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Outline

Key questions
Why be active?
How much physical activity?
How active are older people?
How can we promote physical activity?
What strategies are we currently testing?



“Lack of activity destroys the good condition of 
every human being while movement and 
methodical physical exercise save it and 
preserve it”…... 

Plato, Greek philosopher, 428-347 BC

Importance of physical activity long known
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Physical activity is an investment in future health 

Reduces risk of:
Promotes:
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How much 
physical activity 
for older adults?



An inactive world….

• In Australia less than half (48%) of the adult population are sufficiently 
active (AIHW, 2018)

• Globally 5.3 million deaths/ year due to inactivity (Lee et al, 2012)

• Physical inactivity of similar importance as a modifiable risk factor for 
chronic disease as obesity and tobacco

• Economic cost of physical inactivity estimated at INT$67.5 billion 
worldwide in 2013 (Ding et al, 2016) 
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Physical inactivity increases with age

In older adults, aged 65+ years….
• Around 25% meet the guidelines for moderate  to 

vigorous intensity physical activity (ABS 2015)
• Participation in balance and strength training is even 

lower:
 NSW fall prevention survey of over 5600 people 

aged 65+ in 2009 showed only 6% of respondents 
did regular balance training and 12% did strength 
training (Merom et al, Preventive Medicine, 2012)
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Physical inactivity across age 
groups, ABS 2011



Evidence to practice gap

Huge disconnect between the compelling 
evidence of benefit of physical activity on 
health and wellbeing and the very low rates 
of participation
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WHO Global Action Plan on Physical Activity





Strategies to 
increase 

physical activity

Track activity

Inspiring case 
studies

S.M.A.R.T 
goals

Health coach 
support

Knowledge

Individual 
tailoring

Choice of 
activity

Social support

Habit formation



Current research- trials of scalable interventions to 
promote physical activity 



Health coaching systematic review

• 27 RCTs included (5803 participants)
• Health coaching had a small, statistically 

significant effect on physical activity
• Equally effective in general community 

dwellers and clinical groups



• 23 RCTs included (2766 participants)

• Physical activity tracker interventions 
were associated with a statistically 
significant and clinically important 
increase of 1558 steps/ day



Background: Structured exercise that 
challenges balance is proven to prevent falls 
(Sherrington et al, 2019) 

BUT encouraging older people to be more 
generally active may also increase risk of 
falling! (Ebrahim et al, 1997, Lawton et al, 2008)

Should physical activity programs for older 
adults include fall prevention components?
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Aim: To establish the impact of a physical activity and fall prevention programme 
compared with a healthy eating programme on physical activity and falls among 
people aged 60+ years.



 Participants:
• Aged 60+ years;
• Regularly attend meetings/ activities 

at the participating community-
based group;

• Live at home; 
• Leave the house regularly; 
• Able to take part in physical activity;
• Cognitively intact; 
• Sufficient English; 
• Not meeting PA guidelines and not 

had fall risk assessment/ plan in past 
year

Methods



Methods

Falls, measured 
monthly with 
postal calendars

Funding: NHMRC Project Grant

Primary Outcomes: measured at 12 months post-randomisation
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Objectively-measured  
physical activity using 
an Actigraph



Physical activity/ fall 
prevention intervention



Nutrition intervention



Progress

• Data collection complete- 606 participants recruited (mean age 72 
(SD 7.3), 426 (70%) females) from 72 community groups. 

• Data cleaning underway.
• Preliminary data suggest a high degree of intervention uptake, 

acceptability and adherence.
• Participants appreciated the support gained from regular contact 

with a health coach and feedback provided by the activity tracker.
• Full results expected by end of 2020.



Background: 
• Many women in this age group struggle to be active due to competing 

demands: work, caring responsibilities, declining health, etc.
• Crucial life stage for developing habits- higher PA in middle age 

associated with delay in functional decline in older age by up to 15 years 
(Peeters et al, 2013) 

• Waiting until retirement to increase PA may be too late.
• Supported and tailored approach likely to be needed.

Aim: Assess the feasibility, acceptability and impact on physical activity of 
an online physical activity information and support program 

Online information and support to promote 
physical activity behaviour change



Funding: USyd CPC Active Ageing node seed grant
Participants: 60 women aged 50+ years
Design: Pilot RCT with 3 months follow-up
Intervention group (n=30): Access to Active Women over 50 website 
plus one telephone health coaching call and up to 24 SMS or 8 email-
based motivational messages
Control group (n=30): Wait list control

Methods



Methods

Primary outcome

Participant acceptability of the intervention and study methods. 

“Would you recommend participation in the Active Women over 50
study to another person such as yourself?” 

“yes” or “no/unsure”; 3 months post-randomisation



Intervention: Active Women over 50 website



Intervention: Telephone health coaching

1 session, telephone-based

2 weeks post-randomisation

Provided by physiotherapist:
– Trained in motivational interviewing and behavioural 

intervention techniques
– With research experience delivering telephone-

based health coaching



Intervention: motivational messaging

Choice of 8 emails or 24 SMS messages over 3 months

How do others keep motivated to be active? Many find making a plan with 
firm goals helps. Have a look at www.[study website]/tools-to-keep-going.

Is something blocking your activity plans? Think of likely solutions. 
Perhaps break down goals into easier steps. Or ask an exercise 
professional for advice.

Things can get in the way of you keeping up your activity. What strategies 
have you learnt to deal with difficult situations? Do you want to share 
these? www.[study website]/contact.

https://www.aw50online.com/mobile-apps
http://www.aw50online.com/tools-to-keep-going


Progress

• Data collection complete, 62 participants recruited (Mean age 59, SD 
7.1, range 50-77 years) 

• Data cleaning and analysis underway
• Preliminary results show 82% of participants would recommend 

participation to other people
• Full results expected before end of 2020

• Planning to run a large RCT with physical activity as primary outcome



Fall prevention in older age: could yoga be relevant?
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• 108 randomised trials (23,407 participants) 
• Exercise associated with a 23% reduction in the 

rate of falls compared to control
• Balance-challenging exercise is key



Yoga-based research program

To investigate the role of yoga for promoting 

health and reducing falls in people aged 60+

Self-report 
survey

Pilot RCT Systematic 
reviews

Impact of yoga on balance & mobility 
(Youkhana et al, Age Ageing 2016;45:21-29)

Impact of yoga on health-related quality 
of life and mental well-being

(Tulloch et al, Age Ageing 2018; 47:537-544)



NHMRC-funded trial of yoga to prevent falls

•To measure the effect of a group-based yoga exercise program on falls
over 12 months, compared to a seated home-based yoga relaxation 
program in community-dwellers aged 60+ years

Aim:

• 12-month Iyengar-based yoga, twice weekly, focus on standing postures
Intervention group:

• Recruitment started Sept 2019, 120/560 participants randomised so far
• Recruiting from all over Sydney- for more information contact: 

sph.sagetrial@sydney.edu.au

Progress:
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New website to assist older people to be active 
during COVID-19

14,000 visitors 
in the first week!



Summary

• Physical activity is the “best buy” in public health 
(Morris, epidemiologist, 1994)

• Growing evidence of effective interventions but an overall failure to scale-
more effort needed to implement effective strategies

• Multiple strategies needed to impact the global pandemic of physical inactivity-
behaviour change is just one of them

• Any interaction with an older person could be used to promote physical activity 
and exercise

• Exercise really is medicine, and if it was in a pill we would all be taking it daily 
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