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For the City of Monterey, Calif., providing fitness 
assessment and training programs for first-responder 
personnel — fire and police — as well as the entire 

city workforce, has paid huge dividends, from fewer 
days off to increased productivity, and, most importantly, 
to a change in the fitness culture that has resulted in an 
overall healthier and happier workforce. 

“When I took the job with the City of Monterey, I 
met with the fire chief, and proposed putting together 
a program here for the City of Monterey,” explained 
Bill Rothschild, MA, CSCS, MES, fitness manager, 
City of Monterey and the Monterey Sports Center, who 
has been in the position for 20 years, dating back to 
the inception of a city-wide fitness program. “It took 
us a couple of years to get it all put together, but we 
have been doing annual assessments and testing with 
fire personnel for about 18 years using the MicroFit 
system. We added police as we developed the program, 
and about three years ago, I had been meeting with 
the city manager  about expanding the program to the 
entire city workforce, and we initiated that about two-
and-a-half years ago.”

Rothschild and his staff now annually test every 
full-time and regular part-time employee (more than 
400 employees) that works for the City of Monterey. 
His department also provides testing for the general 
public on a drop-in basis and for facility members (cur-
rently at 8,317), and conducts testing for local medical 
providers for their patients. 

“When we initiated the program about 20 years ago, 
firefighters were not as into working out or into fitness as they 
are now, and a good number of them smoked back in the day, 
and did not necessarily have the healthiest of lifestyles — the 
way that they would eat their foods, and the way they would 
work out or not work out. So over the years, we have changed 
the environment and culture, to where it is now expected that 
you will work out on duty, and they eat a lot better and pay 
much more attention to health and fitness parameters than 
they did 20 years ago.”  

This initial success that Rothschild had with firefighters 
helped to pave the way for expansion to police and the entire 
city workforce, as he was able to quantify this success with 
statistics and data. 

“One of the things that has worked really well is, about 
three years into the program, we worked with our HR depart-
ment and our workers’ compensation carrier at the time, and 
we did some data analysis where we looked at lost work time 
and injury rates prior to the initiation of the annual fitness 

program, and then the same data three years after the initiation 
of the program, and there was a really significant drop in both 
lost work time and number of claims, as well as overall cost 
of the program. So we were able to go back to the city and 
show a significant cost savings to the city, which appeared to 
be directly linked to the program, and that is what has allowed 
us to expand the program and get it into working with police 
and city workers as well.” 

Rothschild pointed out that statistically he looked at corpo-
rate fitness as the standard estimate for return on investment. 
“If you look at all the data, it comes out as a three-to-one 
ratio, so that every dollar that you spend on corporate fitness 
or wellness programs, you get a return of about three dollars 
in terms of reduced lost-work time and increased productiv-
ity. It is hard to quantify that, but that is what most of the 
research has shown. We have found at least that return, if 
not greater. And, of course, you have causative linking — is 
it directly related to the program or are there other factors? 
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The City of Monterey, Calif., provides 
annual fitness assessments for its work-
force, including fire and police personnel.



benefit that they really value and enjoy,” said Rothschild. “It 
does rely a bit on the honor system, as they are tracking their 
workouts in a log that they turn in at the end of each quarter, 
but what we have found is with the annual assessments we 
are able to kind of verify based on the changes in their fitness 
levels — body composition, cardio fitness, flexibility and 
other physical parameters over time — that they have been 
doing what they say, and are participating in the program.”  

He continued, “And that is why we use the MicroFit system, 
as it gives us an annual opportunity to sit down with each 
employee and go over their assessment and see what the issues 
are, make changes to their programs and chart a path forward. 
We’ve been using the MicroFit System for 18 years running, 
and have been very happy with how the system supports our 
efforts to provide excellent service to our guests, members 
and our employees.”

In doing the assessments, Rothschild and his staff found 
that the biggest issue, especially with the younger employ-

ees, is the increase in 
blood pressure that oc-
curs when they enter the 
workforce and have been 
there for awhile. “Part 
of that is work stress, 
and part of that is po-
tentially weight gain and 
other factors, but part of 
it is — particularly in 
areas like fire and police 
— an over-reliance on 
caffeinated and energy 
beverages to stay awake 
and alert, especially dur-
ing long shifts and late 
shifts.”

To combat  that , 
Rothschild and his staff 
have made a big effort 
within the city and the 
departments to promote 
the reduction in the 
amount of these types 

of beverages that they are consuming, as well as to promote 
healthier alternatives, and more of a lifestyle change to help 
reduce blood pressure.

He pointed out that a lot of what he and his staff do ini-
tially is re-assure the person that the City of Monterey has a 
really knowledgeable and credible staff. “Just putting anyone 
in there to do the assessments is not a good idea, and that is 
going to lose credibility and hurt the program, and not appear 
to be as beneficial. I also teach at California State University, 
Monterey Bay, in the Kinesiology department. What I teach is 
essentially personal training and fitness and those activities, so 
I am able to hire really high-quality staff out of that university 
program. Most of my staff have at least a B.A. degree, and 
many have their master’s degree in exercise science, and they 
all have very high-level certifications.”

For the assessment, Rothschild and his team use MicroFit’s 
FAS-2 Fitness Assessment System, which includes a collec-
tion of medical-grade fitness testing equipment that interfaces 
directly to a computer for analytics and tracking. 

“After the initial medical screen, we usually do some form 

— but we were able to pretty conclusively show that there 
was a significant benefit to the program.”

CHANGING THE CULTURE
Although the program is voluntary, there is 90-percent 

participation, “which is pretty significant,” Rothschild pointed 
out.  “The way we are doing the city fitness program is basically 
each person does annual assessments with my department, 
and we give them recommendations based on the findings. 
What is great is they can choose to get a membership here 
at the facility, which is a taxable benefit, so they are taxed 
for the value of that membership, but other than that the city 
basically absorbs the cost of it. And because we are part of 
the city, essentially we are a city recreation facility and sub-
sidized by the city.”

He noted that the facility recovers about 92 percent of its 
operating costs, which means that the city has to subsidize 
about 8 percent of the remaining annual operating costs. “In 
lieu of just a direct sub-
sidy, what we are offer-
ing the city, and what 
we have been offering 
the city for a few years, 
is the opportunity to get 
some benefit for a por-
tion of that subsidy. So 
instead of say giving the 
sports center $200,000 
to help with the subsidy 
offset, at $200,000, it is 
an exchange for services 
provided — so we do the 
annual assessments, the 
fitness programming, the 
memberships, physi-
cal therapy (we have 
two full-time physical 
therapists on staff), 
onsite work ergonomic 
evaluations, job training, 
and we work with indi-
viduals who are under 
physical stress in their positions — and all of that is part of 
basically a budget transfer. So the benefit to the city is that it 
gets all of these great services that it otherwise would have 
to pay an outside resource for, but it is done internally, so it 
helps us offset our operating costs and meet our bottom line.”  

One of the benefits for firefighters, and it is part of the 
memorandum that they have with the City of Monterey, is that 
Rothschild and his department have created fitness gyms at 
each of the fire stations, “because they can’t really leave the 
fire station to go work out, as they have to be there to respond 
to emergency calls,” he explained. “So they can work out on 
site, we developed mini fitness centers at each station, with 
the larger stations having more available.” 

What the program affords police and city employees is 
the opportunity to accumulate up to 10 hours of off-time per 
quarter, if they are able to regularly participate in the program, 
which means three sessions a week for 30- to 40-minutes 
each, or two sessions per week for 45- to 60-minutes each. 

“We call it a fitness incentive, but it is 10 hours of vacation 
time per quarter, to up to 40 hours in a calendar year, so it is a 
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good after-market and warranties, so we have been pleased 
with them as well.”

For resistance equipment, when the city did its expansion 
about 13 years ago, Hoist won the bid, and “we have been 
very happy with them and their strength line and equipment,” 
noted Rothschild. “But we are getting ready this next year 
to do a competitive bid to overhaul our weight room, and we 
will be looking at some lines coming out from Life Fitness, 
Cybex and some of the other manufacturers.” 

Because the sports center is a government facility, all fitness 
contracts for large orders must go through a competitive-bid 
process, with cost, quality and versatility major determining 
factors, as well as environmental concerns, as was the case 
for a recent spinning bike bid that was completed. 

“One of the factors we were looking at for that bid was 
the battery in the monitor for these bikes. Many times these 
burn out and need to be replaced, so there is an environmental 
cost, as well as the cost of the batteries themselves, and we 
don’t like the fact that we would be creating all of these dead 
batteries over the years,” he explained. “Some of the newer 
cycles are coming out with regenerative systems that actually 
recycle the energy from the cycling right into the monitor, 
so there is no battery replacement. We are trying to go green 
as much as possible, so that was one of the deciding factors 
we made in our most recent bid. Even though it was not the 
lowest cost, it had that feature.”

Star Trac won the bid with its Ion Blue model, which has 
the recycled-energy feature that Rothschild was looking for. 
“It is a well-built cycle,” he noted. “One of the issues that we 
have here as a coastal community is the potential for rust, so 
we looked for equipment that is rust-resistant, has anodized 
features that help prevent that. The Star Trac line does that, 
plus the maintenance on it is pretty easy, and they have the 
green-energy recycle element we wanted.” 

For functional equipment, such as kettlebells, sand bags, 
medicine balls, etc., the City of Monterey works mainly with 
Perform Better/MF Athletic and Sportsmith, and GNR on 
the rehab side.

For staff training and certification, the two primary orga-
nizations the city uses are the American College of Sports 
Medicine (ACSM) and the National Strength and Condition-
ing Association (NSCA), noted Rothschild. “The NSCA is 
geared more toward the strength and functional-performance 
side, especially with its Tactical Strength and Conditioning 
(TSAC), which has really gone big in the military and police 
and fire,” he explained. “So I have some of my trainers who 
are TSAC certified, and I like to use them when I am working 
with first responders, just because they speak the language, 
and have a better understanding of the tactical side.” 

Overall, Rothschild said that working for the City of Mon-
terey for the past 20 years “has been a great opportunity to 
create a program where we are actually able to implement 
many of the ideas and principles that we talk about in terms 
of health and wellness and fitness promotion, but quite often 
don’t get a chance to do. Here, we have been able to create 
something where we can actually implement, track and man-
age that stuff over a long period of time, so it has been very 
rewarding.”  —GRF

of treadmill ergometry to test cardiovascular function,” Roth-
schild explained. “We measure heart rate and blood pressure 
response to exercise — pre-test, during the test and post-test 
— and we do an upper body strength test using a cable ten-
siometer, which is basically a static upper body curl that is 
part of the MicroFit system. It is a low-risk test that provides 
a good relative measure of upper body strength. We do body 
composition, so we are looking at percentage of body fat versus 
lean body mass, and we do flexibility, as well as lower back 
and hip. We do some basic ancillary tests, such as a balance 
test or gait test or postural evaluation, based on what they do 
and what comes up during the initial screen. Then we print 
out those results and go over them with the employee, and 
show them where they have improved from last year, where 
they have need or room for improvement. We then show them 
exercises or put them on exercise programs that will help 
them achieve improvement in the areas that are most in need.” 

One of the challenges is prescribing fitness programs for 
command staff and upper management, who “work 12- to 14-
hour days, and they are sitting most of that time,” he noted. 
“They are not very active and they typically do not have a lot 
of time to work out during the week, so you are not going to 
give them a standard three- or five-day-a-week,  one-hour-
per-session kind of program, because it simply won’t work. 
So we have to look at how can we create a program that is 
going to actually work into this person’s lifestyle.”  

For an answer, Rothschild turned to a study by fitness 
researcher Mike Westcott, a professor at Quincy College 
in Massachusetts, who found that with the military — par-
ticularly the command staff that he was asked to work with 
— the rank-and-file soldiers had mandatory PT and were 
working out doing various daily activities, but the command 
staff were not, so they were really failing when it came to 
weight and blood pressure, and cardio fitness and issues later 
in their career. 

“Westcott found that a short circuit program, done two to 
three times per week for only 30 minutes, was very effective 
over time in changing the command staff’s fitness parameters 
and their health,” he explained. “They could manage it, so 
they were far more likely to stick with it. So that is the model 
that we are going with in terms of recommendations for a lot 
of our command staff here in the city.” 

TOOLS OF THE TRADE
As part of their benefit package for working for the City 

of Monterey, city workers have access to the Monterey Sports 
Center, a 72,000-square-foot fitness facility with pools, fitness 
rooms, and group-exercise programs. The fitness center has a 
wide array of fitness equipment available, including cardio, 
strength and functional fitness equipment, as well as options 
for those with physical limitations or medical and rehab needs. 

“The companies that we tend to have the most success with 
in our facility in terms of quality equipment at a moderately 
priced bottom line, and in terms of the after-market (replac-
ing parts), and repair and maintenance, include Life Fitness, 
which has always been good for us, and Precor, and, recently, 
we have been finding that a lot of the Cybex equipment — 
treadmills, cycles, crosstrainers — has a good price point, 
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