The Requirements of Good Equipment

It is not something that is usually given serious consideration by most potential
fitness centre members, but it should be one of the most important, even critical
considerations. That is the caliber of the equipment the fitness centre offers.
Poor quality equipment is possibly the single most significant reason why
members either fail to progress, injure themselves or simply progress at such a
slow rate that ultimately they give up their fitness program in despair.

Unfortunately determining the difference between good and bad equipment is
initially hard (“they all look the same to me”) and tragically often the best (read:



flashiest) looking equipment is in fact the worst by design! However there is a
simple, methodical approach to determining whether or not the strength
training equipment at your local facility is actually any good!

Determining good from bad; the first step

The first step in assessing your facilities equipment is to determine whether it
has some form of cam incorporated into the design. A cam is a mandatory
requirement to vary the resistance as the weight is lifted. Each muscle in the
human body has points of relative strength as well as points of relative
weakness. Thus when lifting a weight, for example a bicep curl, it is not a simple
linear relationship between the weight lifted and the muscles relative strength.
Simply put, there must be a form of a somewhat circular cam around which the
chain or belt, attached to the actual weight, moves. (For example, the bicep
muscle is weakest at the point of full extension, and strongest at a point just
short of full contraction! So it requires heavier resistance at the point near full
contraction, and significantly resistance lighter at the point of full extension.)

Physical test; does it feel right?

If the machine has what appears to be a cam, the next step is to actually get on
the machine and try it out! To fully assess how well the cam is designed usually
takes a few sessions, but even after one set on a relatively light weight it is
possible to assess the cam. Simply put, if the cam is good, the resistance should
feel decent, a “firm” challenge, consistently so throughout the full range of
motion! If at any point it feels more heavy, or quite light, but at other points
“firm” it is clear the cam does not properly vary the resistance.

A poor cam, where it effects the weight by making it too heavy, could result in
injury as the user will be tempted to jerk the weight or move it too quickly to
overcome the sticking point. Furthermore, the sticking point, if it does not cause
injury, will ultimately result in a plateau, as the user cannot progress past it
without cheating, or using poor technique and jerking the weight. The likely
result is that this person will give up on their exercise program! Similarly, where
the cam affects the weight by making it too light, it becomes a waste of time. If
adequate resistance is not provided, the ability to get stronger and progress is
not possible.

Additional indicators

Other observations such as the cleanliness of the equipment, whether it makes a
rattling or grinding noise when operated, are also likely indicators of poor
equipment or simply poorly maintained equipment. Poorly maintained
equipment has the ability to turn an otherwise excellent piece of equipment into
something quite awful. The grinding noise is probably something out of
alignment, or badly worn, and is certainly an ominous sign! The resultant



friction is absolutely the archenemy of good equipment. In isolation friction can
turn a very well designed piece into a complete lemon!

It should be noted however; the age of the equipment is not a factor. If the
equipment is well maintained and well designed it could be 20 plus years old and
still be a very good piece of equipment. (Such as the early Nautilus pieces dating
from the early 1970’s.)

Conclusion; think carefully before you commit!

In summary, the cost of a membership is something that must be balanced with
the caliber of the equipment. Paying big dollars for a fancy membership, with
flashy equipment could be disastrous if that equipment is of poor quality.
Tragically most gym owners know almost nothing about good equipment design.
If you ask them about the resistance curves of exercise machines, or the strength
curve of various muscles, you will probably get a blank look. (Try it! If they can
explain the difference, they have probably bought good equipment for their
fitness facility, if not, it might be safer to walk away right there and then!)

Most fitness centre’s will give away a week or so free membership to try and

convince people to sign a membership contract, so that is the perfect opportunity
to for a test run.

Final point and some valuable tips.

Finally there are a number of other individual machine specific design factors
that must be implemented to fully constitute a good piece of equipment.
However of those that have a good cam, most will have considered these factors.
As a general rule fitness centre’s that have Nautilus, MedX or Hammer Strength
brand equipment, notwithstanding maintenance issues, will have a very good
line of equipment. They can almost always be recommended, however some of
the newest lines have cut corners on quality and a “road test” as described above
is therefore recommended.



