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Pilates and the Overweight/Obese Client  

By Deborah Posselli 

 

As Pilates Instructors we share a common desire to 
inspire within our students a passion for Pilates.  Our 
collective purpose is to provide a safe, effective workout 
to students with varied levels of ability. The situation 
becomes especially complex when some of these 
participants, in addition to being new to Pilates, are also 
extremely overweight, eve obese. The kind of weight that 
IÕm speaking of is not just a few vanity pounds, but the 
kind of heaviness that makes it difficult for these 
individuals to even move. Creating effective Pilates 
programming for this population is now more important 
than ever due to the growing problem of obesity in 
America. On a personal level, it has been extremely 
rewarding for me to support these clients in their weight 
loss efforts with Pilates exercise and IÕd like to share 
some of the strategies IÕve incorporated to help these 
people feel successful. 

Over a year ago I had a new student approach me 
looking exasperated after a large, multi-level class. I 
noticed while I had been teaching that morning that she 
seemed frustrated and at times would simply lie on her 
back. I incorporated choreography that gave my more 
advanced students challenging variations and my newer 
students plenty of modifications. However, for this 
particular woman who was nearly 300 pounds, the 
adjustments just werenÕt enough. She proceeded to tell 
me, that despite her efforts, many of the exercises felt 
nearly impossible. In addition to feeling incapable when it 
came to performing some of the movements, the 
emotional aspect was even more arduous. While she 
longed to blend in and participate with the rest of the 
class, she ended up feeling discouraged.   

We have all experienced taking a Pilates class for the first 
time and are familiar with the inner dialogue that 
accompanied as we fumbled through the exercisesÉ Am 
I doing it right? How do I engage my pelvic floor? What is 
ÒneutralÓ? When do I breathe? Is everyone watching me? 
Now picture a client that, in addition to the common 
feeling of insecurity many of us have when trying 
something new, is also dealing with the problem of 
obesity. The sincere feelings that this client shared that 
day inspired me to create Pilates programming that would 
help these individuals. It was important to me that I gave 

 

these clients the proper tools to begin their weight-loss 
journey by educating them about Pilates principles. I 
wanted to erase the Òno pain no gainÓ mentality they were 
accustomed to and replace it with a new-found respect 
for the body.  I have included some ideas below that have 
proven beneficial when teaching this population.  

1. Create Specific Classes for Overweight/Obese 
Individuals. I have received a great deal of positive 
feedback from clients who have shared that attending 
Pilates classes with others who are also heavy takes the 
psychological stress away and lets them more fully 
experience the mind/body connection.   

2. Educate, educate, and then educate some more! 
Make sure that while you are teaching this population of 
clientele that you mention repeatedly that Pilates is 
something that takes practice. Remind them often exactly 
what they should be focusing on and feeling. I also 
provide my classes with a variety of literature (handouts, 
books to read and websites to checkout). Knowledge is 
power! I share with them that I have made a personal 
commitment to being a lifelong learner and that practicing 
Pilates enhances performance in all activities.  

3. Share your own personal Pilates stories. It is important 
to me that my classes know that the Pilates method of 
exercise is not effortless for me. Just because I have 
done Pilates for years and years does not mean I can 
show up for class and not have to put energy into it. Let 
your students know that there are some days when your 
Hundreds are more like Fifties or at times your Roll Up 
doesnÕt have much ÒupÓ to it. WeÕve all seen the t-shirt 
that says ÒPilates is easyÉ unless youÕre doing it right.Ó  
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That saying is so true.  In order to reap the full benefits, I 
teach that TheMethodPilates should always be 
challenging. I even take it a step further and I define the 
word ÒchallengeÓ to specifically mean constant, controlled 
effort; not a pressured, relentless struggle.     

4. Teach your students to really listen to their bodies.  
Especially overweight/obese individuals (because of the 
excess load their size places on their joints) need to pay 
attention to how their bodies feel while exercising to avoid 
injury. Despite the fact that this idea seems common 
sense, most of us have two voices battling inside our 
heads when it comes to working out. There is the 
Òreasonable voiceÓ that speaks up when something 
doesnÕt feel quite right, adopts modifications and praises 
the attempt. Then there is the Òcritical voiceÓ that makes 
you believe your efforts are never good enough and 
always pushes to do more even when the way your body 
feels says otherwise.  Particularly when weight loss is the 
goal, many of us fall into the trap of always expecting too 
much from our bodies. When IÕm teaching I encourage 
my students to go for quality over quantity. Five modified 
exercises done with proper intent and form beat ten done 
haphazardly with momentum.   

5. Last but not least, make it F-U-N!  In order for a client 
to achieve their weight loss goals he/she needs to make 
exercise part of their daily routine. As instructors our 
mission is to make our classes something they look 
forward to attending, not something they dread. I use the 
acronym FUN when creating routines to keep them 
coming back for more Pilates. 

F-FOCUS * Every class I create an area of focus. I 
choose from a variety of options (for example: breathing, 
spinal articulation or even a specific area of the body) and 
dedicate extra attention during the workout to that topic. 
With so many concepts to concentrate on during one 
Pilates session, it oftentimes helps participants retention 
to spotlight a particular area or idea.   

U-UNDERSTANDING * As human beings we tend to love 
what we have confidence in and I express this same 
philosophy when teaching my classes. The more they 
understand the benefit of a particular exercise and how to 
correctly execute it, the more likely they will be to 
continue attending Pilates classes.    

N-NEW * As teachers we need to keep our programming 
fresh. Our minds require stimulation to maintain physical 
activity and mental acuity. Change it up! Try 
experimenting with different music, lighting, props, 
vocabulary, pace and even types of motivation.  Consider 
concentrating on sessions that will help their hobbies feel 
more enjoyable (Golfers, Cyclists) or segments that 
diminish anxiety.   

In summary, IÕve found that to be successful in teaching 
overweight/obese individuals, or any population for that 
matter, that an instructor needs to imagine the Pilates 
experience through the eyes (bodies) of their students.  
The same exercise will feel differently to everyone and it 
is our job to help each person achieve a quality 
experience. 
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Deborah Posselli is certified through PhysicalMind 
Institute in Pilates mat and apparatus. She teaches mat, 
group reformer and private sessions at the Treehouse 
Athletic Club in Draper, Utah. 
At the Treehouse, Deborah 
works with Real Life Fitness 
& Health, a medically 
supervised weight loss 
program, to provide Pilates 
instruction to their clients.  
She is also loves teaching 
Pilates to the competition 
dance teams at American 
Expression of Dance. When 

she is not teaching Deborah 
enjoys spending time with her 
husband, Bryan, and their daughters, Alex and Mia, who 
truly inspire and bring joy to her life. 
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