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PLAY IT SAFE
RESPONDING TO THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE 

OF THE FITNESS INDUSTRY.
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The COVID-19 pandemic is a once-in-

a-lifetime event. Responsible for over 

350,000 deaths and bringing the entire 

world to a standstill. 

As a result of mass lockdowns world-

wide, the virus has changed how billions 

live their lives. Beyond the social impli-

cations, the economic damage has been 

extensive. Even more harrowing, the full 

On March 23rd 2020, the Australian 

Government put a “cease trade” on all 

gyms and health facilities. The closure 

was in response to an increase in cases 

of COVID-19. These cases had increased 

from early March and would peak 

around March 30th 2020.

This closure led to a wide array of 

responses from those in the Fitness 

Industry. Some decided to innovate and 

INDUSTRY RESPONSE

NEW CONFIRMED COVID-19 CASES PER DAY

INTRODUCTION

impact of the pandemic has likely yet to 

unfold.

This document will explore how Fitness 

Playground is responding to the chang-

ing landscape ahead. Our hope is to in-

spire a greater industry effort to member 

safety in these uncertain times.

expand their online presence. Others 

chose to hibernate. Some, unfortunately, 

had to close their doors forever. And we 

haven’t seen the worst of it yet. 

As a whole, the Industry’s response to 

the closure was well-executed. In a time 

when focusing on health was crucial, 

guidance from qualified coaches was 

available to many Australians.
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OPERATING IN 
A POST-COVID 
WORLD

Beyond the social impact of the virus, which will improve in time, the economic im-

pact of global lockdowns will take longer to correct itself.

Many models of economic recovery have been presented by analysts, including:

We’re facing a time of uncertainty for 

the Industry, as well as the rest of the 

world. The future is no longer clear 

to us, and in fact, a shifting landscape 

looks to be the only certainty available. 

In this, two components will need to 

dictate how things unfold:

1.  The Global Impact

2. The Industry Impact

We know that each industry will respond to the pandemic differently. Some sectors 

of the economy will return to previous capacity somewhat quickly. Others will be 

stagnant for a lengthy period.

V-shaped recovery – a quick return to normal 

immediately upon economies re-opening. 

L-shaped recovery – a descent into a more 

prolonged depression which could see eco-

nomic growth halted for up to a decade.

U-shaped recovery – a slower return to 

normal, based upon an extended shutdown, 

or conservative re-opening plan.

Y-shaped recovery – a combination of an 

L- and U-shaped recoveries. This is a slower 

short-term start-up than the U-shaped curve, 

yet leading back to a faster full recovery than 

the L-shaped curve would allow.

GLOBAL IMPACT
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Despite general optimism about the world returning to normal soon, the likely scenar-

io will be a form of “new normal”. This “new normal” will cause a shift in the way our 

members interact with our services.

Some of these changes will be easy to anticipate, such as:

Branded protective equipment, 

such as face masks and gloves.

Overhauling cleaning & 

hygiene policies.

Implementing booking systems 

to aid in social distancing.

Increased demand for “alternate” 

offerings such as outdoor and 

virtual programs and coaching.

INDUSTRY IMPACT

OPERATING IN 
A POST-COVID 
WORLD
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An unfortunate result of a crisis of this 

size will be the loss of any number of 

businesses. Companies who were in the 

red each month will struggle to survive 

through this crisis. Indeed, some have 

already closed.

We won’t see mass closures play out 

immediately, though. Now, struggling 

businesses are being buoyed by Govern-

ment stimulus, as well as rent and loan 

Other changes will not be as predictable and will take upwards of 18 months to 

appear. These will be the result of the Industry adapting to the changing landscape 

of consumer demands. Part of these changes will be:

deferrals. The concern is that, as these 

measures lift and companies return to 

higher debts and lowered revenues, 

closures will be inevitable.

Over the mid-term, this will mean that 

fewer gyms will be competing for the 

same member base. While positive for 

the competition, those who survive will 

be the businesses who provided the best 

value through the crisis. 

01. FEWER GYMS
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Technology has been pushing the 

Industry forward for more than a 

decade. The next decade will be no 

different. Besides wearables, heart rate 

monitors and other devices, this decade 

will see the explosion of virtual reality. 

Companies like Oculus have dominated 

this area to date, but expect to see an 

increase in competition. 

There’s nothing quite like a health crisis to 

shift the priorities of the world, right?

One trend that we see moving forward will 

be members placing a priority on health. 

This goes against the traditional, aesthet-

ics focus that birthed the Industry. The 

reasons we see a shift in trend are:

1. As a response to the global pandemic

2. A higher duty of care from employers 

for staff working from home in the 

“new normal”

3. An ageing Australian population

02. GREATER INNOVATION IN TECHNOLOGY

03. A SHIFT IN THE INTRINSIC 
       MOTIVATIONS OF CONSUMERS

The appeal of these platforms is pretty 

clear. Would you want to run on a tread-

mill while staring at a white wall, or would 

you prefer to plug yourself into a virtual 

game and achieve the same outcome? 

Think about spending an hour playing 

Navy SEAL while also getting a great 

workout. It’s interesting and engaging. 

And against traditional fitness routines, 

it’s more entertaining.

That’s not to say aesthetics won’t have 

their place (sex still sells). Still, we see an 

emerging opportunity for gyms to diversify 

their offerings that will appeal to a broader 

market. 

Gyms should prepare for many scenarios of 

“new normal”. This will be critical for contin-

ued success in all industries in a post-COVID 

world. While daunting, the companies that 

will thrive will be those who embrace the 

uncertainty and look to innovate. The worst 

approach will be sitting idly and praying for 

a “return to normal”.
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AUSTRALIA’S SAFEST GYM
The largest, short-term adaptation that 

gyms will need to make will be to en-

sure the safety of its key stakeholders. 

This will involve building comprehen-

sive policies and procedures, as well as 

communicating these.

The early reports from countries like the 

US and Brazil is a 30% return of active 

users in gyms upon re-opening. As gyms 

can’t remain profitable at that usage rate, 

owners will need to go over-and-above 

to ensure that both members and staff 

feel safe re-entering the space once the 

restrictions have lifted.
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UNDERSTANDING 
THE VIRUS

COVID-19 is a contagious viral infection that generally causes respiratory illness 

in humans. Presentation can range from no symptoms (asymptomatic) to severe 

illness with potentially life-threatening complications.

The most common signs and symptoms include: 

Fever 
(though this may be 
absent in the elderly) 

Shortness 
of breath 

Fatigue Headache Sore throat 

Dry cough 

COVID-19 is a new disease, so there is no existing immunity in our community. This 

means that COVID-19 could spread widely and quickly.

The virus can spread from person to person through: 

• Close contact with an infectious person (including in the 48 hours 

before they had symptoms)

• Contact with droplets from an infected person’s cough or sneeze

• Touching objects or surfaces that have droplets from an infected 

person, and then touching your mouth or face 

Other symptoms can include: 
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INVESTING 
INTO SAFETY
The primary focus for gym owners should be the emphasis on keeping their staff 

and members safe. While the number of new cases dropped throughout the lock-

down period, as restrictions ease, we will begin to see an increase in the case count. 

Luckily, Government communications have stated that this outcome is expected. It’s 

unlikely, then, to cause a sudden rush back to a full lockdown should cases increase. 

This is encouraging, as repeated closures would test the robustness of even the 

most prepared fitness businesses. 

The sentiment amongst Australian’s about COVID-19 is confident that the worst of 

the pandemic is behind us, but this could change if the lifting of restrictions causes 

a flurry of new cases across the nation. Gyms should continue to operate as if the 

hype of COVID-19 is still high for at least a short period, despite confidence returning 

to society. 

We have divided our safety plan into three sections:

Member 
Policies

Staff 
Policies

Facilities & 
Reinvestment

02. 03.01.
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Member Policies
01.

Members are the lifeblood of any fitness business. It’s due to members using our 

facilities that we’re able to reinvest so into our staff, facilities and new locations. 

While member safety should always be a high priority for gyms, in a post-COVID 

world, this needs to step up to the next level. Here are some of the member-fo-

cused strategies that we’re implementing within our clubs:

Member reserved training times to 

ensure adherence with any Govern-

ment-mandated people restrictions. 

Being linked to our access control 

points, this system will automate 

our capacity controls at all times of 

the day. 

This system will both ensure that 

we don’t breach any restrictions, as 

well as give members calm knowing 

that they can access the gyms upon 

arrival. 

Facemasks and gloves will be avail-

able to any member who wishes to 

train with them.

Increased options for members to 

train with us. Whereas before we 

offered them the ability to train only 

within our clubs, we now have many 

options, including:

• In club

• Outdoors (at many locations) 

in both classes, and with our 

coaches

• Virtually, via Virtual Playground

• Virtually, via coaching calls with 

our coaches

Change to internal policies to 

reduce contact points – for example:

• We will allow members to 

suspend or cancel via a phone 

call rather than forcing them to 

come into the club

• We will also be pushing 

everyone towards a cashless 

payment preference

• Classes will have a minimum 

10-minute window between 

start and finishing times to al-

low for all member changeover, 

and equipment to be sanitised

The strict enforcement of hy-

giene-related policies, including 

our ‘No Towel, No Play’ initiative. 

Besides that, we will be introducing 

a ‘No Equipment Sharing’ policy to 

obey social distancing rules.
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Staff Policies
02.

Fitness Playground’s approach to member experience has always been to hire 

great humans, who are motivated to look after, and inspire, our members. In 

short, our staff are our brand. In these uncertain times, we need to do everything 

possible to ensure that our staff are as safe as possible while working within our 

gyms. Some of our staff safety protocols include:

Daily Check-Ins – Each staff member 

will begin their day by completing a 

short symptom and mental health 

questionnaire. The purpose of this 

questionnaire will be:

• Early identification of any 

“at-risk” staff members so that 

proactive measures can be 

engaged to ensure that all staff 

are as safe as possible. Check-

ins will include having their 

temperature checked with a 

contactless thermometer

• Ensure that all staff are aware 

of the safety protocols estab-

lished by Fitness Playground.

• Check on the mental welfare of 

staff members in these difficult 

times

• These check-ins will take less 

than 60-seconds to complete 

but will help identify any early 

issues arising with each staff 

member

Facemasks and gloves to be made 

available to any member who wish-

es to train with them.

Disinfectant policies – all tools will 

be treated with disinfectant after 

each member use, or at the end of 

each shift.

Our staff have access to our part-

nered counselling service if they’re 

struggling mentally.

No shared tools – each staff mem-

ber will be allocated an iPad, phone, 

as well as in-club computer to use 

exclusively.
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Facilities & Reinvestment
03.

A large part of any brand’s safety strategy will include a facility re-opening plan. 

Investing both time and money in planning each facility re-launch will be required 

to ensure that the spread of COVID-19 is minimised. A sound facilities plan should 

include a focus on:

Layout: a layout review should be 

conducted with the goal being to 

ensure adherence to social distanc-

ing paradigms. A secondary goal 

should be to maximise the equip-

ment that members can access. 

This will take some creativity, but 

with some planning, clubs will be 

able to maximise use while also 

being safe for social distancing.

Reinvestment into innovative tech-

nologies: there are several cutting 

edge technologies can help gyms 

maintain cleanliness at all times. 

These include:

• Air sanitiser units that spray 

a light mist of oils made from 

100% natural ingredients that 

“kill COVID in the sky”

• Electrostatic spray guns, which 

can clean 100 square metres 

of surface area in less than 

10mins. These are excellent for 

cleaning equipment between 

classes, or booking times

• Thermal imaging cameras, 

which can help detect mem-

bers with a fever and deny 

them access at control points

Besides the protocols outlined, gyms 

should prepare an Outbreak Manage-

ment policy. This will outline compa-

ny procedures should any cases of 

COVID-19 present themselves. While 

prevention of the virus appearing is the 

best possible outcome, being prepared 

for any case arising is prudent.

A good Outbreak Management policy 

will include:

1.  Staff & member education

2. Operational policies

Clear signage throughout each club 

should guide members through a 

changing landscape. In the early 

period of re-opening, members will 

still be unsure of specific club rules. 

Signage use will guide members 

through the proper etiquette, as 

well as put their minds at ease 

that the club is taking their safety 

seriously. 
Increased cleaning frequency and 

detail: Fitness Playground has dou-

bled its investment into cleaning. 

In addition to the above, each gym 

should also have an Outbreak response 

approach. This would include the use of 

cleaning contractors who can perform a 

Forensic Cleans on notice. 

Forensic Cleans are the highest grade 

cleans, which are followed by strict 

ATP testing. ATP testing checks with 

100% accuracy that there is no residual 

COVID-19 on any facility surface.

OUTBREAK MANAGEMENT
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We live in a changing world.
The COVID-19 pandemic has left its fingerprint embedded on all industries, 

not just fitness.

The gyms that were forced to close will need to adapt to a changing landscape. 

Those who embrace the change will thrive. Those who resist it, or wait for the world 

to go back to normal, will be left behind.
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JUSTIN ASHLEY

A U T H O R S

JAMES GARLAND
GENERAL MANAGER – FITNESS PLAYGROUNDCEO – FITNESS PLAYGROUND

T H E F I T N E S S P L AYG RO U N D.C O M . AU F I T N E S S P L AYG RO U N DAU S

C O N N EC T  W I T H  J U ST I N CONNECT WITH JAMES

P L AY@T H E F I T N E S S P L AYG RO U N D.C O M . AU

http://thefitnessplayground.com.au/
https://au.linkedin.com/in/justinashley123
https://au.linkedin.com/in/jimmygarland
https://www.instagram.com/fitnessplaygroundaus/
https://www.facebook.com/fitnessplaygroundhq/?
mailto:play@thefitnessplayground.com.au

