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Ernie's fitness biz grows 50% in a year

Meredith Macleod
The Hamilton Spectator

(Jan 21, 2008)
Fitness consultant Ernie Schramayr considers himself successful when a client doesn't need him anymore.

It might be an odd business philosophy, but it seems to work out for Schramayr.

Three years ago, he was a one-man show leading all the workouts, answering the phones, doing the books.

Now he has four full-time trainers, a full-time receptionist and an accountant --and business has quadrupled.


In just the past year, Schramayr's All-Canadian Fitness has grown by 50 per cent.

Where a year ago, the studio was leading 85 workouts a week, Schramayr and his four trainers are now doing 140 workouts.

He attributes that growth not to what happens on the exercise machines, but to a new business philosophy he has adopted.

"The fact is, the public perception of personal trainers in gyms isn't very good," says Schramayr, 41.

To set himself apart, the former Tiger-Cat turned to fitness guru Phil Kaplan and his Be Better Project. It guides fitness professionals through all aspects of the business, from how to answer the phones to how to set prices.

The result: All-Canadian Fitness stopped selling memberships or prepaid packages and ended free consultations, says Schramayr.

"We changed our outlook. People aren't paying for workouts, they're paying for the time of a professional.

"That might be goal-setting, a nutrition session, a workout or a trip to the grocery store. It's just as you would pay for the services of a chiropractor or a lawyer."

Initial consultations ($80) are booked with a credit card.

Before, says Schramayr, many people didn't show up for the free sessions and most of those who did didn't come back.

Now clients pay for each session as they come ($60 an hour). Some come a few times a week, others once a month.

Some do their primary workouts at home or commercial gyms and come to All-Canadian for consultations.

"The onus is on us to impress everyone enough that they come back one more time."

He says his website and word of mouth are his greatest source of new clients, but he also does a weekly health segment on CHML, which gets his name and philosophy out there.

He also says the chain gyms' marketing pushes for January are good for him. By February or March, all kinds of frustrated gym members are looking for help.

His goal is to make his studio an elite destination for sports training, fitness and rehabilitation.

He envisions pulling away from hands-on work with clients to concentrate on building the business. He says he can only do that because of the professionalism of his trainers.

"I learned that having great staff who share my philosophy and care about our clients was going to make my business."
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* Biggest challenge: In our business there is a constant balancing act going on between marketing and looking for more business and being able to handle the business we do have, while being able to provide the high quality of service that we demand of ourselves and that our clients deserve. We are in the fortunate position of having to figure out how to keep up with the demand for our services.

* Biggest surprise: The biggest surprise is just how many people in business have no idea about business. Just because you love fitness does not mean that you can run a successful fitness business. We strive to be fair and professional in all things at all times.

* Best decision: Without a doubt, moving into our studio three years ago was the best decision that we ever made. It completely transformed us and took us to a new level of professionalism compared to when we provided in-home services.

* The worst: Not striking out more aggressively sooner. I never regret past decisions because you can always learn from them, but knowing what I know now, I would have made a bold move into a studio much sooner.

* Learn the most: My mentor in business for the last few years has been Phil Kaplan, who is a legendary figure in the personal training/ fitness industry. I have had the honour and privilege of working personally with Phil as part of his Be Better Project on a monthly basis since 2006. We meet via conference call twice per month and by e-mail on a daily basis.

* Best business advice given: Never look at a business report of less than a quarter of a year. It's like looking at a mutual fund's performance on a daily basis, you will drive yourself crazy due to natural highs and lows. For information of real value about your business, look at bigger chunks of time to be able to evaluate whether you are growing, stalling or falling behind.

* Best advice to give: Be willing to do absolutely anything it takes to make it, but delegate to other professionals when you recognize a weakness in yourself. Hiring a full-time receptionist/administrator as well as an accountant/bookkeeper and a business/ marketing consultant freed up so much time for me to apply myself where I am much more valuable that our business quadrupled in three years.

* Secret to success: First of all, treat every client as if they are the most important person on earth. Secondly, deliver more value than people expect. Thirdly, never go outside of your scope of practice and don't be afraid to say, "I don't know."

