AMERICAN COUNCIL ON EXEHCISEA‘“A NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATION

. “E | LHHMHE i _ -.m_ia_aum_ﬁ_
A ek I Ui, : .II ' ul '. II I'. ".' ,Ih' .

Injury Prevention for Overscheduled Guest Editorial: Helping Clients Make Health
Group Fitness Instructors Changes—Are We Pushing Too Much, Too Soon?
Get it Done With the Help of a Virtual Assistant Famously Fit

m} 1

|
L .:_,,,

i 'Hu m '1|'|

i tI’!Iil!lt'lu" wﬁ I

[ ‘J'H

N\'ﬂ\f || Vw -
L ||||*|+|||}|I|||”|I|“|| E||I|||“|||I '} ”|| s lr I|
L H"]lrﬂﬁunm__ “ ||J1UﬂH\[~hlll \HQJM |]|,1 il . i




MB— feature story

o

BY AMAMDA VOGEL, M.A.

Get it Done With the Help
of a Virtual Assistant

t's o000 A, and Trainer Joe is awake,

Iri the hour before his first client, he

answers e-mails, pays bills onling, pre-

pares invoices (while eating break-
fast), updates his Web site and organizes
programs for the day's clients, At the
gvm, he frantically catches up on voice-
mail helween sessions. During lunch, he
rushes home to check e-mail and do
Internet research,

Like many bisy fitness pros, - Treainer
Joe could use an assistant—but one that
doesn’t take up dedk space in his home or
at the gym. Enter the virtual assistant,
Find out how having one can help vou
grow a higger, more profitable fitness
business in less time and, more impor-
tantly, with less stress.

What is a Virtual
Assistant?

Avirtual assistant (VA) is an inde-
pendent contractor (not & company
employee] who delivers administrative
services, skills and support to entrepre-
neurs @and business managers, They com-
municate with their clients through the
phone, e-mail, fax, mail, online messag-
ing and more, typically from a home
office, “If the request can be made
online, it can be done by a VA" accord-
ing to Tawnya Sutherland, founder
of the Virlual Assistant Networking
Association (VANA) based in Surrey,
British Columbia.
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Most VAs specialize in one or more
areas, such as bookkeeping, marketing,
computer software, technology, Web
design and maintenance, and customer
service, to name a few. Many worked as
secretarics, assistants or office managers
in a former job. You may hire a VA to
help you complete a short-lenm project,
such as integrating a new Computer sys-
tem, of to handle ongoing Lasks, such as
responding Lo e-mails, bill pavment,
bookkeeping and customer orders.

Virtual assistants are small business
owners, Their “virtual™ appeal lies in the
fact that they don’t have Lo live in you
city or state/province, In fact, you might
never meet face-to-face with your VA,

What Can a VA
Do for You?

[he idea of a VA spunds promising on
paper, but how does having a VA help
vo in the ftness industry, especially if
he or she mesides nowhere near vou and
vour customers, The benefits depend on
the scale of your Dusiness and the tasks
vou need accomplished,

Most medium and large companies
have at least a handful of employess on
paveoll. Contracting work to a VA takes
the place of hiring vet another employee,
such as an office assistant or marketing
manager. “The two biggest reasons [to
hire a YA are for skills needed that the
company deesn't have in-house and to
save money,” savs Sutherland. The fee
for @ VA varies, but the average rate is
530 to $50 per hour Of course, some
charge more, some less, A virtual assis-
tant may command 2 higher hourly mate
than a full-tire staffer, but having a VA
can still be more cost-effective when you
eliminate overhead expenses, such as
equipment and supplies, desk space,
health benefits and vacation pay.

What's maore, virtial assistants gener-
ally charge by the minute. “When you
pay a YA for eight hours of work, you get
eight hours of work," says Sutherland.
“With an employee, you pay for break
tirnes, water cooler chit-chat, phone
calls, hathroom breaks, late starts and
early departures.”

Fitness pros who work indspendent-
Iyv may not have emplovees, 50.a VA
doesn't save money in overhead costs;
in fact, it's an added business expense.
But one that's well worth paying, says
Joey Atlas, M.S.. an exercise physiolo-
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gist, book author and creator of
multiple fitness DVDs, Atlas, who
is based in Ponte Vedra Beach,
Fla., utilizes a VA to help make his
tusiness larger. “The [money]|
invested in the services of a VA
allows me to spend time doing
things that bring back several
times [the VA'S] hourly rate of
pay,” he says.

Jim Labadie, a husy fitness
entreprencur and owner of
TrinAndGrowRich.com in Jupiter,
Fla., hired a part-time VA to man-
age everything from customer
orders and hill payments Lo send-
ing reminders ahout clients” hirth-
days. “If [ was spending hours try-
ing to maintain my bocks or deal-
ing with customer-service issues
I'd never have time to grow my
business,” says Labadie. “Because
of my virtual assistant, [ have more free time
to do what 1 want, whether it's taking time off
or taking time to promote my businesses and
firnd ways to make them maore profitable.”

This is the higgest benefit for independ-
ent fitness pros: A VA saves precious time.

If you long to spend more hours training
clients and less time on administrative tasks,
a VA can help voo satisfy this goal. "I no
longer check e-mails every four minutes
because T don't have to worry about them
piling up,” savs Atlas. “My VA handles them
at certain times each day. [ can let calls go to
voicemail because [ know she will retrieve
them and take care of the messages just as
[effectively| as [ would.”

As the saying goes, time is money.
“Having |a VA] handle the day-to-day tasks
has freed me up to focus on marketing the
business and making it easier for prospects
and potential clients to find me and the
products and services [ offer,” says Atlas.
“On the personal side,” he adds, "it has
made a difference in keeping my free time
‘free.” T am maore relaxed knowing that some-
one is handling the small but important
isstes that are crucial to my business."

How to Start
Working with a VA

One clue that it's time to enlist the serv-
ices of a VA is when vou constantly focus on
the minutiae of vour business. “Keep a jour-
nal for a week, recording exactly how you
spend vour time," savs Labadie, Then evalu-
ate what tasks someone else could be doing
on your behall.
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What a

Virtual Assistant (VA)
Can Do for You

Wondering how a VA can help you in
the fitness industny? Below are just a
few examplas.
» track, scheduls and book
client appointments
» razpond to voicemail and
e-mallmessages
» handle client lzads and
process sales
* manage online orders and
product returns
» pay bills and prepare invoices
* fake care of hookkeeping
s create and/or update VWeb sites
= prepare and launch marketing
campaigns
* proofread written communicaticon
= research material for clisnt

programs

You can search for a compatible VA
through Google or online directories from
organizations such as the International Virtual
Assistants Association (wwiwivag,orm), Virtual
Assistant MNetworking Association (www.vanet
working.com) and the International
Association of Virtual Office Assistants
(www.iavoa.com). Examine the prospective
WA’ Web site. Does he or she reflect how vou
would want to be represented?

When it's time to make contact,
Sutherland suggests asking qualifving ques-
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tions such as: How do vou priositize
work (on 4 first-come, first-served
basis or by client size)? What's the
turnaround fime on projects? Do
you have examples of similar work 1
can see? Can | contact vour current
clients for references?

While there are presently no offi-
cial standards for those who call
themselves virtual assistants, many
have completed a VA business
course. However, it's a Va's back-
ground and experience that might
benefit vou mosl. “Lach VA brings
[Fis or her| own skill set to the mar-
ketplace from past work life or post-
secondary training,” says Sutherland.
FFor best results, find a VA that best
matches your business goals and the
tasks vou want to delegate.

[t's also wise to look for a WA who
has “an interest, passion and love
for your industry,” says Sutherland. This cri-
Lerion was at the forefront of Atlass mind
when he hired a VA Y1 wanted someone
wiio valued a fit and healthy litestyle so she
could understand the business the way [t
needs to be understood,” he says.,

Virtually Stress-Free

If wou like the idea of working with a VA,
don’t wait untii you're averly busy, advises
Atlas. “Do it when you are not 5o stressed
and pressed for fime. Feel free to ook over
their shoulder’ for the first few weeks, so
both of you are comfortable about the way
things are being handled.” But then step
back and allow vour VA to make vour life
easier. “You need to let g0 of some control to
be a successful business owner," savs Labadie.

And expect a natural perlod of adjust-
ment. “It took me about four or five weeks
to get used to the fact that [ didn't have to
do all these little things throughout the
day,” says Atlas. “It was almost hard to
believe that someone else could and would
be handling all that for me—and doing an
incredible job af it." S

Amanda Vogel, M.A., is a fitness pro-
fessional, presenter and writer in
Vancouver, British Colinnbia. She owns
Active Voice, a writing, editing and
consulting service for fitness profession-
als and organizations. She's the author
af 51 Need-to-Know Writing &
Marketing Tips for Fitness Pros, a free
e-hook available through fier Web site,
wiww.activevoice.ca.
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