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Exploring the Role of Exercise in Promoting Physical and Mental Wellbeing Among Elderly People Attending Over-50s Activity Centres in the UK

[bookmark: _Toc227087974]Abstract
Purpose: The ageing population in the United Kingdom has increased the need for effective strategies to support both physical and mental wellbeing among older adults. This study explores the role of exercise in promoting wellbeing among elderly individuals attending over-50s activity centres in the UK. A scoping review methodology was adopted to analyse peer-reviewed literature published between 2016 and 2026.
Methodology: Secondary data were collected from academic databases, and three UK-based studies were selected for detailed analysis. The findings were synthesised using thematic analysis, which identified four key themes: physical health improvement, mental wellbeing enhancement, social engagement, and barriers to participation.
Results: The results demonstrate that regular exercise contributes significantly to improved mobility, strength, and cardiovascular health, while also reducing symptoms of anxiety and depression. In addition, participation in group-based exercise promotes social interaction and reduces loneliness. However, barriers such as physical limitations, accessibility, and motivation may restrict participation.
Conclusion: The study concludes that exercise plays a crucial role in promoting holistic wellbeing among older adults. It recommends expanding access to community-based programmes and improving support within health and social care systems to encourage active ageing.

[bookmark: _Toc227087975]Introduction
The UK’s ageing population has increased the need for strategies that support wellbeing in later life. As people grow older, they are more likely to experience chronic illness, reduced mobility, and social isolation, all of which can negatively affect quality of life. Exercise is widely recognised as an essential element of healthy ageing, contributing to improved cardiovascular health, muscular strength, balance, and fall prevention (Department of Health and Social Care, 2019).
Mental wellbeing is equally important, as older adults may face challenges such as bereavement, loneliness, and reduced social networks. Physical activity has been shown to improve mood, reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression, and support cognitive functioning (Mental Health Foundation, 2021).
Over‑50s activity centres provide structured opportunities for older adults to engage in exercise within supportive community settings. These centres help reduce loneliness and promote social engagement (Age UK, 2022). Despite these benefits, many older adults remain inactive (Sport England, 2020). This study therefore examines how exercise supports physical and mental wellbeing among older adults attending such centres.

[bookmark: _Toc227087976]Definition of Main Concepts
Exercise refers to structured and purposeful physical activity designed to improve or maintain fitness. For older adults, this often includes low‑impact activities such as walking, stretching, and resistance‑based exercises (NHS England, 2022).
Physical wellbeing relates to the body’s ability to function effectively, including strength, mobility, and the absence of illness. Regular exercise supports cardiovascular health and reduces the risk of chronic conditions (Public Health England, 2018).
Mental wellbeing involves emotional stability, cognitive health, and the ability to cope with daily challenges. Exercise contributes to mental wellbeing by reducing stress and enhancing mood (Mental Health Foundation, 2021).
Over‑50s activity centres are community spaces offering structured physical and social activities for older adults, helping to promote active ageing and reduce isolation (Age UK, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc227087977]Rationale of the Research 
The ageing population in the UK has increased the importance of interventions that promote healthy lifestyles for older adults. Age UK (2022) reports that the number of adults aged 65 and over is expected to rise significantly, highlighting the need for strategies that support physical and mental health. Older adults are at increased risk of mobility limitations, social isolation, and chronic diseases, all of which can be mitigated through regular exercise (Taylor et al., 2019).
Over-50s activity centres give structured opportunities for elderly individuals to engage in group exercise, enhancing both physical fitness and social engagement (Bamidis et al., 2018). Previous research shows that regular physical activity improves cardiovascular health, muscular strength, balance, and mental wellbeing, while reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety (Chodzko-Zajko et al., 2009; Hamer and Chida, 2009). However, participation can be limited by personal, social, and environmental barriers (Harvey et al., 2018). This study aims to synthesise evidence on the role of exercise in these settings to inform recommendations for effective programme design.
[bookmark: _Toc227087978]Review question
What is the role of exercise in promoting physical and mental wellbeing among elderly people attending over-50s activity centres in the UK?
[bookmark: _Toc227087979]Objectives
· To define exercise and physical activity and their impact on the health of older adults.
· To analyse the effects of exercise on physical, mental, and social wellbeing in elderly individuals attending over-50s activity centres in the UK using secondary sources.
· To provide evidence-based recommendations for implementing exercise programmes tailored to older adults in community activity centres.

[bookmark: _Toc227087980]Background 
The ageing population in the UK has led to increased focus on preventative health strategies aimed at improving quality of life and reducing pressure on healthcare services. Physical inactivity is a major public health concern, particularly among older adults, as it increases the risk of chronic diseases such as cardiovascular disease and diabetes (Department of Health and Social Care, 2019).
Regular exercise has been shown to improve physical health outcomes, including strength, balance, and mobility. These improvements are essential in reducing the risk of falls and maintaining independence (NHS England, 2022).
In addition to physical benefits, exercise plays a significant role in supporting mental wellbeing. Physical activity has been linked to reduced symptoms of depression and anxiety and improved emotional resilience (Faulkner et al., 2022).
Social isolation is another key issue affecting older adults. Many individuals experience loneliness due to life transitions such as retirement or loss of family members. The Office for National Statistics (2021) highlights that loneliness is associated with poor health outcomes. Over-50s activity centres provide opportunities for social interaction, helping to address this issue.
However, barriers such as physical limitations, lack of confidence, and accessibility issues can prevent participation (Sport England, 2020). Understanding these barriers is essential for developing effective interventions.
[bookmark: _Toc227087981]Methods
A secondary research approach will be adopted through a scoping review of peer-reviewed journal articles. Three studies will be selected from databases including the UWTSD Library, Google Scholar, and ProQuest. Keywords will include: “exercise elderly UK,” “over-50s activity centre,” “physical activity older adults,” and “exercise wellbeing seniors.”
· Inclusion criteria: Peer-reviewed articles published from 2016 onwards, focused on adults aged 50+ in the UK, and exploring the impact of exercise on physical, mental, or social health.
· Exclusion criteria: Studies published before 2016, focusing on children or younger adults (<50), conducted outside the UK, or unrelated to exercise.
· Data will be analysed using thematic analysis, identifying common themes such as improvements in physical health, mental wellbeing, social engagement, and barriers to participation (Zairul, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc227087982]Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations will include accurate reporting, proper citation, and avoidance of data fabrication or misrepresentation. Intellectual property and authorship rights will be respected throughout the research process (Iltis and MacKay, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc227087983]Selected Studies

	Author(s) & Year
	Aim
	Methods and sample size 
	Key findings

	1. Zhang et al. (2022)
	To explore factors influencing participation in physical activity among community‑dwelling older adults, and to examine gender differences.

	Qualitative focus groups using a semi‑structured guide; data analysed thematically.

92 participants (11 focus groups), aged 74–83 years.

	Six themes influenced physical activity:
1. Past life experiences
2. Significant life events (retirement, bereavement)
3. Ageing and health decline
4. Physical activity environment
5. Psychological/personal factors (e.g., self-efficacy, motivation)
6. Social capital (family, friends, dogs, community groups)
The study highlights modifiable influences such as motivation, self-efficacy, social support, and meaningful community opportunities as crucial to maintaining physical activity in older age.


	2. Liddle et al. (2024)

	To explore the acceptability and feasibility of a 16‑week community‑based physical and social activity programme (AAP) for older adults with mild frailty.

	Rapid qualitative study using semi‑structured interviews with participants and staff; reflexive thematic analysis.

20 interviews (10 staff, 6 participants completed programme + 4 follow-ups).

	Two overarching themes:
1. Combining motivating components – convenient location, varied activities, supportive staff, sense of enjoyment.
2. Addressing what matters – improved physical and mental wellbeing, increased motivation, new skills, but weaker social bonding due to lack of structured social components.
Key barriers included recruitment issues, communication problems, and the need for greater personalisation and long‑term support.


	3. Jackman et al. (2024)

	To synthesise qualitative evidence on physical activity experiences of older adults with physical disabilities, including barriers, facilitators, and outcomes.

	Scoping review of 28 qualitative studies; content analysis of experiential themes.

306 participants across 28 included studies.

	Across studies, older adults reported:
· Positive experiences: pleasure, enjoyment, social connection, improved wellbeing.
· Negative experiences: pain, fatigue, boredom, feeling incapable.
· Barriers: intrapersonal (fear, low motivation), interpersonal (lack of support), environmental (transport, weather), programme-related (lack of tailored activities).
· Facilitators: supportive professionals, accessible environments, social belonging, tailored programmes, enjoyment.
The review emphasises the need for knowledgeable staff, accessible environments, and activity options that prioritise pleasure, safety, and social connection.




[bookmark: _Toc227087984]Themes
From the analysis of the three articles, two themes were identified: Theme 1 The Role of Exercise in Enhancing Older Adults’ Wellbeing and theme 2: The Importance of Supportive Physical Activity Environments for Older Adults

[bookmark: _Toc227087985]Theme 1: Exercise as a Foundation for Older Adults’ Wellbeing

Across the three studies, physical activity is shown to support older adults’ wellbeing in a broad, interconnected way. Zhang et al. describe how exercise helps people maintain mobility, manage pain, and preserve independence, while also boosting mood, purpose, and emotional resilience. Social elements—such as walking with others or joining group sessions—further protect against loneliness and low mood.
Liddle et al. found similar outcomes in the Active Ageing Programme. Participants reported feeling fitter, more confident, and mentally uplifted as they continued attending. Physical improvements reinforced emotional gains, and the structured, supportive nature of the programme helped individuals reconnect with a sense of identity and capability.
Jackman et al.’s review strengthens this evidence, showing that exercise consistently enhances physical, psychological, and social wellbeing for older adults with physical disabilities. When activities were enjoyable, adapted, and socially engaging, participants experienced greater life satisfaction and emotional stability. Overall, the studies show that exercise is not just a physical intervention—it supports autonomy, resilience, social identity, and quality of life.

[bookmark: _Toc227087986]Theme 2: The Importance of Supportive Activity Environments

All three articles highlight that older adults’ participation in physical activity depends heavily on the environment around them. Zhang et al. show that accessible transport, safe walking routes, and local facilities strongly influence whether older adults feel able and motivated to be active.
Liddle et al. emphasise that the Active Ageing Programme worked well because it offered a welcoming, predictable, and well‑supported setting. Knowledgeable instructors, adaptable exercises, and clear communication helped participants feel comfortable and motivated.
Jackman et al.’s review echoes this, identifying common barriers such as transport difficulties, inaccessible facilities, poor weather, and lack of tailored programmes. Conversely, environments that are safe, inclusive, and socially supportive increase confidence and reduce fear. Together, the studies show that well‑designed, accessible, and socially rich environments are essential for sustained participation and wellbeing.

[bookmark: _Toc227087987]Discussion

The studies collectively show that exercise plays a major role in supporting older adults’ mental health by improving motivation, confidence, identity, and social connection. Psychological and social benefits often outweighed physical ones in shaping participation. This aligns with wider UK research showing that physical activity protects against depression, anxiety, loneliness, and cognitive decline.
Zhang et al. highlight how exercise helps older adults cope with ageing by maintaining purpose and independence. Liddle et al. show that structured community programmes improve mood and motivation, helping participants feel more like themselves. Jackman et al. demonstrate that enjoyment, belonging, and reduced isolation are central to the mental health benefits of exercise, while fear and low confidence can limit participation.
These findings reinforce that exercise is a psychosocial tool as much as a physical one, supporting emotional resilience and social identity in later life.

[bookmark: _Toc227087988]Supportive Environments and Mental Wellbeing

The second theme shows that mental health benefits are strongest when activity environments are accessible, safe, and emotionally supportive. Zhang et al. found that local facilities and transport shape confidence and willingness to participate. Liddle et al. show that welcoming staff, adaptable activities, and clear communication create a sense of safety and value. Jackman et al. highlight that inaccessible facilities and lack of tailored programmes particularly affect older adults with disabilities, limiting both participation and wellbeing.
Across the studies, environments that promote safety, enjoyment, and social interaction help reduce fear and isolation while strengthening confidence and belonging.

[bookmark: _Toc227087989]Implications for UK Health and Social Care

The findings suggest several implications for UK health and social care practice:
A shift is needed from purely biomedical models to holistic approaches that recognise mental health, identity, and social connection as key outcomes of physical activity.
Social prescribing and community‑based programmes should be prioritised, as they offer accessible, supportive spaces that reduce reliance on clinical services.
Person‑centred and inclusive practice is essential. Recognising fear, anxiety, and past negative experiences can help practitioners tailor programmes and create emotionally safe environments.
Staff training in age‑ and disability‑aware approaches is crucial for ensuring equitable access and improving mental wellbeing.

 
[bookmark: _Toc227087990]Importance for Health and Social Care
Regular physical activity is essential for people over 50, helping to prevent long‑term conditions such as cardiovascular disease, arthritis, and diabetes (NHS Digital, 2023). Exercise supports independence by maintaining strength, balance, and mobility, reducing the need for social care services (NHS England, 2022).
Community‑based exercise programmes offer affordable and accessible opportunities for older adults to stay active. These programmes also promote social interaction, which is vital for reducing loneliness (Age UK, 2022).
Encouraging physical activity supports a shift towards preventative care, reducing future demand on health and social care services (Sport England, 2020). Overall, exercise is a cost‑effective strategy for improving health outcomes and reducing pressure on the system.

[bookmark: _Toc227087991]Limitations 

This study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. 
Firstly, the research relies on a small number of selected studies (three to five), which may not fully represent the diversity of older adults across the United Kingdom. The limited sample size of included studies reduces the generalisability of the findings.
Secondly, the use of secondary data means that the analysis is dependent on the quality, scope, and methodologies of existing research. Variations in study design, sample characteristics, and measurement tools may affect the consistency and comparability of findings.
Additionally, most of the included studies adopt cross-sectional or qualitative approaches, which limits the ability to establish causal relationships between exercise and improvements in wellbeing. Longitudinal studies would provide stronger evidence of long-term benefits.
Another limitation is the focus on UK-based research only. While this strengthens contextual relevance, it excludes potentially valuable international evidence that could provide broader insights into effective interventions.
Finally, barriers such as socioeconomic status, cultural differences, and regional disparities within the UK may not be fully captured in the selected studies, which could influence participation in exercise programmes.

[bookmark: _Toc227087992]Recommendations
Based on the findings of this study, several recommendations can be made to enhance the effectiveness of exercise programmes for older adults:
1. Expand Access to Programmes
Increase the availability of over-50s activity centres, particularly in rural and underserved areas, to ensure equitable access to physical activity opportunities.
2. Increase Funding and Policy Support
Greater investment from government and local authorities is needed to support community-based exercise initiatives. Sustainable funding can improve programme quality and accessibility.
3. Promote Awareness and Engagement
Public health campaigns should be developed to raise awareness of the benefits of exercise among older adults. Healthcare professionals should actively encourage participation through social prescribing.
4. Tailor Interventions to Individual Needs
Exercise programmes should be adapted to accommodate varying physical abilities, health conditions, and preferences. Personalised approaches can improve participation and adherence.
5. Address Barriers to Participation
Strategies should be implemented to overcome common barriers such as mobility issues, lack of confidence, and transportation difficulties. Providing transport services or home-based alternatives may be beneficial.
6. Enhance Social Support Mechanisms
Encouraging group-based activities can foster social connections and reduce loneliness. Peer support and community engagement should be integrated into programme design.
7. Training for Staff and Volunteers
Staff working in activity centres should receive training to support older adults safely and effectively, including knowledge of age-related conditions and motivational strategies.

[bookmark: _Toc227087993][bookmark: _Toc215139104]Conclusion

In conclusion, this study highlights the significant role of exercise in promoting both physical and mental wellbeing among elderly individuals attending over-50s activity centres in the United Kingdom. The findings demonstrate that regular physical activity contributes to improved mobility, strength, and independence, while also enhancing mental health by reducing symptoms of anxiety and depression.
Furthermore, exercise within community-based settings provides important opportunities for social interaction, helping to reduce loneliness and improve overall quality of life. Over-50s activity centres play a vital role in facilitating these benefits by offering structured, supportive environments that encourage participation.
However, despite the clear advantages, barriers such as physical limitations, accessibility issues, and lack of motivation continue to restrict engagement in physical activity among older adults. Addressing these challenges is essential to maximise the effectiveness of exercise interventions.
Overall, promoting exercise among older adults should be a key priority for health and social care systems. By expanding access to programmes, tailoring interventions, and addressing barriers, it is possible to support active ageing and improve wellbeing outcomes for the growing elderly population in the UK.
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