
few years ago, I created an  
online poll where I posed a 
question to UK consumers:  

Assume you live in a small town and the 
high street has the following businesses 
– post office, greengrocer, butchers,  
off-licence and gym. One of the busi-
nesses has to close to make way for a new 
town library. Which one would you choose  
to close? 

They chose to close the gym to make 
way for a shiny new library. I wasn’t  
surprised because I sensed a creeping  
disconnection between the private health 
and fitness club and the community it 
claimed to serve. I believe it remains far too 
easy for members to emotionally discon-
nect from their local club.

What does your business  
stand for? 
This sounds like such an innocent question, 
but dig deeper and it reveals some funda-
mental truths about a company’s strategy 
and prosperity. “Stand for something or fall 
for anything” was how Malcolm X, the civil 
rights activist, put it. A compelling corpo-
rate purpose gives the business a legitimate 
right to exist and, in so doing, drives profit. 
Society is now familiar with the concept  
of a ‘carbon footprint’, but what about  
the notion of a ‘social footprint’? This is  
the sum of all good the club delivers,  
both internally and externally. Communities  
respond to businesses that are ‘net  
givers’ rather than ‘net takers’.  

Creating greater social impact
One of the projects I am now focusing on is 
helping clubs and suppliers to demonstrate 
their wider social credentials. The project 
is called Gymtopia and has been in my 
head for several years. The tipping point 
came during a recent presentation I was 

giving at the IHRSA Brazil Conference. 
The presentation was entitled ‘What is the 
core purpose of your club and what does 
it stand for?’ During the presentation, we 
discussed a series of remarkable business-
es. Remarkable because they create great 
products that customers love – in ways 
that are socially innovative. 

One business we looked at was TOMS 
shoes. TOMS is a unique shoe company 
set up by Blake Mycoskie in 2006. 
Mycoskie was travelling in Argentina when 
he noticed many children without shoes. 
Shoes really matter because they  
prevent disease and injury and allow kids 
to walk the many miles to attend school. 
He decided to create a shoe business 
that would match every pair of shoes pur-
chased with a pair of new shoes given 
to a child in need. It was a new kind of 
business model called ‘one for one’: we 
sell a pair, we donate a pair. So how did 
this 20-something entrepreneur with no 
knowledge of the shoe business do? 
Well, TOMS shoes donated 10,000 pairs 
of new shoes by the end of their first 
year and have now donated over two  
million pairs. 

Following my presentation, I began  
talking to Richard Bilton, president of 
Companhia Athletica one of Brazil’s  
leading health club chains. Richard was  
telling me about a shoe collection project 
their clubs had started. The simple idea  
was to ask members to bring in their 
old gym shoes when they were about to  
replace them. The shoes were laundered, 
bagged and passed to Symap, a 
Brazilian charity providing running training 
to individuals who could not afford to 
buy specialist training shoes. A curious 
part of this story was that the shoes 
were hung in the reception area of the 
clubs. Picture the image of walking into 
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The simple idea 
was to ask members
to bring in their old
gym shoes when they
were about to 
replace them

your local club reception and seeing  
dozens of pairs of shoes suspended  
from the ceiling. Companhia Athletica 
collected 700 pairs of shoes to kick-start 
the project and is now collecting just  
under 4,000 pairs each year. 

I was fascinated by Richard’s project 
for several reasons, one of them being 
that clubs are themselves significant and  
influential communities that can be har-
nessed to create any type of social impact 
that they passionately care about. I was 
curious about how big this shoe project 
could become if other clubs were inspired 
to get involved. Surely, it would not take 
the global health club industry long to ‘out  
donate’ TOMS shoes? Finally, why are 
these inspiring and socially worthwhile 
club projects not more ‘findable’? I was  
discovering them by accident. The idea 
I had that day was to curate all these  
stories and put them in a single place 
on the web so that they became more  
‘discoverable’. Gymtopia is the result.

The remarkable clubs are those that 
create magic both inside and outside 
the club. Position ‘doing good’ at the  
centre of your business and, not only will 

your club become remarkable, but any  
discussion around becoming irrelevant  
like some parts of the high street will  
become redundant.

Click to donate
In 2009, The Gym Group decided it  
wanted to raise money for a range of  
charities. To keep joining fees as low as 
possible, all members have to join using  
the company’s website. So the simple  
idea was to add one additional question 
to the sign-up process: Would you like to 
make a one-off donation to our charity of 
the month?

New members chose how much to 
donate and this was added to their 
first month’s gym payment. This sim-
ple request to members has had a 
big impact. The company now col-
lects between £5,000 and £7,000 every 
month, which is passed to a Charity of 
the Month, selected by staff. That’s 
£60,000 to £84,000 over the course of 
a year. This is all achieved via a simple 
change to the web sign-up process, 
which does not affect the visitor’s overall  
experience. Just imagine the impact 
if more gyms were to make this simple 
change. fpb


