
The History of Acrobatics 

Foundation of Acrobatic Rotations 

There is such a wide variety of disciplines in ‘acrobatics’ it would be difficult to cover them all. The main 
purpose of this book is to give an over arching view in the form of a storyline that you as a coach or 
athlete can apply to help make the process of learning more systematic. Without an understanding of 
the history of the acrobatic discipline it is hard to truly appreciate the effort that has gone into making 
acrobatics what it is today. It is also hard to know where it will go in the future if you do not look at the 
past. This is why I will begin with a brief history of acrobatics describing the initial starting points.  


Acrobatic traditions are found in many cultures, and there is evidence that the earliest of such traditions 
occurred thousands of years ago. For example, Minoan Art Circa 2000 BC depicts acrobatic feats on the 
backs of bulls.  Ancient Greeks  and  Romans  practiced acrobatics, and the  noble court  displays of 
the European Middle Ages would often include acrobatic performances that included juggling.


In China, acrobatics have been a part of the culture since the Western Han Dynasty  (206 BC-AD 220) 
when acrobatics was part of the village harvest festivals. During the Tang Dynasty, acrobatics saw much 
the same sort of development as European acrobatics saw during the Middle Ages, with court displays 
from the 7th through 10th centuries dominating the practice. Acrobatic art is still an important part of 
modern Chinese culture to this day.


Acrobats are also depicted in fine art, such as  the painting ‘Acrobats at 
the Cirque Fernando’ by Francisca and Angelina Wartenberg, Pablo 
Picasso's 1905  'Acrobat and Young Harlequin' and  ‘Acrobats in a Paris 
Suburb’ by Viktor Vasnetsov.


Another form of acrobatic movement existed in native populations, such 
as the Inuit people of the northern hemisphere. During their spring 
whaling festival, a large blanket of sewn walrus and seal skins would be 
held aloft by the many Eskimo villagers encircling it. One person sat in the 
middle of the skin and was repeatedly tossed into the air by those holding 
the edges. The game was both the extreme height of the toss and the 
participant’s ability to consistently land on their feet. Throughout the next 
few decades circus performers continued to hone their equipment; or 
rigging as it was called in the circus. They hand-crafted their own designs 
such as springboards, teeter-boards, stretched fabric or animal skin on 
barrels, in order to further impress audiences and reach new heights.
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In 1793, John Bill Ricketts (1769–1800) an English equestrian, brought the first modern circus to the 
United States. He was the first American known to have included ‘Leaping’ in his acts. George 
Washington was reputed to have attended the shows and was good friends with Ricketts. 


There are many forms of human movements so to identify when acrobatics started is a misguided feat 
but there are a few points in history worth noting. Forms of acrobatics have been around long before the 
Traditional sport but we will jump to the early and mid 1800s. 


In the beginning a trampoline was known as any apparatus that a performer would use to bound and 
leap into the air. Before the ‘flying trapeze’ was invented the most important act of a circus was called 
“Leaping” and every well known circus would have this incorporated in their show. The performer would 
run down a ramp and hit the “Trampoline,” which resembled a diving board. He would then be propelled 
forward, jumping over people, animals and other objects. Some accounts of Leaping date back to the 
1600s but on a smaller scale. 


Tom King, in 1856, was the first person to be crowned the Leaping Champion after he vaulted 31 feet 
and 7 inches. He would perform doubles over both people and horses regularly and was rumoured to 
have tried a triple. Many others tried to do triples but many died in the process, with over 20 deaths from 
leaping recorded during this period.  


In 1859, a Frenchman named Jules Léotard, invented the 
‘Flying Trapeze’ by connecting a bar to some ventilator cords 
above the swimming pool in his father's gymnasium in 
Toulouse, France. After practicing tricks above the pool, 
Leotard performed his act in the Cirque Napoleon (now known 
as the Cirque d'hiver). The traditional flier's costume, the 
'leotard,' is named after him to this day and worn by all 
gymnastics and trampoline athletes, including acrobat Robert 
Stickney; well known for his grace in the air beyond the other 
leapers.


In 1874 the first ‘recorded’ triple front flip was done by John 
Worland who was well recognized within the community. He 
did this over 5 horses in front of hundreds of people. The “Trampoline” he was using would not be 
recognized by today’s standards but was called a “Batoute.” It is hypothesized that it was taken from the 
Russian word for trampoline, “Batut.” It resembled more of a springboard than anything else. Trampoline 
and springboard were used interchangeably at this point in history and was not distinguished as different 
apparatus until many years later.


This danger caused the focus of difficulty to switch to height and soon it was not important how many 
flips you could do, but how many animals or people you could flip or leap  over. This theme of reducing 
risk is seen over and over again in the acrobatic industry with their style of judging ‘form’ and not as 
much difficulty. 


The ultimate leaping highlight was in 1881 from Frank Gardner did a double front flip over 9 elephants 
and a single flip over 12 of them. Modern-day circus has tried to repeat these feats with no success. 
Since then there were several acts that started using the trampoline as more of a flat table apparatus 
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such as Flying Fishers, The Walloons and Tommy Gordon. Walter Lindsley in 1928 was the first to do a 
half turn on the final flip of a double flip called a “Fliffis.” 


Traditional Artistic Gymnastics originated in Germany with Friedrich Ludwig Jahn, also known as the 
“Father of Gymnastics,” who was not impressed by his countries lack of strength and coordination 
during the Napoleon revolutions sweeping through Europe. In 1811 he opened up the first “Turnplatz” in 
Berlin which was an open gymnasium outside where people could train and he believed it would 
strengthen the military. This developed into what was called a “Turnverein” which is German for 
gymnastics club. In 1848 revolution in Germany some nationalists left and took the idea of the Turnverein 
to other countries such as USA. Some of the “Fourty-Eighters” established gymnastics clubs in 
Cincinnati and Ohio and were called the “American Turners.” Although the original meaning of 
gymnastics was about strength and body coordination for military purposes, it quickly became a 
commercialized sport during the turn of the century and the industrial revolution. 


The leader of this commercialization was the Fédération 
Européenne de Gymnastique (FEG) and was founded in 
1881. Gymnastics debuted their first World Cup in 
Antwerp, Belgium in 1903 after the “Revival Of The 
Olympics” in April of 1896. Pierre de Coubertin revived 
the Olympics based on the Wenlock Olympian Games in 
1850 which was a similar version of multi-sport 
competition we see today as well as other similar events 
created by businessman Evangelis Zappas in the mid 
1800s. By 1908 the FEG was officially in the Olympics 
and by 1921 they had changed their name to the 
Fédération Internationale de Gymnastique (FIG) which it 
is still called today. The FIG moved their head quarters 
to Poland and then to Geneva Switzerland then Lyss 
and finally Lausanne where it remains today. 


In the US, the American Athletic Union (AAU) was established by James E. Sullivan in 1888, with the 
goal of creating common standards in amateur sport. The AAU had the responsibility to supervise and 
sanction all sports competition (ie, basketball, swimming, track, gymnastics, etc.) nationwide. In addition, 
the AAU held Olympic trials and made the final selection of athletes to represent the US in the Olympic 
Games. Other acrobatic based organizations were established much later such as the European 
Gymnastics Union in 1982. These different organizations would form together to create the global market 
of acrobatics with each having governance over different disciplines and levels of competition. At the 
time, gymnastics apparatus included: horizontal bar, parallel bars, swinging rings, vaulting, pommel 
horse, tumbling and the rope climb. 


Aerobic Gymnastics also has their roots in this time period and the word “aerobic” was used for the first 
time in 1875 when the French doctor, Pasteur, labeled bacteria that needed oxygen to live as “aerobic" 
vs. anaerobic.  In Greek the word means "oxygen for life.” Aerobic Gymnastics did not really take-off 
until later years when in the 1960s Kenneth Cooper, a health specialist started using aerobic exercise to 
help reduce cardiovascular disease. Many years later, under the influence of others who wanted to turn 
this idea into a sport, did it become recognized by the Federation International Gymnastics (FIG). 


Rhythmic gymnastics also developed over this period with the help of François Delsarte  (1811–1871), 
Rudolf Bode (1881–1970). They believed in more of a dance based movement that showed the different 
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ways the body could move. Other dancers were converging on these concepts as well at the time such 
as Émile Jaques-Dalcroze. A common theme of this era of acrobatics in all disciplines was more about 
freedom and self discipline and doing the sports for personal development rather than the 
commercialization of the disciplines that happened after the industrial revolution. Rhythmic gymnastics 
had their first World Championship competition in 1963 in Budapest and was later introduced into the 
1984 winter Olympics; finally moving into the Olympics in the summer of 1996.


In Denmark, gymnastics began as more of an aerobic exercise used to strengthen the body. “Looking 
The Lord in the Eyes” was a common theme across Europe and was used to encourage farmers to stand 
up straight and have pride in themselves and their country. Later it transformed into the power based 
movements we see today. Sometime around the industrial revolution many industries were booming and 
becoming commercialized for the public. Most, if not all acrobatic movements that we see today 
originated not for sport, but for increased quality of life as more of a holistic approach to living and 
developing the mind. Like all things, the mentality changed when people saw the utility in this holistic 
approach and utilized it for other purposes.


Development of the Sport of Gymnastics

In 1938, colleges in the US began to take notice of the Muscle Beach athletic boom and began setting 
up male gymnastics programs at schools across the country, officially announcing that gymnastics 
would be recognized by the National College Athletic Association (NCCA) and included in all NCAA 
programs. At the height of the collegiate era there were hundreds of boys gymnastics programs across 
the USA and gymnasts were considered the ‘jocks’ of the school. Individual apparatus competitions 
such as vault and floor were not added until 1952. Rhythmic gymnastics was added to the Olympic 
Games programme in 1984. Women, who were originally excluded from higher level competitions were 
included in the World Championships in 1934, although they were welcomed at the Olympic Games as 
early as 1928 where they competed in a team event. 


Political changes hit the colleges in 1972 with the passing of ‘Title IX’ that prohibited discrimination on 
the basis of sex in any federally funded education program or activity, causing a new era in gymnastics. 
This, along with other financial, economic and political factors forced men’s gymnastics to take a back 
seat, while other sports took precedence. In 1982 women’s gymnastics was officially included in the 
NCAA. Women began to take the lead role in what was previously a male dominated sport. Even to this 
day, mens gymnastics has not fully regained the reputation it previously enjoyed, with college programs 
decreasing in enrolment to less than 20 teams across the entire USA. 


Modern gymnastics increased popularity because of 
the beautiful athletic performances of Olga Korbut of 
the Soviet Union in the 1972 Olympics and Nadia 
Comaneci of Romania in the 1976 Olympics. The 
recent invention of television gave the sport the 
publicity that it lacked in the past. The USSR, Japan, 
East and West Germany, and other Eastern European 
nations began to promote gymnastics, particularly for 
women. After Olga did the first standing backflip on 
Beam, controversy erupted as to whether or not it 
should be allowed. These were some of the first 
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discussions revolving around safety because people had never moved their bodies this way before the 
rise of gymnastics. Gymnastics has always been known to be a sport with relatively high injury rates 
despite all the measures put in place. In fact, major or catastrophic injuries occurred several times per 
year before 1985 when the US Gymnastics Federation created a safety manual.  It was very successful 
in reducing the injury rates as people became more aware of the risks and how to help reduce them. The 
gymnastics culture is really focused on safety because of their past history of incidences. 


Currently gymnastics is struggling to get increased enrolment due to the strict mentality of the sport 
which are still inherent in the culture stemming from Father Khan. Federations claim that enrolment is 
slightly increasing but as a general whole the increase is rather minimal and this is due to many factors 
but the big one is that the new generation have so many more options to choose from. Controlled 
athletic development seems to be lower and lower on the totem pole these days. 

The Rise of Trampoline

In 1934, while attending the University of Iowa, George Nissen, a champion springboard diver and 
tumbler, collaborated with his gymnastics coach Larry Griswold, to create a “bouncing rig.” Nissen’s 
inspiration was from watching circus trapeze artists fall into and rebound up from their safety nets. He 
wanted to create a rigging that would be a practice tumbling surface as well as a surface for learning 
diving skills. Nissen and Griswold took a large rectangle iron frame, stretched a piece of canvas across it 
and held the canvas in place with rubber strips from automobile tires. Their “bouncing rig” proved 
valuable for practicing stunts as well as was something Griswold (a performer at heart) found could be 
incorporated in the University’s student circus.


The “bouncing rig” did not receive much attention until after Nissen graduated and decided to build a 
few more and sell them. Initially, his only customers were circus performers or vaudeville acts and sales 
were slow. By this time, Nissen had given a name to his product calling it a trampoline; an anglicized 
version of the Spanish word for diving board “Trampolin.” Nissen and Griswold soon partnered to form 
the “Griswold-Nissen Rebound Tumbling and Trampoline Company,” but Griswold left the partnership 
only a few years later.


The start of WWII and the US Navy’s need for more airplane pilots (following the bombing of Pearl Harbor) 
gave Nissen his much needed break. The Navy placed an order for 100 trampolines; using them in pre-
flight training schools to help enhance spatial orientation.


During the war, universities and colleges suspended their sports programs. Gymnasiums were turned 
into military physical fitness training centers and gymnastics coaches found themselves as military 
fitness instructors. Along with gymnastics and strength training equipment, every gym had a trampoline.


Following the war’s end, universities regained their facilities and staff and pieced their sports programs 
back together. The trampolines remained an essential piece of training equipment in their gyms. Many 
GIs returned to jobs as fitness instructors in clubs and YMCAs or as school physical education teachers. 
They all asked for a trampoline to be added to their gyms. Nissen continued to watch his business grow.


The AAU held its first National trampoline Championship in Dallas, Texas in 1946. At the university level, 
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) also resumed in 1948, with the trampoline event being 
incorporated into the men’s gymnastics competition as an event onto itself. The trampoline event was 



both entertaining and helped increase attendance. Coaches who added talented trampolinists were 
assured extra points in the overall team score and could dominate their division


The business of making trampolines drew additional manufacturers into the arena. Trampolines were 
now in schools, YMCAs, universities and even backyards. The first trampoline jump center open to the 
public created a fad that spread across the country. 


By now, there was a downside to trampolines: injuries. School teachers no longer gave trampoline 
classes the necessary supervision and jump center owners often had no safety rules at all. Injuries 
increase, lawsuits issued and trampolines were removed from school programs and jump centers 
disappeared.


Nissen was able to weather the growing number of injury lawsuits that came his way, as he had 
expanded into manufacturing gymnastics and gymnasium equipment. But the lawsuits were both time 
consuming and a distraction from his new goal - - to have the trampoline accepted as an Olympic sport. 


At this point in trampoline history, trampoline as a sport was based on set routines and specific 
parameters were not yet developed to the level they are today. The competitions were held more as a 
man-to-man double elimination format.  Back in mid 70’s if you performed a great routine the highest 
you could get was a 9.4 out of 10.00. If the judges really liked what your routine they could then give 0.2 
for originality, 0.2 for difficulty and 0.2 for virtuosity. It has been changed since then to a 10.00 execution 
+ Difficulty which is added up separately so some routines are out of 16.0 or 17.0 now a days.


Nissen traveled extensively throughout Europe giving trampoline exhibitions and encouraging each 
country to host a training center and develop their own national trampoline competitions. In 1964, 
Nissen sponsored the first World Trampoline Championship, held in London, England. He continued to 
promote the trampoline and fund world-wide exhibitions and competitions for many years.  


Meanwhile, a conflict was brewing between the AAU and a number of collegiate gymnastics coaches. 
The coaches felt that the AAU was not acting fairly in its choice of gymnasts being sent to the Olympic 
Games and in 1963 decided to form a new governing body: the United States Gymnastics Federation 
(USGF). 


In a bid to obtain official recognition by the FIG and the Olympic Committee, the USGF reorganized their 
statutes to no longer recognize trampoline as a gymnastics event. This realignment meant that there 
would no longer be age-group trampoline competitions. This in turn would limit the number of trampoline 
athletes rising to university level and since it was no longer an event; universities dropped the trampoline 
from their programs. The last NCAA trampoline competition was held in 1968.


In 1971, Nissen gathered together 21 trampoline and tumbling coaches along with a number of athletes 
to form the United States Trampoline and Tumbling Association (USTA). This new organization held 
clinics, competitions and nurtured the advancement of trampoline athletes. The USTA continues on 
today.


In 1974 the USGF received recognition from the FIG to be responsible for selecting and training national 
gymnastics teams for the Olympics and World Championships. The USGF later changed its name to 
USA Gymnastics. The on-going legal pressures of the trampoline injuries and the ensuing lawsuits 
directed towards the Nissen Corporation in 1978, led to the closing of the production of trampolines. 
Nissen himself retired shortly thereafter, but continued his quest to have trampoline be recognized as an 



Olympic sport. This finally happened in 2000, at the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games a very proud moment 
for George and his many friends and followers.  


The Future of Acrobatics  
At the turn of the century more expressive forms of acrobatics have taken off such as Parkour, Slack 
Lining, Freestyle Martial Arts (Tricking) and Freestyle Trampoline just to name a few. As we will explore in 
later chapters, all creatures tend to be more focused on their survival within an ecosystem compared to 
fighting for ‘extra’ goods. It is clear that only a small percentage of the human population have the 
motivations to compete in high level sports. Traditionally, all acrobatic sports begun their journey as a 
way to express life and liberty, not to compete against each other. With the rise of the Olympics, many 
tuned their entire focus to winning medals for fame and glory. 


It seems that with the new generation being more anxious than previous generations they are not yet 
concerned about fighting for gold, but are simply looking for a place to belong first and foremost. This 
has given rise to the mentality that sport should be for all people and not just available to those who can 
afford it or with better genetics. 


Simply put: the youth are looking for a place to belong and not just a medal around their neck. A 
place where they can make friends and test their own abilities under their own guidance and not 
the guidance of others. This could cause a strain on the acrobatic sports if they do not find a way 
to reach the lower level sport enthusiasts who simply want to have fun and not compete.  

When I was growing up in the sport you couldn’t actually train without competing. I was forced to 
compete because that was thought to be the only reason you would want to learn the sport. The notion 
of learning a sport for the sake of the sport was not widespread and the new generations would rather 
learn for the sake of learning and have fun developing their mind and body. It could be hypothesized that  
because the world wars are over and war is at a reduced scale that the military based backbone of the 
sport is not as relevant in society meaning that the new generation is doing acrobatics for a different 
reason. 


This is just a hypothesis but one thing that is clear is the fact that a subset of the population does not 
care about competing in the traditional sense and they want to be recognized for their accomplishments 
and they want their belief system to be recognized as well. 

As trampoline parks began to appear again in the early 2000s, with the emergence of Sky Zone, the 
more Traditional trampoline and gymnastics training facilities began to see their athletes taking interest in 
these new parks. As noted earlier, these ‘parks’ were around 40 years before the current trampoline 
parks. 


Sky Zone is the creation of American entrepreneur Rick Platt, who originally intended for the trampoline 
courts to be used as part of a new sport with professional athletes. In 2004, Platt spent millions to build 
the first large scale, 17,000 square foot, trampoline arena in  Las Vegas. He was trying to create a 
trampoline sport which would have included rotating hoops and mid-air acrobatics.  See references for 
the Patent. 
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The sport failed to generate interest, but local skateboarders 
learned of the facility and wanted to bounce on the court, 
which prompted Platt to open the facility to the general 
public at the cost of $8 per person. Within six months, the 
facility had hosted 10,000 visitors and boasted a revenue of  
$412,000 in its first year.  

And so the new trampoline park industry was born and has 
not looked back. Trampoline parks quickly became very 
popular as there were no rules and no coach that would yell 
at you or tell you what to do. There were no mandatory 
conditioning and you did what ever you wanted. It was also 
a place for the uneducated to show off to those who had 
even less knowledge. You can see the attraction for the 
youth.


This created a huge influx to the ‘new’ trampoline Park industry and many of them choose not to allow 
flips or rotational tricks. Once the trampoline Park boom plateaued, professional trampoline facilities 
began to see that many customers would come back to them asking to learn tricks. Bouncing up and 
down had lost its flair and many people wanted more.


Trampoline training facilities actually saw a gradual increase in North America when the sport was 
officially introduced into the Olympics. Canadian athletes won several medals including Gold and the 
sport started receiving a lot more publicity. You can even see drastic increases in enrolment in years after 
the Olympics according to some stats that then gradually decrease until the next Olympic year where 
enrolment shoots up again. It is quite clear that the Olympics is a huge motivator for acrobatic athletes.


Trampoline Parks decided to 'fight back’ and allow flips and tricks and relaxed on the rules of the park. 
Throughout this time trampoline parks had unfavourable publicity for the injuries that occurred similarly 
to those in the 60’s. The parks aimed to go after the ‘community’ rather than the medals and they have 
grown from just a few parks in 2004 to over 1000 in 2018 with 100,000 - 200,000 public jumpers who are 
now exposed to trampoline at a reduced cost. There are millions of people now exposed to trampoline 
that never were before and this community value may be what is necessary to keep building acrobatics if 
they do not get shut down like they did in the 60’s.


Now there is a need to educate the employees of 
the trampoline park industry to allow them to help 
clients learn the tricks they want to in the 
professional facility but in a fun and relaxed 
environment. Parks are starting to realize that 
safety comes at a price and that is usually being 
strict and controlled. Now the battle is about 
finding a balance so that trampoline parks do not 
continue receiving negative media coverage.


Some critics believe that parks are “evil” and 
would like to see them banned, as they do not 
think there is any chance for them to ‘learn’ from 
the past. Remember those who died jumping 
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Adventure Park for the 2018 Asian Games in Jakarta.



over horses in the early years? Here at GRT we do not feel that someone “can’t” learn, it is just a matter 
of approaching the situation in a strategic manner to modify the behaviour in a positive way for 
everyone. 


Do the parks want to learn and become safer? Yes,  I believe they do because negative media is hurting 
business. In the past,  park owners were people looking for an investment to make a lot of money and 
many of them didn’t know anything about trampoline as a sport. Now, with so many parks around the 
world and they wide variety of injuries, they need to become more safety conscious.


In 2018, the British Gymnastics Federation partnered with Oxygen Free-jumping Trampoline Park to 
educate their staff on safety practices. Sad to say that was one of the only times I have seen Traditional 
acrobatics take an active approach in educating parks even though so many coaches ‘say’ they care 
about safety in the parks. I am sure there are more examples I am not aware of but I believe the 
Traditional side can take a lot more behavioural action if it really is in the name of safety… 


I had the pleasure of introducing Indonesia to the Traditional competitive stream at the 2018 Asian 
Games and picked the team out of a trampoline park in Jakarta. Many Traditional gym owners are 
approaching us to host a Freestyle event to try and attract new customers and tell us, “When I went from 
a Traditional gym to a park mentality, my financial stresses were gone.”


These kinds of actions show that some Traditional gymnasts are now starting to see that there is much 
more money and a wider market if they work with the parks instead of taking a hard stance against 
them. There is a current battle between the Freestyle athletes who claim to not need or want a coach 
and some of the Traditionalists who tend to believe their way is the best only safe way. Many 
Traditionalists are starting to see that more Freestyle athletes are coming into the gym looking for a safe 
place to train and more are starting to see there is a mutual benefit to helping these children even if they 
do not agree with the way they bounce. This shows that overall, Traditional coaches and athletes are 
beginning to see that there needs to be a place for these individuals even if it is outside of a structured 
program. 


We will look at the motivations in a later section but it should be noted that some of the coaches who 
claim to put safety first as a “Number One Priority” do not have history on their side. For example, in 
America in 1974 the government mandated that cars could not start without putting a seatbelt on first 
before doing anything. Sounds like anyone who really cares about safety would love this idea right? It 
was widely rejected by the masses and replaced with the beeping you hear now when you don’t put on 

“The understanding of the 
operation of unconscious 
elements has taught us to be 
sceptical towards words and 
not to take them at face 
value” 

      ~Erich Fromm (Psychologist)




your seat belt. Along with the rise in extreme sports and athletes willing to compete in extreme sports 
that are even riskier than trampoline it is clear that people are not so concerned about safety and more 
about how they “feel.” More on that later.


Sure, when an injury happens they are the first ones to blame others for not forcing them to be safe but 
this is one of the contradictions we will delve into later in this story. The reality is that the coaches who 
preach ‘safety’ are scared of having the trampolines and gym clubs shut down as they were back in the 
60’s and 70’s because they do not want to lose their belief system. Imagine you woke up one day and 
the world you knew was completely changed and you had a completely different life. That is their fear 
and most people should not have a hard time understanding that.


An interesting ironic twist to the history of trampoline is 
that inventor, George Nissen, was forced to shut down 
his trampoline manufacturing business because of the 
large number of legal suits entered around injuries. The 
Nissen Corporation was forced to diversify and move to 
more fitness based equipment instead. 


So, if the inventor of the trampoline had to close his 
doors due to injuries and people are more concerned 
with their needs and wants and not their safety, does 
that mean there is no hope for trampoline and 
gymnastics? I do not think so. I believe it is simply a 
matter of working together and educating the parks more 
and lending a helping hand to see the bigger picture 
here. Having visited many parks around the world we see the change a bit of friendly advise can make. 
We have also seen parks that blatantly ignore it. If the acrobatic community were to band together and 
help the parks at a whole community level we sure would have a better chance at passing on the 
message of safety through the history books.


For example, in 2017 “Parkour” was introduced to the FIG by David Belle who is one of the founders of 
Parkour. For years the gymnastics community publicly bashed the parkour industry and tried to stop 
them on the basis of ‘safety’ but obviously they were not successful. Once the FIG realized there was 
money to be made because clearly they were not going away, they decided to bring them onside by 
indirectly dangling the Olympic ‘carrot.’ 


This was met with much resistance from the Freestyle Parkour and Freerunning communities with 
petitions passed around and much online banter claiming that the FIG was just trying to control them 
against their will. No doubt some of the motivations were financial but also were genuine because 
parkour has been noted to have a high level of risk. The athletes do not seem to care about the risks 
because parkour continued to grow despite the arguments against it and was officially turned into a 
sport which was an arguable situation throughout the community. 


Recently the board of directors for the FIG Parkour 
movement disbanded and only left a few who have 
been noted to “sell out” for the money. They make a 
strong claim that by attaching themselves to the FIG 
they can firmly put parkour in the history books as an 
official sport and potentially into the Olympics. Some of 

Mexico’s Daniel Suárez Vanegas at the Parkour 
World Cup event in Montpellier, organized by the 
FIG.



the parkour community think Parkour and Free Running 
should be left alone and be free from competitive 
restraints such as before the industrial revolution that 
changed acrobatics. After all, parkour is more about 
freedom of movement, rather than judging others on how 
they move specifically. This dispute still has not been 
settled but it is clear that with globalization the attitude 
of the new generation has shifted from disciplined 
coordinated behaviours to a more free-spirited attempt 
at enjoying the community, rather than the competition. 
Of course there are those who love competition which is 
ultimately a validation of worth, which is a necessary 
human circuit so it is an on-going battle. 


I am sure you are asking now how the safety can be a concern one moment for the Traditional side of 
the sport and then not the next? You could look at it like a purely selfish motivation to capture that which 
they discredited now that it has shown how successful it can be. You could also look at it like the FIG is 
honestly trying to put some structure into the community to help reduce injuries over the long run. I 
believe like anything there is a bit of both depending where you are in the gymnastics/parkour hierarchy. 
After speaking with the FIG about safety it became clear that education is secondary to other more 
important matters. I am not at liberty to say what those matters are but please understand that one 
reoccurring theme of this story is that decisions are usually made based on factors other than safety. We 
will discuss why this is throughout the story.


I believe that with parks it is better to have more intervention than to stand on the sidelines yelling about 
safety that no one is listening to. That’s why GRT and the FTA visit many parks and offer our services 
rather than just day dreaming about a brighter future in our heads.


The USA Gymnastics Federation (USAG) has also 
recently been involved in what is called the largest sex-
abuse sports scandal in history involving their Team 
Doctor, Larry Nassar, with many other coaches and 
officials named as part of covering up the scandal. The 
sport of diving is also coming under fire as athletes are 
coming forward now reporting abuse in their branch of 
the sport. Much like the Parkour incident, there are 
people on both sides claiming the USAG poorly handled 
the actions of a few, which led to more athletes being 
abused. Athletes are coming out all the time claiming 
they were attacked by Nassar and athletes are even 
accepting settlement offers from the USAG but then later 
turning on the USAG despite the previously made 
agreement. 


The whole thing is a serious problem and has caused the USAG to lose many of their sponsors such as 
Under Armour and Kellogs™ and has sent ripples through the industry. Many coaches publicly claim the 
incident has decreased enrolment and is hurting their bottom line at their gym club. The incident may 
prove to be detrimental for the USAG and the future of the sport if serious changes are not made. As of 
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2019, the USAG filed for bankruptcy due to this scandal. A new governing body can be made, but the 
underlying issue of how the previous board of directors took it this far is still unanswered. 


People may claim that the USA Olympic Committee (USOC) and USAG should be held responsible for all 
the allegations and abuse of the victims but recent reports hypothesize that USAG and USOC are aiming 
to defer the blame and not provide adequate retributions by filing for bankruptcy. The outstanding law 
suits filed by the victims cumulate to millions of dollars to be paid to the ‘survivors’ which could be 
classified under the proper moral act by ‘normal' standards. However, the USAG filed for bankruptcy 
recently to put a halt to the Olympic decertification process and the payments. Others claim the 
‘survivors’ of the incident are covered by the insurance so it should not affect their claims. Others claim 
that criminal acts are not insured through sport so the survivors are not entitled to anything from USOC 
or USAG. It is a big mess that is for sure.


The Aspen Sport Institute has stated that youth sports are decreasing for a variety of reasons, including 
unequal opportunities. This could be another sign that the youth of today, along with their parents, are 
looking for more of a community and not just a medal. In recent years the Garden Trampoline industry 
(GTramp or Freestyle Trampoline) has been rapidly 
growing and has come together to put on their 
own competitions inside and outside of the 
parks. This has put even more strain on the 
Traditional side of the sport, on top of the 
scandal, as new athletes have alternatives 
through park events and garden trampoline 
events that were not there before. I personally 
believe that this will force the Traditional side of 
the sport to begin to re-examine how to 
approach their athletes and coaches in new 
ways, in order to continually entice new 
customers and athletes, while keeping the 
Traditional aspect of the sport alive and relevant. 


This is an interesting time for gymnastics and 
trampoline and I believe that they will need to put 
a large focus on developing the community 
aspect of the sport and shift away from only result oriented motivations to keep their doors open. The 
millennials are more concerned on how they feel and personal development like they were in the 1800s, 
not what awards they receive and many are shying away from competitive disciplined sports to explore 
other options that are not as restraining. We will discuss if this ‘community feeling’ has historical merit in 
the evolutionary biology and psychology section. 


One thing is clear, unless acrobatics as a community makes a shift towards what the public wants, they 
will not survive. How they do that is still to be determined. Much of the basics of acrobatic disciplines 
stems from a freedom of expression and somewhere along the way it became more about 
commercialization and medals which tightened up the entire mentality of the sport and it seems to have 
hit a breaking point in recent years. That is not to say a goal to win a medal is not valid. Freestyle 
Trampoline events created by the Freestyle Trampoline community offer some competitions but is much 
more focused on building the community instead.


GTramp athletes train in their backyards on a wide 
variety of high performance garden trampolines. 



At GRT we believe that having a happy balance between competitive structure that helps propagate 
athletes forward by enticing them to keep developing new skills and the more relaxed community aspect 
go hand in hand and should be represented somewhat equally. Traditionally it has not been equal so we 
are seeing push back from the millennials who are looking for more opportunities despite their skill level. 



