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MATTHEW
ALLISON

The former president of EMI Music in Asia has turned his hand
to the fitness industry, launching Space Cycle with backing
from Chinese internet giant Alibaba. He talks to Steph Eaves

What’s Spa
Space
Sp
Cycle all about?
:HZDQWWREH
:HZDQWWREHWKHʛ
:HZDQWW
UVWFRQVXPHUEUDQG
EDVHGDURXQGJURXSʛWQHVVLQ&KLQD
EDVHGDURXQG
EDVHGDURXQGJ
:HGRQȷWVLPSO\ZDQWWREHDʛWQHVV
:HGRQȷW
:HGRQȷWVLP
EUDQGȲZHZDQWWRRSHUDWHLQWKHʛ
WQHVV
EUDQG
DQG Ȳ ZH
Z ZD
VSDFHEXWKDYHWKHLPSDFWRIDOLIHVW\OH
EUDQGDQGVXSSRUWSHRSOHLQWDNLQJ
FKDUJHRIDOODVSHFWVRIWKHLUKHDOWK
:HKDYHVL[FOXEVLQ%HLMLQJ6KDQJKDL
DQG7DLSHLDQGZHȷUHDLPLQJWRRSHQXS
WRPRUHRYHUWKHQH[WʛYH\HDUV
:HRʞHUF\FOH\RJDEDUUHDQG
PRYHVZKLFKLVRXUGDQFHFODVV7KHUHȷV
VFLHQFHEHKLQGWKHZRUNRXWVDQGWKH\ȷUH
GHOLYHUHGLQDQXSOLʛWLQJZD\
%\XVLQJLQVSLUDWLRQDOWHDFKLQJDQG
PXVLF6SDFH&\FOHDLPVWRHOHYDWHJURXS
ʛWQHVVWRDIRUPRIOLYHHQWHUWDLQPHQW
,WȷVOLNHJRLQJWRDFRQFHUWȲZHȷUH
SURYLGLQJVRPHWKLQJWKDWGRHVQȷWUHDOO\
H[LVWDQ\ZKHUHHOVHLQWKHZRUOG
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0RVWRIRXUFODVVHVDUHGHVLJQHGWR
EXUQFDORULHVLQPLQXWHVWRDQ
KRXUVRWKH\ȷUHKLJKO\EHQHʛFLDOEXWDOVR
WDXJKWLQDGHHSO\LQVSLUDWLRQDOZD\

How do you make Space Cycle
more inspiring than the average
group fitness class?
:HGHVLJQDOORXURZQPXVLFDQGYLVXDO
HʞHFWVLQKRXVH:HKDYH'-VLQHDFK
FLW\ZKHUHRXUVWXGLRVDUHDQGDOVRXVH
YLGHRPDSSLQJZLWKWHFKQRORJ\WKDW
DOORZVHYHU\WKLQJWREHFRQWUROOHGE\WKH
WHDFKHUWKURXJKDVPDUWSKRQH
:HUHDOO\ZDQWWRWDNHOLYHʛWQHVVWRD
ZKROHQHZOHYHOVRSHRSOHIHHODVWKRXJK
WKH\ȷUHDWDFRQFHUWRUWKDWWKH\ȷUHGRLQJ
VRPHWKLQJWKH\ȷGFKRRVHWRKDYHDVSDUW
RIWKHLUVRFLDOOLIHUHJDUGOHVVRIWKHʛWQHVV
HOHPHQWȲDQGWKDWWKH\ȷUHJHWWLQJDQ
HOHYDWHGZRUNRXWDQGH[SHULHQFH
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You’ve partnered with wellness
resort developer GOCO Hospitality.
How did that come about?
,VHUYHRQ*2&2ȷVDGYLVRU\ERDUGDQG
WKDWZRUNKDVLQYROYHGGLVFXVVLQJWKH
HYROXWLRQKDSSHQLQJLQXUEDQZHOOQHVV
2QHRI*2&2ȷVPLVVLRQVLVWREXLOG
QHZFXWWLQJHGJHIXOOVFDOHGHVWLQDWLRQ
ZHOOQHVVUHVRUWVEXWWKH\ȷUHDOVRSODQQLQJ
WRFUHDWHVPDOOHUXUEDQZHOOQHVVFHQWUHV
WKDWUHGHʛQHZHOOQHVVDQGZHIHOW6SDFH
&\FOHFRXOGʛWYHU\HDVLO\LQWRWKHVH
:LWKLQDW\SLFDO*2&2XUEDQ
ZHOOQHVVVSDFHȲZKLFKLVDSSUR[LPDWHO\
VTPȲ6SDFH&\FOHUHTXLUHVMXVW
VTPWRFUHDWHDJURXSZHOOQHVV
SODWIRUPDURXQGʛWQHVV
:HȷYHZRUNHGWRJHWKHUZLWK*2&2
WRGHYHORSWKHRʞHULQJVRZHFDQ
GHOLYHUDWWKHKLJKHVWOHYHO:HȷUHDLPLQJ
WRORRNDWWKHZD\ZHFUHDWHDFWLYH
We aim to look at the act
community in urban area
ʛUVWDQGVHFRQGWLHU&KLQ

The company is
targeting the active
lifestyle community
LQʛUVWDQGVHFRQG
tier Chinese cities

lifestyle communities in urban areas in a
completely revolutionary way.

What are your plans for the Space
brand and how will you scale the
business as it develops?
We’re excited to be part of GOCO’s
growth strategy. The partnership is
predominantly aimed at delivering
international expansion – we’ve talked
about launching up to 20 Space Cycle
FOXEVRYHUWKHQH[WʛYH\HDUV
:HȷUHORRNLQJDWGLʞHUHQWRSWLRQV
whether they’re branded GOCO projects
or are smaller elements within a project
that GOCO is developing and designing
for more commercial developers.
We’ve started to look at a pipeline of
SURMHFWVWKDW*2&2KDVLGHQWLʛHGLQ
various cities that they’re going to go into
over the next few years.
ive lifestyle
s, particularly
HVHFLWLHVLQ

You do live fitness events outside
your clubs. How does this work?
6RIDUZHȷYHRQO\GRQHWKRVHLQ&KLQD
KRZHYHUZHZHȷGOLNHWREULQJOLYHHYHQWV
WRVRPHRIWKH*2&2SURMHFWVWRGUDZ
a broader audience to these centres.
:HUHDOO\EHOLHYHLQOLYHʛWQHVV
:HZRUNZLWKFHOHEULWLHVFRQFHUW
SURPRWHUVHQWHUWDLQPHQWFRPSDQLHV
DQGWRSVSRUWVEUDQGVWRRUJDQLVHDQG
GHYHORSHYHQWVERWKRʢLQHDQGRQOLQH
We have a number of partners we work
ZLWKLQ&KLQDOLNH1LNHDQG0HUFHGHV
0HUFHGHVIRULQVWDQFHLVDLPLQJWR
develop a community around younger
female consumers. So we’re developing
active lifestyle content through the
0HUFHGHV0DVWHUVSURJUDPPHIRUWKDW
FRPPXQLW\WRPRWLYDWHDQGLQVSLUHDQG
FRQQHFWWKHP:HȷUHFUHDWLQJHYHQWVWKDW
bring the top international yoga teachers

WR&KLQDDQGDOVRWKHPRVWLQʜXHQWLDO
FHOHEULW\ʛWQHVVLQVWUXFWRUVWRJLYHRXU
students a truly unique experience.

How important are celebrities?
They’re important in how we set
RXUVHOYHVDSDUW,QʜXHQFHUVȲLQFOXGLQJ
professional athletes and entertainers
ȲKDYHWDNHQSDUWLQRXUFODVVHVDQGLQ
some cases they’ve taught the class on
stage alongside our teacher.
We’ve done events with over 300
FHOHEULWLHVZKLFKEHHQDPDMRUIRUFH
behind building the brand and exposing
it to a wider audience. We’ve worked
with entertainment companies on their
ELJJHVWHYHQWVLQFOXGLQJODXQFKHVOLYH
stream classes and branding events.
We had an event a couple of months
DJRZKHUH1LNHEURXJKWWHQQLVSOD\HU/L
1DWRWKHVWXGLR6KHȷVRQHRIWKHPRVW
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Allison (above) was the
founder of Sony Music in
China and has combined his
entertainment background
with wellness to create the
6SDFHOLIHVW\OHʛWQHVVEUDQG
KLJKSURʛOHDWKOHWHVLQ&KLQDȲKHUFODVV
VROGRXWLQRQHPLQXWH
$VZHOODVOHDGLQJWKHFODVVVKHEURXJKW
KHURZQSOD\OLVWDQGWDONHGDERXWPXVLF
DQGWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIFRUHʛWQHVV
:HGRDORWRIWKLQJVOLNHWKDW:H
OLNHWREHYHU\DVSLULQJDQGDKHDGRIWKH
JDPHLQWKHZD\ZHORRNDWʛWQHVV

How did you make the move from
music into fitness?
,ZDVWKHIRXQGHURI6RQ\0XVLFLQ&KLQD
DQG7DLZDQZKLFKLQYROYHGGHYHORSLQJ
DQGPDQDJLQJVRPHRIWKHPRVW
VXFFHVVIXO&KLQHVHFHOHEULWLHV
,UHWLUHGIURPWKHPXVLFEXVLQHVV
LQDQGVSHQWWZR\HDUVOLYLQJLQ
+DZDLLDOWHULQJP\OLIHVW\OHWRIRFXV
PRUHRQKHDOWKDQGZHOOQHVV,GHFLGHG,
ZRXOGIRFXVWKHQH[WSDUWRIP\FDUHHU
56

RQZHOOQHVVDQGRQVRPHWKLQJPRUH
HQWUHSUHQHXULDO,QWKHPXVLFLQGXVWU\
WKHUROHV,KDGZHUHHQWUHSUHQHXULDOEXW
WKH\ZHUHIRUDODUJHFRUSRUDWH6RLQ
,RSHQHG6SDFH<RJD

Tell us about Space Yoga
,ȷYHRZQHGDQGRSHUDWHG6SDFH<RJD
WKHWRSFKDLQRI\RJDVWXGLRVLQ7DLZDQ
IRUWKHSDVW\HDUV:HEULQJWHDFKHUV
IURPDURXQGWKHZRUOGDQGDOVRWUDLQ
PRUH\RJDWHDFKHUVLQ7DLZDQWKDQDQ\
RWKHUVWXGLRFKDLQ
:HKDYHWHDFKHUVDQG
HPSOR\HHVDQGDUHQRZSRLVHGWRJURZ
DQGGHYHORSWKHEUDQGWKURXJKRXW&KLQD
:HUHDOLVHGZHȷUHZHOOSRVLWLRQHGȲ
EHWZHHQWKHHQWHUWDLQPHQWDQGZHOOQHVV
LQGXVWULHVȲWREXLOGDQDWLRQDOEUDQGWR
LPSDFWWKHJURZLQJPLGGOHFODVVLQ&KLQD
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What led you to open Space Cycle?
,KDGPDQ\RSSRUWXQLWLHVWRJREDFN
LQWRWKHHQWHUWDLQPHQWLQGXVWU\DQG
FRQVFLRXVO\GLGQȷWFKRRVHWKDWSDWK
EHFDXVH,ZDQWHGWRIRFXVRQZHOOQHVV
%XW,ȷPDʛUPEHOLHYHUWKDWVRPHWLPHV
\RXKDYHWRJHWWRDFHUWDLQSKDVHLQ
\RXUFDUHHUZKHUHWKHVHWKLQJVFRPH
IXOOFLUFOH7KHQ\RXȷUHDEOHWRDSSO\WKH
VNLOOVHW\RXȷYHDFTXLUHGEXWLQQHZDQG
PRUHLQQRYDWLYHZD\V
,WZDVDFRPELQDWLRQRIIDFWRUV,ZDV
JRLQJEDFNDQGIRUWKWRWKH6WDWHVDORW
EHFDXVHP\IDWKHUZDVLOODQGZKLOH,
ZDVWKHUH,ZDVWU\LQJPDQ\GLʞHUHQW
ERXWLTXHʛWQHVVPRGHOV
,ZRXOGGRWKHVHFODVVHVDQ\WKLQJIURP
&URVV)LWWRER[LQJWREDUUHWR\RJDWR
F\FOH$QG,VWDUWHGWRORRNDWKRZWKH
WHDFKHUVZHUHWUDLQHGDQGZKHWKHUWKH\

https://vimeo.com/283013363

Space works with
celebrities from the
worlds of sport and
music, plus consumer
brands such as
Mercedes, to create
unique content

Tennis legend, Li Na,
rides at Space Cycle
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Q ABOUT ALIBABA
Space investor Alibaba – the Chinese
e-commerce business – is one of the top
10 most valuable companies in the world
with a current worth of US$54bn.
The company is the world’s largest
retailer, with operations in over 200
countries and also one of the biggest VC
and investment corporations in the world.
Alibaba’s CEO is Jack Ma.

6SDFHRʞHUV\RJD
GDQFHF\FOHDQG
EDUUHFODVVHV

“

I want to build a social lifestyle brand that combines music and wellness
to create something that inspires people. I want to change the way
people think of working out, so it’s like going to a club or a concert

were inspirational. The part that took me
the longest to notice, which is ironic given
my background, is how the teacher used
music. For weeks after a class I would
have the chorus of the song in my mind.
I started thinking about what
motivated me, and what I came back to
over and over again was the music.
When we work out we’re vulnerable.
Because we’re pushing ourselves so hard.
That’s why music is so inspirational to us.
I started thinking about how
empowering music can be and how I
could manage and run teachers much
more as an entertainment model, as if
I was running a music TV platform or a
radio station. I started to think of the
teachers as part DJ and part instructor.
This brought me back to entertainment
– I’ve taken what I know and evolved it
LQWRDQLQVSLUDWLRQDOQHZʛWQHVVSODWIRUP

/RFDWLRQVLQFOXGH
KLJKHQGUHWDLO
GHYHORSPHQWV

How exactly do you use music
at Space Cycle?
We train the teachers on how to
build and develop playlists, how to
FUHDWHWKHPRVWHʞHFWLYHWUDLQLQJ
protocols based on the music. We
teach them everything from positive
psychology, to dance, to performance,
to interaction. It’s about developing a
ZKROHGLʞHUHQWDSSURDFKWRWHDFKLQJ
and programming a class.
Also, a certain percentage of our
classes are developed based around
what’s trending in that city. If a particular
artist is touring, for example, we’ll work
with the entertainment company that
represents them, their manager and their
ticketing company. And then we attract
people who love that artist to come
along to the clubs to work out.
58

Will you change the model when
you move into new countries?
We want to individualise clubs around
the cities and the culture. That’s what I
did in the entertainment industry in many
GLʞHUHQWPDUNHWV:KHQ,ZRUNHGDW(0,
I oversaw 45 companies in 18 countries.
I looked back to the way we developed
ODEHOVDQGDUWLVWVDQGRʞHULQJVWKDWZHUH
directly related to those markets. Now
I’m doing that with the Space brand.
:HȷUHZRUNLQJZLWKPDQ\GLʞHUHQW
entertainment companies and sports
brands with the aim of attracting
celebrities in each of those markets.
On top of that, we have a number of
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major international celebrities that are also
LQYROYHGLQWKHEUDQGLQGLʞHUHQWZD\V

What is your ultimate goal?
0\XOWLPDWHJRDOLVYHU\FOHDU,ZDQWWR
build a social lifestyle brand that combines
music and wellness to create something
that inspires people. I want to change the
way people think of working out, so it’s
like going to a motivational concert.
I don’t want to just run a gym, that’s
not exciting to me. I want to build a form
of lifestyle entertainment around group
ʛWQHVV,GRQȷWZDQWWRGXPEGRZQWKDW
experience either. I want to teach that
and elevate it to an inspirational level. O

