
REDEFINING WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP  
IN FITNESS & BUSINESS

by



From FitWomen to Tech Founder 
by Edwina Griffin

Aerobics, Advocacy & Ambition: A Legal Mind’s Fitness Revolution 
by Sara Kooperman, JD

Editing a Life You Love: Words, Wellness and the Wisdom to Pivot 
by Analee Matthews

Leadership with Lift: Building a Career That Moves People 
by Allison Flatley

From Rock Bands to Reality TV: Choosing Light After Online Hate 
by Joey Toutounji

Changing the Game: Inclusion, Impact and the Courage to Speak Up 
by Rachel Young

Built with Heart: From Studio Struggles to Tech Disruptor 
by Laura Munkholm

Redefining Fitness for Mums: A 17-Year Journey of Disruption 
by Jen Dugard

Sharp Elbows & Softer Power: The Art of Executive Leadership 
by Wendy White

No More Tick Boxes: Coaching with Clarity, Curiosity & Grit 
by Joanne Groves

Building the Missing Piece 
by Rosanna Tucker

You’re Never Too Old, and It’s Never Too Late 
by Tracy Minnoch-Nuku

From Surviving to Thriving 
by Mel Tempest

04

10

15

23

28

07

13

18

26

30
33
35
37

02UNAPOLOGETICALLY BOLD



When I first began my career in fitness over two 
decades ago, I never imagined the journey would 
lead me here—to a place where I am not only running 
a gym, but also standing as a speaker, director, and 
advocate for women in leadership. Along the way, I 
have witnessed both the triumphs and the challenges 
of women navigating an industry that too often 
celebrates our participation but hesitates to hand us 
the reins of power. 

That hesitation is why this book exists. 
*Unapologetically Bold* is more than a collection 
of career stories—it is a manifesto for leadership. It 
is about women who dared to disrupt, who endured 
bias, who rebuilt after setbacks, and who redefined 
what authority looks like in fitness and business. 
These women have stood on stages, built businesses 
from backpacks and borrowed weights, fought for a 
seat at the table, and created platforms where others 
can thrive. 

MEL TEMPEST

Global Speaker & Founder of Ignite Fitness Business Events 
Health club owner since 2003. Wife, Mother and grandmother. 

Leadership is not about perfection or position. It is 
about courage. It is about choosing to show up in the 
rooms where we are told we don’t belong. It is about 
holding the door open for the women who follow. 

As you turn these pages, I encourage you to read with 
both inspiration and intention. Ask yourself: *What 
can I take from these stories and apply in my own 
leadership? Who can I lift up alongside me? How can I 
redefine leadership on my own terms?* 

The women you will meet here are not the exception. 
They are proof of what is possible. Their lessons are 
universal: resilience is required, mentorship matters, 
and women supporting women is the future. 

I am proud to share their voices with you. And I invite 
you, as a reader, to take up the challenge—be bold, 
be visible, and lead without apology. 

FOREWORD
BY MEL TEMPEST
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I am currently working in the high performance and 
healing space and I have a virtual reality tech startup.  
I spend my weeks with a combination of all which I 
love. I use my left brain on days when doing workplace 
mediation,  training and speaking in communication, 
EQ and leadership.  I am in my right brain when doing 
healing work and retreats and my  virtual reality tech 
startup combines it all! 

My career has been varied and has kept me interested 
and growing throughout. Keeping myself mentally 
stimulated and in alignment with my soul purpose 
has been my primary focus for career decisions and I 
grateful to have found my calling at such a young age. 
I will share the stages of my career, not because I need 
to but because I want to show the many experiences 
and opportunities that a career starting in the fitness 
industry can bring.

After finishing university and majoring in Japanese, I 
followed my passion and set up a short-term venture 
with a women-only personal training business out of 
my car in 1995. I setup with only the money to buy 
boxing gear, therabands, a backpack and some 
dumbbells and initially operated out of the local 
parks. Within 6 months I had a small studio and within 
12 months the business had taken off. The Fitwomen 
business included 3 main programs Healthy Living, 

Edwina Griffin takes us on a journey from boxing gear in a 
backpack to a tech startup tackling anxiety. This is a story 
of reinvention, resilience, and redefining success across 
decades of impact.

Strong Women and Fitmum the business expanded 
to two facilities, outdoor training, yoga, Pilates, 
Spin, Zumba, meditation, breathwork and a team 
of 15. Next, I  filmed a Fitmum DVD, expanded into 
Adventurewomen, corporate wellness and then 
opened the Fitmen centre in 2005. I bought my 
first commercial &  residential property at 26, won 
several state and local business awards, Fitwomen/
Fitmen was the 2009 Silver Business Winner and I 
was  NSW Fitness Professional of the Year in 2010 for 
Fitness Australia.

The Global Financial Crises resulted in the Foxtel 
Show I was cast for being cancelled and the economy 
made it a bad time to franchise Fitwomen so I decided 
to move to learn more on business from larger 
companies. I worked for several years in different 
national operations roles for franchises Jetts Fitness, 
Narellan pools and Fernwood Fitness.

My first healing retreats launched in Queensland and 
NSW in 2015 incorporating my knowledge of physical, 
mental, emotional and spiritual/soul fitness. I continue 
to run these retreats today.

Consulting in negotiation, community consultation, 
workplace training and Fitmum Accreditations were 
my focus from 2016. I  worked with many government 
and not-for-profit organisations including Diabetes 

FROM FITWOMEN TO 
TECH FOUNDER
BY EDWINA GRIFFIN
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Victoria, Noosa, Gympie, Sunny Coast, Moreton Bay, 
Brisbane Councils and Queensland Government.

After my Dad passed suddenly and unexpectedly 
in 2015, I moved back to Sydney and worked at 
Konekt Workcare as Head of Licensing and launched 
mediation at Konekt before focusing on my consulting 
and healing work. AtOne was my next venture for 
growth and potential launching our virtual reality 
software to target stress and anxiety. We launched 
in 2020 and I have loved working with amazing 
high performing teams and communities such as 
Tennis Australia, the Australian Institute of Sport and 
RSL Lifecare. 

CHALLENGES 
The challenges I have faced in business I expect are 
not unique to women of my era or for my ambition in 
business at a young age.   

I found the small challenges from 21-30 were mostly 
around the unconscious and conscious bias of my 
age and gender when I attended events, business 
meetings and purchases. There were assumptions 
that I must be a staff member(not business owner) 
when attending events and I became used to spelling 
out that “yes, I was the business owner and yes they 
were my staff. This bias usually made me laugh but 
some days I had less tolerance for having to push to be 
seen or acknowledge as a serious business operator.   

I don’t find the gender bias to be as big an issue in 
the fitness industry today and I loved my recent 

experiences on the AusActive Board where gender 
equality was strong and all were treated equally. My 
experience on other company advisory boards have 
not always been as supportive. I have attended many 
a meeting where my suggestions were ignored only to 
be repeated by a man minutes later and given support 
and praise by the other men on the board.

The tech startup world takes me back to my 
experiences in my 20’s as I constantly experience 
gender bias. At events, investors focus on male 
founders in the room and  I am mostly overlooked 
for a conversation even before they know what my 
product is. The statistics back up my experiences with 
only 2% of funding in 2024 going to all female founded 
teams  and so 98% of total funding went to teams with  
all male founders or 85% to teams with at least one 
male founder. I have witnessed male founders use 
charisma and over-confidence to wow investors and 
get 1-2 million dollars pre-revenue. (I must mention 
that my seed investor is a man and he is a fantastic 
man who has been very supportive , there just aren’t 
enough men like him !)

Another obstacle in my career has unfortunately 
been other women.  I hope that ebooks like this bring 
more women together to support one another in 
business as it is hard enough without women adding 
to the hurdles. I have had numerous occasions in 
my career where I had opportunities on the line and 
other women have been willing to lie, cheat and 
manipulate to pull me down. Perhaps I was naïve in 
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EDWINA GRIFFIN
Edwina (Eddy) Griffin has a 30-year career in fitness, health, and wellbeing, beginning with her 
pioneering Fitwomen centre in 1995  for 18 years that included Fitwomen,  Strong women and 
Fitmum programs and trainer accreditation.  Eddy expanded into national operations roles 
across fitness, construction and allied health in national and international franchise groups.. She 
has delivered community health programs for government, trained allied health professionals 
in  not-for-profit organisations, and contributed strategically to sport and recreation planning, 
while serving on Fitness Australia councils and as an AusActive Board Member. Today, Eddy 
combines her expertise in physical, mental, and emotional fitness through healing retreats, 
workplace mediation, leadership training and executive coaching. She has recently launched 
QiActivate programs for the fitness industry and is Founder and CEO of AtOne, a virtual reality 
platform supporting stress reduction, mental fitness, and high performance.

my expectations of other women in the workplace but 
I definitely think we can do better overall.  Thankfully 
I have had some beautiful, supportive women in my 
career and I am pleased to see some inspiring leaders 
in our industry recently.

In my experience, the brilliant female leaders are 
the exception rather than the rule and leadership 
happens at every level of business. Women don’t 
have to be the Chair of the Board or Company Director 
to be inspiring leaders and so I look forward to the 
day when the majority of women in business support 
other women whether the women are above or below 
them on the org’ chart, ahead of or behind them in 
their career success.

I shall finish with the most important wisdom that I have 
gained from these obstacles and some statements 
that I live by. I would have loved the younger version 
of me to have known these and although I realise 
some lessons need to be lived,  perhaps they may be 
useful to someone younger who reads them.

	■ Choose your allies carefully and when you have 
found colleagues, mentors and friends in alignment 
with your values, cherish those people

	■ When people show their true colours, believe them 
and be grateful to have seen the truth.

	■ Don’t expect others to follow the same moral 
compass as you or you will be disappointed.

	■ Follow your own moral compass and your inner 
strength, integrity and happiness will continue 
to grow.

	■ Don’t make excuses for or tolerate behaviours that 
don’t align with your core values. Save your energy 
and walk away. If there is a reason you have to stay, 
be alert,  create boundaries to protect yourself and 
work on your ability to positively influence.  

	■ When others give you feedback, reflect and take 
on all that is useful for your growth and let go of 
the rest 

	■ Have plenty of fun with people you love along  
the way! 
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WHO IS SARA KOOPERMAN, JD 
STILL TRYING TO FIGURE THAT OUT 
I’m the CEO of SCW Fitness Education, 
WATERinMOTION®, and S.E.A.T. Fitness – basically, 
I’m in the business of making fitness education 
exciting and a little less intimidating. As a visionary 
leader (or at least that’s what they call me when I’m 
not running around at conventions), I’ve launched 7 
MANIA® conventions, 6 Streaming Conferences, and 
over 40 certifications, reaching more than 100,000 
fitness professionals.

I wrote the best-seller “FIT FOR BUSINESS” – because 
apparently juggling seven conventions isn’t enough. 
I’m also a keynote speaker, podcast host, and industry 
expert, and I’ve somehow survived being the CEO of 
Les Mills Midwest (yes, “survivor” feels like the right 
term here). I sit on boards like the Gold’s Gym Think 
Tank, the canfitpro Advisory Panel, and the ACSM 
Communications and Public Information Committee – 
because I guess I just don’t know how to say “no” to 
anything fitness-related.

Oh, and I have a law degree from Washington 
University and studied at King’s College at Cambridge 
University in England – because why not throw a little 
legal flair into the fitness world? I’m a proud inductee 
of the National Fitness Hall of Fame and a serial 

From law school stress relief to industry leadership, Sara’s 
tale is one of persistence, personality, and pushing past 
panels made entirely of men—by showing up anyway.

nominee for the IDEA Leader of the Year Award – 
which I will probably never win. But hey, I keep filling 
out those forms with dotted I’s and crossed T’s like it’s 
a sport of its own. Just because, I never give up!

Plus, I’m still married to my first husband (yes, it’s 
possible!) with whom I have four amazing sons – 
testosterone abounds in my world. One’s a PhD, one’s 
an MBA, another’s a welder, and the last one’s a pro-
hockey player. Yup, I’m the quintessential hockey 
mom – in fitness attire!

HOW MY FITNESS CAREER BEGAN 
(HINT: LAW SCHOOL + AEROBICS = 
SURVIVAL) 
My fitness and entrepreneurship journey kicked off 
when I was in law school. Gaining weight was not part 
of the plan. So, I did what any law student desperate 
to avoid the first-year-15 would do—I started teaching 
aerobics in the basement of the English Lit building 
next door to the law library.

Picture this: a hot, humid, cramped space with water 
heaters as our backdrop. It wasn’t exactly a luxury 
studio, but it worked. One of my students—a professor—
saw potential (or maybe just pitied me) and got me a 
larger hall outside the science department. Suddenly, 
I was off and running (literally) with about 50 students 

AEROBICS, ADVOCACY & 
AMBITION: A LEGAL MIND’S 
FITNESS REVOLUTION
BY SARA KOOPERMAN, JD

07UNAPOLOGETICALLY BOLD



per night, each paying $3. Not bad for a freelance law 
student hustling 3 hours a week—no taxes required. I 
was covering rent, pepperoni pizzas, and Long Island 
iced teas. Basically, I was living the law school dream.

After surviving my first year of law school, I knew one 
thing for sure: I wanted to own a business. My dad 
was an entrepreneur who sold pants with his father, 
and being your own boss was just part of life. My dad 
never underestimated my ambition—he knew I had a 
knack for finding people who believed in me. (Pro tip: 
Marry one of those people. I did. My boyfriend from 
law school is still my husband 42 years later.)

Here’s the thing: you have to choose your supporters 
wisely. Pick the voices that lift you up. My mom? Let’s 
just say she was a basket case—obese, emotionally 
erratic, and a bit of a downer. I decided to block her out 
and listen to my dad instead. He was funny, creative, 
and had the soul of a jazz musician—despite being 
stuck as a store-to-store pants distributor. Lazy? A bit. 
But his advice? Priceless.

Moral of the story: Surround yourself with people 
who get you, challenge you, and don’t hold you back. 
Whether you’re teaching aerobics in a dungeon or 
starting a business after law school, the right support 
makes all the difference.

BE THE ONLY WOMAN IN THE 
ROOM—AND OWN IT! 
I’m almost always the only woman in the room. 
Recently, I attended a Women in Business Panel 
at a big convention, and one of the panelists said 

what might be the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard a 
woman say.

The moderator asked, “What should women do about 
panels and sessions made up entirely of men?” The 
panelist’s answer? “Don’t go.”

Wait, what? Don’t go? Seriously? That’s when I almost 
fell out of my chair. Don’t go? That’s literally the last 
thing we should do. If a panel is all men, that’s when 
we absolutely, positively MUST GO. We must show 
up. Be present. Be heard. If you’re the only woman in 
the room, you’re exactly where you need to be.

I can’t tell you how many times I’ve gone to events, 
disagreed with a man, and been made to feel like I 
was stupid, small, or just plain wrong. I once got 
yelled at for 45 minutes straight by a male colleague 
just because I did something differently. Apparently, 
thinking outside the box is grounds for a one-person 
rage seminar.

But here’s the thing: Doing something different is how 
you make an impact. It’s how you lead, change the 
game, and shatter the norms. You’re not leading if you’re 
always playing it safe or going with the flow. Leadership 
means standing tall, stepping in front, and helping 
people follow you—even when it’s uncomfortable.

It’s about taking a chance, risking failure, and being 
willing to stand alone—because that’s how you make 
real change. Next time you’re the only woman in the 
room, own it. Make them notice. Make them listen. 
And whatever you do, don’t back down.
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SARA KOOPERMAN, JD
CEO of SCW Fitness Education, WATERinMOTION®, and S.E.A.T. Fitness

Sara, CEO of SCW Fitness Education and WATERinMOTION®, is a visionary leader who has 
transformed the fitness education community. A successful business owner and advisor, she is a 
keynote speaker, published author, podcast presenter and sought-after industry trailblazer. Sara 
has a unique ability to share her passion and devotion towards fitness education through her 
humour, enthusiasm and her effervescent no-nonsense personality. She serves on the Gold’s 
Gym Think Tank, was on the Women in Fitness Association Board of Directors, is on the Can-
Fit Pro Advisory Board, is on the IHRSA Highlights Committee and is a proud inductee into the 
National Fitness Hall of Fame. Sara has left an indelible mark on the fitness industry as a whole.

THE POWER OF CHOOSING YOUR 
MENTORS 
The people who shape my growth aren’t the ones I 
was “supposed” to follow—they’re the ones I actively 
chose. I didn’t just wait for mentors to show up; I went 
out and found them.

One of my favorite mentors is my husband. He’s strong, 
funny, patient, and brutally honest. He never tells me 
what I want to hear—he tells me what I need to hear. 
And let me be clear: I am not patient—or as he would 
probably put it, I am never patient. I move, I jump, I react. 
Sometimes, I’m more like an over-tired toddler than 
a rational adult—impulsive, loud, and ready to take on 
the world (or throw a tantrum). My husband? He’s the 
calm after my storm. His steady, straightforward advice 
reminds me to breathe, think, and occasionally just chill.

Then there’s my amazing girlfriend, who has mastered 
the art of boundaries. She’s smart—simply smart—and 
has this magical ability to step back and see the big 
picture while I’m busy obsessing over the tiny, annoying 
details. She’s taught me to pause, gain perspective, 
and, most importantly, stop sweating the small stuff.

And finally, I’ve got a coworker who does something 
truly revolutionary: he says no to me. He boldly goes 
where no other man would dare to travel and just 
says, “No.” I hate “yes-people.” Seriously, what’s the 

point of having someone around who just nods and 
agrees? I want honest feedback, not a cheerleader. 
My coworker keeps me in check, challenges me, and 
tells me when I’m way off base—which I absolutely 
love (even when it’s a little frustrating).

Bottom line: The best mentors aren’t just the ones 
who support you—they’re the ones who challenge 
you, ground you, and sometimes flat-out disagree 
with you. Find people who make you better, not just 
people who tell you what you want to hear.

BOLDLY GO …. 
The path to leadership isn’t easy, but it’s worth every 
step. Ask for help. Seek advice. Choose your mentors 
wisely. Don’t just accept what’s in front of you—push 
your boundaries, take risks, and embrace discomfort.

If you want to be on a panel of leading experts, 
don’t wait for an invitation—introduce yourself to the 
experts, ask smart questions, and connect with the 
decision makers who choose panelists. Make yourself 
known and show your value.

Remember, success rarely happens on the first try. 
It’s a journey filled with effort, mistakes, and growth. 
Fail forward, keep moving, and never stop pursuing 
your vision. Leadership is earned through persistence 
and courage—so go out there, make an impact, and 
never settle.
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I’m a single mother to one daughter, and I’ve been 
a professional copywriter and editor, specialising 
in health and fitness content, since 2000. During 
this time, I’ve scored multiple awards for my digital 
publications, and I created the first white label 
eMagazine for gym members, for use by health clubs 
in Australia and New Zealand.

My ultimate dream job was always to work with words 
and pictures from home; and I’m proud to say that I 
have spent the past two and a half decades doing 
exactly that!

IN THE BEGINNING… 
In the early 1990s, I got my Gym Instructor’s certificate 
from Box Hill TAFE, and I ended up working as a 
personal trainer in Raleigh, North Carolina (USA) for a 
few months. Over there, I was considered some sort 
of ‘Fitness Guru’ because the training standards in our 
great southern land were so much more rigorous than 
their own local processes for qualification (i.e., they 
had none!). 

In 2000, I joined Australian Fitness Network as their 
‘website journalist’. My job was to help create and 
launch the organisation’s very first iteration of their 
website. Over a 12-year period, I worked my way 
through the ranks, taking on key roles including Editor, 

Award-winning editor Analee Matthews shares her bold 
journey through fitness media, burnout, motherhood and 
the simple joy of running the local post office with purpose.

Education Coordinator, Special Projects Manager, 
Consultant and eventually, CEO.

In 2006, I scaled back my time at Network so I could 
become Editor of the Fitness First magazine, which I 
used to produce from my loungeroom, in the Northen 
Beaches suburbs of Sydney (NSW). My dream had 
always been to have a job where I got to play with 
words and pictures, whilst overlooking the ocean, and 
this is exactly what I found myself doing. 

In 2010, I continued to produce the mag, but with a 
newborn hanging off my boob or sleeping on my lap! 
Around 2013, when the publisher wanted to bring the 
role in-house to their Bondi offices, I knew it was time 
to bow out. I relocated my family to regional Victoria 
as a way to escape the city grind and give my then 
unwell husband a chance to overcome chronic fatigue.

In country Victoria, I created what would become 
a multi-award-winning digital publication called 
“Optimum Health Magazine” or “OH! Magazine”. 
This multimedia, white label online publication, was 
specifically designed for health clubs in Australia 
and New Zealand, to customise and/or distribute as 
their own in-house member magazine. I produced 
this monthly publication from my home office for five 
and a half years, with the final issue being released in 
December 2018.

EDITING A LIFE YOU LOVE: 
WORDS, WELLNESS AND  
THE WISDOM TO PIVOT
BY ANALEE MATTHEWS
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victoria.ymca.org.au

Since 2006, I’d also been a freelance copywriter for 
key organisations, events and individuals within the 
fitness industry. These roles also saw me produce 
other fitness and health-related ePublications 
including What’s New in Fitness, a nutrition eMag for 
YMCA Victoria, and FITREC’s Raising the Bar magazine 
(which I continue to produce on a quarterly basis).

In 2020, I joined Les Mills Asia Pacific’s marketing 
team. After almost five years of producing comms at 
a constantly high pace, I found myself feeling burned 
out and in need of a break – from writing, and from 
the industry. I’d forever been fuelled by a community-
minded passion for helping people, and so I seized the 
opportunity to learn how to run the local post office. 

This drastic change in role, responsibility and industry 
has been incredibly beneficial for my mental and 
physical health. For decades, I worked alone, seated in 
front of a computer, all day, every day! But now, I stand 
up all day, and I get to assist and talk to everybody 
in our tiny little town! It was exactly the change I 
needed. But I have my toes dipped in my beloved 
industry pond, thanks to my ongoing Editor role with 
FITREC, and my continued freelance copywriting for 
organisations and individuals within the industry.

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES 
The fitness industry – like many – can still be guilty of 
having pockets of the ole ‘boys’ club’. But hopefully, 
these instances are becoming fewer as new 
generations of women rise through the industry ranks.

It’s very easy to get distracted by what others are 
doing and/or to let the actions of those around, 
derail your own progress. But, by staying true to 
your course, by following your plan and instincts, 
and by educating yourself so you are fully armed 
with the knowledge, skills and resources that will 
help you snag that BHAG – you will succeed. With 
podcasts, webinars, seminars, and social media – 
there is no shortage of information to support you 
in the achievement of your dreams.

How you respond to feedback can make or break your 
success. Do not let haters bring you down. Instead, 
use any doubt, criticism or uncertainty that is thrown 
your way, as ammunition to double down on your 
goals, and prove them wrong. 

Food for thought: Difficult situations can feel a lot 
less challenging or impactful, when you ensure that 
your own behaviours and actions are NOT led by 
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ANALEE MATTHEWS
With 25+ years’ experience, Analee Matthews is a go-to within the fitness industry, for freelance 
copywriting and editing. Through her remote-based business, All Smiles Creative, Analee has 
won numerous national and international publishing awards for previously published titles, 
such as OH! Magazine and the Fitness First Magazine. Analee currently produces Raising The 
Bar eMagazine for FITREC. 

ego. This can be easier said than done – especially 
in the fitness industry, which is filled with ego – but 
it can be an effective approach for some leadership 
roles (not all!).

THE SECRET TO SUCCESS 
Seek guidance. Ask for help. Accept support. 
Connecting with those who’ve gone before you, 
provides a unique opportunity to learn from their 
mistakes, so you don’t have to make them yourself.

It’s equally important to understand that achieving your 
dream relies on YOU! You have to do the work. You 
have to put in the effort. You have to make sacrifices. 
You need to make informed decisions. You have to be 
the student but also sometimes the teacher. You have 
to have patience whilst also exercising urgency. You 
need to be genuine, authentic and real. You need to 
communicate effectively and appropriately. You have 
to be present, attentive and creative. You need to 
be brave and courageous. And most of all, you have  
to be YOU.

TOP TIPS TO ACHIEVE  
YOUR DREAMS 

	■ Be clear and specific about what you want to 
achieve. This way, you’ll always know where 
you’re heading, and you’ll recognise it when 
you arrive!

	■ Celebrate small wins. Every achievement is 
worth acknowledging. And doing so will spur 
you on to achieve more!

	■ Always be accountable. If you f*ck up, then 
own it. Apologise, and always maintain a 
solutions-focused approach.

	■ Back yourself – trust your intuition; listen to 
your body. And respond accordingly. 

	■ Have fun! As mothers, business owners, 
employees, humans – life can become too 
serious! Have fun at every opportunity, every 
day. Life is too short to live seriously all the time.
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I have been working in the health and fitness industry 
for 37 years and have loved every moment of it!  The 
opportunity to go to “work” every day and help people 
create easier and more joyous lives is powerful. I 
spend most of my time facilitating REX Roundtables 
for Leaders which brings together gym owners, 
operators and leaders to share insights, strategies 
and best practices with the goal of improving their 
business and life.

Over the years, I’ve held every position available 
in a club starting with working at the front desk to 
overseeing 125 locations.  My career highlights and 
accomplishments include: serving on the IHRSA (now 
Health & Fitness Association) Board of Directors, 
as Nominations Committee Chairperson and Vice-
Chairperson; teaching the Fundamentals of Health 
Promotion as part of the Sports Administration at 
American University in Washington, DC for 14 years; 
chairing the Business and Industry Sector Planning 
Committee for three years which developed the CEO 
Pledge for the National Physical Activity Plan (NPAP); 
and serving on the Mid-Atlantic Club Management 
Association (MACMA) Board of Director for seven years 
including a former Chairperson.  I have presented at 
many industry conferences and conventions including 
ChinaFit, Club Industry, FitLife, Fitness Mercado, HFA, 
IHRSA, MACMA, NEHRSA, RSPA, SCW and SIBEC.

Allison Flatley’s decades in the industry are fuelled by 
yeses, mentorship, and the mission to elevate others—
especially women—through movement and leadership.

My career and experiences have been diverse 
because I said “yes” a lot. I believe early in your career, 
you should say “yes” as often as possible to give you 
maximum exposure and opportunity.  A unique career 
highlight that stands out for me is spending a year as 
a Corporate Fitness Consultant in Tokyo, Japan from 
1991 to 1992.  Saying yes to this opportunity expanded 
my perspective on health and fitness, gave me a crash 
course in international business and the opportunity 
to spend time with seasoned fitness executives.  It 
was a wonderful experience that boost my career.

In 2008 I was recognized by The President’s Council on 
Physical Fitness Sports and Nutrition with a Community 
Leadership Award. This was a meaningful recognition 
as it was the same organization that sponsored the 
physical fitness “blue patch” in the United States for 
children.  This award felt like recognition that I am 
achieving my personal goal at living a healthy life and 
acknowledgment of my leadership in my community.

I grew up in a household with a decorated professional 
football player and later a successful businessman.  
My work ethic was shaped early by my dad’s “get shit 
done” approach and “make it happen” attitude to life.  
My mother was a successful real estate agent, and I 
saw how important presentation and branding was 
and how doing “extras” for people made a difference.  

LEADERSHIP WITH LIFT: 
BUILDING A CAREER 
THAT MOVES PEOPLE
BY ALLISON FLATLEY
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ALLISON FLATLEY
Allison Flatley has been committed to the health and fitness industry for 40 years. An 
accomplished leader, sought-after facilitator, experienced club operator, former IHRSA 
Vice Chair, Nominations Committee Chair and board member,  she  started Allison Flatley 
Consulting to help organisations with their strategy, business growth and client engagement. 
Allison chairs multiple roundtables for REX Roundtables for Leaders with the intention of 
helping and inspiring others to achieve their goals and to live their best life. Allison is originally 
from Minnesota and a Miami University graduate. She enjoys spending time with her three 
adult children and is very active. Golf, running, biking and skiing are her favourite activities. 

When I left for college, I thought I’d enter the medical 
or dental profession.  Once I was outside my active, 
athletic and sport focused household, I saw that many 
people were not exposed to sport, physical activity, 
or knew the importance of physical activity.  I quickly 
moved my college studies to health promotion and 
nutrition.  I wanted to focus on the prevention side 
of health.

As a woman in health promotion and nutrition, the first 
challenge was “looking the part.”  At that time, a healthy 
and fit woman was skinny.  As an athlete with muscles, 
I had a lot of self-doubt in my ability to excel as a 
professional.  Most women started teaching aerobics 
in leotards and tights rather than spending time in the 
weight room or training facility.  When I did work in the 
training room, I was asked to get towels and stretch 
the male athletes.  It was a demeaning experience.  I 
remember at one point being invited into the Athletic 
Director’s office and he stated that it seems like I 
disliked the job.  I responded by crying because at the 
time I did not have the words to describe how I was 
being treated as a woman.  This experience made me 
realize how strong and courageous I needed to be if I 
wanted to be in this industry. 

Corporate fitness and health promotion was where I 
saw women in leadership.  Although it was not in the 
roles I wanted for myself, I saw women in leadership 
roles in human resources, finance, law, marketing 
and medical – I found mentors and highly successful 
women to look up to and watch how they balanced 
work and family.  I knew I wanted a family at some 
point and having a successful career while being a 
present and involved mom was important to me.

My mentors and network have been my biggest 
resource throughout my career.  Early on, I discovered 
that having diverse mentors and building a network 
with people with many different specialties was 
important. My network and mentors have been older 
than me, my same age, younger than me, inside my 
industry, outside my industry, anyone you can tap 
into for a unique perspective and guidance.  Mentors 
who pushed me before believed I was “ready” was 
something I am so grateful for today.

With Allison Flatley Consulting and REX Roundtables 
for Leaders, my personal passion is helping the 
leaders dive deep into what would help them make 
their day-to-day life easier and filled with more joy.  I’m 
a doer.  I’ve always jumped in and tackled challenges 
or accomplished tasks to check boxes and more 
forward.  Today, I’m focused on bringing resources, 
ideas and stories to leaders so they can discover what 
will help them be more successful in life and business.  
With REX, I can bring leaders resources that I wished I 
had when I started in this industry.

My advice to young women is build a diverse network 
and make sure your network has people that believe in 
you and will push you to set bigger and bolder goals.  
Every woman CAN gave it ALL!  The challenge is 
knowing what “ALL” is to you and continually revise your 
plan and goals throughout your life as you change.  Your 
“ALL” is unique to you.  The decisions you make today 
are only temporary.  You can modify any decision and 
choose a different trajectory at any time.  It is important 
for young women to understand that there is no “ladder 
to climb” in work and life.  Everyone’s path is unique and 
to be proud of your story and perspective.  
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‘Darkness cannot drive out darkness, only light can 
do that. Hate cannot drive out hate, only love can do 
that’ - Martin Luther King, Jr 

The purpose of my life is truly to bring out the light. 
Light in individuals for them to know their purpose, 
for them to live on purpose and most importantly, for 
them to live a life in alignment with their true values 
and what they love. But to be able to help others bring 
out their light, I know it must begin with me. 

For as long as I can remember, I have always loved to 
educate and teach others in the area of helping them, 
to bring out the best in themselves.  

Since I was in high school, I always wanted to be a 
PE Teacher. So, once I left school, I went to college, 
graduated with two degrees and kickstarted my 
career as a PDHPE teacher as soon as I could – I just 
loved teaching kids!  

A couple years later, along with my husband Richard, 
we decided to write a book together to inspire parents 
to help their kids live a healthy life - so we did it! We 
began writing and once completed sent it to publishers 
and it was accepted. Before we knew it, our book was 
in Dymocks bookstores and we were on a book tour 
around Australia. It was incredible to know that what we 

Joey shares how public scrutiny post-Amazing Race led to  
her most powerful transformation yet—helping entrepreneurs 
find clarity and purpose, by first rediscovering her own.

wrote was going to reach people all around Australia. 
After publishing our book, I wanted to reach more 
people, so came up with the idea of creating a kids’ 
rock band. I asked my best friend Bec, who came from 
a music background, to go on this journey and create 
something magical together. With my background 
in teaching and her background in music, it was the 
perfect fit. Together, we created our kids’ rock band 
called Kids4Life. We toured across Australia and New 
Zealand performing on stage at shopping centres, 
festivals, live events and even a kids afternoon TV show. 
Through our live performances, DVD and CD (yes, it was 
a while ago!) we aimed to spread the message of living 
a healthy and happy life. Our goal was to educate and 
inspire kids through the power of music and fun all whilst 
entertaining them along the way. At this time in my life, I 
was fearless… I was in flow…  

I continued with my fearless approach in life to do 
something I have always wanted to do. I filled in the 
application form for Richard and I to enter into the first-
ever season of the Amazing Race Australia TV Show 
and we were accepted. The excitement was high and 
we went on the adventure of a lifetime. Being on a 
reality TV show was incredible, we travelled the world 
and had the best experience you can only imagine.  

FROM ROCK BANDS 
TO REALITY TV: 
CHOOSING LIGHT  
AFTER ONLINE HATE
BY JOEY TOUTOUNJI
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Then something happened… what went from the most 
incredible experience flipped to something completely 
different, something challenging, something which 
I did not see coming. I was exposed to the world of 
online hate (aka trolling). This was over 10 years ago 
and the whole world of online bullying was just so 
new back then.  

Knowing that at my core I am about bringing the light, 
the darkness of that hate was overwhelming and 
so challenging to overcome. At the time, I couldn’t 
understand why people would be so judgemental 
online. Why would people who don’t truly know who I 
am judge and hate so much? 

All of a sudden, I went from light and fearlessness 
to darkness and fear inside, I needed to get out of 
my head and back in alignment with my heart and 
purpose. I felt like people were judging me and this 
was not who I was in real life. I felt like who I really 
was, was completely lost and I worried. I was worried 
- would our business be affected? Would people not 
like us anymore? There was so much fear in my head 
from the hate that surrounded us. There was a lot of 
self-development work that needed to be done. But 
without this obstacle, without this experience, I would 
never ever had begun my journey on discovering 
the amazing leaders and authors Louise Hay, Gabby 
Bernstein and Mel Robbins. These women leaders, 
from whom I dived deep into learning and gaining 
inspiration, helped guide me and lead me back to self 
and purpose.  

Life can be like that at times: we have the intent on 
making a positive impact or experience and it can 
backfire on you when you least expect it. And it is 
in these challenging times that you need to make a 
decision - will you freeze or rise? 

Believe me, I had my moments where I completely 
froze. And I remember when I was in that moment, 
I was talking to my dad and he said ‘Though this is 
challenging, good will come out it’. I thought ‘What 
good can possibly come out of this and the horrible 
feeling of being trolled online?’. 

You see, sometimes we must have faith in knowing the 
obstacle is the way. The obstacle of the hurdle is what 
stops us to open the pathway to something greater. 
In the midst of this pain, set back and challenge, it is 
the time where you will find it the hardest to dig deep. 

I experienced a life changing obstacle at the most 
unexpected time when I was on the Amazing Race 
Australia. However the gift from it was that this 
defining moment in my life was where I encountered 
some of the biggest lessons of growth.  

Fast forward to today, where I have the privilege of 
working with business owners helping them with their 
marketing messaging. I never knew the impact and 
challenges I faced were, in fact, valuable lessons that I can 
now use to help inspire others. Through presentations I 
have done at our live events, to sessions in our courses, 
to the key message I am passionate about: empowering 
entrepreneurs to discover their truth and purpose.  
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JOEY TOUTOUNJI 
Educator & Co-Founder Of COM Marketing

With a lifelong passion for fitness and wellness, Joey Toutounji affectionately known as 
Feel Good Joey has built a dynamic career inspiring others to live well, think positively and 
confidently share their message.

She co-authored a health-focused book combating childhood obesity and launched her own 
business Kids4Life, an Aussie kids rock band promoting healthy living to thousands of kids in 
Australia and New Zealand. Joey also created and hosted her own fitness and wellness TV 
show, Feel Good TV as seen on Foxtel and online.

Today, through her business COM Marketing, Joey empowers fitness studio and wellness 
business owners to master their marketing, build confidence and grow their businesses. 
With a mission to help fitness businesses connect with their communities, gain clarity in their 
messaging and become true “Marketing Ninjas,” Joey believes that as businesses thrive, so 
too do their communities creating a ripple effect that contributes to a healthier Australia.

commarketing.com.au | Instagram: @feelgoodjoey

Because when you’re clear on who you want to help, 
the positive impact you want to make and how your 
business aligns with your values, you’ll be able to tune 
out the noise, rise above the limitations, and really stay 
true to yourself. Remember, don’t let others’ opinions 
hold you back or make you feel stuck.  

Knowing your journey, purpose and surrounding 
yourself with true supporters is the key to living in 
the light, aligned with your true purpose. Having a 
network of support around you is a must and being 
part of a community is key. One of the main intentions 
and passions of mine in what we do at COM Marketing 
is to create just that: a place where we not only help 
individuals with their marketing and messaging, but 
a place where individuals come together to connect 
and collaborate, so you know you are not alone. 
When we bring our tribe together for our live events, 
there is always something magical that happens and 
this is something in which drives me to continue to 
do what I do.  

When we can help create a positive effect on others, 
that is when truly the light leads the way. So, remember 
to live on purpose, live with intent and always choose 
to rise. 
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I have over 30 years of experience in the fitness 
industry, an industry I am very enthusiastic and 
committed to. Now I am an industry consultant 
sharing my years of experience in the sector, 
supporting new start ups and existing brands with 
strategic development and international expansion.  

In my career, as a woman in the sector, I have seen 
my share of discriminatory attitudes and behaviors 
and have experienced gender inequality. I believe 
I was put on this planet to get people moving, both 
physically and mentally, and to change people’s 
lives. I am ferociously committed to pushing the 
sector to become more inclusive, both within 
the workforce and among our consumers and 
communities. This inspired me to be an advocate 
for change, I have worked with World Active Forums 
and I was the Chair of EuropeActive’s Inclusion 
advisory group who were dedicated to drive positive 
change, to improve equity across the European 
fitness and physical activity  sector. 
We can’t change history, but we can learn from it; we 
are the people business and it’s time to put people 
first, all of them.

From group fitness instructor to international inclusion 
advocate, Rachel’s story is about breaking silence, 
embracing authenticity, and empowering women to 
rise together.

Over time, I have created a “Human library” of inspiring 
people and leaders across the industry and across 
the globe.  This has now grown to also include people 
from outside of the sector in sport, health and well-
being. I am immensely proud of the friendships that I 
have built up over my career that I believe contribute 
to making that dent in the universe and driving change 
in the physical activity sector.

In 2024, with a great human and good friend (My 7 
minute friend), that I connected with, we hosted the 
first women’s leadership dinner in Saudi Arabia with 
48 women attending from 12 countries. This was a 
direct result the incredible friendship formed, and 
a shared vision of bringing women together in the 
Kingdom. This event was more than a women’s dinner 
and truly raised awareness of the challenges both 
social and political that are experienced across the 
globe. The conversations leading up to and following 
the event encouraged people to think differently. The 
group stayed connected and grew over time. In 2025 
hosted we hosted an even bigger event, 70 women 
from 15 countries. This group is continuing to grow, 
and I am honored to be part of the team behind it. 

CHANGING THE GAME: 
INCLUSION, IMPACT AND  
THE COURAGE TO SPEAK UP
BY RACHEL YOUNG
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It’s fantastic to see this group, supported by The 
Collective and RISE GCC growing globally, with 
more and more women connecting and supporting 
each other.

THE EARLY DAYS  
I started in the Fitness Industry teaching Group 
Exercise, which I believe is still the heart and soul of 
clubs. This is where I realised that you could make 
an impact on people’s lives by just getting them to 
move. At that point there was no real career pathway, 
and over time I moved into the role of General  and 
Regional Mangers positions and then on to National 
and international commercial roles. I was fortunate 
to have been exposed to inspiring leadership that 
really helped me to grow in an incredibly challenging 
environment. I also had strong values drilled into 
me growing up of work hard and play hard, the 
importance of integrity and the importance of 
acceptance of others. I also has some bad leaders 
who I was able to learn from.

THE POWER OF ROLE MODELS  
AND COACHING   
It was a challenging journey, really exacerbated 
by imposter syndrome, self-doubt and a fear of 
speaking up. I know, right! That said, I had a few 
great role models that inspired me to step up and 
be authentic, these were both male and female. The 
interesting thing is that when I thank the males who 
helped, they had no idea of what they were doing 
or how important it was to me how they helped. 
However, pointing this out has helped them to also 
support more women in business. It is also clear to 
me that I was a lone wolf and never really asked for 
help; I did not think I should as I thought it was a sign 
of weakness not to know the answers. – that was 
wrong of me. 

I have had a coach on and off over the years and 
strongly recommend this to everyone. Surround 

We can’t change history, but we can learn from it; we are the 
people business and it’s time to put people first, all of them.
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RACHEL YOUNG 
Industry Consultant

Renowned as a product specialist, I stay at the forefront of industry trends and programming 
initiatives to deliver impactful solutions that meet and exceed business objectives. I am adept 
at implementing evidence-based strategies to achieve KPIs, while identifying and capitalising 
on revenue growth opportunities. My leadership style emphasizes exceptional communication 
and the ability to coach and mentor teams, embedding scalable and sustainable best practices 
that align seamlessly with brand standards.

yourself with people who lift you up, challenge you 
and demand you to be the best version of yourself. 
Dr  Glend Rivoallan’s work on Resilience is so helpful 
and I am currently having coaching with her.
Elaine Jobson is an incredible leader, always putting 
people first. She instills the importance of culture to 
drive performance and has a fantastic book “High 
Performance through Happy People”. 

Matthew Syeds book “Rebel Ideas” around the power 
of diverse thinking is a thought provoking read. 

FINAL THOUGHTS    
Trust yourself, never settle and remember that it is 
always the right time to do the right thing – don’t 
wait, take action and Carpe Diem!
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UNAPOLOGETICALLY 
BOLD: VOICES OF 
LEADERSHIP QUOTES

RESILIENCE & 
COURAGE 
The strength to show up, speak up, 
and carve your own path.

Don’t expect others to follow the same moral compass as you 
or you will be disappointed. Follow your own, and your inner 
strength, integrity and happiness will continue to grow.

— Edwina Griffin

To the next generation of women leaders in fitness: stop waiting 
for permission. You don’t need it. Lead with conviction. Speak with 
passion. Don’t let this industry tell you what’s ‘important’—show it.

— Jen Dugard 

Coaching isn’t about ticking boxes. It’s about clarity, curiosity, 
and grit—the courage to ask better questions, not just give 
quick answers.

— Joanne Groves 

If a panel is all men, that’s when we absolutely, positively MUST 
GO. We must show up. Be present. Be heard. If you’re the only 
woman in the room, you’re exactly where you need to be.

— Sara Kooperman, JD 

To women ready to lead: stop waiting for the path to appear. 
Build it. Find the people who sharpen you, who challenge you, 
who expand your thinking; and then climb your Everest together.

— Rosanna Tucker  



I learned that authenticity isn’t a liability; it’s an asset. Being true 
to myself isn’t just beneficial—it’s a cornerstone of how I lead.

— Wendy White 

When hate tried to break me, I chose light instead. Your story 
doesn’t end with struggle—it begins with how boldly you rise 
above it.

— Joey Toutounji 

When you live authentically, and act and react without being led 
by the ego, you will experience an unrivalled sense of happiness 
and accomplishment.

— Analee Matthews 

We can’t change history, but we can learn from it; we are the 
people business and it’s time to put people first, all of them.

— Rachel Young

Leadership with lift is about moving people—not just through 
fitness, but through vision, energy, and the belief that together 
we rise higher.

— Allison Flatley  

You don’t need to harden to succeed. Your softness can be a 
superpower. Your intuition, your care, your creativity—those are 
assets, not weaknesses.

— Laura Munkholm   

Leadership, like ageing, is never linear. You are not finished. 
You are not too late. Prune the dead wood, and let the new 
shoots grow.

— Tracy Minnoch-Nuku   

AUTHENTICITY, 
HEART & LEGACY

True leadership means leading with 
honesty, humanity, and purpose.



WHERE YOU ARE NOW 
I’m the President and Co-Founder of Walla, a software 
company purpose-built for boutique fitness studios. 
We provide the backend that makes it all happen: 
scheduling, billing, marketing, reporting, client 
engagement—you name it. Hundreds of studios 
across the U.S. rely on Walla to run their businesses 
and lighten the load of entrepreneurship.

What I’m most proud of? The ripple effect. We’re 
not just changing workflows for businesses—we’re 
changing lives. Truly. We hear that from clients 
every day. We’ve helped exhausted owners reclaim 
their weekends, empowered managers to lead with 
confidence based on easy to read data, and created a 
platform so intuitive and supportive that clients come 
back and thank us routinely after they switch. Our core 
values of “Raving Fans” and “Ownership Mentality” 
are built into every line of code, every conversation, 
every feature launch. And it shows. Our clients love us 
because we truly love serving them.

WHERE YOU CAME FROM 
I started teaching yoga at 24 while working in sales 
for a recruiting firm. Teaching was my sanctuary—a 
way to reconnect with my body and soul after a day of 
corporate hustle. But I quickly realized I had a knack 
for both: the heart of yoga and the art of the sale. 

Laura shares how her leap into software changed an entire 
industry – proving that emotional intelligence, community 
and purpose are the ultimate business advantages.

Studio owners noticed that my classes retained 
more clients than most, and the reason was simple: I 
wasn’t shy about asking people to buy their next class 
package. I asked for feedback. I talked to them about 
why they chose to give yoga a try. One studio asked 
me to work the front desk and, knowing I didn’t need 
another side job, I offered to train the staff in sales 
instead. It was my first accidental foray into consulting.

Fast forward a few years, I left my lucrative sales 
role, and took a job with the newly formed Yoga Six, 
helping them run and turn around several studios 
in San Diego. I was pregnant with my second child, 
making tough calls, managing transitions, and winning 
over communities who initially resisted the new brand 
(and me). But we didn’t just survive—we thrived. We 
doubled memberships in a year. And that’s when I 
knew: this industry needed support far beyond what 
was being offered, and I was good at it.

A family tragedy took me away from the studio, but 
I wanted to stay connected to the industry. I started 
talking to other studio owners and I realized that they 
were all living with the same struggles I was. I couldn’t 
just watch. So I started helping.

First, I offered advice. Then I started consulting. I 
turned down a cushy six-figure offer to keep doing this 
on my own terms—because deep down, I knew there 

BUILT WITH HEART: 
FROM STUDIO 
STRUGGLES TO TECH 
DISRUPTOR
BY LAURA MUNKHOLM
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was something bigger waiting to be built. I wanted to 
be the person I wished I had when I was managing 
studios, raising babies, and trying to figure out how to 
not lose myself in the juggle.

That’s when the idea of Walla started becoming real. 
I didn’t want to be a consultant forever. I wanted 
to solve the root problem. And I wanted to build 
something with heart in an industry full of outdated 
tech and tone-deaf leadership. 

Meeting my now-business partner, Doug, was the 
spark that turned that vision into an executable 
plan. He had the technical firepower. He brought 
decades of experience building successful software 
companies, and a loyal team of brilliant developers 
and product minds ready to create something 
groundbreaking. I brought the industry fluency: 
deep knowledge of what studio owners actually 
needed, a clear sense of what would make the 
product not just functional but loved, and the trust of 
a community that had been waiting for someone to 
finally build with them in mind. He asked me to join 
him, and after a lot of hesitation (how the heck would 
I do this with 2 kids?!), I said yes. Together, we knew 
the timing was right to challenge MINDBODY—and 
we believed, without hesitation, that we were the 
team to do it. 

OBSTACLES & BARRIERS 
Like many women in leadership, over my career 
I’ve wrestled with being too much and not enough. 
I’ve heard people say I’m too emotional, too bold, 
too loud. Not technical enough, not experienced 
enough, not deferential enough. I’ve been talked 
over, underestimated, and overlooked. There were so 
many moments I felt invisible in rooms. 

I’ve received feedback that I was “too sensitive,” or 
“too passionate.” I’ve been told to “stop leaning on 
feelings” and to “leave emotion at the door.” But how 
do you leave your heart at the door when your heart 
is the very reason the business exists?

And it wasn’t just external noise. The internal battles 
were brutal. I questioned myself constantly. Was I 
smart enough? Tech-savvy enough? Strategic enough 
to build something scalable? There were times I 
deferred too much, doubted too long, or dimmed 
myself to make others comfortable.

On top of that, I was building Walla while mothering 
two kids. There were calls taken in the carpool line, 
pitches written after midnight, and a constant tug-
of-war between being a present mom and a present 
founder. Some days I felt like I was failing at both.

But I kept going. Partly because I’m stubborn, partly 
because I’m passionate, and mostly because I knew 
there were thousands of women out there—studio 
owners, instructors, community builders—who were 
brilliant and burnt out. If they could do it, I would keep 
going too. They deserved tools that worked with them, 
not against them. They deserved tech that honored 
their genius, not made them feel like they were failing.

The gift in all of this is that I learned. I’ve had to be 
a constant student. I had to extract the genuine 
feedback from the noise, and get better. I was forced 
to stay humble, and keep an open mind. At the end of 
the day I’m grateful for all of it! 

RESOURCES THAT HELPED YOU
First and foremost: community. I’ve had incredible 
mentors. Krista Clive-Smith and Jolie Cash gave me 
the initial nudge to trust my gut that I could be wildly 
successful - both financially and in my soul, marrying 
yoga and business, and making something unique. 
My colleagues, and clients believed in me before I 
fully believed in myself. 

Truly, I can’t go without mentioning my therapist. He 
definitely deserves a special shoutout—he’s helped 
me stay grounded and reminded me that sensitivity is 
a strength, not a liability. I highly suggest every founder 
find a neutral third party to talk to  regularly. Especially 
one who has lived through building a business. 

Books like Dare to Lead, Big Magic, Untamed, and Let 
Them Theory  helped shift my mindset from cautious 
contributor to confident creator. 

Podcasts like We Can Do Hard Things and How I Built 
This became my creative fuel.

But most of all, my day to day reality is that my family 
is there to support me. My husband and kids are my 
anchors. They love me, and let me be my wild and 
crazy self. I need my walks on the beach, long yoga 
sessions, and my favorite sacred ritual of Friday 
afternoon writing with a glass of wine. Those practices 
didn’t just support me—they saved me.
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LAURA MUNKHOLM 
Laura Munkholm is the co-founder and president of Walla, a leading software platform for 
boutique fitness studios. With 20 years in the wellness industry— running studios, consulting, 
and now as a tech founder—she’s known for blending operational savvy with heart-led 
leadership. Laura is also the host of the Well, Well, Well podcast, and a passionate advocate 
for helping fitness entrepreneurs grow without losing their soul.

FINAL THOUGHTS
Here’s my message to the next generation of women 
leaders: You don’t need to harden to succeed. 
Your softness can be a superpower. Your intuition, 
your care, your creativity—those are assets, not 
weaknesses. The world needs more leaders who lead 
with heart and strategy, who dare to innovate and 
listen, and who know that legacy isn’t just about what 
you build—it’s about how you make people feel and 
the lives you change as a result.

You also don’t need to be everything to everyone. It’s 
not possible. Find what matters to you, your niche, and 
pour yourself into it. There will be fans, and people 
who dont like you, and people who criticize you, and 
people who think you are nuts. Do it anyway, and 
do it YOUR way. Whether that’s running a company, 
running your home, or doing your damn best at your 
job, find your why and don’t apologize. 

So be bold. Be kind. Ask better questions. Take up 
all the space. And when they say the market’s too 
crowded or the space is too hard, smile and build it 
better anyway.
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I stand today as a proud leader in the pre and postnatal 
fitness space - a woman on a mission to redefine how the 
fitness industry sees and serves mums. After 17 years in 
this field, I’ve built multiple businesses and a community 
that not only educates trainers but empowers them 
to support mums with the care, safety, and respect 
they deserve. I am proud to be raising the bar for how 
women are trained during pregnancy, postpartum and 
beyond and to be doing it loudly, boldly, and more 
unapologetically as the years go by.

Every day, I see the ripple effect of this work. I see 
stronger, more confident mums. I see trainers 
stepping into their roles as advocates and educators. 
I see a new standard emerging, yet, even after so 
long I know we’re just getting started and we are still 
fundamentally moving too slow.

When I first entered the fitness industry, there was 
next to no conversation about pelvic health, let alone 
specialised training for pre and postnatal women. 
I was just another trainer who wanted to do things 
differently; to make mums feel seen, safe, and strong. 
But there was no clear path, no support, and certainly 
no blueprint. So, I started building one.

I immersed myself in education, connected with the 
few pelvic health physios (then known as women’s 

Jen’s unwavering advocacy for pre and postnatal health has 
sparked a global movement, challenging the industry to do 
better—for mums, for trainers, and for future leaders.

health physios) I could find, and started asking better 
questions. Over time it has become clearer: mums 
are all too often underserved, overlooked, and in 
some cases, harmed by a system that treated them 
as just another member, not women that need the 
opportunity to rebuild their body from the inside out, 
safely and effectively. That needed to and still needs 
to change.

One of the biggest challenges I’ve faced is the fitness 
industry’s ongoing resistance to take women’s health 
seriously - even now. Despite the increase in pelvic 
health physios, despite the growing number of trainers 
working with mums, we’re still treated as a “niche.” 
Gyms and big brands continue to ignore the need 
for embedded, evidence-based pre and postnatal 
education and to serve their mum-clients better.

I’ve had to push hard to be heard. I have been 
dismissed, questioned, and told I was “too focused” 
or that the safely and well-being of mums “is just not 
a priority right now” (especially if my services were to 
be paid for). But I’ve never let that stop me. Because 
for every barrier I face, there is a mum who needs 
better. And that is enough to keep going.

Community has been everything. Surrounding 
myself with like-minded trainers, collaborating with 

REDEFINING LEADERSHIP 
FOR MUMS IN FITNESS:  
A JOURNEY 17 YEARS 
IN THE MAKING
BY JEN DUGARD
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JEN DUGARD 
Founder MumSafe

Jen Dugard is known as a pre and postnatal specialist and leading educator within the fitness 
industry. She is the founder of MumSafe™️, creator of the Safe Return to Exercise™️ pre and 
postnatal certification, and author of How to Love Your Body as Much as Your Baby.

With over 17 years of industry experience, Jen is dedicated to enhancing the standards of 
care for mothers within the fitness community and beyond. After selling her successful group 
fitness business in 2018, she has focused on educating, presenting, and mentoring across 
Australia and ASIA while strengthening ties between the fitness and allied health industries.  

Through MumSafe™, Jen connects mothers with certified trainers, fostering a supportive 
network across Australia, New Zealand, Singapore, Dubai and the UK.

More recently she has begun consulting role to gyms and fitness facilities wanting to raise 
their standards in the pre and postnatal space.

Jen also contributes her extensive knowledge as a board member of AUSactive.

pelvic health physios, and staying committed to 
ongoing education in Women’s Health have been 
key. I’ve invested in business coaching, read all the 
books, and leaned into personal development - but 
the real game changer comes down to choosing 
to back myself every single day. In trusting that 
my voice matters, even when it feels like no one is 
listening and change is slow. 

To the next generation of women leaders in fitness: 
stop waiting for permission. You don’t need it. Lead 
with conviction. Speak with passion. Don’t let this 
industry tell you what’s “important” - show it. Be 
bold enough to disrupt, to question, and to demand 
more for yourself and the women you serve. We don’t 
need more noise. We need more leaders who are 
unapologetically willing to change the game.
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Walking into a boardroom early in my executive career 
often felt like stepping onto a stage where everyone 
else knew their lines except me. As a Chief Marketing 
Officer and a woman in a predominantly male industry, 
my challenge wasn’t just about shining a light on 
marketing’s pivotal role; it was about rewriting the 
entire script.

My background as an army officer laid a robust 
foundation for my thirty-year career in tech. My army 
days taught me something invaluable—be direct, 
be clear, and focus relentlessly on results. When 
I transitioned to my civilian career, I brought that 
same no-nonsense approach to business leadership. 
The discipline, clarity, and directness I developed 
in the army allowed me to own my seat at the table 
but also often meant that I was perceived as having 
“sharp elbows” because of expectations for how 
women should communicate. Regardless of that 
feedback, I learned that authenticity isn’t a liability; 
it’s an asset. I’ve come to see that being true to 
myself isn’t just beneficial—it’s a cornerstone of how 
I lead.  As I started leading with transparency and 
integrity, I stopped apologizing for my non-traditional 
background and direct style. I made it a point to be 
genuine in my communication.

From military discipline to CMO in tech, Wendy reveals 
how authenticity, mentorship and advocating for equity 
shaped a career defined by purpose and impact.

As I advanced in my career as a marketing executive, 
I encountered a troubling trend: the successes of 
my team were often eclipsed by other departments. 
Imagine dedicating yourself to mastering your 
craft, only to be repeatedly asked to ‘support’ male 
executives who lack your expertise. It stings, doesn’t 
it? Especially when the compensation does not 
mirror the expertise. However, this challenge also 
fostered resilience within me. These experiences 
have driven me to advocate fiercely for myself and 
my team, ensuring that our voices are not only heard 
but respected. Now, I am prepared to confront any 
instances of inequity between teams or roles head-
on, especially when they stem from bias. I’ve learned 
that authentic leadership is more about advocacy 
than mere management.

One of the most fulfilling aspects of my career has 
been mentorship: uplifting others by providing 
opportunities that were once elusive to me. Whether 
doing the hard work to identify and bring the data 
so that I’m consistently advocating for equitable 
compensation in traditionally female-dominated roles 
or pushing back on recruiting to ensure diversity in 
candidate slates, I have strived to dismantle barriers 
to women’s success. My commitment extends beyond 

LEADING WITH HEART AND 
STRATEGY: MY JOURNEY AS 
A WOMAN EXECUTIVE
BY WENDY WHITE
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WENDY WHITE 
Wendy White is the Chief Marketing & Partner Officer at Daxko, drives growth for global fitness 
brands through strategic marketing, partnerships, and innovation. She champions people 
development, mentors women in leadership, and fosters data-driven, customer-first solutions 
that inspire industry progress.

my immediate circle as I aim to empower professionals 
across the industry, especially women, encouraging 
them to assert their leadership. This could mean 
stepping aside when asked to speak to bring in a 
fresh voice or calling out conference organizers on 
the gap in female speakers. 

Today, as I look to the final ten years of my career, my 
definition of success is deeply tied to the achievements 
of those around me. There’s an indescribable joy in 
watching my daughter, and indeed all the young 
professionals I mentor, move forward with confidence 
and grace. Success is no longer about personal 
accolades; it’s about the enduring legacy we create 
and the pathways we forge for future leaders.

Looking forward, my commitment is to foster a culture 
where innovation and leadership in marketing are not 
just about navigating market dynamics but also about 
setting new benchmarks for what it means to lead. 
Our mission goes beyond redefining boundaries; it’s 
about laying down a foundation that empowers the 
next generation to reach higher, dream bigger, and 
achieve more than we ever thought possible.

Together, we are not just participants in this industry. 
We are the pioneers shaping its future, crafting a 
world where leadership is defined not by gender but 
by capability and impact.
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WHERE YOU ARE NOW 
If you’ve ever felt like you were supposed to have all 
the answers—but quietly knew you didn’t—then you’d 
probably enjoy working with me. I teach personal 
trainers, gym staff, educators, and presenters how to 
question what they’ve been taught, cut through noise, 
and build movement experiences that actually matter. 
Not because it’s trendy. Not because it’ll go viral. But 
because it fits the person standing in front of you.

That’s what the Motor Skill Application Specialist 
course is really about—giving you the tools to help 
clients move with autonomy. No templates. No tick-
box sessions. Just the ability to build movement 
experiences that make sense to them—the kind they 
want to come back to. Especially those who don’t 
already love exercise. Especially the ones who’ve 
been put off by it.

The trainers who come to my sessions get evidence-
based education, but not in the way the industry 
usually delivers it. It’s raw, honest, often funny, 
sometimes uncomfortable—but always real. You’ll feel 
part of something. Pushed. Thoughtful. Connected. 
You’ll laugh. You’ll probably get frustrated. But you’ll 
leave knowing more about your craft and yourself.

I also run a community of over 5,000 female and 

Joanne challenges the status quo of fitness education—
inviting coaches to think deeper, ask better questions, 
and stop apologising for being direct, smart and different.

AFAB trainers. We host weekly Zooms, webinars, 
podcasts—free if you show up live, low-cost if you 
watch later. It’s a hub for trainers who don’t want to 
fake it anymore. Who want to keep learning without 
the performance.

This isn’t a place for the elite. It’s for anyone ready 
to stop guessing and start leading—with clarity, 
not gimmicks.

WHERE YOU CAME FROM 
Maybe you started the same way—saying yes before 
you were ready. That’s what I did. I was thrown into 
the deep end over 30 years ago when Sara Dove, who 
ran a women’s gym called Amazon Fitness, asked me 
to step in and start coaching. I said yes. I had no script, 
just instincts.

Before that, I trained as an actress. I knew how to 
take up space, how to read a room. But I also knew 
how to shape myself into what other people wanted. 
That served me for a while—but it also held me back. 
For too long, I wore the smile, ticked the boxes, 
repeated what I’d been told. It took time—and a lot 
of unlearning—to realise I was performing someone 
else’s version of a trainer.

It wasn’t until I got injured that everything cracked 
open. The techniques I had trusted didn’t work. I 

NO MORE TICK 
BOXES: COACHING 
WITH CLARITY, 
CURIOSITY & GRIT
BY JOANNE GROVES
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wasn’t just let down by the method—I was let down by 
myself for not questioning it sooner. And that hit hard. 
It felt like grief. Like when I lost my dad. He used to 
tell me I was tenacious. I didn’t feel it then. I felt tired. 
Frustrated. Exposed.

But that’s where the shift happened. I stopped looking 
for someone else to tell me what to do, and started 
learning how to ask the right questions. I didn’t want 
to just “believe” a system. I wanted to know why I was 
doing what I was doing—and who it was really helping.

That’s where this version of my work began.

OBSTACLES & BARRIERS 
I’m not alone experiencing hurdles. I’m sure many of 
us have experienced being told to smile more, soften 
the message, keep things light. You make a valid point 
and it’s ignored—until someone else, usually a man, 
says the same thing and suddenly it’s heard.

I’ve been called too serious, too direct, too much. And I 
know I’m not the only one. That constant need to prove 
you belong—just to stay in the room—is exhausting.

I’ve played along. Held my tongue. Watered things 
down to make people comfortable. But it chipped 
away at what made my work worth listening to in the 
first place.

So I stopped. And yes, it changed how some people 
saw me. But I’d rather be clear than agreeable.

If that’s the cost of being taken seriously, I’m willing 
to pay it. Because being liked has never helped my 
clients move better. But clarity has.

RESOURCES THAT HELPED YOU
What’s helped me most is learning how to apply 
critical thinking—asking better questions, identifying 
fallacies, and making decisions based on research 
that’s relevant to my clients’ movement goals. It’s not 
about memorising studies. It’s about getting to the 
balance of quality research, without bias, and being 
able to apply it confidently to the client in front of you.

I learned how to do that through Faster Health and 
Fitness. John Hardy didn’t give me a method—he 
challenged me to question my bias, to let go of poor-
quality research, and to be vulnerable enough to 
admit when I was wrong. That changed everything. 
I now teach that same process through the Motor 
Skill Application Specialist course. It’s practical, it’s 
challenging, and it’s not as complicated as people 
make it out to be.
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JOANNE GROVES 
Joanne Groves brings a fresh direction to the well-being industry, fearlessly challenging 
fitness myths and pseudoscience. With over 30 years of experience, she sets the stage for 
club owners and trainers to let go of outdated fallacies that cost clients’ performance. As 
a keynote speaker and educator, she inspires change, offering research-driven, client-first 
solutions that elevate your fitness business. Joanne is not for everyone, if you’re looking for 
cookie-cutter solutions, she’s not your fit. 

But if you’re ready to take your club to the next level, enhance your clients’ experience, and 
embrace change, she will provide you with the tools to lead with confidence and autonomy. 
As a course director for the Motor Skill Application Specialist at Faster Health and Fitness, she 
inspires trainers globally to make informed decisions and create lasting impact.

The Faster Trainer Expert course has kept me 
developing for over 15 years. You’re invited back 
every year—no add-ons, no gimmicks—just a chance 
to keep sharpening your thinking and doing the work.

What’s powerful is how quickly this becomes 
teachable. Helping other trainers build autonomy 
over their decisions—not just following systems, but 
knowing why they do what they do—has been one 
of the most rewarding parts of my career. It builds 
confidence, clarity, and respect for the people 
we coach.

That’s the foundation I wish I had from the start.

ONE MOMENT THAT STAYS 
WITH ME
I was in my kitchen, in labour, waiting for the midwife 
to say it. Just a simple instruction—take your pants off. 
But she didn’t. No one did.

So I said it myself: “I’m going to take my pants off now.”

And that was it. That was the moment I realised—this 
is mine. I get to do this now.

They could stand with me. They could support me. 
They could coach me. But they couldn’t do it for me.

That moment has become a metaphor for everything 
I’ve done since. Presenting. Coaching. Leading. I’ve 
often found myself waiting—thinking someone else 

will give me the cue. And then I remember: no one 
else is coming. If you’ve been given the tools, and 
you’re ready to use them, then it’s yours to do.

My son was born minutes later to Shania Twain – I 
Feel Like a Woman. He’ll say he wishes it had been 
Chemical Brothers – Right Here, Right Now. But the 
moment had already happened. I’d claimed it.

You don’t need a cue. You don’t need permission. You 
just need to say it—and go.

FINAL THOUGHTS
Leadership isn’t about being certain. It’s about being 
brave. It’s about standing up for what you believe in—
even if you’re the only one doing it. Being willing to 
call out what’s not working, to say the emperor has 
no clothes, and still be open enough to say, I might be 
wrong—but I’m here to find out.

It’s not about being the loudest. It’s about being 
truthful. Being authentic. Being the one willing to 
keep going—not for credit, but because it’s the right 
thing to do.

It means showing your work, learning from your 
mistakes, and going from one failure to the next 
without losing enthusiasm. Because when you care 
about people, you don’t stop trying to get it right.

That’s leadership. Not perfect. Just honest. And brave 
enough to keep showing up.
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WHERE YOU ARE NOW 
At CoverMe, we’re not just building software. We’re 
building the missing piece the fitness industry has 
been waiting for; a single, elegant system that 
simplifies how people work.

Simplicity is powerful. It removes friction. It gives 
people back time, focus, and freedom. Like Steve 
Jobs said: "Design isn’t just how it looks, it’s how it 
works." And leadership is the same. It’s not about 
noise or disruption for the sake of it. It’s about building 
better - better tools, better systems, better futures.

That’s what CoverMe represents. Not another layer 
of complexity. Not another app in the stack. But a 
foundation. A shift towards clarity, possibility, and a 
way of working that finally makes sense.

WHERE YOU CAME FROM 
I grew up with parents who worked incredibly hard. 
That shaped everything in me. Discipline wasn’t 
optional, it was life. From the age of seven on the 
athletics track, I learned what it meant to dig deep, to 
show up and compete with myself first.

CoverMe isn’t just software  –  it’s the foundation for a 
simpler, smarter way to work in fitness. Designed to remove 
friction, restore focus, and make sense of the chaos, it’s 
more than a platform. It’s a new standard for how we lead, 
work, and grow in this industry. 

That mindset carried me into business. Together with 
my long-time friend and co-founder Beverlee, we’ve 
been a 1-2 punch across ventures. First, we created 
London’s first fully immersive fitness studios, fusing 
technology, music, and movement in ways people 
hadn’t imagined. Raising investment for that business, 
someone said it would be like “climbing Everest 
without oxygen.” We did it anyway. And now, with 
CoverMe, we’re applying that same mix of vision and 
execution to transform the future of work in fitness.

OBSTACLES & BARRIERS 
I’ve never believed in limits. Of course, the world 
throws barriers, doubt, resistance, gatekeepers. But 
every time someone said it couldn’t be done, I saw 
proof that it should be done. What I’ve learned is that 
resilience is not just surviving the hard moments, it’s 
choosing to see them as data, not definitions.

And in every venture, Beverlee and I have met those 
moments together. That’s the power of a true co-
founder relationship: you become greater than the 
sum of your parts. 

BUILDING THE MISSING PIECE
BY ROSANNA TUCKER
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ROSANNA TUCKER 
I am a highly driven female business entrepreneur with a deep-rooted passion for fitness. 
My early years were spent competing in athletics, where I honed my skills and developed a 
profound understanding of competition and mindset. I later went on to study sports psychology, 
sports therapy, training, anatomy and physiology. This knowledge and experience paved the 
way for a successful career in the fitness industry.

RESOURCES THAT HELPED YOU
The most important resource I’ve ever unlocked is the 
ability to ask. Ask people to support, ask for doors 
to open, ask for the right people to be in the room. 
And when you’re in that room, listen. Apply weighted 
judgment. If you’re the smartest person in the room, 
you’re in the wrong room.

I’ve been shaped by extraordinary people, mentors, 
advisors and teammates, who didn’t just give me 
answers but gave me better questions. That humility 
to ask and the courage to listen have been more 
valuable than any book or podcast. 

FINAL THOUGHTS 
My parents instilled a strong work ethic in me. To 
women ready to lead: stop waiting for the path to 
appear. Build it. Find the people who sharpen you, 
who challenge you, who expand your thinking; and 
then climb your Everest together.

There is nothing we can’t do. The future won’t belong 
to those who accept the system as it is, it will belong 
to those bold enough to make it better. 
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After two decades transforming fitness landscapes 
across Southeast Asia, I’ve come full circle – home 
to Aotearoa New Zealand. In that time, the world 
changed. The industry changed. And so did I. What 
hasn’t changed is my commitment to championing 
women’s health, particularly during a life stage so 
often overlooked: menopause.

Today, I’m the CEO and founder of Sexy Ageing, 
an online platform offering support, education and 
community for women navigating menopause. 
Whether it’s through my podcast, corporate 
workshops or speaking engagements across the 
globe, I now work in a way that aligns with my purpose 
and honours where I am in life. This isn’t just a career 
move – it’s a movement.

Every day, I receive messages from women who tell 
me they finally feel seen. That’s the real impact. That’s 
what success looks like.

FROM DANCER TO DIRECTOR 
My leadership journey began with choreography, not 
a corporate title. I was a dancer, a triathlete, and one 
of the first female personal trainers in New Zealand – 
back when people questioned why anyone would pay 
for help getting fit.

Tracy Minnoch-Nuku empowers women through 
menopause with Sexy Ageing, proving it’s never too 
late to lead with purpose.

That early resistance didn’t deter me. I moved from 
the gym floor into leadership, managing PT and group 
fitness teams at Les Mills Wellington. Eventually, 
I took on the role of Trainer Team Leader as Les 
Mills programs expanded internationally. Under 
the mentorship of the remarkable Maureen Baker – 
disciplined, kind, and quietly powerful – I stepped 
fully into my own leadership potential.

From there, I led with Les Mills and Fitness First across 
Asia, and eventually helped launch Fire Fitness from 
the ground up. I’ve built teams, started from scratch, 
and returned to study – completing an MBA to ensure 
I could match executive-level challenges with strategy 
and insight.

THE TWO MOMENTS THAT 
SHOOK ME
I’ve been fortunate, barriers were rare. But two 
defining experiences changed me:

First, after becoming a mother, I noticed a shift. I 
was the only female executive in a male-dominated 
leadership team, and suddenly it felt like I had to prove 
my capability all over again. In hindsight, I see they 
meant well. But I had to remind them – and myself – 
that I still belonged at the table.

YOU’RE NEVER TOO OLD, AND 
IT’S NEVER TOO LATE
BY TRACY MINNOCH-NUKU
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TRACY MINNOCH NUKU 
After 30+ years in the fitness industry across multiple roles, I am embracing this next stage of 
life and building a community for women in the 40s and beyond with the purpose to inform, 
educate and inspire.

I write my personal experience with perimenopause in “My Menopause Memoir”

My SexyAgeing Podcast is hosted across eight channels - please follow, like and subscribe. 

www.SexyAgeing.com

Second, perimenopause arrived. It felt like an invisible 
force chipping away at my confidence. Fatigue, 
anxiety, imposter syndrome – these weren’t just 
symptoms, they were silent saboteurs. I was leading a 
team of women, and yet none of us understood what 
was happening to our bodies. That realisation fuelled 
the mission I now lead: opening conversations about 
menopause in the workplace, and ensuring no woman 
feels like she has to choose between her health and 
her career.

THE TOOLS THAT CARRIED ME
It all began with a mentor. Maureen Baker not only 
guided my leadership, she shaped the leader I 
continue to be.

Les Mills invested heavily in my development – 
through formal training and informal opportunities to 

step up. Later, I dove into health tech webinars, digital 
tools and thought leadership platforms to stay ahead. 
I challenged myself to keep learning, especially as I 
approached 50. That learning mindset has been my 
greatest asset.

THE MESSAGE I’LL LEAVE 
YOU WITH
Leadership, like ageing, is never linear. You are not 
finished. You are not too late.

“Prune the dead wood, and let the 
new shoots grow.” 

That’s my mantra, and it’s one I live by every day.

To the next generation of women leaders: step in, 
speak up, and never apologise for starting again.
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Writing an autobiography is a statement declaring that 
you are unique. However, I don’t really think I’m that 
different to anyone else; I just think I have a story that 
people will want to hear. Maybe it will inspire others to 
write their own story, or maybe it won’t, but if it helps 
one person make a positive change in their life, then 
my story is worth sharing.

FIRST MEMORIES 
My earliest memory in life is sitting at a railway station 
in Frankston (Victoria, Australia). My mother was 
talking to her mother inside one of those old, red, 
wooden phone boxes, and I was holding on to my cat. 
Before I knew it, my mum told me to let go of the cat 
and leave it at the station because it couldn’t come 
with us. Never did see that cat again.

My next earliest memory is of my father screaming at 
my mother. The police came and I ended up outside 
our house sitting in a police van, while they used a 
megaphone to instruct my father (who was inside with 
my sister) to surrender himself. Unfortunately, this 
scenario was to be repeated many times in my life. We 
even made the news on TV once.

Writing my story, I never claimed to be special. My 
earliest  memories are sirens, shouting, and being left 
behind,  but I refused to let that define me. I built a gym from 
nothing, raised my family, and faced a brain tumour with 
stubborn hope. You control the air you breathe. Choose 
courage. Move from surviving to thriving every day, relentlessly.

EARLY EMOTIONAL IMPRINTS
People think you don’t remember events from when 
you were young, but I do. It’s hard to forget the 
violence, blood, screaming and police; and sadly, it’s 
these events that can ingrain themselves into who we 
become, how we see things, and how we act, and all 
without us even realising.

As long as I can remember, people have complained 
that I don’t smile much. I suppose if you don’t smile 
a lot in those early years it can become a habit that 
you carry into adulthood. But if you see me without 
a smile it doesn’t mean anything other than the fact 
that a habit is at play, just like smoking or eating. It’s 
not deliberate, it doesn’t mean I’m unhappy, it’s just 
a habit.

It’s sad that we remember the bad stuff and not the 
good. Was there good? If there was, I don’t remember 
it. I know I had a white poodle called Pepi when I lived 
with Mum, and when I got home from school this dog 
would be so excited to see me. But one day the dog 
was gone, Pepi had gone to live with somebody else.

FROM SURVIVING 
TO THRIVING
BY MEL TEMPEST
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I don’t, however, believe the bad stuff will make you 
a bad person. I think a lot of people use their past 
as an excuse to avoid making changes; from my 
experiences, many people are scared of the grass 
being greener. The thing is, we all have choices. The 
key is to avoid letting negativity define your love for 
others or your ability to be loved. Instead, be the 
opposite and show those who screwed you up that 
you’re better than them. You can have the last say.

GRANDPARENTS’ 
BEACH TOWNHOUSE
I remember when we moved into my grandparents’ 
townhouse on the beach. The three of us all slept 
in one big bedroom with a double bed and a set of 
bunks. It also had a little veranda and from it I could 
see all the way past the old tin gates and down to the 
beach. I remember the flowerbed of daisies that sat to 
one side of the path; it took you right up to the sand. It 
was like our own private beach.

One day, when I was about four years old, an 
ambulance arrived and my grandmother (Mum’s mum) 
walked down the stairs, climbed into the ambulance 
and never came back. She died of kidney failure. I 
remember her yelling that she didn’t want to go and 
that she could get in the ambulance on her own. She 
couldn’t have been any older than 45 at the time. I’ve 
seen black and white photos of her, she reminds me 
of a movie star. She played the violin. I went on to 
learn a little myself, and have actually kept her violin.

When I went back to the townhouse years later, it 
didn’t seem that big at all. Little children have big eyes.

EARLY INDEPENDENCE
I remember being about four or five years old, walking 
by myself along Nepean Highway, wearing my 
gymnastics outfit. I was going to buy a bottle of milk 
at the local milk bar. I used to peel back the foil lid on 
the bottle and suck the cream off the top of the milk, 

only to get in trouble and be sent back to the shops 
to get more when I got home. I walked that highway 
and across the railway tracks every day on my own to 
get to school.

Back in those days, parents could enroll kids to start 
school at the age of four, but I think I started school 
just before I turned four, so I was always younger than 
everybody else.

I remember stealing $10 to buy an April Shower doll 
from the chemist, but I don’t remember birthday or 
Christmas celebrations from that age.

SCHOOL CHANGES AND 
POLICE ENCOUNTERS
I attended many primary schools in my life. Once 
the police came looking for me because I went to a 
friend’s house after school instead of going home. 
They thought my dad had abducted me, so home I 
went in the back of a division van.

FAMILY DYNAMICS
My granddad (Mum’s dad) taught me to swim by 
throwing me into the ocean and making me find my 
way back to shore. Grandpa Harry was of Jewish Irish 
heritage and he was strict. He had a younger son (my 
uncle), who lived with us in the townhouse. Uncle 
Geoff had incurred a brain injury as a result of being 
in a bike accident in his 20s. He was a trumpet player 
and he died in his early 40s. He was a gentle soul.

From the time I was about four until I was around eight, 
I remember my mother driving me back and forth to 
my father’s parents’ house to visit them. Sometimes I 
would stay a day, a weekend or a week, and each time 
I would start at a different primary school. I remember 
visiting my dad once near Luna Park.

I recall one day, screaming and screaming as my 
mother left me at my grandparents’ house. I couldn’t 
understand why I was staying there and she was going 
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home with my sister (she was four years younger than 
me). I can still see myself banging on the old timber 
door shouting “why don’t you want me?”, the gold 
knocker on the door clashing away.

A MOTHER’S DECISION
When I was aged eight, my mother reached a turning 
point in her life. She had to decide whether to remain 
a mother to two children and forgo her career for a 
9 a.m. to 5 p.m. job, or give up one of her children 
and pursue a career for herself. She chose the latter, 
and so I went to live with my father’s parents while my 
sister stayed with her.

OCCASIONAL VISITS
I remember a few visits to my mum’s during that time. 
She had a boyfriend who had a daughter named 
Rachel. She was my age and she lived with them. I 
used to sit on the steps outside while my mum had an 
afternoon nap.

LIVING WITH GRANDPARENTS; 
A  DIFFICULT FATHER
My grandparents were amazing to take me in and I’m 
forever grateful to them for doing so, because not only 
did they have to look after me, but they had two sons 
as well, one of whom was my father. My father spent 
most of his life in prison or an institution for mental 
health. He robbed from his own parents, was married 
two or three times (all of which ended eventually). He 
was a heavy drinker and a pathological liar and he 
came in and out of my life too often.

I actually went and lived with him for a short period of 
time when I was 15. I’d gotten my first full-time job at 
McDonald’s; before this I worked at Coles serving hot 
chips and dim sims. It wasn’t a pleasant experience, 
more domestic violence, police involvement and 
even a siege. Except for visits to the prison I really 
don’t remember a side of him that wasn’t drunk, lying 
or violent. He died when he was 46 in Adelaide; he 
dropped dead on the spot at work. He hadn’t long 
been out of prison (about 18 months) and unknowingly 
had a heart condition. At the time he was living with 
a lovely lady named Charmaine and her two teenage 
children. Charmaine had fond memories of him, I’m 
glad somebody did.

He was buried in Adelaide and I haven’t been back 
there since his funeral. It was a small service. I have a 
picture of his plaque. I forgave him for the challenges 
he brought into my life, because I know that he never 
really had anything to give me and he probably did 
the best he could with what he had.

FORGIVENESS AND PERSPECTIVE
You see, there’s a difference to his circumstances 
and giving a child up voluntarily. My parents didn’t 
have it easy. They had to get married after falling 
pregnant with me, and they did so on Boxing Day. 
Unfortunately, they spent their entire short marriage 
boxing each other. To forgive is to move on and to 
become a stronger person; this in itself is success. Of 
course, even when you forgive you don’t necessarily 
forget. It can come back to haunt you. The trick is not 
to let it beat you when it does.

MOTHER’S SUCCESS 
AND DISTANCE
My mother went on to create a very successful career. 
She became extremely wealthy, working with one 
of the first companies of its kind in Australia. She 
remarried and ended up retiring in her 40s. Then her 
husband went on to complete further studies, which 
eventually led him to become one of Queensland’s 
leading barristers, and he still is.

From the age of eight to 25 years I hardly spoke 
to my mother or had anything to do with her. My 
grandparents had adopted me and so they became 
my legal parents. I spent my life being pulled from 
pillar to post and I really wanted it to stop. My 
grandparents’ youngest son (my father’s brother) 
lived with us and unfortunately he went on to cause 
my grandparents the same grief as my father. He 
dragged my grandparents into his troubles, including 
a broken marriage, alcohol, drugs and the like. Even to 
this day I can still clearly see the anger on his face as 
I recall him yelling at us in the house.

BEREAVEMENTS AND 
FAMILY BOUNDARIES
My grandparents both died from cancer, Nan in 1985 
and Pop in 1997. It was at this point I moved away from 
communicating with my uncle.

I remember the police coming over one time while 
I was staying with him. He died at age 49, dropped 
dead unexpectedly while at the letterbox. He was 
living in my grandparents’ house and I found out 
about his death by accident several years after it 
had happened.

At this point in time, I had my own three children and I 
couldn’t and wouldn’t allow this type of person into my 
family. Actually, it was my husband Brad who was the 
force there, he wouldn’t allow any more preventable 
grief and pain into my life.
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MEETING BRAD; TEENAGE YEARS
My grandparents were alive when I met Brad; I was 15 
and we met while rollerskating. We were engaged at 
18 and shortly afterwards I gave birth to our son, who 
passed away not long after.

A TRAUMATIC FIRST BIRTH
When I was seven months pregnant, I became 
extremely ill with eclampsia. I was taken to the Royal 
Women’s Hospital one day, as my blood pressure went 
sky high. I was sharing a room with three other ladies 
who also all had problems with their pregnancy, but I 
remember they were a lot older than me. They told me 
all these horror stories about their first pregnancies. 
Why do people do that?

The next thing I knew, the nurses were ringing my 
family to say at 34 weeks I was going to be induced. 
And before I knew what was happening my waters 
were broken and drips were inserted. It was all very 
scary and overwhelming for an 18-year-old. My Nan 
and Brad were there, and my granddad was travelling 
back from interstate. Thirty-eight hours later, they 
performed an emergency caesarean. I still remember 
them sprinting down the hallway with me on a trolley, 
asking me to tell them my name and stripping the nail 
polish off my fingers. I also recall the head professor 
yelling at the two doctors “why didn’t you get her up 
here earlier?” and that was it.

I woke to a nurse asking me whether I remembered 
what happened. She told me my son had died 
just 33 minutes after he was born. We named him 
Leigh Christopher and he was born 6 lb 7 oz on 12 
September 1984. He shouldn’t have died, but he did. 
They put me in a private ward with three other women 
who were aged in their 50s or 60s. The curtains were 
drawn around me, and I remember there were a lot of 

flowers coming and going. My mother visited briefly.

I went home and packed up the nursery. I cried on the 
floor. Brad went back to work and life carried on. Our 
son was buried in the babies’ cemetery in Fawkner. I 
have pictures of him and we take flowers out there.

MARRIAGE AND FURTHER LOSS
Seven months later, on Easter Sunday, I married Brad. 
The church was filled with people. Unfortunately, my 
Nan (Elsie) didn’t look herself.

Six weeks later she was diagnosed with cancer. She 
knew she was sick before we married but held off on 
the diagnosis until after the wedding. At the same 
time I found out I was pregnant again. Baby number 
two was due on 25 December 1985. I went with both 
my Nan and my Granddad to chemotherapy.

Several months later, in August, I received a phone 
call from my mother telling me that her father, Harry, 
was in hospital with cancer. He was dying. The next 
day I got in the car and went to see him. He smiled at 
me and at my pregnant belly. I left the room and he 
died five minutes later. I’ve always felt like he held off 
to see me.

Seven weeks later my Nan’s health deteriorated to the 
point that she too was placed in hospital. I went and 
saw her on the Thursday, and I remember her placing 
her hands on my belly. On Saturday my granddad 
rang and said to remember her the way she was, and 
she died later that night on 12 October 1985. I was 
aged 20 at the time.

On 12 December I gave birth by caesarean to 
Christopher Leigh, 8 lb 8 oz. I felt happy yet sad that 
my Nan and Mum’s dad, who’d experienced so much 
loss and pain in their life, did not get to see their 
great grandchild.
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GRANDDAD’S FINAL MONTHS
The years went by and Brad and I had two more 
children. When I was about ten weeks pregnant with 
my youngest, my granddad was told he had cancer 
and had just a few months to live. So every day I drove 
an hour to and from his house to see him. My youngest 
daughter was born while my granddad was still alive. 
I’m so glad he got to meet her.

Eighteen months later he passed away. I discovered 
that he wasn’t even the biological father of my father 
or uncle. My grandma had been married previously; 
what a courageous and beautiful person to take on 
somebody else’s two sons and raise them as his 
own, knowing the physiological and mental problems 
they had.

My grandparents had such an enormous capacity 
to love.

AFTERMATH AND LETTING GO
After my granddad died I was left with the aftermath of 
an unstable uncle, who was living in my grandfather’s 
house. The house still contained every possession I 
had from my childhood, so I endured months of stress, 
anger and verbal violence.

In the end I walked away from everything. To this day 
I still don’t know what happened to my childhood 
pictures, school photos, my books that I would have 
liked to have passed on to my children, pictures of my 
grandparents. I have nothing from those days, other 
than my memories. Despite what was stipulated in 
my granddad’s will, the house was passed on to my 
uncle. I didn’t contest his actions. I have memories 
and I don’t need anything else.

FIRST GYM STEPS
It was at this stage that I joined a gym with my friend 
Andrea, after seeing a deal on a shopper docket.

My youngest was now around two years old and I 
didn’t want to return to my old job, so when the time 
came for me to go back to work, I decided to do a 
fitness instructor’s course. I remember turning up on 
the first day and wanting to go home at lunchtime 
because I was really struggling with it all; I mean I 
never even finished Year Nine, and here I was in my 
mid 30s trying to be back in school.

SCHOOL MEMORIES 
AND SELF-BELIEF
I recall my science teacher from Year Eight, Mrs 
Bashski, used to tell me I was going to be a bum. 
“Melinda Maloney, you’re going to be a bum,” she’d 
yell in her thick German voice. I was never the cool 
kid at school.

I remember once when we had an excursion. We had 
to meet at the train station and there was a psychiatric 
hospital located next door. While I was sitting there 
waiting, a man got up and jumped in front of the 
approaching train. He killed himself. When the train 
stopped, the driver got out, but the excursion went on.

Thanks to Facebook, I have reconnected with a few 
friends from school: Cathie, Kathy, Chris and some 
others. Some were considered “cool” back then, and 
some were not. I suppose in the end, we’re all just 
looking for acceptance. Rejection can turn you into 
something you’re not. Some found it straight away, 
some found it eventually, and some are probably still 
searching. Have you ever stopped and thought about 
people from your school and wondered where they 
are now?

EARLY WORK AND REALISATIONS
My first job was at Coles when I was 14. Then 
McDonald’s and then Woolworths. Then, down the 
track, I told a white lie to get a job in real estate. “Sure, 
I can type,” I told them. This was the point when I 
realised I was more than a housewife and mum (aren’t 
we all?) and could do a whole lot more.

What made me walk back into that fitness leader’s 
course after lunch on day one was my love for 
exercise, that, and I didn’t want to get fat (an issue that 
would later revisit me).

TAFE COURSE AND FINDING 
A VOICE
You see, any relationship I ever had with my mother 
was always based on how fat I was, not the type of 
person I was, but my size. In her mind, being fat was 
unacceptable; being a size 12 or 14 was not cool. So, 
off to the TAFE fitness course I went, for two days a 
week, barely passing the exams, but passing. With the 
exception of the ‘Exercise to Music’ module, where I 
flourished. I still remember “Kim K” taking us for a step 
class wearing her hat, lime shorts and a crop top (note: 
Kim is still an important person in my life today). But 
most of all, I remember the day I stood tall and spoke 
in front of the room. I looked one of the students right 
in the eye, she was the one who always got 100 or 99 
per cent in her tests, and she was the one who talked 
all the time about how great her family, husband, life 
was. She was younger than me, yet she had no soul. I 
stood in front of the entire class, looked her in the eye 
and to everyone there I said, “I might only just pass 
my exams, but I bet you in ten years’ time I’ll be more 
successful than half of you here!” I really need to shut 
my mouth sometimes.
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A bold statement, I know. The mature-aged students 
smiled; some even laughed; the younger ones were 
like “huh?” And today, some 16 years later, that fellow 
student is a circuit instructor in our town. And despite 
me owning the most longstanding and successful gym 
in our region, she’s never said more than 100 words 
to me. Still, as long as she is happy and changing 
lives, then she has fulfilled her desire to help others, 
so a high five to her. Some students from my class 
have gone on to carve out very successful careers in 
different fields. As far as I know, I’m the only one from 
our class of 28 students who is still working full time in 
the fitness industry, understandably though, because 
it’s a tough gig.

EARLY FITNESS ROLES 
AND PUSHBACK
My journey in the fitness industry has never been easy.

Over time, I worked at a few facilities in and around 
my hometown. My very first fitness job was as a circuit 
instructor. I remember the manager gave me the job 
because I had ideas and concepts. One night the 
fitness staff had a meeting about me and the other 
instructors wanted me gone, because apparently I 
was over-servicing the members by bringing them 
a lolly after class. I moved on from there but stayed 
friends with the manager.

I then worked at the Southern Indoor Tennis Centre, 
the senior staff, Raelene and Tommy, were fitness 
gurus back then, and together we launched Tai Bo 
with Billy Blanks. I then went on to work at the YMCA, 
where I wanted to teach BODYJAM. The manager 
there told me I wasn’t good enough and would never 
teach dance there, so I went home and told my 
husband I wanted to open my own gym.

REFUSING TO BE HELD BACK
Back then, and still today, I don’t understand how 
another person can think it’s okay to hold another 
person back, especially in an industry where we are 
supposed to be role models and encourage growth 
in others.

To be honest, I just didn’t understand why somebody 
didn’t want better for somebody else; I didn’t 
comprehend why or how someone could ever make 
a career decision for me. I was in my mid-30s and 
somebody is telling me I can’t do something? No 
thanks. Interestingly, in 2017 I still see this happening 
at senior levels in some clubs.
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Brad asked me how much it would take to open a 
gym. I said some stupid amount like $25K, as I had 
no idea at all. I was a group fitness instructor who was 
more concerned with what to wear and the next Tai 
Bo class than the cost of anything other than the next 
Les Mills release.

After about 18 months I left my job at that centre, well, 
actually had no choice. Sadly, the ongoing ridicule 
and embarrassment that was being forced on me as 
a result of my dream became intolerable. They could 
reject me and they could push me out, but the thing 
they couldn’t do was stop me.

SCRAPPY BEGINNINGS
You’d think they’d have been happy that I wanted to 
open my own business; they were an integral part of 
my growth. One of the key things about living with my 
grandparents was that I’d learned quickly to become 
street smart. That’s what happens when you live in 
a commission area where there’s no protection from 
people with their own agendas. I also had a big mouth, 
which meant I tended to tell people how it was, and 
not everybody likes this trait.

Often being loud comes from rejection, it’s a kind of 
defence mechanism. To this day I’m still living loudly, 
and probably will for the rest of my life, but as I’ve 
grown older I’ve learned that good timing is the key. 
I’ve learned that silence can sometimes hurt even 
more than words.

Slowly, we began to purchase pieces of gym 
equipment from eBay or from gyms that had closed 
down. We started to accumulate one piece at a time, 
storing it all in our house in Ballarat.

We’d not long moved houses so we could be closer 
to the kids’ schools. We’d left our house in Ballan 
that had an extra bedroom, and moved into a smaller 
house in Ballarat. Our new house soon filled with gym 
equipment, we had no kitchen table or chairs; instead, 
upright bikes lined the hallway. In winter we’d hang 
the washing on them to dry, knickers, bras, you name 
it. Similarly, dumbbells lined the dining and garage 
areas, and yes we had to park our cars on the street 
because the garage was full of pin-loaded machines 
and treadmills.

PREMISES SETBACKS AND A 
NEW HOME
Finally, we found a building that was owned by a 
businessman in town. We organised the necessary 
leases and permits, but at the eleventh hour he 

changed his mind. We couldn’t afford the legal process 
to dispute him, so we just had to start the process all 
over again. Later his building became headquarters 
for the YMCA.

Nine months went by and eventually we found a 
building that belonged to the Anglican Church. It was 
situated on a main intersection on Victoria Street in 
Ballarat. We moved into the top half of the building and 
started by offering group fitness classes for six weeks 
while the rest of the building was being renovated.

SHOESTRING OPERATIONS
The space was equivalent to the size of a big rumpus 
room. We had to send our customers over the road to 
use the church toilet as we had no facilities. We used 
a foldable card table as our reception desk and a cash 
tin to store the membership and class fees.

For six months I marketed the gym before it was 
officially opened. In those days all we had to 
advertise in was the local newspaper, but slowly the 
internet emerged.

So where did the money come from? Wages and 
every single coin that came to path, and if we didn’t 
need it we sold it.

During this period I gained a lot of weight as I wasn’t 
teaching classes and had no access to a gym. Who 
knew if you owned a gym you’d never actually get to 
use it? Yes, I did walk the lake, however I still opened 
this gym about 12 kg heavier than I was. But then, 
after losing over 30 kg with each child, I apparently 
thought this was OK. Not. It slowly disappeared, so 
yes I understand weight loss.

OPENING AND EVOLVING 
THE VISION
We opened the group fitness room in September 
2003 and six weeks later the gym area followed. 
Interestingly, our biggest class was BODYJAM 
and BODYCOMBAT.

The vision I had for my own gym was very different 
to where I had worked previously. I thought since we 
were close to the city that corporate people would 
naturally join up, but the people who were joining 
weren’t who I’d expected. It made me realise that the 
people in my town really wanted a non-intimidating 
environment where the whole family can come. It was 
at this point when my whole business vision changed, 
and it’s continued to change every day since.
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I decided then and there that my business would be all 
about the demographic and not about what I wanted, 
and I believe this is the reason for our success to date. 
If you know your demographics and know their trends 
and needs then you can create the destination your 
demographic desires.

SACRIFICE AND GRIT
It hasn’t been an easy journey by any stretch. There 
was a time in the early stages when I had $3.63 in the 
bank to pay wages. I worked from opening to close 
and taught 90 per cent of the classes we delivered. 
At times, my kids didn’t see much of me, my hubby 
saw me fall asleep on the couch on many a weekend, 
I missed birthday parties, school concerts and teacher 
interviews along the way. I sacrificed a lot and so did 
my family. We argued a lot but I can only hope as they 
grow older and have their own families that they will 
understand why it happened that way.

I was a hard person to work for, John B will tell you 
that, but I’ve always been fair. Nobody told me what 
GST was or that I had to pay superannuation. Staff 
came and went and when it comes to business there 
is only black or white with me. Do the right thing and 
I’ll reward you, but do the wrong thing and you’re 
out. Why should I put my arse on the line for staff 
who try and pull down our hard work for their own 
financial gains? I’m a big believer in going and doing 
the hard yards yourself. Having said that, I’ve heard 
some pretty interesting stuff about me over the years, 
apparently I took a weekend off work once to get bum 
implants, and my first class back was Indoor Cycling. 
In fact, if any of the rumours about me are true, I 
should probably be on the cover of WHO magazine.

COMPETITION AND CONVICTION
Over the years, many gyms have opened in town, each 
one declaring they’ll shut us down. Similarly, I’ve had 
staff leave and expect our members to follow them, 
but the one thing you can’t replicate is someone’s 
passion, my passion. Similarly, you can’t duplicate 
my vision, my creativity or my desire to out-perform 
everyone else.

I’ve been around the block a time or few, and I know 
that people won’t stay with me forever. For this reason 
I prefer to encourage the staff I have to use the club as 
a foundation where they can grow from, so that when 
they eventually leave they will do so with the skills and 
knowledge to flourish.
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MEN’S ONLY CLUB AND A 
BIG MOVE
In 2005 we opened Australia’s first ever Men’s Only 
Health Club. This gained us recognition from the 
Human Rights Commission and the equal opportunity 
board, and we appeared on national TV and radio as 
a result. I felt this was a great move forwards for men’s 
health; after all, if women can have it why can’t men?

Unfortunately, in 2007 I had to make a tough decision. 
I had one business that was performing well and 
another that was doing okay; one was feeding off the 
other, and both leases were due for renewal. So we 
decided to join both businesses together in the one 
building. The impact was that some men stayed and 
some men didn’t. The building that we are in today 
is that same location. The trials and tribulations that 
came with moving into this building is a story on its 
own. In summary, the previous tenant used the space 
for a kids’ indoor playground but one day she walked 
out and just never came back. When the building came 
up for rent, all the playground equipment was still in 
there so we had to plaster walls and paint around the 
equipment until it was auctioned off. The place was 
a pig’s sty; I still can’t believe people had their kids 
playing there.

We could only get into the building after 9 p.m., which 
meant for four months we renovated and refurbished 
it during the hours of 9 p.m. to 3 a.m.; after which I’d 
then go home momentarily before having to go and 
open the gym in Victoria Street, while Brad would go 
to his day job.

I remember sitting on the floor of that building 
amidst our renovations with a chocolate cake from 
Coles, singing “Happy birthday” before getting up 
and painting the walls. That’s how we lived for four 
months, fuelled by Allen’s mixed lollies and coffee. 
What’s more, it was winter, and if you know Ballarat in 
winter, it’s cold. Many nights we wondered if we could 
do it. You see, it was just me, Brad, and my son doing 
all the grunt work. Nobody else was there to help 
us. Our other two kids, Felicity and Maddie, stayed 
at home. I can’t thank enough those who watched 
over our kids during this time. I do remember people 
like Rosa, Melanie S and Kim K coming over to look 
at our progress and giving us the thumbs up. That 
helped spur us on and eventually we finished it all. 
And about six years ago we ended up purchasing that 
same building.

Failure and rejection are the same thing to me. I 
couldn’t go there. These people helped push us by 
their presence, and lucky enough…

RADICAL FITNESS: A 
NEW CHAPTER
In 2008 I started another journey. I was lucky enough 
to purchase a sub-franchise for Radical Fitness, which 
delivered group fitness programmes. This role saw 
me travel overseas to teach group fitness in South 
America, and in the years that followed I taught in 
Athens, Japan, New Zealand and Paris. The crowds 
were amazing. In South America, for example, it 
was not uncommon to see 500 to 1,000 people in 
a Combat or Tonic-style class. During this time I 
met and assisted many club owners to grow their 
gyms. I’ve since written many articles for magazines, 
travelled to many expos across the world, and taken 
team members along with me for the experience. I’ve 
spoken to hundreds of people over the years and I 
feel very privileged to share my passion.

Unfortunately, I no longer work with Radical Fitness, 
because I eventually grew to dislike their ethics and 
I’d rather give it all up than be a part of something I 
fundamentally feel conflicted with.

LOOKING BACK AT THE 
ROAD TRAVELLED
From an upbringing filled with rejection, violence, 
constant struggle, limited education and being 
bounced from school to school, life has been far from 
easy for me and my family.

I feel sorry for people who still correct my English 
these days, they have so much more to learn about 
life. A father who couldn’t tell true from false, his 
brother no better, grandparents who did the best they 
could with what they had, getting married young, no 
mother or father at your wedding, the struggle and 
fight that goes with all that. You always know where 
you stand with a thief but never a liar. Like I said, I 
forgive but I don’t forget.

DETERMINATION TO DO BETTER
Both Brad and I have always wanted our children to 
have more than had been given to us. I tell my kids 
stories about when I used to only have $25 to buy 
groceries and half of it went on baby formula. Brad 
and I ate frozen pies and mashed potatoes so our kids 
could go to private school. When my grandfather was 
alive he would deliberately overcook so we could take 
food home. I remember the times the electricity and 
the phone were cut off; the stress and struggle as a 
couple was tough and unless you have lived it you 
won’t truly understand.
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What our parents created for us was not our fault. But I 
refused to become a product of that environment. We 
were children having children but we knew no better 
and nobody told us there was more to life than what 
we had, so we knew no differently. What we did know, 
however, was that we could never give up. Of course 
there were times when walking away seemed the 
easier option, but what would we walk towards? We 
owed it to ourselves, as humans, to avoid repeating 
the cycle.

TIGHT BUDGETS AND GRIT
For many years we lived on $350 a week (including 
overtime), paying for a house and schooling for the 
kids. We drove around in a car that had different 
coloured panels. We made it work. Thankfully, Brad 
has an amazing work ethic and he’s never let us down.

IN-LAWS AND BOUNDARIES
My in-laws have not provided us with any help or 
assistance. I’ve never received a birthday card from 
them, they’ve never opened their home or arms to me. 
Even when we lost our first child, we never heard from 
them. A once-a-year visit is enough for me, although 
Brad does the right thing and visits them and our 
kids are adults now so they decide for themselves 
how much interaction they want to have with their 
grandparents. We are better human beings; we will 
not lower ourselves to their acceptance just so they 
can feel better about themselves.

ACCOUNTABILITY AND GROWTH
Like everyone, I’ve made good and bad decisions 
in my life, but I regret nothing. For me, life is 
about experience, taking leaps of faith and being 
accountable. When you’re young, this can take a while 
to master, although sadly, some people never learn it 
at all and spend their whole lives pointing the finger 
at others.

Remember that you control the air you breathe and, 
therefore, you can control who you want to be.

DIAGNOSIS AND 
PERSPECTIVE (2013)
In April 2013, 47 years into my journey, I was diagnosed 
with a benign brain tumour. It’s located in the middle 
of my head, right behind my eye. This was also at the 
same time I was parting ways with Radical Fitness, so 
it all happened at the same time I was losing $40K 
of income. As you can imagine, I had a few of those 
“come on, give me a break” moments as I came to 
terms with everything that was going on.

My biggest fear is the unknown, so when this all 
happened at once it really tested my strength. But it 
also gave me a real sense of clarity. Nowadays, when I 
teach a class and I look out at the group, I wonder how 
my life could ever not include teaching. When I talk to 
others to encourage them to take their own leaps of 
faith, they often postpone the risk, assuming they can 
do it “later”. But what if there is no later?

When the wrong words come out of my mouth, I now 
have to wonder if it’s the brain tumour at play, or did I 
just get mixed up like everyone else sometimes does? 
The key is to laugh at myself; after all, I’m only human.

At least these days, I don’t wake up in the middle of 
the night gasping for breath due to fear and anxiety. 
My neurosurgeon said it’s all part of the process, just 
my subconscious coming to terms with everything. 
Interestingly, once I decided not to remove the tumour, 
the anxiety and panic attacks stopped happening.

Will next year come? Will tomorrow? Who knows.

FEARS, MORTALITY AND MEANING
These days, my fears include knowing who truly values 
my knowledge, and being able to decipher them from 
those that just nod their head or tell me what I want to 
hear so I’ll open my chequebook to them. Of course, 
these are common fears that many people feel, but it 
can be amplified even more when you are faced with 
your own mortality. I also fear whether I will be like 
my grandparents who died too young and never got 
to see their grandkids. I also worry about being able 
to share all I have to share before my time is up. Fear 
is powerful but the secret is to ensure it doesn’t rule 
your decisions or your life.

Whatever happens, I will forge forward with my 
agenda. I could die at 60, I could die at 90, I could die 
next week, we all could.

WHY I SHARE THIS STORY
I’m not on a publicity stunt. I’m not about gathering 
attention. There’s nothing awesome about a brain 
tumour, and there’s nothing awesome about rejection 
or violence. There’s nothing great about your mum and 
dad not wanting you, but beyond all of that, there is 
awesomeness. Awesomeness in what I can teach and 
inspire others to do based on all those unfortunate 
experiences I’ve had.

I want to inspire others, not only with the story of my 
life and survival, but also by sharing my journey and 
success as a business owner. I want to reassure people 
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MEL TEMPEST
Mel Tempest is a trailblazer in the global fitness industry, renowned for her leadership, 
innovation, and advocacy for women in business. As CEO and founder of Ignite Fitness 
Business Events and host of two international podcasts, she champions independent gym 
owners and empowers female leaders. A multi-award-winning club owner and AUSactive 
Director, Mel has spent over two decades shaping inclusive fitness communities, driving 
industry change, and inspiring others to lead with integrity, courage, and creativity. Mel is also 
the current owner of a 1500m2 health club.

that it is possible to crawl out of a black hole and into 
the light; to show people that you can transform your 
life from surviving to thriving.

VOICE, AUTHENTICITY 
AND COMPLIMENTS
Everything I know and have done is self-taught; I don’t 
care about the full stops, the commas or anything else. 
What you see and read is real, and anyone who knows 
me will tell you, you’ll always know exactly where you 
stand with me. They’ll also tell you that I’m not very 
good at accepting compliments; maybe that’s a scar 
from the early days, who knows, but I used to think 
that compliments always came with a hidden agenda.

TODAY AND WHAT’S NEXT
I like to think of myself like wine, I get better with 
age. I don’t do hugs very well so if you get a hug 
from me then you must be special. Of course, none 

of these things define what I feel in my heart; they’re 
all just habits, like I mentioned earlier with the lack of 
smiling thing.

What keeps me going is simple: why wouldn’t I?

I will go wherever I can to share, teach and inspire. 
And even though I’m almost  years of age now, I feel 
like my journey is only just beginning.

As a good friend said, I have itchy feet, I have much 
more to offer, I have much more to learn… I have life.

FINAL NOTE TO THE READER
There are no refunds or exchanges when we leave 
this world. The stage you create and perform on is 
your show and your show alone.

So what will your audience say?
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MEL TEMPEST

Global Speaker - Founder of Ignite Fitness 
Business Events - Health club owner since 2003 
- Opened Australia’s first mens only facility - 
Advocate for independent gym operators 

ABOUT THE 
CURATOR 

Mel Tempest is a 22-year veteran gym owner, 
AUSactive Board Director, international keynote 
speaker, and founder of Ignite Fitness Business 
Events. She is the host of The Gym Owners Fitness 
Business Podcast and a tireless advocate for 
innovation, inclusivity, and independent business 
leadership in the fitness industry. 

In 2017, Mel became the first Australian to receive 
an IHRSA award, and in 2019 and 2020, she was 
recognised among the Top 3 Fitness Business 

Influencers in the USA by the Fitness Business 
Association. She has spoken on stages all over the 
world, and is renowned for her bold, unapologetic 
advocacy for women and independent business 
owners. In 2022 she was awarded the AUSactive Role 
Of Honour. 

Through her work, Mel continues to champion a simple 
philosophy: People. Service. Unity. She believes 
leadership is not about titles, but about vulnerability, 
courage, creativity, and human impact. 
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LEADERSHIP JOURNAL 
WORKSHEET
UNAPOLOGETICALLY BOLD: FROM REFLECTION TO ACTION

HOW TO USE THIS LEADERSHIP JOURNAL 
This journal is your space to pause, reflect, and act. Each call to action is designed to move you from reading inspiration 
to living it out. Don’t rush—choose one question a day, a week, or whenever you need clarity. Write honestly, write 
boldly, and let your answers guide stronger choices in how you lead, live, and lift others.

01. STOP WAITING FOR PERMISSION.

02. CHOOSE YOUR ALLIES WISELY.

03. STEP INTO THE ROOM YOU FEEL 
UNPREPARED FOR.

Where am I holding back?

What bold action can I take today without approval?

Who currently sharpens me?

Who drains me?

What change do I need to make in my circle?

When did I last walk away from an opportunity?

How will I show up differently next time?

05. CHALLENGE BIAS—OUT LOUD.
What bias or unfairness have I witnessed?

How will I commit to addressing it in the future?

06. BUILD PATHS, DON’T WAIT 
FOR THEM.
Where am I waiting for opportunities?

What bold step could I take to create my own?

04. LEAD WITH AUTHENTICITY, 
NOT APOLOGY.
Where am I toning myself down?

What would it look like to lead authentically?



07. MENTOR AS YOU CLIMB.
Who could I mentor right now?

What wisdom can I share with them?

09. CHOOSE COURAGE 
OVER COMFORT.
Where am I choosing comfort over courage?

What bold step will I take this week?

10. HAVE YOU CONNECTED WITH 
ALL THE WOMEN IN THIS BOOK?
Who’s story resonated most with me?

What action will I take to connect, support, or collaborate 
with them?

08. REDEFINE SUCCESS ON YOUR 
OWN TERMS.
How do I currently measure success?

What would success look like if I measured it by impact 
or fulfillment?

REDEFINING WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP  
IN FITNESS & BUSINESS
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Thank you for taking the time to journey 
through the stories of these incredible 
women. My hope is that you didn’t just read 
their words, but that you felt their courage, 
their setbacks, their resilience, and their 
boldness as if it were your own. 

Leadership isn’t reserved for the few. It is a 
choice we make daily—in how we show up, 
how we speak up, and how we lift others. 
My invitation to you is simple: take what 
resonates, act on it, and then pass it forward. 
Share your story, mentor someone, and 
create space for another woman to lead 
unapologetically. 

This eBook is not the end of the 
conversation—it’s the beginning. I would 
love to continue the dialogue with you. You 
can connect with me through my social 
media platforms, our Ignite Fitness Business 
Events and many global catch ups. Together, 
we can create the next chapter of leadership 
in fitness and beyond. 

BE BOLD. BE BRAVE.
BE UNAPOLOGETICALLY YOU. 


