that’s not you, then you may be one of the few who’s not completely sold on everything joining a gym has to offer.

We know why you may have your doubts. A lot of people think of health clubs as being modern-day snake oil salesmen, peddling the promise of better bodies and perfect abs, yet never seeming to deliver results. There are a few shady gym owners out there looking to take your money, and in Chapter Three we’ll show you what to watch for before signing a contract.

Others fall under the impression that joining a gym means they’ll instantly get in shape as soon as the ink’s dry on the contract. When that doesn’t happen, they assume it must have been the gym’s fault for not having the right equipment or enough “trendy” exercise classes. To be honest, the average gym typically does have everything your body needs to reach its fitness goals. The real reason some people get less than they bargained for from a gym membership is usually because they don’t spend enough time using it in the first place.

To get the best results from exercise—and your gym—experts recommend that you work out a minimum of 20 minutes a day, three times a week. But according to research from IHRSA, the average gym membership owner only goes to the gym twice a week! To make matters worse, statistics also show that about two-thirds of people with a gym membership (67 percent) never use them. The final straw? According to many surveys, 50 to 60 percent of people quit within 6 months of starting an exercise regime. With those kinds of numbers, it’s no wonder so many people never see a single change after they sign up.

But that’s not going to be you, now, is it?

Knowing the real reasons why most people don’t achieve their goals or see results when they join a gym is exactly why you won’t be one of them. Armed with that knowledge, along with the hundreds of gym exercises, workout routines, and practical information in this book, you—and your body—will get your money’s worth from your membership and a whole lot more.

Need a little more reassuring before making any serious commitment to your workouts? Here are just a few reasons why working out away from home is truly worth your body’s time.

IT’S NOT AS EXPENSIVE AS YOU THINK

Do you cringe at the thought of actually paying a monthly fee? Then do yourself a favor and put a gym membership cost in honest perspective. According to IHRSA, the median annual dues paid across all club types in 2014 was $828 (roughly $69 a month). And in smaller fitness-only facilities, those dues were even lower, averaging around $52 a month.

Think about that for a second. What other place can you essentially “use” and spend time in “all day long” for two bucks? Break down how much it costs per hour to sit in a coffee shop or a bar, watch a movie, or get your hair cut. All of the above are not only far more expensive, but none of them improve your appearance, overall self-confidence, and health simultaneously.

MONEY IS ALWAYS THE BEST MOTIVATOR

If the thought of signing your life away on the dotted line frightens you, then stop worrying. In fact, be grateful you feel that way.

It’s only a blow to your wallet if you quit or decide not to go often enough to get your money’s worth. Deciding to invest in exercise equipment for your home instead still carries financial risk if you don’t stay committed to working out. However, paying for membership fees every month can serve as a constant reminder that you’re spending money on something that you’d better start using. To ease your concerns on paying too much, though, we’ll show you a few tips in a later chapter on how to get a better break on your total membership cost.

THERE’S LESS RISK OF BEING FOOLED

Take a closer look around any health club and you’ll notice that many of the cheesy infomercially hawked, “twenty-four easy payments of $29.95” products you constantly see on TV are strangely missing from the picture. There’s a reason for that. Gym owners aren’t as easily tricked into purchasing fitness products for their facility that don’t work. For the exercise novice, that can mean more protection from wasting time—and money—on buying and using fitness equipment that simply don’t get the job done properly.

IT’S EASIER TO STAY FOCUSED ON YOUR GOALS

Hey, we’re not going to tell you that exercising at home isn’t convenient. But it can also be inconvenient if too many priorities are constantly interfering with your workout. At the gym, there are no ringing phones or screaming kids or annoying neighbors dropping by or unfinished house projects vying for your undivided attention. That’s why for many people it can be a lot easier to take the time to focus on themselves at a gym, where they’re not surrounded by other responsibilities or distractions.

THERE’S MORE VARIETY FOR YOUR MUSCLES

Guess what? Your muscles get bored from exercise just like you do. Studies have shown that your muscles can adapt to an exercise after performing it just five or six times. To keep them interested enough to change and grow, you need to consistently experiment with increasing the poundage of the weights you lift, as well as trying different exercises as often as possible.

Work out at home and you’re limited by money and space. Unless you have an extra 4,000 square feet in your house that’s loaded wall-to-wall with every piece of exercise equipment known to man, odds are your home gym pales in comparison to what even the most bare-bones gym can offer your muscles. Joining a gym gives your muscles access to a much wider assortment of equipment, so you can mix things up as often as necessary for nonstop results.

IT’S MORE OF A TIME-SAVER THAN YOU REALIZE

Unless the gym you’re planning to join is tripping distance from your home or workplace, odds are you’ll have to tack on a few extra minutes of travel time to get there. That may seem like a time eater when compared to the beauty of exercising at home, but if you plan on capitalizing on everything a gym has to offer, it may actually save you precious time. That’s because even the easiest-to-use, multi-exercise home gyms still typically require you to waste time readjusting them to set up each and every exercise. Plus, remember what we said about it being harder sometimes to focus at home because of everyone vying for your attention? Well, every distraction at home can add more and more unnecessary minutes to your workout.

In a gym, you jump on whatever machine you want to use, do your thing, wipe off your sweat, and move on. Less setup time means less wasted time in between sets, making your overall workout time much shorter than you might expect in the long run. Plus, your consideration of another gym goer’s turn on the machine you’re using will eliminate any tendency you have to linger longer than you need to.

YOU MAY LEARN MORE ABOUT YOUR BODY

Some gyms—not all, but a fair share—offer fitness testing to their clients, sometimes for free or for a certain fee. Just a few of those services can include getting a body mass index and fat test, having your heart rate and blood pressure checked, receiving a measurement to determine the size of your lungs, or having a postural analysis to see if your spine is in alignment, for example.

Some higher-end clubs may even offer the means to measure your VO2 max, considered one of the best indicators of a superior cardio respiratory system and the potential to excel in aerobic or endurance sports. The 8- to 15-minute test requires exercising on a piece of cardio equipment (typically a treadmill or bike), starting at a low intensity, then gradually increasing the resistance and/or workload while wearing a lightweight breathing mask that measures the amount of oxygen you consume during each minute of exercise.

YOU CAN TAKE YOUR WORKOUTS ON THE ROAD

Convenience is one of the top factors that can affect whether you exercise regularly or not. Add a busy work schedule, a few fun vacations, or any other excuse to travel, and you can pretty much count out “not” exercising if you typically work out at home. Joining a larger gym chain, however, can sometimes give you a form of freedom no home gym setup can ever touch, and that’s being able to exercise from a multitude of different locations—either for free or with a substantial discount. For you, that means never letting being on the road bring your workouts to a screeching halt. That’s also why we made sure every possible gym exercise you may find in your travels is in this book. That way, you won’t be confused by any random machine or exercise you may encounter when taking your workout out of town.

YOUR MUSCLES MAY RECOVER BETTER

Once your workout’s over, it’s what you do afterward that can oftentimes decide what your performance will be like the next time you exercise. Being in a gym means you may also have access to a number of passive and active ways to help your muscles recuperate immediately afterward, such as a swimming pool, foam rollers, ice baths, saunas, an area for stretching, and possibly the means to get a massage directly on-site.

THERE IS STRENGTH IN NUMBERS

There’s a certain inspiring camaraderie that being a member of a gym can bring to your workouts. Many people tend to work themselves harder when they know other people are watching them. Plus, it lets you silently expand your exercise repertoire as you casually watch what others are doing to stay in shape. Even the group exercise classes that many gyms offer can be highly motivating and fun. But inspiration and education aren’t the only two perks you’ll get from having other gym members around you.

If reshaping your muscles is on your list of goals—and it should be, regardless if your primary concern is just to burn fat, reduce stress, increase your energy levels, or improve your total health—then having a few extra hands nearby can make accomplishing that goal even easier. See, to get your muscles to change, you need to challenge them beyond what they’re used to so they have a reason to grow stronger and larger. Being able to rely on other gym members’ assistance as you exercise—from letting them help you get a few extra repetitions from a set to making sure you don’t drop the weight—can let you push your muscles as hard as they need to be pushed, with less risk of injury to your muscles or yourself.

INSTANT ACCESS TO THE EXPERTS

Toil away in your own home gym and your ability to pick the brains of those who may know more about exercise than you do is limited to whomever is living under the same roof with you. But being a gym member means you’re most likely surrounded by personal trainers working with clients and putting them through their paces.

All that expertise around you works to your advantage in several ways. One, it makes it easy to watch what they’re doing, see who looks like they know their thing, and eventually ask for some guidance. (And when that day comes, make sure you read Chapter Twenty first to know what to look for in a trainer.) Two, even if hiring a personal trainer isn’t in your future, looking over at (or even eavesdropping) one every once in a while may give you a few free pointers on what to do—and what never to do.


CHAPTER TWO

HOW TO PICK THE RIGHT GYM FOR YOU

Joining a health club may be one of the best ways to get the results you’re looking for, but joining the wrong one still remains one of the best ways to waste your hard-earned dough. With more and more clubs springing up with dollar-saving offers that seem a little too good to be true, it makes it hard to know which one’s up your alley. Or which one is perfectly matched to meet your personal exercise and fitness goals.

With all of the clubs to choose from, it can be hard to evaluate whether you’re joining the right one. These tips can save you from choosing the wrong gym instead of the right one for you.

TIME YOUR DRIVE TO THE GYM

Run a search for health clubs and the town you live and write down only those within a 15-minute radius from where you live. The rule of thumb is to invest in a gym or health club that’s no more than 15 minutes from where you live. Why? Most experts agree that picking a gym that’s any farther than that reduces your chances of staying committed to exercise considerably. If you typically spend more time at work than at home and figure you’ll be leaving for the gym from work, then choose a gym that’s 15 minutes away from your workplace instead.

GO ON TOUR

Some clubs will list dozens of features that they offer to make them seem like the best choice. But just because the club’s ads or literature says it’s fully loaded with the best equipment doesn’t mean all those things actually exist. Do yourself a favor and make sure to get a list of everything the club claims it has to offer, then demand to check out each area personally. During your tour, ask yourself these three important questions:

1.Do I really need this area?

Just because you have no interest in using their fancy Olympic-size pool or free childcare service doesn’t mean you’re not indirectly paying for them in the total cost of your yearly membership fee. If more than half of the services they offer aren’t really what you need, there may be a different club that offers more of what you need and less of what you don’t . . . at a much cheaper membership price.

2.Is this area really as impressive as their literature or salesperson claims?

You’re told they have a juice bar and a special area for stretching. But all you see is a vending machine and some mats thrown down in the darkest corner of the gym. The point: If they aren’t being honest about things you can easily recognize, keep in mind that some of the features you may not see or quite understand (such as their claim that they have state-of-the-art equipment and hundreds of exercise classes) may also be exaggerations of the truth.

3.Will I be charged separately to use this area or is this service free?

Some gyms show you everything they provide, but forget to tell you that many of the services may be à la carte or part of a more expensive “gold,” “platinum,” “enhanced,” or “upgraded” membership plan. If you see any class, service, etc., that you’re interested in, ask if it’s included in the membership, and if not, find out what it will cost. Then, estimate how many times you’ll need to pay extra for that in a given year. Finally, remember to add that price to the total membership cost before comparing the fees with other local clubs.

TAKE A TEST DRIVE

Insist on getting a free one-day pass to check out the facilities for yourself. Some gyms will even offer you up to three days—or even a full week—to try them on for size. But if they don’t let you experience their facility for free, then don’t bother and walk out—that alone should clue you in on their poor business practices right from the start.

Once you get a pass, you may think the smartest plan would be to check out the gym during its busiest hours (5 to 7 p.m.) to see how crowded it gets. That’s fine, if that’s the time you would normally go, but not if you plan on exercising at a different time during the day. Instead, go at the time you would normally work out each day.

Don’t just keep track of how crowded it gets, but also pay attention to the atmosphere. It’s the atmosphere that can make or break your future workouts down the road, since the mood of a gym can be the deciding factor in how often you use the facilities and how motivated you are to exercise when you’re there. Because the atmosphere of any club changes every hour, depending on the classes, the clientele, and so on, just be sure that you feel the environment is as motivating during that time as you need it to be.

HUNT AROUND FOR SOMEONE WHO LOOKS LIKE YOU

If you don’t see anyone around that’s your age or body type, there may be a reason for that. Certain gyms cater to specific communities, such as hardcore bodybuilders, serious aerobic junkies, or the over-50 crowd. If you do manage to find someone like you, ask them—when you’re trying out the gym for free—a few questions like, “Does this place always look this good?” “Is the staff always this friendly?” or “Does the equipment break down a lot?” Members have a great sense of history and can clue you into the weaknesses of the club before you encounter them yourself—after the ink is already dry on the contract.

WATCH HOW THE STAFF TREATS THE PAYING CUSTOMERS

Don’t be fooled by all the extraordinary attention you might get when checking out a new gym. If you’re walking around with the gym manager, the rest of the trainers and staff know you’re most likely a potential client, so trust us, they are on their best behavior. Instead of being fooled by having the staff shower you with niceties, look around to see how they treat the rest of the people exercising around you. Watching if the staff is just as attentive to the regular gym members can tell you what to really expect from them down the road.

CHECK THE LEGROOM

In an effort to pack the gym with as much equipment as possible, some gyms leave out one important thing: room to breathe. Look at how close machines and benches are to one another. Extra equipment is useless if you have to wait constantly for someone to finish on the machine next to you. Also, look for cleanliness. You may feel awkward taking a tour of the locker room, but it can be the best place to visit if you’re curious about cleanliness. This area isn’t usually in a high-visibility area, which is why it’s typically a great barometer of how clean the rest of the gym may be on a regular basis.

DO THE MATH

Don’t be afraid to ask how many members they currently have and what their capacity is. If it’s a new gym—or you’re joining a gym in the summertime when more people tend to forsake the gym for the out-of-doors—you may only be looking at half of the members. In 6 months, the gym could be twice as crowded.

QUESTION THEIR LONGEVITY

Ask how long they’ve been in business if you don’t already know the answer. If it’s a gym that’s been around for a while, odds are, you won’t have any problems with them suddenly shutting their doors down the road. If they’re new, ask about their history. Sometimes, a gym or club may have had a change in ownership and are considered “new.” The problem: You may be joining a gym that changed hands because it wasn’t making any money, which could increase the odds of it closing down sooner or later. If that’s the case, try to get a sense of how busy it seems to be—if it’s new and always empty, you may be investing money in a membership that could turn south.

CHECK OUT THEIR TOP TRAINERS’ CREDENTIALS

Any gym can buy the right equipment if they have enough cash, but a health club is only as good as its instructors. The problem is, anyone can also hang out a shingle and claim to be a personal trainer, massage therapist, or aerobics instructor. If you want to truly gauge how good the classes or personal instruction may be, ask about the background of their staff. Seeing any of the following acronyms either on their certification certificate or after their name—ACE, ACSM, AFAA, AFB, CIAR, CSCS, IFPA, NASM, NFPT, NSCA, NSCA-CPT, NIRSA—means they’re certified with some of the more reputable exercise and fitness organizations, instead of some fly-by-night company.

INVEST IN YOURSELF

After you’ve picked your gym, try having a physical profile done either at the club—if they offer that service—or through your family doctor. Then, have another profile done after 3 months and compare the results. This way, you can see if your investment is truly paying off. If you don’t, it’s like throwing money into a stock portfolio and never getting a statement to tell you how you’re doing.


CHAPTER THREE

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A CONTRACT

Who would ever have guessed that a piece of paper could be so scary?

Whether you’re confronted with a 1-page sheet or a 15-page opus for a contract, it doesn’t take away the unnerving feeling that somewhere, somehow, buried deep within all the legalese mumbo-jumbo are a few clever tricks meant to rip you off.

Not all gyms have contracts. And of the many that do, not all are out to get you. Sure, some are written in a way that may have you forfeiting your right to sue them if one of their trainers injures you. Or they could have a clause that lets them strip away services they promised you. Or worse yet, they could keep charging you—legally—long after your membership expires.

But that’s okay. Now that you’re reading this chapter, they can try all they want, but they won’t succeed. Knowing the ins and outs of gym contracts won’t just prevent you from being a victim of bad health clubs, but it can also make it easier to find the good health clubs that offer more than you would expect.

Here’s how to dissect that contract—and get everything you deserve.

STEP ONE: LOOK FOR THE OBVIOUS TRICKS

They know you’re interested when you walk in, but they also know you could change your mind the moment you step out their door. Or they know the competition down the street has more to offer you. Before you even ask to see a contract to take home and read, here are a few common tricks some gyms use to seal the deal before you have time to think straight. Watch out for these.

“Today-Only” Deals

Some gyms may offer you what they claim is a cheaper rate if you sign a contract that day. If that’s the offer being presented to you, then walk away from the table. The price should always be the same for you today as it is for you tomorrow, so ask to take the contract home with you. In fact, in most cases, the longer you wait to sign their contract, the greater your odds of seeing a better break on your total membership costs. That’s because—just like a used car salesman—they know that the longer you linger, the more likely you are to check out their competition in town.

Lifetime Memberships

Although not as common of a price ploy as they once were, lifetime memberships—where a club offers you a lifetime membership to their club for a “special” higher one-shot price—can still be found, and may seem like a great way to save money long-term. Not only is this a colossal waste of your money should you ever decide to quit, move away, or just not like working out there anymore, but the real catch is how they define “lifetime.” These types of memberships are generally good for the lifetime of the club, not you! That means they could pack it up tomorrow and legally take all your money with them.

To protect yourself, check with your state Attorney General to see what your rights are—should any gym or club go belly-up where you live—by heading over to naag.org. In some states, such as Wisconsin, California, and Washington—lifetime contracts are illegal. However, in other states, the law may demand that a gym or health club post a bond for a certain amount of time. That way, if it goes belly-up within a certain period of time, you’ll get your money back.

Rebates of Any Kind

Some gyms may offer you hundreds of dollars in “special rebates” for joining their facility. However, it’s not cash they plan on giving you back, but coupons for services in their facility that you perhaps wouldn’t use in the first place, such as discounts on personal training, massages, and nutritional consulting.

Any Asterisks in Their Ads

Many gyms try the ol’ bait-and-switch when it comes to their ad prices. If you see an asterisk, chances are there’s something wrong with the “terrific” deal they are presenting to you. That “special” price could be the cost of their “no-frills” package, it could apply only if you’re willing to use their gym during their off-hours, and so on.

Believe it or not, some gyms presell memberships before their gym is even built. The benefit to you is that the club will offer a much lower rate for getting in on the ground floor. The risk is that you may not get what you pay for once the cement dries and the walls go up. You may be told how nice the club will look when it’s done, but there’s never a guarantee that it will have everything it promised.

Upfront Money Requests

No gym should ever ask you for your credit card information or a deposit before you’ve even had a chance to read the contract. It’s entirely unnecessary, so if they do, there’s your first clue that they are probably shady in many other areas as well. In that case, let your conscience be your guide, break for the door, and find another facility without wasting any more of your time.


GET A PASS INSTEAD!


Don’t feel like bothering with contracts? Hate being tied down to one gym or club? The American Health and Fitness Alliance (health-fitness.org) has what they call Fitness PassBooks. These voucher books cost less than $100 and give you hundreds of free admission passes to select health clubs in Chicago, Houston, Los Angeles, or New York for one full year. Every pass is good not just for one, but two visits, with some usable for an entire month. They also offer Yoga PassBooks and Pilates PassBooks that allow similar access to studios throughout each city.




STEP TWO: GIVE THE CONTRACT THE ONCE-OVER… AT HOME

Mortgage contracts. Marriage certificates. Those annoying agreements you say yes to whenever you download software updates onto your phone.

It’s amazing how many things we say “yes” to without reading all the fine print, isn’t it? But we have news for you. When it comes to a gym contract, you had better know what you’re agreeing to before you even think of signing it. That means saying “no” to signing anything before you have the chance to take it home and read it over.

Unfortunately, there really isn’t any standard gym contract; every contract is different, depending on the facility and what they have to offer. But we know what tricks—or perks—the one you bring home is most likely to have tucked inside it. Here are the big ones to pay attention to.

Bad Words to Watch For

FINANCE CHARGES

You may think you’re paying only $600 to $700 total for the year, but if there are hidden finance charges buried in the contract, you could be liable for a lot more than you bargained for. Some gyms can whack you with up to 18 to 20 percent extra when all is said and done. If you see any finance charges, do the math—the gym may not be as cheap over the long run as it seems to be in the short term.

AUTOMATIC TRANSFERS AND ROLLOVER POLICIES

Typically, when you join a club for a period of at least 12 months, the gym will set up your membership so they can either pull from your checking account or bill your credit card—unless you’re rich enough to pay the membership in full on the first day, of course.

What gets tricky is that many contracts have an automatic renewal—or rollover—feature in them. Instead of ending your membership after the length of a contract, it gives the health club the right to automatically renew your membership and keep charging your account on a month-to-month basis until you finally tell them to stop.

Don’t just assume that letting your membership run its course will leave you free and clear. Most gyms require that you provide written notice 30 days before the end of the contract—just like a landlord—but the rules can vary from place to place. If you don’t see or understand the rules in the contract, ask specially about their “rollover” policy so you don’t end up paying long after you’ve left the building.

Final tip: Even if everything looks good and you end up signing a contract with an automatic transfer in place, don’t use your debit card—use your credit card, or pay month-to-month with a check—instead. Not only does that option offer more personal identity protection, but if there’s ever an issue, you can ring the credit card company to have them either hold payment or reverse charges, a process that can be a lot more difficult to do with a bank.

Your odds of having to fight for money back are minimized even more if you just stick with doing something that may sound entirely archaic—and that’s paying with checks. Will it probably get a laugh out of the twenty-something clerk you hand it to each month? Absolutely! But, that silly piece of paper protects you big-time. After all, your gym or club can’t take your money if they don’t have access to it, which means you’ll never need to deal with your bank or credit card company if you’re ever overcharged.

ANNUAL MEMBERSHIP FEE

Just like your cable or phone company, many gyms usually charge an initial activation fee in addition to the monthly fee you’ll be paying each month. Sometimes, these fees are due at signing, stretched out through tacking them onto your monthly fee, or added in every few months at certain times.

It’s normal, but since that fee can vary from gym to gym, you may want to ask yourself if that fee is a bit over-inflated. Even worse, some gyms try to get you to pay that same fee every year, calling it an “annual membership fee.” If you see this, ask them what it’s for—usually the excuse is routine maintenance, which is ridiculous.

In some instances, a high annual fee and maintenance fees are what allow a gym or club to advertise a relatively low month-to-month rate. It’s the ol’ bait-and-switch I mentioned above, where you’re given a monthly price that seems reasonable, then told about the maintenance fees at the end of signing. Once added in, your “new” monthly fee may not be a bargain anymore, so remember what role it plays before you sign.

RESERVATION OF RIGHTS

What would you do if that “open 24 hours a day” gym that works well with your late-night schedule decided to limit its hours? Or what if you joined a gym for its free babysitting service while you worked out, and all of a sudden they canceled the program? This little phrase—when attached to any of the amenities the gym is promising to offer you—gives them the right to change its services later on. The problem is, you can’t use those changes as an excuse to cancel.

WAIVER AND RELEASE

A lot of gyms ask that you sign a waiver when joining, which prevents you from finding them liable if you injure yourself using their equipment or you get hurt working with their personal trainers. It’s not necessarily a bad word, since it’s not uncommon to sign similar waivers for other activities, like using a climbing wall, going skydiving, or even joining a sports team, for example. But check this clause carefully to make sure it applies only to the equipment and services you’re willingly going to use.

There are a few unscrupulous gyms that word their contracts in a way that prevents them from being sued for other injuries that aren’t directly related to their equipment. You could be signing something that protects them from being sued if you injure yourself anywhere inside the gym—which could leave you powerless in court if you fall in their shower or get hit in the head by a piece of their ceiling. Even worse, it might even extend outside of the gym within a certain perimeter—which means you could be agreeing not to sue if you slip on ice in their parking lot, for example.

“BIG NUMBERS”

The last thing to look for has nothing to do with words, but relates to numbers—especially anything exceeding 3 years. By law, no gym or health club contract can obligate you for any longer than that.

Good Words to Watch For

BONDING

We discussed this earlier in this chapter when referring to lifetime memberships, but seeing that a gym has posted a bond—which is when they let the government hold a certain amount of money to protect gym members in case of fraud—is reassuring if you’re thinking of signing up long-term (year to year). That way if they close up, you get a refund.

If the gym doesn’t have a bond on file, there should still be a disclosure statement in the contract that advises you of that fact, so you’re aware that you’re taking a risk buying a long-term contract. If that’s the case, and you still want to join, opt for a month-to-month plan in case they close up suddenly.

BUYER’S RIGHT TO CANCEL

Legally, you are typically entitled to 3 days—which can vary up to 5 days, depending on the state you live in—to change your mind after signing and end the contract without question. In some places, such as British Columbia, you have up to 10 days upon receiving a contract to cancel your membership for any reason.

In most places, a gym or club is then required by law to refund your money within 30 days of that date. If you cancel within that window, there should be no fee, although canceling after that deadline typically means you’ll be paying a cancellation fee.

Just know that there are other rights that can be attached to this clause as well. A good contract should entitle you to be able to cancel should you move a certain distance away from the gym and you can’t transfer the contract to a comparable facility—the average distance being around 25 miles—or if they forfeit offering all of the services they promised you at the start of the contract.

TRANSFER MEMBERSHIP

This option isn’t as common to discover in the fine print, but seeing this phrase generally means you probably have the right to pass on whatever months are left of your paid membership to someone else. If you move or decide to leave the gym for some reason, you can either give the balance away to a friend or sell it off to someone else. To pull it off, just bring your friend (the buyer) to the gym and work with a manager to settle the details. But don’t be surprised if there’s a fee—sometimes there isn’t one, but it could run as much as $50.

CANCELLATION UPON DEATH OR DISABILITY

If you care about your loved ones, then this clause is a must. That’s because these five words protect your family from having to pay off your membership should something ever happen to you. It also protects you by letting you cancel your membership if you’re ever injured and have a doctor’s excuse that orders you not to exercise for a certain amount of time.


BEFORE YOU SIGN… INVESTIGATE THOROUGHLY


We told you in the previous chapter that any reputable gym will allow you to test-drive their facility with a free day pass, right? That’s not just your opportunity to exercise; it’s also your chance to pick a few brains. Don’t be afraid to use your free day in the gym to ask other members about their own experiences with the gym. Then, go home and check with your local chapter of the Better Business Bureau or your state attorney general’s office to see if any complaints have ever been filed against the gym by unhappy former members. These agencies can also tell you all the laws regulating health club memberships in your state, so you can double-check to see if they match the contract.




STEP THREE: GO BACK TO THE GYM PREPARED

So, the contract has passed your home inspection and you’re ready to take it back to the gym to sign it. Smart plan, but you’re not done yet.

Don’t just give it to whomever is staffing the front desk that day. Instead, ask to see the manager of the gym or a staff member who’s capable of explaining fees, contractual issues, etc. Then you need to ask them these important questions if you couldn’t find the answers on the contract itself.

What’s My Cool-Off Period Once I Sign?

If you couldn’t find anything in the contract about the “buyer’s right to cancel,” which gives you a certain number of days after you sign to cancel, no questions asked, come right out and ask what their policy is. Every state is different, but by law, you should be able to get a refund and cancel your contract within 3 to 5 days. Once you know their policy, ask for it to be written on the contract.

Can I Freeze My Membership?

Many states require gyms and health clubs to extend a consumer’s membership if they can’t use it due to a temporary injury, disability, or pregnancy. That means that some gyms may allow you to suspend your membership, so that you either pay less each month—or no monthly fee whatsoever—for the months it’s frozen. That “freeze period” can range from an average minimum of 1 to 3 months, although in the case of pregnancy, it may extend as long as 9 months. Every club is different, so taking the time to see where they stand may help you save money in the future.

Can I Use My Membership Anywhere Else?

Certain memberships may let you use different clubs when you travel. Bigger gym chains that have several locations throughout the state—or country, depending on their size—may let you use any of their gyms for free once you’re a member. Others may only offer you a “member discount” when using a facility somewhere else. Still, there are still a handful of chains—usually privately owned—that may not work that way. It’s best to ask if that matters to you, so you don’t walk away assuming your membership works everywhere.

What Classes and Services Cost Extra?

Don’t believe your eyes! In some gyms, not everything you see is available when you sign up. That interesting exercise class you walked past on the tour may be something you have to pay for à la carte, or that lap pool may cost an extra few bucks a month to use. The “financial policy” portion of the contract may not state it, but some gyms may charge more money for their more popular fitness classes or require an additional fee just to have a locker. To get them to reveal the “full” cost, act rich and just tell them that you want to have access to everything, then watch the numbers start to add up if there are additional fees they aren’t telling you about.

Are You Running Any Special Promotions?

Thank everyone’s New Year’s resolution to get in shape, because January is typically the month many gyms offer discounts on membership specials. According to the International Health, Racquet & Sportsclub Association (IHRSA), 11 percent of all memberships are sold on average in January, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t running other deals throughout the year. That’s because for the other 11 months of the year, most gyms only see single-digit sales in memberships, ranging from 8.9 percent to as low as 7.1 percent according to IHRSA. So when things slow down, that’s when gyms and health clubs love to boost their numbers with deals that are harder to pass up.

If you come into the gym and don’t mention a deal you saw in the paper, chances are they may not tell you about what specials they’re running other times unless they feel they need to. If they don’t have any current deals, but have one planned for a few months away, don’t be afraid to ask them for that deal that day. If they say no, you can always opt to come back when the promotion finally begins.

How Often Do Your Rates Go Up?

Be sure to ask how much their rates have gone up over the past few years to make sure it’s nothing too shocking. Then ask if your contract locks you into a certain monthly fee until your contract runs out.

Some contracts let you lock in a monthly rate for the length of your membership, while others have an “exceptions” clause that lets them increase dues whenever they feel the need, making your old monthly agreement obsolete. This little “exceptions” clause can generally be taken out before you sign up—if they know it’s a deal breaker for you.

What Happens If I Decide to Quit?

As we mentioned earlier in this chapter, you should be allowed to cancel your membership if you end up moving more than 25 miles away (on average) or suffer an injury that prevents you from exercising. There are even a few facilities that will let you terminate your contract if you lose your job. But unfortunately, a few gyms out there aren’t so accommodating. Some gyms charge a cancellation fee if you need to break the contract. That’s why you need to know what the worst-case scenario is, should you ever decide to call it quits.

In your contract, there should be something related to “Cancellation” or “Termination” that spells out exactly what you have to do. Most clubs ask for at least a 30- to 60-day notice in writing to cancel, but this differs from place to place. And if you’re wondering why they need 1 to 2 months notice, just like a landlord, there’s no justification behind it—it’s all about the money. See, making you wait that long after you’ve decided you’re done means they get an extra month or two of fees from you, and odds are, you won’t even be there using their gym during that time—it’s a win-win.

The key is to find out “exactly” what you need to do in order to leave. Sometimes a gym or club won’t accept your cancellation unless it’s sent by certified mail. Or it may require you to meet with someone face-to-face—like a manager—which essentially gives them one last opportunity to woo you back and keep you on board. In some cases, you may need to present proof of relocation (such as a utility bill, a lease, or even a letter from human resources where you’re


How Long Have You Been in Business?


Which Day of the Month Are My Dues Owed?


Whom Would I Speak to If I Had a Problem?


Can I Get a Month-to-Month Contract?


Can I Sleep on It?



GO BACK TO SCHOOL—SORT OF!






STEP FOUR: GET THE LAST LAUGH



Show No Interest In Anything


Bring Some Numbers


Know Their Competitors


Get It in Ink


Look for the Handouts


Go Food Shopping Before You Sign



AFTER YOU SIGN… KNOW YOUR RIGHTS
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