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BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE 

 
UNDERSTANDING FITNESS & WELLBEING 

How to safely get the most out of your 
students!  

 

As aerial and pole instructors it is important for us to understand what Fitness and Wellbeing mean 
and how we can positively affect our students, encourage healthy and positive behaviour, and 
ultimately run a safe, effective and profitable business.  

THE FITNESS CIRCLE 

As instructors we already know a lot about some elements of ‘fitness’ such as; strength, flexibility, 
endurance, body composition and speed. There are, however, other aspects of fitness we may know 
less about and pay less attention to, things such as nutrition and body composition are elements we 
can have little effect over in a pole or aerial class but the others like; Rest & Relaxation and Mental 
Well Being are areas we can positively effect with a little more understanding and with a few 
additional actions.  
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Fig 1.  The Fitness Circle 
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GENERAL BENEFITS OF PHYSICAL EXERCISE 

There are many benefits to health from taking of regular exercise. It can reduce high blood pressure, 
help manage weight and reduce the risk of heart disease, strokes, type 2 diabetes, and various 
cancers. It also improves bone and muscle strength and increases balance, flexibility and general 
fitness.  But health is far more than just the physical.  The World Health Organisation defines Health 
as “a state of complete physical, mental, social wellbeing, not merely the absence of 
disease”.  So, Health is much more than the physical wellbeing and includes both mental and social 
factors, these are areas it is worth considering as a pole and/or aerial instructor.  

WELLBEING 

What is wellbeing?    Wellbeing is subtly different to health, the UK government defines wellbeing 
as ‘a positive physical, social and mental state’ Fig 2.  

 
 
As instructors we can very easily positively affect the three components that make up wellbeing. 
 

UNDERSTANDING YOUR STUDENTS 
 
As an instructor we need to try and understand our students, consider what type of students do you 
have in your classes, you probably have a number of different types of students who are there for 
lots of different reasons.  Remember not every student will attend your classes for the reasons you 
do! 
 
Why are your students in your classes and what do they want from them? Research states there 
are 4 general categories of outcomes that motivates students to attend a class.   
 
These outcome drivers are: 
 

• Performance (athletes). These students are competitive they will normally compete, whether 
recreational or professional, and are training to move up to the next level. 

• Physique. These are the students want to look great. In other words, they’re striving to 
achieve the perfect physical form. 

• Fitness. These students work out for a variety of reasons including stress relief, weight loss, 
health improvement/maintenance, adding muscle or toning, increased productivity, and 
enjoyment. 

• Social.  These students work out for the fun, enjoyment and the social aspects of the classes.  

Fig 2.  Wellbeing 
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Defining the student and their desired outcome will help you decide how best to train them, how to 
design your classes and even how to manage your timetables.   
 
Knowing the required outcome is a good start but knowing what motivates your students beyond 
this can be really helpful in providing a good class for them and keep them coming back for more.  
In order for us to motivate our students we need to understand a little more about what motivates 
them.  

It’s important to realise that what motivates you to undertake pole and aerial exercise may not 
motivate your students. Each person will have his or her own reason for attending your classes. 
Whatever their reason, you will be guiding your student through the various stages and helping them 
commit to their own objectives.  

To do this you first need to determine whether your students are motivated intrinsically or 
extrinsically (Fig 3).  

 

 

Intrinsic motivation         Intrinsic motivation comes from within. It is the anticipation of achievement 
inherent in the task or goal being accomplished. Your student knows that exercise will make them 
feel better. Enjoying the experience of a post-class high, the feeling of muscles being pumped, 
moving to music, the sense of accomplishment that comes from lifting into inverts, completing longer 
combinations or getting that next move - these are all examples of intrinsic motivators to exercise.  

Extrinsic motivation    Extrinsic motivation comes from factors outside. It is the rewards that 
exercise brings rather than exercise itself, like competing in competitions to win trophies; losing 
weight of looking leaner or getting that picture of a move for Instagram.  

Extrinsic motivation is far harder to sustain, without rewards the motivation can be lost.  Think about 
those students who quit classes when they hit the plateau and can’t get the new moves; or lose 
competitions or don’t lose the weight they thought they would.   These students are harder to 
motivate and keep in classes.  If you have a lot of students who are extrinsically motivated then a 
reward scheme can often work, studio gradings, certificates and awards can be a great motivator 
for this type of student.   

 
 
 

Fig 3.  Motivation  



 4 

BEHAVIOURAL THEORY 
 
There are lots of theories which can help us better understand how we can motivate and assist our 
students. You don’t need to know all the details of the theories, but a basic understanding may help 
you understand why people behave the way they do. Here we have a selection of theories for you 
to consider and see how they apply to your students. 
 

 

Self Determination Theory 
 
The self-determination theory states that if the 
three basic psychological needs of competence, 
relatedness and autonomy are met, then a 
person will function well.  
 
So, applied to your classes this means if they: 
• feel they are good at the discipline, 
• feel they are there by choice 
• feel welcomed and that they belong in the 

class  
they will be more likely to succeed.  

 
 

 

Social Ecology Theory 
 
According to social ecology theory, 
understanding a students’ social and physical 
environment is important to help them make a 
behaviour change.   
 
Put simply if a student has: 
• physical access to a class,  
• the means to get there and  
• the social support from their family/friends to 

attend the class 
 they will be more likely to succeed.  
 

 

 
Social Cognitive Theory  
 
According to SCT behaviour is directly affected 
by the environment, personal factors and the 
behaviour. 
 
So, if a student has: 
• a safe accessible class to attend 
• a good background in fitness 
• positive feelings about the classes 
they will be more likely to succeed. 
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Personality type will also affect how you can motivate students, think about the types of student you 
have in your classes see how many you can recognise below:  

TYPES OF STUDENT 

EASILY DISTRACTED 
Easily distracted students will 
probably want to chat to you, and 
others a lot so you need to try and 
engage them in the session and 
keep them focused. 

With this type of student, regular breaks will be most effective. 
Set them goals that they can work towards to help them stay 
focused and change up their routine, so they don’t get bored 
of doing the same thing every time. 
Lists and check-sheets work well for this type of student.  
 

QUIET 
These usually work really hard but 
might not speak that much.  They 
quite often look as though they 
aren’t enjoying the class.  

It can be difficult to get into a conversation with, but you 
shouldn’t take it personally.   
With your quieter students, make sure you keep the classes 
challenging so they can push themselves more and more at 
each class and don’t lose interest. 
 

LAZY 
The students that turn up and 
don’t really do anything need that 
extra bit of motivation! 

With this type of student, it may be worthwhile creating a plan 
for them so they have something to work towards which may 
encourage them to work a bit harder. Make sure they are 
aware of how each exercise and move is helping them to get 
better and over time they should start to be more involved. 
 

KNOW IT ALL 
This is the most challenging type 
of student. The one who thinks 
they know everything about pole 
or aerial training! 

They may not listen to a word you say but eventually you will 
tell them something they don’t know which will make them 
realise you can help them after all. Be confident and don’t let 
this kind of student intimidate you. 
 

NEGATIVE 
When a student is negative and 
doesn’t think they are making any 
progress, they probably lack 
confidence. 

It’s important that you make it very clear to them how well they 
are doing so they can see for themselves how their hard work 
is paying off. A great way of changing their negative attitude 
is to set them goals so they will feel satisfaction when they 
achieve them and have something to celebrate! This is 
another type of student who benefits from lists and 
syllabuses.  
 

INSECURE 
It’s essential that you are sensitive 
towards insecure students, as 
they probably feel very 
uncomfortable opening up about 
their insecurities.  

Be someone they can trust so you can work together to boost 
their confidence and make them feel happier and healthier! It 
will probably take longer for an insecure student to reach their 
fitness goals as they could be worrying about how they look 
or what other people think about them as these are common 
characteristics of an insecure person. An open friendly 
atmosphere works best for this type of student.  

 
Understanding your students and what motivates them is a great way to start arranging your classes, 
if you have the time and space you can create different classes of ability and level, if you don’t have 
that ability you can break up the classes to provided motivation for all.   
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INSTRUCTIONAL TECHNIQUES 
 
Trying to understand our students is only half the battle.  We must also better understand how we 
need to communicate with them! 

A student will make 11 decisions about you in the first 7 seconds of meeting you. 

So, it may only take 7 seconds to create or destroy rapport with your new students.   

Most students when they first come in may have doubts. You should be positive and enthusiastic. 
Bear in mind that some of your students might have been dealing with various health issues for 
years. Although they are motivated (and brave) enough to begin the process of learning a new 
fitness skill, they may not be fully sure that this is the appropriate path. To communicate well we 
need to: 

• Understand the importance of non-verbal communication 
• Use open body language to communicate with students 
• Help to relax anxious students 
• Recognise the importance of listening skills 

 
Creating a positive experience.      
It’s your responsibility to create a positive experience for your students. Achieving this requires more 
than being good at pole, hoop or silks; having the right technical knowledge or selecting the right 
exercises for them. The level of confidence and comfort your students experience with you 
influences their views about exercise and their enjoyment of each class. It also increases the 
likelihood that they will maintain their long-term participation in your classes.  
 
One of the keys to building a good student-instructor relationship is that both parties know what to 
expect from each other and we manage expectations. Good communication is therefore vital. So, 
let’s look at how you can develop your communication skills.  

 
COMMUNICATION SKILLS 

 
When we think of communication, there is a tendency to focus on the words we speak, but tone of 
voice and body language are two other important elements in any face-to-face communication. 
There are several ways we communicate with our students: 

• Verbal communication - the spoken word. This communication is influenced by the volume, 
intonation, pitch, emphasis and speed at which we speak.  

• Non-verbal communication – information that is conveyed by our bodies, through body 
language, eye contact, facial expression, posture, gestures, physical activity, clothes and 
appearance.  

• Written communication - information that is conveyed via the written word. It is influenced by 
the choice of words and the context and tone in which it is written.  

• Face-to-face communication - Much of your communication with students will be face-to-face, 
involving words, tone of voice and body language.  

In some circumstances the words you speak account for only 7% of your communication. 
Your tone of voice accounts for 38%, with body language or gestures accounting for 55%. 

• Body movement - When you meet a student you should pay particular attention to body 
movement including gestures, hand or whole-body movements.  

• Posture - Take note of a student’s posture, which can reflect their emotional state, intentions 
and attitudes.  
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• Eye contact - Eye contact is an important aspect of non-verbal communication. Avoiding eye 
contact can signal that you are bored, withdrawn or simply not listening. Looking at a student 
signals that you are interested and willing to listen – beware of relying on mirrors in a studio and 
use eye contact.  

• Paralanguage - Pay particular attention to the tone, pitch, speed and intonation of your client’s 
voice, all of which convey emotion and are actually part of non-verbal communication and known 
as paralanguage.  

• Body Language - 'Open' body language tends to make you look like an open, accepting and 
friendly person, 'Closed' body language, on the other hand, makes you look reserved, distant 
and unwelcoming. For example, when a person stands at an angle from you with arms 
crossed, this may indicate a feeling of hostility or defensiveness.  Use open body language – 
Ideally you always want to use open body language when interacting with your students. This 
means no crossing, covering or hiding.  
 

Basic Communication Do’s and Don’t  

OPEN - DO 

Look students in the eye. 

Try and match the height of your students, try 
not to look down on them (come down from 

equipment to talk!) 

Ask open questions – ‘what do you enjoy the 
most?’ – this will elicit a longer response. 

Smile 

CLOSED – DON’T 

Cross your arms. 

Look down on your students too much. 

Ask closed questions – ‘did you like the warm-
up?’ – this will elicit a yes or no answer. 

Look sad, angry or judgemental 

 

DEVELOPING SELF EFFICACY 

Self-efficacy is the belief in our own abilities to deal with various situations.  In a class scenario it is 
developing a student’s belief that they can achieve what at first may seem impossible.  Strategies 
to enhance self-efficacy in students include:  

• Performance accomplishment – successfully completing a move or transition. 
• Modelling or vicarious experience – seeing friends or other students achieving in class.  
• Social persuasion – being told by other people that you can do it. This is particularly effective if 

it is from a person in authority, such as an instructor or more advanced student 
• Reducing stress and physical/emotional arousal – creating a fun non-judgemental atmosphere 

in class. 
• Physiological feedback – letting students experience how the successes feel – public reward! 

MENTAL HEALTH & WELLBEING 

Another important area we need to consider is the area of mental health it is estimated that up to 1 
in 4 people in the UK will be or have been suffering from various mental health conditions.  We as 
instructors are duty bound to be alive to the possibility that some of our students may be suffering 
from mental health conditions.  The World Health Organisation states: 

"Mental health is not just the absence of mental disorder. It is defined as a state of well-
being in which every individual realizes his or her own potential, can cope with the normal 
stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to 

her or his community." 



 8 

What Causes Poor Mental Health  

Poor mental health is typically linked to stressful work conditions, gender discrimination, social 
exclusion, unhealthy lifestyle, physical ill-health and crime.    

Physical Activity & Mental Health   

There are many studies which have shown that doing physical activity can improve mental health. 
For example, physical exercise can help with:  

• Sleep – it makes you more tired at the end of the day.   
• Happier Moods – physical activity releases feel-good hormones that make you feel better in 

yourself and give you more energy  
• Managing Stress & Anxiety– doing something physical releases cortisol which helps us 

manage stress.  
• Focus - being physically active gives your brain something to focus on and can be a positive 

coping strategy for difficult times.  
• Self Esteem – being more active can make you feel better about yourself as you improve and 

meet your goals  
• Reduce Depression – studies have shown that doing regular physical activity can reduce the 

likelihood of experiencing a period of depression  
• Avoid Loneliness – doing group or team activities can help you meet new and like-minded 

people and make new friends.  

But physical activity isn't always helpful for everyone's mental health and there are some individuals 
who may use physical exercise in a negative way.  For some people, physical activity can start to 
have a negative impact on their mental health, for example, if you have an eating problem or tend 
to over-train.  

OVERTRAINING 

Doing too much physical activity can be as unhealthy as doing too little. This is called overtraining 
or over-exercise. Overtraining can have a negative impact on both your mental and physical health. 
For example, it can:  

• cause injury and long-term physical damage to tendons, ligaments, bones, cartilage and joints.  
• destroy muscle mass.  
• become life-threatening - if your body isn't getting enough nutrition, it is forced to break down 

muscle for energy.  
• have a negative impact on relationships, mood and ability to function in other areas of life.  

It can be really hard to spot students that are overtraining especially since they will often try and 
hide injuries or weaknesses. Some signs of overtraining include: 

• Never having a day off – including training when injured or unwell.  
• Physical activity has started to affect their relationships, work, hobbies or other responsibilities.  
• They will seem anxious or irritable if they miss a session or can’t book into a class.  
• They constantly seem to push themselves to do the next move or trick and never seem happy.  
• They no longer enjoy it but feel it's something they have to do.  

How can I stop students from overtraining?  If you feel like students are overtraining, it can help 
to:  
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• Ask them to re-assess why they wanted to do the classes in the first place.  
• Ask them to try a new activity or mix up your routine – a change of discipline can help.  
• Try to create a less competitive atmosphere in the studio or classes. 
• Seek help - they may need to get support if you feel like a student is overtraining to a point where 

this is starting to have a negative impact on their mental or physical health you should refer them 
to a medical professional.  

ANXIETY OR PANIC ATTACKS 

You may come across students who suffer from anxiety or panic attacks.  It is worth knowing some 
of the physical sensations from exercising, such as raised heart rate, feeling shaky or dizzy, 
breathlessness or feeling hot, can feel similar to a panic attack. This can then cause students who 
suffer from anxiety or panic attacks to feel anxious, and in turn may cause a panic attack.  

If you experience this with a student:  
 
• Ensure they start activities more slowly. This may help them spot the difference between the 

effects of physical activity and a panic attack.  
• Make them take deep, slow breaths. This may help them stop hyperventilating. Focus on 

breathing out.  
• Avoid triggering situations. For example, if drops or more dynamic moves cause anxiety or panic 

make them do more controlled movements.  

EATING PROBLEMS 

Many people with eating problems have a complex relationship with exercise, 
and overtraining can become an unhealthy part of their condition. However, physical activity can still 
be a positive part of their recovery – they just need to be more careful about the type and amount 
of activity they do.  

If students have, or are recovering from, an eating problem, they should talk to their GP before they 
start an activity. If you think any of your students are developing or have an undiagnosed eating 
disorder you should encourage them to seek professional help, you are not qualified to give advice.  

OCD or EXERCISE ADDICTION 

Some people experience compulsive or addictive feelings about physical activity (sometimes called 
an exercise addiction), which can lead to harmful overtraining. These feelings can be a form, or a 
symptom, of obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), or part of an eating problem. If you see students 
demonstrating compulsive or addictive feelings about exercise you should encourage them to seek 
professional help, you are not qualified to give advice.1 

BREATHING 

Breathing exercises at the end of a class are a great way to calm the mind and body before 
students leave the studio.  Here are 3 relaxed breathing exercises you can use: 

Relaxed breathing 1 
 

1 Refer to the charity MIND for more information: https://www.mind.org.uk 

 

 

https://www.mind.org.uk/
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• Ask your student to breathe slowly and deeply in through their nose, and out through their mouth 
in a steady rhythm.  

• Ask them to try to make their breathing out twice as long as their breathing in.  
• To do this your student may find it helpful to count slowly ‘one, two’ as they breathe in, and ‘one, 

two, three, four’ as they breathe out.  
 
Relaxed breathing 2  

• Ask your student to use their diaphragm to breathe. They can check if they are using their 
diaphragm by feeling just below their breastbone (sternum) at the top of their abdomen.  If 
they give a little cough, they can feel the diaphragm push out. If your student holds their hand, 
there they should feel it move in and out as they breathe.  

 
Relaxed breathing 3   

• Ask your student to try to relax their shoulders and upper chest muscles when they breathe.  
• With each breath out, they should consciously try to relax those muscles until they are mainly 

using their diaphragm to breathe. 
 

We as instructors can help our students feel good about themselves, even if it is only for a few hours 
a week.  We ideally want our students to leave a class feeling happy, and fulfilled, not only does this 
help them it means they will continue to come back to our studios! 

How to safely get the most out of your students! 

Here is a Toolbox of things you can easily undertake to help you create the right atmosphere in your 
studio and classes and ensure you are getting the most from your students so they will develop 
safely and effectively and keep coming back for more! 

Make sure you verbally screen every class, make eye contact and smile. 
Try and use open body language, be approachable but professional.  
Recognise the different personality types. 
Try and identify what motivates your students.  
Always start with a progressive and upbeat warm-up – this will help the more anxious students 
avoid panic attacks and the more zealous avoid injury. 
Recognise the different reasons for attending a class – not everyone is there to train hard so 
accept those who are happy to train less enthusiastically. 
Provide different levels of class to ensure all students can train to their own level and feel good 
about themselves. 
If you can’t separate levels provide options for all. 
Make classes challenging but achievable, it’s always a good idea to include moves in class that 
you think your students can achieve so they feel good about themselves. 
Include recaps so students can track achievements – covering moves again will show them how 
far they have come and provide positive reinforcement. 
Provide positive feedback – try not to criticise too much, if the move is safe it’s fine, it doesn’t 
need to be with perfect form and lines.  Be kind! 
Have a syllabus of moves for students to perform – a studio list is a great motivator as it 
provides structure. 
Consider a reward scheme to challenge the Extrinsically motivated students – certificates, 
badges, free classes… 
Manage expectations and present achievable goals. 
Include a relaxation section at the end to reset the mind – add breathing exercises. 
If you think students have potential mental problems refer to a medical professional. 

 


