
Does What Motivates a 
Member and Their Recent 
Progress Towards That 
Goal Affect Their Net 
Promoter Score® (NPS®)?
Lead Researcher: Dr Melvyn Hillsdon 



Does What Motivates a Member and 
Their Recent Progress Towards That 
Goal Affect Their NPS®?
Introduction
People are motivated to exercise in a health club/gym for many 
reasons. The strength of motivation to achieve specific goals is 
likely to be related to frequency of attendance which, in turn, is 
likely to be related to perceptions of progress. In other words, if 
people have high levels of motivation to achieve a specific goal 
they will work out more often and make progress more rapidly.

The perception of making progress, especially in the short-
term, will reinforce motivation and strengthen commitment to 
continue working out. Some motives are easier to progress 
quickly compared to others. For example, strength gains can be 
noticeable within a few weeks whereas achieving weight loss 
or body shape will take much longer. Peoples’ expectations 
about the likely rate of progress can be unrealistic and, if so, 
may lead to disappointment and dissatisfaction with the club. 
Such members might be referred to as disappointed optimists 
– members with unrealistically high expectations that are not
met. The opposite are surprised pessimists – members with
low expectations who are surprised about the progress they
make. Realistic optimists are members who have realistic
expectations and who are satisfied with the progress they
make. By contrast, there are realistic pessimists, members who
have low expectations and don’t perceive they have achieved
much.

It seems reasonable to propose that members who have 
realistic expectations about achieving their motives for exercise 
and who perceive they are making good progress will be more 
likely to recommend their club to others, whereas members 
who perceive they are not making progress towards their 
goals are less likely to promote their club and may actually 
dissuade others from joining. Net Promoter Score® aims to 
capture member loyalty and categorises people based on how 
likely they are to promote the business. Club Promoters score a 
9 or 10 on the NPS® question, that asks them to rate on a 
scale of 0-10 how likely they are to recommend their club to a 
friend or colleague – with 10 being highly likely. A greater 
proportion of Promoters in a business is associated with 
greater commercial success.

The aim of this article is to examine how members’ motives for 
exercise and their perceptions of progress are associated with the 
likelihood of being a Promoter. The article will also examine whether 
any perceptions of progress are related to frequency of attendance.

Members at different periods of membership were presented with a 
series of statements about possible motives for exercise and were 
asked to rate how true each statement was for them. They were 
also asked to say how much they agreed or disagreed with a similar 
set of statements about how much progress they perceived they 
had made in the previous 3 months. The motives for exercise 
questions were collapsed into four subscales:

1. Fitness motivation
2. Enjoyment motivation
3. Appearance motivation
4. Social motivation

Similarly, the progress questions were also collapsed into four 
subscales reflecting the motives for exercise:

1. Progress on fitness
2. Progress on enjoyment
3. Progress on appearance
4. Progress on social engagement

The motivation subscale was scored between 1 - 5, with 5 being 
high, and the progress subscale was scored 1 - 4, with 4 being high.

Finally, members were asked to complete the NPS question and 
those returning scores of 9 or 10 were classed as Promoters.

How motivated are members to get fit, enjoy 
exercise, improve their appearance and make new 
friends?
Figure 1 displays the proportion of members at each level of 
motivation for each of the four types of motivation. Over 90% of 
members had high motivation (scoring a 4 or 5) for improving their 
fitness, 74% for improving their appearance, 58% for enjoying

2      Learn more: www.trpcem.com/customer-engagement-academy 
Net Promoter, Net Promoter System, Net Promoter Score, NPS and the NPS-related emoticons are 
registered trademarks of Bain & Company, Inc., Fred Reichheld and Satmetrix Systems, Inc.



working out and 9% for social engagement.

Fitness motivation did not differ by age group, gender or 
duration of membership. Enjoyment motivation was higher in 
younger members, males and newer members. Motivation to 
improve appearance was much higher in younger members, 
females and newer members. Motivation for social 
engagement was a little higher in younger and newer 
members but did not differ by gender.

Figure 1. Proportion of members at each level of motivation by 
type of motivation
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How much progress do members perceive 
they are making?
A quarter of members report they have made a high level of 
progress on fitness, with 36% reporting a high level of progress 
on enjoyment, 16% reporting a high level of progress on 
their appearance and 9% saying they have made a high 
level of progress making friends at their club (Figure 2).

Age
Members aged 16 - 24 were more likely to report high levels 
of progress in their fitness and enjoyment compared to other 
age groups. There was little difference in perceptions of progress 
in appearance across age groups apart from members aged 
45 and older, who were less likely to report progress in 
appearance - albeit appearance was not a strong motivating 
factor for this age group. Age was unrelated to the level of 
progress reported in making friends in the club.



Gender
There were no differences in fitness and enjoyment 
motivation between males and females, but males were more 
likely to report progress on appearance. Slightly more females 
reported making a friend in their club compared to males.

Length of Membership
Duration of membership was unrelated to progress on fitness 
and enjoyment. Long standing members were less likely to 
report progress on appearance but were more likely to say 
they have made a friend.

Figure 2. Proportion of members reporting level of progress by 
progress type

changing appearance made more progress than they 
expected.

Social
For the small number of members motivated to exercise by the 
prospect of meeting a new friend, 44% felt that they had 
achieved this. 32% of members who were not motivated to 
meet a new friend reported not doing so recently.

Figure 3. Proportion of members in each motivation and 
progress typology
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Do members achieve their expectations?
Figure 3 displays the proportion of members who belong to 
each of the motivation and progress typologies defined in the 
introduction to this report.

Fitness
Among members motivated to get fit, 34% perceived they had 
made progress towards that goal in the previous 3 months, 
and 53% of members who had low motivation for getting fit 
were surprised by how much progress they had made.

Enjoyment
70% of members who were motivated to enjoy exercise 
reported they had done so in the previous 3 months, whereas 
just 1% of members motivated to enjoy exercise said they 
hadn’t.

Appearance
For members motivated to change their appearance, progress 
was more mixed. Just 28% of members felt they were making 
progress with 18% disappointed with where they had got to. 
By contrast, 16% of members with low motivation for

Do members who make the most progress 
work out more frequently?
Perhaps unsurprisingly, members who reported the most 
progress in the previous 3 months worked out more, 
irrespective of what motivated them to exercise. Members who 
reported high levels of progress tended to visit their clubs 
approximately twice as frequently, in the period after 
completing the questionnaire, as members who reported low 
progress (Figure 4). 



Are the four motivation and progress 
typologies related to being a Promoter?
Figure 5 displays the proportion of members who are club 
Promoters according to motivation type and level of progress 
reported. It is quite clear that members who make progress in 
areas where they have low motivation are most likely to be 
club Promoters, with 91% and 94%, respectively, of those 
who were surprised about how much progress they had made 
on fitness and appearance scoring a 9 or 10 out of 10 on their 
NPS. By contrast there were no Promoters among the 
members who had low motivation to get fit and felt their 
fitness had not improved in the previous 3 months. The 
second highest group of Promoters are the members who had 
high motivation and perceived they had made good progress. 
These two findings together highlight the importance of 
members perceiving they are making progress, whether they 
were motivated to achieve that specific goal or not. The two 
typologies characterised by low progress were associated 
with a lower proportion of Promoters.

Fitness
Members who reported high progress on fitness were 5.8 
times more likely to be a Promoter compared to members who 
only reported low progress on fitness; independent of their 
motivation for fitness, age, gender and length of membership 
(data not displayed).

Enjoyment
Similarly, members who reported high progress on enjoying 
exercise were 4 times more likely to be a Promoter compared 
to members who reported not enjoying exercise; regardless of 
their level of motivation to enjoy exercise, their age, gender 
and length of membership.

Appearance
Members who felt their appearance had improved in the 
previous 3 months were 5.7 times more likely to be a Promoter 
than those who didn’t; and this was true irrespective of 
appearance motivation, age, gender and length of 
membership.

Social
Finally, members who reported making a friend within the 
previous 3 months were 5.3 times more likely to be a Promoter 
than members who did not make a friend; again regardless of 
motivation for friendship, age, gender and length of 
membership.

Summary/Recommendations
1. At the start of a membership, work with new members to

ensure they have a realistic goal they are working
towards. Make sure they are realistic about their intended
visit frequency and therefore set a realistic timeline for
achieving their goal, to manage their expectations.
Clearly define what success looks like so you are both
working towards the same outcome. Once this goal is
met, help them set the next one.

2. Help members split long-term goals into achievable
milestones which keep them motivated, giving a regular
hit of achievement and clear sign of progress (i.e. duration
of aerobic activity, level on cardiovascular equipment,
reduced heart rate for a given workload, number of plates
lifted on a weight stack).
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Figure 4. Mean visit frequency by recent progress for each 
motivation type

Figure 5. The proportion of Promoters by type of motivation 
and level of progress
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Get fitness staff to provide positive encouragement as frequently as possible and give recognition to members when they have 
reached a milestone so they know progress is being made. Support this with digital communications to promote attendance, 
linking it to increasing the likeliness the member meets their goal.

Keep it fun! Members who enjoy working out are much more likely to be a Promoter.

Create opportunities for social interactions between members, such as group exercise sessions and small group training on the 
gym floor. Regardless of whether or not it is something which a member says they are motivated by, making a friend is shown 
to make them 5.3 times more likely to be a Promoter.

Schedule regular assessments to show members what progress they are making in as many areas as possible.6.
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The CEA exists to provide the global 
health and fitness industry with a go-to, 
robust, reliable resource for learning and 
development in customer engagement. 
Our ultimate goal is to help support 
operators to provide their members with 
exceptional club experiences which lead 
to business success. The Academy 
believes in the importance of operators 
developing a deep understanding of 
customer engagement based on real 
research carried out by experts in the 
field, quality member feedback and 
real-world examples of best practice. 

TRP are the founders of the CEA. They 
provide customer engagement software 
to the global health and fitness industry, 
designed to help operators effectively 
deliver great member experiences which 
create raving fans of their clubs. TRP has 
a long and established history at the 
forefront of knowledge around gym 
member experiences, behaviours and 
characteristics and their relationship with 
member loyalty: regularly shoring 
valuable insights with the industry 
through talks, research reports and blog 
posts since their establishment in 2002. 




