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“Public leisure centres and swimming pools have been
badly hit by the COVID-19 crisis and face a long road to
recovery. The pace at which they move along it will be
determined by the government’s appetite for state support
and the ability of operators and local authorities to move
beyond the business models of the age of austerity.”
– David Walmsley, Senior Leisure Analyst, 24
August 2020
This report looks at the following areas:
•
•
•
•
•

The impact of COVID-19 on consumer behaviour and market dynamics in the leisure
centres and swimming pools market
The concerns operators will need to address to give customers confidence to return
The need to rebalance revenues between the market’s swimming and fitness segments
The role leisure centres and swimming pools can play in delivering the ambitions of postpandemic public health policy
The value of expanding the leisure centre and swimming pool offer beyond current core
activities.

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic struck, delays in replacing or refurbishing ageing swimming pools
meant that 40% of these facilities were considered at risk of closure over the coming decade. However,
the damage wrought by the crisis is such that industry associations fear that up to half of all leisure
centres could be lost by the end of 2020 without urgent new financial support.
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With enforced leisure centre closures extending beyond those imposed on many other business sectors
during the pandemic and only around two thirds of sites re-opening by early September, the market is
set to see revenues fall by 60% in 2020.
The principal threat to the sector’s long-term recovery is that it fails to resolve the underlying issues of
lack of investment and unsustainable operating models that magnified the impact of the COVID-19
crisis when it struck.
The most significant opportunity for public leisure centres and swimming pools in the next normal of
the post-pandemic period lies in positioning themselves as key enablers of the healthier society that
changes in public policy and consumer behaviour are expected to promote.
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Forecast methodology
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Companies and Brands – Key Takeaways
Smaller operators face greatest threat
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Market Share
Better still bigger
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COVID comeback needs core users onside
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... but we won’t be rushing back
Targeted messaging can counter concerns
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Impact of COVID-19 on Consumer Behaviour
Consumers wary of returning to out-of-home leisure
Figure 24: Willingness to return to gyms, July 2020
COVID concerns expose health, wealth and social priorities
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Figure 26: Leisure and entertainment spending intentions, 30 July-7 August 2020
Unemployment is for other people
Figure 27: Expected impact of COVID-19 on the UK economy and personal finances, 18-24 June 2020
Personal confidence raises risk of economic shock
Figure 28: Consumer sentiment towards personal finances in the year ahead, July 2020

Leisure Centre Visiting
Post-COVID comeback needs younger players onside
Figure 29: Visiting public leisure centres and swimming pools, July 2020

Leisure Centre Activities
Focus on fun can counteract recessionary gloom
Figure 30: Participation in public leisure centre and swimming pool activities, July 2020
Family swimmers have room to grow
Figure 31: Repertoires of public leisure centre and swimming pool activities, July 2020

Lockdown Sentiment
Absence makes the heart grow fonder
Figure 32: Extent to which participants missed suspended public leisure centre and swimming pool activities during the COVID-19/
coronavirus lockdown, July 2020
Casual participation remains at risk
Figure 33: Extent to which participants missed swimming with family/friends at public pools during the COVID-19/coronavirus
lockdown, by number of leisure centre activities participated in, July 2020

Post-COVID-19 Activity
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Targeted messaging can counter concerns
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Figure 38: Maintaining a healthy lifestyle during the COVID-19 lockdown, July 2020
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Appendix – Data Sources, Abbreviation and Supporting Information
Data sources
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Abbreviations
Consumer research methodology
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