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ELLIPTICALS

THE FASTEST GROWING

SEGMENT IN FITNESS EVOLVES:

WHICH MODEL IS THE RIGHT STRIDE FOR YOU?

Fitness equipment manufac-
turers are always on the lookout
for the next big thing on the ex-
ercise horizon. That “big thing”
has hit in the form of the ellip-
tical trainers. SincePrecor rolled
out the first version in 1995, the
machines have been moving up
the popularity list among con-
sumers and health clubs, incor-
porating several improvements
along the way.

Ellipticals are now second
only to treadmills in total dol-
lar sales, according to 2006 sta-
tistics from the Sporting Goods
Manufacturers Association. In
fact, elliptical machine sales to
consumers increased from $201
million in 2005 to an astonish-
ing $725 million in 2006. Dur-
ing that same period, consumer
treadmill sales dropped from
$1.16 billion in 2005 to $1 bil-
lion in 2006.

The machines combine the
sliding motion of the older sta-
tionary ski machines with the
up-and-down motion of the
stair-stepper and generally can
be programmed to provide a
more rigorous workout than
either of those. The reason why
an overwhelming majority of
health clubs now stack row after
row of elliptical trainers is that
the “ellipse” motion is a nonim-
pact movement. The cardiovas-

cular system gets a good work-
out while the hips, knees and
back don’t have to pay for it.
“Ellipticals are a more com-
fortable product for people to
use,” said Chris Fisher, presi-
dent and CEO of Out-Fit, a fit-
ness equipment dealer in Simi
Valley, Calif. Fisher said he still
considers the treadmill the most
efficient cardio exercise ma-
chine because the body is sup-
porting its own weight during
the workout and burning more
calories. “But the elliptical is the
next best in my opinion. When
you go to the elliptical, youre
also standing up and support-
ing your weight.” People who
have tried the elliptical trainers
in health clubs are also buying

“Whatever feels
comfortable to you
... that’s what
you'll use”

- Chris Fisher, Out-Fit

them for their home. As a re-
sult, they often base their buy-
ing decision on what they see in
the club.

“A lot of people start in the
clubs and they’ll see Precor and
Life Fitness, so they will com-
pare (home models) against
those two,” said Fisher. That can
be a plus because manufactur-
ers of machines that are heavily
used in the clubs also have ex-
tensive experience in knowing
what works. “Theyve already
done all the research and design
and they apply that to a home
version,” Fisher said.

However, not all home ver-
sions are the same quality as the
health club versions. Some can
be made of a thinner gauge of
steel or use bolts instead of welds
in the construction. Those little
details can result in a different
feel to the home model.

Fisher offered these tips when
considering an elliptical trainer:
Try out several makes and
models: These days, fitness
manufacturers patent many as-
pects of their products. includ-
ing the movement of their el-
liptical machines. The result is
a wide range of variables, from
the distance between the pedals,
the motion of the arms to how
high your knees go up.

The only way to find out what
feels best is to get on as many
ellipticals as possible.

Ask questions: Consumers
should be aware that they would
most likely NOT be talking to a
sales rep who sells all the brands
of ellipticals. Your local dealer
might have exclusive rights to
sell PreCor and Horizon, but
is not an authorized dealer for
Life Fitness and Octane, as an
example. Ask questions to dis-
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tinguish fact from fiction and
visit several locations.

Stride movement: People are
built differently, so there is no
perfect movement for everyone,
Fisher said. A machine with
which you are familiar might
not have the movement that is
best for you. The new machines
with adjustable features do help,
Fisher said, but cautioned that
features such as the bar height,
pedal height, foot pedal distance
will feel different to different
people. “A big guy has a differ-
ent gait than a smaller person,”
Fisher said.

Getting On and OfF: Ellipticals
begin moving as soon as you
step on so safety is a big issue
for first timers. Machines that
have a side entry/exit usually
take up more space. Machines
that load from the rear make it
easier to put another machine
next to. If space 1s an issue, con-
sider more than just the size of
the machine.

Special Features

What was once an option on an
elliptical trainer is now a stan-
dard feature. There are heart
rate sensors on the arms, a vari-
ety of workout programs as well
as adjustable stride length.

But Fisher said too many peo-
ple get caught up in the number
of controls. “For a lot of com-
panies, the trick is to decorate
(their products) with all the
bells and whistles,” Fisher said.
“But the movement of the ma-
chine has to be good.”

“All good manufacturers will

have heart-rate controls that are
Polar compatible.”
Go for comfort: “Whatever feels
comfortable to you -- if you en-
joy the movement -- that’s what
you'll use,” Fisher said.
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