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Abstract
Fitness trainers (FTs) are widely in demand by both commercial fitness centers and individual people. In commercial fitness centers, they serve their clientele in one-to-one personal training sessions and group settings. Despite these specialists' widespread reach and demand, there is no standardized path to enter Malaysia’s fitness industry. The resulting inconsistency of services rendered creates apprehension among their customers. It is not clear to the public how knowledge and skills are applied when fitness trainers conduct safe and effective exercises.
Furthermore, there is a lack of an integrative framework for studying strategic decisions made in the specialized fitness industry. Therefore, this study’s main objective is to examine the decision-making processes of FTs used in curating exercise programs and the use of the Cognitive Continuum Theory (CCT) and the Strategic Decision-Making Model (SDMM). This study attempts to contribute a new framework to study FTs’ decision-making processes. With the framework, FTs may develop their processual expert toolbox. Additionally, this framework may help FTs promote and justify injury-free physical activity for fitness enthusiasts and the general public. 
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1	Introduction

Fast-growing fitness trends worldwide have enormously benefitted fitness centers and fitness trainers (FTs). As one of the stakeholder groups, the World Health Organization (WHO) identified FTs to play an essential role in promoting physical activity services to the public (World Health Organization, 2018). The increasing awareness of health benefits through regular exercise coupled with economic growth has garnered attention towards the FT profession across first-world and second-world countries. In Malaysia, the fitness market is relatively young, though it has multiplied in the past five to 10 years (The Edge, 2012). Many large and small commercial fitness centers have sprouted and created many job opportunities for new talents across all ages. The International Health, Racquet & Sportsclub Association IHRSA (2018) states that there are about 400 commercial fitness operators in Malaysia as of the year 2017. Most commercial fitness centers, and the highest demand for fitness services, are concentrated in the Greater Kuala Lumpur region. 

The fitness industry is becoming more competitive in recent years. The commercial fitness centers’ principally focused on leveraging profit (Rieger & Pfleger, 2017). The competitive fitness environment forces fitness operators to seek new strategies to refine their services and motivate and satisfy members through their workforce (Foroughi et al., 2019; Molanorouzi et al., 2015; Ong, 2015). Lately, competition among the fitness centers and between trainers became exceedingly fierce, leading to unscrupulous tactics (Kumar, 2017; Yeung, 2016). Malaysian regulations prevent fitness centers from selling memberships longer than 12 months in duration. The policy protects the fitness center members from any potential financial losses due to bankruptcy or defaults. However, Malaysian consumers have less awareness of such regulation and often delude into the forbidden multi-year or lifetime memberships offer (Singh, 2017b). 

In general, it is almost effortless to pursue a career as FT due to the limitation of a governing body that outlines regulation for the fitness sector (Waryasz et al., 2016). Moreover, there is a void of a standardized professional pathway for FTs to put into practice and other aspects of the industry (Singh, 2017a). The qualification requirement for staff recruitment in fitness centers varies widely across business chains and centers. The success in the competitive atmosphere lies in the quality of their hired FTs. However, the public's professional image of FTs varies based on individual fitness qualification, execution of the exercise, professional profile, and competencies (Rosado et al., 2014). 

Fitness trainers are the primary source to implement exercise consultation and exercise prescription (Jimenez & Pajaujiene, 2017). Studies examining FTs' qualifications, skills, and knowledge have discussed these essential credentials for ensuring service quality and exercise effectiveness (Burkow-Heikkinen, 2009; Malek et al., 2002; Markula & Chikinda, 2016; Melton & Dail, 2010). Quality service is central to retain members (Parasurama et al., 1985). Nevertheless, there has been a dearth of focus on how FTs use their knowledge and skills to help their members deliver safe, balanced, and adequate exercise guidance (Ladwig et al., 2017). According to the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM) guidelines, certified fitness trainers should prescribe a customized exercise program for every individual based on their demographic and personal needs. Designing various quality exercise programs is crucial to satisfy the members’ expectations (Rodrigues et al., 2017). Therefore, FTs' know-how is closely related to their abilities to curate and conduct exercise programs effectively. Studies have acknowledged that current literature has not adequately investigated the level of competencies displayed in prescribing exercise programs among FTs (De Lyon et al., 2017; Ekkekakis et al., 2015). Further studies are crucial to address this gap by scrutinizing FTs' decision-making processes in curating exercise programs for commercial fitness center members in Malaysia. 

It is against this backdrop that this study explores FTs’ judgments and decisions when curating exercise programs for members. This study uses the Cognitive Continuum Theory (CCT) by Hammond (1996) and the elements of the Strategic Decision Making Model (SDMM) (Papadakis et al., 1998) as a guiding framework. This paper poses two questions: (1) what are the decision-making processes of FTs in curating exercise program for members? and (2) to what extend FTs are likely to change the way exercise program is curated? Identifying the processes and constructs will allow FTs to ensure their continued sustainability and professionality. Also, it provides valuable insights for the fitness sector to continue supporting the public health challenges. This study is the first attempt to investigate decision-making processes in exercise program prescription in the fitness industry with the lens of CCT.

2	Literature Review 

2.1 Fitness Industry Background

According to IHRSA, the Asia Pacific region's fitness market has displayed constant growth for many years (IHRSA, 2018). IHSRA is a non-profit health and fitness trade association based in the United States of America and was founded in 1981. IHRSA plays the role of increasing access to physical activity and sets the global health and fitness industry's pace and standards. Similar to many other countries, Malaysia's commercial fitness centers are fragmented and have conquered urban and suburban spaces (Florida & Boone, 2018; Rosman, 2019). In Malaysia, the commercial fitness industry is growing with a market penetration rate of around only 1% to 2% per year (The Malaysian Reserve, 2017a). It is estimated that about 300,000 members belong to a fitness center (IHRSA, 2018). In light of the fitness level among Malaysian youth, past research revealed an activity level of low to intermediate. (Salamudin & Harun, 2013). One in two adults in Malaysia are classified as overweight or obese (Institute for Public Health et al., 2020). With such statistics, the findings suggest an enormous market to be tapped in the wake of public health and lifestyle. 

Globally, one-third of adults do not achieve WHO’s recommended levels of physical activity (Guthold et al., 2018). All adults are recommended to exercise for 150 to 300 minutes of moderate intensity or 75 to 150 minutes of vigorous intensity activity weekly (Bull et al., 2020). A sedentary lifestyle has become a threat factor for many chronic health disorders (Jimenez & Pajaujiene, 2017). Ding et al. (2016) contend that low-income and middle-income countries face the heavy disease burden in premature morbidity, mortality, and economic. Ischemic heart diseases, pneumonia, and cerebrovascular diseases were the top three causes of death in 2019 (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 2019). The risk for all three listed health conditions can be reduced with healthy eating and regular physical activity (Ministry of Health, 2021). Also, there is a plethora of evidence for improved physical and psychological well-being through improved physical and psychological well-being through exercise. Physical fitness is directly linked to better mental health, better academic and professional performance, improved memory, greater independence in old age, higher life expectancies, and higher quality of life (Schwink, 2014). Paoli & Bianco (2015) reviewed a systematic article on the benefits of practicing fitness where it positively affects children, adults, and the elderly in improving cardiovascular fitness, improving physiological condition, reducing fat mass, and increasing insulin sensitivity. Similarly, they discovered that older women who practice regular strength training have a chance in preventing osteoporosis (Paoli & Bianco, 2015).

Commercial fitness centers’ environment is characterized as sociable yet complex with individual motivation. People of all ages head to commercial fitness centers to exercise for various reasons. Besides leisure purposes, some participants need trainers to encourage, supervise and support them during physical activity programs (Khoo et al., 2020). Amateur athletes are compelled to learn the correct techniques to improve fitness and stamina (Feito et al., 2018; Firdaus et al., 2018). Some corporate executives crave high-level supplementary training programs to enhance their recreational activities (Burkow-Heikkinen, 2009; Doğan, 2015; Paoli & Bianco, 2015). Similarly, physicians do recommend their patients to seek sports medicine certified trainers to nurse specific injuries or health conditions (Ministry of Health, 2021). Fitness operators and fitness trainers can help make active living a more desired and achievable choice for the public (Reis et al., 2016).

2.2 Roles of Fitness Trainers

Currently, rapid fitness industry growth has created a new employment landscape for emerging FTs in the fitness industry. Moustakas et al. (2020) recognized a broad range of occupational job titles as FTs, including but not limited to fitness class programmer, group fitness (GX) specialist, personal fitness professional, fitness specialist, fitness consultant, and any coach that delivers diverse exercise programs. A more specific classification or definition for FTs would include paid skilled fitness workers who curate and teach individual or group exercise programs for their members (Gavin, 1996; Malek et al., 2002).

FTs are an accessible source of exercise instruction, content, and supervision to fitness center members (De Lyon et al., 2017; Maguire, 2001; Melton et al., 2011). These FTs support fitness members by developing realistic exercise goals, designing, modeling correct exercise protocols, and monitoring progress against goals (Wayment & McDonald, 2017). Noticeably, FTs play an essential role as a group of workforce and stakeholders to serve members in physical activities and designing exercise protocols and instructions (Guthold et al., 2018; World Health Organization, 2018). 

2.3 Challenges

Upon recognizing FTs' vital societal role and the opportunity to profit from the current fitness trend, those who are keen have taken different qualification paths to be "certified" as fitness trainers. The lack of standardization has set a low entrance barrier for incoming FTs. Therefore, it seems advantageous to individuals to fast-track fitness qualifications where an individual can be certified overnight or with a short course (Hoffman, 2014; Melton et al., 2008; Waryasz et al., 2016). Furthermore, each fitness organization sets its own culture and guides (García-Fernández et al., 2014), and there is no consensus about the credential and training requirements of FTs. 

The growing widespread numbers of self-proclaimed "fitness professionals" have created the need to assure the public that they are adequately qualified (The Malaysian Reserve, 2017b).  Akin to many countries, there is no governing regulatory body elected to provide regulation for the Malaysian fitness industry. It would appear then that growth in opportunities for FTs has caused difficulties in the fitness sector. In particular, they are critiquing FTs' specialized competency and source of their knowledge. Figure 1 shows a visualization of current fitness sector challenges in a flow chart diagram. 
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Figure 1. Current Fitness Sector Challenges
Commercial fitness centers provide personal training and group exercise training besides self-training in the gym. Personal training (PT) is often the second-largest source of revenue for fitness centers. In many smaller centers, personal training is their primary source of income (IHRSA, 2018). According to the National Strength and Conditioning Association (ASCA)'s Scope of Practice for an NSCA certified personal trainer, each personal training professional should be equipped with an individualized approach in evaluating, motivating, teaching, and training members regarding their health and fitness desires (National Strength and Conditioning Association, 2017). On the other hand, group training (GX) is a structured program to cater to a group of members. The GX programs help members adhere to regular exercise and are designed for different fitness levels (Adam, 2021). Nevertheless, fitness trainers teaching PT and GX apply different professional knowledge and skills (Jankauskiene & Pajaujiene, 2018; Koustelios, 2003; Ku & Hsieh, 2020).

It is generally agreed that a certified fitness trainer should possess the knowledge of individualized exercise programs to cater varieties of members (Florida & Boone, 2018; Thompson, 2018). Proper certification is encouraged for the FT because it assures the member that their fitness expert has completed a professional training curriculum (Fischer & Bryant, 2008; Markula & Chikinda, 2016; Rupp et al., 1999). However, studies showed that certifying organizations lack quality and rigor (Barnes et al., 2017).  Quality is related to health and safety (Tawse & Keogh, 1998). In contrast, transparency and accountability can increase rigor to the professional identity (Barnes et al., 2017). The uncertainly results in the production of falsely credentialed FTs released for practice. The weak credentials can significantly impact designing and teaching exercise programs (Melton & Dail, 2010). 

Due to the time length and high cost of a degree-based professional program, many trainers opt for shorter credentialing courses (Hoffman, 2014; Rupp et al., 1999). As with most commercial industries, a certificate course's quality is often positively related to the cost. Specific certification courses are incredibly stringent and provide high quality, while other certifications require paying a fee and taking an exam (Cardinal & Cardinal, 2015). Therefore, there are mixed results in the professional preparation of exercise science students to ensure a competent professional in accommodating the diversity among members (Melton & Dail, 2010). Research findings from De Lyon & Cushion (2013) indicated that formal training and accreditation pathways do not equip fitness trainers with appropriate competency for their daily work. Instead of attaining one-time formal career qualifications, FTs' knowledge and skill acquisition journey should be dynamic, social, and continuing (The Malaysian Reserve, 2017a). 

Little exploration has been conducted to find how FTs obtain and incorporate their skills and knowledge into their practice (Akerson, 2014; Stacey et al., 2010). However, a study found out that less than half FTs assess and incorporate high-quality knowledge and information in their work (Bennie, Wiesner, van Uffelen, Harvey, & Biddle, 2017). Studies have proved that low-quality knowledge sources can feed unscientific exercise information and introduce unreliable and risky exercise protocols to FTs. Furthermore, unknown exercise and guidance sources cause knowledge misconceptions of fitness trainers (Jolley et al., 2018, 2020).

As the fitness industry is not well-regulated, the state makes weak enforcement efforts to ensure specific standards are met (Goh, 2019; Singh, 2017a). The fragile enforcement situation allows members who consume exercise-related services to safeguard their welfare and decide their choice of FTs. Evaluating the certificate program, however, may be as important as assessing the FTs. Many FTs were not certified by a reputable educational organization that provides learners' experiences and effectively sets their knowledge (The Malaysian Reserve, 2017b). The ultimate consequence is many incompetent FTs practicing in fitness facilities and potentially harming members through ineffective exercise guidance, negative exercise experiences, and injury (Miller, 2015; Rawson et al., 2017). The unprofessional workforce would cause the public to view all fitness professions as subspecialists (Anderson et al., 2010; Melton et al., 2010). As a result, it is difficult for fitness center members to predict FTs' competency in prescribing safe and accurate exercise programs. 

Most commercial fitness centers' primary revenue sources are membership and membership dues (IHRSA, 2018). Fitness centers have to recruit enough new members and keep existing members satisfied to secure their profitability and existence. Researchers discovered that age, gender, and psychological needs affect members' choices for exercise participation. Ong (2014) studied program quality as one of the members' needs and concluded that more programs should be developed for older members. FTs should have the industry knowledge and professional judgment to serve members (Parviainen, 2018; Ponnert & Svensson, 2016). Following this line of research and particularly the importance of providing high-quality fitness, FTs are called to be better aligned with the health sector to work with special populations such as older people and people with non-communicable diseases (Moustakas et al., 2020). 

Seemingly, decision-making in curating exercise programs is a progressive valued component in helping fitness center members to achieve goals (Bennie et al., 2017). Though there are wide varieties of FT competencies, a void is still present in exploring decision-making processes when curating exercise programs for their members (De Lyon & Cushion, 2013; Ponnert & Svensson, 2016). Besides technical competency coupled with their certifiable education, fitness trainers need other skills to deliver quality exercise programs (Fahrner & Schütto, 2019; Kotler, 2003, 2005). Apart from having the responsibility to advocate and raise awareness to barriers to physical activity; FTs have the duty of care not to increase the risks that are inherent to exercise and participating in fitness programs (Melton et al., 2010; Melton & Dail, 2010; Melton et al., 2008). In fact, enjoyment is one element that fitness trainers should promote to members (Oliveira & Garganta, 2017). Therefore, FTs should play a pivotal role in assessing and monitor members' health and fitness (Bennie et al., 2018).

Decision-making is an indispensable component of FTs' duty when it comes to training members (Foroughi et al., 2019; Markula & Chikinda, 2016; Moustakas et al., 2020; Rupp et al., 1999). However, past researches opinionated that most FTs were unprepared to function effectively as fitness trainers (De Lyon & Cushion, 2013; Melton et al., 2008). Despite many notable research efforts, few have made headway in resolving FTs' competencies in practice. Although the literature on the decision-making processes of health and clinical professionals is extensive, studies on how FTs make strategic decisions about implementing these practices are very limited (Bennie et al., 2017; Jolley et al., 2020; Nutt, 2011). Given the exhibited complexity in the fitness industry, locus of responsibility of physical activity for the members, and FTs’ formal education background, understanding how FTs make decisions with respective experience may elucidate specific constructs and constraints relevant to commercial fitness centers.

3	Methodology

This paper aims to explore fitness trainers’ decision-making processes in prescribing exercise programs for members. The researcher plans to conduct a qualitative research methodology with a deductive approach to understand a phenomenon (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).

3.1	Research Design

A guiding framework is a research blueprint likened to a foundation for building a house. It provides essential support for the research and clarifies the research context. The guiding framework is encompassed of components and sources of elements identified from the Cognitive Continuum Theory (CCT) by (Hammond 1981, 1996) and the Strategic Decision-Making Model (SDMM) (Papadakis et al., 1998). This research integrates and adopts CCT and SDMM to form a conceptual framework to gather meaningful outcomes to resolve the research questions. Refer to Figure 2 for the conceptual framework used to explore FTs' decision-making processes when curating exercise programs for members. 
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Figure 2. A Conceptual Framework to Study Decision-Making Processes

The conceptual framework illustrates the formulation and implementation components that FTs employ while deciding on various tasks and modes. Tasks suggest that the decision-making process is dominated by a specific task. On the other hand, cognition underpins by a continuum of analytical and intuitive reasoning. In turn, this affects exercise program prescription and choices. In the research framework, the CCT is applied as a lens to understand and assess several constructs in management judgment and decision making when formulating and implement exercise programs for members. 


3.2	Research Scope

With the constructivist worldview, the study aims not to determine the prevalence but also to analyze FTs’ robust description and perception about decision-making processes (Rehman & Alharthi, 2016). In contrast, a quantitative approach is unlikely to ensure the insight and exploratory requirement for exploring fitness trainers’ decision-making processes (Rieger & Pfleger, 2017). Fitness managers and fitness trainers working with commercial fitness centers in the Greater Kuala Lumpur region are the study populations. The primary data collection method to explore FTs' decision-making processes is with an in-depth interview. As opined by Taylor et al. (2016), observation will be supplementary to the interview. 

The researcher plans to use purposive sampling for six commercial fitness centers in Greater Kuala Lumpur. The sample will consist of six managers, six senior FTs, and six junior FTs. A semi-structured interview uses open-ended questions that are seemingly the most suitable approach to explore and understanding participants' experiences, opinions, feelings, perceptions, and knowledge (Rosenthal, 2016). Another reason for applying the semi-structured interview is the flexibility of items, guided by some questions to break the ice at the beginning of each meeting, as suggested by Miller (2007). The researcher will be the primary interviewer, and interview sessions will be about 30 minutes to one-hour long. All the interview sessions will be voice recorded for verbatim transcription. Qualitative data will be analyzed with theory-driven data analysis to look for themes and sub-themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2020). 



4	Conclusion

The study has several goals and direct fitness industry implications. First, it aims to reveal fitness trainers' decision-making processes in prescribing exercise programs for commercial fitness members. The research will provide theoretical and practical contributions to decision-making research and its interconnections with fitness and exercise. To the researcher's knowledge, no prior studies have explored the cognition of fitness trainers when undertaking exercise teaching and supervisory roles with CCT. The adaption of CCT by including information systems' impact on task and cognition are able to fulfill the academic gap in the fitness industry.  Next, the study aims to provide fitness management insights, especially in the decision-making process. It would reveal how choices made within the exercise programming process would be conscious analytic or intuitive. Integrating explicit decision-making processes into managing members' exercise program development can likely increase the use of goal setting and critical thinking and, in practice, may lead to further tool development. 

Lastly, the study aims to extend the FTs’ knowledge through a new framework. The framework would highlight FTs' pragmatic constraints of decision-making process contexts. It will particularly provide a hands-on guide and development of its processual toolbox instead of a cookie-cutter template for exercise programming. Furthermore, the new findings will establish decision makers’ dynamic yet indirect functioning of practice in implementing safe and effective exercise. Through this study, complex relationships between specialists, members, knowledge, skills, and tools underpinning exercise programs' strategic decision processes will be clarified, thus distinguished insights for this occupation. 
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