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The rapid growth of the Pilates industry in China has led to a lack of standardized practice and 
clear skill progression. These inconsistencies pose challenges in hiring qualified instructors, and 
maintaining consistent service quality to members. To address these issues, the objective of 
this development project was to develop a Level Guide in Pilates, aiming to establish clear lev-
els in skill development and streamline the progression of members and instructors. The com-
pany commissioning this project is a Pilates start-up brand, Body Light, with an extensive back-
ground in the fitness industry in China through its parent company, Morefun Fitness. By integrat-
ing personalization and standardization, the Level Guide not only aimed to increase the number 
of quality instructors, but to also enhance service quality to members. 

To gain relevant understanding of the dynamics related to skill development and progression in 
the fitness industry, three theoretical areas were perceived as vital by the author: customer en-
gagement, skill development and motivation. Studies on service quality, specifically the Scale 
for Fitness-Club Services, examined the integration of a personalized standardized service ap-
proach, where service quality was perceived as influencing loyalty formation. Nonlinear peda-
gogy and Constraints-Led Approach were examined frameworks in skill development and mas-
tery, to understand skill development specific to exercise and integrate flexible learning into 
practice. Lastly, two motivational theories, Achievement-Goal Theory and Self-Determination 
Theory, were examined to gain insights on customers’ motivations to exercise and the impact 
on loyalty. 

This development project used a qualitative constructive research method, where the focus is 
on creating a new reality in the form of a construct – in this case, a guide. Process benchmark-
ing was conducted on four relevant level systems in the sports and recreation fields, to gain un-
derstanding into effective level design. Co-creation with the target user was implemented 
through a focus group comprising of five relevant Pilates members and instructors, providing 
valuable insights into practitioners’ motivations and importance of skill progression. A further pi-
lot test of three assessment classes was implemented, employing observation and probe 
method, to gain further insights and test the validity of teaching approaches. The diverse data 
collection methods ensured comprehensive insights in the development of the Level Guide, re-
sulting in triangulation of data collection methods.  

The theoretical framework and research findings of this development project resulted in two 
constructs: the Body Light Level Guide and Level Structure. Working in unison, the two con-
structs not only facilitate clear progression in Pilates, but they enable a standardized, personal-
ized approach to progressive pathways, level components and teaching. Although designed for 
the commissioning company Body Light, the Level Guide is applicable to the broader industry, 
aiming to standardize practice and integrate progression of members and instructors across the 
industry. 
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1 Introduction 

Pilates has seen rapid growth in the Chinese market - with a high uptick in Pilates studios and in-

structor certifications. But with new opportunities, challenges arise, especially in an unregulated 

industry lacking standardized practice. Concurrently, this rapid growth of studios and instructor cer-

tifications has resulted in prominent inconsistencies in skill development and service quality in the 

industry. This challenge is further highlighted by the lack of integration between progression from 

member to instructor. The commissioning company, Body Light, has experienced the above chal-

lenges, resulting in difficulties hiring consistently qualified teachers, and providing consistent ser-

vice quality to members, affecting satisfaction. 

To counter these problems, the company has commissioned me to create a standardized Level 

Guide for Pilates, which enhances skill progression and simplifies the progression from member to 

instructor. Therefore, this development project covers the process of creating the Level Guide for 

Pilates. As a result, I have tailored this Level Guide specifically for Body Light, while ensuring its 

applicability in the Pilates industry in China. 

This development project starts with explaining the objective and background to the development 

project, and then covers the theoretical framework of customer engagement, skill progression and 

motivation in fitness. Next, the research process and methods are explained, whereafter the empir-

ical part of the development project are discussed: benchmarking, focus group, and pilot test 

through observation and probe method. Lastly, the development project covers the discussion 

around the formation of the Level Guide, as well as discussion on key findings, trustworthiness and 

further recommendations.  

1.1 Objective of the development project 

As of present, Pilates studios in China have been observed to typically have a singular focus – ei-

ther they cater to members seeking to practice Pilates, or they exclusively offer training of Pilates 

instructors. This separation of services not only highlights the absence of clear skill development 

levels in Pilates training, but poses various challenges. For instance, members may face uncer-

tainty when seeking to progress their Pilates skills, while members seeking to become certified Pi-

lates instructors may need to change studios, causing disruption in their progressive pathway. The 

absence of an integrated level structure within Pilates has been highlighted by the commissioning 

company, Body Light. They have observed challenges in the recruitment of skilled instructors, 

where they are faced with a plethora of varying Pilates certifications, practice standards and teach-

ing methods, making it difficult to hire based on consistent quality. Due to the inconsistency of 
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instructor quality, Body Light has not only faced challenges in hiring instructors, but also challenges 

in maintaining consistent service, resulting in unsatisfied customers.  

The objective of this development project is to address the challenges faced by Body Light by cre-

ating a comprehensive Level Guide in Pilates. This Guide aims is to improve skill development and 

transition to instructor, and increasing customer loyalty through standardized service quality. By 

doing so, it will map out a clear pathway from beginner to advanced Pilates member and certified 

Pilates instructor within the same studio. By establishing levels in Pilates, the development project 

aims to benefit not only the members, but also the instructors and the studio. Moreover, the key 

principles of this Level Guide will be designed to be applicable across Pilates studios irrespective 

of the brand, contributing to the industry as a whole.  

1.2 Research questions 

The main objective of this development project is to address the existing challenges within the Pila-

tes industry in China, particularly the absence of structured skill development levels, and transition 

from member to instructor. This will result in the creation of a new structural level guide for Body 

Light, facilitating integrated progressive pathways for both members and instructors. The research 

questions have been designed to address the specific problems being faced by Body Light. How-

ever, they can further benefit the industry as a whole, creating opportunity for expansion. 

This development project aims at answering one fundamental research question: 

How to enhance skill development in Pilates training and encourage members to become 

instructors? 

The above research question acts as the core leading element in this development project. How-

ever, the development project aims to simultaneously answer the following supporting questions: 

Q1: How could levels in Pilates be designed to bridge the gap from member to instructor? 

Q2: How could levels be designed to encourage flexibility in progression based on members’ 

needs and experience level? 

Q3: How could progressive pathways in Pilates contribute to customer satisfaction and loyalty? 

1.3 Commissioning company 

The popularity of Pilates in China has witnessed a substantial surge in recent years, due to the in-

crease in health awareness and disposable income of millennials and Gen Z. Participation of Yoga 

and Pilates are at 44 % and 29 % respectively, indicating a willingness to invest into fitness and 
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health. (Gu 2022, 358; Statista Consumer Insights Global, 2024). Observing an increase of Pilates-

related companies in the recent years, the landscape reveals significant engagement, with partici-

pation rates of Yoga and Pilates being surprisingly high: members training once a week (30 %), 

several times a week (33 %) and daily (23 %) (Statista Global Consumer Survey, 2021). 

This popularity highlights the need not only for maintaining consistent service quality across Pilates 

studios to ensure customer satisfaction (Xu et al. 2021, 14) but also recognizing the applicability of 

programming to facilitate differences in learning of individuals (Renshaw, Chow, Davids & Ham-

mond 2010, 121) and the motivational nature of engaging in an activity, whether intrinsic or extrin-

sic (Ryan & Deci 2017, 14). 

This development project is commissioned by the Pilates brand Body Light, under the parent com-

pany Morefun Fitness, which is a fitness operations company based in Sichuan, China. Since its 

foundation in 2015, Morefun Fitness has evolved from offering group classes to focusing their op-

erations on personal training studios from 2020 onwards (Figure 1). The company now has over 30 

fitness studios operating under two brands “Sweat Space” and “Shuhu” with over 100,000 regis-

tered customers in two Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities in Sichuan. (Yang 4 May 2023). 

With the successful growth of the personal training studios, Morefun Fitness is now expanding their 

business to their third brand, Body Light, with a focus on Pilates training. Body Light is currently in 

its initial stages, comprising of one operational studio in Chengdu, China, acting mainly as an R&D 

center. The business strategy and design processes have already started to take place, and Body 

Light is expected to open 3-5 new studios by the end of 2024. (Yang 4 May 2023). 

Morefun Fitness has a strong emphasis on service-oriented training, which is still lacking in the 

Chinese market. Yang (2023) outlines the three core drivers of the company: 

With the expansion of Body Light, Morefun Fitness is determined to address existing challenges of 

talent acquisition with consistent teaching skills. To tackle this challenge, the company has com-

missioned me (the author) to create a level system incorporating the progressive transition from 

member to instructor. The aim is to encourage skill development internally, ensuring standardized 

consistency in instructor skills.  

− Strategic organizational building: Standards set in place for opening new studios, including 
methodology, marketing materials from the core brand and traffic acquisition toolkit 

− Connecting coaches and customers: Combining user & coach behavior data, achievements 
and systematic operations, and data operations for traffic, to create a studio’s central opera-
tions  

− Brand Platform Marketing support: Supporting sales, growth & user flow, brand and single 
studio service operations  
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Figure 1. Morefun Fitness Organizational Map. 

I will work closely on this development project with CEO of Morefun Fitness, Alex Yang, Head of 

Operations, Jiarui Jiang and Head of Pilates, Esther Tang. The internal members will guide the 

overall development project needs, goals and intended outcome, which will benefit the long-term 

operations strategy and market expansion. Through benchmarking, focus group and observation, I 

will be in close contact with the core members of Body Light, as well Pilates instructors and mem-

bers throughout the phases.  

I have a vested interest towards Morefun Fitness through my personal relationship as the spouse 

to the CEO, Alex Yang. From the foundation of the company in 2015, I have witnessed the com-

pany’s growth. Although not officially employed at Morefun Fitness, I am deeply involved in various 

areas, such as giving strategic advice and moral support, helping in doing research, testing the op-

erations as a customer, and now undertaking this development project for Body Light. Due to the 

nature of my involvement with the company, I have access to privileged company information and 

direct contact with the CEO and other team members. This facilitates a cooperative and agile ap-

proach to my work, reducing issues of hierarchy, chain-of-conduct and bureaucracy. I am person-

ally committed to the success of the company, giving significance to this development project. 

However, acknowledging the potential risks in my relationship to the company, such as personal 

bias and conflict of interest, is also important. I am committed to reduce these risks through high 

standards of transparency and impartiality in the development project, to ensure my contributions 

are valuable and ethical. 

In order to avoid confusion in the context of this development project, I will be using ‘Body Light’ in 

reference to the commissioning company, as it is the relevant trademarked brand name of Pilates 

training of Morefun Fitness. 
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2 Exploring fitness dynamics: loyalty, skill development and motivation 

With the dynamic growth of the fitness industry in China, customer retention and loyalty are key 

performance indicators of success for gym managers, with the focal point being on the customer 

(Xu et al. 2021, 1).  Recognizing that customers are individuals with varying needs, experience lev-

els, motivations and progressive pathways, highlights the need for a nuanced approach in deliver-

ing services. As both Pilates members and instructors are the target users of the Level Guide, 

adopting a customer-centric approach is important. Thus, understanding concepts of service qual-

ity, customer satisfaction and customer loyalty are crucial in designing the right approach to meet 

the unique needs of the customer. Furthermore, understanding skill development and motivation 

within the fitness industry facilitates incorporation of best practices into the Level Guide, further en-

hancing individual progress.  

In essence, the three theoretical areas of customer engagement, skill development and motivation 

are vital components in facilitating expertise and progression in the Pilates Level Guide, helping 

members and instructors to navigate skill development with clarity. The theories in this chapter also 

lay an existing theoretical base to which this constructive research can reflect and build upon. 

2.1 The dynamics of customer engagement and loyalty in fitness 

To design a level guide in Pilates for members and instructors, we must first understand what con-

stitutes service quality, how to ensure customer satisfaction, and enhance customer loyalty in the 

fitness service industry. Understanding the areas that affect customer satisfaction and retention in 

a service, specifically in the fitness service industry, contribute to better designing the level guide to 

reflect a positive customer experience and service quality for members and instructors in their skill 

development.  

2.1.1 Service quality, customer satisfaction and loyalty 

With the growing fitness industry in China, perceived service quality and customer satisfaction 

have become cornerstones for fitness center managers in improving customer retention, loyalty 

and market share (Xu et al. 2021, 1). Achieving customer retention and loyalty involves under-

standing the customers’ decision-making process, where measuring customer satisfaction and ser-

vice quality perceptions determine their experiences and sentiments (Tsitskari, Antoniadis, & Costa 

2014, 514-515). Service quality has been defined as Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry (1988, 16) 

as “a global judgement, or attitude, relating to the superiority of the service”, highlighting the com-

parison between consumer expectations and performance outcomes. 
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Parasuraman et al.’s (1988, 23) SERVQUAL is one of the most popular service quality measure-

ment models developed, dividing customer service perceptions into five categories: tangibility, reli-

ability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy. While SERVQUAL is considered to be applicable 

to a wide set of businesses, it has also been criticized as too general, lacking specificity in fitness 

clubs improved operational effect (Lam, Zhang & Jensen 2005, 82), thus highlighting the need for 

further research in understanding the core factors influencing customer satisfaction in the industry 

(Huang & Kim 2023, 15). Subsequently, service quality models in the fitness industry have been 

developed, proposing different service quality dimensions. Most service quality models in the fit-

ness industry fall within six main groups: personnel, physical environment, social environment, pro-

gram, supporting services and outcome. (Polyakova & Mirza 2016, 370).  

Xu et al. (2021, 2) further argue that fitness clubs specifically in the Chinese market exhibit unique 

characteristics, both culturally and industry-specific, to which SERVQUAL is not applicable. Instead 

of selling goods, fitness clubs sell experiences, with an emphasis on personalization of services 

due to market competition and changing customer demands (Xu et al. 2021, 2).  Xu et al. (2021, 

11) have developed a new service quality scale specific to Chinese fitness clubs, the Scale for Fit-

ness-Club Services (SFCS). SFCS focuses on six factors: service recovery, service assurance, fa-

cility function, program operations, staff performance and instructor quality, of which the former two 

are newly proposed factors that SERVQUAL lacks, highlighting the ability to combine standardiza-

tion and customization within a single model (Xu et al. 2021, 14). Service quality, as highlighted by 

Xu et al. (2021, 1), is essential for customer retention, a key indicator of success in the fitness in-

dustry. Service quality is widely accepted as an antecedent of customer satisfaction (Avourdiadou 

& Theodorakis 2014, 421), which in turn influences consumers’ future intentions in the fitness in-

dustry (Trail, Anderson, & Fink 2010, 107). Therefore, there is a distinct relationship between ser-

vice quality and customer satisfaction, impacting overall customer loyalty (Avourdiadou & Theodo-

rakis 2014, 421).  

Interestingly, various studies on the fitness industry reveal a consistent correlation between the 

employee quality aspect of service quality and customer satisfaction. Specifically, a significant link 

between the quality of employees and their interactions with customers, and the overall satisfaction 

and psychological commitment of the customer has been found, with employees identified as the 

key in member satisfaction and commitment (Tsitskari, Antoniadis, & Costa 2014, 518).  

Xu et al. (2021, 8) further validate the importance of employee quality in their SFCS model on the 

Chinese market, where staff performance and instructor quality were found to be vital areas con-

tributing to customer satisfaction in fitness clubs. This in turn means that instructors’ education, 

knowledge and skills can be seen as the core competitive advantage to a fitness club, with 
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customers paying attention not only to the qualifications of an instructor, but also to the profes-

sional characteristics, including responsibility, reliability and accountability (Xu et al. 2021, 12). In 

the context of the sports service industry, assurance in service quality, including the quality of in-

structors’ skills, knowledge, attitudes and service expertise, has the greatest influence on customer 

satisfaction (Huang & Kim 2023, 15-16). This reinforces the need of the development project, em-

phasizing the significance of training skilled employees, “in order to succeed in customer retention” 

(Tsitskari, Antoniadis, & Costa 2014, 514). 

A notable relationship exists between service quality, customer satisfaction and loyalty in the fit-

ness industry, where both service quality and customer satisfaction strengthen customer loyalty 

(Avourdiadou & Theodorakis 2014, 421). Li and Petrick (2010, 214-217) observed varying findings 

of antecedents of customer loyalty, with quality and satisfaction acting in different roles, such as 

mediators, moderators or indirect antecedents. In the growing landscape of the fitness industry in 

China, Gu’s (2022, 364-365) study observes service quality as a key moderator of customer de-

light, satisfaction and ultimately loyalty. The research emphasizes the role of reputation and image 

as additional moderators in the dynamics between customer satisfaction and loyalty (Gu 2022, 

364-365). Furthermore, in offline sports services, Huang and Kim (2023, 18) highlight trust be-

tween the service provider and customer to be the main driver of loyalty, thus encouraging service 

providers to prioritize aspects like dependability, competency and integrity of the offerings to build 

and maintain trust. 

The intricate interplay between service quality, customer satisfaction and loyalty within the Chinese 

fitness industry highlights the need for customized approaches, fostering customer satisfaction 

through service quality, specifically employee quality, and ensuring a balanced approach in the in-

terplay of all three factors (Xu et al. 2021, 1; Huang & Kim 2023, 18; Gu 2022, 364-365). To gain a 

more comprehensive understanding of customer loyalty formation in the fitness industry, the next 

chapter highlights the integration of customer engagement and its impact on service quality, cus-

tomer satisfaction, and loyalty. 

2.1.2 Dynamics of experience  

The relationship between service quality, customer satisfaction and customer loyalty has clearly 

been established, however, it is essential to acknowledge that customer loyalty can exhibit varia-

tions based on the customer's level of experience, differing between novice and experienced cus-

tomers (Dagger & O'Brien 2010, 426). Furthermore, the perceived service quality will differ based 

on a customer’s experience level, highlighting the importance of customer segmentation based on 

their experience level (Dagger & Sweeney 2007, 34). Consequently, the dynamics of customer 
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experience and involvement will be observed to bring more light to customer retention and loyalty 

in the fitness industry.  

A customer’s novice or experienced status shapes loyalty, influences service quality perception, 

and impacts customers satisfaction (Dagger & Sweeney 2007, 32; Dagger & O’Brien 2010, 1542-

1543). The three benefits influencing perception on trust, commitment and satisfaction include con-

fidence benefits (confidence in the expectations of the service encounter); social benefits (the rela-

tionships within the service encounter) and special treatment benefits (personalized and exclusive 

perks for loyal customers) (Dagger & O’Brien, 2010, 1536-1537; Gwinner, Gremler, & Bitner 1998, 

109-110).  

For novice customers, loyalty’s antecedent is primarily satisfaction, driven by confidence benefits, 

while experienced customers showcase a decline in satisfaction as an antecedent to loyalty (Dag-

ger & O'Brien 2010, 1542-1543). Dagger and Sweeney’s (2007, 32-34) study on service quality 

perceptions further validates this distinction, in which novice customers prioritize search attributes 

(tangibles) in their service quality perception, forming a direct link between satisfaction and loyalty. 

Experienced customers form loyalty predominantly through trust and commitment, influenced by 

social and special treatment benefits, contrasting to novices who perceive special treatment nega-

tively as an attempt to “buy” loyalty (Dagger & O'Brien 2010, 1542-1543). Notably, there is a de-

crease in satisfaction’s impact on loyalty, with an increased emphasis on experience and outcome 

for experienced customers (Dagger & Sweeney 2007, 32-34). 

Although prior research has examined the link between a customer’s experience level, service 

quality, customer satisfaction and loyalty, Avourdiadou and Theodorakis (2014, 8-9) argue that 

these studies do not adequately address the fitness industry. Yet, similar trends in customer expe-

rience levels are also observed in the fitness industry (Avourdiadou & Theodorakis 2014, 8; 

Magaz-González, Sahelices-Pinto, Mendaña-Cuervo, & García-Tascón 2023, 1403-1405).  

In the specific context of fitness centers, customer satisfaction serves as the main indicator of loy-

alty in novice customers, while its significance decreases for experienced customers. In contrast, 

service quality drives loyalty among experienced users. (Avourdiadou & Theodorakis 2014, 8). 

Novice customers rely heavily on tangibles such as physical facility, cleanliness, appearance and 

behavior of personnel, due to minimal information and experience. Conversely, experienced cus-

tomers, already familiar with the company, can boost loyalty through special treatment benefits, in-

cluding personalized recognition, exclusive services and special pricing (Avourdiadou & Theodora-

kis 2014, 8-9; Gwinner, Gremler, & Bitner 1998, 109-110).  
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Similarly, in sport event participation, a participant’s experience level has a distinct impact on their 

future intentions. Novice participants emphasize a multi-faceted approach, relying on a combina-

tion of quality, perceived value and satisfaction. Experienced participants follow a more predictable 

pattern of loyalty formation, highlighting the role of past experiences, staff quality and event-spe-

cific factors influencing quality, and ultimately loyalty. (Magaz-González, Sahelices-Pinto, 

Mendaña-Cuervo, & García-Tascón 2023, 1403-1405).  

The nature of service in the fitness industry is unique, as it involves particular participation of cus-

tomers, and requires customers to be physically present and exercise actively to be considered 

successful (Chiu, Kwag & Bae 2015, 631). This is why visit frequency and membership longevity of 

a customer also play a role in customer satisfaction and loyalty in fitness centers (Ferrand, Robin-

son & Valette-Florence 2010, 99; Sobreiro, Guedes‐Carvalho, Santos, Pinheiro & Gonçalves 2021, 

7-8). The two most reliable variables observed affecting user drop out (and conversely retention), 

were frequency of attendance and membership longevity. When combined with general satisfac-

tion, a membership between one to two years had a higher prediction on future intentions, i.e. 

membership retention. (Sobreiro et al.  2021, 7-8). A higher visit frequency resulted in decreased 

dropout rates, therefore highlighting the importance of attendance and membership longevity on 

satisfaction and membership retention (Sobreiro et al. 2021, 99).  

Ferrand et al. (2010, 99) have observed similar findings in their study on variables influencing fit-

ness membership repurchase, where an increased frequency of attendance acts as a mediatory 

variable, influencing membership renewals positively, the antecedent to attendance being cus-

tomer satisfaction. They further argue that the frequency of attendance can be seen as a form of 

behavioral loyalty. Therefore, the assumption that consumption frequency and length of member-

ship (i.e. a more experienced member) will impact positively on the loyalty behaviors of the cus-

tomer can be made. 

Active customer involvement is a characteristic of fitness services, with frequency and membership 

longevity shaping customer satisfaction and loyalty, in turn aligning with the notion that consistent 

attendance reflects behavioral loyalty (Chiu et al. 2015, 631; Ferrand et al. 2010, 99; Sobreiro et al.  

2021, 7-8). When examining the impact of experience levels on loyalty, novices form a direct link 

through satisfaction, particularly confidence benefits, whereas experienced customers prioritize 

trust and commitment over satisfaction (Dagger & O'Brien 2010, 1542-1543; Dagger & Sweeney 

2007, 32-34). These insights highlight the importance of experience levels and involvement in the 

interplay with satisfaction and loyalty in the fitness context, promoting segmentation of customers 

for tailored services (Dagger & Sweeney 2007, 34; Huang & Kim 2023, 18). The findings suggest 
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that by facilitating training levels based on experience, skill and involvement, Body Light has the 

potential to enhance service quality and customer satisfaction and foster stronger customer loyalty.  

2.2 Skill acquisition and development 

As the aim of this development project is to facilitate skill development in Pilates and create a 

standardized approach to each level, the development of adults should be viewed from various 

perspectives. Tang (19 September 2023) has observed a diverse range of experience levels 

among both members and prospective instructors who come to the Body Light studio, highlighting 

the necessity to apply a flexible and adaptive approach within the level guide. Given the limited 

scope of research on skill development within the Pilates, the theory on skill development covers 

the scope of fitness, including sports and physical activity.  

2.2.1 Constraints-led approach in skill development 

In Pilates, a total of about 50 simple moves are used in repetition to create muscle exertion, where 

the movements can be modified to provide gentle strength training (i.e. for beginners), or vigorous 

workouts (i.e. for athletes) (Kloubec 2011, 61). This perspective places Pilates within the realm of 

sport performance, physical exercise and movement skills. When learning any sports skill, a multi-

tude of factors must be taken into account, as individuals are unique, with differences in character-

istics. More traditionally, practitioners (e.g., coaches, instructors) have utilized repetitive demon-

stration of a movement in providing the learner with a “visual model”, to help the learner to recreate 

the movement (i.e., task). (Lee, Chow, Komar, Tan, & Button 2014, 1). 

This is where the constraints-led approach (CLA) is impactful, as it suggests that training is divided 

into three main constraints; performer, environment, and task, where the learner naturally adapts to 

find efficient movement solutions (Figure 2). Constraints have been defined as limits which influ-

ence the emergence of behavior from a movement system (e.g., learner) as they strive to establish 

a stable approach to tasks. (Renshaw et al. 2010, 121-122). Identifying potential constraints that 

influence performance is important for the learner, as is clearly distinguishes the constraints they 

are unable to control, and ones they can manipulate in their practice (Renshaw & Chow 2019, 

109). 

The constraints-led approach enables coaches to set practice conditions, fostering varied move-

ment solutions and the avoidance of a “one size fits all” approach. However, coach guidance still 

remains essential in ensuring proper technique. (Verhoeff, Millar, Oldham & Cronin 2020, 18). The 

ability to adapt and modify movements to suit the learner is relevant to Pilates, observed particu-

larly through contemporary Pilates. In this approach, modified moves are taught as separate 
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exercises to address deficiencies in strength, flexibility or co-ordination, contributing to public ap-

peal of fostering creativity. (Lewitt, McPherson & Stevenson 2019, 948). 

 

Figure 2. Interacting constraints that act to shape behavior (adapted from Renshaw et. al 2010, 

121). 

Performer constraints encompass the unique attributes of an individual, including physical, physio-

logical, cognitive and emotional. These attributes influence the individual’s movement tasks, perfor-

mance styles and problem-solving strategies, and should be viewed as resources into individual-

specific adaptations instead of as negatively. (Renshaw et al., 2010, 121). In addressing physical 

attributes of performer constraints, such as strength or flexibility, coaches can modify a movement 

to target weaknesses, for example, emphasizing the use of back muscles when the athlete favors 

the use of their knees (Verhoeff et al. 2020, 18). Intentions of an individual may constitute the most 

impactful attribute, as it influences the goals and information processing, therefore shaping the 

learner’s responsiveness and openness to alternatives. Furthermore, psychological factors such as 

emotion and confidence should be considered when designing learning environments. The aim 

should be to foster motivational climates of trying, i.e. “have a go”, rather than avoiding showing 

incompetence within a class setting. (Renshaw & Chow 2019, 109-110).  
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Environment constraints consists of two components: physical and socio-cultural constraints (Ren-

shaw & Chow 2019, 110). Physical constraints cover aspects of the learning surroundings, such as 

weather, lighting, gravity and noise levels (Renshaw et al. 2010, 122). Nonphysical, or socio-cul-

tural constraints, include spectators or other performers, peer groups, societal attitudes, expecta-

tions (both from the coach and cultural), organizational values, support and access to facilities (Da-

vids, Chow & Shuttleworth 2005, 20; Renshaw & Chow 2019, 110; Verhoeff et al. 2020, 18). These 

constraints have a significant influence in the learning experience and skill development of learn-

ers, and teaching using the CLA should encompass the design of a learning environment that facil-

itates effective exploration (Komar, Potdevinb, Chollet & Seifert 2019, 142; Renshaw et al. 2010, 

121).  

Lastly, task constraints cover specific objectives, rules, equipment, implements and boundaries of 

an activity. Tasks constraints, linked to movement faults, provide coaches with tools to shape 

movements, allowing manipulation to influence learners in approaching and performing in a spe-

cific manner, for example adjusting equipment or changing court dimensions. (Renshaw et al. 

2010, 122; Verhoeff et al. 2020, 18). In the context of Pilates, task constraint manipulation could be 

changing the resistance on a reformer based on individual strength (Kloubec 2011,61). 

Within the interacting constraints of the CLA, teacher input and guidance are essential contribu-

tions leading to skill development. The role of the teacher (or coach) is the intentional manipulation 

of the constraints to facilitate functional movement solutions in the process of skill execution. 

(Hamilton, Smith & Brandon 2020, 131; Renshaw et al. 2010, 122). By manipulating constraints in 

training, learners can develop adaptable skills, and adjust to different conditions (National Acad-

emy of Sports Medicine (NASM), 30 November 2021, min. 12:50-13:30). However, the manipula-

tion of constraints requires the teacher to possess a mastery of the activity, as to ensure learners 

are led effectively towards coordination and decision-making (Renshaw et al. 2010, 122). 

The constraints-led approach provides a valuable framework for understanding skill development 

through constraints and the effect of teacher input through manipulation, therein applicable to skill 

development in Pilates training. To further progress in skill development and develop training plans 

accommodating to goal-directed behavior, the nonlinear approach will be examined. 

2.2.2 Nonlinear pedagogy in skill development 

While CLA promotes the understanding of interacting constraints’ impact on goal-directed behav-

ior, it does not take into account how to design learning programs (Chow 2013, 471). This is where 

adopting a nonlinear approach becomes valuable. Nonlinear pedagogy (NLP) views each individ-

ual as a system with nonlinear attributes, utilizing the degrees of freedom a body has to solve 
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movement issues, therefore promoting a variety of opportunities in exploring different movement 

patterns (Davids et al. 2005, 21). This approach provides key principles on assessing performance, 

structuring practices, and delivering effective feedback and instructions. It recognizes the nonlinear 

nature of humans, highlighting the need to create learning experiences that are representative and 

supportive of individual learners, promoting innovative and adaptive performance behaviors (Cor-

reia et al. 2019, 117-118; Renshaw et al. 2010, 128).  

The practice task design in physical activity should be coherent, innovative and challenging to pro-

mote modified behaviors of learners. In creating a nonlinear structured activity program, the aim is 

to: create various opportunities for learners to develop their skills in the performance setting, and 

enable learners to engage in specialized learning to improve their expertise in the area. (Rudd, 

Pesce, Strafford & Davids 2020, 4). The nonlinear pedagogy conceptual framework (Figure 3) 

builds on the three constraints of CLA (where the learner lies), incorporating principles of repre-

sentativeness, constraints manipulation, attentional focus, functional variability, and maintaining 

relevant information-movement coupling. These design principles guide the delivery of key princi-

ples through practice, instructions and feedback, ultimately enabling goal-directed behavior to 

emerge. (Chow et al. 2021, 232). To support the framework, Chow et al. (2011,191) have identified 

behaviors of nonlinearity in sport, including; observing non-proportionate changes in behavioral 

outcomes, a single cause can manifest multiple behavioral outcomes, parametric control of con-

straints to promote preferred behaviors, and encouraging modified movement exploration through 

varied task designs.  

The design of representative learning environments involves understanding the information that 

guides performance behaviors, leading actions to be in line with intended task goals (Rudd et al. 

2020, 4-5). Representative design aligns task constraints with performance context to ensure gen-

eralized behaviors, thus fostering adaptability through information-movement couplings (Lee et al. 

2014, 2). For educators (coaches) engaging in representative design, the focus should be on iden-

tifying key information sources to enable learners to coordinate actions, and reflect real-world situ-

ation for behaviors to be applied broadly (Correia et al. 2019, 124; Renshaw et al. 2010, 123). The 

aim should be fostering an information-rich environment, encouraging learners to explore-discover-

adapt (Rudd et al. 2020, 4-5). 

In NLP, where movement is concerned, information is seen as a major constraint. This is why prac-

tice structure should emphasize combining information and movement together, instead of sepa-

rately, to ensure learners associate movement with received information. (Davids et al. 2005, 25). 

Information-movement coupling, encompassing the circular interplay between perception and ac-

tion, is therefore pivotal in the development of goal-directed behaviors (Correia et al. 2019, 118). 
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Ecological psychology further emphasizes that learning movement involves continuous adjustment 

of actions based on perceptions in learning environment, not merely memorizing information (Rudd 

et al. 2020, 3). In practice design, task simplification is a method to help learners in tackling com-

plex moves, whilst ensuring information and movement are connected. In Pilates, task simplifica-

tion is exemplified with jumpboard moves on the reformer; starting with basic jumps off the board, 

and advancing to more complex moves, including foot switching at the top of the jump. Through 

manipulation of constraints in the practice, such as level of resistance, task simplification can be 

utilized in sport, including Pilates. (Pilatesology 16 October 2022, min.0:05-0:25; Renshaw et al. 

2010, 124). 

Supporting many of the other design variables in the framework, constraints manipulation is a key 

principle in NLP, involving the manipulation of the three key constraints (task, environment, per-

former) (Chow et al. 2021, 234). Constraints manipulation highlights nonlinearity in NLP, establish-

ing boundaries in facilitating exploration of movement variability for the learner (Lee et al. 2014, 2; 

Rudd et al. 2020, 4). The interaction of the key constraints goes beyond mere boundaries, facilitat-

ing self-organization of coordination in information and performance contexts (Chow 2013, 472). 

Therefore, effective learning design should incorporate the interaction of these manipulated bound-

aries (Correia et al. 2019, 118). 

Movement variability, often seen as dysfunctional, is crucial in NLP, where slight variations are 

considered part of the movement process, enhancing the acquisition of coordination (i.e. functional 

variability) (Chow 2013, 472). During practice, learners undergo behavioral change, adapting 

movement patterns to achieve consistent outcomes, whilst navigating performance-related con-

straints (Renshaw et al. 2010, 124). Encouraging functional variability in movement during practice 

facilitates exploration in learners, and coaches should refrain from giving movement correction. As 

the movement stabilizes, coaches should intentionally aim to perturb the movement through con-

straints manipulation, challenging learners and fostering further skill development. (Rudd et al. 

2020, 5). 

The last design element of the conceptual framework of NLP is attentional focus, where an exter-

nal focus of attention has been noted to be beneficial to instructions and feedback, as it reduces 

the conscious control of movement (internal focus) (Chow 2013, 472-473; Davids et al. 2005, 27). 

An external attentional focus emphasizes environmental effects, where instructions given do not 

solve problems, but instead focus on the outcome (Chow, Komar, Davids & Tan 2021, 235; Davids 

et al. 2005, 27). A coach’s aim is to create an external attentional focus in their instructions to the 

learner to facilitate exploration and discovery at an implicit level (Rudd, Pesce, Strafford & Davids 

2020, 5). 
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Figure 3. Conceptual framework of nonlinear pedagogy (adapted from Chow 2013, 474). 

Through the incorporation of the three key constraints (task, performer, environment), the afore-

mentioned design principles can be applied and delivered through micro-structure of practice, in-

structions and feedback (Chow 2013, 473). In NLP, both instructions and feedback act as informa-

tional constraints, guiding the learner through an external attentional focus, thus minimizing pre-

scriptive elements (Correia, Carvalho, Araújo, Pereira & Davids 019, 125; Rudd et al. 2020, 5). By 

utilizing task constraints, NLP challenges learners to adapt their behaviors, fostering exploration 

and adaptation. This in turn ultimately shapes the goal-directed behaviors of the learner. (Chow 

2013, 473; Correia et al. 2019, 125).  

2.3 Motivation in physical activity 

Finally, to ensure the progress and skill development of members and instructors within the Pilates 

levels, it's crucial to comprehend how motivation influences an individual's advancement through 

different levels. Two of the more researched theories of motivation are Achievement Goal Theory 
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(AGT) and Self-Determination Theory (SDT), which will be discussed. These two theories have 

several similarities and differences, and should be seen as complementary theories rather than 

contradicting ones. Both SDT and AGT are social cognitive motivational theories, emphasizing that 

an individual’s perception of an activity influences the quality of engagement within the activity. Alt-

hough both highlighting perceived competence, AGT focuses more on the involvement of task and 

ego, whereas SDT explores the fulfilment of psychological needs through intrinsic motivation. 

(Ntoumanis 2001, 400-401).  

2.3.1 Achievement goal theory 

The Achievement Goal Theory (AGT) by Nicholls (1984), is a psychological framework that ex-

plores reasons behind an individual’s engagement in achievement-based activities, specifically 

during challenges and setbacks (Senko 2016, 76). It examines the two goal orientations that influ-

ence an individual’s definition of success, constructions of competence and how they impact the 

individual’s motivation, behavior and performance. Task orientation (mastery goals) focuses on 

mastery of a task and self-improvement, whereas performance goals highlight the difference be-

tween an individual’s performance to others. (Sit & Lindner 2015, 606). 

Further studies on AGT (Elliot & McGregor 2001, 502) have proposed an additional dimension of 

approach-avoidance in the form of a 2x2 achievement goal framework (Figure 4), where individuals 

inherently strive to demonstrate their competence while avoiding the display of incompetence in 

any given achievement context (Wang, Morin, Liu & Chian 2016, 13). In this framework, the key 

achievement goal construct is competence: its definition and valence. Competence if defined by 

evaluation criteria, either based on one’s previous performance (mastery), or comparison to others’ 

performance (performance). Another characteristic of competence is its valence: either positive 

(approach) or negative (avoidance). These constitute comprehensive competence-based goals, 

which can be adapted to different environments and settings. (Wang, Biddle & Elliot 2007, 148-

149). The four goals of this framework are: mastery goals (mastery of a task), mastery-avoidance 

goals (avoiding poor performance in task demands or one’s own performance), performance goals 

(outperforming others), and performance-avoidance goals (avoidance of inferior performance com-

pared to others) (Mascret, Elliot & Cury 2015, 8). The framework does not assume mutual exclusiv-

ity between these goals, and individuals may exhibit variability between these four dimensions 

(Wang et al. 2016, 14). 

Mastery goals, or mastery-approach goals (MAp), focus on the achievement of task-based compe-

tence, which is purely intrapersonal. Objectives are often related to skill development and mastery 

of a task, emphasizing the value of effort and self-development over the final outcome. Individuals 

who are motivated by MAp do not feel the need to compare themselves to others or specific 
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standards; instead, they view their abilities as changeable and subject to improvement through ef-

fort. This goal orientation suggests that working hard and striving for self-development are in itself 

a form of success. (Kuczek 2013, 129; Wang et al. 2016, 14). 

 

Figure 4. The 2x2 Achievement Goal Framework (adapted from Elliot & McGregor 2001, 502). 

Mastery-avoidance goals (MAv), on the other hand, focus on the avoidance of one’s intrapersonal 

task-based incompetence, therefore aiming to avoid not learning or completing a task (Wang et al. 

2016, 14). In a linear sequence of similar tasks, a natural learning progression takes place from 

task to task, however this is disrupted when pursuing MAv goals. As MAv is centered around 

avoiding incompetence, it may disrupt the linear learning effect, as the negative outcomes serve as 

an internal benchmark, which cannot be changed in multiple-task contexts. (Van Yperen, Elliot & 

Anseel 2009, 934). 

Performance-approach goals (PAp), or also known as ego orientation, focuses on the comparison 

of one’s performance against others. An individual inclined towards PAp tends to associate their 

perception of ability with social comparisons, where success is defined as outperforming others. 

(Sit & Lindner 2015, 606). PAp equates effort and talent, aiming for maximum capability through 

minimal effort. Individual inhibiting PAp prioritize surpassing others, and may undervalue personal 

development, as they believe talent is fixed, making attempts to improve seem pointless. (Kuczek 

2013, 129).  

Performance-avoidance goals (PAv) focuses on normative incompetence, i.e. aiming at not per-

forming poorly in comparison to others (Wang et al. 2007, 149). As performance-avoidance fo-

cuses on the negative aspect of valence, it has been linked to fear-driven performance of failing, 
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low self-evaluation, anxiety and low performance, which drives the motivation of the individual (El-

liot & McGregor 2001, 515). 

AGT is highly applicable in the field of physical activity, including sport and fitness. In a CrossFit 

study applying AGT, findings reveal motivation goal variabilities between gender and membership 

time. Men were predominantly more performance-oriented (PAp), whereas women were master-

avoidant in their goals (MAv). Additionally, members with less than six months of experience exhib-

ited higher mastery-based goals (MAv and MAp), than those with over six months of experience. 

(Partridge, Knapp & Massengale 2014, 1718). Furthermore, a study done on AGT’s impact on 

youth sport participation suggests a high adaptation of task orientation, associated with intrinsic 

motives such as skill, excitement, challenge and fit. Therefore, there is a tendency to pursue mas-

tery and skill-related goals, aligning with mastery development in sports (Sit & Lindner 2015, 614). 

2.3.2 Self-determination theory 

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a psychological theory on human behavior and personality de-

velopment, often used to understand motivation specifically in physical activity (exercise, sport, 

physical education) (Raposo, Caldeira, Batalau, Araújo & Silva 2020, 681; Ryan & Deci, 2017, 3). 

SDT suggests that humans have psychological needs for autonomy, competence and relatedness, 

that drive their behavior and quality of motivation. There are three types of motivation in SDT: in-

trinsic (engaging in an activity for its inherent enjoyment), extrinsic (engaging in an activity due to 

external rewards or outcomes), and amotivation (having no motivation to engage). (Ryan & Deci 

2017, 14-16). 

Motivation behavior in SDT is driven by three main psychological needs: autonomy, competence 

and relatedness. Autonomy drives our motivation, as it’s a sense of having interest, enjoyment 

and/or value for something, driven by external factors, such as rewards or punishments. Compe-

tence refers to the feeling of confidence and effectiveness in relation to the activity, and is best fa-

cilitated through structured environments, such as positive feedback or challenges. And lastly, re-

latedness is a feeling of being cared for, caring for others, and a sense of belonging, facilitated 

through respect and caring. In order to be autonomously motivated, an individual needs to fulfil the 

feelings of competence and relatedness, resulting in positive outcomes. (The Brainwaves Video 

Anthology 17 October 2017, min. 1:40-4:30; Ryan & Deci 2020, 1). 

Intrinsic motivation is rooted in the connection between the individual and activities. In general, ac-

tivities and events that support a sense of autonomy, competence and relatedness tend to en-

hance intrinsic motivation, whereas those that have a detrimental impact, will in turn erode this mo-

tivation. Intrinsically motivated behaviors, such as play, exploration and curiosity derive satisfaction 
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intrinsically, instead of relying on external incentives. Conditions in the social environment can in-

fluence feelings of autonomy and competence. For example, a controlling coach may diminish an 

individual’s feel of enjoyment in a sport, despite the individual’s inherent interest in the sport. 

(Ryan, Williams, Patrick & Deci 2009, 109-111; Ryan & Deci, 2020, 2). Interestingly, intrinsic moti-

vation has been found to align with NLP and consequently CLA (section 3.2). A study done on the 

impact of NLP and motivation in physical education revealed that utilizing constraints and move-

ment variability tailored to individual skills and characteristics, facilitated perceptions of autonomy, 

competence and enjoyment, resulting in intrinsic motivation of students (Moy, Renshaw & Davids 

2016, 530). 

Conversely, extrinsic motivation involves engaging in an activity with the primary aim of achieving 

an external outcome that is distinct from the activity itself. Numerous sport and exercise activities 

are primarily driven by extrinsic motivation, with the majority of participants engaging in these activ-

ities to achieve specific benefits or rewards (e.g., health or looks) rather than deriving intrinsic en-

joyment from the activity itself. Extrinsic motivation has underlying variations of regulation, influenc-

ing how deeply an individual internalized the importance of an activity, therefore impacting their 

motivation. (Ryan & Deci 2017, 14-15; 491). 

In the realm of physical activity, motivation often represents a blend of both intrinsic and extrinsic 

factors. To illustrate, an individual might select an exercise they genuinely enjoy (intrinsic motiva-

tion) while pursuing this activity with the external goal of weight loss (identified regulation within ex-

trinsic motivation). Similar phenomena have been observed by Tang (2023) at Body Light, where 

five existing members have come to the studio with initial intrinsic motivation of enjoyment, and 

continued their progress based on extrinsic motivations of losing weight. These examples are fur-

ther supported by a study done on motivations to lose weight, where both intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivations were observed to coexist within the behavior, and change over time depending on the 

context (Martinez et al. 2022, 9). Amotivation can also be observed in the realm of physical activity, 

characterized by an individual's absence of intention to participate or engage. While the concept of 

amotivation is multifaceted, it is often attributed to factors such as a perceived lack of competence 

and a disconnection between the action and desired outcomes. (Ryan & Deci 2017, 16). 

2.3.3 Motivation of participation in Yoga and Pilates 

Numerous studies exploring the motivations of Yoga and Pilates practitioners further offer valuable 

insights applicable to understanding motivation in a more specific context. In a Chinese study, mo-

tivations among Yoga practitioners varied, encompassing physical and psychological aspects, ap-

pearance, mastery, and enjoyment, with skilled instructors positively influencing motivation levels 

(Jia 2018, 12). Additionally, a Romanian study underscored intrinsic motivations as predominant 
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factors, highlighting motivations in knowledge, accomplishment and experience stimulation. The 

objectives for practicing Yoga and Pilates in this study were mainly muscle tone and posture cor-

rection (Petracovschi 2014, 120-121). 

Interestingly, Yoga members and instructors highlighted evolving motivation patterns based on 

level of experience. A shift from primarily physical motivations, such as flexibility and exercise, dur-

ing initial stages, to more psychological motives like spirituality and stress relief with increasing ex-

perience was highlighted. (Park, Riley, Bedesin & Stewart 2016, 893). Changing motivational pat-

terns was also present in a national survey of Yoga in Australia, where the majority of respondents 

noted starting Yoga for physical improvements in body, but continue to practice Yoga to reduce 

stress. The main motivations for Yoga were highlighted as improving health, increasing flexibility 

and muscle tone, and reducing stress. (Penman, Cohen & Stevens 2012, 95; 99). These attributes 

and motivations should also be taken into account when designing the level guide, as members of 

Pilates may have differing motivations for practicing Pilates, and their motivations may change with 

the level of experience they acquire. 
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3 Research methodology 

To facilitate the creation of a level guide for Body Light, a constructive research approach was cho-

sen, guiding the execution and facilitation of the development project. Constructive research aligns 

with the aim of creating something new from the development project (i.e. a new reality), such as a 

handbook, metho or plan. Therefore, constructive research is a suitable approach in developing a 

new level guide. (Ojasalo, Moilanen & Ritalahti 2022, 67). 

Research methods are typically divided into quantitative and qualitative methods, where develop-

ment work emphasizes a variety of methods (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 41-42). I have chosen a focus on 

qualitative methods, as it offers flexibility throughout the phases of the development project. In con-

trast, quantitative research requires a tight inflexible structure, potentially overlooking the possibility 

of any new arising topics, highlighting its unsuitability for this development project (Holland 2010, 

232). The data collection methods used in this development project are process benchmarking, fo-

cus group interview, observation and probe method. These methods all prioritize qualitative data 

collection, aligning with the research problem of this development project. 

3.1 Constructive research approach 

Due to the nature of this development project, where the emphasis is on practical application and 

change, both action research and constructive research emerged as viable options. However, as 

the aim is to create a concrete solution to the problem, the constructive research approach was 

chosen as the most suitable approach. As there is a lack of an existing structural level guide in Pi-

lates in the Chinese market, the aim of developing this novel construct is to actualize a new struc-

tural form of skill development – a new reality. Constructive research focuses on solving problems 

in the real world through the development of innovative constructs, i.e. a product, handbook, 

method or plan, where theory is closely linked with the developmental change. (Lukka 2003, 83-84; 

Ojasalo et al. 2022, 57). 

Practicality and functionality of the developed solutions are highlighted in constructive research, 

ensuring relevancy to the development problem. The approach also involves establishing a theo-

retical link between existing theory and the solution, and further contributing to new knowledge. 

(Lukka 2003, 84-85). By implementing concrete solutions, constructive research enables meaning-

ful and practical structures, fostering new and better solutions. Due to its nature in practicality, 

communication between the researcher and commissioning company is essential, and commit-

ment to the project is required by both parties. (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 68).  
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According to Ojasalo et al. (2022, 69-70), constructive research consists of six stages in the re-

search process, as highlighted in Figure 5. It begins with searching for a meaningful problem to en-

sure a meaningful solution to the current situation. As the link between existing theory and the so-

lution is crucial in constructive theory, in-depth practical knowledge of relevant theory must be es-

tablished. Once theoretical grounds have been established, the next step is to plan the solution, 

where innovation of the construct is highlighted. Innovation is a core phase in constructive re-

search, where the aim is to produce a new solution to a problem. Without an innovative angle, the 

research lacks purpose. With the planned solution, progression to testing the functionality and via-

bility of the solution commences. The final two phases involve showing the solution’s connection to 

theory and its novelty, as well as assessing its applicability. (Kasanen, Lukka & Siitonen 1993, 246; 

Ojasalo et al. 2022, 69-70). 

 

Figure 5. Constructive research process (adapted from Ojasalo et. al 2022, 70). 

Using the constructive approach can be a massive undertaking, as it not only aims to create some-

thing new, but it is crucial to tie the results to existing theory, and produce new knowledge contribu-

tive to the field. Therefore, a big challenge faced in constructive research is the total maintained 

commitment of target organization and the researcher. Furthermore, the construct developed must 

be functionally applicable to not only the commissioning company, but also within the relevant field. 

This requires extensive amounts of work, research and testing to ensure applicability. The final 

testing results may further result in changes or even failure of the initial construct, making the con-

struct inapplicable. (Lukka 2003, 97-99). 

Ensuring a maintained commitment to the development project from Body Light and myself is 

highly likely, as the development of the level guide aligns with the growth strategy of Body Light, as 

well as the personal relationship between myself and the company. Moreover, I have narrowed 

down the scope of my work to ensure its feasibility, as can be seen in the development project pro-

cess (chapter 3.4).   
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3.2 Data collection methods 

Typical to constructive research, data collection methods should be a combination of different 

methods to ensure versatility. However, no single method is outlined as necessary, which makes 

the selection of research methods flexible. The emphasis on collaboration is highlighted in con-

structive research, which should also reflect in the chosen data collection methods: common ones 

include interviews, surveys and group discussions. It is also worth considering the inclusion of the 

future users of the solution into the research process, as this facilitates the understanding of their 

needs. (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 71).  

In response to the objective of the development project and a focus on fostering collaboration 

among internal employees and future users, I have selected a diverse set of data collection meth-

ods. These methods include benchmarking, a focus group interview, and observation and probe 

method of the pilot test. Through the integration of varied data collection methods focusing on the 

same research questions, method triangulation can be achieved. This approach ensures that while 

data collection methods focus on the same phenomenon, the results should not be contradicting, 

and furthermore, they should allow for diverse interpretations and differing constructions. Method 

triangulation not only enhances the validation of the findings of this development project, but it also 

allows for comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon from multiple vantage points e.g. in-

ternal employees, Pilates instructors and members. (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe, & 

Neville 2014, 545; Flick 2018, 23-24). 

3.2.1 Benchmarking 

Benchmarking is a method utilized to systematically learn from exemplary models or best practices 

(Vuorinen, 2013, 158). Upon finding best practices through benchmarking, they should be applied 

in a creative manner, aiming to produce something new. Benchmarking is useful in finding inspira-

tion for new realizations, and is suitable for developing operational processes. This is why bench-

marking has been chosen as a research method in the development of the Level Guide. (Ojasalo 

et al. 2022, 182). 

There are up to ten different benchmarking classifications, each focused on different outcomes. 

Process benchmarking focuses on content benchmarking, aiming to distinct work processes and 

operating systems. (Anand & Kodali 2008, 261). Therefore, process benchmarking has been se-

lected for this development project, as it ensures findings the best practices of existing levels and 

their processes in the development of the Level Guide. The benchmarking process follows the be-

low structure adapted from Freytag and Hollensen (2001, 25) and Vuorinen (2013, 160-161) 
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(Figure 6). This adapted benchmarking process is one of my contributions to new knowledge, 

where a unified process has been created using two separate existing models. 

First, the initial planning phase consists of defining the developmental needs of benchmarking and 

analyzing the current situation, including both benchmark factors and importance of each factor. 

The next phase is choosing who to benchmark against, e.g. the industry’s best-in-class companies 

or processes. Upon collecting data through benchmarking, the data should be analyzed to identify 

performance gaps, best practices and to establish goals. Lastly, the findings from the data analysis 

of best practices, “benchlearning”, and implementation, “benchaction”, should be applied and 

adapted. (Freytag & Hollensen 2001, 25; Vuorinen 2013, 160-161). 

 

Figure 6. Benchmarking process (adapted from Freytag & Hollensen 2001, 25; Vuorinen 2013, 

160-161). 

3.2.2 Focus group 

The second phase of the development project was to facilitate a focus group interview of relevant 

target users of the Level Guide. Focus group interviews emphasize gaining substantial opinions 

and insight on themes, where ideas and opinions are formed within the group, instead of relying on 

individuals. The benefit of conducting focus groups is the innovative approach, in which new levels 

of themes and insight can be uncovered. Characteristics of focus groups include a variety of opin-

ions, interactivity, a supportive environment for voicing opinions, and the ability to collect more data 

in less time. (Daymon & Holloway 2010, 186-187; Ojasalo et al. 2022, 115).  
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In this focus group interview, a nominal group method was chosen, in which participants worked 

both individually and as a group (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 116). The reason for choosing the nominal 

group method is its suitability to Chinese culture, where collectivism impacts behavior through i.e. 

agreeing to the majority in the fear of disrupting harmony within the group (Rhee, Zhao, Jun & Kim 

2017, 1128). The nominal group method is perceived as less threatening, and it allows each mem-

ber an opportunity for insight input (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 116). 

The purpose of the focus group interview in this development project was two-fold: to support the 

qualitative data collected from the process benchmarking, and to incorporate the target group into 

the co-creation of the level guide (collaboration). As the target users of this level guide are both in-

structors and members of different levels, the participants of the focus group reflected this.  

3.2.3 Observation 

The last phase of this development project was to test out the created construct to ensure viability 

and further implications to the results. This was done through a partial pilot test within the Body 

Light studio, where the first stage of the level structure was tested: initial assessments of new 

members. 

Observation was chosen as the research method in this phase, as it allows for behavioral data col-

lection in natural environments, and is a useful method in development work. Observation is a 

common practice in development work, where the aim is capturing the dynamics of action or inter-

action within natural environments. Observation enables the examination of behaviors, actions and 

outcomes, of how targets are used and their results. (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 117). 

Observation should be thoroughly planned and prepared, including the consent of participants, the 

role of the observer, the focus of the observation and the tools used. Observation can be participa-

tory or non-participatory in nature, determining the degree to which the observer takes part or inter-

acts within the process. The three types of observation are structured, semi-structured and un-

structured. This development task utilized structured observation through non-participatory means, 

where the aim of the observation is very clear, focusing on the relevant areas of the research. Doc-

umentation of the observation is also important, where note-taking of pre-determined topics was 

used. (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 118-119; Olava 3 April 2023).  

3.2.4 Probe method 

As the pilot test implementation would span across multiple assessment classes and consist of 

multiple participants, observation was deemed insufficient as the only data collection method. A 

single observer would have very limited ability in observing every participant and interaction, and it 
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would not take into account the feelings and thoughts of the participants. Therefore, to supplement 

and complement the data collected through observation, all participants were given the task of 

keeping diaries during the implementation, also known as the probe method. Probe method is 

when researched subjects are asked to keep a personal diary, based on a planned outline, consist-

ing of relevant questions and areas of interest, and to be gathered regularly (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 

45).  

The purpose of probe method is to extract deeper and contextual insight of user behaviors and 

needs, where those insights are relatively unbiased, as they are reported by the user themselves 

(Hillenbrand 24 January 2019; Salazar 29 March 2024). As the probe method is focused on an in-

side view, and it can result in better personal research compared to e.g. observation, as it is com-

pleted in privacy by the participant. However, this in turn requires the task to be explained with 

clear instructions to avoid misunderstanding. It is also important to ensure that participants have an 

intrinsic motivation to participate, to avoid misguided results. (Thoring, Luippold & Mueller 2013,11-

12). 

3.3 Data analysis 

The data collection methods ensure the collection of data; however, this does not yet equal mean-

ingful results. It is the dialogue between the researcher, data and theory that creates the new, rele-

vant knowledge. (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 123). Therefore, the data analysis method is important in dis-

covering trends in the collected data. The method chosen for data analysis in this qualitative re-

search was thematic analysis.  

Thematic analysis is a commonly used method of analysis in qualitative research, that systemati-

cally identifies and organizes patterns (themes) within datasets, producing overall meanings, in-

stead of individual ones. In short, by using thematic analysis, researchers can find commonalities 

in collected data, helping to make sense of the themes. However, where commonalities are ob-

served, not all results from thematic analysis are meaningful, and it is the researcher’s responsibil-

ity to ensure the relevancy to the research. (Braun & Clarke 2012, 58). Thematic analysis is suita-

ble as a data analysis method for this development project, as it is a flexible and adaptable ap-

proach, especially suitable for less-experienced researchers due to its ease-of-use (Nowell, Norris, 

White & Moules 2017, 2).  

3.4 Development project process 

This development project employs a qualitative research method, consisting of the following core 

phases: benchmarking best practices, collaborative co-creation facilitated through a focus group 

interview, and observation and probe method of the pilot test implementation. The development 
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process of this project is guided by the phases of the constructive research process (Figure 5), as 

detailed below: 

Testing the finalized construct in practice can be done through three market test levels: within the 

target organization (passing weak evaluation), within several same-industry organizations (passing 

medium evaluation), and comparing the outcomes of implementation in organization against those 

that have not implemented (strong evaluation) (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 71). Due to the time constraints 

of this development project and the commissioning company, only a partial internal organizational 

market test was implemented through a pilot test of assessment classes, evaluated through obser-

vation and probe method.  

The scope of this development project did not include the full implementation of the level guide in 

Body Light or the Pilates industry, the specific requirements and curriculum of levels, or scientific 

contribution to theory. However, the Level Guide is aimed to work as a foundation for Body Light, 

or any other studio in the industry, providing key principles for the practical implementation of struc-

tured levels for future use. This also means that the development project is producing new 

knowledge on the topic, therefore qualifying for constructive method. The scope and process of the 

development project has been visualized in Figure 7. 

− August 2023: The development project began with internal discussions with the commis-
sioning company on the outline and scope of the development project, and what problem it 
would solve. 

− October 2023 - January 2024: Through the writing of the theoretical framework, in-depth 
knowledge was gathered from a variety of relevant theories and existing frameworks.  

− February - March 2024: Benchmarking of best practices in relevant industries was con-
ducted, aligning with the theoretical framework in providing practical, relevant knowledge. 

− March 2024: To ensure the future user’s needs be taken into consideration, a focus group 
interview was facilitated, consisting of relevant users in the industry – members and instruc-
tors. 

− April 2024: To ensure the validity and value of the created level guide, a pilot test took 
place, during which observation and probe method were used in determining the effective-
ness of the level guide. The results from the observation and probe method gave further 
insight into designing the final version of the Level Guide. 

− April-May 2024: Working with the core members of Body Light, the finalized version of the 
Level Guide was created.  
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Figure 7. Development project process and scope (adapted from Peltonen 2022, 6). 
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4 Research findings 

With the research and data collection methods finalized, and the development process established, 

the next phase was to begin conducting the empirical part of the research. This involved conduct-

ing the research based on the chosen data collection methods and analyzing the extracted data. 

The empirical phase of the development spanned over a total of three months, from February 2024 

to May 2024.  

This chapter covers the processes and research findings of each data collection method, as well 

as the implications for the development project. The data collection methods consisted of process 

benchmarking, focus group interview of relevant Pilates practitioners, and a combination of obser-

vation and probe method in the pilot test.  

4.1 Benchmarking 

Due to the nature of the development project creating a new Level Guide, I chose process bench-

marking as the most suitable benchmarking approach, as explained in chapter 3.2.1. By conduct-

ing process benchmarking in this development project, the aim was to understand the following: 

Finding answers to the above questions would establish initial best practices, guiding the creation 

of the Level Guide. In creating the Body Light Level Guide, it was important to gain practical insight 

from existing level guides on their overall structure, level components, and a clear progression 

pathway. The process benchmarking focused on the general structures and progression within the 

levels, rather than the specific curriculum of levels. The benchmarking process and structure were 

inspired by the benchmarking conducted in Peltonen’s Master thesis on organizational culture 

handbooks (Peltonen 2022, 28-37). 

Given the scarcity of existing level guides and systems in the Pilates industry, I expanded the 

scope of benchmarking to include recreation, sports and fitness industries. To ensure relevancy to 

the development project, the following criteria were set: 

− What kind of level systems exist in the sports, fitness and recreation fields? 
− How are member and instructor levels divided & what are the requirements of each level? 
− How is the transition from member to instructor facilitated? 
− How is progression within the member and instructor levels facilitated?  
− What teaching materials are utilized to help with learning? 
− What are the similarities and differences between the chosen level systems? 
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I used search engines (Google and Baidu), ChatGPT 3.5 and existing knowledge of Body Light 

members to search for systems to benchmark. Filtering and assessing search engine results 

proved time-consuming, whereas ChatGPT3.5 provided instantaneous, relevant results. Conse-

quently, the combination of ChatGPT3.5 and existing knowledge generated the most relevant re-

sults. To further refine the high number of search results, I added an additional criterion: the level 

systems must target adults. As many systems lacked the inclusion of both recreational and profes-

sional levels, they were excluded from the benchmarking despite offering valuable insights.  

At this point, it was crucial to revisit the benchmarking purpose, focusing on the overall structure, 

level components, and clear progression pathway, ensuring relevancy to Pilates. Following the 

established criteria and purpose, a total of nine level systems were initially shortlisted, of which a 

further five were excluded for various reasons detailed in Table 1. 

Table 1. Shortlisted level systems for benchmarking. 

− Must be within the sports, fitness or recreation fields 
− Must have both member (recreation) and instructor (professional) levels 
− Must be a proven level system (currently in use) 

Level System Status Reason for not choosing 

CrossFit courses Not chosen No clear progressive pathway from member 
to instructor. 

Professional Ski Instructors of America 
(PSIA): Certification Standards 

Not chosen Not enough information found online 

American Red Cross: Adult Swimming Levels 
& Teacher Certifications 

Not chosen Not enough information found online, and no 
cohesiveness between levels and teacher 
certifications 

Academy of Surfing Instructors (ASI): Surfing 
Courses 

Not chosen Not enough information found online con-
cerning individual levels (e.g. requirements, 
components) 

Professional Association of Diving Instructors 
(PADI): Freediver Courses 

Not chosen Limited information on courses, lacking a 
structural level image 

Canadian Ski Instructors’ Alliance (CSIA): 
Certification Pathway 

Chosen N/A 

Club Pilates: Levels & Teacher Training Chosen N/A 

Professional Association of Diving Instructors 
(PADI): Scuba Diving Courses 

Chosen N/A 

International Kitesurfing Organization (IKO): 
Kitesurf Courses & Certifications 

Chosen N/A 
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Upon thorough consideration, the following four level systems were chosen for benchmarking: 

PADI Scuba Diving Certification Levels, Club Pilates Levels & Teacher Training, IKO Kitesurf 

Courses & Certifications, and CSIA Certification Pathway (see Table 2). Each system demon-

strated clear level structures, progression of both member and instructor, and sufficient information 

available. Although Club Pilates lacked a visual representation of its level structure, it was deemed 

relevant to the Pilates industry. Interestingly, three out of four finalists were within extreme sports. 

Table 2. Chosen level systems for benchmarking. 

Level System Company background Other notes 

 

PADI Scuba Diving 
Certification Levels 

The largest scuba diving association of over 50 
years, in 6,600 diving centers across 180 countries 
globally. PADI has nearly 130,000 professional 
members & 30 million certified divers. They priori-
tize consistent quality in training, safety and cus-
tomer service. (PADI 2024). 

Existing operations in 
China 

 

 

Club Pilates Levels 
& Teacher Training 

A part of the largest franchisee boutique gym com-
pany Xponential Fitness, Club Pilates has over 
1,000 studios globally. Operations are focused 
around three areas: Pilates (member) classes, Pila-
tes teacher training, and studio franchising. (Club 
Pilates 2024). Club Pilates has further ranked in the 
Entrepreneur’s Franchisee 500 for several years 
(Entrepreneur 2024).  

Lacks a visual represen-
tation of level structure, 
but offers separate level 
& teacher training struc-
tures. 

Highly relevant to the Pi-
lates industry. 

IKO Kitesurf 
Courses & Certifi-
cations  

Established in 2001, IKO currently operates in 60 
countries and 350 affiliate centers, with over 
600,000 members and 5,000 certified instructors. 
IKO consists of three areas: member skill develop-
ment, job opportunities, and kite school affiliation. 
With the most comprehensive selection of courses, 
IKO emphasizes safety, quality and providing 
proper resources. (IKO 2024). 

N/A 

CSIA Certification 
Pathway 

Established in 1938, CSIA is highly recognized ski-
ing instructor organization. CSIA provides ski in-
structor certification levels and member levels 
within the same system, promoting the ski instruc-
tor profession and growth of skiing as a sport. 
(CSIA 2024). 

Exclusive to the Cana-
dian market, but high 
awareness in Chinese 
market (search term 
“CSIA” produced hun-
dreds of results on social 
media platform RED). 

In line with the benchmarking process, the benchmarking was conducted in three areas within the 

third step “analyze benchmarking data”: Progression analysis, level component analysis and teach-

ing approach analysis (Figure 8). Originally, the plan only encompassed progression and level 

component analysis. However, it was later recognized that evaluating teaching approach was 

equally important for identifying best practices on “how to teach”. The progression analysis 
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provided insight on the structural design of level systems and their progressive pathways. The 

components of levels were examined to understand learning focus, materials used, requirements, 

and assessments. Lastly, the teaching approach of each system was analyzed to determine how 

teaching is facilitated in the different level systems. Best practice insights were used in creating the 

Body Light Pilates level guide. 

 

Figure 8. Benchmarking process (adapted from Freytag & Hollensen 2001, 25; Vuorinen 2013, 

160-161.) 

4.1.1 Progression analysis 

The progression analysis consisted of two areas: the overall structures of the different level sys-

tems and facilitation of progression. I began by examining the overall structures of the level sys-

tems, pointing out structural similarities and differences. Club Pilates lacked a cohesive structure, 

which is why the member levels and teacher training modules were examined separately. 

All four structures had levels divided into recreation (member), and professional (instructor), distin-

guishing the difference between these two categories. However, CSIA differed from the others by 

integrating both member (skiing track) and instructor (teaching track) within the same level struc-

ture, where individuals could choose to progress in either skiing or teaching tracks. However, when 

wanting to become a teacher, the individual needed to complete assessments in both skiing and 

teaching tracks in the required levels. (CSIA 2024). 

A Venn diagram was made to visualize the similarities and differences of the four systems’ struc-

tures (Figure 9). Similarities of all four systems included: a clear level division between recreational 
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and professional levels, and progression of skills from level to level. Three of the systems began 

with a no prerequisites beginner level, worded as “discovery” or “foundation”. CSIA, however, had 

a prerequisite of intermediate skiing confidence (through self-learning) to beginning Level 1.  

Both IKO and Club Pilates emphasized the facilitation of a more linear pathway (i.e. starting from 

Level 1 and progressing by level); whereas PADI and CSIA offered a higher rate of flexibility in pro-

gression. PADI implemented specializations and alternative tracks, whereas CSIA had two learning 

tracks within the same system. Regarding level names, PADI and IKO utilized descriptive wording 

to signify the member’s level, e.g. PADI’s “Master Scuba Diver”, and IKO’s “Kiteboarder”, while 

Club Pilates and CSIA used numbering for their levels. 

 

 

Figure 9. Venn diagram of level structure and content differences and similarities. 
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To further analyze the progression within these systems, I added dimensions of complexity and 

progression pathway. Complexity looked at the total amount of levels and courses, together with 

estimated progression duration from beginner member to instructor. Complexity was ranked 1-5, 

with 1 indicating simple, and 5 indicating complex. Progression pathway was similarly ranked 1-5, 

where 1 indicated linear, (no flexibility in progression, must adhere level to level) and 5 indicated 

nonlinear (flexibility in progression). Each system was ranked based on complexity and progres-

sion pathway, and then plotted in a quadrant chart (Figure 10) to visualize their rank in comparison. 

PADI scored a 5 in complexity, due to its 13 levels, five separate courses and 43 specializations, 

with progression to the “Divemaster” level taking eight weeks to half a year (Denny 10 May 2023). 

Its progression pathway scored a 4, as it offered flexibility through specializations and a separate 

CPR/First Aid track. Club Pilates scored a 3 in complexity, as it had very few levels, but teacher 

training requiring an extensive 500 hours of study (Club Pilates Teacher Training 2023, 3). Its pro-

gression pathway scored a 2 due to being highly linear. IKO scored a complexity of 4, having 19 

levels and increasing learning hours by each level, whereas its strictly linear progression pathway 

scored a 1 (IKO 2024). Lastly, CSIA scored a 2 in complexity, with only seven levels and relatively 

fast progression to the “Trainer” level in an estimated 20 days (CSIA 2024). Its progression path-

way scored a 3, combining linearity and flexibility in separate tracks from Levels 1 to 3.  

 

Figure 10. Quadrant chart of level progression (progression pathway and complexity). 

In terms of complexity, none of the systems were completely simple, but within progression path-

way, complete linearity was observed in IKO’s pathway. PADI was the most complex, possibly due 
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to its variety of specializations and safety considerations. An overall trend of these four systems 

was observed: the more complex a system, the more flexibility it seems to offer. CSIA stood out as 

an “ideal” pathway, as it offered a level of flexibility, whilst still having linear components (i.e. spe-

cific requirements in skill development). Furthermore, it was not overly complex as a structure, 

which aided in the creation of the development project. 

4.1.2 Level component analysis 

Once the progression analysis was completed, I began the second part of the benchmarking, the 

level component analysis. This aimed to benchmark the best practices in level design, assessing 

how each component contributes to the overall structure and facilitates progression of skill devel-

opment. Level component analysis was conducted systematically by reviewing level introductions, 

outlines, and requirements from official websites, supplemented by information of participant expe-

riences from platforms such as Reddit, YouTube, Facebook and RED. This analysis was divided 

into recreational (member) and professional (instructor) levels due to differing objectives and moti-

vations. Themes were gathered from all four systems and organized into two separate tables. 

These themes were then visualized using radar charts to provide a clearer comparison. 

The analysis of recreational level components (Table 3) mostly aligned with expectations and pre-

vious findings (see chapter 4.1.1). There were four consistently present level components in all 

four systems and levels: safety, technical training, practical training and assessment of a level. 

Both technical and practical training were expected to be components of the levels, but it was sur-

prising to see that only safety and assessment were the two other similar components in all four 

systems. Regarding level assessment, IKO, PADI and CSIA each had specific assessment 

measures, whereas Club Pilates only required a teacher approval for higher levels, lacking specific 

criteria for lower levels and relying on self-assessment.   

As mentioned, all four systems observed both technical and practical training. Technical training 

served as a foundation to skill development, preparing individuals for practical application. Club Pi-

lates emphasized techniques such as breathing, core activation and mastering movement funda-

mentals, before progressing to e.g. reformer workouts (Club Pilates 2024). Similarly, PADI had 

controlled pool “mini dives”, practicing diving techniques before progressing to open water dives 

(PADI 2024). Both IKO and CSIA emphasized land-based technical training before moving to the 

water or slopes (IKO 2024; CSIA 2024). Therefore, I concluded that both technical and practical 

training were essential components in meeting requirements of levels.  
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Table 3. Results of recreational (member) level components. 

Level Component PADI Club Pilates IKO CSIA 

Theoretical knowledge (teaching, re-
view, planning etc.) 

x  x x 

Equipment knowledge (how to use, 
setting up etc.) 

x x x  

Safety protocols & awareness x x x x 

Assessing environmental factors 
(wind force, buoyancy etc.) 

x  x x 

Technical training (before going to 
the final environment like reformer, 
slope, ocean) 

x x x x 

Practical training (the actual sport or 
movement in the final environment) 

x x x x 

Workshop learning    x 

Skill assessment/ Exam (end of level 
completion) 

x Teacher Ap-
proval for lev-

els 2 & 2.5 

x x 

Certification (achievement recogni-
tion) 

x  x x 

Given the nature of the different sports, I had anticipated Pilates to have less stringent components 

within its levels compared to the others, as it could be regarded a comparatively “safer” form of 

movement. This can be clearly observed in Figure 11, where Club Pilates scores typically lower 

compared to the others. Components such as environmental awareness and safety were crucial in 

the three extreme sports, whereas not as central to Club Pilates. Safety within Club Pilates was 

mainly addressed through proper equipment use and movement modification based on individual 

needs (Club Pilates 2024). Additionally, none of the member levels result in any formal level com-

pletion assessment or certification in Club Pilates, which could potentially lead to decreased moti-

vation of members.  
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Figure 11. Radar chart of recreational level components by system. 

When analyzing the professional level components, I noticed several components to overlap with 

those of the recreational levels. However, the professional requirements were notably stricter, 

more specific, and comparatively more varied. Of the total 12 components, eight were common 

across all four level systems: class programming, teaching skills, theory, technical and practical 

skill training, equipment use, as well as an exam and certification for completion (Table 4). The 

eight common components were observed to fit into three main themes; teaching skills, personal 

skill development and assessment.  

Teaching skills encompassed class programming, teaching-specific skills, theory, and equipment 

use. Teaching-specific skills covered areas such as proper communication of movement cues 

(Club Pilates), public speaking and leadership (PADI), communicating complex theoretical con-

cepts (IKO), and collaborative teaching methods (CSIA). Class programming addressed alignment 

of moves (Club Pilates), dive safety measures (PADI), trial teaching with corrective measures 

(IKO), and assessment of learners, environment and objective (CSIA). Theoretical learning was 

integral in all level systems; delivered through various channels, including eLearning portals and 

manuals (further details in Table 5). Equipment use covered understanding and utilizing the equip-

ment effectively, and ability to instruct students on its use. 

Personal skill development included technical and practical training, similar to recreational levels, 

however, teaching skills took precedence. Professional level attendance required participants to 

meet prerequisites of existing skill ability, reducing the emphasis on personal skill development. 
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Each professional level assessment resulted in an instructor certification, comprising of theoretical 

and practical exams, and teaching exam in higher levels. With a professional certification, individu-

als could teach within specified recreational or professional levels. Unlike the other three systems, 

Club Pilates lacked a level specifically geared towards teaching professional levels. 

Table 4. Results of professional (teacher) level components. 

Level Component PADI Club Pilates IKO CSIA 

Anatomy, physics, 
physiology 

x x   

Theory x x x x 

Industry knowledge, 
sales, or marketing 

(higher levels)  (higher levels)  

Equipment use x x x x 

Modification of move-
ments 

 x   

Class Programming x x x x 

Teaching Skills (com-
munication, cues etc.) 

x x x x 

Technical knowledge 
and training 

x x x x 

Practical training (with 
instructor & on own) 

x x x x 

Risk mitigation, safety x  x x 

Exam x x x x 

Certification x x x x 

Figure 12 further visualizes the importance of teaching components and assessment of levels, 

which were all ranked highly among all four level systems. Although practical and technical skill de-

velopment were important, they were seemingly secondary to teaching skills. When comparing the 

differences in level systems, PADI and Club Pilates had overall higher level of importance in the 

professional level components. Movement modification was exclusive to Club Pilates, where 
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modification to individual needs was deemed crucial. Both Club Pilates and PADI had theoretical 

requirements on anatomy (Club Pilates), physics and physiology (PADI). PADI and IKO further 

highlighted similarities in their professional level components. Industry knowledge, including mar-

keting and sales, emerged in higher professional levels, indicating the importance of understanding 

industry dynamics and customer retention strategies in these two systems. Additionally, safety was 

rated highly with PADI and IKO, reflecting the complexity of these sports. 

 

Figure 12. Radar chart of professional level components by system. 

4.1.3 Teaching approach analysis 

To complement the findings of the level component analysis, I examined teaching approaches to 

determine the best practices in teaching within the levels. As outlined in chapter 2.2, the teacher’s 

role in shaping a student’s skill development is crucial in adapting constraints to individual needs. 

Additionally, chapter 2.1 outlined the significant impact of teacher qualification and communication 

to customer satisfaction and loyalty. The factors within the teaching approach analysis were pre-

determined to include the following: materials used, class size, class format and instructor qualifi-

cations. Each factor was analyzed by all four systems, and results visualized.  

The level component analysis revealed that theoretical, technical and practical training were inte-

gral level components. Therefore, analyzing the materials used in the assistance of teaching 

served as supplementary information to the findings. Table 5 displays the materials used in the 

four systems, across recreational and professional levels. As I had predicted, the professional 
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levels generally necessitated more materials, covering a broader range of theoretical areas. PADI, 

IKO and CSIA, providing certifications at recreational levels, incorporated materials such as 

eBooks and manuals for the learner. Contrastingly, Club Pilates employed no materials for recrea-

tional levels, due to the lack of certifications or formal assessment. Even within the professional 

levels, Club Pilates only provided online manuals of the different study modules, suggesting oppor-

tunity for improvement in teaching materials utilized. Conversely, PADI, IKO and CSIA, offered a 

variety of materials in their teaching approach, including apps, learning portals, videos, manuals 

and evaluation forms. 

Table 5. Teaching materials used in levels. 

Differences in class size between recreational and professional levels were evident, with profes-

sional levels typically having smaller class sizes (Figure 13). Club Pilates had the largest recrea-

tional class size, with a maximum of 12 students, followed by PADI at 10. Both IKO and CSIA 

maintained consistent class sizes across levels, yet IKO emphasized a student-to-teacher ratio of 

3:1, ensuring efficiency in teaching regardless of complexity of kiteboarding. In contrast, Pilates 

uses stationary equipment, potentially facilitating easier monitoring, and therefore accommodating 

larger class sizes. In light of these findings, optimal class size should average at about 8 students 

in recreational levels, and 4-5 students in professional levels. 

Level 
System 

Recreational Level Materials Professional Level Materials 

PADI 
− eLearning portal (online) 

/ PADI Manual (offline) 
− Dive log app (online) / 

Logbook (offline) 
− Exam (online or offline) 

− eLearning portal (online) / PADI Manual 
(offline) 

− Dive log app (online) or Logbook (offline) 
− Exam (online or offline) 

Club Pila-
tes 

None 6 Manuals: Mat; Reformer; RTC; Chair; Special 
Populations; and Ladder Barrel; Online Exam 

IKO 
− eBooks (online); 
− Handbooks (online);  
− Online quizzes;  
− Teaching videos (online) 

− eLearning (online); 
− Online quizzes; 
− Teaching videos (online); 
− Manual for levels (online); 
− Online exam (higher levels) 

CSIA In-class materials provided, only 
available upon participation 

− Online Learning materials: (Skills Frame-
work, Collaborative Teaching,  

− Fundamentals of Skiing, 
− Performance Model) 
− Participant Development Plan; 
− Skiing Exam Level Sheet; 
− Teaching Evaluation Form 
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Figure 13. Bar chart of maximum class size of recreational and professional levels. 

I observed the different class formats in all four systems, divided by recreational and professional 

levels. The majority of recreational levels focused on in-person classes, with Club Pilates and IKO 

exclusively adopting this approach, lacking any other form of learning (Figure 14). In contrast, 

CSIA had the most variety, consisting of self-review, in-person theory, practice classes and one-

on-one discussion sessions. PADI blended both in-person class with theoretical self-study. 

 

Figure 14. Stacked bar chart of recreational level class formats by percentage of use.  

In contrast, I noticed professional levels to exhibit a broader range of variety in learning formats, 

ranging from online study to areas such as observation, as depicted in Figure 15. Notably, Club Pi-

lates’ teacher training level had the most variety in class formats, each contributing to the total 500-

hour training requirement. Interestingly, online self-study dominated this level, requiring 150 hours 

of study. Additionally, Club Pilates incorporated both observation and self-practice formats, distin-

guishing it from the other systems. Both IKO and CSIA demonstrated the least variety in class for-

mats. IKO consisted of only online study and in-person classes, whereas CSIA had only in-person 

technical and practical classes. PADI maintained a level of consistency in class formats across all 
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levels. It prioritized in-person practice, while integrating both online study and in-person technical 

classes as supplementary learning formats. Therefore, the type of class formats used necessitates 

consideration of the specific sport, the requirements of each level, and the practical aspects of 

mastering the skills of the sport.  

 

Figure 15. Stacked bar chart of professional level components by percentage of use. 

Finally, I analyzed the qualifications of instructors, also divided by recreational and professional 

level instructors. This was due to the objectives of learning being fairly different between recrea-

tional and professional levels. Qualifications were graded from 1 (low requirement) to 5 (high re-

quirement), taking into consideration the teaching experience, certification level and attainment dif-

ficulty (displayed in Figure 16).   

Professional-level teacher qualifications were consistently ranked 4 or 5, indicating high standards 

across all systems. PADI was ranked at 5, as it mandates a very high-level certification to teach 

only the first professional level. Club Pilates was conversely ranked 5 due to the inaccessibility and 

difficulty of becoming a Master Trainer (likely selected and trained internally).  

In contrast, the recreation-level instructor requirements varied widely, from 2 (Club Pilates) to 5 

(PADI). Similar to the professional level, PADI demanded an Open Water Scuba Instructor certifi-

cation to teach all recreational levels, which is fairly difficult to obtain. Conversely, although Club 

Pilates requires a total of 500 hours of study to teach, there were minimal prerequisites to joining 

the teacher training. Both IKO and CSIA fell within the medium to high range, with specific, yet at-

tainable requirements. 
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Figure 16. Instructor qualification requirements of recreational and professional levels.  

During benchmarking, I further discovered an interesting teaching approach from CSIA, adding val-

uable insight to analysis. CSIA’s “The Collaborative Approach” mirrors principles from the con-

straints-led approach and nonlinear pedagogy principles discussed in Chapter 2.2. The cyclical ap-

proach is tailored around an individual learner’s needs, starting with an assessment of their physi-

cal skills, psychological factors and aspirations, comparable to performer constraints of CLA (Ca-

nadian Ski Teaching s.a., 1-2; Renshaw et al. 2010, 121). It then begins through experience (task) 

design. This considers the learner, environment, objective and skills, which all optimize the 

learner’s experience. (Canadian Ski Teaching s.a., 2-3). Next, ongoing assessment helps to track 

progress and adjust objectives as needed according to the individual. Finally, the experience and 

assessment foster exploration of new and varied skiing skills to help the learner in future skill de-

velopment. (Canadian Ski Teaching s.a., 4-5).  

The learning approach of CSIA resonates with nonlinear pedagogy’s emphasis on “the need to cre-

ate learning experiences that are representative and supportive of individual learners” (Renshaw et 

al. 2010, 128). This development project drew inspiration from CSIA’s teaching approach, as it 

aligns with the relevant theoretical and practical knowledge. 

4.1.4 Implications for development project 

The benchmarking analyses of progression, level components and teaching approach gave valua-

ble insight and practical knowledge of existing level systems and their best practices. These 
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insights were leveraged in the development of the Body Light Level Guide, guiding the structure, 

progressive pathway, and specific level components and teaching approach. 

Structural design of the level systems varied from linear and nonlinear approaches, with differing 

levels of complexity. Incorporating flexibility within the progression, as seen in CSIA and PADI, 

could enhance learner engagement and adaptability. The integration of member and teacher tracks 

within CSIA’s level structure was particularly relevant to the aim of encouraging members to be-

come instructors. However, CSIA’s prerequisite of existing skills for Level 1 did not align with Body 

Light’s approach, necessitating insights from IKO and PADI from implementing a “discovery” begin-

ner level.   

The level components analysis highlighted distinct differences between recreational and profes-

sional levels, indicating the need for a contrast in component design between recreational and pro-

fessional levels. Recreational levels observed important components to be safety, technical and 

practical training, and assessment of level progression. Professional levels prioritized components 

within teaching skills and assessment, such as communication, class programming, equipment use 

and theory, with a secondary focus on an individual’s technical and practical skills. Assessment 

and certification of levels were observed to be of importance in all levels. Recreational levels fo-

cused on the assessment of passing a level, whereas professional levels focused on both assess-

ment and certification of a level. The absence of formal assessment in Club Pilates’ levels further 

highlighted the need for assessment measures in the development project. 

The teaching approach analysis provided additional insights into previous findings. It emphasized 

the utilization of a variety of materials, especially in professional levels, to enhance the learning ex-

perience. I further observed that class formats typically consisted of a variety of formats, specifi-

cally in professional levels. Optimal class size was identified to be around 8 in recreational levels, 

and 4-5 in professional levels, with an emphasis on high quality instructors regardless of level.  

As Club Pilates was within the Pilates industry, I had expected it to provide the most relevant in-

sight. However, I found that it lacked many crucial factors, such as level assessment and diversity 

of learning formats in recreational levels. Conversely, the analysis from CSIA provided unexpected 

value to the development project. Not only did it offer a relatively simple and semi-flexible structure, 

it also aligned its teaching approach with nonlinear pedagogy and constraints-led approach princi-

ples, making it highly relevant to the development project. Overall, the insights gained from bench-

marking played a role in the design of the Body Light level guide, ensuring the needs of individuals 

are met, while applying the best practices found in skill development and progression. 
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4.2 Focus group interview 

To gain more insight on designing the level guide, I decided to involve target users in the co-crea-

tion of the level guide. Focus group interviews represent innovative approaches for uncovering new 

themes and insights (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 115), aligning with the significance of fostering an innova-

tive angle in constructive research (Kasanen et al. 1993, 246). Therefore, a focus group was con-

ducted in March 2024 with relevant Pilates members and instructors covering topics of motivation, 

progression and levels in Pilates.  

Following the implications gathered from the benchmarking, the focus group was aimed to provide 

supplementary knowledge to existing theory and findings of this development project. The focus 

group further offered a new perspective: the target user. The primary goal of the focus group was 

to uncover the following: 

Following the goals of the focus group, the interview questions covered three main areas: motiva-

tion, progression and levels in Pilates (Appendix 1). Each of the questions related to previous find-

ings and theories in this development project, as can be seen in Table 6. I drew inspiration for 

planning the focus group from Heinrichs’ Master thesis (2014, 39-4) on creating a food brochure, 

which represents a good example of applying constructive research in Master thesis. 

Table 6. Relation of interview questions with existing theory and findings. 

Interview Question Themes Related Theory/Findings 

Personal motivations to begin and con-
tinue practicing Pilates; 

Areas of Pilates enjoyment 

− Chapter 2.3.2: Self-determination theory of 
motivation  

− Chapter 2.3.3: Motivation in Pilates & yoga 
− Chapter 2.1.1 & 2.1.2: Relatedness to loyalty, 

customer satisfaction and level of experience 

Perception of progression in Pilates & 
significance to individual participant; 

What aspects impact skill mastery  

− Chapter 2.2.1: Constraints-led approach in 
skill development 

− Chapter 2.2.2: Nonlinear pedagogy 

Structured levels in Pilates 
− Chapter 4.1.1: Benchmarking structures and 

progressive pathways 

− Understanding motivations of practicing Pilates among members and instructors 
− Identifying progression perspectives of Pilates practitioners, and its impact on the individual 
− Gaining target user perspectives & feedback on having a structural level system in Pilates 
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To ensure a diverse representation of target users, I aimed for a varied range of Pilates experience 

among participants, including both members and instructors. Additionally, all participants were re-

quired to have attended at least one Pilates class to ensure familiarity with practice. The goal was 

to select a total of 6-8 suitable participants, aligning with best practices of focus groups (Ojasalo et 

al. 2022, 115).  

Based on the participant criteria, 13 individuals satisfying these requirements were originally con-

tacted, all of whom were acquaintances of either myself or Esther Tang. Due to the complexity of 

aligning with individuals’ schedules and requiring them to be physically present, only six contacted 

individuals confirmed their availability to participate. However, this did take away from the repre-

sentation of Pilates experience, such as an advanced member (over 2 years of practice), and a 

complete beginner with no previous fitness experience (only 1 Pilates class underway). 

While this aligned with my target number, one participant cancelled last-minute. Given the group’s 

emphasis on interactive discussion, I decided not to carry out a separate interview with the can-

celled participant. Despite falling one participant short of the total intended amount, I expected to 

gain complementary information through the triangulation of the data collection methods.  

Ultimately, the focus group consisted of five female participants (Table 7), each with differing Pila-

tes experiences, aged between 28 and 38 years. The represented practice experience ranged from 

less than a month up to 2.5 years, consisting of members, instructors and a combination of the 

two. Interestingly, there were three participants with professional experience in fitness and Pilates, 

such as in rehabilitation, fitness training and Pilates certification training. These added relevant and 

deeper insights during our focus group discussions. Three of the five participants further empha-

sized that over time, they had stopped Pilates training for varying reasons. 

Although virtual participation was considered, I decided to conduct the focus group in person. This 

decision was driven by the interactive nature of the focus group, where participation in person 

made visualization and discussion more fluent. I further deliberated whether to divide instructors 

and members into two separate focus groups, but ultimately decided to combine them into one. 

This choice was guided by the aim to facilitate new ideas and deeper conversation between the 

two representative groups. 

The focus group took place on March 30, 2024, from 1:30pm to 3pm, lasting 90 minutes, and was 

conducted in Chinese, where I acted as the facilitator. I had prepared a presentation (Appendix 1) 

guiding the interview questions, with additional visual elements helping to facilitate interaction be-

tween the participants (Appendix 2). The audio of the interview was recorded and transcribed on 

Microsoft Word for better analysis post-interview. Initially I took notes to capture insights aligning 
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with the theoretical framework. However, I quickly realized that note-taking was distracting my ac-

tive listening and interaction with the focus group. Consequently, I decided to rely on the audio re-

cording for analysis, refraining from further note-taking. 

Although all five participants represented a variety of Pilates experiences, they all had some level 

of experience within physical activity. Three participants (P3, P4, and P5) had professional experi-

ence in sports, whereas the other two (P1 and P2) had previous experience in sports such as 

weightlifting, swimming and rugby. This meant that a representation of complete Pilates beginners 

with no prior fitness experience was lacking, which may have impacted the results of the focus 

group. Future data collection of beginner members could be done outside this development project 

to ensure a proper representation within the beginner target group. As the main focus of this devel-

opment project was the transition from member to teacher, I decided not to facilitate another focus 

group with beginner Pilates participants. 

Table 7. Focus group participants. 

 

Category Participant Age Pilates  

practice 

experience 

Certification 
status 

Remarks 

Member  P1 38 >1 month N/A Tried 4 Pilates classes, did 
not continue after 

Member P2 32 >1 month N/A Rehabilitation therapist as a 
profession, uses Pilates in 
work, but has only done 1 Pi-
lates class herself. 

Member P3 28 1 year N/A Taking a break from Pilates 
classes due to the high price. 

Member/  

instructor 

P4 33 2 years In progress Started Body Balance 
Teacher Training, but 
stopped eventually due to 
schedule restrictions. Contin-
ues as a member. 

Instructor P5 30 2.5 years Certified Background as a fitness 
trainer before Pilates 
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4.2.1 Motivations in Pilates 

The focus group began with the topic of motivation. As all the participants were Chinese, a nominal 

group method was chosen (see Chapter 3.2.2), starting with an individually completed ice breaker 

question. Participants were asked to write down 1-4 initial motivations of practicing Pilates. Upon 

doing so, participants then placed their answers within a chart (Appendix 2), which I had divided 

into six general categories (see Figure 17).  

I had initially anticipated participants’ Pilates motivations to mainly cover physical factors, such as 

appearance and muscle tone, in line with the theoretical findings of motivation in Yoga and Pilates 

(Chapter 2.3.3). Surprisingly, the most common category covered was rehabilitation, with all five 

participants indicating it as a significant motivational factor in beginning Pilates. Areas of motivation 

in rehabilitation included safety, posture, stability, functional movement and injury. Physical motiva-

tions followed, specifically weight loss and the appeal of Pilates being “beautiful” and “cool”. Nota-

bly, motivations related to mental and social aspects were relatively low, potentially related to the 

marketing focus of Pilates in China.  

Figure 17. Participants' initial motivations to practice Pilates by category. 

Many participants further explained that their initial attraction to Pilates was impacted by the mar-

keting efforts of Pilates in China. Some of these perceptions market Pilates as very trendy and em-

phasize its suitability to women: 

“In the Asian market, Pilates has a high acceptance for women (unlike weightlifting), and it 
looks really cool” – P4 

“Pilates looks so soft and soothing; the movement seems so effortless.” – P1 
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“Pilates has suddenly become very popular in China, and I just wanted to try it out to see what 
it’s all about. The (Pilates) movements seem elegant, I think it fits the characteristics of 
women.” – P3  

“(Pilates) has an aesthetic sense, a pursuit of beauty. A lot of my students start (Pilates) ex-
actly because of that: it looks good.” – P5 

Based on the experience level of the participants, I observed distinct differences of initial motiva-

tions to Pilates. Participants with less experience and knowledge of Pilates (P1 and P3), focused 

more on visible and external motivations, such as weight loss, posture improvement and external 

validation. These motivations lean towards performance (ego) orientation within Achievement Goal 

Theory (Chapter 2.3.1), where the focus is on comparison of one’s performance with that of others 

(Sit & Lindner 2015, 606). Within Self-Determination Theory (Chapter 2.3.2), the motivations were 

consistent with extrinsic motivation, where engaging in an activity derives from achieving an exter-

nal outcome, such as health or looks (Ryan & Deci 2017, 14-15).  

Meanwhile, participants with previous background in sports, such as P2 (rehabilitation therapist), 

P4 (several years of experience in different sports), and P5 (fitness instructor) focused on motiva-

tions such as safety, injury rehabilitation, muscle stability and fun. These motivations were mainly 

consistent with mastery (task) orientation of AGT, where self-development is valued over any out-

come (Kuczek 2013, 129). As task orientation elicits autonomous behavior (Ntoumanis 2001, 400), 

experienced participants exhibited intrinsic motivations, seeking personal growth, competence and 

satisfaction through Pilates practice (Ryan & Deci, 2020, 2). 

To assess the validity of theoretical findings of Park et al. (2016, 893) and Penman et al. (2012, 95, 

99) on changes in motivation with experience time (see Chapter 2.3.3), I wanted to further explore 

whether this was applicable to the participants of the focus group. However, discussion on 

changes in motivation with experience time did not align with the theories. However, a theoretical 

link between impact of motivation type with personal satisfaction was contrastingly observed (Ntou-

manis 2001).  

In the changes of initial to continued Pilates motivation, I observed two clear consistencies with ex-

isting theory: initial motivations of extrinsic nature leading to unfavorable outcomes; and initial moti-

vations of intrinsic nature leading to favorable outcomes. Two participants (P1 and P3), whose ini-

tial motivations were mainly extrinsic, eventually stopped practicing Pilates. As observed by Ntou-

manis (2001, 399), ego orientation is focused on the actual outcomes of the activity, guiding the 

behavior of the practitioner. Furthermore, when the focus is purely on the outcome, the individual 

has a lower personal satisfaction within the activity itself (Ntoumanis 2001, 399), as seen with the 

experiences of both P1 and P3 (Figure 18).  
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In contrast, experienced participants P2, P4 and P5, who were originally motivated by intrinsic fac-

tors, continued Pilates practice with minimal changes to their nature of motivation (Figure 18). This 

observation serves to further support Ntoumanis’ (2001, 400) theory, where when motivations are 

driven intrinsically, individuals are more likely to experience satisfaction in the process of mastery. 

The only exception was P4, who was both a member and participating in teacher training. Ulti-

mately, P4 stopped the teacher training, but continued personal practice. The motivation for 

teacher training could potentially be seen as an extrinsic motivation, centered around the outcome 

of gaining a certification. With the inability to achieve the outcome, satisfaction was affected and 

resulted in stopping the teacher training. 

 

Figure 18. Participant motivations and outcomes. 

I further observed validity between the theoretical knowledge of customer loyalty based on experi-

ence level (Chapter 2.1.2) and the results of the focus group. Dagger and O’Brien (2010, 1542-

1543) note differences of loyalty formation between novice and experienced members, novice 

members’ antecedent of loyalty being customer satisfaction, experienced members’ antecedent to 

loyalty being service quality. For novice members, customer satisfaction resulted mainly from the 

expectation of the service, which was observed through P1’s experience of having a large gap 
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between the expected and received service. This in turn resulted in dissatisfaction, leading to stop-

ping Pilates practice (no loyalty formation). 

Contrastingly, Dagger and O’Brien emphasize that experienced members’ loyalty formation relies 

heavily on service quality, specifically through social and special treatment benefits (2010, 1542-

1543). This was seen in part of the more experienced participants in the focus group (P2, P4, P5), 

where all three experienced participants had a higher level of commitment to continue Pilates for 

its perceived benefit in rehabilitation. However, it was not explicitly mentioned at this point what 

specific areas of service quality influenced their motivation to continue.  

To expand on the above findings, we further discussed areas of customer satisfaction, specifically 

what factors matter the most in making Pilates more enjoyable. Participants were given four stick-

ers each, which they were then to place within the different categories on the provided worksheet 

(Appendix 2). It is worth noting that P1 only placed two stickers, as she did not feel other factors 

mattered to her, whereas the other four participants utilized all four stickers. The results are visual-

ized in Figure 19. 

Figure 19. Stacked bar chart of factors affecting Pilates enjoyment by participant (n=5). 

I had presumed that “Teacher” would be chosen as the most important factor in Pilates service 

quality, in line with theory from Chapter 2.1.1. However, the results revealed that while “Teacher” 

remained relatively important, “Class Variety”, “Equipment” and “Environment” were equally, if not 

more, significant. Interestingly, both members with less experience (P1 and P3) focused on the im-

portance of environment and equipment, supporting the theory suggesting that novice customers 

prioritize tangibles like physical facility, cleanliness and appearance (Dagger & Sweeney 2007, 32-
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34). Further discussion revealed that environment and equipment make the experience more 

worthwhile for beginners: 

“Pilates is like a holistic spa; the environment needs to fulfill (all the senses). When you enter 
(a studio), you should feel comfortable.”  – P1 

“I feel the equipment used and the environment represents how invested the studio is in its 
profession.” – P3 

“If the environment is bright, clean, spacious and creates a sense of peace, it really enhances 
the whole experience for me.” – P3 

The three more experienced participants mainly focused on the importance of teacher, class vari-

ety and personalization. It was further elaborated by P2, that the teacher should be the core as-

pect, influencing all other aspects. As mentioned earlier, more experienced customers base their 

loyalty on service quality, and this can be impacted through personalization, special treatment and 

exclusive services and pricing (Avourdiadou & Theodorakis 2014, 8-9; Gwinner, Gremler, & Bitner 

1998, 109-110). This in part aligns with the findings of the focus group, where personalization was 

important, and choosing teacher implied areas within service quality, such as special treatment.  

Interestingly, “Achievement” was not chosen by participants in contribution to making Pilates enjoy-

able, and both “Challenge” and “Social Dynamics” were also relatively insignificant. Contrastingly, 

many of the highly chosen areas align with the Scale for Fitness-Club Services (SFCS), emphasiz-

ing factors such as instructor quality, facility function, service assurance and program operations. 

This underscores SFCS’s focus on integrating both standardization and personalization within the 

same service quality model, aligning with factors identified as significant by participants like “Class 

Variety”, “Teacher” and “Personalization”. (Xu et al. 2021, 14).  

4.2.2 Significance of progression in Pilates 

The second part of the focus group centered around questions on progression in Pilates, its signifi-

cance to the participant, and mastering skills in Pilates. The importance of these questions aligned 

with the skill development theories in Chapter 2.2, as well as the fundamental goal of creating pro-

gressive pathways in the development project. The first question asked the participants what con-

stitutes as progress to them in their Pilates practice, i.e. how they view progress in their individual 

Pilates pathways and its importance. The answers of each participant can be seen in Table 8. 

The overall consensus of all five participants concluded that “control” was a commonly understood 

definition of progress in Pilates, whether it be control of movement, muscles or breathing. P3 fur-

ther explained that progress to her was two-fold: one focusing on movement progress, another on 

external physical progress. Furthermore, the importance of progress was deemed relatively 
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important by all participants, however it was noted that progress in “control” may be difficult to un-

derstand or see progress.  

P1 stated that movement control was the progress she was aiming for, but she did not understand 

what it exactly meant or what to look for, which in turn led her to stop practicing Pilates. P4 and P5 

both emphasized the importance of progress, but difficulty of seeing progress especially in the be-

ginning: usually noticeable after 20-30 classes. It was further mentioned by the three more experi-

enced participants (P2, P4 and P5) that complete beginners should begin with personal training 

classes instead of group ones, to ensure they understand the foundations and cues to Pilates.  

Table 8. Definition of progress in Pilates by participant. 

Participant What is progress in Pila-
tes 

Importance of progress in Pilates 

P1 Control, such as move-
ments and muscles.  

Visible progress is important for beginners such as 
myself. As I did not see or understand the progress 
made, I did not continue Pilates. 

P2 Control of movements. It’s moderately important, but Pilates is more about 
supporting other sports’ progression for me, so Pi-
lates progress is not as straightforward in my case. 

P3 Movement progress, such 
as flexibility and control; 
and external progress, such 
as posture and physique. 

It’s important, because seeing progress relates to 
sense of accomplishment, which is empowering. 

P4 Pilates is centered around 
“Contrology” and stabiliza-
tion, so progress to me is 
control of movement.  

Very important, but sometimes hard to notice. 

P5 Control of movements. It’s important. In the beginning I only understood 
the progress of movement control, but later I actu-
ally felt the control of my body in movements, 
which was very rewarding and motivating. Usually, 
visible progress happens after 20-30 classes. 

Interestingly, there was also a mention of mind-body connection in regards to progress in Pilates: 

(Progress in Pilates) “is also a process of getting to know yourself.” – P1 

(Progress) “is interlinked with one’s mental sense of accomplishment. If I can make progress 
with my body, I can also progress in other areas of life.” – P3 

To further analyze the impact of progress, I asked all participants what their level of satisfaction in 

Pilates was (Figure 20). Surprisingly, the level of satisfaction was relatively low in all participants, 

where P1 and P3 had both stopped due to low satisfaction in their progress. It was further noted by 
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both P3 and P4 that although their current satisfaction was low, the anticipated satisfaction level of 

completing a teacher certification would be much higher.  

Based on the questions regarding progression, I concluded that control of movement was a com-

mon understanding in defining progress in Pilates, and it was important to see this progress. How-

ever, there was a notable gap between understanding and seeing this progress, which might only 

become apparent after 20-30 classes. This emphasizes the importance of facilitating the under-

standing of progress and seeing progress within a shorter timeframe in the progressive pathway. 

 

 

Figure 20. Current and anticipated satisfaction levels of participants’ Pilates progression.  

To understand how participants learn or master skills in Pilates, I enquired about their approach to 

mastering specific Pilates movement, drawing from the Constraint-Led Approach (Chapter 2.2.1). 

However, at this stage of the focus group, I noticed a couple of problems. I had written down exam-

ples of areas that could help with skill mastery (Appendix 1, slide 9), which resulted in the partici-

pants’ response of “all of them are important”. Therefore, I realized by doing so, I had discouraged 

participants to engage further into their individual thoughts on this question. The only additional 

comment to this question was made by P3: 

“Teachers should further use simple analogies in their cues of movements. Like when pushing 
off the reformer, image pulling a rope. This is easier to understand and replaces complex 
cues.” 

Furthermore, participants were showing signs of fatigue after over an hour of discussions, and 

were not as enthusiastically involved. Therefore, this question lacks analysis, as there is 
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insufficient data from the focus group. Instead, I decided to incorporate skill mastery aspects into 

the observation process to gather more comprehensive insights. 

4.2.3 Insights on levels in Pilates 

Lastly, I wanted to understand participants’ perspectives and feedback on having a level system 

within Pilates. I explained the initial idea of levels, progressive pathways and progression from 

member to teacher. Initial feedback was not too welcoming, with the following concerns raised; 

“Not everyone wants, or is suitable, to become a Pilates teacher… I don’t personally really 
care about levels; I care about my personal goals.” – P1 

“If I were to become a Level 1 teacher, would students trust my qualifications?” – P3 

“I don’t think a member can become a teacher so fast, it should be only after around Level 4.”  
– P4 

Mainly the concerns circled around two areas: the benefits of having levels to a member, and con-

cerns about a teacher’s capability with such a short time-period. However, when referring to Pilates 

group classes, participants agreed that having levels of group classes is necessary, where some 

sort of assessment should be done for new members coming to take a class.  

Furthermore, P4 discussed her experience of taking group classes in Club Pilates, where a sepa-

rate assessment class was required to participate in the higher-level classes. With a high skill level, 

P4 had found the requirement of doing an assessment slightly irritating, however, she also agreed 

that from the perspective of safety, it’s crucial to have assessments of new members. She further 

noted that the requirements of group class teachers were not very high, classes focus on safety 

and having fun, which is enough for most members, and why (in her opinion) Club Pilates have 

been able to expand so widely. 

With the raised concern of teacher qualifications and capability, the discussion on assessing a 

teacher’s qualifications yielded some important knowledge for the development project. Partici-

pants emphasized the importance of knowing the teacher’s background and certifications. How-

ever, with beginners, participants agreed that it’s difficult to assess the qualifications of a teacher, 

and they rely more on the feeling of the teacher. P4 and P5 both agreed that if an individual can 

pass the assessments of moves, cues, teaching skills and specified hours of practice, it proves 

their readiness to teach. Through the discussion, I observed that while experienced members have 

higher requirements of a teacher’s experience, beginners’ expectations can be met more easily.  
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4.2.4 Implications for development project 

The focus group proved highly important to this development project, giving a plethora of insights 

into motivations, progression and levels in Pilates from the target user’s perspective. Although 

some issues arose, the overall implications to this development project were many-fold. 

Initially, I observed motivations driving individuals to practice Pilates differing between extrinsic and 

intrinsic. A notable trend was observed: novice members leaned toward extrinsic motivations, 

whereas experienced practitioners favored intrinsic ones. However, I noted a link between discon-

tinued practice and members with extrinsic motivations. This was further highlighted in their per-

ceptions of progress, where a low satisfaction level was observed, as they had seen little progress. 

Furthermore, I noted that customer satisfaction varied based on Pilates experience. Novice mem-

bers favored tangible aspects like environment and equipment, while experienced members em-

phasized service quality, such as expertise of teacher, class variety and personalization. Aligning 

with the Scale for Fitness-Club Services, which highlights the integration of personalization and 

standardization, this scale could be further utilized in the creation of the level guide.   

Despite initial concerns regarding levels within Pilates, specifically credibility of new teachers, I 

found compelling support for the adoption of levels. As most participants were not satisfied with 

their progress, ensuring visible progress within a shorter timeframe could prove pivotal in the con-

tinuation of Pilates practice. Furthermore, participants considering teacher training anticipated their 

satisfaction levels to be higher, further supporting the idea behind having a lower threshold for 

teacher training. Having levels within Pilates training could help to ensure the following; 

As mentioned above, the implications of how Pilates instructors are perceived by members was 

noted highly important. Experienced members have higher understanding, and therefore higher re-

quirements of Pilates instructors. Conversely, beginners are not familiar with practice, and there-

fore their requirements of instructors are more easily met. It was stressed that regardless of experi-

ence, instructors who master movements, teaching skills, cues, and pass relevant assessments, 

can effectively meet member requirements. 

Moreover, in personal training, Morefun Fitness has observed that less experienced trainers face 

challenges establishing credibility with members. They have combatted these challenges by pair-

ing novice trainers with novice members with simpler goals such as weight loss, facilitating training 

1. Members could clearly track their progress 
2. Helping to understanding what progress in Pilates could look like  
3. Having a shorter timeframe in achieving progress, and a clear progressive pathway 
4. Facilitating teacher training from members with a lower threshold 
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through interactive movement and fun. This not only increases confidence and experience of train-

ers, but also satisfies the novice members’ requirements. Such strategy could be further applied to 

Pilates, where beginner requirements are less demanding, allowing Pilates instructors to progress 

through teacher levels gradually. 

However, the introduction of a visible level system may present challenges in comprehension and 

relevancy members may not understand it or find it relevant, as was initially seen in the focus 

group. Therefore, it’s important to consider how to design and how to communicate levels within 

training to ensure it is not seen as unfavorable.  

4.3 Observation and probe method 

The last phase of the development project in the formation of the Body Light level guide was imple-

menting a pilot test of the gathered findings. At this phase, the first prototype of the level structure 

had already been formed (see Chapter 5.2), and the formation of the level guide had begun. 

Therefore, the next stage in this constructive research (Figure 5) was to test the functionality and 

viability of the planned construct (Ojasalo et. al 2022, 70). The purpose of this stage was two-fold: 

to partially test the validity, and to gain further knowledge in finalizing the level guide. Therefore, to 

conduct the final phase of this development project, three initial assessment classes of new mem-

bers to Body Light were observed in late April 2024.  

Data collection from the assessment classes was done through two methods: observation and 

probe method. Facilitation of these data collection methods would ensure method triangulation was 

achieved, further enhancing validation of the findings and gaining understanding from various per-

spectives (Carter et al. 2014, 545; Flick 2018, 23-24).  

Observation was chosen as one data collection method for its ability to gain data on peoples’ be-

havior in natural environments (Ojasalo et. al 2022, 117), which was an important consideration in 

the implementation of the assessment classes. A structured, non-participatory observation was 

conducted, where the focus was on collecting data through behavioral observation without active 

interaction of the observer with the participants (Lab8 2020) (see observation questions in Appen-

dix 3). As observation is relatively limited, and cannot take into account the feelings and thoughts 

of the participants, the probe method was facilitated through diary entries of the participants 

(Ojasalo et al. 2022, 45). The diaries consisted of a planned outline (Appendix 4), where partici-

pants were asked to write a total of five diary entries over different timepoints. The benefit of using 

diary through the probe method is that it can give deeper contextual insight of the participant’s be-

havior and needs, without bias (Hillenbrand 24 January 2019; Salazar 29 March 2024). 
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Originally, I had planned to conduct the pilot test on a partial teacher training. This would have in-

volved participation of potential instructors in theoretical and practical teaching sessions, where the 

best practices of findings in teaching approach and level components would have been imple-

mented. The purpose of this would have been to gain further knowledge on skill mastery and pro-

gression of skills based on the level guide. In the second internal meeting, we discussed the facili-

tation of the pilot test, and how to conduct the observation. Both the CEO, Alex Yang, and Head of 

Operations, Jiarui Jiang, emphasized that due to scheduling complexities and the comprehensive 

nature of teacher training, it would take a minimum of two months to begin implementing teacher 

training.  

At this stage, we decided to change the pilot test from teacher training to assessment classes, to 

keep the development project moving. As the meeting had highlighted the importance of assess-

ment classes, and the function of assessments as an entry point to the level structure, we agreed 

this to be relevant to the development project. Observation was to focus on three main areas: 

To supplement the areas of focus from the observation, the probe method focused on the perspec-

tive of the participating members: 

Given the absence of participant number requirement in observation, I needed to decide how many 

participants were relevant to this development project. As each assessment class was planned to 

last a minimum of 90 minutes, I concluded that the class duration would yield a sufficient amount of 

observational data. Therefore, I decided that 4-6 participants would suffice for the observation. The 

participants had to further fulfil the following criteria: 

− Applicability of best practices in teaching approach 
− Participant engagement and response 
− Skill progression and mastery 

− The comparison between expected and received service (customer expectation gap) 
− Feelings and behaviors towards Pilates practice (based on the applied teaching approach and 

level structure) 
− Main areas of importance of the class to the participant 

− Be familiar with myself and the teacher, Esther Tang, to ensure that they felt comfortable dur-
ing the class, especially considering they were being observed. 

− Not be familiar with the development project, to ensure their behaviors and diary entries were 
relatively unbiased (could not be participants from the focus group). 

− Have never taken a Pilates class with Body Light (new to the brand) 
− Interested in Pilates, and/or having previous experience practicing Pilates 
− Fit within the target market for Body Light: female, aged 25-45, university degree, Chinese, 

having a leisure budget* of > 10.000 RMB/year.  
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As participants needed to be familiar with both myself and Esther, but unfamiliar with the develop-

ment project, the potential participants were limited. After contacting six potential participants, four 

agreed to join, which fulfilled the set requirements. As all participants were familiar with myself and 

Esther, I further acknowledged that their familiarity with us could create bias in their answers, hesi-

tating to offer criticism. The participants and their background can be seen in Table 9. To avoid 

confusion with the participants from the focus group, the participants of this observation will hereby 

be referred to as members (M1-M4). 

Table 9. Participants of assessment class observation. 

Member Age Pilates  

experience 

Other fitness  

experience 

Education Leisure 
budget/ 
year (RMB)* 

Other  

remarks 

M1 33 20 Pilates clas-
ses spread out 
over ~2 years 
(another studio 
in Chengdu) 

Fitness (gym) 
2-3 times a 
week for the 
past 2 years 

Bachelor’s 35 k 8 months post-
partum; 
started Pilates 
for post-par-
tum recovery 

M2 31 1 Pilates trial 
class (another 
studio in 
Chengdu) 

Fitness (gym) 
2-3 times a 
week for the 
past year 

Bachelor’s 30-40 k N/A 

M3 34 No previous Pi-
lates experience 

Fitness (gym) 
3 times a week 
for the past 4 
months 

Bachelor’s 50 k Motivated to 
start fitness 
due to her 
wedding in 
May (weight 
loss) 

M4 34 No previous Pi-
lates experience 

Yoga 2-3 times 
a week for 1 
year (currently 
stopped) 

Bachelor’s 40 k Motivation to 
start yoga due 
to rehab of 
back injury 

*Leisure budget = money allocated to leisurely products and services (outside of daily consumption), e.g. physical activ-

ity, beauty, hobbies, travel etc. 

I acted as the observer of the assessment classes, while Esther Tang conducted them as the 

teacher. Despite having privileged information about the development project, it was crucial for the 

teacher in this pilot test to understand the main areas of focus in the teaching approach. To mini-

mize bias, I didn’t disclose details of the observation or probe method to her. Instead, I gave her 

general instructions on what to focus on when teaching the assessment classes, based on best 

practices of level components and teaching approach from previous findings: 
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The observations were organized across three separate assessment classes (Table 10), with M1 

and M2 participating in a joint 1v2 assessment class. While my initial plan had been to conduct all 

four classes separately, I agreed to let M1 and M2 attend the class together, as they were friends, 

facilitating familiarity in the class environment. Furthermore, from the discussion of Club Pilates’ 

group assessment classes in the focus group, I saw an opportunity to explore the feasibility of im-

plementation at Body Light. 

Table 10. Assessment class observation and diary entry dates. 

Member Assessment class  

date & time 

Duration of  

assessment class 

Diary entry dates 

M1 Friday, April 26 

16:30-18:20 

1 h 50 min 26.4, 27.4  

M2 Friday, April 26 

16:30-18:20 

1 h 50 min 25.4, 26.4, 27.4 

M3 Monday, April 29 

10:55-12:25 

1 h 30 min 28.4, 29.4, 30.4 

M4 Monday, April 29 

18:00-19:25 

1 h 25 min 28.4, 29.4, 30.4 

 

4.3.1 Implementation of teaching approach 

The teaching approach of the pilot test focused on four main areas from the level guide: personali-

zation and adaptability of the individual, clear communication and cues of the teacher, ongoing 

feedback to correct and encourage the member, and explanation of Pilates fundamentals to begin-

ners. 

− Keep in mind each individual and their differences (personalization where needed) 
− Adapt class based on individual needs and requirements 
− Give ongoing feedback and assessment of each member 
− Remember to implement easy-to-understand communication and cues to members 
− If the member is a complete beginner, make the assessment class an “Intro to Pilates”, so the 

member gains understanding of Pilates 
− Remember to integrate the member’s assessment within the level structure while explaining it 

to them 
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The first area of observation was the personalization and adaptability of the class and movements 

according to the member. This emphasis aligns with the teaching approach of CSIA, as discovered 

through the benchmarking, which revolves around the capabilities of the individual. Similarly, non-

linear pedagogy emphasizes the need to create learning experiences that support the individual 

learner (Correia et al. 2019, 117-118; Renshaw et al. 2010, 128). Overall, I observed both person-

alization of class content and adaptability in movements of the members. However, I did note a few 

differences, as can be seen in Figure 21. 

Figure 21. Personalization and adaption of assessment class by member. 

The initial discussions before the class consisted of assessing each member’s experience, poten-

tial injuries or discomfort in the body, and their hoped class intensity. As can be seen from Figure 

21, each member had different areas of focus in the class personalization, such as muscle sore-

ness, injuries and other areas of health with the body. These personalizations were overall ob-

served to be implemented according to the member, making each assessment class a little differ-

ent, based on the individual requirements.  

However, in terms of individual adaptability, I observed differences between M1 and M2 in the 1v2 

assessment class. As the two members had varying Pilates experiences, where M1 was more ex-

perienced than M2, the adaptation of movements was unequal between them. M2 received more 

attention and adaptability from the teacher, while very few adjustments were made for M1, despite 

her more advanced skills. Interestingly, when comparing the dairy entries of these two members, I 

noted that M1 expressed overall satisfaction with the intensity of the class, whereas M2 felt frus-

trated and struggled to keep up with the moves and cues. This suggests that the assessment class 

may have been designed more towards M1’s proficiency, requiring more changes for M2 during 

the class. This initial observation further highlights the potential ineffectiveness of group assess-

ment classes. 

M1

• Personalization: Asking 
about previous experience 
and concerns around 
pregnancy and post-
partum.

• Adaptability: Very little 
adaptation observed, as 
the member was more 
experienced, and M2 
required more assistance. 
Perhaps movement 
difficulty could have been 
implemented higher for this 
member. 

M2

• Personalization: Taking 
into account the member's 
sore muscles from 
yesterday's workout.

• Adaptability: Making 
modifications of 
movements, when the 
teacher osberved the 
member struggling. 
Stopping a movement 
when member mentioned 
back hurting.

M3

• Personalization: Changed 
class content to include 
lower body moves instead 
of core-focus, due to 
member being on her 
period.

• Adapatability: Class 
difficulty and moves were 
based on the member's 
physical situation (currently 
on her period) and 
capability (continuously 
asking how she is feeling).

M4

• Personalization: 
Personalized the class 
based on the member's 
previous injuries and 
remarks of uncofmort.

• Adaptability: Changed 
moves after member noted 
her back hurting or feeling 
uncomfortable (teacher 
continuously ensuring if a 
new move felt OK).
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Adaptability of the individual were both observed in the two classes of M3 and M4, where more fo-

cus could be given to the individual. The teacher would repeatedly ask both members how they 

were feeling, whether moves were making them feel uncomfortable or hurting them, and then 

adapt the move according to the member’s response. Both M3 and M4 highlighted this in their di-

ary entries: 

“The instructor’s attention to my feelings was on point. The teacher’s focused attention to 
small details during the session was impressive.” –M3  

“Regarding the movements I found challenging, the instructor demonstrated how to use the 
equipment and how to coordinate breathing with proper posture.” – M4 

The second area of observation in the teaching approach was clear communication and cues of 

the teacher. This had been highlighted in the focus group, where P1 (complete beginner to Pilates) 

had difficulty understanding the instructor’s cues, which had been a major factor in her stopping 

Pilates practice. Furthermore, the benchmarking analysis highlighted the importance of ability to 

communicate complex practices and utilization of cues in the teaching approach of all four level 

systems, which is why it was a major area of observation in the pilot test. The observations of com-

munication and cues during the assessment classes varied greatly by member.  

I wanted to compare the observed perception and the member’s perception of the instructor’s com-

munication and cues, to see whether there were any discrepancies between the two perspectives. 

From my observation notes on communication and cues, I assessed the clarity of communication, 

the use of examples and metaphorical language, as well as utilization of suitable and easy cues to 

the member’s experience. These were then ranked from 1-4, where 1 indicated difficulty to under-

stand, and 4 easy to understand. I then analyzed the last three diary entries of each member, rank-

ing the member’s perceived understanding (1-4) on their emphasis on communication (positive vs 

negative), and how often they had mentioned it (Figure 22).  

The results highlighted the importance of utilizing the probe method in addition to observation, as 

some of the results varied greatly between the observed and the member’s perceptions. Although 

overall observed communication was relatively high (easy to understand), I did note that the ob-

served communication clarity of M1 was much lower than that of the other three members. This 

may have been due to her previous experience with Pilates, where excessive communication is not 

necessarily required. However, regardless of this, I observed that many cues failed to translate into 

actionable responses from M1. The 1v2 class format could have contributed to challenges in com-

munication to M1, as more focus and assistance were directed at M2.  
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Figure 22. Bar chart of teacher’s communication and cues clarity, observer vs member perception. 

There were minor differences of the communication clarity between my observation and members’ 

M1, M3 and M4 own perceptions. However, M2 had a drastic difference between the two perspec-

tives. My observations of communication clarity for M2 were ranked at a 4, as I had noted the 

teacher using many metaphors, easy cues and ongoing communication, ensuring the member was 

following. However, upon analyzing M2’s diary entries, I found that she had difficulty understanding 

many of the cues, negatively impacting her overall experience of the assessment class. This was 

apparent through different phases of the assessment class, as seen below: 

“It’s so difficult, I can’t understand the teacher’s cues. “(during class) 

“I don’t understand the professional terminology, like what is the pubic bone and how it’s con-
nected (to the movement).” (during class) 

“We’re about to start using the reformer, but what the teacher just explained, I didn’t under-
stand, what am I going to do?!” (during class) 

“I felt a lot of pressure, because as a novice, I find it very difficult to understand the cues.” 
(post-class) 

“Bad impression: I can’t keep up with the cues quickly.” (1 day after class)  

An example in differing perceptions was noted on a specific cue the instructor used. When the 

members did a roll-down, I had initially observed the cue “joint-by-joint” as an easy-to-understand 

cue. However, M2 specifically noted she did not understand what this meant and how she was 

supposed to respond to it. Later, the instructor utilized another method, where her fingers traced 

the member’s spine, while using the cue “little by little”, which proved an improved means of an 

easy-to-understand cue. 



64 

 
Converse to the findings of M2’s inability to understand most cues, I further observed areas of 

clear communication through the use of metaphorical language. The teacher utilized many exam-

ples of how the movement is supposed to feel like, which I observed to be good examples of easy-

to-understand communication. Examples of these included:  

“Breathe out, as if you were blowing a candle.” 

“Imagine your back is curved like a C.” 

“Image your body is between two glass panes.” 

The third area of observation in teaching approach was the teacher’s feedback and members’ re-

sponse to it. The observation of feedback centered around how the teacher communicated improv-

ing the member’s performance (i.e. how to correct a move) and encouraging the members (i.e. 

positive feedback to motivate), as well as how the members responded through their performance.  

I observed feedback to mainly fall within two categories, as noted above: positive feedback and 

corrective feedback. However, the level of feedback given to each member and level or response 

varied (Table 11). A clear distinction can be seen, where feedback and response levels are both 

lower with M1 and M2, and higher with M3 and M4. This could be explained by the class format, 

where more attention can be given to individuals taking 1v1 classes, as was seen with M3 and M4.  

I observed two notable trends from the observation of feedback. First, a link between the level of 

given feedback to the level of response of the member. Members who received higher levels of 

feedback (M3 and M4) were notably more responsive to feedback, with immediate adjustment to 

movements from corrective feedback, and increased confidence in movement from positive feed-

back. Conversely, the two members (M1 and M2) that received lower levels of feedback, had vary-

ing levels of response, where M2 struggled to adhere to feedback, and no obvious emotional re-

sponse was noted from either member from positive feedback.  

Second, I observed a link between skill progression and movement mastery based on the nature of 

feedback given (i.e. ongoing small corrections), as well as the impact of positive feedback on confi-

dence, which also played into the progression of a movement. The impact of feedback on skill pro-

gression and mastery has been further discussed in chapter 4.3.4. 

The last observed aspect within the teaching approach was to introduce Pilates to complete begin-

ners, so they simultaneously learn and understand the basic fundamentals of Pilates. This had 

been highlighted in the focus group, where Pilates fundamentals had not been properly taught to 

beginners, resulting in stopping practice. Furthermore, we had discussed the importance of begin-

ners understand the basic fundamentals of Pilates and equipment safety in the second internal 
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meeting. Therefore, I had further required the teacher to include a Pilates intro into the assessment 

class, if the member was a beginner.  

Table 11. Observed feedback and response to feedback. 

However, although there were three beginners in the assessment classes, I observed that imple-

mentation of Pilates introduction was not consistent. As this was something that had not been 

standardized, I observed the teacher either forgetting to introduce Pilates to the member in the be-

ginning of the class (M2), or forgetting the correlation between a fundamental in relation to Pilates 

(e.g. forgot to explain the importance of breathing to Pilates for M4). However, areas that remained 

Mem-
ber 

Feedback 
level 

Feedback from teacher Response 
level 

Response to feedback 

 

M1 

Low 

 

Corrective: “Move up more on 
the reformer”, “Slower” etc. Re-
peating until achieved.  

Positive: “Correct engagement 
of the core”. 

Medium Immediate movement re-
sponse to simpler feedback. 

No clear emotional re-
sponse to positive feed-
back. 

 

 

M2 

Medium  Corrective: “slower”, “move 
down”, “exhale down, not to the 
side”. 

Positive: Lots of positive feed-
back towards the end of the 
class: “nice”, “beautiful” “yes, 
that’s it!” 

Low Adapts to some feedback, 
but struggles with many 
moves.  

No obvious response to 
positive feedback. 

 

 

 

M3 

High  

 

Ongoing corrective feedback, 
e.g. “straighten legs more”. Re-
peated until achieved. 

Ongoing positive feedback, 
e.g. “Right! You’re getting bet-
ter and better.”, “Very good”, 
“Your control is great” 

High Adheres to corrective feed-
back as best she can, con-
tinuous feedback helps to 
achieve correct moves.  

Positive response to posi-
tive feedback. Appears 
more confident in doing 
moves. 

 

 

M4 

High  

 

Ongoing corrective feedback, 
e.g. “straighten back more”, 
“move up a little bit”, “go 
slower”. 

Ongoing positive feedback, 
“Very good”, “Beautiful”. Giving 
more positive feedback to this 
member compared to others. 

High Adapts and responds to 
feedback well (immediate 
changes in movement). 

Appears more confident 
with each positive feedback 
given. 
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consistent in introduction were explaining safety of equipment use, footwork on the reformer, what 

areas to engage and focus on when doing any move.  

I further observed a teaching approach that the teacher used for beginners when teaching a new 

move. First, she explained an demonstrated the move to members, doing these two simultane-

ously. She then allowed the members to begin trying the move, slowly adapting and correcting it 

with cues and corrective feedback. She did not expect members to know how to do it at first, but 

instead guided them through the move step-by-step. I observed this approach to be rather effec-

tive, where members were initially confused at times, but slowly adapted to the move through step-

by-step progression of the move, and through simultaneous practice and feedback.  

4.3.2 Member engagement and perceptions of assessment class 

While focusing on the observation of teaching approach, it was also important to observe the mem-

bers’ engagement throughout the class and gain further insights into their internal feelings and 

thoughts of the assessment class. Therefore, the second main area of observational focus was on 

the members’ engagement during class. I rated the members’ level of engagement based on the 

amount of active participation throughout the class, such as verbal communication, eye contact, 

and body language. The level of engagement throughout the class could indicate the member’s 

motivations levels, where higher customer engagement is influenced by the individual’s perception 

of an activity (Ntoumanis 2001, 400-401). 

Members showed variability in their engagement levels and differences in their way of engaging 

during the class. In general, I observed active participation through verbal engagement (asking 

questions, responding verbally, engaging in conversation) and physical engagement (eye contact, 

body language). To visualize differences in engagement of the members, I ranked their overall, 

verbal and physical engagement from 1-3 (1 being low, 3 being high) and visualized in a bar chart 

(Figure 23).  

Verbal engagement was the highest form of engagement among all members, where the initial 

conversation with the teacher proved highly engaging, members willing to discuss their wants, 

needs and expectations with the teacher in detail. Furthermore, verbal engagement was observed 

throughout the class, where members would reply verbally to questions or communicating their un-

derstanding or concerns with the teacher.  

Physical engagement was observed to vary among the members, where M1, M3 and M4 show-

cased moderate to high levels of active engagement through eye contact, nodding and other ges-

tures. Contrarily, M2 showed signs of inactivity through her body language (gaze wandering, walk-

ing around the class, looking at her phone), when the teacher talked about topics that were 



67 

 
irrelevant to her (e.g. pregnancy). This further confirmed the ineffectiveness of 1v2 classes, as it 

negatively impacted engagement of members.  

I further noted that level of confidence and familiarity impacted the engagement levels of members. 

Having nearly two years of experience in Pilates, M1 showed high levels of overall engagement 

during the class, expressing her past experiences and skills at ease with the teacher, while main-

taining eye contact and nodding in agreement with the teacher. The familiarity of the member with 

the teacher and myself may have also influenced engagement levels of the member. M3 was 

highly familiar with both myself and the teacher, and she appeared completely at ease during the 

class, resulting in higher levels of engagement despite being new to Pilates.  

 

Figure 23. Bar chart of observed member engagement levels. 

As was later observed, engagement levels of members (Figure 23) had some correlation with sat-

isfaction levels (Figure 24), however they were not completely interdependent. For instance, while 

M4 exhibited moderate levels of engagement, her satisfaction levels remained relatively high dur-

ing the whole experience. Conversely, M1 displayed relatively high levels of engagement, but more 

neutral levels of satisfaction. Therefore, based on the findings of this pilot test, although engage-

ment is associated with overall experience, it is not a direct antecedent of satisfaction. 

Based on the diary entries of members, I gained further insight into the members’ perceptions of 

the assessment class, including what they liked and didn’t like, as summarized in Table 12. The 

scores for the assessment class ranged from 4 (poor) to 10 (excellent), averaging at 7.6, indicating 

overall satisfaction. However, M2’s negative experience had a notable impact on the overall score 

of the assessment class. Feedback from the members could be grouped into four main categories: 

teacher (and teaching approach), personal progress, class design and environment. Reflecting on 
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the theoretical framework, I observed these factors to align with three aspects of the Scale for Fit-

ness-Club Services: facility function (environment, equipment), program operation (class design; 

personal or group classes), and instructor quality (teaching approach) (Xu et al. 2021, 4-5). 

Members had varying thoughts and experiences with the teacher and her teaching approach. The 

teacher’s attentiveness and gentle manner were highlighted as positive factors influencing the ex-

perience of M2, M3 and M4 (all beginners). Furthermore, M1 and M4 highlighted the professional-

ism of the teacher, where the teaching approach was better than what M1 had previously experi-

enced. However, communication and cues of the teacher divided the members’ opinions. M3 and 

M4 both expressed that communication was clear and easy to understand, whereas M2 found 

cues difficult to understand. Overall, the professionalism, reliability and knowledgeable guidance of 

a quality instructor from the SFCS (Xu et al. 2021, 10) were fulfilled, however, the teacher should 

further consider each individual’s level of understanding in their teaching approach.  

Personal progress during the assessment class was highlighted by all four members, with M2 high-

lighting it as a negative aspect, and the remaining three members emphasizing the positive impact. 

M1 stated that she was happy with her achievements during the class, M3 highlighted the good 

physical challenge of the class, and M4 focused on the importance of learning breathing and feel-

ing lighter after the class. Conversely, M2 emphasized confusion during the class, where she did 

not see progress in movement mastery or understanding what her personal issues are. The find-

ings of M2 are very similar to P2 from the focus group, who also had felt frustrated and could not 

comprehend her own progress in Pilates.  

Class design was mentioned by all four members, seeing both positive and negative perspectives. 

Positive areas included the initial and final assessment of skills (M1 and M3) and the introduction 

to Pilates (M4). Areas of improvement included the initial movement assessment (M2), which had 

been seen as a positive by M1, as well as a better initial and final summary of key points (M4). 

However, both M1 and M2 noted that having the class together impacted some aspects of their ex-

perience negatively, such as privacy or individual attention.  This further highlighted the importance 

of assigning suitable program operation to the service, which was individual classes in this case 

(Xu et al. 2021, 4).  
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Table 12. Members' score and feedback on assessment class. 

Member Class 
score 

What they liked What they didn’t like  

(needs improvement) 

M1 8 Teacher: very professional, better than 
the teaching of previous experience 

Progress: happy with what I achieved 
during the class 

Class design: good initial assessment of 
my skills, mat work before reformer helps 
to understand moves 

Environment: large mirror is great 

Teacher: seems quite tired during 
the class 

Environment: The studio is small 
and lacks privacy. Sweat stains on 
mats noted (wiped later). Yoga mat 
is slippery, affects balance. Music 
volume affects hearing the teacher. 

M2 4 Teacher: very nice, gentle and attentive 
to me 

Environment: warm and comfortable, no 
strange odors, nice background music 

Teacher: Cues are difficult  

Progress: I am not clear on my 
personal issues, and feel I did not 
learn the moves during the class 

Class design: Frustrated with ini-
tial movement assessment, as I 
cannot do the moves well.  

M3 10 Teacher: easy to understand, provides 
good assistance, focus on small details, 
repeated feedback helps engagement  

Progress: I felt comfortable and focused 
on my body, good amount of challenge, 
actively focused on my breathing now 

Class design: fun and inspiring experi-
ence, good assessment 

Environment: nice view from studio, 
thoughtful touches (drink stand, décor) 

None mentioned. 

M4 8.5 Teacher: Calm and clear communica-
tion, patient, professional assessment 
and suggestions 

Progress: breathing seems interesting, 
and can help to control the body, my 
body feels lighter and posture more up-
right 

Class design: introduction of Pilates and 
importance of body control 

Progress: I don’t have good con-
trol of my body (during class) 

Class design: would be better to 
summarize key points before start-
ing, and review them at the end, 
give suggestions for home practice. 

Environment: studio is small, mak-
ing it difficult for the teacher to 
demonstrate 
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Furthermore, all members noted environment to be an important aspect of their experience, having 

both positive and negative impacts. This was very similar to the findings in the focus group, where 

beginners mentioned the importance of environment and equipment in their enjoyment of Pilates. 

In the pilot test, two beginners, M2 and M3, specifically highlighted environment as positive as-

pects in their assessment class: 

(The environment is) “warm and comfortable with floor-to-ceiling windows, sunlight streaming 
in, it feels comfortable.” – M2 

(My score is for) “the environment, background music (and the teacher’s gentle touch).” – M2 

“When I walked in, I saw the nice view from the windows and noticed the big Pilates equip-
ment in the center of the room, as well as some cute decorations and the beverage stand/ 
counter, which was a thoughtful touch to the studio.” – M3 

Not only does it align with the findings from the focus group, but it further strengthens the theoreti-

cal findings that beginners emphasize the impact of the environment (tangibles) leading to their 

satisfaction (Dagger & Sweeney 2007, 32-34), as well the impact of the facility to service quality 

and customer satisfaction (Xu et al. 2021, 10). Environment also impacted negative, especially M1 

and M4, where the size of the studio was seen as too small, and equipment cleanliness was a con-

cern. Although not detailed in the level guide, the tangible environment of studios should be care-

fully considered when designing the studios, to ensure that it creates a positive impact on mem-

bers, and helps with customer satisfaction.  

4.3.3 Customer expectations 

I wanted to further analyze the feelings and thoughts of members during different stages of their 

experience with the assessment class. As they had been asked to write diary entries one day be-

fore, pre-class, during class, post-class and one day after, I was able to compare their expected 

and experienced service. I wanted to see whether there were any gaps in the expected experi-

ence, and therefore I assessed their level of satisfaction in by phase in the experience (Figure 24).  

Based on the responses in the diary entries, I rated the emotional satisfaction level from 1-5 (un-

satisfied to satisfied), depending on the balance of positive and negative remarks, as well as punc-

tuation and writing style. Overall, the findings showed that three of the four members were mainly 

satisfied throughout the stages of the assessment class, whereas M2 had a relatively negative ex-

perience. Interestingly, the initial expected experience of the assessment class (day before) was 

very close to the final received service outcome (day after) of M1, M3, and M4. This indicates very 

little gap in their expected experience, which is favorable in this pilot test. Conversely, M2 indicates 

a rather large gap between expected and received service, which impacted negatively on her over-

all experience.  
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Overall, the highest level of satisfaction was seen during the post-class stage, where members had 

just completed the full class and were reflecting on the experience as a whole. From this stage, 

once members had had a day to settle, and recollected their thoughts of the class, their satisfaction 

level either stayed the same or dropped (did not increase for any member).  

 

Figure 24. Line chart of members’ satisfaction levels throughout the assessment class experience. 

As I observed both the negative experience of M2, and the decline in the satisfaction a day after 

class in M3 and M4, I went back to the Scale for Fitness-Club Services (SFSC), to see whether it 

would give insight in how to best handle these situations. I found that implementing practices of 

service recovery and service assurance from the SFSC into future operations of Body Light could 

be beneficial. Service assurance entails standardized and transparent practices (Xu et al. 2021, 4), 

so if members were aware of what to expect during the assessment class, it would help to shorten 

the gap from expected to experienced service. Furthermore, service recovery requires manage-

ment to respond quickly to correct any unsatisfactory service experiences of members (Xu et al. 

2021, 4), which could further increase the perceived satisfaction levels of all members in the post-

class phase. By implementing service assurance and recovery into the service, it would not only 

help to boost customer satisfaction, but also enable the combination of standardized and custom-

ized operations within the service (Xu et al. 2021, 14). 
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4.3.4 Skill progression and mastery 

As the focus group had not resulted in sufficient knowledge of skill progression and mastery in 

members and instructors, I wanted to gain more insight of this from the pilot test. However, due to 

the nature of the assessment class, where members were only observed for less than two hours, I 

had to compress data collection of this topic within the limited time. Additionally, I utilized the data 

collected through probe method to strengthen any observations I made. 

During the analysis of my observation notes on feedback and response to feedback, I began see-

ing a correlation of between feedback and skill mastery. As three of the four members were new to 

Pilates practice, they struggled at first with many of the moves, writing their frustrations: 

“I’m feeling confused, because fitness and Pilates are so different, such as breathing, move-
ment, muscle engagement etc.” – M2 (during class) 

“I feel like I struggle to control my body during the movements.” –M4 (during class) 

My notes from the observation aligned with the above initial struggle to respond to feedback and 

cues. However, I observed a positive shift over time. With repeated corrective feedback during 

movement practice of the member, I started to observe progress. Remarkably, both M3 and M4 

were able to master certain moves through the facilitation of repeated feedback during their prac-

tice. This type of skill progression highlights the information-movement coupling from nonlinear 

pedagogy, where practice should emphasize the combination of information and movement to-

gether to enhance learning (Davids et al. 2005, 25). I also observed increased confidence mem-

bers as they mastered the moves and began performing them independently without the teacher’s 

assistance. M3 emphasized this through her diary entry, “The repeated instructions did help me be 

more engaged”. These observations further highlighted the self-determination theory on motivation, 

where competence drives the feeling of confidence and effectiveness, normally through positive 

feedback (Ryan & Deci 2020, 1).  

Information-movement coupling was further observed through task simplification in practice design, 

where complex moves utilize the combination of information and movement through progressive 

mastery of the skill (i.e. step-by-step) (Renshaw et al. 2010, 124). In the assessment classes of all 

four members, even the most basic moves were observed to utilize task simplification. Beginning 

with the correct breathing technique, then adding the pelvic tilt, and finally a hip bridge, to master 

the Pilates Bridge move. Later, the same move was performed on the reformer, which added a 

level of resistance and instability (task constraint).  

During the observation, I wanted to understand the best practices of implementation of the level 

structure. Upon finishing the class, each member had a final assessment discussion with the 
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teacher, going over their capabilities and areas of challenge. I had asked the teacher to assess 

each member’s level and to briefly explain the potential progress in their future Pilates practice ac-

cording to the created level structure. However, due to misunderstanding, the teacher forgot to 

mention the level structure completely in the first assessment class of M1 and M2, and struggled to 

implement it for M3 and M4 due to the lack of level criteria and curriculum. 

Nevertheless, I was still able to gain insightful knowledge on the final assessment observation. 

First, clarity of communication was necessary not only during the assessment class, but also in the 

discussion of assessment results with the member. I observed where the teacher asked M3 her 

thoughts of the class, she not only was able to address the few concerns she had, but the teacher 

was able to turn it around for the better (service recovery). However, when communicating the final 

assessment with M2, the teacher had a long monologue, and I observed M2 began to disengage 

with the teacher. Therefore, having interaction within the final assessment is necessary, to ensure 

the member understands and is satisfied with the assessment class, and to make quick corrections 

where they are not.  

Second, the importance of addressing individual member needs was observed, but they should be 

communicated in a standardized flow. I observed that the final assessments of each member in-

cluded the following: what they did well, where they struggled, what their physical issues were, how 

they could improve and what the recommendations of Pilates were. However, with each member, 

the flow of information varied, and seemed to jump from one topic to another without a standard-

ized flow. This was further emphasized by M4, stating that the teacher should repeat only the key 

points of the class at the end. Therefore, a standardized flow of the final assessment should be im-

plemented, to make the discussion easy to communicate and understand. 

4.3.5 Implications for development project 

The implications of this last phase were pivotal in this development project: it tested the partial vali-

dation of the teaching approach and applicability of a level structure, as well as gave further find-

ings to the development project to modify the level guide to its final version. 

Based on the observations and probe method, the assessment class validated the importance of 

level components and teaching approach in the class, as had been previously benchmarked. It fur-

ther validated the importance of applying fundamentals from NLP theory, such as information-

movement coupling and task simplification in practice design. However, the observation also re-

vealed that the assessment class format should take an individual approach, as 1v2 decreased ef-

ficiency, attention and satisfaction levels. This was further highlighted by the findings from the 
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focus group, where P2 had only attended group classes, which resulted in confusion of the partici-

pant’s progress and understanding cues, similar to that of M2 in this pilot test. 

Furthermore, teaching approach needs to be further refined, and components of the approach 

standardized, to ensure higher satisfaction of members and enable progression of their skills. Fac-

tors such as communication, feedback and intro to Pilates were highlighted as crucial in the teach-

ing approach. Communication should be interactive, clear and concise, but also take into account 

the individual’s level of understanding. Repeated corrective feedback on moves during practice 

partnered with positive feedback when done correctly seemed to aid in the progression of move-

ment mastery, which should be further utilized in teaching. Lastly, including a standardized intro-

duction of Pilates fundamentals should be implemented in each assessment class to beginners. 

The teaching approach further highlighted the need for a standardized “flow” of the assessment 

class, explaining what the class entails, what are the key areas of practice and the expected out-

comes. This would ensure that members know what to expect, and further prevent potential gaps 

in the expected service, leading to higher satisfaction levels. This should also be implemented into 

the final discussion of the individual’s assessment, to ensure a clear and concise flow, and ensur-

ing ease of communication and clarity to the member. 

The SFCS, although specific to fitness gyms, was found to be a useful scale in optimizing services 

in Pilates as well. My observations aligned with the main factors of the model, including facility 

function, program operation, instructor quality, service assurance and recovery. The only factor 

missing was the staff performance, as it was not a part of the assessment class in this case. How-

ever, implementation of all factors should be considered in Body Light to ensure service quality. 

The SFCS influenced the formation of the level guide, in areas such as teaching approach and 

level components.  

4.4 Internal discussions 

Highlighting the importance of communication between researcher and commissioning company in 

constructive research (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 68), I maintained continuous communication with the 

relevant internal stakeholders of Body Light. The ongoing meetings and communication between 

the members (Table 13) were essential in maintaining efficient progress in the duration of the de-

velopment project. The internal group working on the Pilates level guide consisted of the following 

members: myself, Alex Yang (CEO), Esther Tang (Head of Pilates) and Jiarui Jiang (Head of Oper-

ations).  

There were two planned in-person meetings involving all members, which consisted of discussing 

current progress and presenting findings, brainstorming best practices together, and setting up 
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next steps and schedules. The details and outcomes of these meetings can be seen below in sec-

tions 4.3.1 and 4.3.2. It is also worth mentioning that although Table 13 displays most meetings 

and discussions, I had additional communication of related topics with both CEO, Alex Yang and 

Head of Pilates, Esther Tang, on multiple occasions in more informal settings and in passing. To 

facilitate ongoing communication among all four members, a WeChat group chat was created, to 

encourage asking questions, making remarks, schedule meetings and share relevant information. 

Table 13. Key meetings and communication with core Body Light internal stakeholders. 

Date Participants Topic 

Aug 14, 2023 Alex Yang (CEO) Initial task brief – what does the company need 
and why? 

Sept 19, 2023 Esther Tang (Head of Pilates) Discussion of the thesis topic, requirements and 
plan for collaboration 

Jan 26, 2024 Alex Yang (CEO) Discussing the initially proposed requirements 
and criteria for benchmarking, getting input from 
the CEO. 

Mar 11, 2024 Alex Yang (CEO); Esther Tang 
(Head of Pilates); Jiarui Jiang 
(Head of Ops) 

Presenting theory and benchmarking findings, 
gaining insight from other participants, brain-
storming levels and structures together, and dis-
cussing next steps & timeline of each member. 

Apr 20, 2024 Alex Yang (CEO); Esther Tang 
(Head of Pilates); Jiarui Jiang 
(Head of Ops) 

Presenting findings from focus group interview. 
Discussing the requirements and facilitation of 
the observation/probe method, going over level 
guide structure and main areas. 

May 15, 2024 Alex Yang (CEO); Esther Tang 
(Head of Pilates); Jiarui Jiang 
(Head of Ops) 

Presenting the finalized level guide, conclusions 
of the development project. 

 

4.4.1 Internal meeting 1: Theory and benchmarking 

The first planned in-person meeting involving all four internal members took place on March 11, 

2024, from 16:00-20:00. The meeting had a flexible structure, where discussion and dialogue in-

between sharing was encouraged. The CEO scheduled the meeting with the following topic out-

lines: theoretical and benchmarking findings for the development project presented by me, as well 

information on Pilates moves and skills within different skill levels presented by Esther Tang (Head 

of Pilates). Esther was responsible for designing the specific level requirements of Pilates, which 

was outside of the scope of this development project, but required this development project’s out-

put to be completed, therefore her and my work were closely intertwined. 
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The following topics were covered: 

− Presenting theoretical findings 
− The link between service quality, customer satisfaction and loyalty 
− Skill development theories: constraints-led approach and nonlinear pedagogy, with examples 

from Pilates 
− Different motivational theories and how they relate to fitness and Pilates 
− Presenting benchmarking findings: structures, level components and teaching approaches. 

Upon presenting my findings, we focused our discussion on the topic of designing the overall struc-

ture of the levels. An assumptive comment by the CEO was “we need a linear (inflexible) struc-

ture”, where further discussion on the topic proved that we actually needed some level of flexibility 

within the structure, as one of the goals is to encourage progression from member to instructor, 

and to promote a structure that is applicable to individuals of different backgrounds and experi-

ence. Therefore, completely linear structures such as those of IKO and Club Pilates were ruled out.  

We further explored and discussed the progression within the CSIA structure, where recreational 

and professional levels are two tracks within the same level structure. Based on previous experi-

ence and knowledge within the fitness industry, both Alex and Jiarui validated the possibility in uti-

lizing a similar type of structure within Pilates from a strategic perspective. Esther further gave in-

sight from the training perspective, where she mentioned that only having one main instructor certi-

fication can be intimidating, as it creates a higher threshold for potential instructors. From her expe-

rience in Pilates training, Esther validated the idea of instructor progression by level, making the 

threshold to begin lower, and potentially encouraging more members to become instructors.  

Therefore, it was decided that the structure would encompass a similar structural design as the 

one of CSIA, tailoring it to be more relevant and specific to Pilates. The level components and 

teaching approaches, although giving a good base insight, were determined to require further re-

search to be applicable to the level guide. Therefore, it was decided that the focus group interview 

should cover more of these areas to supplement the making of the level guide in full. 

At the end of the meeting, the next steps were decided. I was to begin the design of the first draft 

of the level structure, and make a plan for the focus group interview.  Esther was to begin planning 

specific curriculum to pass the first level in member and instructor tracks. 

4.4.2 Internal meeting 2: Focus group and planning level guide 

The second in-person meeting convened on April 20, 2024, from 13:00-17:00, with the same par-

ticipant as the initial meeting: Alex Yang (CEO), Jiarui Jiang (Head of Operations), Esther Tang 

(Head of Pilates) and myself. I coordinated the scheduling of this meeting, as I needed input from 
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the involved members on facilitating the observation phase. The meeting was planned to cover the 

following topics: presentation of focus group findings, discussion of the proposed level guide struc-

ture and planning the facilitation of the observation.  

I first presented the findings of the focus group: initial and continued motivations of participants, 

progression in Pilates and feedback on having levels in Pilates. The discussion among all partici-

pants was highly interactive, with interest in the focus group findings, particularly the impact of mo-

tivation and progress on Pilates continuation. Based on the initial findings, there was concern from 

Jiarui whether having levels was necessary. However, we further discussed the implications and 

support of having levels within Pilates. The importance of facilitating understanding of goals and 

progress, as well as visible progress in a shorter time was highlighted as very crucial. Alex and 

Jiarui said they would implement this into their “product packaging” and operational customer com-

munications.  

By this stage I had begun the initial stages of the level guide formation based on the gathered find-

ings from the theoretical framework, benchmarking and focus group (see Chapter 5). I presented 

the general level structure and level guide table of contents for further discussion. We decided the 

entirety of the level guide should be used mainly internally, but that it was relevant in explaining 

levels to members during their assessment of Pilates skills. In this instance, the level structure 

would act as added credibility of determining the member’s Pilates level and bringing awareness to 

progressive pathways. The level structure highlighted the importance of having an assessment 

class as a starting point for all new members, regardless of level.  

Furthermore, we discussed whether “complete beginner” should be implemented within the struc-

ture at all. This was due to beginners seeming to have minimal understanding or interest in levels 

themselves, therefore questioning the relevancy of complete beginners within the Level Structure. 

To facilitate progress of complete beginners, Jiarui suggested they could design separate goals for 

beginners, before entering the Level Structure. This aligned with the extrinsic ego-centric motiva-

tions of beginners, and would facilitate visible progress, to boost customer satisfaction and loyalty.  

Lastly, we discussed the implementation of the pilot test, including observation and probe method. 

Originally, I had planned to facilitate teacher training, however, the implementation would still take 

at least two months’ time to even begin. Therefore, we collectively decided that it was best to leave 

teacher training out of the development project, and test teaching training in full outside the scope. 

However, in relation to our previous discussions, we had highlighted the importance of assessment 

classes to the level structure and guide as a whole. The assessment class was viewed as the 

“starting point” to the structure and each new member, regardless of experience. Therefore, I 
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suggested doing the pilot test and observations of assessment classes instead. We all agreed on 

this, as it would be easier to facilitate, and would still produce relevant data to the development 

project. The next steps for me included planning the assessment requirements, main points of ob-

servation and applicability of probe method (or another alternative). 
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5 Formation of the Level Guide 

The constructive research of this development project resulted in two distinct constructs: the Level 

Structure (Appendix 5) and the Body Light Level Guide (Appendix 6). While the Level Structure is 

an integral part of the Level Guide, it also functions separately as a visual depiction of the progres-

sive pathways of members and instructors. The formation of the Level Guide and Structure was an 

on-going process that began upon the completion of the theoretical framework and benchmarking, 

and continued until the final analysis of the observation and probe method. The Level Guide ap-

plied findings throughout the different stages of research. To ensure the Level Guide stayed within 

the scope of the development project, I focused only on the structural elements supporting the 

Level Structure, including the level components and teaching approach.  

The Body Light members and I opted for a bilingual version of the Level Guide, featuring both Eng-

lish and Chinese languages. This was essential, as the development project was conducted mainly 

in English, but the usability of the level guide would be Chinese. It was further highlighted that hav-

ing English within the level guide could boost the credibility among Chinese viewers, positioning 

Body Light as an “international” company. While the majority of the Level Guide was able to adhere 

to having both languages within the same pages, three sections needed separate designs to en-

sure the relevant contents fit on the page. The Chinese versions of these separate page design 

can be seen in Figures 27, 29 and 33. I created the initial translations, which were later refined by 

the CEO, Alex Yang, to ensure proper language localization.  

Based on the findings of the theoretical framework and research, the contents of the Level Guide 

can be seen in the Table of Contents in Figure 25. The Level Guide began with Sections 1-2 intro-

ducing and highlighting the importance of the guide. Sections 3-6 covered the level structure and 

skill progression, explaining the learning tracks within the structure, requirements of the initial as-

sessment, and the progressive pathways individuals can take. The final sections 7-9 covered train-

ing and teaching components, as gathered from the benchmarking, and the teaching approach cre-

ated for Pilates.  
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Figure 25. Body Light Level Guide: Table of Contents. 

5.1 Introducing the Level Guide 

The first two sections of the level guide were introductory and explanatory sections of the level 

guide, easing the reader into the core elements. Although they are at the beginning of the level 

guide, these two sections were created towards the end of the research, ensuring that all methods 

of data collection and analysis had been taken into consideration. The introduction page (Appendix 

6) simply covered two areas: the overall purpose of the guide, and how it is meant to be used. 

The second section “Importance of Levels in Pilates” (Figure 26) covered the reasons and benefits 

to having levels in Pilates, which were based off of findings from the benchmarking, focus group 

and pilot test. The reason for adding this page to the Level Guide was to establish understanding 
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to the reader on the reasons for having levels within Pilates, where it had initially been questioned 

by participants in the focus group. 

 

Figure 26. Body Light Level Guide: Importance of Levels in Pilates. 

From the benchmarking, the benefits of clear progression, training pathways and integration of 

member-to-instructor were highlighted in the guide. The focus group gave insights on motivational 

factors influencing Pilates practice based on experience level, where e.g. setting achievable goals 

was found crucial in the progression of beginner members. The findings from the pilot test further 

highlighted importance of combining standardization and personalization within the teaching ap-

proach and assessment of individuals.  
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5.2 Level Structure 

The Level Structure acted as the core element within the Level Guide, with the rest of the Level 

Guide supporting it. The formation of the Level Structure began early in the research process, to 

ensure it aligned with the benchmarking process (Figure 8), where best practices of benchmarked 

targets should be applied and adapted through “benchlearning” and “benchaction” (Freytag & Hol-

lensen 2001, 25). The Level Structure went through multiple modifications, implementing the find-

ings from the focus group interview and the pilot test of assessment classes. 

A clear indication of best practices in the structural design were noted through the benchmarking, 

particularly the integration of student and teacher tracks within the same structure. Highlighting 

flexibility in progression and maintaining a clear structure were pivotal factors in forming the level 

structure, to facilitate learner engagement and adaptability. The level structure took the most 

changes and modifications throughout its formation, with each internal discussion and data collec-

tion method adding new relevant findings to be implemented.  

The objective of member-to-instructor progression was noted highly relevant in the integration of 

member and teacher tracks from the benchmarked Canadian Ski Instructors’ Association’s (CSIA) 

Certification Pathway. Taking inspiration from the level structures of CSIA and PADI, I also in-

cluded two additional levels within the teaching track (Instructor Trainer and Master Trainer), pri-

marily focused on teacher training.  

In the first internal meeting, we discussed the issues of time and high threshold of becoming a Pila-

tes instructor, where transition to instructor should be facilitated in a relatively short and efficient 

manner, while ensuring level of quality in training. This supported having both training and teaching 

tracks within the structure, where we initially decided to begin the teaching level from Level 1. How-

ever, the focus group highlighted concerns of credibility of Pilates instructors with very little experi-

ence, which we later discussed to be valid. Therefore, we finally decided that the first teaching 

level would begin from Level 2, ensuring sufficient experience and practice, but still keeping the 

threshold to becoming an instructor relatively low. 

With the facilitation of the focus group, difficulty of understanding progression of beginners was 

highlighted, which resulted in the addition of a mandatory assessment class, working as the “entry-

point” to the whole structure. Any new member or instructor would need to complete a basic as-

sessment of skills before being placed into the corresponding level. This would ensure that all indi-

viduals’ skill levels were assessed based on a standardized approach, and a flexible, nonlinear ap-

proach could be facilitated within the level structure. However, I still observed difficulty from begin-

ners in understanding progress, cues and communication in the implementation of the assessment 
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classes of the pilot test. Originally the Level Structure had started from Level 1, however, to ad-

dress the difficulty in learning and understand of complete beginners, the “No Experience Begin-

ner” level was added, consisting of 3-5 Pilates intro classes to ensure understanding and basic ca-

pability of beginners.  

 

 

Figure 27. Body Light Level Guide: Body Light Level Structure (English version left, Chinese ver-

sion right). 

5.3 Progression of levels 

The next sections 4-6 covered the progression within the levels more clearly. The fourth section, 

“Training and Teaching Tracks” (Figure 28) focused on explaining the two integrated, yet separate, 

progressive tracks, “Training” and “Teacher”. This section supported the previous section where 

the Level Structure was visualized, to understand the two tracks, what then entail and what are the 

requirements of each. The tracks within the Pilates level were influenced by the level system of 

CSIA, where two tracks were also introduced: Skiing and Instructor, which were then applied to Pi-

lates in the Level Guide. 
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Figure 28. Body Light Level Guide: Training & Teaching Tracks. 

To enhance the clarity of the Level Structure, the fifth section of the Level Guide explained the pro-

gressive pathways, and the capabilities of each level and track (Figure 29). The initial steps in the 

progressive pathway were based on the findings of this development project. The first step in the 

progressive pathway was an initial assessment of the individual’s skills, which had been added 

based on the findings of the focus group and pilot test, to ensure standardization of levels. The 

second step was level placement based on the assessment of the individual’s skills, highlighting 

the flexibility of nonlinear progression from the theoretical framework and benchmarking. 

Furthermore, each level highlighted what classes the member could attend, or what classes the 

teacher could teach upon completion of the level. This indicates the opportunities each member or 

instructor has in each respective level, as well as maintains transparency and consistency through-

out the Level Structure. It is further expected to help in planning and organizing classes based on 

the indicated capabilities of members and teachers once it is fully implemented in Body Light. 
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Figure 29. Body Light Level Guide: Progressive Pathways (English version left, Chinese version 

right). 

As mentioned in the previous sections, a crucial component that was added to the level structure 

was the initial assessment of individuals. From the benchmarking, I noticed that none of the level 

systems were doing this, however, the focus group analysis indicated that any new individual com-

ing to practice Pilates (member or instructor) should complete a skill (level) assessment. This 

would ensure proper placement within the level structure based on individual skills and experience. 

Findings from the pilot test on assessment classes further highlighted the importance of assess-

ment class implementation, however, it gave further insight into how these should be conducted 

and implemented. By adding the assessment class component into the Level Structure, I was able 

to further ensure components of flexibility and a nonlinear nature in the level progression of each 

individual, as highlighted in the benchmarking progression analysis.  

In the Level Guide, the “Initial Assessment” section provides a detailed review of the initial assess-

ment class and the requirements for implementation (Figure 30). This section incorporated insights 
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on the best practices of assessment classes, as observed in the pilot test and through probe 

method. These findings highlighted the inefficiency of group assessment classes, thus assessment 

classes emphasizing a 1v1 class format based on the individual.  

 

Figure 30. Body Light Level Guide: Initial Assessment. 

The implementation requirements align with the findings from the pilot test, and drew insights from 

the focus group and theoretical framework findings. These requirements include the implementa-

tion of class expectations (leveraging the service assurance from the Scale for Fitness-Club Ser-

vices), personalizing the assessment class based on the individual, engaging and clear communi-

cation and outlining the future plan based on the assessment level. These requirements aim to fa-

cilitate a clear assessment and comprehension of each individual’s level, as well as helping to set 

achievable goals. This is especially important for beginners, who were found to benefit from extrin-

sic motivation (goal-orientation) as evidenced from the focus group discussions. 
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5.4 Level components: Training and Teaching 

As the findings from the benchmarking showed differences in components between recreational 

and professional levels, I ensured the Level Guide reflected these differences. The Level Structure 

(Figure 27) shows the levels within the Training track to include “Practice” and “Assessment”, 

whereas the Teaching track has the added “Teaching Skills” and “Teaching Exam”. The Teaching 

track has a pre-requisite of completing the Training track components before advancing to the 

components within the Teaching track, and therefore the training components are not further men-

tioned in the teaching components. 

The training level components consisted of two main areas: Practice and Assessment (Figure 31). 

The components of practice first entailed specific movements and hours of practice in each level. 

The level component benchmark (chapter 4.1.2) revealed a few consistencies in level components 

across the benchmarked recreational levels: technical training, practical training, safety and a form 

of assessment. These four components were also reflected in the “Training Level Components” 

section in the Body Light Level Guide. Technical training in Pilates emphasized practicing move-

ment fundamentals before progression, e.g. from mat to reformer progression, as seen in Club Pi-

lates (2024). Furthermore, this aligned with the design aspect of task simplification in nonlinear 

pedagogy, which was observed in the pilot test in movement mastery through step-by-step pro-

gression.  

Practical training is the core component of the Training levels, where focus is on the repetition of 

moves in practice, combined with ongoing feedback, to ensure information-movement coupling is 

achieved. The effectiveness of information-movement coupling was observed through the pilot test, 

where members mastered new moves through repeated practice and feedback (information) from 

the instructor throughout their practice. That is why a specific number of training hours will also be 

implemented into each level, to ensure members gain enough practice before progressing to the 

next level. Through practical training, the use and safety of equipment can also be covered, com-

pleting the components of Practice within the Training track levels.  

Lastly, each level will end with an assessment of skills before the member can progress to the next 

level. This is a relatively informal means of assessment, and easier compared to the initial assess-

ment discussed in the previous chapter. Based on the specified moves of the relevant level, mem-

bers will be assessed whether they have mastered the moves and use of equipment. Once as-

sessment is confirmed, the member can move to the next level or the equivalent level Teaching 

level (starting from Level 2). 
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Figure 31. Body Light Level Guide: Training Level Components. 

Moving to the Teaching levels requires members to first complete the equivalent practice and as-

sessment level within the Training track, to ensure they have gained a sufficient amount of tech-

nical and practical training, as well as knowledge of Pilates. Therefore, this was stated as the first 

component within the Teaching Levels page (Figure 32). Furthermore, I observed from the bench-

marking of level components, that professional levels (Teaching levels) had a much higher focus 

on teaching skills, personal skill development and assessment. These are reflected in the Level 

Guide through the emphasis on components of Teaching Skills and Teaching Exam. The majority 

of technical and practical training was allocated within the Training Level Components. 

Teaching Skills covered many of the components found in the Teaching Approach (next chapter 

5.5.), including clear and easy-to-understand communication and cues, understanding how to mod-

ify moves for different levels and capabilities, the use and safety of equipment from the teacher’s 

perspective, theoretical knowledge. Practical training within the Teaching Level components 
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focused mainly on teaching practice and self-practice of moves, as was seen in Club Pilates from 

the benchmarking. Class programming was not added to the Level Guide, as it was decided by the 

internal members of Body Light to be a separate project of standardized class programming. 

 

Figure 32. Body Light Level Guide: Teaching Level Components. 

The assessment of Teaching levels was decided to be a more formal means, where participants 

would need to complete a written, theoretical exam to test their knowledge of Pilates and anatomy. 

This would be implemented online, to make the process more efficient. Furthermore, a teaching 

exam, consisting of a pre-determined demo class, would be required for the individual to pass the 

level and receive a teacher certification. This would be implemented online through video, or in-

person, based on the circumstances of the studio and participants. The importance of attaining and 

assessing teacher skills had been further emphasized in the focus group, where participants 

agreed if a teacher could pass the assessment of moves, cues, teaching skills and specified hours 

of practice, it would prove their readiness to teach. 
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5.5 Teaching Approach 

The last section of the Level Guide consisted of a Teaching Approach created for Pilates (Figure 

33), where the integration of standardization and personalization led the individual’s progression in 

the Level Structure. The Teaching Approach was highly influenced by the benchmarked “The Col-

laborative Approach” of Canadian Ski Instructor’s Association (Canadian Ski Teaching s.a., 2), 

where the cyclical teaching approach combined experience creation, assessment and exploration.  

 

Figure 33. Body Light Level Guide: Teaching Approach (English version left, Chinese version 

right). 

The first phase of the Teaching Approach, “Assess” focused on the assessment of the individual, 

taking into consideration the findings and results of the initial assessment within this guide, as well 

as level assessments. This highlighted the personalization of an individual’s assessment in terms 

of needs, experience, skills and potential limitations, before placing them in the correct level. The 

next phase, “Design” was a personalized progressive pathway for the individual based on the re-

sults of the assessment. This highlighted setting achievable goals and timelines, to ensure that 

even extrinsically motivated individuals would be able to see and understand progress, as this 

challenge had been emphasized in both the focus group and pilot test. 
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The last phase of the Teaching Approach, “Progress”, is where the teacher utilizes specific teach-

ing methods to aid the learner in skills progression. Here, I implemented elements of practice de-

sign from nonlinear pedagogy, as was seen highly efficient from the pilot test, such as utilizing con-

straints, task simplification and information-movement coupling. These were observed to help the 

learner in progressing in their skills and mastering Pilates moves. As the approach is cyclical in na-

ture, the progression to a new level begins again at the beginning phase, “Assess” to accommo-

date the progressive pathway of the learner. 

The Level Guide and Level Structure act as an internal means of guiding progression of individu-

als, where flexibility in progressive pathways is ensured based on the individual’s assessment. It 

has been designed as a supporting structure in creating further detailed curriculum, assessment 

classes, communication guides and instructor certifications. It is hoped that the created Level 

Guide helps to increase the number of qualified instructors, while improving the service quality for 

members.  
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6 Discussion 

The development project resulted in a finalized prototype of the Level Guide, including the Level 

Structure, commissioned by Body Light. The initial discussions of development needs with the 

commissioning company began already in August 2023, and the finalized constructs of the devel-

opment project were created in May 2024, where the entirety of the development project spanned 

over 10 months. Although requiring plenty of individual work, the development project took on a 

highly interactive approach. Communication between myself (the researcher) and the commission-

ing company was maintained throughout the development project, which had been highlighted as 

an important aspect of constructive research (Ojasalo et al. 2022, 68). 

In this chapter, I have summarized the key findings of this development project. I further reflect on 

the overall trustworthiness of the project and my personal learning reflections. Based on the find-

ings, I have finally summarized further research areas, and my recommendations for Body Light’s 

next steps. 

6.1 Key findings 

The purpose of this development project was to create a Level Guide for the commissioning com-

pany, Body Light, aiming to facilitate skill progression of members and development of qualified 

teachers. Not only did the research result in a concrete construct in the form of a Level Guide and 

Level Structure, but it also added new findings and knowledge within the Pilates industry in China. 

The key findings in this chapter reflect the research questions of this development project: 

Q1: How to enhance skill development in Pilates training and encourage members to become in-

structors? 

Q2: How could levels in Pilates be designed to bridge the gap from member to instructor? 

Q3: How could levels be designed to encourage flexibility in progression based on members’ 

needs and experience level? 

Q4: How could progressive pathways in Pilates contribute to customer satisfaction and loyalty? 

The findings from this development project highlight the importance of skill progression, aligning 

with the main research question Q1. Findings from both theory and the qualitative research point 

towards an emphasis on a flexible, yet standardized, means of progression in Pilates. Nonlinear 

pedagogy supports the nonlinear nature of humans, where learning experiences are created to 

support the individual (Renshaw et al. 2010, 128). When utilizing design practice from nonlinear 

pedagogy, such as task simplification and information-movement coupling, I observed individuals 
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mastering Pilates moves only within one assessment class. When implemented long-term, the pro-

gression could be highly effective in reaching skill mastery and ensuring progression of members’ 

skills. However, research findings highlighted the importance of implementing a more standardized 

approach to the flexible means of learning, to eliminate unnecessary complexity and confusion, 

which is where the practicality of levels lies. 

Various benefits of having levels in Pilates were found, which supported individual progression and 

transition to instructor. By having levels, clarity of progression and progressive pathways could be 

implemented, ensuring a standardized approach in flexible progression. Furthermore, insights from 

the focus group had highlighted differing motivational factors based on experience level, to which 

the Level Structure was built to support. The pilot test on assessment classes further highlighted 

the importance of having standardized approaches coupled with personalized adaptation within the 

teaching approach and designed pathway of each individual. 

I further observed levels to have implications on accommodating differing motivations of members 

with differing experience levels. Existing research has observed that novice customers are moti-

vated by tangibles, leading to customer satisfaction, and ultimately loyalty. In contrast, experienced 

customers are driven by motivations of social benefits in service quality, directly impacting for-

mation of loyalty. (Dagger & Sweeney 2007, 32-34). The findings from the focus group and pilot 

test validated the research by Dagger and Sweeney (2007, 32-34) on experience level’s impact on 

loyalty formation. Furthermore, the principles of Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci 2017, 1-

3) were observed to correlate with the findings, wherein members’ experience levels impacted their 

initial and continued motivation, therefore impacting their loyalty.  

Novice members exhibited extrinsic motivations, which led to unsatisfaction if not properly sup-

ported. Conversely, experienced members favored intrinsic motivations, where long-term loyalty 

was formed more easily. This suggests that an individual’s experience level impacts their motiva-

tion as well as their formation to loyalty. As this had been previously overlooked in level systems, I 

wanted to ensure the consideration and implementation of an individual’s experience, and possible 

motivation, into the design of the Level Guide. This was actualized in two ways: first, by adding an 

initial assessment class for any newcomer to the brand. This would ensure proper personalization 

of the individual and creating a suitable progressive pathway based on the individual’s needs. Sec-

ond, I modified the Level Structure to include complete beginners, where 3-5 introductory classes 

would ensure both understanding and visible progress of each new beginner, taking into account 

their extrinsic motivations.  

Through benchmarking relevant level systems, I was able to identify the best practices of structural 

design, addressing progression of the individual and integrating the transition from member to 
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instructor. Implementing a nonlinear structural approach, influenced by the Certification Levels of 

Canadian Ski Instructor Association, allowed for parallel progression of both members and instruc-

tors. This promoted ease of transition from member to instructor, with a significantly lowered 

threshold. Members were no longer constrained to linear progress from Level 1 to 4 before ad-

vancing to Instructor certifications; they could now pursue both member and instructor levels simul-

taneously, beginning from Level 2. Through this member-to-instructor integration, I was able to fur-

ther reduce the gap between the two progressive pathways, and ensure progression from member 

to instructor stayed within the same system and studio. This further enabled members to align their 

existing Pilates practice experience with relevant teaching skills, further affirming loyalty to a single 

studio. Currently existing Pilates level systems lack a unified Level Structure accommodating both 

member and instructor progression, which contributed to the novelty of this created construct.  

Lastly, I observed the importance of teaching approach in both member and instructor levels in my 

research. Findings from the benchmarking, focus group and pilot test all contributed to the imple-

mentation of best practices in teaching, leading to the creation of the Teaching Approach in the 

Level Guide. A cyclical approach with a focus on the individual, the Teaching Approach begins with 

assessment, continues to designing a suitable pathway for the learner and finally implements non-

linear pedagogy’s best design practices in aiding in progression. The Teaching Approach empha-

sized the integration of standardization and personalization, as had been highlighted in the Scale 

for Fitness-Club Services components, and therefore further validated the usability of the scale, 

even in Pilates. The Teaching Approach further supported the progression of individuals within the 

Level Structure.  

The finalized Level Guide prototype acts as a structural foundation in level implementation within 

Pilates practice in Body Light. It successfully answered the research questions on enhancing skill 

development and transition to instructor through a novelty construct. Furthermore, the Level Guide 

accomplished the integration of standardization and personalization, where skill progression of 

members is clear and standardized, while having the ability to adapt to the unique needs of an indi-

vidual. Through the implementation of assessment classes, beginners intros and Teaching Ap-

proach, I have taken into consideration the impact on customer satisfaction and loyalty. However, 

this will require further implementation to perceive its success in customer satisfaction and loyalty. 

Chapter 6.4 further highlights the future usability of the Level Guide in Body Light’s operations. Alt-

hough commissioned by Body Light, the Level Guide and Level Structure have both been designed 

to be applicable to the Pilates industry within the Chinese market. Ideally, finalized constructs could 

be implemented across any Pilates studios in China wanting to standardize progressive practice 

and integrate members and instructors together.  
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6.2 Trustworthiness of development project 

Research highlights trustworthiness of qualitative research to consist of five major areas: credibil-

ity, transferability, dependability, confirmability and authenticity (Ahmed 2024; 2-3; Cope 2014, 89-

90). Therefore, to assess the trustworthiness of this development project, I will reflect on the afore-

mentioned five areas.  

Credibility looks at how accurately the findings of the research reflect the experiences of the par-

ticipants (Cope 2014, 89). My close association to the commissioning company revealed a high po-

tential for personal bias in conducting the research. I noticed myself at times moving into the 

mindset of “decision-based evidence making”, where I would look for evidence based on the deci-

sions that I had wanted to make (Tingling & Brydon 26 June 2010). I tried actively pursuing objec-

tivity of viewing and analyzing data in hopes of to ensuring credibility of the research (Ahmed 2024, 

2), however, as I was the only researcher, the extent to which objectivity was observed is unclear.  

Triangulation was crucial in enhancing credibility of the development project, where differing per-

spectives from diverse data collection methods further reduced the potential bias of using only one 

method (Ahmed 2024, 2; Ojasalo et al. 2022, 109). My personal bias was highlighted in the pilot 

test, where many of the outcomes of the participants’ diary entries did not align with my personal 

observations. This highlighted the need for caution in using only one data collection method, even 

in the same setting. Moreover, the credibility of the research may have been compromised by the 

lack of prolonged engagement within the Pilates environment and with research participants (Ah-

med 2024, 2). Although I was familiar with the industry, employees and future plans of the com-

pany, increased engagement with the target users over an extended timeline could have yielded 

more valuable insights. This limitation should be further evaluated in the next steps of the company 

and future research. 

Transferability refers to the degree of applying the findings to alternate settings or groups, and 

brings value to non-participatory individuals (Cope 2014, 89). While the Level Guide adds value to 

internal members of Body Light and the Pilates industry, the narrow scope and familiarity of partici-

pants in the research may have challenged the transferability. Contextual information, such as 

choosing participants and research methods, have been described in this development project in 

the aims of addressing this posed challenge (Ahmed 2022, 2).  

Dependability implies the consistency of the research findings over time and under similar circum-

stances. Although I documented my findings in detail and relied on guidance from my thesis advi-

sor throughout this development project, it is difficult to predict whether the findings will be depend-

able in future contexts of the changing Pilates industry. (Ahmed 2024, 2; Cope 2014, 89). 
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Confirmability is achieved when the findings of data collected can accurately represent partici-

pants’ experiences, without personal bias of the researcher (Cope 2014, 89). Continued discus-

sions with relevant Body Light members and co-creation with the target users strengthened the 

confirmability of the development project. However, the absence of documentation and reflection 

on personal thoughts and bias highlights the limitation in confirmability, which should have been 

facilitated (Ahmed 2024, 2). Lastly, authenticity is the ability to highlight the true feelings and emo-

tions of participants by the researcher (Cope 2014, 89). Although I ensured to add direct quotes 

from participants to enhance their authenticity of feelings, it is inherently challenging to portray true 

feelings within written text. 

In conclusion, while areas of trustworthiness were exhibited, there were similarly areas challenging 

the trustworthiness of this development project, which highlights the need for being critical in the 

assessment of trustworthiness. Areas such as prolonged engagement, dependability and confirma-

bility posed challenges in the trustworthiness of the research. These should be further strength-

ened to ensure a higher rate of credibility and trustworthiness. This development project has been 

a learning process for me as a novice researcher, and I will ensure to further reflect on the areas of 

trustworthiness in any further research conducted. 

6.3 Learning reflections 

Throughout the development project, my primary focus was on the research findings and creating 

the Level Guide for the commissioning company. However, this development project also gave in-

sight on my personal growth and discovery. Ojasalo et al. (2022, 7) highlight that developmental 

research relies on skills of applying, adapting and creating something new, which I reflected to 

align with my personal learning during this development project, as well as the importance of keep-

ing an open mind. 

I have always emphasized that a well-thought-out plan is a crucial component of doing anything, 

however, in research, I observed that the reality does not always align with plans. Therefore, being 

able to adapt and change plans to align with the research objectives is equally important. However, 

my personal character clashed with the foundation of applicability, as I needed to know what will 

happen and plan every last detail. I worried that changes in my plans would invalidate my re-

search, therefore making it worthless. However, discussions with my thesis advisor, Sirpa Lassila, 

changed my perception on adaptability in developmental research. Not only is research ever-

changing, where adaptability is necessary, but the ability to adapt to unforeseen changes is actu-

ally a strength, not a weakness.  
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I observed efficient adaptability to gain relevant knowledge even when circumstances had changed 

in a few instances during the development project. During the implementation of the focus group, I 

had to adapt to a few changes. First, one of the initially confirmed participants cancelled last-mi-

nute. With such a short notice in participant change, I could no longer find a replacement, and had 

to assess whether to continue with the focus group or not. I decided to continue with only five par-

ticipants, and it ended up resulting highly valuable data from discussion. I further noticed partici-

pants of the focus group starting to tire after about an hour of discussion, which is why I made the 

call to not dig deeper into the skill progression questions, as I believed it would not result high-qual-

ity discussions anymore. Therefore, I decided to implement more of this topic into the pilot test for 

further data collection.  

In the pilot test, I had to adapt to changes in the implementation – the originally planned Teacher 

Training would be too timely, which is why I decided with the Body Light members that assessment 

classes would be implemented instead. Furthermore, I adapted to observe the assessment class of 

two individuals at the same time, although I had originally planned on only observing 1v1 assess-

ment classes. This further resulted in the validation that assessment classes must be conducted 

1v1, as even 1v2 proved highly ineffective.  

Furthermore, I observed that although I can gain a plethora of data, resulting in various themes, 

not all of them were relevant to the development project. This is where I gradually learned to utilize 

my skills and understanding in applying the research findings into creating the Level Guide: what 

was relevant, and what was not. At times I struggled to find a link between analyzed data, the ob-

jective of the research and the theoretical framework. However, by viewing the research questions, 

I was able to question the relevancy of information – is this relevant to my project? 

Lastly, I reflected on the importance of keeping an open mind throughout the development project. 

Although I needed to ensure relevancy and focus on the objective of the development project, I 

also needed to adapt to new findings, i.e. keep an open mind. For example, although it was not uti-

lized in the final created Level Guide, I made observations in the importance of environment (tangi-

bles) to beginners’ motivations and continued practice. This was not only observed in the focus 

group, but through keeping an open mind, I was able to connect the link between motivational the-

ory, findings of the focus group and results of the pilot test, all confirming that environmental fac-

tors were a crucial component to beginner members. This was further communicated to the com-

missioning company as highly insightful knowledge, and it would help them in the design of the stu-

dios, which was also taking place parallel to this development project.  

Reflecting on the whole development project process, I am overall satisfied with the learning out-

comes and findings. Not only did I gain skills in learning through successful implementation, I also 
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faced challenges during the development project that I had to adapt to. However, had I the chance 

to re-do this project, I would ensure the pilot test was implemented differently. As the whole devel-

opment project had been focused around the creation of qualified instructors through the level im-

plementation, I had planned to test its applicability and validity through Teacher Training. This 

would have consisted of potential instructors joining the Level 2 Teacher Training class, where the 

best practices of Teaching Approach, level components and Level Structure would have been im-

plemented. As the object was to observe the participants spanning over a few days, I wanted to 

see how skills progressed and perceptions on mastery changed during this time. Unfortunately, 

due to time constraints, the implementation of Teacher Training would have required a few months’ 

time, which is why it could not be implemented. As was seen above, I then adapted this to observe 

assessment classes, which still provided relevant data, although perhaps not as valuable. 

6.4 Next steps and recommendations 

The resulting Level Guide was successful in meeting the objectives of helping to ensure skill pro-

gression in members, and integrating a pathway from member to instructor with relative ease. As I 

had established the structural foundations through the Level Guide and Level Structure, the next 

steps of Body Light should involve expanding upon the different components of the Level Guide, 

leveraging the advantageous position of being in the early phase of growth.   

During the formation of this Level Guide, I worked closely with the internal members of Body Light, 

where internal meetings highlighted responsibilities of other members sprouting from this develop-

ment project. Specific to this Level Guide, Esther Tang, the Head of Pilates, will be responsible for 

creating specific curriculum of each level within the Level Structure and assessment requirements 

of passing each level. She should further ensure the best practices of Level Components and 

Teaching Approach are implemented into member classes (1v1 and group classes), as well as 

Teacher Training classes.  

Although only briefly noted in the Level Guide, the use of a variety of materials in the teaching ap-

proach was highlighted in the professional component benchmarking. This should be further uti-

lized in the development of e.g. study materials of Teacher levels. Discussions had briefly high-

lighted ideas such as creating video movement libraries, so individuals could access the correct 

movement form at any time. Although a large undertaking, it would be the next sensible step upon 

creating the specified movements and curricula of levels. Body Light should also consider creating 

learning manuals for the levels within the Teaching Tracks, to ensure that individuals can imple-

ment self-study during the Teacher levels. will further enhance the learning process of potential in-

structors, as well as enable further standardization of level curricula and requirements.  



99 

 
The findings from this development project further highlighted the importance of communication 

and cues. Not only were beginners observed to have difficulty understanding cues, but there was a 

concern over the credibility of a teacher being able to utilize appropriate cues and communication 

with little experience. Therefore, Body Light should consider how to implement clear communica-

tion and easy-to-understand cues within their teaching approach. The focus group and pilot test 

had both proved the use of metaphors as one viable option in communicating moves in an easy-to-

understand manner. One option for facilitation could be to create specified teacher cues for move-

ments and how to communicate teaching of movements and focal points to members (novice and 

experienced).  

6.5 Further research 

As the objective of this development project was to develop the Level Guide, further research 

should study its implementation into day-to-day operations. Over time, the impact on skill progres-

sion, member satisfaction and loyalty formation can be studied. Furthermore, the impact of the 

Level Guide on encouraging members to become instructors should be further examined, re-

searching the specific areas that lead to transition, and whether this approach produces quality 

teacher. Based on the findings, the Level Guide could be further modified to be efficient in achiev-

ing these goals.   

During the execution of research, I had noted that the research done in this development project 

did not account for complete beginners with no background in any form of fitness. Therefore, there 

was a lack of insights and representation of complete beginners within the findings of this develop-

ment project. This is why further research could specifically study the motivations and skill progres-

sion of beginners with no pre-existing background or experience in any form of fitness or exercise, 

and the implementation of the existing Level Guide’s impact on beginners.  

Although the Level Guide created from this development project was specifically commissioned by 

Body Light, the overall structure and general nature of the Level Guide and Level Structure was 

designed to be applicable to the Pilates industry in China, aligning with the core of constructive re-

search. Therefore, further research on its applicability within other studios in the Pilates industry 

would be relevant and interesting to see how well it could be implemented, and whether the bene-

fits arising from it would be similar. Further research could also look into implementation of other 

industries, such as yoga, boxing etc. and the applicability of implementation globally. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Focus group interview presentation and questions. 
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Appendix 2. Focus group worksheets. 
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Appendix 3. Observation Questions & Checklist. 
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Appendix 4. Pre-filled Diary Questions (Probe method) 
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Appendix 5. Body Light Level Structure. 
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Appendix 6. Body Light Level Guide.  
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