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Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc164515640]Background
Since the sudden hit of the COVID-19 pandemic, the world has been struggling to achieve health and economic stability because of the major impact it had and continues to have on nearly all sectors, including the fitness industry. Evans et al. (2021) stated that prior to the pandemic, the fitness industry around the world was flourishing with exceptional financial performance. However, the pandemic brought the growth in the fitness industry to a sudden stop. Specifically in the UK, the revenue and gym membership dropped by 47% and 27%, respectively as per the figures reported by the” International Health Racquet and Sportsclub Association (2020). 
This decrease in gym membership and revenue can be attributed to the measures and regulations imposed by the Government of the UK to reduce social interaction to decrease the spread of the virus (Ogden, 2020). The government of the UK as part of the lockdown also closed all non-essential businesses and public spaces, including parks, sport grounds, and fitness clubs. Robinson et al. (2021) argued that these strict measures although were successful in controlling the virus, decreased individual’s motivation of engaging in physical activity. The decrease in physical activity leads to an increase in the number of cardiovascular disorders (CVDs), depression, diabetes, and obesity. The King’s Fund (2021) blog on “Obesity, Deprivation, and COVID-19” included that the pandemic resulted in a sudden increase in obesity, which means that more people are now obese and poorer health is most likely to be recorded. Similarly, the findings by Valabhji and Kar (2021) also supported that the diagnosis of diabetes mellitus increased by 81% during the acute pandemic phase. 
Riseth et al. (2019) found that fitness club members are more motivated to engage in physical activity because of the financial commitment and the ability to implement different exercise strategies in a safe, indoor environment. However, the adaptation to the new normal caused many gym members to switch to online training methods such as YouTube workouts and utilisation of branded gym apps (Raiola et al., 2020). While Wilke et al. (2020) presented that the “Digital Fitness Training” is expected to rise by more than 48% in the next four years. This is probably due to the fact that even after the world goes back to its pre-pandemic practices, people are not willing to join fitness clubs either because of the loss of motivation or fear of the new strains of the virus. Irrespective of the reason, this has caused the fitness sector to experience financial loss causing many fitness centres in the UK to close. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515641]Purpose
Considering these evidence, the current study aims to assess the negative impact of the pandemic on UK’s fitness industry. The fitness industry particularly underwent major financial loss due to the lockdown imposed around the world (Ananthakrishnan et al., 2022). Additionally, the sudden shift towards virtual training and online fitness sessions further decreased people motivation to join their fitness clubs back. These factors contributed to the economic loss causing the businesses to implement cost-cutting majors, including laying off their employees. Hence, the current study also explore the economic consequences of the pandemic that the fitness industry had to bear. Moreover, this study intends on identifying strategies that the UK’s fitness industry can incorporate to recover from its financial loss and contribute to the country’s economic development. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515642]Significance 
The potential findings of the study will have significant implications for the business owners, policy makers, and healthcare staff. The business owners in the fitness sector will be able to use these findings to develop strategies that help them prevent such loss in case of any similar circumstance. While, these findings will also help policymakers identify the right ways through which they can support the recovery of the fitness industry. Finally, the healthcare sector will be able to use these findings to develop health promotion startefies by understanding the recent developments in the physical activity domain. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515643]Research Aim and Objectives
The aim of the study is to assess the impact of the pandemic on the fitness industry in the UK. Pertaining to this, the developed research objectives are:
· To investigate how the pandemic impacted the fitness industry in the UK. 
· To evaluate the economic consequences of the pandemic on the fitness industry in the UK. 
· To recommend strategies that support the recovery of the fitness industry in the UK. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515644]Research Question
The developed research question for the study is:
“How has the Pandemic impacted the Fitness industry in the UK?” 


[bookmark: _Toc164515645]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc164515646]The Pandemic and The Fitness Industry in the UK
The fitness industry has been badly hit by the Pandemic with several fitness clubs forced to be temporarily closed after the government enforced a complete lockdown (Ananthakrishnan et al., 2022). The industry faced a significant loss of revenue and membership, thus implementing cut-down measures including firing employees in order to remain afloat. The IHRA (2021) reported that approximately 1.5 million employees affiliated with the fitness industry were fired during the COVID-19 pandemic. The statistics reported by Statista.com (2022) revealed that the number of gyms and fitness centres in the UK reduced from 3,419 in 2019 to 3,060 in 2020 and 2021. 
Moreover, many consumers to maintain their health and well-being shifted to alternative ways, including online fitness classes, fitness apps, and virtual training sessions (Wilke et al., 2020). This adaptation by the consumers continued even in the post-lockdown era decreasing the chances for the fitness industry to recover from the financial shock. Alexandris et al. (2021) conducted a qualitative study to examine the willingness of gym members to return to the gym. The findings revealed that 33% of the members does not have the intention of returning back to the gyms after they are re-opened. Likewise, Kaur et al. (2020) also conducted a qualitative study to identify the factors responsible for the unwillingness of club members to come back to the gym post-lockdown. The researcher found that some club members lost the motivation to carry out physical activity while others were afraid that the virus can still affect them. 
Gibbs (2021) suggested that there is an increased need for businesses in the fitness industry to adapt their infrastructures to incorporate the latest technological trends and provide individuals with remote fitness experiences. Furthermore, Huguet (2021) also believed that there is a need for fitness centres to demonstrate strict compliance to the health regulations by the government to ensure that the club members are able to trust them with their health. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515647]Economic Consequences Faced by the Fitness Industry in the UK
Pre-pandemic, the fitness and health industry of the UK played an essential role in boosting the economy. The industry before pandemic employed 200,000 individuals and contributed £3 billion to the economy (Statista.com, 2021). However, the pandemic has caused a significant decline in the revenue within the sector forcing many fitness centres to lay off their employees. The unemployment rate increased by 5.2% in the UK leading to a reduction in the gross domestic product (GDP), increased crime rates, and poorer health and wellbeing among the population. It was found that with the temporary closure of fitness clubs in the UK, the rate of CVDs, obesity, and diabetes significantly increased (The King’s Fund, 2021). While many fitness clubs due to reduced consumer spending had to permanently shut down because of their inability to face the economic challenges. 
Moreover, the industry faced a sudden halt in expansion a due to lack of financial investment and capital (Piotriowski and Piotrowski, 2021). Many fitness trainers also stated that they are among the badly affected professionals by the pandemic. A qualitative study conducted by Bratland-Sanda et al. (2020) with 150 physical or fitness trainers to identify how the pandemic has impacted their living and working conditions revealed that the number of physical training (PT) sessions significantly reduced during the lockdown while many clients were not interested in the training session. This decreased their income and led to an impaired and disrupted personal and economic life. Moreover, the participants reported that they perceive these restrictions to be discriminatory because of the unequal impact on their occupational group. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515648]Strategies to Facilitate Recovery of the Fitness Industry in the UK
Nessling (2023) stated that the recovery of the fitness industry in the UK is essential for the economic recovery of the country; therefore, new policies and strategies are required to motivate consumers to engage with the fitness centres again. Kercher et al. (2022) presented that a historical shift was recorded in the motivation of the gym members post-pandemic. They found that compared to the pre-pandemic levels (63%), only 44% of the members listed aesthetics as their goal behind physical exercise. While, 53% of the individuals, as compared to 33% pre-pandemic, are motivated to perform physical exercise because they want to stay healthy. These findings suggest that the fitness industry must eliminate the use of aesthetic 6-packs and toned abs to attract and retain its consumers and focus on health messages. 
Another strategy is technological adaptations. Shipway et al. (2023) found that the incorporation of technology in the form of personalised training, virtual exercise and training sessions, and data-tracking fitness equipment may facilitate the engagement of consumers with the fitness industry. Moreover, the fitness industry even after the successful eradication of the pandemic must adhere to the cleanliness protocols and focus on developing safe environment through regular sanitation and ensuring adequate ventilation. 


[bookmark: _Toc164515649]Chapter 3: Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc164515650]Research Philosophy 
The simplest definition of research philosophy is the belief of the researcher regarding how data should be collected, interpreted, analysed and used to answer the developed research question (Kirongo and Odoyo, 2020). There are primarily three research philosophies: constructivism, interpretivism, positivism, and pragmatism. For this research, the use of an interpretivism research approach will be appropriate because it will allow the researcher to deeply analyse the experiences of the participants to better understand the chosen research topic. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515651]Research Paradigm
A research paradigm is defined as a set of understandings, beliefs, and ideas about how research must be conducted (Rehman and Alharthi, 2016). This research will be rooted in the interpretivism paradigm because it allows to prioritise the subjective experiences of the recruited participants and unmask the interpretations and meaning that participants give to their individual experiences. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515652]Research Approach
A research approach is considered the “blueprint” of the research plan (Opie, 2019). There are two types of research approaches: (i) inductive and (ii) deductive. In the context of this particular study, an inductive research approach will be used because it offers greater flexibility in conducting the research. Also, it allows to look closely into the research problem by incorporating ideas and perspectives to identify new hypotheses and theories. By using this approach, the researcher will be able to gather valuable insights into the factors that are responsible for the negative effect the pandemic had on the fitness industry by incorporating the views of the participants. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515653]Research Methodology
In simpler terms, research methodology answers the how of the research: including how research will be conducted, how data will be collected, and how the collected data will be analysed (Davidavičienė, 2018). There are three types of methodology commonly used to conduct research: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method. For this study, the qualitative research methodology will be used. The reason why this methodology is chosen is because it will allow the researcher to incorporate subjective experiences of the individuals associated with the fitness industry to better understand the factors of the pandemic that posed a negative impact on them and the economic consequences they had to face because of the pandemic. By gathering this data, this study will be able to provide better recommendations on how the recovery of the fitness industry can be facilitated in the UK. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515654]Research Strategy
Oliva (2019) defines research strategy as the scheme or plan developed by the researcher to conduct the process of searching for and analysing information in a study. For qualitative research, the research strategies most commonly used, include the phenomenological approach, case studies, or observations. This study will make use of the phenomenological approach due to its potential to better understand the living experiences of individuals associated with the fitness industry to identify the challenges, consequences, and coping strategies. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515655]Sampling Method
A sampling method is a process for selecting required participants from the target population based on the developed inclusion and exclusion criteria (Etikan and Bala, 2017). For this study, the most suitable sampling method will be purposive sampling. This is because purposive sampling will allow recruiting of diverse population to gather detailed insights and uncover new ideas. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515656]Data Collection Methods
The data collection that will be used to conduct the study will be semi-structured interviews. The rational behind opting for this particular method is because it will allow the researcher to ask pre-determined questions from the participants and then use further line of questioning to ask for further clarification of ideas that the researcher is more interested in. 
[bookmark: _Toc164515657]Data Analysis
For analysis of the collected data, the thematic analysis technique will be used. The reason being that thematic analysis allows flexibility in term of utilisation of theories and concept to understand the collected data (Clarke and Braun, 2017). Moreover, it is an easy to use technique that thoroughly identifies patterns and trends in a large set of qualitative data. 
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[bookmark: _Toc164515659]Ethical Consideration
The ethical considerations will be religiously followed throughout the research. The researcher will provide the participants with an informed consent before the interview sessions. Moreover, the participants will be informed about the purpose of the study and their rights as a participant, including right to withdraw. In addition, the data obtained from the participants will be stored in a password-protected system and anonymity will be guaranteed. Furthermore, the participants will be treated fairly and kindly. Finally, the researcher will also abide by the Principles of Biomedical Ethics, including beneficence, non-maleficence, autonomy, and justice. 


[bookmark: _Toc164515660]Chapter 4: Conclusion
To conclude, the study aimed to assess the impact of the pandemic on the fitness industry in the UK. It has been widely recognised that the pandemic negatively impacted the financial and economic growth of the fitness and health sector by forcing many fitness clubs to close completely. Additionally, the lockdown and financial concerns caused many fitness centres to lay off their employees contributing to increased rates of unemployment. However, there is a need to understand exactly how the pandemic impacted the fitness industry in the UK in order to identify strategies that allow the clubs to adapt to the changing trends and continue to contribute to the economic development of the country. 
To achieve the developed research aim and objectives, this study will make use of a qualitative research methodology coupled with an interpretivism philosophy, inductive approach, and phenomenological approach to incorporate subjective experiences of the individuals associated with the fitness industry to better understand the factors of the pandemic that posed a negative impact on them and the economic consequences they had to face because of the pandemic. For this purpose, the purposive sampling strategy will be used to conduct semi-structured interviews with the recruited participants. 
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