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Jono Castano is a personal trainer and the inhouse trainer at Men’s Health Magazine. He has 849k+ followers on Instagram (86% of which are located in Australia), and his celebrity clients range from Michael Clarke and Dustin Martin to Sir Richard Branson.
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INTRODUCTION


You’ve got big plans and saintly intentions. This time you’re finally going to get in serious shape. You’re determined to get stronger and fitter by sticking to your exercise regimen and making it to every session come rain or shine. While you’re at it, you’re going to get healthier, too – clean up your diet, curb the mid-week boozing and make a concerted effort to get more sleep.


You’re going to start soon, too. You just need to settle on a date as the launch pad to this new improved you. The one who’s going to be leaner, kinder, sexier and far less grumpy first thing in the morning. Maybe you’ll start on New Year’s Day or after your birthday in a couple of months’ time? Maybe you’ll wait until things aren’t so crazy at work? Or when your youngest kid starts school? Or when it’s less hot (or less cold)? Or when your renovation is finally done? Or when your back stops aching? Or when that new gym opens down the street?




ENOUGH ALREADY.


IT STARTS TODAY.





I know what you’re thinking: you don’t know where to begin. You need to find a personal trainer to help you along. Plus, shouldn’t you really empty the freezer of all those party pies and mint-choc-chip Cornettos? My advice is don’t delay. If you’ve resolved to make a change in your life, the best thing you can do is just get going. Don’t overthink it, just start.


One thing I’ve learned after helping thousands of people get into the best shape of their lives is that attitude follows behaviour, not the other way around. Never underestimate the power of momentum. It’s like pushing a car – once you overcome that initial sticking point of inertia, it’ll often begin rolling along with surprising ease.


You might be thinking it’s not a good time. Your horrible boss just buried you alive under an avalanche of deadlines and you need to slog your way out. Your landlord just put your rent up (again) and you have to find a new place to live. Your toddler is teething and proving a real handful at the moment so it’s hard for you to escape to the gym. I get it. Those are all legitimate stressors. But the truth is, there will always be some form of obstacle in your path. Real life is messy and unpredictable and delights in setting malicious booby-traps for your carefully laid plans. Just as people say there’s never a perfect time to have a baby, the perfect conditions for you to get fit will never arise. Instead, what you must learn to do is integrate your health and wellness goals into the howling chaos that is the shitstorm of your daily life.


Maybe you don’t feel sufficiently motivated at this precise moment. You don’t want to set yourself up for failure by jumping the gun and then doing a half-arsed job. The problem is that inspiration alone will never get you fit. There’ll always be days when it’s cold outside or you’re feeling too tired or sore or stressed or busy or depressed. Your willpower alone will never match the size of the task ahead.




YOU JUST HAVE TO GET


STARTED AND COMMIT.





Procrastination is a complex adversary. It’s often linked to a deeper issue, whether that’s anxiety, lack of confidence or perfectionism. Yet whatever the root cause, it can paralyse you from leading the sort of life you want to lead. Ultimately, procrastination is vertical gravity – it keeps you glued to the same dismal spot when you need to be moving forward to get your hands on the good stuff. Procrastination’s most damaging effect is that it steals your time, robbing days, weeks and years from your life. That’s an issue because time is the most valuable commodity you have.


I’ve trained successful people from many walks of life – from Richard Branson and Rita Ora to Alexander Volkanovski. One thing I’ve noticed these people have in common is they understand the true value of their time. Having made it big, their daily schedules are crazier than ever. That means their time is scarcer and therefore more valuable. And that is why they don’t procrastinate – their time is too precious to waste.


You’ve probably heard the old joke: ‘My mother always told me I wouldn’t amount to anything because I procrastinate. I said, “Just wait …”’ Unfortunately, the mum in question may have had a point. Studies have found that procrastination has a negative impact on both body and mind with the habit linked to great levels of stress, anxiety, depression, sleep deprivation and poorer work performance, too.1 In short, it’s bad news all around.


If you’ve picked up this book, you presumably want to supercharge some area of your health and wellness. Good on you. The mere fact that you’re reading this suggests that you’re open to making changes. My advice is to start backing those great intentions with actions right away. Sure, you may refine your habits, tweak your diet or alter your training as you go along. But as soon as you embark on this odyssey of self-optimisation, you’ll be making positive changes and starting to form better habits and routines that you can build upon. Chances are you’ll enjoy some early wins that will propel you forward with extra motivation under your belt. Keep going and you’ll start to feel better about yourself and even more in control. A better future really could await if you’re willing to take the chance and get with the program. And you know what the really exciting part is? It starts today.


HE WHO WISHES MISSES


Remember the story of Aladdin? To recap: a young, impoverished guy manages to get his hands on a magical lamp. When he accidentally rubs it, a genie appears. This genie can make Aladdin’s every wish come true. Our boy consequently winds up with unimaginable wealth, a magnificent palace and the hand in marriage of the sultan’s absolute knockout of a daughter. Possibly a magic carpet or two as well. But here’s the thing: you don’t need a supernatural lamp to get what you want in life. All you need to do is take action.


I live by the sincere belief that he who wishes misses. That’s because a wish is merely an empty hope that you’ll get something or that a specific occurrence will happen to you. It’s a hankering devoid of any real substance. People wish that they could become successful entrepreneurs. They wish for a life partner with whom they’ll live happily ever after. They wish they could lose 20 kilograms. The problem is that a wish is just a dream for the future. Sure, it may be deeply heartfelt – you may yearn for that one thing so much that it makes your chest ache. But it remains a dream nonetheless. And the sad truth is that dreams tend to be flimsy, ephemeral things that aren’t very reliable. They don’t stand up to the unsympathetic glare of real life that deals in hard facts and tangible actions.




IF YOU REALLY


WANT TO


MAKE SOMETHING


HAPPEN


YOU HAVE TO


MAKE SOMETHING


HAPPEN.





Wishing alone is never enough. Instead, you need to take that dream and put some meat on its (wish)bones. The reason you don’t need that genie is that you have the power within yourself to realise your ambitions. You just need to find a way to harness it. The way to do that is to find your sense of purpose and an overarching plan that maps out how you’re going to achieve your goal; to break it down into concrete steps and manageable micro-goals that’ll lead you along the way. Pulling that plan together is the first step. Then you’re going to roll up your sleeves and attack it with everything you’ve got.


Seriously though, enough with this wishing business. You really want to be a successful entrepreneur? Start off by developing a business plan, becoming an expert in your chosen field, finding a mentor and networking with serious purpose and intent. You want to find that life partner? Give yourself the best possible shot and start hanging out in places where that person may lurk, whether that’s dating apps, coffee shops, dog parks or pubs – Cupid’s arrow won’t hit you when you’re sitting on your couch in your tracky dacks halfway through a family sized pack of Cheezels. You really want to lose weight? Take a good hard look at your daily nutrition and dedicate yourself to an exercise plan (and stick to it).


Listen, I’m not going to bullshit you: this isn’t a foolproof plan. Life is complicated and there are no certainties. Ultimately your success will come down to you. But to give yourself any chance you need to back your dreams up with serious action. As Michael Jordan once put it, ‘Some people want it to happen, some wish it would happen, others make it happen.’ That make-it-happen category is where you’re going to be.


FIND YOUR PURPOSE


You planned to go for a run after work, except it looks like it might rain and you don’t want to get soaked. Plus, it’s been a really stressful day – you’ve got a massive deadline looming on Friday and you weren’t very productive in the office because that planning meeting ran way overtime. Frankly, you feel bloody exhausted, too. You had a horrible night’s sleep. You woke up at 3am and stared at the ceiling, worrying about all sorts of things from your mortgage payments to that upcoming deadline and that weird rash you’ve got on your leg. So maybe you won’t go for that run today after all. There’s just far too much going on.


I mention this imaginary scenario because it’s exactly the sort of situation that you’ll find yourself in over and over again. Life is relentless and particularly unkind when it comes to sabotaging your fitness goals. There are so many daily curveballs that can suddenly bounce up, knock you in the teeth (ouch!), make you spill your coffee (aargh!) and, most importantly, stop you following through with your good intentions.


The real issue for most people isn’t starting a health and fitness regimen, but sticking with it – showing up again and again, week after week to train consistently and follow the plan right through to completion. The challenge is finding the motivation to persist, even on those days when you’re dog-tired and stressed out of your mind. If you don’t, it will stop you from reaching your target, whatever that may be.


What you need to avoid succumbing to that pressure is to find something that’s much bigger than all those annoyances and distractions. In fact, it’s so much greater that it dwarfs those trivial complications and puts them into perspective, overshadowing them to the point where they become piddly and insignificant in comparison. What you need is to find your purpose.


As a personal trainer who’s worked with dozens of celebrities over the years to help them with dramatic transformations, people often ask me how they can imitate these high-profile journeys, wanting to lose up to 20 kilograms in the process. While it’s true that I usually train these celebrities over a long period of time and help them along on their journey, the crucial breakthrough, in fact, happens before we even meet. When people seek me out, they’ve often already found their purpose. They don’t want to start training merely to lose a set number of kilos. They aren’t exercising to fit into a certain clothing size. They have simply reached a point in their life where they’ve decided to take control of their wellbeing. 


Sometimes there are momentous reasons why people commit to getting healthier, too, such as improving their quality of life and/or living longer, whether that’s for the sake of themselves or their children. A healthier lifestyle helps to protect us against serious health problems, such as diabetes, high blood pressure and heart disease.


A purpose like this is what keeps my long-term clients strong and committed in the weeks and months ahead. That yearning to be better ensures that they stick to their training plan even when they have to work long hours or are faced with temptation.




IF YOU’RE SERIOUS


ABOUT MAKING


BIG CHANGES TO


YOUR OWN HEALTH


AND FITNESS,


YOU NEED TO FIND


YOUR PURPOSE. 





Your purpose must become your guiding star as you slog through the mountain of additional responsibilities all of us face – work, family, parenthood or whatever other eye-watering craziness that you happen to have on your plate. Your purpose needs to be strong enough that it can withstand being buffeted on all sides by those other powerful forces. When it comes to finding your purpose, you have to think big.


Ask most people why they’re training and they’ll struggle to identify a strong purpose. They might talk about wanting to fit into their old jeans or shape up ahead of a beach holiday. There’s nothing fundamentally wrong with those reasons, but I’m not sure a pair of jeans is enough to inspire you to get into your gym kit when your alarm goes off at 5am and it’s freezing outside and you’re slightly hungover from the night before. You’re going to need heroic reserves of energy, determination and focus to keep on trucking through the weeks and months that lie ahead. Your purpose must be meaningful enough to sustain and inspire you to keep on going. As Friedrich Nietzsche (a big fan of high intensity interval training, I believe) once said: ‘He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.’


So how do you find your purpose? When I’m working with a client I start by getting them to answer a series of questions.




THE FIRST IS, ‘WHO AM I?’ 





The idea here is to define who you are in terms of your current life roles. That extends to your family (you might, for example, be a mother, husband, sister, son and so on) and also to your working and social life. This should help you to see your responsibilities from every angle. The question also pertains to your physical and emotional life. I’d want you to describe your physical scenario – your current weight, health and fitness – and whether you’re happy with your present situation. You might, for example, want to get back in shape to feel more confident at work or to boost your self-esteem after a break-up. But I’d also want you to reflect on your emotional position – whether you’re happy or dissatisfied in any key areas of life. This question is really about taking a snapshot of your ground zero and considering where you’re at right now.




THE SECOND QUESTION IS,


‘WHAT DO I STAND FOR?’ 





You might think of yourself as a hardworking provider or a good team player. You might be a great listener or a social connector that brings people together. This question is about defining the values that you embrace, the principles that guide your behaviour and the character traits that define your personality (or that you want people to associate with you).




THE FINAL QUESTION IS


‘WHAT DO I WANT TO BE?’ 





How do you want to operate in life? How do you want to present yourself? How do you want to treat other people? Perhaps you want to become more patient with your children, or less stressed at work. You might want to become someone with a healthier relationship with food or drink or recreational drugs. It’s another big question that’s worth approaching from multiple angles – your career, your family life, your relationships and your mental and physical health. If you could take control of each of these elements, how would you ideally change them?


These questions are designed to get you thinking about the bigger picture for your life and hopefully prompt you to find your deeper purpose. I know this might all sound a bit fluffy, but I’m hammering this message home because it’s actually rooted in hard-headed practicality. My job as a personal trainer is to help people achieve the results they crave. And of all the people I’ve trained over the years, those who’ve been the most successful in their quests are those who’ve managed to identify their bigger purpose.


I trained one guy, for example, who’d become a dad on the cusp of turning 50. His purpose was to get fit so he could play with his young kids with more energy and stay limber enough to be able to go surfing with them when they reached their teens. Another lady I worked with found she had really high visceral fat levels. The purpose behind her training was to improve her health and lower her risk of having a heart attack. I also know tons of people who train as a proactive measure for their mental equilibrium and use it as part of their strategy to keep depression at bay.


Those are all big, meaty examples of purpose. You need to unlock a similar source of deep motivation that will push you through those moments of self-doubt and hesitation, lift you above all those niggling inconveniences and ensure that you lace up your sneakers to go for that run. (Even though it has actually now started to rain.)


A BRIEF HISTORY OF


JONO CASTANO




It was 2014. I’d just scored my very first job as a personal trainer with Virgin Active. The gym had a shiny new premises opening in Sydney’s inner suburb of Zetland. To commemorate the occasion we were getting a special visit from the man himself, Richard Branson.


Few other businesspeople in the world are on Richard Branson’s level. It was like getting a visit from a rock star. Everyone was so excited and started crowding around him. I remember being surprised by how lean and energetic he looked for his age as he walked through the gym, smiling for photos and shaking hands. But that was the only impression I really had, because I never got anywhere near him. After all, I was just a rookie trainer; the gym’s management reserved Branson’s press-the-flesh time for the most senior staff and key clientele. I didn’t even get to speak to the man and, while I understood the reasoning, I remember going home that night feeling slightly deflated.


Seven years later life had changed dramatically. I’d built my own successful gym, Acero, and become Australia’s biggest celebrity trainer in the process. I was holidaying in Miami when, out of the blue, I got a message from Richard Branson’s team asking whether I’d consider coming to train him on his private yacht. Obviously, I jumped at the chance.


That was a pinch-yourself moment because it demonstrated how far I’d come in the space of seven years. Admittedly, it hadn’t been a seamless ascent – I made plenty of mistakes in both my private and professional life during that time, and have since. Somehow, though, I’ve managed to battle my way through. Acero is now performing strongly enough that we’re looking to expand to Los Angeles, while our app, Acero Drip, is making our training accessible to people all over the world. To give you some insight into my journey, here’s a brief history of my 32 years on the planet.


MY ORIGIN STORY


I grew up in Colombia in a small town called La Virginia that’s situated in a landlocked region in the central west. Out there, life for most people is tough and, by Western standards, the living conditions remain fairly primitive. Growing up we never had hot running water, and people still used carts and horses as one of the main forms of transport. Our family never really had any money, but as kids you don’t notice those things. I had a happy childhood growing up with my parents and two older brothers, Damian and Mauricio.


My father yearned to build a better life for the family. Like most of the men in La Virginia, he supported us by working in the surrounding fields cutting sugarcane. My dad is an insanely hard worker who you’ll never hear complain, but toiling in the sugarcane fields is hot, backbreaking labour. Each day he’d leave for work in the early hours, sometimes around 3am before the sun became too intense. Dad and his workmates would then slave away all day, their hands getting calloused from their machetes and their feet bitten by caterpillars and scorpions. It was a physically demanding job where, however hard you worked, you’d still only be making the bare minimum to keep your family alive.


Yet it wasn’t just the poverty that prompted my dad to dream of escape. Colombia is a dangerous country, too, where violence is part of life. I remember as a kid seeing someone shot in one of the local streets. The issue of safety hit home for our family in a tragic way when my oldest brother was killed in a road accident. Mauricio was only six years old and was sitting on the back of a motorcycle. As it went over a bridge, the motorcycle suddenly hit a pothole and Mauricio was flung off the back of the bike into oncoming traffic.


I was still a baby when that accident happened – too young to register the tragedy. But Mauricio’s death devastated the family. It was heartbreaking for my parents to lose their oldest child in such a senseless way. The death of his son made my dad even more determined to get the family out of Colombia. He knew that if we stayed there, the family would be stuck in the poverty cycle as he worked his life away in the sugarcane fields for $100 a month. His biggest fear was that, if we remained, the life options for me and my brother would be exactly the same as they were for him. If you’re a family of modest means in rural Colombia, and you want to live comfortably and remain on the right side of the law, your opportunities are extremely limited.


My father became obsessed with trying to forge a better future for his family. To achieve this, he believed, we had to get away. First, Dad tried to get a visa to live in Miami – where most Colombians try to go – but he was rejected. Then he tried to get a visa for the UK, but once again he was knocked back. After that failure, Dad set his sights on Australia. Finally he got a tourist visa and opted to go off on his own with the plan of bringing the rest of the family over as soon as he could – he couldn’t afford plane tickets for the four of us on a sugarcane worker’s paltry wage. Looking back, it was a huge decision for my father. He didn’t speak any English and had almost no money – all he had in Sydney was one friend. It must have taken so much courage to make that move, not to mention a fair amount of desperation.


I didn’t see my father for two years. He was forced to spend six months in an Australian detention centre and, when he eventually got out, he was determined to earn money any way he could. Getting a job wasn’t easy since he didn’t speak English, but he took whatever jobs presented themselves – from cleaning work to construction. Armed with his work ethic and the desire to reunite with his family, Dad grafted tirelessly. It must have been a fairly joyless existence: he lived on a super-tight budget saving every cent that he could. But that was what he had to do to get his family back together.


THE FAMILY REUNITED


The rest of us eventually moved to Australia in 1998 when I was seven years old. We settled in Mascot, not far from Sydney Airport. What I remember most from those early years in Australia is that my parents were constantly working, working, working. They were grateful for the opportunity to earn money; they both took cleaning jobs and ground away every single day. Even when my mum was home, she was trying to make extra cash by turning our garage into a little corner store selling chocolates and chips. My parents’ entire life at that time was dedicated to building the foundation that would give our family a more stable future.


The language barrier was the hardest thing for me. At first I couldn’t speak any English at all so I struggled at school. My lack of fluency in English made life in the playground hard. Young kids always notice anyone who’s different, so I copped a fair bit of teasing and bullying. Looking back it wasn’t the easiest time, but luckily I had one outlet that made my life bearable.


When we arrived in Australia my parents put me straight into a local soccer team: the Mascot Kings. I may have struggled to express myself at school due to my lack of English, but one area where I could excel was on the pitch. Soccer became my escape, the safe place where I felt comfortable. Putting on my boots and walking onto the field felt like home. Better still, because I had some natural talent, I instantly got a lot of praise that boosted my confidence at a time when I needed it the most. All I wanted to do was to play soccer every single day. I dedicated my life to it, practising for hours and hours every night after school, kicking a ball against the wall or playing with my brother. Then I’d play matches on the weekends, before coming home to play even more soccer.


When I was nine we moved to a suburb called Meadowbank. I joined a team called the West Ryde Rovers and, after a while, I began to play for the junior teams of the Marconi Stallions – one of the best clubs in the National Soccer League. Over time, I became a decent centre midfielder, a box-to-box player who was comfortable with both feet and willing to run all day. At 13 I was chosen to play in the New South Wales squad for a tournament between all the states and territories. I was named player of the tournament and started to dream of becoming a professional.


From then on I fixated on that ambition. Later that year I had the chance to train in England at the West Ham United Academy. As a soccer-mad teenager I was living the dream and the step-up in pressure to perform quality didn’t faze me either. Unfortunately I was only on a three-month tourist visa, so when that came to an end, I had to go home. I honestly believe that if I’d had a European passport, West Ham would probably have signed me up. That experience only sharpened my hunger to succeed.


I wound up going to school at Westfields Sports High School. Based in Sydney’s western suburbs, the school is pretty much dedicated to sport; you do the bare minimum of academic subjects to get by. Former pupils include Michael Clarke, Harry Kewell, Usman Khawaja and Israel Folau – the list goes on and on. The quality of soccer players when I was there was super high – Aaron Mooy and Mathew Ryan were in my year and both went on to play for the Socceroos and in top European leagues. At that stage I could hold my own in that company and I started plotting my career.


So began a crazy few years in which I travelled the world looking to make it as a professional soccer player. First I went to Colombia, where I joined Academia Fútbol Club in Bogotá. It was a second-division team and I was playing for the reserves and training with the first team. Suddenly I was living and breathing soccer 24 hours a day. I’d wake up, eat, train and then repeat the process, over and over again. I felt like I was finally en route to my dream.


I was desperate to play in Europe: that’s where you can really make a name for yourself. Belgium is a well-trodden pathway for Australian players because it’s easier to get a visa, so I jumped at the chance to play for a small club called RRFC Montegnée in Liège. I was there for a season, but my agent kept telling me I had a good chance in the A-League back in Australia. So I came back home and tried out with the Newcastle Jets, but was passed over – at which point my career became increasingly exotic. I played for a season in Singapore and a season in Indonesia. Basically, I’d play for a season and then go back home, because I’d always wanted to play in the big leagues and saw how difficult it was to be spotted at one of the minor clubs in a far-flung league. Every time I went abroad and it didn’t work out, I realised that my options were narrowing and my dream of becoming a successful professional player was fading. At the same time, though, I didn’t know anything else but soccer.


One of the worst experiences I had during that time was when my agent said he’d organised a trial for me with a club in Israel. At that stage I was working at Coles stacking shelves and was desperate for any opportunity. I travelled all the way over to Israel, turned up at the training grounds and explained I was there for the trial. The coach just looked at me blankly. ‘I don’t know who you are, I’ve never heard of your agent and I’ve never spoken to anyone about you,’ he said. He wouldn’t even let me stay for a trial, so I had no choice but to go all the way back home. Bear in mind I was still barely 20 years old, so those sorts of knockbacks were brutal. But while I did get upset, those experiences also toughened me up and gave me a thicker skin.


The hardest part for me was that my parents helped to fund a lot of those trips. The way it worked is that you’d pay your own way over to these countries and you’d only be reimbursed if the club decided to sign you up. By this stage my dad was working as a welder. I saw how hard my parents were working to try to facilitate my dream. I was acutely conscious of their sacrifice and desperate to make it worthwhile. When I was trialling at a new club I felt so much pressure to play well. It became really intense. Sport is a meritocracy, but there’s an element of luck involved when you’re trying to establish yourself, too. Sometimes you might have the best game of your life and score a hat-trick, only to find out the relevant coach wasn’t watching; then, inevitably, that coach would turn up when you’d just missed an open goal. I kept hustling and continued to travel for opportunities, but after a while the rejections took their toll. It’s hard when you’re a young guy, living away from home in a country where you don’t speak the language and things aren’t going well for you on the pitch. The negativity soon begins to mount. The final straw came after I did a trial for a team in Armenia of all places. I felt I’d given a good account of myself after playing well in the preseason tour to Turkey and Anatolia. Suddenly, however, the club changed its policy and decided it wouldn’t sign any new players that year. That was when I decided it was time to come home.


THE FIRST SPARKS OF A NEW CAREER


Back in Sydney I was still playing state soccer while trying to support myself in other ways, too. I took on a retail job at Adidas but was also trying to nut out what I was going to do long-term now that my lifelong dream of becoming a professional soccer player was over. I had a girlfriend, Amy, whose parents suggested I join the police force. I was so lost at the time that I figured, well, why not? I went through the application process and was about to go to the academy in Canberra, but I never went through with it – for the simple reason that I’d discovered personal training in the meantime.


Years of playing soccer had given me a real interest in physical performance – how to train to build speed, strength and power. So I did a personal trainer course and started doing private sessions with a handful of clients before and after work. I loved it right from the beginning. What I got out of personal training was a sense of the teamwork and camaraderie that I’d previously enjoyed from playing soccer. I liked the connection that I built with each individual, the journey that we went on together and the positive effect I could have on someone’s life. Exercise can be such a powerful tool. Not only was I helping people become fitter and stronger, but I often saw a change in them mentally, too. I usually find it quite easy to strike up a personal connection with a client and that’s mainly, I suspect, because I have a genuine interest in their lives and motivations. I want to understand why they haven’t reached their goals in the past and figure out how we can work together to change that.


Being a personal trainer is all about those interpersonal relationships and I benefited from them, too. Early on, when a client would thank me for a great session, I’d get such a buzz out of that compliment. Deep down, I now realise, my confidence was still pretty low because I’d failed to make a career out of soccer. Working as a personal trainer gave me the sense of personal affirmation that I needed. That was when I ditched my plan to become a cop and decided to build a career as a personal trainer instead. Soon after making that life-changing decision I moved from Sydney’s west to the Eastern Suburbs – I felt that was where the opportunities for a successful personal trainer would be. If I was going to do this I wanted to go all-in.


Over the next decade I worked for a bunch of gyms from Virgin Active to Fitness First to a variety of private spaces. I progressed fairly quickly. My work ethic and drive helped me in that regard. Nothing came easy to me at first; I was even turned down for my first job at Virgin Active, twice! I kept putting myself forward until my persistence eventually convinced the company to give me a shot. Once my foot was in that door I was determined to capitalise on the opportunity by working harder than anyone else. Virgin Active had a leaderboard that kept track of how many sessions each trainer across the world was doing. In my first year I became the number-one trainer in Virgin Active’s global system. I was doing up to 84 sessions with clients every single week. I was prepared to grind harder than everyone else.


That work ethic, I believe, came from my upbringing. I remembered how hard it was for people to make a living back in Colombia and the work they’d endure to feed their families. For years I’d watched my parents take on whatever overtime they could if it meant they’d earn a bit of extra cash. Don’t get me wrong – sometimes when my alarm goes off at 4am so I can get to my first training session I do wish I could spend an extra hour in bed. But I also recognise my good fortune. It’s not like I’m having to break rocks in the burning sun to earn my keep.


Then again, a lot of personal trainers have the right attitude and are prepared to work hard. Another reason I believe my career accelerated so quickly is that I was dead set on taking full responsibility for its trajectory. I didn’t want my success to depend on other people. When I was playing soccer there were so many random external factors that I couldn’t influence. If I made a good run, would my teammate spot it? Would the right scout be watching me at the right time on the right day? Would the club politics sanction a new signing? I wanted ownership of my future. I wanted to take control of my destiny and not be reliant on others’ whims. If personal training was to be my career path, I wanted to take charge of how it unfolded.


The way it usually works for personal trainers is that you pay your gym a form of rent to operate using their facilities, and then you keep the money your clients pay you. The onus is on you to sign up as many new clients as you can. But the question is, how do you stand out from the crowd? These days there are so many amazing personal trainers out there – people who are personable, committed and knowledgeable. It’s a massively competitive world, and when you’re starting out, it’s hard to distinguish yourself and grow your clientele. As Mark Bouris said when he interviewed me for his podcast, The Mentor with Mark Bouris: ‘I reckon personal training is one of the hardest gigs in the world.’


A SPRINKLE OF STARDUST


Social media was the game changer for me. I jumped on it in the early days when a lot of other trainers were still suspicious of the format. I viewed it as a way to market what I was doing for free. I needed to find a way to reach more clients – I was still a young trainer and didn’t have the network more established people enjoyed. I used Instagram as a platform to showcase my personality, my training and the results that I could deliver to my clients. I was also willing to take a risk and be a bit more playful with my content, such as posting a photo of myself wearing a skimpy pair of budgie smugglers.


I appreciate that none of that sounds particularly groundbreaking now; but, back then, a lot of personal trainers still portrayed themselves as stern-faced drill-sergeant types whose schtick was barking orders while trying to look tough. I decided to take a more lighthearted path. I wanted to make sure I seemed approachable. I was quite happy to take the piss out of myself on social media because that was a more authentic reflection of how I lived my life. Back in 2014, that way of doing things was still new and I got a lot of criticism. I remember a manager at Virgin Active telling me, ‘What are you doing on Instagram? You can’t be posting this sort of stuff!’ Luckily my experience in soccer had made me pretty resilient to personal criticism. Amy, my soon-to-be wife, was so important at that stage of my life, too. When I was copping flak about my social posts and getting all these snarky comments, she supported me all the way. ‘Jono, just keep going,’ she’d say. ‘These people mean nothing to you.’
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