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he Fitness Institute in Toronto has built its reputation over
T the years as one of the finest fitness organizations in the
country, built on its scientific, medical approach to fitness
and lifestyle enhancement delivered by professionally trained and
accredited staff. The Fitness Institute was one of the first organi-

zations to have full-time degreed staff assisting members on the
gym floor. by George Dickson Photos by Julian Kanarek




In the late nineties Steve Roest built a
very profitable personal training business and
became one of the most sought after trainers
in the city at the downtown Fitness Institute,
with personal clients among Toronto’s most
powerful business, entertainment and sports
elite. Building on this success, Roest seized
an opportunity to become an equity partner
in The Fitness Institute when the club was
put on the trading block by owner Weight
Watchers, a subsidiary of food giant H] Heinz.

Several big U.S. club organizations lined
up to bid on these upscale properties and
The Fitness Institute brand, seeing them as
an entree into the lucrative downtown club
market located in Canada’s largest financial
district. Clive Caldwell, owner of The Ad-
elaide Club and the Cambridge Club, two
very successful downtown clubs, also noti-
fied Heinz of his interest. Caldwell and part-
ners had just completed the acquisition and
remodeling of the MAA Club in downtown
Montreal and were looking to expand their
portfolio.

The upscale Fitness Institute facilities
and members were a natural fit for Caldwell
and his group. Roest meanwhile, had a com-
petitive bid in play for the Fitness Institute
with his own investors. After the Cambridge
Group of Clubs was selected by Heinz,
Caldwell was encouraged to meet with Steve
Roest through some mutual friends as well
as the Heinz business consultant. In discuss-
ing a future role with The Fitness Institute,
Caldwell and Roest saw some synergies in
working together. An agreement was made
involving the three Fitness Institute clubs,
making Roest a partner in the company.

Caldwell says that Roest brings a huge
amount of drive and fitness expertise to the
management group. “Bringing in Steve at
that point made a lot of sense if part of our
approach was to grow The Fitness Institute
brand,” said Caldwell. When it comes to

branding, Caldwell feels the Cambridge
Group of Clubs is quite unique. We have a
collection of clubs rather than a specific brand.
They are all high-end commerecial club envi-
ronments in which a big part of each is the
sense of belonging to the Club for its unique
cachet. More like a private members club.
Growing up playing professional squash
on the international scene, Caldwell got to
know some of the best private fitness and
racquet clubs in Canada, the U.S. and Great
Britain. His roots with the downtown squash
scene led to club management and, with part-
ners, he secured the ownership of the Ad-
elaide Club in First Canadian Place and The
Cambridge Club a few years later Early at-
tempts to capitalize on the synergies of hav-
ing two clubs located close to each other led
to some sharing of staff and resources, how-
ever, the same level of service became lim-
ited with that approach so both are now
treated as separate clubs with their own

unique brand.

Roest and Caldwell have made a formi-
dable team in re-building the brand, facilities
and philosophy of The Fitness Institute.
Caldwell feels that the key to their success
has been recognizing that each of the clubs
have some unique opportunities that are dif-
ferent, so you cannot take a cookie cutter
approach. Each of the suburban clubs with
pools and tennis facilities make them ideal
for offering junior programs. The challenge
has been to re-vamp the membership offer-
ing without losing the more mature mem-
bers.

Being an expensive high-end club, it was
also difficult for the suburban clubs to com-
pete with the same price structure as the
flagship downtown club. One of the unique
pricing strategies adopted by the Fitness In-
stitute was stolen in part from the private
club industry where club membership cat-
egories are often defined by age. The mem-
bership rates increase with age. This allows
younger members to afford memberships
while they are starting out in their career.
The Fitness Institute has a Young Executive
membership for those under 30 years old.
This has been one of the keys to turning
around the suburban clubs says Caldwell. In
addition, “we fixed them up so that they feel
good when you walk-in, and meet the expec-
tations of an upscale club environment.”

Since taking on the General Manager
role at the downtown Fitness Institute loca-
tion, the numbers have never been better,

The Fitness Institute has a history
of excellence in service that was
instilled by its founder Lloyd
Percival, an accomplished coach
and trainerwhowas seenas a
mentor to both staff and members.
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according to Roest. He has used a simple
formula. Happy staff = happy members =
happy business. “People are what make this
business successful; we are first and fore-
most a service industry. Members rejoin or
come back to the club or restaurant because
of positive experiences. Whether its in our
Health Centre, restaurant or on the gym floor,
positive experiences are delivered by staff
so I spend a lot of time developing our team.”

To further the team approach, Roest
meets with small groups of both manage-
ment and front line staff on a regular basis to
do service and leadership training. “It used
to be that many of the staff from different
departments just didn’t talk to each other
very often. I want to give each person a
chance to learn and grow as part of The Fit-
ness Institute Team,” says Roest.

Things like staff appreciation days, on-
going training in small groups and TEAM
Fridays has helped him re-kindle the service
culture amongst the club staff. On TEAM
Fridays, all staff including Roest wear a black
T-shirt that says “BEYOND FITNESS” on
the front and “TEAM Together Everyone
Achieves More” on the back.

The Fitness Institute has a history of
excellence in service that was instilled by its
founder Lloyd Percival, an accomplished
coach and trainer who was seen as a mentor
to both staff and members. Roest has

emerged as the new leader of The Fitness
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Institute brand in an effort to re-establish the
Club as the place for results and “changing
members lives for the better,” the mission
set down by Percival some 40 years ago.
Like Percival, Roest has earned the re-
spect of his peers by staying on top of his
game as a coach and trainer. He sees himself
as a motivator to both his clients and staff.
He continues to train clients while managing
the business and this keeps him close to cus-

tomers and staff.

He has also brought in some big name
clients to mingle with members at The Fit-
ness Institute. Raptors star Vince Carter was
trained by Steve at the Air Canada Centre.
Former player Jerome Williams is often on
the scene. “Members like to see guys like
these around the club. When athletes like
this look to us for advice and choose our fa-
cilities and staff for their personal needs, its
just one more way that we can demonstrate
our leadership.”

As aformer foothall player and track ath-
lete, Roest has felt at home training hoth elite
athletes and everyday members. He finds it
easy to make connections with them. “These
guys (pro athletes he trains) have probably
met better trainers than me, but I bring a
level of passion, energy and commitment to
make a connection with people, and to make
workouts fun whether they are a professional
athlete or a business person just looking to
stay in shape,” he adds.

When the Raptors team was facing a
number of injuries amongst their ranks (in-
cluding Carter) Roest was approached by the
team trainer to spend some time working
with some of the players. Roest focused on
the basics of strength and flexibility and many
of them started to notice a difference in their
game. At the start of the season last year,
Jerome Williams became a fixture at the Fit-
ness Institute, including the restaurant dur-
ing pre-season training where he became
focused on healthy eating under the guidance

Clive Caldwell
first came to fame on squash
courts around the world. His
business success may have a
good deal to do with the same
qualities that led to his status
as one of the world’s top squash
players. (1980 & 1982 World
Professional Hardball Cham-
pion/1981 World Doubles
Champion/In the top five of the
professional tour for 15 years
(1978 - 1993) achieving #2 rank-
ing in the World Professional
Squash Association/ Won 25
WPSA events in his career.)
Squash is a game that calls
for more than the physical de-
mands of strength, coordina-
tion, speed and endurance.
There is strategy, concentration
on the smallest detail of your own
game and the game of your com-
petitor, and constant training
to develop new tactics, moves
and advantages. Clive, some-
times referred to as ‘The Profes-
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sor,’ studied the game in meticu-
lous detail, plotting the demise of
his competition with thorough
preparation. Providing energy for
this drive to world class achieve-

ment, is a passion for
the game and a com-
petitive fire that made
everymatch afinal out-
come to decide the
fate of the universe.
Not at the expense of
a certain Caldwell
élan, however, a mis-
chievous character
that in the most diffi-
cult of times, still be-
lieves in having fun.
You can see it in
the management style
of the Cambridge
Group of Companies.
Staff are hired for their
energy, enthusiasm
and joie de vivre. Pas-
sion and intensity are
sought out as well as
technical skills. The Cambridge
Group of Clubs are distinguished
for their very club atmosphere.
Members love their club. They be-
long there, treasure friendships

there and spend a lot of time
there, year after year, just like
the staff. Much of this came from
Clive Caldwell’s lifelong member-
ships at clubs all over the world.
Clive joined the Cricket Club in
Toronto at five years of age. He
still belongs.

The makeover of the Fitness
Institutes is founded on a de-
centralized management style
that encourages individual
achievement. Each club runs
their own financials, develops
their own operating plan, shares
in corporate benefits and works
within information-shared follow
up. Taking risks is encouraged
with toleration for mistakes (at
least the first time) and recogni-
tion and reward for achievers.

Clive Caldwell, President of
the Cambridge Group of Compa-
nies, still plays with a fierce com-
petitive passion, and a love of the
game, both on the squash court
and in the boardroom.




of the club’s Executive Chef.

Roest is also trying to make sure that
the club gets involved in giving back to the
community and sponsoring community
events that support local causes and chari-
ties. The Fitness Institute JYD Golf Tourna-
ment last year supported the development
of Toronto youth through the JYD Project, a chari-
table foundation started by Jerome Williams.

Roest has been primarily involved in re-
vitalizing the downtown location but his role
is evolving. Roest is now COO of the Fitness
Institute, responsible for all three Fitness
Institute locations. He wants to bring some
new energy and excitement to the two sub-
urban locations.

The success he has had in re-building
the brand, and recapturing some growth has
resulted in part from bringing a number of
areas back in-house after being run by third
party operators. Specifically: the restaurant,
health centre and personal training depart-
ments at the clubs are now operated directly

by The Fitness Institute.

Recently the Health Centre in the down-
town club underwent extensive renovations
to make it more visible and accessible to
members. Having taken over the operation
of these services, Roest has recruited some
of the best practitioners available who are
working closer together to give the mem-
ber a seamless multi-disciplinary approach
and a one-stop shop for all of their health and
lifestyle needs.

Service on the gym floor from qualified
staff has always been one of the identifying
trademarks of The Fitness Institute over the
years. With the growth of personal training,
members at many commercial clubs have
been left to fend for themselves unless they
are willing to dip into their pocket for a per-
sonal trainer. The growth of personal train-
ing has no doubt changed the industry and
how we service our members says Roest
who has a simple analogy to describe his phi-
losophy and how the Fitness Institute views
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Founding The Fitness Institute

“Changing members lives for the better is our mis-
sion. To do this you are to consider yourself as a coach,
deeply and personally concerned with the improvement,
(physically and psychologically), of those in your charge...
You are concerned with making the member feel you are
interested in his/her welfare, progress, and continual
motivation...Each member will be a challenge to you and
you will be interested in meeting that challenge. Take
deep and personal pride in your success.”

Lloyd Percival, A message to the staff from Fitness Institute founder in 1963

In 1963 Lloyd Percival, with the backing of some Bay street investors founded
what was to become the precursor of the modern day Health Club. Percival was
an accomplished athletic coach who convinced the business and medical
community that a professional response to the dangers of sedentary lifestyle
was needed for the average person. Since then The Fitness Institute has been
involved in the improvement of the lives of many thousands of Canadians since
the club opened its doors at its original Willowdale Club location.

This improvement was made possible because of the Institute’s reliance upon
proven scientific methods and support from medical staff when necessary to
help each member achieve his or her objectives. Building on the medical-fitness
connection The Fitness Institute used its professional approach to attract
business leaders and support some of Canada’s best developing athletes who
came to workout at their extensive facilities.

By the late seventies the organization had expanded with two other locations and
opened what became its flagship club, on the 36" floor of the Toronto Dominion
Centre. In 1988 the Gardiner family and owner Bill Gardiner, sold the business
to Weight Watchers owned by HJ Heinz the food giant. Weight Watchers had just
acquired Cardio Fitness, an upscale chain of medically supervised fitness
centres in New York City and were contemplating the branding of their weight-

We will match and
beat any price on
- the market!
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loss business with fitness.

For whatever reason Heinz never really got involved in growing the fitness club
business or trying to build on the success of The Fitness Institute which had
become one of the most recognizable brands in the Canadian fitness industry.
After the recession of the early nineties Heinz was focused on running its core
“food” businesses and by 2000 was putting the fitness chain up for sale.

the differences between gym supervision and
personal training: “We continue to provide
great staff on the gym floor to assist mem-
bers every time they visit the club.” He
sees these full-time Fitness Institute gym
floor staff as teachers; they spend time with
the whole group of members that come to
the club everyday as a teacher would with a
whole class of students. Some members
however need one-on-one individual atten-
tion and this is where the personal trainers
or tutors come in.

All staff at The Fitness Institute are
employees of the club. There is a natural
progression and career path for those mo-
tivated to become personal trainers or
tutors.

Based on his success as a trainer, Roest
has also been developing his own fitness and

lifestyle TV show entitled “SWEAT With
Steve Roest” which is being looked at by the
Discovery Health Channel and Life Network.
The show will profile six individuals paired
up to get the fitness results they have not
been able to achieve in the past. Under the
watchful eye of Steve, over a 13 week pe-
riod, they will be introduced to a number of
educational components to get in shape and
stay in shape.

Part of his plan in re-building the Fitness
Institute brand is incorporating his own
unique personality and style into the busi-
ness. “I don’t want there to be any question
about which is the best facility in the city.
The Fitness Institute will be regarded as the
“Ritz” of the fitness industry with the best
facilities, best staff and most comprehensive
services and programs under one roof.”FBC



