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Who am I, and why am I expecting you to listen to me?  

Fair questions!  

I’m Derran Langston. I’ve been a personal trainer for the last 6 years. I 

completed a law degree at university, graduating with honours, then after 

a few years working as a paralegal, decided law wasn’t for me. I moved on 

to work at a reasonably high level in educational administration, with all 

kinds of quality assurance, health and safety, marketing and equality 

responsibilities. In a small private company, you have to dabble in a lot of 

areas! On the plus side, I got a pretty good grounding in the realities of 

small to medium sized businesses.  

I’d always been interested in training, mainly in a playing football and sort-

of going to the gym way. I got properly into training around the age of 27, 

and then was diagnosed with testicular cancer at 29. Luckily, my 

treatment phase of chemotherapy and operations only lasted six months 

and I was ‘cured’. However, my weight had dropped down to around 10 

stone and I was effectively starting again from (actually, below!) scratch. I 

started training again the month I finished chemotherapy not being able 

to do a single press-up, and within 18 months I’d secured a 200kg deadlift 

and was around the 13.5st mark.  

Aged 32, I took voluntary redundancy and embarked on a career in fitness. 

I started Real World Fitness with a £500 Ford Mondeo, a boot full of 

kettlebells, and a £5000 overdraft. In short, I had no choice but to make it 

work. For three years I trained people in their homes, ran bootcamps in 

parks, and occasionally arranged with local gyms to allow me to train one 

or two clients in there in return for buying a membership.   

After a while, I decided I wanted my own place. I rented a small (really, 

really tiny) room in warehouse complex for £150 a month. At the very 

least, I could put a squat rack and a barbell set in there and get out of the 

rain! Within a month, I had clients wanting to train indoors at my new 

‘premises’. The second month, I signed a lease on a room three times the 

size in the same building. Six months later I got the landlords to knock 

down a wall and again doubled the size of the gym. The whole time, I  
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invested what I could each month into new equipment- weights, 

machines, bars etc.  

For the next couple of years, that kept me going. I was eventually 

swamped with clients and was starting to turn people away because I 

couldn’t be in two places at the same time. I signed another lease on a 

second room in the same building and kitted it out with a replica of the 

main gym’s equipment.  I started looking around for someone to work 

with me, and took on a new PT at the start of 2014. He’s now built up a 

nice portfolio of clients, and has learned a lot about the realities of 

freelance PT. 

We’re now beginning to turn our heads to bigger premises, and took on a 

third PT in January 2015. He has contributed to a significant increase in PT 

clients again.  As you can see, this hasn’t happened overnight, and has 

involved a LOT of hours – many of them anti-social ones – but the success 

has been worth it. I earn vastly more than I did working 9-5, enjoy life a 

ridiculous amount more and have gone from a £5000 overdraft to owning 

£30k’s worth of gym equipment, this year approaching a £60k take home 

pay, and no debt. The future, finger’s crossed, should only get brighter 

from here.  

Hopefully you can see that in terms of setting up a successful PT business, 

I’ve been there, done it and am still doing it. By no means am I an expert, 

and I’m pretty sure I’ve done a million things wrong. I’m well aware I’ve 

still got a LONG way to go. The idea of this document is to try and help 

with what I’ve learned along the way. This is skewed towards those of you 

starting out independently, although much of the general ideas are useful 

even to those of you working at Big Gyms.  

Enough about me. On to the business of PT!  
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What is PT?  

It’s a relationship, first and foremost. You’re likely to spend between 1 and 

4 hours a week with each individual, and you’re going to learn things 

about them that they possibly haven’t even told close friends and family. 

You’re going to see them at their best, and at their worst. It’s almost 

impossible not to become quite close to your clients because of this – so 

you have to be trustworthy, you have to be friendly and you have to 

actually get on with the people you train. An hour in the company of 

someone you really dislike is a long, long hour – for both parties!  

Your client has goals. Your job is to help them achieve them. What those 

goals are involves both of you. Some clients will come with a specific 

achievement in mind. “I want to lose 2 stones”- great! But you need to 

know why they’ve set that goal, and what the thinking is behind it. Is it 

realistic? Is that actually what they need to do, or is a figure plucked from 

thin air? What’s the motivation behind it? As much as the goals you work 

towards should be the client’s goals – not yours – you should have input 

to ensure they are valid goals, and that they are achievable in the 

timeframe the client expects. Any mismatch between what YOU can 

deliver, and what the client expects, is going to cause problems further 

down the line.  

To the vast majority of personal training clients, their general health and 

quality of life is at least as important as their physique. Good personal 

training should always have an eye on the health of the client, and never 

short-term fixes that could compromise someone’s wellbeing. There are 

plenty of cowboy trainers out there already; don’t add to that army by 

being cavalier with other people’s lives. You hold a position of trust as a 

PT and should never abuse that trust, either deliberately or out of 

ignorance.  

PT is mentoring, it’s lifestyle, it’s nutrition, it’s training. You need 

experience in all. If you’re 18 and fresh out of college, then you’re going to 

struggle. You won’t have the life experience or ‘relate-ability’ that most PT 

clients need in order to feel comfortable with you. Many older clients will 

not feel comfortable handing over hundreds of pounds to someone who  
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clearly, by virtue of their age, simply cannot have enough experience. 

That’s why I strongly believe that PT is NOT a career for school leavers.  

You must have trained a few years yourself. Until you have, you have no 

idea what works for YOU, let alone what works for anyone else. Training is 

one of those things that can’t be rushed. If you’re 18/19 and only been 

training 2 years, you can, at best, only have put yourself through 12 

different training programmes (considering most decent programmes are 

at least 8 weeks). That’s not enough to have first-hand experience of 

enough different training methods, and to have evaluated the good and 

bad of each.  

If any of the above sounds like it’s NOT the career you expected, then 

have a good, hard think about taking this any further. What I’ve described 

above IS the reality of personal training – you will not be a good PT if you 

expect to just stand next to someone counting reps or shouting inane 

motivational phrases at them.  

___________________________________________________________ 

Case Study – Mike Samuels (www.mikesamuelspersonaltraining.co.uk)  

“I soon discovered that being a PT wasn't all sunshine and roses, 3-hour 

days, and 6-figure salaries as I'd been promised by my training providers.  

  

What I did discover, however, was that with a little hard work, dedication 

and perseverance, training people is just about the most fun way to make 

money imaginable.  

  

And, if done right, to make good money too.  

  

If I could share one key tip with new trainers in the industry, it would be 

this:   

  

- MAKE YOURSELF AN EXPERT  

  

This is how I went from zero clients to fully booked in 6 months.  
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To do this, I decided I had to specialise, and as a mobile PT, becoming the 

local go-to guy for home fat loss seemed the logical step.  

  

I picked my target market (Mums and Dads in their 30s-50s who weren't 

able to leave the house to go to a gym) and aimed all my marketing at 

them.  

  

I got an interview with the editor of a local website, placed very specific 

adverts (i.e. "Lose Fat at Home in Just 2 Hours per Week") in free 

magazines delivered to affluent areas, and whenever people asked what I 

did, instead of responding "I'm a personal trainer," I replied "I help people 

who can't get to the gym to lose weight and burn fat at home."  

  

It may sound a little fruity and American, but there are so many run-of-the-

mill PTs out there, no one remembers them. If you're the "home fat loss 

guru," the "post-natal weight loss specialist" or the  

"bootcamp king" though, people look to you as an expert, and experts get 

clients”  

  

  
What should I do for my own training? Do I need to be an expert?  

Whatever you’re passionate about. But be GOOD AT IT. Do you really 

want a client that is better than you at something you’re holding 

yourself up as an expert in? Taking on someone to improve their 10km 

time and finding they’re better at it than you….ouch. I don’t take on 

running clients, to improve their running at any rate, because I don’t 

run. It’d be embarrassing!  

 

It’s the same with lifting. You can’t be proud of your 100kg squat (if 

you’re a guy) unless you weigh 60kg. Most of my male clients will squat 

100kg within 6-9 months of starting from scratch. It’s not impressive 

enough to train other people, and you should have far higher targets 

than that.  

We’ll revisit this topic a few times over the next few pages.  
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Why do people have a PT?  

There’s a plethora of reasons, but typically these are the ones I come 

across repeatedly:  

1. Time – clients who don’t have much free time and who want 

to ensure that in that hour of training they are doing the best 

they possibly can, in the most effective way.  

  

2. Lack of knowledge – clients who simply don’t know what to 

do. They have a goal, but no idea how to achieve it. Some 

clients have limited knowledge and simply want to tap into 

the experience of someone who’s been at it far longer than 

they have. They’re also happy to pay YOU on the basis that 

you are doing the thinking, research and planning for them.  

  

3. An appointment that must be kept - many clients have told 

me that simply knowing that they have made an appointment, 

and that it must be kept, is a key reason they have PT. They 

know that a diaried appointment with someone is far more 

likely to be kept than ‘I’ll make time to go to the gym later’.   

  

For many clients, especially as time goes on, this factor of a 

scheduled appointment time is a key reason for long-term 

retention.  

  

4. Motivation - the best of us get disheartened every now and 

then. Even if your training and physique is coming along well, 

you still have days when you can’t be bothered, or you feel 

you should be making more progress.  

  

If you’re one of those people that can give yourself a kick up 

the arse, then great. Some people can’t. Some people need 

that external motivation to keep them on track – and even the 

most positive of clients will occasionally have a blip.   
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Motivation in training is a huge topic and not something I can 

do justice to here in a few words.  

  

5. Trust in you getting them to their goals BETTER than they 

could alone  

  

Anyone can bounce along for a few years in the gym and get 

OK results.  

That’s not what clients are going to pay you thousands of 

pounds a year for.   

  

They expect that they will get better results with you, than 

they’ve achieved on their own so far, or would get if they 

started to train from their own reading/research. They want 

you to cut through the bullshit and the controversy, and get 

them doing what works.   

  

The problem here is that you need to be able to do that – and 

SO many PTs can’t. It can often be the blind leading the blind.  

  

A client often knows no better, and will trust you – don’t 

abuse that trust. If you don’t feel confident to help a client 

with their goal, refer them elsewhere. Don’t just think “ah, I’ll 

have a go”. It’s not fair and it’s highly unprofessional.  

  

6. Fear of injury - time and again this comes up. “I wanted to 

start going to the gym, but you hear about all these ways you 

can get hurt”. Some is simple ignorance of correct form, and 

for some people, they’ve had injuries in the past and do not 

want to go through that again.   

  

Clients will come to you to reduce that risk of injury because 

of doing exercises with poor form. It goes without saying – or 

should do – that you need to tell clients there’s always a risk  
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when being active, and that you’re not a miracle worker that 

can guarantee to make someone bombproof.   

  

That said, the client is right – training with you SHOULD mean 

there’s less chance of injury through poor form. You know 

what good form is, of course….! (if you don’t, please don’t 

even consider becoming a PT. Or just take up Crossfit).  

  

Who is a typical PT client?  

As myths and misconceptions go, the idea that all personal training clients 

are bored housewives with nothing better to do with their time and 

money is up there with Special K being good for you, and endless treadmill 

running being the best way to lose fat. In short, it’s a load of rubbish.  

I hear it a lot though, from friends, family and random people I meet. I 

even hear it from clients who DON’T fit that mould, and think that they 

are the exception. The truth is, my client base, and the client base of most 

non-niche trainers, is massively varied. I had no idea when I started out 

how varied it would be.   

The problem I have is that if I’ve heard this misconception being carelessly 

thrown around so often, how many other people hear it too? Does it put 

people off personal training? Will it put YOU off approaching certain types 

of people, or assuming that some people would never have a PT? If you’re 

pre-judging, you could be doing your business massive harm and missing 

out on clients  

I have had clients from the age of 17 right up to 72. The youngest client I 

currently have is 16, the oldest 68, and every age in-between. If I had to 

state a typical age range, I’d say something like 25 – 45 (which is wide, 

admittedly, but that goes to show how varied the age ranges actually are).  

My client’s careers range from student, to housewife/husband, 

secretaries, managers, GPs, company directors, self-employed people in a 

whole range of industries and semi-pro sports-people, even an ex-Olympic 

athlete. I’ve trained new and experienced gym instructors, other PTs, and  
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MDs of multi-national companies. I’ve trained people that work part time, 

and people that work 70 hours a week.  

Now, unlike Mike, whose case study you’ll have just read, I didn’t start out 

by marketing myself at one particular demographic. I marketed myself as 

the no-bullshit guy – the trainer that won’t make you eat nothing but 

chicken and broccoli, that won’t make you get up at 6am to do pointless 

cardio, that won’t make you change your entire diet and have you eating 

separately from your family.   

My ‘niche’, if you can call it that, was to make fitness and training less 

scary, manageable and sustainable. That anti-BS message and keeping it 

as simple as possible has paid dividends for me over the last 6 years (and 

if you found me through Twitter, you’ll be wellaware of my stance on 

over-complication in this industry!)  

  

Although you’ll see a myriad of different goals, probably 80% of clients, 

regardless of who you market to, will be typically 2-4 stone overweight 

and simply wanting to look better and feel better. They are likely to have 

years of poor eating habits and very little meaningful training history – I 

see many people who’ve been following Weight Watchers and doing 

Bodypump for a couple of years and have got nowhere. The same 

conversations about debunking why that approach doesn’t work come up 

time and time again, so you have to (a) know why that doesn’t work and 

(b) be able to explain it to a client without baffling them with science.  
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Should I work in a gym or be freelance?  

If you need a regular income and can’t commit to complete self-

employment, then work in a gym. The pay will be lower than you will 

eventually earn freelance, and you will have to do ‘cleaner’ duty on the 

shop floor, certainly at first. The flip side is you’ll gain experience whilst 

having the safety net of a – meagre - salary  

Freelance is hard work. It’s JUST YOU. You do everything. But, you control 

everything. Pay is often far better if you’re any good, but you’ll have more 

overheads. Most of these will be offset against your tax bill, but they still 

need paying for in the first place. Overheads with no money coming in still 

need to be paid…  

Most of this guide is directed at those of you who’re freelance, or planning 

to go that way.  

What qualifications do I need?  

Somewhat bizarrely, none. There’s no legal requirement, and ‘personal 

trainer’, ‘coach’, ‘trainer’ are not protected terms. Neither is ‘nutritionist’. 

You can even get insurance without any qualification. However, if you 

want to work in a gym, at any level you’ll need a REPS Level 2 Gym 

Instructor qualification. In most gyms/clubs you’ll never progress to 

Personal Trainer without undertaking your Level 3 qualification. Don’t 

worry – none of these courses or exams should trouble even a bright 12 

year old; it’s rare that someone doesn’t pass.   

Which brings us on to this: most UK qualifications are very, very poor.  You 

CANNOT rely on what you learn on a PT course to make you a good PT. It 

simply won’t happen. You MUST commit to learning from other sources – 

even if that’s self-study and research. Many courses do not teach even 

basic weight training techniques like the squat or deadlift. Many never 

move from teaching you how to stand next to someone on a treadmill, 

and how to waste a client’s time and money stretching them for 40 

minutes of their hour session.  

The best qualification you’ll ever get is experience. In the meantime, make 

sure YOU know how to train yourself and get results with your own  
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body/goals. If you can’t do it for you, why will you be able to do it for 

anyone else? Why should anyone trust you with their body or goals?  

Do I need insurance? How much is it?  

Yes – for the cost (around £60-70 per year) it’s a no-brainer. It’s just ass-

covering, but you never know. It’s not worth the risk of not having it, and 

if you ever intend to deliver sessions for businesses, councils or just 

individuals that are thorough, you’ll be asked to show you’re covered at 

some point. You could miss out on lucrative business for the sake of a few 

quid a month.  

What skills do you need?  

So what does it take to be a good PT? There’s no point being a rubbish 

one – trust me, 80% of the industry is filled with utter dross, so the fact 

you’ve even bothered to read this puts you into the 20% who’ll raise the 

standard a little.  

1. Listening!  

Listening and hearing are two different things. Listening to a client is as 

much about knowing when to shut up, as it about asking the right 

questions. It’s fine to hear a client recount their history, and then ignore it 

and make them do what you’ve got every other client doing. That will 

make you a poor PT, who isn’t worthy of the money and TRUST that client 

is giving you.   

  

Listening properly will mean you differentiate – you’ll pick out subtext 

from someone without having to be so direct. You can tell whether 

someone’s confidence is low, whether they are making excuses about lack 

of progress so far, whether they are truly committed to change, or  
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whether they are doing it because a partner/family member has told them 

they should. All these things ultimately can mean the difference between 

success and failure – for you and the client.   

If you don’t listen to your client, right from the start, you’re selling them 

short and you’re not providing a personal service. Personal training is 

‘personal’, not cut and paste.  

2. Empathy  

This is partly where having ‘been there and done that’ comes in, and 

partly where just old-fashioned life experience comes in.  

I make a point of not putting a client through any diet or training protocol 

that I have not personally gone through myself. How can I expect a client 

to do something I’ve never experienced? How can I know that, in this 

programme, fatigue hits you like a brick at around halfway through the 

third set? How can I possibly empathise with someone who’s being asked 

to double their protein intake, if I’ve never tried to double my intake of 

something I’m not used to?  

There’ll be some things you can never experience, though. And that’s 

where empathy and life experience come into play. I’ve never had an 

eating disorder, and I’ve never been overweight. It’s unlikely I’ll ever 

experience either of those things, but you need to have the ability to at 

least listen to your client and understand what they are telling you. If you 

don’t understand, reach out to experts and ASK for help. You are not 

expected to be an expert in every possible issue that a client may face, but 

you are expected to understand how it impacts on your role, and how you 

plan that person’s nutrition and activity.  

Being hard-faced may work in the Army, but with everyday people, it will 

only work with a small minority. You will not keep many clients if you 

cannot, at some level, step into their shoes and see the journey you want 

them to take through their eyes instead of yours…  
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3. Ability to question someone and get to the bottom of an issue  

On a much deeper level, this type of ‘motivational interviewing’ is a huge 

topic and you can undertake entire qualifications in it – as a PT, I’d settle 

for picking up a couple of books and reading about how to ask the right 

questions, and how to create an environment where someone feels happy 

telling you – pretty much a stranger – things they haven’t even told their 

partner. Trust me, it happens more often than you think.  

If you’re thinking ”Why the hell do I want to know?!” , the answer is 

simple – the things in your clients mind that stop them putting in even 

60% effort are the things that will stop you getting results. If you don’t get 

results, you go out of business. It’s in your interests to work out why 

someone won’t do what you need them to – and then go about trying to 

remove that obstacle. Don’t be at all surprised if you end up counselling 

clients a little - but know your limits. You’re a PT, not a life therapist or 

psychologist. It’s OK to listen and give general advice, but if in doubt – 

refer elsewhere!  
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4. You need to know how to train!  

We’ll touch on this again later – but for the love of cast iron weights, 

please train yourself! You may laugh, and think “who goes into PT and 

doesn’t train?”, but it’s rife. Once again, you do NOT need to be bigger, 

faster, stronger or leaner than anyone else out there. You do need to be 

better than most of the general population, and you need to be able to 

know your way around a gym. I’m probably preaching to the converted 

here – I doubt a PT that doesn’t train would be even vaguely interested in 

learning about how to become a decent PT.  

  

Knowing how to train is not ‘it works for me’. You must have real-world 

knowledge of popular training plans, be aware of the better well-known 

coaches out there. You should have been training long enough that people 

aren’t surprised when you say you lift/run/play rugby/whatever. PTs with 

a pot belly rarely get clients.  

You should have a passing knowledge of areas outside your field of 

expertise. I *could* coach a runner to his/her first marathon, but I 

wouldn’t – I don’t run. I know the process behind it, but I’ve never done it, 

and would feel a fraud. Plenty of PTs coach running, so I’d refer that client 

elsewhere.  

5. Good timekeeping. Good personal appearance.   

Be on time. This job is probably more important to be on time and 

prepared than any other job you’ve had. Ever had a one-to-one with your 
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boss? Made sure you were prepared, didn’t you? Well, PT 

is like that for EVERY client. They are all your boss. If you aren’t prepared, 

aren’t on time and arrive looking stressed – you’ll probably get one or two 

passes. Then you’ll get sacked. Being late for a client without a damn good 

excuse is unforgiveable.  

As for appearance, you don’t need to be David Beckham. Make the most 

of what you’ve got though – a haircut and a shave, or a fine beard (!) is 

OK. Wear deodorant and a splash of aftershave. Wear clean clothes; bring 

a change of clothes if you’re working all day. Shower every morning. Does 

this all sound blindingly obvious? Yes? Well, plenty miss these basics.  

It goes without saying that you should never, ever, ever turn up after 

drinking, or with a raging hangover from the night before. Equally, a PT 

spotted with a McDonald’s bag would get sacked by me. Just saying.  

6. Be great at small talk.  

An hour is a long time, especially with a shy or non-communicative 

person. You need to make a client feel comfortable with you, so being 

able to have a conversation about their line of work, what movies they 

watch, how old their kids are etc is essential. No matter how hardcore 

their programme is, or how little rest time they’ve got, there comes a time 

when you will chat about general life. Knowing your clients will keep 

people feeling like you’re interested in them – and to be honest, unless 

you’re a complete sociopath, you’ll probably be genuinely interested in, 

and like, most of your clientele.  

I had one client who I could hardly get to communicate at all. He loved 

video games though, so one weekend I bought the game he’d been 

occasionally talking about, and played it myself. On the following Monday, 

I was able to get a proper conversation going with him – and after that, he 

opened up a lot more about life in general. I doubt he’d have done that 

without me finding a ‘way in’.  

7. Basic anatomy/biological knowledge. Your client should NOT 

know more than you!  

Of course, this depends on the client – I train my physio, so I wouldn’t 

expect to know more than he does. However, I’ve known a PT that didn’t  
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know which was the hamstring and which was the quad…I still know one 

who insists the shoulder is one muscle. These people are stupid and do 

the industry harm.  

There’s a school of thought that suggests a PT should know and be able to 

articulate the function of every muscle, joint, tendon and ligament in the 

body. I disagree. I think you need a working knowledge of all of the body’s 

movement patterns, and to know what the component parts of the body 

DO. I’ve never failed a client because I didn’t know everything there is to 

know about the posterior tibial tendon.  

When it comes to biology, you should have a rudimentary knowledge of 

energy systems, pathways that the body uses to metabolise certain types 

of food, the process of digestion, and the principles behind strength 

increases and muscle gain. It’s not enough to know this stuff at a purely 

textbook level – you’ve got to be able to explain it to a client without 

expecting them to buy a biology textbook to understand you.  

____________________________________________________________ 

Case Study – Dan Mitchell (www.danmitchellfitness.co.uk)  

“I made many mistakes when I first qualified as a Personal Trainer.   

  

The first mistake was that I wasn't good enough. If you want business, 

your product must be good first and foremost. If it isn't then word of 

mouth will spread and you won't get much in the way of business.  

  

I started off doing PT in my spare time and coached a couple of people 

here and there, but it never really took off, because I didn't do that much 

further reading.   

  

So I relaxed, and began to read. The more I read, the better my results 

became and the more people wanted to train with me. It was that simple. 

My product became better and so did my business.  
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I followed the wrong people when I qualified, Paleo fans 

and the like. I got caught up in guru style training and I suffered from that.  

  

The best decision I made was to stop PT'ing, and invest my time and 

money in to learning more and getting knowledge from people who are 

experienced in the industry. This has enabled me to become a better coach 

since re-starting.  

  

Whilst I wouldn't say it’s a necessary thing to do, I would recommend 

learning from some of the industry’s best in groups such as Elite Fitness 

Mentoring and Lift the Bar. You can further your knowledge and learn 

where to find the best information.  

  

The other best bit of advice I can give to people is - do stuff for free. Coach 

people for nothing and get them great results. Get a portfolio together 

and over-deliver to your clients. You can never provide too much and you 

can always put your prices UP as a result!”  

_______________________________________________________ 

  

What hours do you work?  

This is where so, so many new PTs fall down.  

The correct answer should be ‘all of them’. This isn’t unique to PTing, I’m 

sure, but with starting out in any career. Combine starting out in a new 

career, with starting out as a self-employed (or low waged gym employee 

trying to top up your take-home pay) and you’ve got a recipe for long 

hours, stress and uncertainty. This is why something like 80% of PTs don’t 

last two years.   

BUT – don’t panic. Plan properly, don’t make the obvious mistakes, and 

you can find yourself in the 20% that make a success of it.  

When you start out, you CANNOT be picky about hours. For years, I’ve 

worked until 9pm or 10pm after starting (not any more thankfully) at 6am. 

I could have turned down that 6am client, or terminated the arrangement 

with the 10pm one, but to be honest, when you’re building a reputation  
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you just can’t be that picky. Want to have every weekend off? Well, you’re 

just being unrealistic.  

I used to play 5-a-side every Monday and Thursday evening – that went 

out the window when I got a client who could only train at those times. 

My Saturday morning martial arts training? Gone - once I had two clients 

who had to shift their training to Saturday’s due to their own work 

commitments. Now, I’m not advocating having no life at all and becoming 

a slave to your work – but you have to make sacrifices and you have to be 

prepared to work some hours you’d rather not.  

Let’s not get over-excited about it – plenty of your clients will also have 

tales of taking home spreadsheets, or clients calling them at 9pm, or 

having to work a weekend before a big project etc, so it’s not unique to 

this industry. If you want to succeed, you have to be prepared to put the 

development of your business first, or at least on equal footing with the 

other priorities in your life.  

Don’t expect to be able to dictate your work hours for a year or two at 

least – and even then, there will be many times you have to make 

compromises.  

Before and after normal work hours are busy – so pre 9am and post 5pm, 

and weekends. This is slowly changing as workplaces are embracing more 

flexible working hours, which is massively helping PTs with picking up 

daytime clients (previously the Holy Grail of clients – someone who can 

train in the ‘quiet’ part of your day). Never forget, we work in a luxury, 

leisure industry – so people want to do this in their spare time. It can 

often feel that your hours are directly inverse to the rest of the world!  

Bank Holidays are busy! Many clients will want to take advantage of being 

off work, and book in an extra session. This is great for your finances, but 

means that you really shouldn’t be expecting to take off Bank Holiday 

weekends if you want to maximise your income.  

So what about holidays, now we’re on that topic? In my opinion and 

experience, if you’re lucky, you’ll get 2 or 3 weeks off a year once you’re 

successful. You just can’t constantly be off on holiday – it hits your  
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earnings, for a start, and secondly, your clients will get fed up with the 

inconsistency of your service. Many PTs I know take the chance to go 

away for long weekends rather than the typical two weeks in the sun. 

Using myself as an example, it was 4 years before I had longer than 4 days 

in a row off work…and this year was the first time I’ve taken 2 weeks off at 

once. And even then, I was nervous about it (needlessly, as it turned out!).  

Now that I have arranged RWF in such a way that almost all our clients 

know all the trainers, holidays aren’t so difficult to arrange – most clients 

are happy to have the occasional session led by someone other than 

‘their’ PT. But a solo PT is always going to run the risk of losing clients by 

being repeatedly unavailable. 

____________________________________________________________ 

Case Study: Ross Mitchell (www.rossfit.co.uk)  

Here is a little secret I picked up from Charles Poliquin to help improve your 

chances of getting clients no matter the time of day….use it well.   

Have Peak and Off Peak prices. The benefit of having Peak/Off Peak 

hours is not only the flexibility in price but it also helps your potential 

clients understand the value of your available training times.  

  

- Peak hours (Red Hours) are your prime time slots meaning they will 

be higher in price £37 for example.   

  

- Off Peak prices (Blue Hours) can be set at a reduced rate £27 to 

encourage people in in those quiet times.  

  

Here is an example of how you could set your hours:  

  

Red Hours: 6-7am,7-8am,8-9am, 5-6pm,6-7pm,7-8pm,8-9pm   

  

Blue Hours: 9-10am,10-11am,11am-12pm, 1-2pm,2-3pm,3-4pm,4-5pm   
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You will find this simple little tip will help keep not only 

your diary but also your wallet full.  

____________________________________________________________ 

  

How do you get new clients?  

  

1. Initially, you walk the streets and visit local business, and you 

give business cards to EVERYONE. My very first client came 

from someone picking up a business card in a charity shop, of 

all places. Don’t discount anywhere; you simply don’t know 

who will pick up your cards, so leave them anywhere that will 

let you.  

  

2. If you don’t look like you train, you won’t get business. That 

might sound harsh, but it’s a stone-cold fact. Most clients will 

freely admit they picked a PT that they aspired to be able to 

either look like body-wise, or perform like. It’s vain, it’s 

‘unfair’, but it’s reality. If you’re not good looking, you’re 

never going to be a Hugo Boss model either - get over it. All 

the knowledge in the world means very little to most PT 

clients, if you don’t look like you actually walk that walk 

yourself.  

  

Now, that ‘look’ can be very different for different trainers. If 

you’re a triathlete coach, no-one’s expecting you to have 18 

inch biceps and weigh 100kg – they will do if you claim to be 

able to coach bodybuilders.  If you’ve set yourself up as a fat 

loss expert, and you’ve got a belly, or you claim to be a 

strength trainer and can’t do a proper squat, you’re not going 

to get business either. Very rarely will clients accept having a 

trainer who’s weaker or in worse shape than they are – and I 

don’t blame them. Obvious exceptions are female PTs, who 

even at their strongest are likely to get outlifted by some (not  
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all!) male clients – but even so, pound for pound, they should 

still be in the game, or thereabouts.  

  

3. Make friends with physiotherapists/physio clinics and sports 

massage professionals, as well as beauty parlours, nail bars, 

hairdressers, anywhere that ‘image’ and aesthetics are 

important. Offer the staff at those places FREE sessions. If 

they like you, they will tell EVERY client of theirs about you, 

and for the sake of a few hours of your time you’ll get the 

best, most cost-effective marketing there is: word of mouth.  

  

4. Use social media. I personally prefer Twitter and would rather 

invest 100% of my time into one platform than spread my 

limited time over all forms of social media and end up 

achieving not much of anything! Follow or like local 

companies, offer free or taster sessions, and when individuals 

or companies do engage with you, keep up a conversation. 

Social media should be sociable, not simply another way to 

sell to people. If your services are good enough, and appealing 

enough, you’ll gain clients without having to spam constantly.  

  

How do you ensure a client signs up?  

By being knowledgeable, friendly and LISTENING. If you’ve got to the stage 

when a potential client is sat in front of you, the sign-up is really yours to 

lose at that point. A client’s mind has likely been made-up by just coming 

down to meet you, and this initial meeting should be your chance to allay 

any fears, demonstrate you know what you’re doing, and persuade the 

individual that the two of you will get along!  

It’s an interview, both ways. They are interviewing you, as much as you 

them. Just think: one client at £40 a session, having one session a week for 

48 weeks a year = £1,920 a year income for you. You are being 

interviewed for a minimum (well, depending on your rates) of nearly £2k a 

year pay rise EVERY time you meet a new client. A three-times-a-week  
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client is worth nearly £6k a year to you. Of course, adjust those numbers if 

you work in a gym that takes a cut, but the take-home message is the 

same.  

See why you should be properly prepared for EVERY new client meeting? 

Have a pen and pad ready. Have your diary ready to make that first 

appointment. Make notes, and demonstrate to the client that what they 

tell you is important. I’ve seen too many PTs waltz into a meeting with no 

pen, no paper, sweating from a session they’ve just finished and expect 

someone to sign over an amount that is not far off their monthly 

mortgage payments. Not going to happen.  

It should go without saying that you’re dressed smartly – not a suit and 

tie, but a clean polo or T-shirt. Enough of the public already think we’re 

knuckle-dragging Neanderthals, or airhead bimbos, so don’t prove them 

right by turning up in a stringer vest and 70s football shorts. Same for the 

girls – don’t turn up in a midriff-revealing crop top and tiny shorts. It’s 

unprofessional, and often intimidating for a new client.  

How do you retain clients?  

Simply put, get them the results that they came to you for. This is a 

results-based business.  

Never forget that.  
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Now, the initial results a client was expecting might not stay the same as 

the process continues. They may have over-estimated their commitment 

to training and nutrition, and be getting there slower than either of you 

agreed initially.   

As long as the client is happy with their progress, that is all that matters.  

You might not be happy. You might think ‘he/she could be doing so much 

better’. That, I’m afraid, is not really relevant. If the client is making 

progress at a level they are happy with, that they can sustain, and they 

aren’t being held back because YOU are failing to do something, then 

don’t worry. Many clients come with hard goals – “I want to be 10 stone”, 

“I want to run 10km in 45 mins”, “I want less back pain”. Those goals may 

drift a little, and you find that they are happy with making soft progress – 

eating better, sleeping better, getting stronger – and the original goal  
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changes. That’s fine – you have to remember that the client’s goals are 

important, not what YOU would want them to achieve.  

Don’t mistake that for never trying to motivate a client to try for 

something new, though. A gentle prod of ‘how about we have a month 

aiming at losing 5lbs?’ or ‘shall we see if we can add 20kg to your squat in 

the next 8 weeks?’ Sometimes you need to provide a goal the client hasn’t 

thought of, but you have to be careful not to make up goals that they only 

agree with because you pushed them.   

If you want to retain clients long-term, treat them with respect. You need 

to understand their roles and responsibilities outside of training and 

nutrition, and whilst it’s OK to gently question someone about, for 

example, not exercising for a week, it’s not acceptable to make them feel 

guilty about it or compare them to ‘really committed people’. For most 

clients, training is third or fourth on the list behind family, friends, work 

and money. You will not change that, so don’t even try – the client will 

always decide their own priorities. You forcing the issue will mean a 

parting of ways.  

It is utterly essential that you be punctual to sessions. Equally, you 

shouldn’t constantly be re-arranging sessions because you’re disorganised 

or just ‘don’t feel like it’. You may think that odd, but I’ve seen people re-

arrange a client because they had a hangover, or wanted to get home and 

watch the football. Fine, if that’s more important to you than your 

business, but most clients will – at the very least – see it as acceptable to 

mess YOU around if you mess them around. Many just won’t renew.  

How do you handle cancellations?  

It’s tough to get this right, but you need to get into an early good habit.   

For me, if they cancel on the day, they get charged. With longer term 

clients, I tend to assess the reason and use my discretion. Losing track of 

time at work and not making it, is not a good enough excuse to not charge 

for the session, in my opinion. Someone having to take their kid to A&E is 

perfectly valid. Use your judgement, but don’t be too much of a soft 

touch.  
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If they give you notice the previous day, tough, you’ll have to take it on 

the chin. It may mean you have an empty slot and miss out on earnings, 

but it’s business, and there’s not much you can do about it that the client 

will see as fair. Try rescheduling if possible – it won’t recompense that 

particular hour, but it will keep the client training and mean despite the 

inconvenience, you don’t end up out of pocket at the end of the month.  

However, I have an unofficial rule – if someone keeps cancelling the day 

before, I eventually (three times usually) will have a chat with them and 

suggest they make other arrangements. It might be as simple as offering a 

different regular slot that works better for them. Your time is valuable, 

and even though you may have too much spare time at first, your clients 

don’t know that and shouldn’t be allowed to mess you around. Use your 

gut instinct to see if you’re being messed around – what you ‘feel’ is often 

right.  

  

How do you handle nutrition with clients?  

This is a whole other topic, and whilst I’m confident with nutrition, this 

document isn’t intended to take the place of your own learning. Suffice to 

say you need to know at LEAST the basics – what are, and what role, do 

carbohydrates, protein, and fat play in the body? What are 

micronutrients? How do you identify and address deficiencies? How do 

you tackle the psychological issues around poor/inconsistent eating? How 

many calories should my client eat? In what ratios? Should that ever be 

reassessed?  

Please don’t assume that what works for you –or worse still, what worked 

for your last client – will work for everyone. Remember the ‘personal’ in 

personal training. You must have a plethora of different approaches. One 

approach, and no knowledge or way to adapt it, will give you frustrated 

clients. Frustrated clients will walk away.  

I can wholeheartedly recommend Precision Nutrition 

(www.precisionnutrition.com) for a certification. It’s not easy, it’s very 

detailed, and not exactly cheap at around £500, but it can be done via 
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distance learning and has no time-limit. You’ll learn an 

awful lot before you even take the exam.  

Whatever you do, do NOT rely on the information you were taught in your 

personal training certification. It isn’t detailed enough, and what is there 

isn’t even factually correct in most cases. You will fail if you do, that I can 

guarantee.  

Where do you train?  

If you’re a gym-based, employed PT then this bit is obvious – the gym 

where you work! Although, don’t limit yourself unless your contract 

specifically says you can’t train people elsewhere. There’s nothing to stop 

you training people at their homes in your own time, outside of work 

hours. Many gym-based PTs supplement their income taking on private 

clients – indeed, the build-up of such private work is often the catalyst to 

taking the leap to become self-employed.  

If you’re starting off entirely self-employed, as I did, a word of advice: buy 

warm, waterproof clothes. You’re going to outside. A lot. In summer, it’s 

the best job in the world. In winter…well…it can get interesting. There’s no 

escaping that most of your sessions will be, at least, somewhere exposed 

to the cold – if you’re lucky, home-based clients will have a garage or 

spare room that you can train in, but typically, you’re going to be in the 

garden. If it rains, you get wet. It’s that simple, and you need to be aware 

of the realities of the British weather!  

If a client really doesn’t have much space, you’ll need to take it further 

afield – so know where all your local parks, rec areas and football/rugby 

pitches are. If it looks like private land, find someone and ASK – don’t just 

assume it’s ok. A local rugby club I approached were more than happy to 

let me train people, because I asked first – they’d routinely chase off other 

PTs because they’d simply been so rude as to just assume they could use 

the pitches.  

Councils can be either brilliantly supportive, or utterly moronic in their 

approach to you using public parks. My local council, and many London 

councils, actually charge PTs to use public parks. Never mind that you’re 

paying council tax, income tax, VAT, and that your clients are also paying 

all that, the councils have worked out how to get a few hundred quid a  
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year on top. Be careful, and check what your council’s policy is - because, 

unfair as it seems, they have you over a barrel.  

Most gyms – especially the big chains – simply will not let you train 

someone in them. Flat-out no chance. I’ve even had ‘discussions’ when 

I’ve genuinely just been helping out a mate, or walking my girlfriend 

through a new training routine. Part of this is protectionism – making sure 

you aren’t stealing business from their own PTs (to which, asking ‘if yours 

are so good, surely I wouldn’t be able to steal clients?’ isn’t conducive to 

polite conversation, apparently).  

Smaller gyms, and independents, are much more amenable in my 

experience, if you’re up front about it. They’ll probably insist you buy a 

membership, rather than constantly coming in on a day-pass, but that’s a 

cost you’ll have to soak up in order to train there –and it’s a small price to 

pay. The key is to ASK FIRST rather than apologise later.  

Of course, the eventual route I took, and would (obviously!) advise most 

PTs to work towards, is to get your own premises somewhere. My first 

premises only cost me £150 a month – you don’t need to suddenly be 

paying a grand a month to rent a warehouse! Check out local industrial 

estates and office parks – often there’s a couple of rooms going spare in a 

bigger building and the owners are happy to make some money, rather 

than have them sat empty.  

What equipment do you need?  

Again, if you’re in a big commercial gym, you’ve got this covered. If you 

want to do any private work at people’s homes though, a set of 

kettlebells, some resistance bands and a portable step/bench are going to 

be essentials.  

If you want to strength train in your own premises, you’ll need racks, 

weights, bars etc. At an absolute minimum, you’ll need a power cage, 

matting, a barbell, a bench and a couple of hundred kgs of Olympic 

weights. That’ll cover most client’s strength and conditioning goals at first, 

whilst you add to your equipment over time.  
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If you’re a cardio/running coach, then obviously the outdoors is your 

friend – but a studio with a treadmill, a Concept 2 and some weights to 

support the strength side of cardio training are near-essentials.  

The trick at first is to be honest with yourself – what is ESSENTIAL? What is 

a luxury? Yes, a safety squat bar, a cable stack machine and some Eleiko 

dumbbells would be great, but do you want to spend £5000 on something 

that you can get by without initially? People have, for decades, got strong 

and into good shape with a barbell, a rack, a bench and some weights. 

Don’t get too fancy too quickly and be panicking about paying for all the 

equipment you’ve just ordered.  

Where do you buy equipment from?  

There’s little need, certainly at first, to buy brand new equipment. A 20kg 

weight plate is, well, a 20kg weight plate. As long as the equipment you 

buy is safe, not ridiculously tatty, and not blatantly some shoddy Argos 

crap, you’ll be fine.  

Check out places like Gumtree and Ebay. If you’re prepared to travel 

around, you can find gyms clearing out old equipment for a fraction of the 

new price – sometimes simply because they’ve got a contract with a new 

supplier and the brands are changing. Often, people will buy expensive 

commercial grade equipment to set up a home gym – and then never use 

it. You’ll pick up barely used kit for half the price.  

 

Bear in mind that new equipment is sometimes the same price as used, so 

check everywhere – especially at sale time. Weight plates in particular 

hold their value pretty well, so don’t be surprised if buying second hand 

doesn’t actually save you that much.  

Email local gyms; many are selling older, perfectly good, equipment, or 

have a list you can put your name down on for when they auction it off.  

You don’t necessarily need heavy duty commercial quality – you’re 

training 8 people a day, not 150. Semi-commercial, or heavy duty home 

use, kit is perfectly safe. There’s no need to spend £2,000 on a power rack  
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that’ll get used 6 times a day. My first rack cost around £600, and four 

years later looks as good as new and hasn’t budged an inch.  

Self-employed PTs - how much tax do you pay?  

Get a good accountant. Ask around, or contact some small businesses 

near you and ask for recommendations. A decent accountant should be 

able to save you at least their fee in claiming for things you’ve never even 

considered.  

If you go down the self-employed route, you must register as self-

employed with HMRC within three months of taking payment for a 

service. They might not find out, true, but if they do they’ll fine you…and 

more importantly, you’ll end up on their let’s-keep-an-eye-on-this-

company list. Not a good place to be. Of course, if you decide to just go 

and work in a commercial gym you’ll be on PAYE and won’t have to worry 

about the HMRC.  

Bank on saving around 25% on your total income. It’ll often be less than 

that once you take off mileage, costs, equipment, laundry, home office 

use, etc, but it’s nicer to have a bill LESS than you’ve saved for, than the 

alternative.  

I stayed as a sole trader until December 2014, which was when RWF’s 

income became high enough that becoming a Ltd Co made more sense 

from a tax point of view. For the first few years, unless you’re stunningly 

successful, just being a sole trader will suffice. 

What books should I read?  

Some PTs do their training and never pick up another book. They don’t 

tend to be very good.  

Set aside a budget, and trawl through Amazon. You don’t need to buy 

brand new books, and can get some expensive texts second hand. If 

you’re a Kindle user, you’ll pay even less.  

Some, in my opinion, essential recommendations:  

‘Starting Strength’ – Mark Rippetoe  



  

  

Real World Fitness – Strength – Nutrition – Physique -  www.realworldfitness.co.uk  

‘Strength Training Anatomy’ – Fred Delavier  

‘Intervention’ and ‘Never Let Go’ – Dan John  

‘New Rules of Lifting’ – Lou Schuler  

 

What online resources are there?  

Online training and nutrition sources vary from “I can’t believe this 

information is so good, and free of charge” to “this person should be 

locked up”.  

The choice is plentiful, but be careful with what you select, and be aware 

that some sites, that offer excellent training advice *usually*, are often 

portals for selling supplements. Also, it’s highly unlikely that any site that 

says a particular style of training, or make of whey powder, is the ‘only’ 

way to go is that trustworthy. Also, if you can’t find that idea supported 

elsewhere, it’s unlikely they are a single genius in a field of idiots – it’s 

more likely that they are the idiot.  

Some sources I regularly refer to or check in on:  

www.t-nation.com is frequently brilliant – but they are also a ‘front’ for 

a supplement company, Biotest. Read with caution, but certainly don’t 

ignore anything other than the blatant supplement plugging!  

www.exrx.net – looks basic, but a fantastic resource to refer to 

www.dragondoor.com – old-school training  

www.bodybuilding.com – the forums can be a snake pit, but some 

great articles and ideas. Again, beware the supplement company 

influence  

www.examine.com – fully independent research into supplements. 

Stunning resource.  

www.concept2.co.uk – some excellent training protocols for use on 

Concept2 rowers, which can be adapted for any cardio equipment  
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If you’re prepared to pay for high quality research, then consider 

subscription services such as Alan Aragon’s Research Review.  

If you prefer your on-going learning to be via your headphones, check out 

the podcasts by Phil Learney and Precision Nutrition. There are many 

highly reputable experts putting out free content these days, so there’s 

often no need to pay for the (educated and informative) musings of 

industry leaders.  

 

Don’t discount some of the more intelligent members of the Twitter and 

Facebook community. If you are careful about whose advice you listen to, 

social media can be a mine of information that at any other time in history 

you’d have had to pay through the nose for.  

 

Conclusion  

Well done for making it this far!  

As you’ll appreciate, this is not a 100% how-to guide. Hopefully I’ve been 

able to point out a few things you’ve not thought of, or at least started you 

musing about how you’ll take your own route.  

I’m more than happy to answer specific questions at 

realworldfitnesspt@gmail.com, or to reply to suggestions if you have 

ideas for things you’d have liked to see in this document, that I didn’t 

cover. I will be releasing updated versions of this document in response to 

feedback, and as I come up with additional topics I feel need addressing. 

You can help with that process by pointing out my doubtless numerous 

omissions!  

Thanks for reading. 


