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Choosing a Health Club 
Paul Connolly, Certified Exercise Specialist

“Lose weight, get in shape, tone/sculpt, decrease body fat, and improve my appearance!” These 

are the most common responses I receive when interviewing potential new clients, and consult with 

current ones, this time of year. Many exercise enthusiasts are looking for ways to relieve holiday 

stress and lose weight. January is a time when we attempt to trade in the cookies and other mega-

calorie delights for fruits, veggies, and other more nutritious choices in an effort to combat the 

infamous holiday weight gain.

January is also a peak time of year for local health clubs to acquire many new members. According to 

the International Health, Racquet, and Sportsclub Association (IHRSA), January can account for 12 

to 15 percent of a club’s new members for an entire year. There were approximately 58 million health 

club members nationwide as of 2010, and that number is sure to increase. 

Buyer beware — choosing a club that’s right for you isn’t always as easy as one would like to believe. 

Like any other potential purchase, there are several factors to consider when making your decision on 

the right facility for you. Take the time to consider the tips below when shopping for your new health 

club. Since our typical cold, snowy Massachusetts winters don’t allow us to rollerblade around the 

Charles or walk at local outdoor tracks and hiking trails, exercising at a health club is a great way to 

reach your New Year’s fitness goals!

Bonus! Most health insurance plans offer a Fitness and/or Weight Loss Benefit. MIIA/Blue Cross Blue 

Shield subscribers, for example, can earn up to $150 in reimbursement for documenting health club 

membership. This is an annual one per family reimbursement. In order for the health club to qualify 

it must have both cardio and resistance training. Click here for the pertinent documents: Fitness 

Reimbursement Form Weight-Loss Reimbursement Form.

http://www.emiia.org/writable/health_dental_helpful_resources/files/55-0773_fitness_wellness_fact_sheet.pdf
http://www.emiia.org/writable/health_dental_helpful_resources/files/55-0773_fitness_wellness_fact_sheet.pdf


Give it a trial run — Events such as open houses are great ways to give fitness enthusiasts a “test 

drive.”  Trying out a facility for a week or two should give you an idea as to what the club has to offer. 

At a recent open house I urged several new members to incorporate variety in their routine, trying a 

little bit of everything during this “test drive.”  Also, attend the fitness center during the days and times 

when you would normally be going in an effort to see if overcrowding is a potential issue. No one 

wants to have to wait in a line for a particular machine or piece of equipment.

Rates/Pricing — Most clubs have various payment options. Some require a joining fee while others 

may only accept monthly dues withdrawn from your checking account or credit card. Find a payment 

schedule that best suits your budget and make sure to take advantage of any sign-up specials. Any 

facility new to the area or one holding an open house may offer special “intro rates” that are worthy of 

investigating. Affordable pricing is typically the most important variable on a potential new members’ 

wish list. Therefore, make sure the health clubs you’re considering have a lot of “bang for the buck” in 

terms of amenities and options. 

Staff — All employees should have a basic knowledge of health and wellness and possess 

competency in assisting your needs. More specifically, personal trainers and group fitness 

instructors should be certified through a nationally recognized certification program. More reputable 

organizations include the National Strength and Conditioning Association (NSCA), American 

College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), and National Academy of Sports Medicine (NASM). Noteworthy 

certification assures you the personal trainer or group instructor meets the guidelines to provide you 

with a safe and effective workout. In addition, a personal trainer with a formal education in the field 

(i.e. Exercise Science related degree) is a good indicator that he/she has devoted their educational 

focus towards their field. A good question to ask is whether the membership will include a one on one 

session with a staff member to demonstrate how to use the equipment and how to set up machines 

for your body type. 

Reputation — Your best bet here is to talk to current members of the facility and see what they have 

to say. If they have similar goals and 

requirements, chances are this could be 

the club for you. Check to see if the club 

is a member of the International Health, 

Racquet, and Sportsclub Association 

(IHRSA). IHRSA clubs must oblige by a 

code of ethics to ensure the health and 

safety of its members. 
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Other — Further questions to ask yourself when shopping around include the following:  is the facility 

clean enough, is ample parking provided at no additional charge, are the classes overcrowded 

and inappropriate for my current level of conditioning, is the music to my liking, does all of the 

equipment appear organized, clean, and in working order (i.e. no “out of order” signs displayed on 

the equipment), and does the facility in general seem like it is somewhere I will want to come that 

is conducive to meeting my goals, whether short or long-term? And don’t forget to ask if the group 

exercise class schedule and hours of operation are convenient for you and your schedule?

MIIA members…your homework assignment is to put down that remote or even that piece of 

cheesecake and get out there and start shopping! Who would’ve thought someone would give you 

an order to shop? No, not to the local mall for a new pair of jeans or Best Buy for a new DVD- but for 

your new health club!  Sounds like fun to me. Bring a friend or family member(s) along for the journey 

because the social aspect of exercise and the mutual motivation and support are all part of the 

process. These folks could probably use the exercise too. And if one of your main goals is to relieve 

stress, make this a positive experience, jot all your prospective questions down beforehand, and 

most importantly — have fun!
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