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CHANGES IN PHYSICAL ACTIVITY LEVELS IN A REPRESENTATIVE SAMPLE OF
OLDER PEOPLE: A 2 YEAR FOLLOW UP STUDY
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Aim

To determine how physical activity levels, quality of
life, social networks and beliefs about physical
activity change over time in a large group of older
adults who had taken part in a previous CSO-funded
study.

Project Outline/Methodology

Men and women aged 65 years or over who had
participated in a previous study between October
2009 and January 2011 were invited to take partin a
focussed repeat assessment of: quality of life (SF-
36), social connections (Social Capital module),
beliefs and attitudes about physical activity
(extended Theory of Planned Behaviour) and to have
their physical activity levels objectively measured
with a matchbox  sized activity recorder
(accelerometer) worn at the hip during waking hours
for 7 consecutive days.

Key Results

Overall 484/531 (91%) replied to the invitation and
361/531 (68%) agreed to participate in the survey. A
total of 339 people, average age 77 years, 55%
female participated. They were re-assessed around 3
years following their original participation. Results
were examined by putting the participants into 4
groups - the young old i.e. 65-80 years, the old old
i.e. over 80 years, and by level of social deprivation
i.e. affluent or deprived.

Physical activity levels fell significantly in all but the
young old affluent group. Improvements in social
connectedness was seen in all but the affluent over
80s group. Only the affluent over 80s had a
significantly less favourable attitude to physical
activity at follow up. Age, activity levels in the
original study in 2011, number of people you can
turn to nearby, physical ability and mental health all
predicted physical activity levels 3 years later.

Conclusions
Age, physical activity levels in the original study,
number of people you can turn to nearby, physical

functioning and mental health all predicted physical
activity 36 months following initial assessment in a
representative cohort of older adults.

What does this study add to the field?

Nearly half the participants were over the age of 80
years which is most welcome, as this is the fastest
growing subgroup of the older population. The over
80s are frequently excluded from research
participation.

This is one of the only studies to have followed up
older adults and to have objectively measured

physical activity using monitors - rather than
depending on self report which is notoriously
unreliable.

Implications for Practice or Policy
This study has identified 5 factors which predict

physical activity participation. Of these, 3 are
modifiable - number of people you can turn to
nearby, physical functioning and mental health.

Having someone nearby to turn might be a motivator
to leave their house and thereby be more socially and
physically active. Low physical activity may be
explained by a lack of reason to walk by virtue of
simply not having people nearby that one would wish
to visit. Promoting social activity may actually be a
more effective way of achieving increases in physical
activity than promoting activity itself.

Where to next?

A further follow up assessment of this uniquely well
studied group of older adults should be performed, as
there is very little longterm information about how
health, quality of life and activity change in later life.
Novel multi-component interventions now need to be
devised targeting these factors in older adults.
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