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Swimming is regaining importance

The individualisation of our society and new ways of work-
ing, with blurring boundaries between work and leisure, 
are leading to stronger on-demand activities like swim-
ming, jogging and cycling. These are often performed in 
public spaces that are not limited by opening hours. This 
means that more access to lap swimming for all (not only 
for competition) is needed and that opening hours should 
be extended.
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IAKS FUTURE TRENDS 
FOR POOLS
Swimming and water-based leisure have always been a human need and desire since 
ancient times and will continue to be so. Their physical and emotional benefits have always 
been recognised. The way people are taking the waters has changed and will continue to 
change over time, so pool facilities will have to adapt to evolving user behaviour accord-
ingly.

The IAKS pool expert circle has identified the following IAKS future trends for public pools 
(in this paper ‘pools’ always stands for ‘public pools’ and does not include hotel pools).

These future trends outline important developments for professionals and non-professionals 
(e.g. politicians and other stakeholders) involved in pools around the world. These proposi-
tions describe aspects and trends observed by experts and do not claim to be exhaustive. 
Their order does not reflect their relative importance, and some of them may be contradic-
tory. This is not surprising, as our world continues to become more complex and there is no 
one correct solution. The various unique needs and developments at a specific location have 
to be understood and integrated in a sustainable solution.



Immersing in a lifelong healthy lifestyle

Water sports and swimming fit in perfectly with the trend of people leading more 
healthy lifestyles coupled with an ageing society with more active seniors. This is 
why water-based exercise classes, as a gentle start to an active lifestyle, and swim-
ming lessons for adults are becoming more popular.

As many children are not taught to swim any more by their parents, swimming les-
sons for children (in school or as a leisure activity) are becoming more important.

These activities can often be accommodated in learner/teaching pools and are 
better supported with an adjustable/movable floor (multifunctional pools).
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Pools are turning into 
‘wellness hubs’

The increasing importance of ‘preventive health 
care’ (including mental health/stress reduction) is 
encouraging holistic life-style activities. The combi-
nation of sports with relaxation activities is gaining 
in importance, so wellness offerings are being added 
more frequently to classical competition pools, e.g. 
warm water/spa pools, sauna/steam rooms, treat-
ment areas, lounging zones. German-speaking 
Europe has a strong wellness-oriented bathing cul-
ture with the pool infrastructure designed to sup-
port this. However, the added wellness offerings at 
smaller and more competition-oriented pools should 
be closely analysed for their economic benefits.

The healthy eating trend is boosting demand for 
healthier food offerings at pools.
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Fun for children and families

In addition to the wellness trend, children and families are a core target group for pools. Having fun is important 
for children and families as an introduction to the water and for leisure. To support this, facilities need to be more 
attractive and provide amenities focused on fun.

Designing for inclusivity

The original conception of accessibility focused on the needs of people with visual and mobility impairments. This has expand-
ed significantly in recent years as society becomes more inclusive. This has also been driven by demographic change, migration 
and increasing cultural diversity. Social sustainability and inclusion have become important goals for public leisure facilities.

The political decision-making process is therefore increasingly involving all stakeholders and the public from the beginning. It 
should start by defining the socio-economic outcomes and political goals of a new project (e.g. as in Denmark and Canada).

Inclusivity requirements are resulting in new design strategies for many aspects of pools including stairs, lighting, signage, sur-
faces and acoustics, as well as for universal changing areas and toilets. 

Cultural and demographic differences are also driving increasing demand for privacy strategies so that certain groups can be 
better accommodated.
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Pools as place for socialising

The social function of sports and leisure facilities is growing in impor-
tance. Facilities need to be multifunctional and serve as a ‘social hub’ 
for the community. This is best accomplished if the facility integrates 
all stakeholders and seeks close relations with users.

Sports and leisure facilities also play an important role in supporting 
and encouraging participation by adolescents, and this has many pos-
itive social outcomes in the broader community.
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Safe and secure pools

The potential for antisocial behaviour calls for measures such as video surveillance and security teams.
The increasing responsibility and liability of leisure facilities towards their users raises the need for more 
surveillance staff, surveillance technology (e.g. underwater surveillance systems), and more complex 
building construction and makes the use of certified products more important.
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Sustainable and healthy pool facilities

Climate change places a new focus on ecological sustainability. This ne-
cessitates a holistic approach from planning and construction through to 
the operation of pools with a minimal ecological footprint. Important 
strategies include water conservation, heat recovery, combined heat and 
power generation, solar energy, passive house principles, and waste/
plastic reduction.

Health consciousness also calls for better air and water quality and in-
cludes a desire for reduced concentrations of by-products of chlorine 
disinfection. Consequently, higher technical standards (together with 
tighter regulations) are resulting in increased investment costs for pool 
projects.

In some regions, the increasing awareness of climate change is resulting 
in a call for more protection of facilities from the sun and rain. Air pollu-
tion poses new challenges and imposes limitations on outdoor activities.
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Competing demands on public finances

The competing demands on public finances call for a prioritisation of investments. In competition for public 
funding, promoters of pool projects have to communicate the significant ‘public value’ of pools (also known as 
the ‘social return on investment’, see report from Davies, Larissa (2016): Social Return on Investment in Sport, 
Sheffield Hallam University) to government and other stakeholders.

In response to financial pressures, new projects can be executed in partnership models with not-for-profit or pri-
vate commercial companies.

© IAKS



Improving economics

Long-term business plans (including life-cycle costing 
and financing) are crucial steps towards achieving a 
good long-term financial outcome.

Financial performance can also be improved in multi-
component facilities by combining profitable life-style 
sports with traditionally unprofitable activities and 
sports, e.g. adding leisure elements or a fitness club 
to a competition pool, or by combining pools with 
other non-sport municipal functions. Sport England 
promotes this kind of combination, e.g. combining 
the pool, sports hall and fitness club with a library.

Furthermore, regional pool planning increases effec-
tiveness. Especially where seasonal outdoor and 
indoor pools are in different locations, it makes sense 
to manage them jointly at one location. Also, the du-
plication of similar pools should be avoided in the 
same catchment area.

Revisiting the business case is also very important 
when old pools need refurbishment.

Finally, pool management usually has the highest 
economic leverage on revenues, and especially ad-
mission fees (rather than costs), and pools should be 
managed professionally (rather than politically).
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International harmonisation of demand

Globalisation, the internet and people’s increasing mobility are influencing 
user expectations. Users’ demands are heavily influenced by international 
best-practice pools. Global trends should therefore be monitored closely, 
with the growing harmonisation of international quality standards.

Digital transformation

The omnipresence of digital technology makes the 
digital accessibility of sports and leisure facilities in-
dispensable, before, during and after the visit. Fur-
thermore, virtual and augmented reality will make 
inroads into sports and leisure (facilities), e.g. the 
first virtual reality water slides are being installed. 
Another development is an increasing demand for 
sports tracking/performance measurement.

New admission control and (non-cash) payment sys-
tems will transform service quality for users and 
reduce staffing requirements.

In marketing, mass media communication is declin-
ing and individualised marketing is increasing, e.g. 
social media, Google adwords.

All this collected data raises the complexity of data 
security, privacy expectations and regulatory com-
pliance (e.g. GDPR in Europe).

In project design, the use of building information 
modelling (BIM) is increasing and may lead to better 
integration with operational systems, but its conse-
quences for the business concept should be closely 
watched.
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Diverse development of market segments

Commercial life-style sports are often serviced by privately financed and operated sports 
and leisure facilities such as fitness clubs, wellness/sauna facilities and thermal baths.

This trend can leave municipal and school facilities lagging behind with the more un-
profitable sports segments (e.g. competition pools) and without the opportunity for 
cross-financing with profitable sport segments. This puts additional strain on municipal 
facilities where the return on investment is more social than purely financial. In these 
cases, an assessment of the public value is necessary.

Scarcity of space

Increasing urbanisation is putting 
pressure on limited public open space. 
These spaces therefore need to 
become more multifunctional and to 
allow physical activities of many kinds. 
For example, seasonal outdoor pools 
can be used outside their normal op-
erating season as park space or in 
winter for ice skating.

© Ema Peter

© FaulknerBrowns Architects



Fight for talent

Demographic change and in some regions a thriving economy have 
led and will lead to significant difficulties for leisure facilities in re-
cruiting and retaining skilled staff. This means that pools will have to 
improve employee loyalty and develop new ways of attracting and 
retaining staff, e.g. employer branding, in-house staff training.
In some areas, new technologies may reduce staff requirements or 
result in the revision of job responsibilities.

Good design

The delivery and operation of successful pools are complex 
tasks. Good design is an essential part of providing an en-
hanced user experience that fosters long-term loyalty and 
high participation. The complete quality of the swimming 
experience is a critical component for long-term success.
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IAKS 
WHO WE ARE
The IAKS is a global non-profit organi-
zation and source of information about 
planning, design and management of 
sports and leisure facilities. 

Our network is the meeting place for 
architects, engineers, clients, designers, 
local authorities, technical and opera-
tive management, sports federations 
and clubs!

You’re enthusiastic about high-quality, 
functional and sustainable sports 
facilities? You appreciate cross-sector 
exchange among experts? You’re 
looking for or can provide forward-
looking information on the design, 
construction and operation of sports 
and leisure facilities?

If so, you’ll feel at home in the global 
IAKS network: for inspiration, solutions 
and a global forum – in existence since 
1965!


