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Recreation Trends

The following tables summarize the findings from 
the Sports & Fitness Industry Association’s (SFIA) 
2014 Sports, Fitness and Leisure Activities Topline 
Participation Report. 

degree of camaraderie.

Fitness walking has remained the most popular 
activity of the past decade by a large margin.  Walking 
participation during the latest year data was available 
(2013), reported over 117 million Americans had 
walked for fitness at least once.

From a traditional team sport standpoint, basketball 
ranks highest among all sports, with nearly 24 million 
people reportedly participating in 2013.  Team 
sports that have experienced significant growth in 
participation are rugby, lacrosse, field hockey, ice 
hockey, gymnastics, beach volleyball, and Ultimate 
Frisbee– all of which have experienced double digit 
growth over the last five years.  Most recently, rugby, 
field hockey, and lacrosse underwent the most rapid 
growth among team sports from 2012 to 2013.  

In the past year, there has been a slight (0.4%) decrease 
of “inactives” in America, from 80.4 million in 2012 to 
80.2 million in 2013.  According to the Physical Activity 
Council, an “inactive” is defined as an individual that 
doesn’t take part in any “active” sport.  Even more 
encouraging is that an estimated 33.9% of Americans 
above the age of 6 are active to a healthy level, taking 
part in a high calorie burning activity three or more 
times per week.

The Sports & Fitness Industry Association (SFIA) Sports, 
Fitness & Recreational Activities Topline Participation 
Report 2014 was utilized to evaluate national sport 
and fitness participatory trends.  SFIA is the number 
one source for sport and fitness research. The study is 
based on online interviews carried out in January and 
February of 2014 from more than 19,000 individuals 
and households. 

NOTE: In 2012, the Sports & Fitness Industry 
Association (SFIA) came into existence after a two-year 
strategic review and planning process with a refined 
mission statement-- “To Promote Sports and Fitness 
Participation and Industry Vitality”.  The SFIA was 
formerly known as the Sporting Goods Manufacturers 
Association (SGMA).

Information released by Sports & Fitness Industry 
Association’s (SFIA) 2014 Study of Sports, Fitness, 
and Leisure Participation reveals that the most 
popular sport and recreational activities include: 
fitness walking, treadmill, running/jogging, free 
weights and bicycling.  Most of these activities appeal 
to both young and old alike, can be done in most 
environments, are enjoyed regardless of level of skill, 
and have minimal economic barriers to entry.  These 
popular activities also have appeal because of the 
social aspect.  For example, although fitness activities 
are mainly self-directed, people enjoy walking and 
biking with other individuals because it can offer a 

Summary of National Participatory Trends Analysis

1.      Number of “inactives” decreased slightly, those ‘active to a 
healthy level’ on the rise

a.      “Inactives” down 0.4% in 2013, from 80.4 million to 80.2 million 

b.      Approximately one-third of Americans (ages 6+) are active to a 
healthy level

2.       Most popular sport and recreational activities

a.        Fitness Walking  (117 million)

b.       Running/Jogging (54 million)

c.        Treadmill (48 million)

3.       Most participated in team sports

a.        Basketball (23.7 million)

b.       Tennis (17.7 million)

c.        Baseball (13.3 million)

4.       Activities most rapidly growing over last five years 

a.        Adventure Racing – up 159%

b.       Non-traditional/Off-road Triathlon  – up 156%

c.        Traditional/Road Triathlon  – up 140%

d.       Squash – up 115%

e.       Rugby – up 81%

5.       Activities most rapidly declining over last five years

a.        Wrestling – down 45%

b.       In-line Roller Skating – down 40%

c.        Touch Football – down 32%

d.       Horseback Riding – down 29%

e.       Slow-pitch Softball – down 29%
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Basketball, a game originating in the U.S., is actually 
the most participated in sport among the traditional 
“bat and ball” sports with almost 24 million estimated 
participants.  This popularity can be attributed to the 
ability to compete with relatively small number of 
participants, the limited amount of equipment needed 
to participate, and the limited space requirements 
necessary – the last of which make basketball the only 
traditional sport that can be played at the majority of 
American dwellings as a driveway pickup game.   

As seen in Figure 3.11, since 2008, squash and other 
niche sports like lacrosse and rugby have seen strong 
growth.  Squash has emerged as the fastest growing 
sport overall, as it has seen participation levels rise by 
nearly 115% over the last five years.  Based on survey 
findings from 2008-2013, rugby and lacrosse have also 
experienced significant growth, increasing by 80.9% 
and 66% respectively.  Other sports with notable 

National Trends in General Sports

growth in participation over the last five years were 
field hockey (31.4%), ice hockey (27.9%), gymnastics 
(25.1%), and beach volleyball (18.5%).  From 2012 to 
2013, the fastest growing sports were rugby (33.4%), 
field hockey (19.2%), lacrosse (12.8%), and squash 
(9.6%).  During the last five years, the sports that 
are most rapidly declining include wrestling (45.2% 
decrease), touch football (down 32%), and slow pitch 
softball (28.9% decrease).

In terms of total participants, the most popular 
activities in the general sports category in 2013 
include basketball (23.7 million), tennis (17.7 million), 
baseball (13.3 million), outdoor soccer (12.7 million), 
and slow pitch softball (6.9 million).  Although three 
out of five of these sports have been declining in recent 
years, the sheer number of participants demands the 
continued support of these activities.

Figure 3.11 - National Participatory Trends - General Sports
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Swimming is unquestionably a lifetime sport.  
Swimming activities have remained very popular 
among Americans, and both competition and fitness 
swimming have witnessed an increase in participation 
recently.  Fitness swimming is the absolute leader 
in multigenerational appeal with over 26 million 
reported participants in 2013, a 13.5% increase from 
the previous year (Figure 3.12).  NOTE:  In 2011, 
recreational swimming was broken into competition 
and fitness categories in order to better identify key 
trends.

Aquatic Exercise has a strong participation base, but 
has recently experienced a downward trend.  Aquatic 
exercise has paved the way for a less stressful form 
of physical activity, allowing similar gains and benefits 
to land-based exercise, including aerobic fitness, 
resistance training, flexibility, and better balance.  
Doctors have begun recommending aquatic exercise 
for injury rehabilitation, mature patients, and patients 
with bone or joint problems due to the significant 
reduction of stress placed on weight-bearing joints, 
bones, muscles, and also the effect that the pressure 
of the water assists in reducing swelling of injuries.

Figure 3.12 - National Participatory Trends - Aquatics

National Trends in Aquatic Activity
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National participatory trends in general fitness have 
experienced some strong growth in recent years.  
Many of these activities have become popular due 
to an increased interest among people in improving 
their health by engaging in an active lifestyle.  These 
activities also have very few barriers to entry, which 
provides a variety of activities that are relatively 
inexpensive to participate in and can be performed by 
nearly anyone with no time restrictions.  

The most popular fitness activity by far is fitness 
walking, which had over 117 million participants in 
2013, which was a 2.9% increase from the previous 
year.  Other leading fitness activities based on 
number of participants include running/jogging (over 
54 million), treadmill (48.1 million), and hand free 
weights (43.2 million), and weight/resistant machines 
(36.3 million).  

National Trends in General Fitness
Over the last five years, the activities that are growing 
most rapidly are high impact aerobics (up 47.1%), 
yoga (up 36.9%), running/jogging (up 31.9%), cardio 
kickboxing (28.7% increase), and group stationary 
cycling (up 27.8%).  Most recently, from 2012-2013, 
the largest gains in participation were in boxing for 
fitness (8.7% increase), Tai Chi (up 8.3%), and high 
impact aerobics (up 7.1%).  See Figure 3.13.

Figure 3.13 - National Participatory Trends - General Fitness



42

Results from the SFIA’s Topline Participation Report 
demonstrate increased popularity among Americans 
in numerous general recreation activities.  Much 
like the general fitness activities, these activities 
encourage an active lifestyle, can be performed 
individually or with a group, and are not limited by 
time restraints.  In 2013, the most popular activities in 
the general recreation category include road bicycling 
(over 40 million participants), freshwater fishing 
(nearly 38 million participants), and day hiking (over 
34 million participants).  

National Trends in General Recreation

Figure 3.14 - National Participatory Trends - General Recreation

From 2008-2013, general recreation activities that 
have undergone very rapid growth are adventure 
racing (up 159%), non-traditional/off-road triathlons 
(up 156%), traditional/road triathlons (up 139.9%), 
and trail running (up 49.7%).  In-line roller skating, 
horseback riding, and skateboarding have all seen a 
substantial drop in participation, decreasing by 40%, 
29.4%, and 21.8% respectively over the last five years.  
See Figure 3.14.
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The following charts show sport and leisure market 
potential data from ESRI.  A Market Potential Index 
(MPI) measures the probable demand for a product or 
service in the Village of Oak Park.  The MPI shows the 
likelihood that an adult resident of the service area 
will participate in certain activities when compared 
to the US National average.  The National average is 
100, therefore numbers below 100 would represent 
a lower than average participation rate, and numbers 
above 100 would represent higher than average 
participation rate.  

The service area is compared to the national average 
in four (4) categories – general sports, fitness, outdoor 
activity, and money spent on miscellaneous recreation.  
Overall, the Village of Oak Park participation trends 

Figure 3.15 - Oak Park Participatory Trends - Recreation

Local Sports and Market Potential

demonstrate high market potential index numbers in 
all categories.  Of particular interest are:

•	 Participation in Golf, Soccer and Tennis

•	 All fitness-related programming (jogging / 
running, aerobics, pilates, yoga, swimming, 
weightlifting etc.)

•	 Outdoor activities (backpacking / hiking, 
biking, canoeing / kayaking etc.)

As seen in the tables below (Figures 3.15 to 3.18), the 
following sport and leisure trends are most prevalent 
for residents within service area.  Cells highlighted in 
yellow indicate the top three (top four in case of a 
tie) scoring activities for each category based on the 
purchasing preferences of residents.
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Figure 3.16 - Oak Park Participatory Trends - General Sports

Figure 3.17 - Oak Park Participatory Trends - Fitness

Figure 3.18 - Oak Park Participatory Trends - Outdoor Activity
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