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The Greater Manchester  
Active Ageing programme
Learning report

THE PROGRAMME
The Greater Manchester (GM) Active Ageing programme was a 
£1-million initiative, funded by Sport England for a two-year period 
and commissioned by GreaterSport. It explored new ways to encourage 
physical activity amongst older adults (over-55s) in the GM region.

The programme needed to explore healthy ageing to tackle inequalities 
and the psychosocial barriers to physical activity amongst older adults:  
a broad term for the over-55s age group that covers a huge range of 
active abilities.  

The reasons behind activity drop-off rates needed to be understood  
in order to prevent them. Crucially, older adults’ views and feelings  
were wanted to ensure the programme delivered a diverse range of 
activities to suit varied needs, so activities could be developed with 
mental wellbeing as well as physical benefits in mind.

Individual Metropolitan Borough Councils (MBCs) in GM designed  
their own activity programmes with local older people. They  
developed a series of pilots across eight of the ten GM localities:  
Bolton, Bury, Manchester, Rochdale, Salford, Stockport, Tameside,  
and Trafford. This approach was important. It allowed each MBC  
to respond to local needs and capacities, but with a shared goal  
for all of GM in mind. 
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GM doing things differently 
A whole system approach is one of the ways we do things differently in GM. This means that each 
different partner we work with can take mutually beneficial action for a greater impact as, together, 
we have the same goal. 

This infographic provides examples of how the GM principles work:

Relationships

Greater  
Manchester model

Active Ageing model 
(e.g. Bolton)

Traditional  
national model

Demand

Service 
design

Driven by process and formality.

Reactive response - picking up the pieces.

Siloed and specialised.

With people, communities,  
businesses and places.

Proactive and preventative, focus is on an effective 
response, we come to you and work together.

Co-design and co-production, purposeful  
and based on the needs of individuals.

Older people of Bolton community, Age UK 
Bolton, Bolton Council, Bolton Arena, Bolton 

CVS, building on existing relationships.

To understand the drop-off in activity levels 
at 65 and increase activity levels amongst 
the inactive as a preventative approach.

Commissioning a specialist behavioural 
insight team to lead focus groups/

interviews to work to understand the 
views of older people and to design/adapt 

services based on older people’s views.



Citizen  
& state

Focus

Purpose

Measurement

Do to people.

Achieving organisational outcomes.

Manage spend, reduce demand,  
reduce organisational risk.

Short-term budgets and monitoring  
lagging statistics.

Do with, supporting communities.

What matters to people - their  
strengths and hopes.

Empowered to change lives - good physical,  
mental and social wellbeing in thriving and  

caring communities.

Measure what matters to people, long-term 
incentives to invest in prevention and improve 

through innovation.

Involvement of older people, local communities, 
organisations working to achieve a common goal.

Putting the individual first - designing services 
based on the feedback of older people in Bolton 

to test what works.

Making sustainable change for Bolton, working  
with partners to maintain activity and integrate  
into existing services post funding e.g. adding  

a small cost to sessions from the outset.

Using a test and learn approach to understand  
what matters to people through trial and error.

Decision  
making

Top down and disconnected. Connected to individuals and communities, 
informed by bottom-up approaches.

Local businesses, entrepreneurs developed 
plans based on the activation brief displaying 
the insight as to how they can test their model 
to support more people to become active e.g. 

Grandparent & Toddler yoga.

Method
Programmes and projects fixing  
problems within policy limits.

Strength-based, building integrated  
solutions around people.

Aiming to bring together people in later 
life, their friends, families and carers, social 

entrepreneurs and public sector leaders 
within communities in Bolton.
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Active Ageing: Previous approach
Old methods of promoting physical activity often involved  
policy makers and services developing and delivering  
interventions for older adults, without their involvement.  
This came from a paternalistic view that policy makers and  
organisations knew what was best for older adults. 

The changes were small and not typically maintained longer-term.  
The majority of older adults had limited interest in the approach; 
troublingly, this was particularly the case amongst the older adults  
who would get the most benefit from the activities.

Active Ageing: New approach
Now, we approach active ageing with a ‘doing with’ rather than ‘doing to’ 
ethos. This means we’re speaking with older adults about their physical 
activity, discussing their strengths and valuing their thoughts. We ‘test  
and learn’ activities with them to find the right sessions, making sure  
the programmes work for them and their feelings and motivations,  
and past experiences of physical activity are understood.
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Bury MBC piloted the new test and learn approach with over-
55s with long-term health conditions. They focussed on primary 
prevention supported by an existing therapeutic exercise scheme 
(BEATS). Older adults became session champions to influence 
behaviour change with the activities offered. These included 
Hollins Village Green Gang (Gardening) and The Bay Horse  
Pub Chair Based Exercise Group, which was run by instructors 
and volunteers.

The new test and learn approach has been vital. Older adults 
taking part in the sessions now have a way to share their views 
about how their activities are run. Collectively, this way of 
working and delivering new ideas makes participants feel  
valued and more likely to continue with physical activity. 

“All the ideas that have 
come up have been the 
group’s own ideas. I didn’t 
want to put something out 
there for them and people 
over fifty-five wouldn’t 
enjoy it.”  
- Co-ordinator

CASE STUDY
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The participants
14,566 older people supported the development of the GM Active Ageing programme by 
attending engagement events to share their views on future services. 2,666 enrolled in  
activities, and 1,084 were involved in the project evaluation.

71.3%

48.9% 32.8%

27.1% 45.2%

CHRISTIAN from the most 
deprived quintile

male white

in the least  
deprived quintile

FEMALE

Participants were:

8.9%
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THE PILOTS
The programme took the traditional national models that support active 
ageing and adapted them, firstly to suit GM as a whole, and secondly 
with emphasis on the needs of our individual MBCs’ older adults. To do 
this, we identified areas of concern and ran a series of pilot sessions, 
each with a different emphasis on the needs of the over-55s. The goal 
was to understand their motivations for, and barriers against, activity, 
and the psychological reasons that encouraged or deterred them from 
attending sessions.  

“The social aspect was 
really important. People 
were turning up early to 
have a brew, as well as 
staying at the end to have  
a brew.” 
- MBC LEAD

Engagement was a driving factor for older adults in all aspects of their 
physical activity. This included involving them to design activity sessions 
around individual needs, bringing people together in sessions with a 
social element in a comfortable environment to test the success of  
new activities. 
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At the start of the programme, After six months, this reduced to

71.1% 14.5%
of participants were inactive at baseline level 
(less than 30 minutes of physical activity a week).

inactive.

THE RESULTS

7.08 to 7.24 out of 10

6.81 to 7.15 out of 10

7.11 to 7.28 out of 10

3.63 to 3.73 out of 5

Life satisfaction 

Worthwhile life activities

HAPPINESS

Trust in local people

There were increases in subjective wellbeing and development, from baseline to three months:

3.80 to 3.93 out of 5
GOAL SETTING

There were increases in subjective individual development, from baseline to six months:
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Bev joined the Witness the Fitness Nifty Over Fifty class at 
Humphrey Park Community Centre in Urmston, funded via the 
Active Ageing programme. Her goal was to improve fitness in  
a local, relaxed class tailored to her specific needs, as well as to 
meet new people in a similar age group. 

The sessions focussed on fitness, friends and fun, promoting 
increased activity, wellbeing and social interaction. This helped 
Bev to become more active with her grandson and supported  
her mental wellbeing. 

‘I live alone, so apart from 
my small family bubble I 
don’t often get to see or 
chat to others. The class has 
given me that opportunity. 
It’s a great fun and 
friendly class with a great 
instructor, who encourages 
you to push yourself too!’ 
- Bev 63, session attendee

CASE STUDY
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THE  
FINDINGS

Co-design supports 
meaningful engagement

A number of key themes emerged within the evaluation process 
that enabled successful design, implementation, evaluation and 
sustainability of physical activity provision for older adults.

It was crucial to involve older adults, and those who work with them, 
at every stage of session development. This helped to make sure that 
a variety of voices and opinions were heard to better understand 
motivations and barriers to physical activity.
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Events that involved refreshments and the opportunity to 
socialise with each other were well attended and encouraged 
participants to share their views. Consider engagement events, 
such as coffee mornings, that bring older adults together to 
socialise as well as providing the opportunity to discuss  
physical activity.

RECOMMENDATIONS

“A co-design approach with 
the participants and the 
local residents to find out 
what they want…I think 
that’s encouraged local 
people to come along and 
take part.” 
- Session Co-ordinator

Greater Manchester examples
In Manchester, an Active Ageing steering group provided input from an 
older adult perspective, and a taster day for inactive older adults allowed 
them to shape future activities and adapt sessions to suit their needs. 

In Tameside, volunteers and instructors supported pre-retirement 55-64 
year olds in areas of lower socio-economic status and physical inactivity. 
Activities included Tai Chi, Zumba Gold, and walk-and-talk sessions. 
Collaborating with community groups and GPs helped identify those 
people to take part in the programme. Older adults were then invited  
to an afternoon tea, where they could discuss motivations and barriers  
to physical activity. 
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Design and run varied activities
The needs and abilities of people over 55 varies hugely, depending on factors including health 
conditions, employment status, age, location and ethnic and cultural background. As such it 
is important to offer a wider variety of activities to cater for the wide-ranging needs of this 
population group.

Greater Manchester examples
In the borough of Rochdale, consultation took place with those who have 
caring responsibilities. As a result, sessions focusing on wellbeing such as 
nature walks at Hollingworth Lake, were developed in conjunction with 
Rochdale Carers Hub.

In Bolton, there is evidence of a steep drop in physical activity from  
those aged 65 and older. Behavioural insight specialists investigated  
their motivations, barriers and experiences, which led to the development 
of a variety of suitable activities by the MBC: orienteering, grandparent 
and toddler yoga, and the FitSteps Fab dance class.
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Participants highlighted the importance of sessions that are 
appropriate to their needs and abilities. Many people aged  
over 55 are pre-retirement age, so it is important to remember  
to cater for those still in work, or of a working age. 

Location must also be carefully considered; venue familiarity helps 
overcome the psychological barriers of trying something new, as 
is ease of access. It is important to understand walking routes, bus 
routes and bus pass use to support as many older adults as possible 
to feel comfortable accessing provisions.

RECOMMENDATIONS

And I think, predominantly the timing of sessions, 
you know, has probably led towards more the 
older end of being an older adult.  […] not really 
touched on sort of fifty-five to sixty-five, those in 
work.  And I think it’s basically to do with, 1) the 
offer and the perceptions of ageing.  And that, 
you know, fifty-five isn’t old.  […] you perhaps 
wouldn’t perceive yourself in that cohort of 
people.”  
- Session Co-ordinator

“To have things on offer that 
are fairly local to them so it 

feels – although it may feel a bit 
challenging, doesn’t feel like it’s 

too far out of their comfort zone” 
- volunteer
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Attracting older adults
Careful consideration needs to be taken when deciding the best marketing channels and messages 
to reach older adults. Stakeholders believed current physical activity promotion was targeted at  
a younger, fitter audience, which was off-putting for older adults.

Greater Manchester examples
Marketing materials and channels needed to be designed and chosen 
with older adults in mind. The participants were also encouraged to be 
involved in distributing information, such as leaflets, in local places that 
they suggested would be most likely to attract attention from their peers 
(such as hairdressers and local shops).

The messaging was also important. MBCs focussed on promoting the 
social element of the provision, which we know is important for older 
adults’ wellbeing. They also avoided language typical of traditional ideas 
of exercise, hoping to engage more potential participants. Some localities 
told older adults’ stories in promotional videos to increase relatability.
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“The words ‘sport’ and ‘exercise’, 
and so on have these perceptions.  
Sometimes there’s just a different 
way to go about it to guide that 
person to something that is going  
to help them.” 
- session co-ordinator

Salford MBC worked with the over 55 community in Swinton to develop  
a programme of activities called “Move and Improve” – a strapline 
designed by the older adults themselves.

Marketing sessions as social activities and designing activities 
with, and for, diverse groups and their needs is key. Whilst 
social media can be an effective tool to reach some within this 
audience, many will not be social media users, so more traditional 
promotional mediums are important.

RECOMMENDATIONS

“Yes, so again it’s getting that message out to 
them because the barrier is that a lot of them 

aren’t on social media, they don’t know how to 
access the information, so being in the area and 

on the ground and being that face of contact 
and going to where the older people are is a 

must. […] making relationships with people who 
are already interacting with these adults, build 
relationships with them and get them to cascade 

that information down […] go into the places 
where you have relationships with and use it and 

utilise it and help build on that.” 
- MBC LEAD
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VOLUNTEERS
Several MBCs utilised funding to support activities led or supported by volunteers or champions. 
They played a variety of roles, including peer mentoring to encourage those lacking confidence to 
take part. The support of their peers was crucial in supporting older adults to feel comfortable in 
attending new sessions.

Greater Manchester examples
Bury, Manchester and Stockport MBCs used their funding to support 
activities led by volunteers or champions. Volunteers supported the 
running of activities, or mentored their peers to encourage those less 
confident to attend sessions.  

Stockport MBC targeted over-65s who had experienced a life-changing 
event (such as retirement, bereavement etc). In partnership with Stockport 
Council, Age UK Stockport, Stockport Homes and Life Leisure, they 
developed a referral pathway. This was based on a peer support volunteer 
programme for those needing additional support into physical activity, 
through chair-based sessions and walk and talk programmes.
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The volunteers who supported the delivery of activities felt they 
needed more support from activity providers (particularly those 
leading groups). Some volunteers also felt undervalued in their 
roles. It is important to ensure people/volunteers feel more valued 
by, for example, providing additional support through mentoring 
and a volunteer support network, to emphasise the importance of 
the job they do. 

RECOMMENDATIONS You need that kind of support […] 
social meetings with other people in 
the scheme so that (a) you don’t feel 
that you are on your own and (b) if 

there are any other issues regarding 
perhaps boundaries.” 

- volunteer
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Sustainability
An important consideration is the ability to run the projects upon cessation of programme funding to 
ensure long-term benefits. MBCs felt the two-year timeframe was too short to build relationships and 
new approaches. Sustainability of the provision must be considered from the outset.

Greater Manchester examples
Those in GM-wide roles, and MBC leads, spoke about how important it is 
to work with and listen to what the older adult participants are saying 
and suggesting. This is in order to determine how best to sustain the 
sessions and whether adding a cost would be acceptable to participants. 
If these ideas come directly from the older adults themselves, such as 
suggesting to pay a fee, it would imply that this is a way of sustaining the 
session that would be acceptable to that particular group of people.

In Tameside, to increase sustainability from the outset they applied 
costs to the sessions, which have remained consistent throughout. 
Refreshments were also included in this cost to incorporate a social 
element to the sessions.
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Regarding older adults as assets and collaborating with them 
helps to find ways of sustaining sessions that suit each particular 
group. It is very important to consider programme sustainability, 
which may involve paying a small fee, from the outset. This will 
help to comfortably manage personal feelings and expectations 
and help sessions to continue without programme funding.

RECOMMENDATIONS The group are already talking about what 
happens when the funding ends in March 
2020, and how they want to carry it on, 

whether that’s that they pay a small fee or 
they apply for funding.  But they still like 

having that kind of taster session every 
now and again.  But they’re starting to 

think about how they manage that, which is 
quite interesting, that the interest is there. 

- mbc lead
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Evaluating the programme 
At the beginning of the programme, targets were set to measure the 
number of people engaging with the GM Active Ageing Programme. 
However, MBCs found this did not suit the new ways of working that 
focused on meaningful engagement with older adults. 

Resource was not allocated to data collection in advance, so people 
running the sessions distributed questionnaires. However, they felt these 
were a burden and detracted from the session quality. Some participants 
also had difficulty completing them. Questions around religion and 
sexuality were removed halfway through the evaluation, following 

participant feedback that they were too personal. MBCs preferred the 
qualitative elements of the evaluation, which they felt reflected learning 
from the project. 

Ethnic minority groups were under-represented in the evaluation. We 
believe more may have participated in the programme, but had been 
unable to complete the questionnaires due to language barriers. There 
are also other considerations for MBCs’ in terms of requiring a much more 
co-created approach with Ethnic minority communities, that are led by 
community leaders with a trusted voice.
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In future, we advise shorter questionnaires are used and  
piloted before data collection to avoid potentially inappropriate 
questions and identify potential barriers to administration.  
We also suggest that the evaluation methods support the 
project’s approach (for example, if it is a ‘test and learn’ session, 
we must reflect this in the evaluation). That said, surveys are 
generally not the best way to gather the views of older adults, 
who tend to feel more comfortable in informal conversations. 
Therefore, we must support this and understand it is where we 
learn about the real day-to-day impact of the programmes. 

Make literature and evaluation resources available in a range 
of languages to increase accessibility and prevent widening 
inequalities. This is essential to make all older adults feel valued, 
heard and supported. This will require more than the translation 
of resources; co-creation with groups through local, trusted 
community leaders is also key. 

recommendations
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The research in the context of COVID-19
This programme, and associated evaluation, ran before the Coronavirus pandemic hit the UK.  
The pandemic has disproportionately impacted older adults and highlighted the importance of 
maintaining physical health and most importantly mental wellbeing, highlighted through increased  
social isolation. However, due to the existing threat of COVID-19, accompanied by social distancing 
measures and stretched VCSE sector, it is increasingly difficult for organisations to continue with their 
provision for older adults in the same way. For those able to continue to support older people with  
remote physical activity interventions, it is important to incorporate the social element and provide  
the time to bring people together.
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