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CHINA UP-CLOSE

By LIU WEIFENG, CHENG YU
and ZHAO RUIXUE

In a bustling gym in Sao Paulo,
Brazil, the owner adjusted a sleek,
steel-gray bench press machine. The
equipment gleamed under the fluo-
rescent lights, branded with a name
few in Brazil would recognize as its
origins lie thousands of miles away
in Ningjin, a county of East China’s
Dezhou, Shandong province.

With a population of less than
500,000, Ningjin has quietly
become one of the world’s largest
commercial fitness equipment pro-
duction bases.

The small county now accounts
for more than 70 percent of China’s
domestic fitness equipment market
and its products have been exported
to over 170 countries and regions.

At the center of this industrial
rise is Zhou Yueming, founder of
Shandong DHZ Fitness Equipment
Co Ltd and a fitness coach with a
bristly beard and a booming laugh
that echoes through his factory.

“South American markets like
Brazil are some of our major export
destinations,” Zhou said.

Zhou got his start in the late 1990s
in a roadside workshop barely large
enough to fit two lathes. Using a
hammer and a second-hand welder
in his backyard, he banged out the
very first set of fitness equipment
ever made in Ningjin.

Today, Zhou is the chairman of a
company that is home to a sprawl-
ing 340,000-square-meter super
factory capable of producing
500,000 units a year. He’s quick to
stress, however, that scale alone
doesn’t make it “super”.

“A real super factory needs four
things,” he said. “Super capacity,
super response, super quality and
super intelligence. Without those,
you're just big, not great.”

The concept of “super response” is
one he’s particularly proud of. In
2020, when the COVID-19 pandem-
ic brought global trade to a halt,
Zhou'’s team pivoted, rapidly. Within
seven days, they repurposed their
machinery to manufacture mask
production lines, helping meet local
demand and keeping workers on
the payroll.

“That’s what we mean by
response,” Zhou said. “It’s not just
reacting fast. It's about being
aligned with what the world needs,
before the world even knows it
needs it”

In the early 2000s, as China’s
domestic fitness trend began to
emerge, more and more Ningjin
locals began following Zhou and tin-
kering with gym machines. Over
time, a kind of collective trial-and-
error engineering culture took hold.

As orders grew, the local govern-
ment stepped in. Industrial parks
were zoned, export support was
introduced and logistics infrastruc-
ture was upgraded.

Today, nearly 3,000 fitness and
sports equipment companies call
Ningjin home. In 2024, the county’s
gym equipment industry reached a
total output value of 13.9 billion
yuan ($1.94 billion), employing over
40,000 people.

The small county is also home to
11 provincial-level “little giant”
firms, which refer to innovative spe-
cialized small enterprises recog-
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An employee sorts fitness equipment at Shandong DHZ Fitness Equipment Co Ltd in Ningjin county, Shandong province, in April.

ingjin fitness equipment

taking on the world

With nearly 3,000 related enterprises, any gym machine can be built,
assembled and packaged without ever leaving the county

nized by the Ministry of Industry
and Information Technology.

One of them, MBH, has pioneered
automated assembly lines for home-
use cardio machines and now holds
dozens of domestic and internation-
al patents.

“Innovation doesn’t have to mean
blue-sky R&D,” said Liu Xinli, gener-
al manager of MBH.

Liu said that sometimes it means
figuring out how to shave 0.5 second
off a welding cycle or pack a rowing
machine into a box that fits better in
a shipping container.

“The next battlefield isn’t price.
It’s algorithms, data and user expe-
rience. It’s not about making more,
it’s about making smarter,” he
emphasized.

At MBH, 47 different product
series, with over 400 individual
models, line showroom floors.
Around 30 percent of them are
intelligent devices, embedded with
software that recognizes users’ faces,
evaluates their health metrics and
tailors a workout plan in real time.

Liu said that the company’s
orders this year are up more than 40

Nice example of
industrial prowess!

Made in China.

Can’'timagine such high-
end fitness equipment
comes from a Chinese

county.

percent, with around 70 percent of
those being exports.
In the company’s warehouse,
dozens of containers packed with
equipments are ready to leave for
Brazil, valued at around $50,000
per container.

Such a sentiment echoed across
town at Shandong Brightway Fit-
ness Equipment Co Ltd, another ris-
ing star in Ningjin’s fitness
equipment manufacturing galaxy.

Their production line runs on full
automation — laser cutters, robotic
welders, automated paint sprayers
— achieving over 95 percent
in-house parts manufacturing. In
recent years, e-commerce sales
alone contributed to over 50 percent
growth year-on-year.

In fact, what makes Ningjin truly
unique isn’t just its manufacturing
muscle, it’s the speed of its ecosys-
tem. Thanks to its dense clustering
of nearly 3,000 related enterprises,
any gym machine can be built,
assembled and packaged without
ever leaving the county.

“From design to sales, every-
thing happens right here. Every

component, every screw, every
tube — we can get it within 30 min-
utes,” said Duan Tiemin, chairman
of Brightway.

This ultra-efficient network has
transformed Ningjin into what one
might call a “county-level supercom-
puter” Every company a node, every
supplier a subroutine, all running
one vast calculation: how to make
fitness equipment faster, cheaper
and smarter than anyone else.

And the numbers back it up. In
the first quarter alone, Ningjin’s 28
major fitness equipment firms gen-
erated more than 1 billion yuan in
industrial output, with tax revenue
up nearly 26 percent year-on-year.

Related exports also accounted
for over half the county’s total for-
eign trade last year, and the fitness
equipment sector comprised 16 of
its top 20 exporting firms.

For years, Ningjin’s manufactur-
ers focused on OEM, churning out
low-cost gear under foreign labels.
That’s changing. An increasing
number of Ningjin companies are
going beyond contract work and
building their own brands, backed
by serious R&D.

A public brand called Ningjin Fit-
ness Equipment now covers 59
product lines, and the area has been
designated as a national sports
industry demonstration base.

Even Chinese consumers, long
enamored with foreign fitness
brands, are starting to take notice.
“When people in Beijing or Shang-
hai walk into a gym, they’re mostly
using our machines,” said Zhou
from DHZ.

That’s why branding and interna-
tional marketing have become a top
priority. Companies are increasingly
turning to platforms like TikTok,
Facebook and Amazon to build
direct relationships with foreign
customers.

“Our e-commerce sales now
account for 70 percent of total reve-
nue. We're not just selling machines
anymore. We're selling a brand, a
lifestyle,” said Duan.

Despite their growing clout,
Ningjin’s manufacturers know the
competition won’t stay still. Coun-
tries like Vietnam and India are
eager to capture a slice of the global
fitness pie and automation is level-
ing the playing field, industry
experts said.

But Ningjin has two decades of
accumulated know-how, a dense
supply network, and an almost
fanatical commitment to iteration,
they added.

“I'm a cardiologist, but I've done a
lot of research on fitness equip-
ment,” said Prasad Andhare, a buyer
from India. “I found out that most of
the world’s gym machines come
from China, and that Ningjin is
where most of them are made”

After touring several factories, he
was impressed. “The quality is top-
notch. They can compete with any
high-end brand, even in the United
States,” he said.

Contact the writers at
livweifeng @chinadaily.com.cn
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Creating global success with heart, craft and business philosophy

By LIU WEIFENG, CHENG YU
and ZHAO RUIXUE

On any given night in a modest
office in Ningjin, a small county in
China’s Dezhou, Shandong prov-
ince, a man in a simple blue t-shirt
pours himself tea, places his smart-
phone on a stand and starts talking
to thousands of gym owners, inves-
tors and fitness enthusiasts across
the country.

No flashy lights. No script. Just
Zhou Yueming, founder of Shandong
DHZ Fitness Equipment Co Ltd, one
of the country’s largest commercial
gym equipment manufacturers,
chatting to the camera as if speaking
to an old friend.

His company may be one of the
biggest forces shaping China’s fit-
ness infrastructure today, but Zhou
himself remains a hands-on entre-
preneur with calloused palms and a
maker’s heart. “Livestreaming isn’t
about selling things. It’s about let-
ting people feel what you believe
in”

Zhou’s DHZ Fitness went viral on
Chinese social media with its flex
five-piece set, a fixed strength
machine bundle priced at just

10,000 yuan ($1,395).

The offer was irresistible to small
gym owners hungry for affordable
equipment. Orders flooded in. The
hashtag trended. Warehouses
strained to keep up.

Yet behind this social media suc-
cess lies a much deeper story, a tale
of grit, instinct and a quiet revolu-
tion in how China builds, sells and
exports fitness equipment.

Zhou didn’t begin his career in
manufacturing. In the late 1990s, he
was a gym instructor. As a teenager,
he often helped out in his uncle’s
machine workshop, where two of his
older cousins, who would go on to
launch their own fitness brands,
were also cutting their teeth. In 2002,
Zhou took a leap and set up a small
workshop of his own, hand-building
gym equipment from scratch.

At the time, China’s fitness scene
was embryonic; there were no
major local brands, no real supply
chains. “Everything was from zero,”
Zhou recalled. “We had to invent the
entire industry as we built our own
machines”

His earliest products were welded
by hand, tested by bodybuilders
from nearby gyms, and often deliv-
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ered by Zhou himself in a borrowed
truck. Over two decades later, DHZ’s
facilities now span 340,000 square
meters, with an annual output
capacity of half a million machines
exported worldwide.

Though DHZ is now a billion-yuan
business, Zhou still sees himself less
as a CEO and more as a product guy.
He spends most of his time in the
R&D center, testing new materials,
obsessing over joint angles and

resistance ratios, and solving prob-
lems on the factory floor.

“My joy comes from the
machines. If I had to run another
business that made more money but
had no engineering involved, I
wouldn’t do it,” he said.

Zhou’s role as a digital commu-
nicator came almost by accident.
During the COVID-19 pandemic,
when traditional sales channels
dried up, he began experimenting

with livestreaming on Douyin,
China’s version of TikTok.

The first session brought in over
1,000 viewers, mostly locals. So, he
changed the time slot to late even-
ings, capturing the attention of gym
investors scrolling on their phones
after work. Demand surged.

Within months, DHZ became a
top-performing brand on the plat-
form, not because of gimmicks, but
because Zhou spoke plainly about
his craft and his business philosophy.

Still, only about 10 percent of the
company’s domestic revenue comes
from livestreaming. For Zhou, the
platform is less a sales funnel and
more a storytelling stage. “If they
trust our values, they’ll trust our
products,” he said.

For Zhou, market competition
should be like taking an exam. “You
can’t just ace math and flunk
English, you need to perform across
the board: design, manufacturing,
logistics and branding.”

Notably, international trade
shows like FIBO in Germany remain
critical arenas for DHZ. In 2024, the
company’s booth at FIBO expanded
to 1,400 square meters, with giant
billboards welcoming attendees at

the entrance.

“Burope is a
mature  market,”
Zhou said. “To win
there, you need
more than low price
and you need to
show you belong.”

Today, interna-
tional sales make
up about 60 per-
cent of DHZ’s revenue, split evenly
between OEM manufacturing for
other brands and its own DHZ-la-
beled exports. The company’s facto-
ry floor ships nearly 2,000 units
daily, many heading straight to over-
seas warehouses.

Zhou admitted he never had a
grand five-year plan or profit goal.
“We don’t even set KPIs for our sales
team,” he said. “Were always sold
out anyway.”

That same philosophy shapes his
brand. “DHZ” doesn’t stand for any-
thing fancy — it’s short for “Da Hu
Zi”, a playful nickname meaning
“Big Beard”.

It was Zhou’s nickname as a
young man that has since become a
symbol for a kind of old-school con-
fidence in craftsmanship.

Zhou
Yueming



