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A
ccording to Johns Hopkins Medicine, in any given year 
26% of the adult population of the U.S. suffers from some 
form of mental illness. The Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) estimates that percentage has doubled post-
COVID. Why? Because the two things that support mental well-
ness the most are connectivity and coping skills. And two things 
that COVID caused are loneliness and lack of access to coping 
skills. Quarantines separated people from each other, which created 
loneliness. Quarantines also separated people from those who could 
provide them with coping skills, such as our trainers and staff. 

Traditionally, mental health has been thought of as a 
horizontal continuum with little or no mental illness at one end, 
mild mental illness in the middle and high mental illness at the 
other. The main forms of treatment in this model are medication, 
psychoanalysis and institutionalization. 

In the Dual Continuum Model of 
Mental Wellness and Mental Illness, 
developed by the Global Wellness Institute, 
there are two continuums. 

The first continuum is the traditional 
horizontal one. It is pathogenic in nature, 
which means it deals with the disease 
of mental illness. It is focused more on 
the physiological condition and involves 
conventional clinical care.

The second, vertical axis is salutogenic in nature, which 
means it deals with wellness and lifestyle. It involves more holistic 
approaches and self-care. It goes from languishing at the bottom to 
flourishing at the top.

In this model, a person can be struggling with mental health 
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FOR MORE INFO: PFORDERS@WELLNESSFITNESSMATS.COM OR 800.981.4979

 SAFELY SANITIZE
the smooth, sealed surface of the FitnessMatTM 

with any gym disinfectant wipe  
FOR COMPLETE MEMBER PROTECTION
meets the ASTM G21 standard for anti-microbial properties

issues (languishing) due to 
external factors like poor 
lifestyle choices, external stress 
and life events even though 
he/she does not have a clinical 
mental illness. This is the 
case with both the Olympic 
gymnast Simone Biles and 
tennis player Naomi Osaka. 
They are experiencing “mental illness” more from external factors 
than from preexisting physiological ones. 

Conversely, a person can be flourishing even if he/she has 
a clinical mental illness. For example, if he/she has a good diet, 
exercises regularly and has manageable stress in their life, he/she can 
be happy and productive even while having a clinical mental illness 
such as schizophrenia. At times, this could require the combination 
of pathogenic and salutogenic approaches, such as medication and 
healthy lifestyle choices. 

Much of this is related to the Yerkes-Dodson Law of Positive 
Stress. Simply put, the law states that performance increases with 
the right amount of physical and mental stress. Too little stress and 
there is no improvement. Too much stress and there is actually a 
drop-off in improvement. This includes mental health improve-
ment. Again, this is what happened to both Simone Biles and 
Naomi Osaka: too much stress. 

Where do we, the health club industry in general and Planet 
Fitness® in particular, come into the equation? On the vertical 
continuum, exercise is salutogenic. It is all about wellness and 
self-care. 

Most members suffering from mental health issues will be 
languishing because of external factors and/or poor self-care, not 
because of clinically diagnosed mental health issues. These are the 
ones who will benefit from connectivity and coping skills most. 

One of the ways we can provide connectivity is by practicing 
the concept of Sawubona, the Zulu greeting that means “I see 
you.” Sawubona means a lot more than just the literal translation. 
It means “I see you. I see your heart. I see your hopes and dreams. 
I see your struggles and challenges.” It means “I really see you as a 
person.” 

The Zulu response to “Sawubona” is “Yebo, Sawubona.” 
“Yes. We see you, too!” The “we” is our family, our ancestors and 
everyone we carry around with us that has helped shape our lives. 
Our staff needs to mean it when they respond to a member’s 
“hello.” They need to really see that member, “too.” 

Continued on page 54

One of the ways we can provide 
connectivity is by practicing the 
concept of Sawubona, the Zulu 
greeting that means “I see you.” i
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We can provide members with coping skills through our 
fitness instruction. There is plenty of evidence to support the posi-
tive effects of exercise on mental health. The John W. Brick Mental 
Health Foundation recently released the “Move Your Mental 
Health Report,” which analyzed 1,100 studies done on various 
forms of exercise and their effect on mental health. The report 
categorizes the studies by exercise type for their effectiveness. These 
are some of the findings: 

• Research overwhelmingly supports the beneficial role of 
exercise and physical activity for addressing mental health issues, 
particularly depression and anxiety, the two conditions most 
exacerbated by COVID. 

• Frequency is more important than duration. Three to five 
30-45-minute moderate to vigorous exercise sessions per week 
appear to deliver optimal results. The key words are “moderate to 
vigorous.” Positive stress.

• More exercise is not always better. There appears to be a bell-
shaped curve where people who exercise 3-5 times per week show 
better mental health than those who exercise less than three or 
those who exercise more than five. Too much exercise can increase 
anxiety. (Yerkes-Dodson Law of Positive Stress)

• High intensity exercise is generally more effective than low 
intensity exercise. Vigorous exercise has been shown to be the 
equivalent of an entry-level dose of Zoloft. Again, positive stress. 

• Cardio is the best individual form of exercise for depression 
and anxiety, but a combination of cardio and strength is even more 
effective. 

• Initially, individual instruction is most effective for 
improving mental health. Easier learning of coping skills. Over 
time, group training can be just as beneficial. The increased 
connectivity factor.

How can we implement a mental health strategy into our 
clubs? 

1. Educate staff. Hold an all-hands staff meeting. Discuss the 
reasons why there is a mental health crisis. Explain the importance 
of connectivity and coping skills in the promotion of mental 
wellness. Discuss the role health clubs play in the salutogenic/well-
ness axis. Include how health clubs provide both connectivity and 
coping skills.

2. Consider a company-wide campaign that stresses providing 
connectivity and coping skills, not only for members but for staff as 
well. This could include staff group training sessions. 

3. Stress (pun intended) the concept of positive stress, again 
for both members and staff.

4. Stress the concept of Sawubona, regardless of what your 
company calls it. 

5. Implement the findings of the “Move Your Mental Health 
Report” into your training protocols. 

• Stress shorter, more frequent sessions. 
• Caution members against being obsessed with exercise and 

working out too often. 
• Stress moderate to vigorous workouts. Moderate to vigorous 

is, of course, different for each individual. The key is positive stress.
• Recommend a combination of cardio and strength workouts. 
• Encourage members to schedule a DYOP. 
• Encourage members to take our PF 360 and 30-Minute 

Circuit group sessions. 
Here’s the beauty of all these suggestions: We have already 

been doing most of them. But now, more than ever, it is critical to 
make these practices a priority. Our members need connectivity 
and coping skills more than ever before. It’s up to us to provide 
them.  G

Victor Brick is co-founder of the John W. Brick Mental 
Health Foundation and CEO for PF Growth Partners. For 
more evidence of the benefits of exercise in improving 
mental health, you can check out the free “Move Your 
Mental Health Report” on the John W. Brick website, 
JohnWBrickFoundation.org, under Resources. 
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minute moderate to vigorous 
exercise sessions per week 
appear to deliver optimal results. i


