
Hi it’s Becky. Welcome to Week 5. This week we’re looking at evaluating your physical 

activity sessions. So that is, thinking about ‘how do we know what we’re doing is effective?’ 

Now for some of you, you might be involved in undertaking more formal evaluations of your 

service, perhaps for funders or managers, but others of you might find that in your role, 

your evaluation processes are a bit more informal. Your efforts are more about perhaps an 

ongoing reflection about what you’re doing, why you’re doing it, and what difference is 

what you're doing making to the people that you work with? What I should just say at the 

start is that sometimes funders or managers are more focussed on the numbers of people 

taking part in an activity, but actually it’s really important to focus not just on the quantity 

of people in the room, but also the quality of the outcomes that each person is 

experiencing.  

So I’m going to start off just with some definitions. What do we mean by evaluation? Put 

simply, evaluation is ‘how well is the activity achieving its intended aims?’ And these 

intended aims might be defined by the funder, by the service, by your manager, but actually 

it’s important that they’re also person-centred. That is, what is the participant, or what are 

the participants looking to get out of the activity?  

It’s also perhaps useful at this point just to distinguish between outputs and outcomes. 

Outputs are the actions that are taken. So for example, taking part in a beanbag throwing 

game, or perhaps attending a seated exercise class. And then the outcomes are the result 

that follows as a consequence of that output or activity. So for example, that might be 

improved mood, increased social relationships, or improved physical fitness. And in a 

successful activity, the intended aims and outcomes should be similar, but what you might 

find is that people often experience more outcomes than you’d originally aimed for. And 

that’s a good thing! That’s ok. 

So how can we find out about the outcomes a person’s experiencing when they take part in 

physical activity? First of all, it’s important to talk to people. Observe them, get to know the 

person. What do they say during and after the activity about their experience? What do 

family carers say about the person’s actions before, during, or after the activity? For 

example, do they look forward to the sessions? Does their mood or behaviour change 

perhaps before or after the sessions? What about during the activity? Those kind of in-the-

moment outcomes can be just as important as those that are longer lasting. For some 

people, if you think back to Week 2, actually part of physical activity for them might be 

about setting particular goals. So this provides another way of measuring progress and 

evaluating, is the activity helping somebody to achieve a particular aim? You might also 

want to do some more formal evaluation activities. Perhaps ask people to complete short 

surveys or questionnaires to find out what they think about the activities that you’re doing. 

People can absolutely take these away, but actually it can also be useful for you sometimes 

to sit down with somebody and do it. These can be a really kind of good basis for a 

conversation. You could even do a broader case study interview with a person and/or their 

family carer to build up a picture of what impact does that physical activity have for the 

person across all areas of their physical, social, psychological wellbeing and daily life? 



So why is this information important? Well, for some of you, recording these conversations, 

or observations about the outcomes a person experiences will be an important part of 

evidencing your everyday work. For others of you, recording might not be so important, but 

it can be useful to have this information in case you are to take part in any funding 

applications, funding reports, or evaluations. So recording these outcomes as you go along 

can actually be this quite important way of evidencing what you do and why it’s important. 

Another important aspect of evaluation, or evaluating physical activity, is actually for your 

own personal development as a practitioner. It can help you stop and reflect upon your 

practice; what works and what doesn’t work so well? It can really help you to reinforce why 

you’re doing things in a particular way, and that’s a really important part of good practice. 

This kind of stage of reflection can be just as important for people living with dementia 

and/or their family carers. Actually, that giving people an opportunity to pause and consider 

‘what do they get out of an activity?’ can be quite a positive experience that helps people to 

recognise the benefits, that reinforces positive wellbeing, might note that there’s been 

some progression or skill development, and actually it really helps to kind of celebrate 

progress too.  

So what might we be looking for? Again, think back to Week 2 and those potential benefits 

that people might get from taking part in physical activity. What might people tell you or 

what might it look like when someone is experiencing a particular beneficial outcome? So 

physical health and functional ability. Well in-the-moment, the person might have taken 

part in 30 minutes’ worth of exercise, done 30 minutes’ worth more steps in their day. 

These will have physical health benefit. They might describe or even demonstrate that they 

feel like they’re moving better, they’re climbing the stairs better, it’s easier to get in and out 

of the chair. Or they might describe that actually taking part just keeps them moving, so it 

maintains their physical health and functional ability. A person or a family carer might 

comment actually that they sleep better after the session or they’re always hungrier in the 

afternoon after a session. And all of these can be valuable outcomes of that physical activity. 

Mental health & mood. Well, in-the-moment, immediate responses to activity can be a key 

indicator. Are they smiling, concentrating? Perhaps they’re less distressed than they were, 

perhaps they’re calmer, maybe they’re laughing. What do you see and what do they say? 

What about how they feel later in the day? Does the, does the activity have any lasting 

effect on their mood? For the carer, it might also be that that activity provides them with a 

bit of a break. That they don’t have to be so concerned about their, the other person for the 

duration of the activity, and that can be really important for their mental health too. It’s 

important to note that people living with dementia and family carers might sometimes 

experience slightly different outcomes from a particular activity, but it’s important to be 

aware of both. Social interaction and communication. How do people interact with others? 

Are they building new relationships? Are they talking to different to people? Perhaps they’re 

supporting each other or helping with an activity. What do they say about others in the 

group? What do you see happening? Perhaps they cheer or applaud when somebody else 

has a go. Goal-setting and purpose. Do people regularly attend? Do they look forward to the 

sessions? How does it fit in with their day and week? What do they tell you about it? 

Perhaps they have this particular goal that they’re aiming for. Could be attendance, could be 



meeting new people, could be improving fitness. Think about how does your activity 

support that person to move closer to that goal? Sense of identity. Now this can sometimes 

be a bit trickier to unpick. Does the activity trigger any reminiscence in the person? Do they 

try and tell you some stories? Perhaps it links with this sense of identity and you see a kind 

of increased confidence or pride in a particular activity. Perhaps a particular activity sparks a 

person’s interest. So for example, as a former football professional, John might not find 

seated exercise with a scarf particularly stimulating, but introducing a ball and perhaps 

feigning heading or kicking might actually capture his imagination in a way that links with 

that sense of identity as a footballer. Understanding why you’re doing activities in a 

particular way is a really important part of that person-centred approach. So not just the 

‘what are we doing?’ but ‘why are you doing it that way?’ and ‘what does John get out of it 

when you introduce that ball?’ And finally, enjoyment. It’s a really important one, and it’s 

not one that should be underestimated. In-the-moment enjoyment of an activity, or 

anticipation of enjoying an activity, all really important outcomes that people might 

experience. So you can see that there are many different outcomes that people might get 

out of a physical activity session that you will want to consider when evaluating it and 

thinking about ‘how effective is that activity?’ 

The key points really are, what are the effects in the moment and later? Both are really 

important. Secondly, what are people saying and what do you see them doing that gives you 

indicators about the sort of outcomes that they’re experiencing? And finally, how effective 

is your activity for that person? Key is knowing your person. It’s not just about thinking 

about the activity and making sure that the activity is person-centred, but it’s also about 

understanding that the outcomes a person experiences are also person-centred. If you don’t 

know your person, you won’t understand or be able to evaluate how effective that activity is 

for them. 

That’s all I’ve got to, to say to you this week. Hopefully there’s been some interesting food 

for thought in that. Thank you very much for listening today. 


