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SECTION A

FITNESS INDUSTRY NEED AREA

Health Club Industry Needs to Attract and Keep New Members 

The U.S. Health Club industry is still in the throes of the Great Recession. According to the summary report 
on the U.S. health club industry business conditions compiled by Michael Scott Scudder, since 2008, 2,000 
fitness facilities have closed, and of those that have survived, 15% of them control approximately 40% of all 
memberships, indicating that a select few gyms have much of the clientele. Sixteen percent (16%) of all clubs 
are currently operating unprofitably, while another 19% of the clubs are just breaking even. The statistical 
‘average’ membership retention rate for clubs is just under 64% nationally and the median reported retention 
rate is 59%1. In addition, membership prices continue to drop nationally. Median monthly membership prices 
have declined 16% in the last 24 months1. For both of these reasons, health clubs need to attract and keep 
new members. The Health Club Industry needs could be addressed by tapping a significant segment of the US 
population that has been overlooked to date. 

SECTION B

FITNESS INDUSTRY NEED SOLUTION

The significant segment of the U.S. population that has been overlooked to date, as health club members, is 
people with disabilities. Whether it is the ‘Wounded Warrior’ returning from Iraq or Afghanistan who was 
a fitness facility enthusiast prior to their disability, or the Aging Baby Boomer who is turning to exercise to 
prolong and maintain their independent lifestyle or the millions of Americans with a disability that have been 
precluded from going to a gym because of accessibility issues, there is a vast untapped market out there for 
fitness clubs to address. More memberships to fitness facilities equates to more money for a club’s financial 
bottom line. Addressing accessibility issues leads to greater member retention amongst existing members and 
as people with disabilities find a fitness facility they can use easily, they are significantly more likely to stay a 
member of that facility. 

Mainstream consumer product companies are aware of this untapped market and are seeking ways to make their 
products more usable and accessible for all ability levels and all generations, from children to the elderly. The 
significant side benefit to companies that are making this design leap is Market Broadening and profits, profits 
and more profits!!! These corporations are reaping the financial rewards from designing consumer friendly 
mainstream commercial products. The Health and Fitness industry can benefit in the same way as mainstream 
consumer product companies. How? 

1 Summary Report using statistical evidence from “Fitness Business Council Annual and Quarterly Business Results Surveys” since 
2007 by Michael Scott Scudder (michaelscottscudder@yahoo.com). 1



Two Part Solution

STEP 1: AIMFREE TOOL. Use the AIMFREE (Accessibility Instruments Measuring Fitness and Recreation 
Environments) Tool, developed by Dr. James Rimmer, which is included in this package, to gauge the 
accessibility of your fitness facility. The AIMFREE Tool is an instrument specifically designed for the purpose of 
conducting an accessibility assessment of fitness and recreation facilities.  

AIMFREE measures 6 major domains of accessibility related to built environment, equipment, information, 
policies, swimming pools, and professional behavior (attitudes and knowledge). 

AIMFREE is a standardized assessment process that provides facility owners with feedback concerning the 
accessibility of their facility, including both barriers and facilitators to access. The emphasis is on readily 
achievable barrier removal. AIMFREE presents feedback to facility owners and staff in the form of incremental 
improvements or “next steps” to facility accessibility. 

The instrument was developed from the ADA guidelines for the built environment, and the remaining sections 
were developed from extensive national focus-group research involving individuals with disabilities, fitness 
and recreation professionals, architects, engineers, and city and park-district managers. A detailed discussion 
of the Instrument’s development, reliability, and validity has been published in the Journal of Disability and 
Rehabilitation and is included in Appendix 2 of this report. 

AIMFREE’s purpose is a checklist for ensuring that Fitness/Recreational facilities provide a successful 
and equivalent experience to a guest with disabilities. While the ADA baseline regulations are built into 
AIMFREE, AIMFREE goes beyond them to examine four domains not in the ADA: 1) Programs; 2) Services; 
3) Equipment; 4) Policies. Are they all accessible? Are staff trained to be sensitive to needs of and able to 
accommodate the needs of people with disabilities? For example, do facilities have hand ergo meters available to 
wheelchair users who want to participate in Spin Class programs? Do trainers know how to work with persons 
with MS or other degenerative conditions?

Using the AIMFREE tool is an approach for improving the accessibility of fitness and recreation environments 
that enables participation and input from members of the community, as well as persons with expertise in 
accessibility.

STEP 2: Facility and equipment reconfiguration along with the purchase of accessible fitness equipment 
for your new clientele. The Healthy People 2010 report suggests people with disabilities may not be exercising 
partially because of environmental or architectural barriers. For example, it may be difficult for some people with 
mobility limitations to move around a gym or fitness center because the equipment is positioned too closely 
together, not allowing a wheelchair to travel easily between the various workout stations. 

Reconfiguration of the floor set-up of a fitness facility may be easily accomplished and the facility may take a 
business expense deduction on their federal taxes. Under the Internal Revenue Code, Section 190, businesses can 
take a business expense deduction of up to $15,000 per year for costs of removing barriers in facilities. 
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Below are two picture examples, one is of a fitness facility that is not accessible and the other is a picture of the 
same facility that has been modified to be fully accessible. 

Image Source: NCPAD*

*Funding for the National Center on Physical Activity and Disability is 
supported by Grant/Cooperative Agreement Number U59DD000437 
from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s National Center 
on Birth Defects and Developmental Disabilities (NCBDDD). 3



The next step is the purchase of accessible fitness equipment designed to be used by not only people with 
disabilities or physical impairments but by those exercisers without a disability or impairment. Accessible fitness 
equipment can be used by all. This allows fitness enthusiasts who have physical or sensory limitations to take 
advantage of fitness training on the same gym floor and using the same equipment as those who do not. 

Accessible fitness equipment can be manufactured to meet the needs of exercise enthusiasts who have cognitive, 
sensory or physical impairments and the needs of the general population. Fitness equipment manufacturers in 
the United States and the United Kingdom are currently fabricating machines that can be used by people of all 
ability levels and those machines are being sold to fitness clubs throughout the two countries.  

Accessible fitness equipment helps facilities attract a customer base that has not traditionally had exercise 
machines suitable for their training needs. Thus fitness facilities can increase their membership base. 

Tax Credit 

Small businesses with 30 or fewer employees or total revenues of $1 million or less can use the Disabled Tax 
Credit (Internal Revenue Code, Section 44). Eligible small businesses may take a credit of up to $5000 (half of 
eligible expenses up to $10,250, with no credit for the first $250) to offset their costs for access, including barrier 
removal from their facilities, provision of accessibility services, provision of printed material in alternate formats, 
and provision and modification of equipment2.  

Tax Deduction

Businesses of all sizes may take advantage of a tax deduction. Under Internal Revenue code, Section 190, 
businesses can take a business expense deduction of up to $15,000 per year for costs of removing barriers in 
facilities2.

Tax Incentives in Combination

These two incentives can be used together by eligible businesses if the expenditures qualify under both Sections 
44 and 190. If a small business’ expenses exceed $10,250 for the maximum $5000 tax credit, then the deduction 
equals the difference between the total spent and the amount of the credit claimed2.

2 The Americans with Disabilities Act Fact Sheet Series published on September 4, 1998 (http://www.ada.gov/archive/taxpack.pdf ). 4



SECTION C

TARGET MARKET / MARKET SIZE

Approximately 36 million Americans have a disability. Of those 36 million, approximately 19 million are 
between the ages of 18 and 64 years old. Of those 19 million disabled American’s between the ages of 18 and 24, 
there are approximately 6 million that have a self-care difficulty and/or an independent living difficulty which 
would make them less likely to utilize a health club. Therefore, there are currently approximately 13 million 
disabled American’s between the ages of 18 and 64. Of those 13 million, approximately 4 million have a hearing 
difficulty, approximately 3 million have a vision difficulty, approximately 8 million have a cognitive difficulty, and 
approximately 10 million have an ambulatory difficulty3. This is a large untapped market for fitness facilities. 
As accumulating research indicates that an active and fit way of life helps preserve functional ability and maintain 
independent living in adults, it is important that disabled Americans have access to health club facilities.

Lack of access to community resources can greatly diminish the health and quality of life of people with 
disabilities. Seventeen years after the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and the subsequent 
publication of recreation area accessibility guidelines by the U.S. Access Board, a great many fitness and 
recreational environments continue to be largely inaccessible for persons with disabilities. While a variety 
of factors contribute to the continuing failure of fitness facilities to meet the accessibility needs of people 
with disabilities, including: (1) lack of awareness on the part of facility owners concerning accessibility; (2) 
misconceptions about the needs and interests of persons with disabilities regarding participation in fitness and 
recreation; and (3) economic and resource issues related to making accessibility improvements to buildings and 
natural areas.

SECTION D

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITY FOR FITNESS EQUIPMENT
MANUFACTURERS AND FITNESS CLUBS

1. Marketing Strategies for Fitness Facilities

 How does a fitness facility attract this untapped segment of the population?
	 	 •	 Inexpensive	advertising	and	marketing	techniques	include	the	use	of	social	media	marketing,	online	and		
   e-mail campaigns, in-house referral or word of mouth. 
	 	 •	Advertise	the	fact	that	their	health	club	has	machines	for	people	with	physical	limitations	or	functional		
   impairments; describe what the machines are and how they benefit the user; advertise any other ‘perks’  
   for disabled members (i.e. classes/training) – community service – an all inclusive type facility.
	 	 •	Bring	attention	to	the	fact	that	their	health	club	is	the	only	club	with	machines	specifically	for	disabled		
   populations in a given x mile radius.

3 Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 American Community Survey. Please note that the approximate 13 million Americans between 
the ages of 18 and 64 with a disability may have one or more of the listed disabilities (hearing, vision, cognitive, ambulatory). 5



2. Trends for the Future

 Various cities and counties throughout the United States are working to improve access to public facilities  
 for those with disabilities. For example, Montgomery County Maryland is doing just that by planning to  
 work with the U.S. Department of Justice to improve access to public facilities for those with disabilities.  
 There will be upgrades made to county recreation facilities and high schools that serve as emergency shelters.  
 The Justice Department’s Project Civic Access examined a sample of 100 buildings and facilities and studied  
 how well they provided access for the disabled. In some instances the county even went above and beyond  
 what the law requires and provided communication services for those that are deaf or hard of hearing.   
 Between 2011 and 2016 Montgomery plans to spend $20 million on upgrades related to the compliance  
 with the Americans with Disabilities Act4.

3. Fitness Equipment Manufacturers Perspective

 From a fitness equipment manufacturer standpoint, millions of dollars of both public and private funds   
 will be spent in the next few years making fitness facilities accessible. Not only can fitness equipment   
 manufacturers design and produce accessible fitness equipment because it is the right thing to do, but  
 they can do it because it will be the profitable thing to do it. The trend is toward making fitness facilities  
 more accessible over time. An exercise equipment manufacturer can get a jumpstart on selling its accessible  
 fitness equipment to fitness facilities and any government sponsored facilities (University gyms, etc.) and use  
 information regarding current Federal tax credits and tax deductions as leverage for prompting the facilities  
 to make those purchases.

SECTION E

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY STATUS

The AIMFREE Tool is copyrighted by Dr. James Rimmer and unauthorized use or distribution of the 
AIMFREE Tool is prohibited. However, a free copy of the professional version of AIMFREE Tool in CD format 
is included with this information package. We ask that this copy be used for research purposes only and that you 
do not duplicate it (on another CD or in print) or share it with others. 

4 “Montgomery County to Update Public Facilities for People with Disabilities”. Washington Post article by Andrew
Ujifusa, published on 8/31/11. 6



SECTION F

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE

Where can I find out more about AIMFREE? Need Assistance on using the AIMFREE Tool or on Scoring?

 The person to contact with any questions pertaining to AIMFREE is: Sue Arnold:

 E-mail:  smarnold@buffalo.edu
 Phone:  1-716-204-8606 ext. 200
 Address:  KT4TT
  University at Buffalo
  100 Sylvan Parkway 
  Suite 400
  Amherst, NY 14228

7



SECTION G

APPENDICES
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