How to Hire A Personal Trainer
Hiring a personal trainer is a very difficult decision and one not to be taken lightly.  Investing your money in a person or company to help you reach your goals can be a daunting task.  There are no guarantees for success as the effectiveness of any program is at least 50% dependent on the client.  A good personal trainer has to wear different hats and sometimes they don’t fit well.  Here are some guidelines on what to look for in hiring a personal trainer or fitness coach.
Referrals

Referrals are the easiest and most dependable way to learn about a personal trainer that you want to hire.  Ask friends and coworkers for recommendations.  Figure out your goals and see if they are similar to the referring person.  Ask them how they found out about the trainer and if everything they heard was true.  This also gives you an opportunity to learn about the person before meeting with him/her.  You can get an idea of personality, knowledge base, temperament and credentials.  Obviously, because your trainer was good for your friend does not mean that he/she is good for you.  Interview him/her the same as you would anyone whose services you want to contract.  Ask specific and direct questions regarding experience, credentials, and what type of fitness program they would recommend for you. Prepare your questions prior to your consultation meeting and document all of the answers.  “Cookie cutter” (general) fitness programs are not as effective because of the sedentary lifestyle of many Americans, many saddled with disabling muscle imbalances.  Your trainer needs to be able to identify any muscle imbalances and create a corrective exercise program to address them before beginning your resistance program.

Knowledge and Experience

Is a trainer that has been in the business for 20 years better than one who has been in the business for 2 years? Not necessarily.  Ask your trainer what specific populations (senior, youth, sports specific, etc..) they have experience with.  If you are not in one of those populations, it is likely they are not the one for you.  Also ask specific questions on how he/she has seen the personal training business develop and change over the years in addition to how they have developed their knowledge over the years.  Who are their mentors and how have they learned their craft? Is the way your trainer looks important?  A former athlete who may look like a good personal trainer because of physique may be limited in the knowledge base of their own sport and not have extensive knowledge on other programs or techniques.  Most clients over 35 are not looking to join a professional league so if a trainer has them performing high intensity plyometrics as part of their routine, that may be a bad sign.  Your trainer should provide a program based not only on your fitness goals but also your current condition.  Surveys have noted clients will hire a trainer that is fit before one that is unfit.  A fit trainer gives the appearance of discipline and confidence which are traits that will be important for the client in achieving goals.  For most people, it is difficult to trust someone who is giving you advice about your health which they do not appear to be following.
Ask for a sample program and then ask specific questions about the program (i.e. how long does the program last, what are the goals of the first stage of the program, what type of nutritional changes will I need to make in my diet, etc..).  A good trainer loves to talk about their philosophy and explain it.  Everyone does not train the same way but if you are paying for the service then your trainer should listen to your suggestions, answer all of your questions, and be able to present thoughtful recommendations.

Credentials

There are several accredited organizations that certify personal trainers.  One of the best is NASM .Since 1987, the National Academy of Sports Medicine (NASM) has been a global leader in providing evidence-based certifications and advanced credentials to health and fitness professionals. NASM offers certifications for personal trainers (CPT), sports performance enhancement specialists (PES) and also injury prevention (CES).  NASM is often referred to as the “gold standard” for personal trainers.

Other organizations that certify personal trainers are NFPT (National Federation of Personal Trainers), ACE (American Council of Exercise), ISSA (International Sports Science Association) and NSCA (National Strength and Conditioning Association).  There are unfortunately no state laws that govern personal trainers so it is important to make sure any candidate has been certified by one of the above organizations. There are plenty of “trainers” that will claim to be certified but are only fitness enthusiasts. Always remember that what works for one person, does not work for everyone.
Credentials will tell you that your trainer has been through the required training and coursework to be certified as a personal trainer.  What credentials does not tell you is if that trainer knows how to apply those principals to different populations.  Several certifying agencies focus more on resistance training and cardiovascular conditioning without following a progressive fitness assessment for the client before designing a cardio/resistance program.  Failure to properly assess a client can lead to disastrous results.  Always ask your trainer for a thorough assessment including posture analysis, weight and body fat check before starting your program.
Personality

This is one of the most important, but sometimes overlooked aspects of your personal trainer.  You have to get along.  The job of the personal trainer is to inspire, teach, listen and motivate but if their personality is such that you cannot stand to listen to them, the partnership will not work. Challenging a client’s limitations is different than berating a client for “lack of effort”.  A large part of the job of a personal trainer is motivation and each client needs to be motivated differently.  A 40 year old working single parent may not respond the same as a 30 year old marathon runner.  Understanding the psychology of the individual client is of the upmost importance.
Providing positive and encouraging feedback is essential to assisting a client in achieving goals.  Negativity only serves to derail the client and also serves to fracture the relationship between personal trainer and client. A good personal trainer has to have the ability to manage, encourage and teach a variety of clients of different age groups and personalities.  Creating an environment of trust and communication is essential.
A good personal trainer should exhibit organization and punctuality and never keep you waiting.   They should value your time as much as you value theirs.  There is no excuse to use a trainer who spends more time answering text messages and phone calls than paying attention to you…especially when you are paying them!

Your personal trainer should be organized and after 1-2 sessions should be able to evaluate you and assist you in setting your short term and long term goals.  The key word is assist.  A good trainer has to be able to tell you if your goals are realistic and if the sessions are what you need to do to help achieve them.  Having 2-3 sessions per week is only a small percentage of time compared to the overall picture.  A trainer has to encourage accountability from the client.  Small goals and long terms goals are essential in tracking the progress of a client.  Achieving small short term goals builds confidence and self esteem for long term goals.

Your personal trainer is in charge of your progression.  Doing the same routine will not challenge your body to the point that it will grow or change.  A good trainer can visually see and know when it is time to progress the workout by changing modalities (rest period, reps, sets, exercises, etc..).  Each workout should be mentally and physically challenging to produce the best results and increase a strong, indomitable mental toughness.  Clients should see and/or feel results of a good program within four weeks.

One of the most important aspects of a good personal trainer is his/her ability to push you past your “level of comfort”.  They can be like the energizer bunny on the days that you don’t have a lot of energy.  They have the ability to provide the right charge to get your moving.  A good personal trainer will be someone that you can trust and depend on.   Someone that you will develop a positive relationship with.  Ask questions about anything that concerns you and continue to learn from the trainer.  Investing in your health is one of the best investments that you can make and has an almost immediate and positive return.

