Take Safety

Precautions In The
Fitness Setting

EVERY CLUB STRUGGLES WITH
SAFETY AND LIABILITY ISSUES.
WITH MORE AND MORE PRIVATE
CLUBS ADDING (OR EXPANDING)
FITNESS CENTERS, THE SUBJECT OF
SAFETY (AND LIABILITY) TAKES ON
EVEN GREATER IMPORTANCE.

In addition to OSHA, state, and
local
employee safety, clubs must take

regulations governing
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tect their members from harm —
while still offering a satisfying serv-
ice experience.

How do you offer your members a
comprehensive, well-equipped fit-
ness program without engendering
significant risk? After all, exercise
necessarily involves stress to the
human body — both to the cardio-
vascular and musculoskeletal sys-
tems. Unless you stress the muscles —
including the all-important cardiac
muscle — you can’t improve their
health and fitness. Yet the stress that
we call exercise raises the risk of any
of a number of injuries, including
those — such as a heart attack — that
can result in death.

So whart are the major risks inher-
ent in offering exercise to your mem-
bers, and how you can both mini-
mize those risks and reduce the club’s
liability for any accidents, which
may occur.

CARDIOVASCULAR RISKS
Exercising does, temporarily, raise

the risk of heart attack, even though it

reduces your overall risk throughout

the rest of the day and night. However,
there are a few facts that can help us
recognize when the risk is highest:

* Studies show that early morning
is the riskiest time of day to exer-
cise, with regard to heart attacks.
Certainly, those people with overall
low risk profiles — those who are
younger, healthier, and fitter — have
extremely low risk of incident at
ANY hour. Moreover, high-risk
individuals — who are older, more
overweight, unhealthier, or less fit —
are at much higher risk at any time
of day. Burt statistics show slightly
greater risk, statistically, in early
morning hours.

* More heart attacks occur during
the minutes immediately AFTER
strenuous exercise, than during exer-
cise itself. It's thought that a sudden
drop in cardiac output — which
occurs when you go rapidly from
strenuous activity to complete rest —
can put additional stress on the heart.

* Excessive heat and dehydration
can both lead to greater stress on the
cardiovascular system; both are con-
tributors to many golf course heart
attacks. Make sure your fitness facili-
ty is properly cooled, and that water
is readily available. Again, members
should be educated about the need
for proper hydration to maintain
fluid balance.

* The greatest risk, by far, is to
those people with pre-existing com-
promise to the cardiovascular system.
Although only medical testing can
identify all risks, there are basic
screening procedures, which can be
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implemented to help members iden-
tify and understand their risk factors.
Any fitness professional can adminis-
ter a basic cardiovascular risk profile
assessment; measure blood pressure;
or conduct a sub-maximal stress test.

Of course, you can't always prevent
every incident. Your club’s facility
should have a well-developed emer-
gency procedure in case of cardiac
incident. It should 2lso be equipped
(or have close at hand) with an AED

(Automated External Defibrillator)
and CPR (Cardiopulmonary
Resuscitation) apparatus. Fitness

staff should maintain current train-

ing in CPR and AED use.

MUSCULOSKELETAL RISKS

With members making use of
weights, exercise machines, and
other exercise devices, it’'s almost
inevitable that accidents will occur.
Nevertheless, we have found that
there are ways to reduce the risks of
dangerous falls, impact injuries, joint
sprains, muscle strains, etc.

First and foremost, it’s essential
that members be instructed in prop-
er exercise techniques. You wouldn’t
expect people to take up tennis safe-
ly without lessons, yet we often hear
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of clubs who believe that fitness centers can be unstaffed
or manned with only untrained personnel. Proper
instruction is not only advantageous, it may indeed
reduce the club’s legal liability in case of accident.

David L. Herbert, ].D., is perhaps the preeminent
expert in legal matters pertaining to exercise and fitness
programs. His book, Legal Aspects of Preventive,
Rehabilitative, and Recreational Exercise Programs, co-
authored with William G. Herbert, Ph.D., is considered
by many to be the “bible” of exercise-related law.

Herbert acknowledges that some risk can be con-
tained by having participants sign a
properly worded “informed
consent” or “liability
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waiver’ form — best administered by staff. However, he
maintains that supervision is essential. He goes so far as
to recommend that, even after a member is instructed
in proper equipment use, participants must be ade-
quately supervised while using the equipment.

Obviously, only well-trained professional staff members
can provide this kind of instruction and supervision. The
huge “up-side” to this kind of staffing is the markedly
increased facility use, which goes with it. Professionally
staffed fitness centers — like a tennis facility with top pros
— attract members and potentially increase revenue, along
with member satisfaction.

EQUIPMENT DESIGNS
In addition to having members sign legal forms and
properly staffing your facility, the next best risk-reduc-
er is installation of the right kinds (and brands) of
equipment. Certain types of equipment are more dan-
gerous than others. For example, treadmills are by far
the most dangerous machines in a fitness facili-
ty, causing the greatest number of serious acci-
dents. Falls and injuries can easily occur to
members who try to mount or dismount a mov-
ing belt, drift off the belt while watching a TV
or other distraction, push the wrong button on
the computer controller, or even try to chase a towel
or iPod they've dropped while walking/running.
Cycles and elliptical machines typically pose no seri-
ous hazard, although ellipticals sometime have moving
parts that should be p|;u;t‘d to avoid tripping other
members.
For those members who prefer free weights — and
there will be some — we recommend rubberized
dumbbells placed on easy-to-access racks. Finally,
barbell fans can likely be satisfied with a Pro-Spot
brand machine, which places a barbell on elec-
tronically controlled cables. This unit allows
complete freedom of movement, burt also locks
the bar in place as soon as you release it — pro-
viding a high level of safety even for exercis-
ers working alone.
Developing a safe facility is a process that
involves the building, the equipment, the
layout, the signage, proper legal forms,
staffing, and instruction. Covering those
bases will ensure that your risks are lim-
ited while your customer service is
maintained at a high level. BR

Doug Baumgarten is president of Country
Club Fitness. He can be reached at 301-
258-8885 or at http://www.countryclub

fitness.com/
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