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Alberto Perlman's future pulled up to a Starbucks in an '83 Pontiac with a shattered windshield 
and a dented driver's-side door. It was 2001, the year the tech bubble burst, and the once-
successful dotcom entrepreneur wondered if he looked as down and- out as the rail-thin dancer 
walking toward him. Could this be the “amazing” Alberto Perez—the Colombian aerobics 
instructor his mother had raved about?  
 
“You should meet him,” Raquel Perlman had told her son. “ 'Beto' has something special.”  
 
His mom's instincts had always been good, thought the 24-year-old businessman. Why not?  
 
So on a hot day in a Miami coffee shop, two Albertos—both transplants from Colombia—sat 
down to talk about starting a business.  
 
“But do you have any money?” asked Perez in Spanish as he ordered a cup of water. Perlman 
suspected it was all he could afford.  
 
“No, do you?” Perlman replied.The instructor laughed and shook his head.  
 
“What about business connections?” Perlman asked.  
 
“Not one,” said Perez. But what he did have was a passion for dance and a love of teaching, and 
as the minutes turned to hours, Perez told Perlman his story.  
 
hAppY AccIdEnTS  
 
“Back in Cali, where I grew up,” said Perez, “I taught at a dance academy, and we offered an 
aerobics class for the students' mothers. At one of those sessions, I forgot to bring the music, and 
all I had were salsa and merengue tapes in my backpack.” Acting as if he had planned it all along, 
Perez said he popped a tape into the player and improvised a session with spicy Latin moves. His 
eyes lit up as he described the women—laughing and cheering as they danced—and the electric 
energy in the room.  
 
“They begged the manager to offer the class again,” said Perez. “I've had a love of dance all my 
life, and now, wherever I take this fitness program—Cali, Bogotá, Miami—I see the same joy and 
passion in my students.”  
 
At the end of the meeting, Perlman recalls, they were buzzing with excitement. He phoned his 
closest friend—yet another Alberto and the best operations guy he knew. He, too, was a casualty 
of the dotcom crash.  
 
“Aghion,” Perlman said, greeting his buddy by last name. “You know Beto.”  
 
“My little sister's dance instructor?” Aghion asked, puzzled.  
 
“Exactly,” Perlman replied. “I'm starting a business venture with him. Are you in?”  
 
“I'm in,” said Aghion, without hesitation. “That guy is awesome.” Perlman wasn't sure how yet, but 
he knew they could help Perez realize his vision.  
 
SWEAT EQUITY  
 
“It was a gut decision,” says Perlman today. “We were two out-of-work businessmen with no 
contacts in the fitness industry and a dancer who couldn't speak a word of English, and here we 
were deciding to launch a fitness business together. That's how contagious Beto's enthusiasm 



was.” The three men hatched a plan to record VHS tapes of Perez's high-energy routines and sell 
them on TV.  
 
“We knew if we could capture the excitement of his class on video, people would go crazy for the 
music and the moves,” Perlman recalls.  
 
“There was no money for staff or sets,” remembers Aghion. When they needed to make a video 
demo, the new chief operating officer was on his hands and knees building a dance floor. When 
they needed a company website, Perlman taught himself to code. And when Their first 
infomercial required Perez to speak in English, he sweated through take after take to get the 
words right.  
 
“I will never, ever forget the phrase 'long, lean looking muscle,' ” Perez laughs. “I messed up that 
line 18 times while this poor actress from Baywatch stood there wilting under the hot lights, 
waiting for her cue.”  
 
The men's gut decision paid off when hundreds of thousands of tapes sold in six months. For 
some US viewers, it was the first time they had ever seen salsa, merengue and cumbia moves or 
listened to Latin music. People got fired up—and off the couch.  
 
“We received emails from fans telling us how much they loved what we were doing. And I realized 
that for many of them, toning up and losing weight were just fringe benefits of the program,” says 
Perlman. “This was about self expression.”  
 
“Instead of focusing on precision moves and perfect form,” he recalls, “Beto's program was giving 
people permission to let loose, to add their own flavor. That was radical thinking in the fitness 
industry.”  
 
“Selfe xpression was why people stayed with it,” Perez says. “All the aerobics instructors at the 
time were saying, 'Feel the burn.' I wanted people to feel the freedom.”  
 
TAKING IT LIVE  
 
Calls started coming in from fitness instructors who had used the tapes And wanted to teach 
Zumba classes. In 2003, Zumba Fitness held its first instructor training, and more than 150 
people flew to Miami to learn from Perez. Koh Herlong, a group fitness instructor and elementary 
school teacher from Charlotte, North Carolina, was one Of the early trainees.  
 
“At the training in Atlanta, Beto didn't speak a lick of English,” Herlong remembers. “I'm Korean, 
and I don't speak a lick of Spanish, But we found a way to communicate.He was wonderful.” After 
70 people showed up for her first class back in Charlotte, she knew she'd found her next career 
move.  
 
DELIVERING THE GOODS  
 
Demand for classes grew, and so did the need for more people to help Perez train instructors. In 
2005, Herlong joined his first handpicked team of 13 Zumba Education Specialists (ZES), along 
with Tanya Beardsley, Gina Grant and other nowpopular Zumba personalities.  
 
Doug Jones, a bodybuilder and FedEx driver from Dayton, Ohio, was one of them. Jones had 
discovered Zumba Fitness watching his wife, Joan, dancing with their son to the videos. With 
Characteristic impulsiveness, Jones decided he would become a Zumba instructor, but despite 
his love for the music and the moves, Jones had no dance experience— nor obvious talent.  
 
Undaunted, he and his wife attended a training where Jones says he found his calling. He 
practiced everywhere— at home, in the gym, even in his FedEx truck during lunch breaks.  
 



“Once, I was parked in a high security lot at an airport. Military officers came over to find out why 
this FedEx truck was rocking back and forth,” Jones laughs. “They found me, shirtless, dancing 
away in the back of the truck, with Latin music blasting from my DVD player.” He became an 
unofficial Zumba ambassador, teaching classes, bringing Latin music to parties, even tattooing 
the Zumba logo on his arm. Wherever his FedEx deliveries took him, he handed out Zumba class 
fliers, making his corner of Ohio one of the fastest growing Zumba communities in the country.  
 
“Joan and I just had such a love for it, right from the beginning,” says Jones. He is now a sought 
after Instructor and a walking reminder of what can be accomplished with persistence and 
passion.  
 
on the hunt  
 
As the ranks of instructors grew, so did the need for instructor support.  
Tony and Jessica Witt, a ballroom dance team from Overland Park, Kansas, were talented 
Zumba instructors, but they struggled to create playlists for their classes.  
 
“You still can't buy an album's worth of cumbia music in Kansas,” Tony says. “We would search 
for Latin music at ethnic festivals, in Latin grocery stores and ask Djs at salsa clubs for artists' 
names.”  
 
Responding to requests from people like the Witts, the home office introduced the Zumba 
Instructor Network (ZIN), providing music, choreography and support.  
 
“Up until then, we barely had anything to offer other than on site training,” Perlman 
remembers. “Our first instructor manual involved me standing next to Beto with a notebook, 
drawing stick figures as he demonstrated The moves.” But in 2006, Perez and his Zumba 
Education Specialists would begin demon strating the moves on instructional DVDs mailed to ZIN 
members from the home office.  
 
A PARTY IN EVERY ROOM  
 
While word-of-mouth and lots of press have driven growth, chief marketing officer Jeffrey Perlman 
believes the company's success is due, in part, to the listening habits of its founders.Each 
program the company has introduced was developed in response to the Zumba community.  
 
“We love that Zumba fans feel the same connection to the brand that we do,” he says. “Feedback 
from instructors has led us to create programs for kids, seniors, people with disabilities, people 
who want to help others. We're taking the party to pools, nightclubs, festivals, wedding receptions 
—anywhere there's an empty space. For many of us, this is the most gratifying experience we will 
ever have, and no matter how big we grow, this business will always be about heart.”  
 
Certainly, Zumba Fitness has grown. Today, the company is housed in a building that Includes a 
recording studio, photo studio, dance fitness studio and fashion workshop.That's a far cry from 
their first office.  
 
“Early on, my living room was our warehouse—much to my wife's dismay,” Aghion 
remembers. “When we could afford an office, there was room for only Yael, our first employee, 
and me. Eventually, we had an office big enough to add Alberto P. and his 16-year-old cousin 
David, whose main job was shrink-wrapping DVDs.”  
 
Today, Yael Dornbusch is the company's marketing director and David Perlman is the digital 
marketing manager. The company they helped grow now has more than 150 employees, 
instructors in 125 countries and more than 12 million enthusiasts taking Zumba classes weekly.  
 
“I left the company to get my MBA and eventually came back, because I realized what a true love 
brand this is,” says Dornbusch. “We're improving people's lives.”  



 
And after ten years, that's still what Perez says he thinks about every time he stands in front of a 
class full of eager faces, turns up the volume and hits PLAY.  
 
Music Makers  
 
All translations are provided for your convenience by the Google Translate Tool. The publishers, 
authors, and digital providers of this publication are not responsible for any errors that may occur 
during the translation process. If you intend on relying upon the translation for any purpose other 
than your own casual enjoyment, you should have this publication professionally translated at 
your own expense.  
 
Music Makers Beto Perez  
 
AS THE COMPANY has grown, so has the breadth of music used in Zumba classes and videos 
. In the beginning, the focus was on the four basic Latin rhythms—salsa, merengue, cumbia and 
reggaeton, but as Perez and Zumba Education Specialists have traveled the globe, they've 
brought back examples of Bhangra, Mediterranean folk, Brazilian axé and capoeira music and 
ideas for fusions that keep Zumba music fresh. Members of the three-person music department 
scour Billboard charts, stalk the radio, discover artists on pandora.com and put fellow music 
aficionados on the lookout for bright talent.  
 
Then it becomes the team's sometimes daunting task to hunt down and license compositions, 
rerecording the songs to enable Zumba classes anywhere in the world to use them 
legally. Producing their own recordings also allows the music team to combine different rhythms 
in one number.  
 
“I might ask for a song that starts with merengue, goes into a cumbia then goes back into a 
merengue,” says Perez. “It's hard to find existing music like that, so we create the mix.” Original 
songs are also being composed for Zumba Fitness and gaining a following outside the Zumba 
community. “Caipirinha,” for example, has had more than 2.5 million views on YouTube and is a 
smash hit in many countries. Big-name artists, such as Pitbull, will also be collaborating on 
Zumba projects.  
 
Hearts And Healing  
 
DARCY FOX WAS in crisis. Four years ago while on vacation, she had been a victim of sexual 
assault and was struggling to cope with the aftermath. But there were no crisis centers in her 
community to help her heal emotionally.  
 
“I went on an email rampage wanting to find out why the third largest county in the state did not 
have a support system,” Fox says. As a result, the Sexual Assault Action Team of Anoka County 
was formed. But the trauma still left Fox, at age 44, feeling lost—and 47 pounds heavier.  
 
“Zumba Fitness saved my life,” she says. “I didn't think I would ever find me again, but it brought 
back my confidence and a piece of my sexuality.” Part of Fox's healing involved helping others in 
the same situation. She became a Zumba instructor, and since 2009, she and nine others have 
been holding Zumbathons® to fund a 24-hour crisis hot line and a domestic violence center.  
 
“We've known from experience that the Zumba program can bring back a person's strength after 
a crisis,” says Alberto Perlman, “and it can make people feel alive and sexy.We started thinking 
about how we could help people on a larger scale.  
 
“When we learned, for example, that the majority of women with breast cancer are now survivors, 
our first question was, 'Who supports the patients when they're in recovery?' ” In 2006, cancer 
survivor and ZES Josie Gardiner helped spearhead the company's first-ever Zumbathon in Miami 
Beach to support breast cancer research and awareness. The event raised $25,000 for the 



Quality of Life Fund for breast cancer survivors at Brigham and Women's Hospital.  
 
“It brought me to tears,” Gardiner says. “In that moment, I could feel the power of what Zumba 
Fitness can accomplish in a community and in the world.”  
 
Instructors like Fox continue to use music and dance to bring people together for a greater 
good. Through the Zumbathon platform, participants have raised millions in funds and awareness 
for Susan G. Komen for the Cure, Augie's Quest for the Cure, the American Heart Association 
and local and regional charities worldwide.  
 
Urban-Sexy Style  
 
MELANIE CANEVARO HAS been dressing Zumba lovers since 2004, starting with her friend 
Gina Grant. Before Grant was a ZES and Zumba DVD star, she and Canevaro were students in 
Beto Perez's Miami Zumba classes.  
 
“When Gina became an instructor, she approached me about making clothes for her to wear in 
class,” says Canevaro, a graduate of the Miami Fashion Institute.“There wasn't an official Zumba 
clothing line then, so we created our own hoodies, tank tops, capri pants, burn-out T-shirts—fun 
stuff based on Gina's style. She would sell them to students when she traveled.”  
 
By 2007, Grant and fellow ZES Tanya Beardsley had become well-known worldwide, and Zumba 
fans were clamoring for their looks. Roberto Moreno, then the Zumba accounting manager, knew 
a bit about the clothing business from family members in the industry and urged the company 
founders to start a clothing line. Grant recommended Canevaro to design it.  
 
“We still use a lot of Gina's style,” says Canevaro, now Zumbawear creative director. “She wears 
big, baggy sweatpants, cool sneakers, fun accessories, a cut crop top —Gina is all about the cut-
up shirts. She's urban-sexy.”  
 
“Tanya, on the other hand, likes to be in black, to wear big chunky belts and those chains that 
connect the pocket to the belt,” she says of her other muse. “And Beto has a great sense of 
style. He also has a 'street' look, but it's a little more Euro. Beto travels the world, buys samples 
everywhere and brings things back to us to spark ideas.” The Zumbawear team, now nine people 
strong, follows the fashion trends coming from Paris and New York as well, choosing the boldest 
colors of the season to juice up new lines.  
 
“Zumbawear is more dance-inspired and urban than other kinds of fitness gear,” says Canevaro, 
a former pro dancer, herself. “I watch hip-hop videos and get a lot of inspiration. I also watch TV 
shows like So You Think You Can Dance and America's Best Dance Crew.”  
 
“The outfit you put on gives you energy, like an athlete putting on a jersey and cleats for a game,” 
she says. “If you feel you look good, you perform better.”  
 
Zumbawear launches two seasonal collections a year— spring/summer and fall/winter—with 
three new product releases each season.Clothes are offered online and by instructors.  
 
“This year, we're introducing performance technology like Quick Dry Fabric and UV protection in 
a new Z-Performance line,” says Canevaro. “We're excited about it.” 
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