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Impact of inflation on sports consumption:
A study on fitness facilities

Abstract

Fitness centers, as micro and small enterprises, are important to the economic development of
a country and the health of its citizens. However, the small size of most fitness centers makes
their existence precarious. This study aims to assess the impact of inflation on fitness centers.
The researchers chose Debrecen, a community in Hungary with a considerable fitness sector,
as the center of their investigation. Telephone interviews using structured questionnaires were
conducted among all twenty fitness centers operating in Debrecen. Answers were analyzed using
descriptive statistical methods. Most respondents indicated that the price of their services had
increased due to energy costs. One-third believed these increases negatively affected members’
physical activity (PA). In contrast, two-thirds indicated that customers were willing to accept the
price increase. Despite rising costs, workforce reductions seldom occurred. Instead, fitness cent-
ers were modernized to maintain attendance and reduce energy costs, and became increasingly
active online, mainly through social media. It is concluded that price increases did not signifi-
cantly affect physical activity participation.
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INTRODUCTION

Physical activity is an essential part of a healthy lifestyle. Everyday exercise helps to
cope with stress, prevent chronic illnesses, and (if done publicly or in a group) promote
mental well-being through social interactions (Vaquero-Abellan et al., 2022). Several
of our previous studies conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic found that a higher
proportion of adolescents take part in regular physical activity in Debrecen and the
surrounding region than the national average (Balatoni et al., 2019; Kosztin-Balatoni,
2021). Many students attend fitness classes, thanks to the significant development of
sports infrastructure in the last decade, both by the city government and the University
of Debrecen. The COVID-19 epidemic had a deleterious effect on Hungary, just as it did
the rest of the world, resulting in people becoming isolated. People’s sporting opportu-
nities were restricted; thus, their physical activity decreased, and attendance at sports
facilities dropped significantly. This decrease in exercise and fitness harmed people’s
physical and mental health worldwide (Puccinelli et al., 2021).

Before Hungary had recovered from the COVID-19 epidemic, the Russo-Ukrain-
ian War began. One of the consequences of the War and the subsequent sanctions and
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restrictions was the rise in energy prices in Europe, including Hungary (Adolfsen et al.,
2022). Energy cost increases and the resultant inflationary trends significantly impacted
the country’s economy and the viability of small and medium-sized enterprises. Infla-
tion, primarily believed to be the result of the War, significantly influences how people
live in Hungary.

With this in mind, our research aims to assess the impact of gas and electricity price
increases on the operation of fitness facilities in Debrecen. Our study seeks to determine
whether energy-related inflation leads to significant price increases for fitness services,
decreased physical activity by fitness center members, staff downsizing, and attendance.

According to our hypothesis, companies should have retained the benefits of digi-
tization during the COVID-19 epidemic. They tried to compensate for the increase in
overhead costs in 2020 by modernizing heating and lighting that rationalized energy
use and by increasing the price of entrance fees. According to our assumption, the
increase in ticket prices should have resulted in a decrease in the number of fitness club
members, i.e., a decrease in attendance.

In our study, after a literature review on the connection between physical activity
and health status, we present how fitness centers were affected by the recent economic
changes. In the conclusion section, we draw attention to the fact that economic austerity
has also posed serious challenges for operators of sports facilities and that government
support for these businesses should be made available as needed in similar situations to
promote the population’s health.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

Inactivity, a widespread hazard of our time, is one of the most significant risk factors for
ill health. It is also a leading cause of death, together with smoking, obesity, and hyper-
tension. According to WHO data, the number of obese people tripled between 1975
and 2016, and in 2016, 39% of the world’s population aged 18 and over was overweight
or obese (WHO, 2021). In Hungary, the proportion of overweight and obese people
is 58.2% (KSH, 2019a). To make matters worse, the proportion of people in Hungary
who were sedentary at work increased from 36% to 40% between 2014 and 2019 (KSH,
2019b). Obesity and a lack of physical exercise are strongly linked. Research shows that
the harmful effects of a sedentary lifestyle can only be counterbalanced by regular active
exercise (Thivel et al., 2018; Varga Szépné et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2023).

The relation of physical activity (PA) to health and mental well-being is an ongoing
topic of discussion. Their connection is continuously investigated, with recent research
findings that active and healthy lifestyles and a good diet help maintain physical health
and mental stability (Mathisen et al., 2023; Seefeldt et al., 2002). People who engage in
routine PA are overwhelmingly happier than those who do not and have improved self-
esteem, focus, and levels of optimism (Appelqvist-Schmidlechner et al., 2023). Physical
activity builds confidence and is described as a therapeutic process that impacts individ-
ual health and well-being in complex ways (Williams et al., 2023). Yoga has been deter-
mined to be an effective treatment for people with dementia, and in the elderly, physical
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fitness has been found to improve their cognitive functioning and mental health (Galle
et al., 2023; Karamacoska et al., 2023). Managing lifestyle activities, including physical
fitness, was found to be a first-line treatment for menstrual irregularity and infertility
(Cowan et al., 2023). In a different study on adult lifestyle, researchers found frequent
substance use, low diet quality, and low physical activity to have devastating effects on
mental health (Collins et al., 2023).

Inversely, high physical activity level is correlated with appropriate diurnal cortisol
levels, translating to better psychological functioning (MoyersHagger, 2023). Research
confirms that regular fitness activity is a natural prescription for developing, regulating,
and improving human health, including problems of depression, blood pressure, and
anxiety (Nguyen et al., 2023). Similarly, another study found that exercise improves
the quality of life and serves as a treatment enhancer for people with breast cancer
(Natalucci et al., 2023). PA support programs help improve physical activity (Amatori
et al,, 2023; Braam et al., 2010). Individual income levels affect engagement in physical
activity, an economic relationship that will be considered at greater length later in this
research (Lakerveld et al., 2008; Lewanczyk et al., 2023).

Researchers have also found that the COVID-19 pandemic has not only caused
significant harm to human health both through viral infection and worsening mental
health outcomes not caused by the infection (Adamu-Balatoni, 2022; Flanagan et al.,
2021; Laczko et al., 2023). Authorities have forced people worldwide to stay at home,
with restaurants, retail outlets, and other businesses in crowded places usually open to
the public ordered to close. Regulations varied from country to country, but between
March and June 2021, most fitness clubs were unavailable to the public. While the
fitness market had been growing strongly in the decade before the COVID-19 epidemic,
the epidemic threatened the existence of many gyms. Revenues fell significantly due to
COVID-19 closures.

According to Deloitte (2021), while the number of fitness club members in Europe
grew by an average of 4.7% per year between 2016 and 2019, the epidemic resulted in
a 15.4% decline by 2020.

During the epidemic, most fitness chains moved towards digitalization in prepara-
tion for the future and to adapt to the circumstances of the times, looking for oppor-
tunities to increase revenue, so digital workout plans were created, online classes were
held, and apps were developed to ensure online check-ins. As a result, the number of
virtual users increased significantly in a matter of weeks by July 2020 (Deloitte 2021). At
the same time, some of those who used to attend fitness classes have turned to outdoor
workouts or bought home equipment (Rada-Szabd, 2022).

Following the pandemic, interest in fitness classes started to grow again. People
crave fun workout experiences, and new technologies and artificial intelligence devel-
opments allow new fitness trends to emerge (Stajer et al., 2022). However, at the same
time as the epidemic was winding down, Europe and thus Hungary faced a new threat

- inflation - associated with the Russo-Ukrainian War.

Inflation is an overall increase in the price of services and commodities in an econ-

omy. In the case of War inflation, European Union and US sanctions on Russia in oil
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and gas, fertilizer, banking, and other critical sectors were the primary drivers. Russia is
the second largest oil producer in the world after Saudi Arabia. Before the sanctions,
most European countries heavily depended on Russia’s export of oil and gas to generate
electricity and to provide heating (Chen et al., 2023).

The long-term economic effects caused by the War are too substantial for small busi-
nesses to overcome easily. Many energy companies across Europe have been forced to
raise their prices, and this increase is passed on to consumers, who must pay more
for goods and services from businesses of every size, particularly small and medium
enterprises, which cannot easily absorb energy cost increases (Hungary Today, 2022).
In the broader sense, the situation has exacerbated adverse outcomes in the European
and global economies. The sensitivity of global trade to energy cost fluctuations has
led to significant commodity price increases and delivery disruptions (IThle et al., 2022).
Increased commodity prices may further jeopardize the ability of individuals to partici-
pate in fitness programs as they struggle to meet their basic needs.

2. METHODOLOGY

Our cross-sectional survey study employed telephone interviews using a structured
questionnaire in the first half of 2023. Our study targeted the operators and owners of
gyms and fitness centers in Debrecen that use gas heating and electricity to power their
machinery and provide services.

Debrecen is the second biggest Hungarian city after Budapest. It is in Hajda-Bihar
County, and the city has a total population of 203,914, with 52.05% women and 47.95%
men. Children and adolescents (between 7 and 17 years old) account for 11.75% of the
population. Young adults (those between 18 and 29 years old) account for 12.05% of
the population. Adults between 30 and 59 years old account for 42.95%, and the elderly
account for 18.8%. According to demographic data, the employment rate in Debrecen
is 65.9%, with only a 4.1% unemployment rate (BDeex, 2023).

Our survey consisted of 26 questions addressing five dimensions: operational abili-
ties, pricing, income and expenditure, and attendance.

A Google search using the terms fitness/gym in Debrecen found 39 fitness centers,
gyms, and similar organizations. After careful identification, six companies were found
to have closed prior to the commencement of the study. The remaining 33 organizations
on the list were contacted by telephone; five were found not to be fitness businesses in
their activities, and eight did not wish to participate in the survey. The twenty remain-
ing currently operating fitness centers in Debrecen were included in the study. Our
respondents were the owners or operators of these fitness centers and were contacted
via telephone to obtain their opinions.

The completed questionnaires were processed using the EvaSys 8.2 software (VSL
Inc., Szentendre, Hungary; http://www.vsLhu). Descriptive statistical analysis was used
to evaluate the data.
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3. RESULTS

3.1. OPERATIONAL ABILITIES

Fitness centers were first bracketed into four categories — 1-3 years, 4-6 years, 7-10, or
more than ten years of operation. Thirty percent of fitness centers reported having been
in business more than ten years, 25% reported having been in business 4-6 years, 20%
of fitness centers had been in business 1-3 years, an additional 20% of fitness center had
been business 7-10, and a mere 5% had been in business less than one year.

The participating fitness centers offer a range of services to their clients, includ-
ing group gymnastics, saunas, snack-bars, showers and changing rooms, spin classes,
squash, and gyms. Showers and changing rooms were provided by 95% of surveyed
facilities; gyms were offered by 90%, group gymnastics by 85%, snack-bars by 65%, and
saunas and spin classes by 30%. Squash courts were the least common amenity, only
offered by 15%, and no fitness offered access to a Jacuzzi (Table 1).

Table 1 Characteristics of the fitness centers

Measures to reduce overhead costs

Fitness Duration of o
5 Services
center code operation Short term Long term
Group gymnastics
Gym .
F1 7-10 years Personal gymnastics Increase prices None
Changing rooms/showers
Group gymnastics
More than Gyrp . Renqvatlon
F2 10 vears Solarium Increase prices Heating and
Y Changing rooms/showers lighting upgrade
Snack bar
Group gymnastics
Gym
Spm’?mg Renovation
Less than Solarium .
F3 None Heating and
one year Massage lichtine uperade
Sauna ghting upg
Changing rooms/showers
Snack bar
crou é};nrinamcs Increase prices Renovation
F4 More than Solarium Suspend certain Heating/lighting
10 years . . upgrade
Changing rooms/showers services .
Downsize staff
Snack bar
More than Group gymnastlc.s Decrease season-
F5 10 vears Personal gymnastics ass prices None
¥ Changing rooms/showers passp
Group gymnastics
F6 1-3 years Gym Increase prices Downsize staff
Changing rooms/showers
Snack bar
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Group gymnastics

Gym .
F7 7-10 years Changing rooms/showers Increase prices None
Snack bar
Group gymnastics Suspend certain
Gym services
F8 4-6 years Changing rooms/showers Reduced hours of None
Spinning operation
Group gymnastics
Gym .
F9 4-6 years Changing rooms/showers Increase prices None
Snack bar
Group gymnastics Renovation
F10 4-6 years Gym None Heating/lighting
Changing rooms/showers upgrade
Downsize staff
Gym Increase prices Renovation
F11 More than Changing rooms/showers Suspend certain Heating/lighting
10 years . upgrade
Snack bar services .
Downsize staff
Group gymnastics
Gym
Sg lrlllzglg Increase prices Renovation
F12 7-10 years 4 . Suspend certain Heating/lighting
Personal gymnastics . d
Sauna services upgrade
Changing rooms/showers
Snack bar
Group gymnastics
More than S ?X:lln Increase prices Renovation
F13 P 8 Reduced hours of Heating/lighting
10 years Sauna operation upgrade
Changing rooms/showers p P&
Snack bar
Group gymnastics
Gym Increase prices
F14 More than Sauna Reduced hours of Renovation
10 years . .
Changing rooms/showers operation
Snack bar
Group éyrrrrllnastlcs Increase prices
F15 7-10 years . Y Suspend certain Renovation
Changing rooms/showers .
Snack bar services
Group gymnastics
Gym
Spinning
Squash .
Personal gymnastics Increase prices
F16 4-6 years Sauna Decrease room Renovation
. temperature
Solarium
Massage

Indoor climbing
Changing rooms/showers

66
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F17

1-3 years

Sauna
Gym
Changing rooms/showers
Snack bar

Increase prices

Renovation

F18

4-6 years

Group gymnastics
Gym
Spinning
Squash
Changing rooms/showers
Snack bar

Increase prices

None

F19

1-3 years

Group gymnastics
Gym
Changing rooms/showers

None

Renovation

F20

1-3 years

Personal gymnastics

None

Renovation

Source: Authors’ questionnaire research

Timely technology adoption is crucial in today’s business climate. Respondents were
asked about their internet presence and use, and 85% indicated that their company had
an operational website. Social media platforms are significant in our daily lives, and the
level at which some organizations use them to increase their clientele base is worthy of
examination. Generally, fitness centers seem eager to adopt social media as a market-
ing and business tool. One hundred percent of fitness centers reported having a social
media presence on Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, or another platform to expand
their organization’s outreach. Figure 1 shows how many surveyed fitness centers use

social media compared to other online resources.

Figure 1 Online presence of the fitness centers (website, social media, online classes)

Number of fitness centers

25
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=
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Website

Social media

Online classes

Source: Authors’ questionnaire research
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Social media presence does not indicate fully embracing the internet as a business
tool during COVID-19. To evaluate how these centers responded to COVID-19 shocks,
researchers asked respondents if they offer online classes to their members or clients
who wish to engage in sports or physical activity from their homes, offices, or anywhere
outside of the fitness center at their convenience. Only 10% reported having organized
classes for physical activity, while 90% admitted to no online classes (Figure 1). The
number of fitness centers not offering online classes is surprisingly large, considering
the growing uncertainties in today’s business world.

Finally, communication is vital both within the company and outside. Therefore, to
understand how these centers value email on top of social media in maintaining inter-
nal and external relations, participants were asked, and 75% of them confirmed using
email to reach out to their customers and business partners.

3.2. PRICING

After evaluating the pricing strategy of the participating companies, researchers found
that 85% of the 20 participating fitness centers offer discounts (such as student and
pensioner passes, discounts for employees of certain companies, for those returning
after a semester break, discounts for time slots, or short-term promotions), but an equal
number recently increased the price of their services.

To the questions “Did your customer contest the price increase?” and “Do you believe
your customers are willing to accept any price increase?” not everyone could/wanted to
answer. However, 100% of those responding felt that the price increase caused resent-
ment among club members, but two-thirds believed that the clients would remain even
with the price increase and would not change their physical activity routine (Table 2).

Table 2 Pricing and pricing strategy of the fitness centers

Items Yes No number
1. Discounts offered 85% 15% 20
2. Price of services increase 85% 15% 20
3. Customers contest the price increase 0% 100% 14’
4. Customers willing to accept any price increase 66.7% 33.3% 15°
e I I e

Source: Authors’ questionnaire research
*Some respondents were unwilling or unable to comment on their customers’ behavior.

On dealing with the increasing overhead, 85% indicated an increase in the price of
their services, while 15% did not change the fees.
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Figure 2 Price increase percentage

Responses
F-9

More than 15% 13-15% Less than 13%

Pricelncrease
Source: Authors’ questionnaire research

Price is one factor used when evaluating inflation. The respondents were asked
about the percentage of price increase for their services. Figure 2 shows that out of 15
respondents who increased their prices, four reported increasing them more than 15%,
and four reported increasing their prices between 13-15%. In contrast, seven respond-
ents indicated increasing the price by less than 13%.

Combined with inflation in other domains, such as food, this increase in the price
of fitness center memberships could be an economic imposition on consumers, yet
there was no detectable relationship between the change in the number of guests and
the price increase.

3.3. INCOME AND EXPENDITURE

Evaluating income and expenses is very important for a company’s continued survival.
Maintaining the financial sustainability of a fitness club, despite gas and electricity price
increases and general inflation, is possible by reducing expenses, increasing income, or
some combination thereof.

Increasing revenues can be achieved by raising membership prices, increasing attend-
ance and membership, or combining the aforementioned. Digitization, promotions
(discussed above), or improvements to fitness rooms and the like can all contribute to
increased profitability, and 68.8% of the respondents reported renovations or buying new
machines and equipment in the last year. For 41.2% of the respondents, attendance did
not change, and only 35.3% saw a decrease. Nine service providers (45%) saw no decrease
in business and were able to undertake renovations despite raising their prices.

One way to reduce expenses is to reduce overhead costs through modernization and
upgrades to more energy-efficient equipment. Many fitness centers did this, with 35%
indicating that they upgraded their heating, lighting, or both. Ten percent installed a solar
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energy source, 10% installed geothermal heating, 25% added LED lighting, 10% replaced
windows and doors with more efficient ones, and 15% modernized heating (Figure 3).

Figure 3 Modernization of heating and lighting

Replacements
Solar panel

Geothermal heating

Modernization

Modernize heating N

LED lightings

o
=

2 3 4 5 6

Number of fitness centers

Source: Authors” questionnaire research

In addition to reducing expenditures and dealing with operational realities, 20% of
the respondents indicated reducing their workforce, a surprisingly small number.

4. CONCLUSIONS

We conducted this study to assess the impact of fuel-cost-related inflation - the rise in
gas and electricity prices — on the operation of fitness centers in Debrecen. We sought
to answer questions related to price increases of services, decreases in PA, declines in
turnover, and workforce reductions due to inflation.

In order to evaluate inflation, pricing is a determining factor. Our results suggest
that fitness centers raised prices to cover cost increases resulting from inflation, and the
passing of inflation to consumers was unavoidable. We predicted this increase, fearing
consumer engagement would be price-sensitive and decrease their physical activity. The
results of our research establish that our fears were not fully realized, which does not
establish that they were utterly unreasonable. We do not know how many fitness clubs
closed during the COVID-19 epidemic or due to economic and activity restrictions
imposed before our investigation. Notably, six companies were found to be closed but
still included in the online database we searched at the time of the investigation, indicat-
ing that they closed their business recently.

Additionally, we caution that some price insensitivity on the part of consumers does
not establish a complete inelasticity of demand for fitness center services. If inflation
continues to increase, the danger of neglecting PA engagement will rise due to consum-
ers needing to choose between ever-more expensive fitness center memberships and
more pressing (and ever-more expensive) needs.
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If consumers are forced to make this choice, both their health and the economy will
suffer. The health effects are apparent—more obesity, more cardiovascular problems,
and poorer overall life quality for the physically unengaged. The economic implica-
tions are also worthy of note. Fitness centers will lose revenue, cut back on services,
and reduce their workforce, leading to higher unemployment levels. Small and medium
enterprises are critical to the European economy, providing jobs and growth opportu-
nities for employees and entrepreneurs. In 2019, 98.9% of EU businesses outside the
financial services sector employed fewer than 50 people, qualifying them as micro or
small enterprises (EuroStat, 2022).

A sector with this significant contribution to the economy deserves special attention,
and fitness centers are an integral part of this sector.

Many fitness facilities have undergone renovation, modernization, or otherwise
seen increased investment, suggesting that owners are optimistic about the future. At
the same time, the battle between online training and home equipment and fitness clubs
is still undecided. How many people will return to exercising in a public space post-
COVID-19 remains to be seen.

The closure of fitness centers would have multiplying economic effects. We advise
that more support be given to micro or small enterprises, especially fitness centers, to
deal with rising overhead and other operational costs. Aid will increase the likelihood
of survival of these organizations and the jobs and tax revenue they provide. This is to
say nothing of the personal, economic, and community benefits of having a healthier
population routinely engaging in PA.

We strongly recommend that future research focus on the opinions of potential
customers and active fitness center members regarding price increases and the effects of
these increases on their physical fitness engagement. Researchers should pay particular
attention to the time immediately before and after the beginning of the Russo-Ukrain-
ian War and its attendant inflation. Finally, they should investigate why some fitness
centers survived this inflationary period, and others did not.

Our study is the first to analyze the situation of fitness facilities in Debrecen.
This specificity makes it valuable to a particular community yet limited in its
broader application. Debrecen is a small city at international level, which restricts
the generalizability of this research to the national level or outside of Hungary.
The number of fitness centers studied was also small, and not all centers contacted
responded to our participation requests, leaving real questions about the repre-
sentativeness of our sample. Finally, some of our research questions and conclu-
sions were subjective.

Despite these limitations, we believe this research can do much to help promote the
fitness industry and the overall health of the Hungarian people.
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