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Research Proposal: The Impact of Digital Technology and Changing Consumer Behaviour on the Growth of UK Fitness Businesses: a comparison of traditional gyms and online platforms.
[bookmark: _Toc215670028]Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1. [bookmark: _Toc215670029]Background and Motivation
The UK fitness industry is undergoing a profound transformation, driven by rapid technological advancement and significant changes in consumer behaviour. Historically, the sector relied on physical infrastructure and in person interactions, but digital innovations have fundamentally changed service delivery models. For the purpose of this study, key concepts are defined as follows: digital platforms refer to online ecosystems, for ex fitness apps, on demand streaming services that facilitate interactive fitness experiences. Changing consumer behaviour denotes the growing preference for flexibility, convenience, and personalised service and hybrid fitness describes business models that integrate physical gym facilities with digital offerings. The COVID-19 pandemic acted as a strong stimulus, accelerating the adoption of home based and hybrid fitness solutions and reinforcing these consumer demands. This evolution presents both a challenge and an opportunity. While digital native platforms gain market share, traditional gyms must innovate to hold relevance. The remarkable success of Joe Wicks, who transitioned from a personal trainer to a global online fitness phenomenon, exemplifies this shift. His 'PE with Joe' sessions during the pandemic attracted millions of participants worldwide, demonstrating the vast potential of digital channels to engage consumers without a physical presence. This study is motivated by the critical need to understand the real impact of these converging forces on the growth strategies and competitive dynamics of UK fitness businesses. (Ahmed et al., 2024)
1.2. [bookmark: _Toc215670030]Research Aim
The aim of this research is to organise, examine the impact of digital technology adoption and evolving consumer behaviour on the growth and competitiveness of fitness businesses in the United Kingdom. This will be achieved through a comparative analysis of traditional gyms and online fitness platforms, utilising the case of Joe Wicks as an illustrative example of successful digital entrepreneurship in the sector. This focused approach aligns with established guidelines for developing a clear and practicable research project. 
1.3. [bookmark: _Toc215670031]Research Objectives 
1.3.1. To evaluate the influence of key digital technologies on the business models and strategic growth mechanisms of UK fitness organisations. 
1.3.2. To analyse how specific changes in consumer behaviour are reforming demand patterns, favouring digital fitness solutions over traditional gym memberships in the UK market. 
1.3.3. To compare the customer engagement, strategic adaptability, and performance indicators for client obtaining and retention between traditional gyms and online fitness platforms. 
1.4. [bookmark: _Toc215670032]Research Questions
1.4.1. To what scope have digital technologies transformed the operational and marketing strategies of UK fitness businesses, and how have these tools been utilized by digital entrepreneurs like Joe Wicks to build expendable brands.
1.4.2. What are the principal behavioural shifts among UK fitness consumers that are driving the migration from traditional, location dependent gym services to flexible, digitally enabled fitness solutions.
1.4.3. How do the methodologies for customer acquisition, retention, and digital community engagement differ between incumbent traditional gyms and emergent online fitness platforms. 
1.5. [bookmark: _Toc215670033]Significance of the Study 
This research holds substantial significance for both theoretical understanding and practical application within the UK fitness sector. The study focusses on the accelerated digital transformation of service industries, a phenomenon critically examined work on digital disruption. For specialists, including traditional gym owners and digital fitness capitalists, the study offers critical, data driven insights into effective strategic adaptation, a need highlighted in their research on the developing digital landscape. From a theoretical perspective, this study tackles a notable gap in the literature by conducting a systematic comparative analysis of traditional and digital business models, thereby contributing to the wider discourse on organizational change in the service sector, as framed by theorists. Furthermore, the findings have practical relevance for administrators and health organizations seeking to promote physical activity through modern, accessible fitness solutions in the post pandemic era, adapting with public health objectives as discussed by Ding et al. (2020)
1.6. [bookmark: _Toc215670034]Purpose of the Study
The primary purpose of this study is to execute a comparative analysis of how digital technology adoption and changing consumer behaviour are influencing the growth strategies of traditional gyms versus online fitness platforms in the UK market. The study employs a structured comparative framework that conforms with contemporary digital business model analysis, drawing on recent research by Verhoef et al. (2021) regarding digital transformation in service based industries. 
This research aims to identify successful adaptation strategies and provide actionable recommendations for fitness businesses navigating the current digital landscape.
1.7. [bookmark: _Toc215670035]Rationale of the Study
The rationale for this research derives from the accelerated digital disruption of the UK fitness industry, which has been significantly intensified by the COVID 19 pandemic. While existing studies, such as the sector analysis by fitness UK, highlight the growth of digital fitness, there remains a lack of comparative research that structurally examines the strategic responses of traditional gyms and online platforms within the same national context. This study addresses this gap by applying a structured comparative framework, informed by contemporary theories of digital transformation in service industries, as discussed by Li, Larimo and Leonidou (2021). 
By doing so, it provides prompt insights into how hybrid business models can appear and prosper in a post pandemic market.
1.8. [bookmark: _Toc215670036]Dissertation Structure 
This dissertation will follow a methodical research structure containing five main chapters, aligned with the comprehensive framework for business research proposed by Wilson 2022 in his recent guide to research methodology. (Sondhi, 2011)
The structure includes Chapter 1: Introduction, Chapter 2: Literature Review, Chapter 3: Methodology, Chapter 4: Analysis and Finding, Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations.
[bookmark: _Toc215670037]2. Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc215670038]2.1. Introduction
This chapter critically analyses literature on the digital transformation of the fitness industry, examining definitions, characteristics, theories, advantages, disadvantages, and challenges to understand the forces reshaping the UK fitness market. The structure moves from defining the key business models, to the theories explaining their adoption, then to a direct comparative analysis of their strengths and weaknesses, before finally combining the general challenges and identifying the research gap this study will address. (Snyder, 2019)
[bookmark: _Toc215670039]2.2. Definitions and Key Characteristics
Digital Fitness Platforms are online ecosystems delivering exercise content and community features via subscription models (Verhoef, et al. 2021), characterized by on demand accessibility and data driven personalization. Traditional gyms are physical facilities providing equipment and classes through membership contracts (O’Gorman, 2015), defined by physical presence and social interaction. Hybrid Models integrate physical and digital offerings, characterized by operational fluidity. (Li, Larimo & Leonidou, 2021)
[bookmark: _Toc215670040]2.3. Importance and Driving Theories
The digital fitness segment is the industry fastest growing sector, attracting significant investment and disrupting traditional revenue models. Two key theories explain this transformation:
2.3.1. Technology acceptance model TAM, perceived usefulness and ease of use drive digital adoption. Applied to fitness, TAM helps explain consumer migration to apps and platforms that are seen as convenient and effective, though it may minimise the role of social influence and brand community in the fitness context.
2.3.2. Disruptive innovation theory, online platforms initially served niche markets but now challenge mainstream incumbents. Online fitness platforms perfectly illustrate this, having initially catered to time-poor or geographically isolated users before scaling to challenge traditional gyms' core membership base. (Christensen et al. 2015)
2.3.3.  Synthesis, together, these theories provide a dual perspective, TAM explains the user psychological adoption process, while disruptive innovation explains the strategic market level consequence of that adoption. This study will use this combined theoretical perspective to analyse both consumer choice and business model competition. (Hanelt et al., 2021)
[bookmark: _Toc215670041]2.4. Comparative Analysis of Models
Model advantages and disadvantages
Traditional gym.
Advantages: social motivation, professional equipment
Disadvantages: high costs, location bound, inflexible
Digital platform
Advantages: low cost, flexibility, personalization 
Disadvantages: low engagement, high mix, saturation
Hybrid model
Advantages: customer retention, diversified revenue
Disadvantages: operational complexity, high investment. 
Analysis, this table highlights a fundamental tension, traditional models offer direct engagement, high-cost value, while digital models offer low touch, low-cost convenience. The hybrid model attempts to capture the benefits of both but at the cost of increased complexity. The success of a business in the current landscape may depend on its ability to navigate these trade-offs strategically. (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016)
[bookmark: _Toc215670042]2.5. Critical Challenges
Traditional gyms, face member retention issues, high fixed costs, and technological integration hurdles.
Digital platforms, combat market saturation, high customer acquisition costs, and building trust without physical presence. (Blythe & Martin, 2019)
Both models must address data privacy concerns and differentiation in a crowded market.
Synthesis of challenges, these challenges are not just operational but are strategic in nature, directly impacting growth and sustainability. For example, a traditional gym holding issue is intensified by the digital alternative flexibility, while a digital platform acquisition cost is raised by the very saturation it helped create.
[bookmark: _Toc215670043]2.6. Research Gap
While existing literature extensively analyses the characteristics and challenges of individual fitness business models, there is a lack of structured comparative research that examines how these specific challenges directly influence the strategic growth mechanisms of both traditional gyms and digital fitness businesses within the same competitive environment. Most studies treat them in isolation. This study addresses this gap by applying a unified comparative framework, informed by TAM and Disruptive Innovation theory, to analyse how each model inherent advantages, disadvantages, and challenges shape their approach to growth, customer acquisition, and holding in the distinctive context of the UK fitness sector. (Verhoef et al., 2021)
3. [bookmark: _Toc215670044]Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc215670045]3.1. Introduction
This chapter outlines the methodological framework for the study, detailing how the research will be conducted to compare traditional gyms and online fitness platforms in the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc215670046]3.2. Research philosophy
The study adopts a flexible philosophy. This is because the research focuses on solving practical, real-world problems in the fitness industry. Flexibility, permitting the use of both numerical data to measure impact and qualitative insights to understand behaviour and strategy, which is essential for a significant comparative analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc215670047]3.3. Research paradigm
A mixed methods paradigm is employed. Comparing business models requires both hard evidence ex membership vs subscription growth rates and nuanced understanding ex why consumers choose one model over another. This paradigm approves the integration of quantitative market data with qualitative insights from stakeholders, providing a complete analytical picture for the comparison. (Hollweck, 2015)
[bookmark: _Toc215670048]3.4. Research approach
A sequential explanatory mixed methods approach is used. First, analysing secondary quantitative data ex market reports from leisure, revenue figures will objectively map the competitive landscape and growth trajectories of both models in the UK. Second, qualitative interviews will explain the strategic reasoning and consumer motivations behind these trends, answering the "how" and "why" essential for a meaningful comparison.
[bookmark: _Toc215670049]3.5. Research methodology
The traditional gym and the digital fitness platform constitute two essential, contemporary "cases" within the UK industry. This methodology facilitates a deep, contextualised exploration of each model characteristics, challenges, and adaptations perfect for a study centred on comparative analysis rather than broad generalisation.
[bookmark: _Toc215670050]3.6. Research strategy
The strategy is a multi-method design documentary analysis and semi structured interviews. Documentary analysis of industry reports and company data provides the factual, comparative baseline on market share and technology adoption. Semi structured interviews with UK gym managers, digital platform strategists, and consumers then output the rich, explanatory data needed to contrast their operational strategies, engagement methods, and decision-making processes. (Nowak, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc215670051]3.7. Sampling methods
Purposive sampling is critical for this focused comparison. It ensures the selection of information rich, relevant sources key UK market reports, financial data from leading chains ex Pure Gym and digital platforms ex FIIT, and interview participants who are directly involved in or use both business models. This targeted approach guarantees the data is relevant to the UK context and the comparative research questions.
[bookmark: _Toc215670052]3.8. Data collection methods and tools
Data collection is twofold. Secondary data will be gathered from UK fitness industry reports, academic databases, and corporate publications. Primary data will be collected via online semi structured interviews, using separate interview guides for business professionals exploring strategy and consumers exploring behaviour. This dual source approach builds a robust dataset for comparison.
[bookmark: _Toc215670053]3.9. Ways of interpreting data
Quantitative data ex market size, growth rates will be analysed via descriptive statistics to create a clear, comparable snapshot of each model performance. Qualitative interview data will be analysed using thematic analysis to identify and contrast key themes such as "drivers of digital adoption," "barriers to retention," or "value of community" explaining the underlying dynamics of the competitive landscape. (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2009)
[bookmark: _Toc215670054]3.10. Time prospects of the research
Gantt chart the 6-month project schedule allocates time for finalising ethics (M1), literature review (M1-2), secondary data analysis (M2-3), interview conduction and transcription (M3-4), integrated data analysis and drafting findings (M4-5), and finalising conclusions and edits (M5-6). This ensures systematic progression for the comparative analysis. (Tomkins, 1997) 

	
Activity
	MONTH
1
	MONTH
2
	MONTH
3
	MONTH
4
	MONTH
5
	MONTH
6

	Finalising ethics
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature review
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Secondary data analysis
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Interview conduction and transcription
	
	
	

	
	
	

	Integrated data analysis and drafting findings
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Finalising conclusions and edits
	
	
	
	
	
	



Table 1: Gantt chart
[bookmark: _Toc215670055]3.11. Ethical consideration of the research
Key ethics include informed consent from all interviewees, anonymity for participants and their organisations using pseudonyms like Traditional Gym Manager to encourage candid insights about competitive strategies, secure data storage on university systems, and integrity in representing both business models fairly in the comparative analysis. Formal ethics approval will be sought prior to interviews. (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2009)
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