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dance for older people
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Introduction

One Dance UK has been working in partnership with Yorkshire
Dance, darts (Doncaster Community Arts) and the University of
Leeds to successfully deliver Dance On – a community based
dance programme designed to increase physical activity in
older people in areas of Leeds, Bradford and Doncaster. 

Programmes Director, Yorkshire Dance

Dance On, Bradford

The Dance On programme has
grown from strength to strength,
proving to be a cost effective
intervention to increase physical
activity levels, specifically in older
women.

With high levels of engagement,
the programme has built a
community of participants who
are accessing regular weekly
dance sessions right in the heart
of their communities. Adapting
the programme during Covid to
include a range of online and
outdoor sessions proved a life-line
for many.

The online sessions kept people
moving, increasing happiness
and life satisfaction.

Dance On has become an
essential part of our participants’
lives, offering an activity that
supports them to become fitter,
healthier and more socially
connected. We are delighted to
share a summary of research in
this booklet as we look to
expanding our partnership to
benefit the longer term
sustainability of the Dance On
programme. 
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Dance On has received investment from Public Health in Leeds,
Bradford and Doncaster and from Sport England’s Active Ageing
Programme. Dance On is based on well-established community
dance models, redesigned to meet the Active Ageing Fund agenda.*
 
Dance On developed from the ‘Dancing in Time’ model; a creative
contemporary dance intervention, researched by the University of
Leeds, that showed significantly increased levels of moderate physical
activity, improved balance, mobility, self-efficacy and mood in women
aged 60 – 85 years (Britten, Addington and Astill, 2017).

Academic research has been embedded in Dance On from the
beginning alongside robust monitoring and evaluation. 

ABOUT DANCE ON

Who is Dance On targetting?
Our primary target populations are inactive women aged 60 – 85
years of age from socio-economically disadvantaged areas. The wider
target population are people over 55 years of age not meeting the
recommendation of 150 minutes moderate to vigorous physical
activity per week, and thus can not be considered active.

Who has invested in Dance On?

Dance On, Doncaster (darts)

*Sport England’s Active Ageing fund is supporting innovative and experimental approaches
that put older people at the heart of Sport England’s efforts to tackle inactivity.
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Who are the participants?

To date 701 people, made up of 194 participants from Bradford, 294
from Doncaster and 213 from Leeds, have been involved in the
research. 629 participants were female and 72 were male. 511 of the
participants were White British, 28 were Black Caribbean and 44
were Asian or Asian British. These participants have an average age of
75 and 44% reported having a physical or mental health condition.
The study was conducted, and data analysed between July 2019 and
July 2021.

How are the participants monitored?

Participants dance once a week in local community facilities. People
are asked to complete the Short Active Lives Questionnaire (SALQ)
which measures physical activity (PA) levels, and the EQ VAS (part of
the EQ -5D-DL) which records the person’s self-rated health on a
vertical visual analogue scale, where the endpoints are labelled ‘The
best health you can imagine’ and ‘The worst health you can imagine’.
The VAS was used as a measure of health outcome that reflects the
participant’s own judgement. These measures were taken at baseline,
and then after 3 months, 6 months, and 12 months of dance
respectively. 

Dance On, Doncaster (darts)

THE RESEARCH
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WHAT WERE 
THE RESULTS?

On average, people attended 72% of all sessions offered over the 12
months. 

Analyses of that data showed that the prevalence of participants classed as
active, increased from 25% at baseline to 55% at 12 months.

In addition, analysis of data showed that there was a statistically significant
difference in PA overall across the 12 months with significant increases
when baseline levels of PA were compared to those at 3, 6 and 12 months.

Dance On, Bradford
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The data showed that PA levels remained stable throughout the
programme. There was no significant decrease in PA level between 3
and 6, and 6 and 12 months of dance, indicating initial increases were
maintained. 

The increases in PA were also mirrored by an increase in participants’
self-rated health status between baseline, and 3 months, 6 months,
and 12 months respectively, with increases noted between baseline
and 3 months which were sustained at 6 months and 12 months.

We also talked to participants who had been part of Dance On. Focus
groups were held at community facilities and we asked questions
about why people took part in dance, the benefits of dance, and what
helped them attend or hindered their attendance. 

Themes of these focus groups highlighted that participants took part
in dance to improve their mobility and or mental health whilst being
sociable. Participants noted that they were more inclined to take part
because of, in particular, the flexibility in participation and
adaptability of the sessions. 

Dance On,  Leeds
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Dance On,  'Beige' (2019)
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PARTICIPANT FEEDBACK:
IN-PERSON SESSIONS

“…I knew that I was in danger of getting more or less seat
bound so I needed some activity.” 

“…If you can’t do it you just feel at ease and you don’t feel
pressured.”

“I feel like I’ve got a little bit more confident, because I’ve
started going to Dance On in Leeds.”

“It really uplifts your mood.”

“I couldn’t put my elbows together before, and I can now!”

“Usually, I don’t think I would do that much exercise a week
but with dance it's easier because its more enjoyable.”

“I have limited mobility, use a wheelchair and have COPD,
however, the dance moves and exercise do help with my
mobility and give me a sense of freedom of movement." 

Dance On, Leeds
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A smaller group of people 114 adults who had a mean age of 76.5, also
volunteered to be part of a research project that examined the effect
of participation in Dance On on physical and psychosocial risk factors
for falls. Importantly, this part of the research programme also sought
to identify if Dance On was cost effective.

Adherence to the programme was high with participants attending
on average 76% of sessions over a six month period, consistent with
what we had for our larger Dance On project (see above).

We measured the effect of Dance On, on mobility and balance using
the Time Up and Go (TUG) test. The average time take to complete
this decreased from 15.13s at baseline to 13.35s at 3 months and then
remained stable at 13.68s at 6 months.
  
Again using the SALQ, we measured physical activity and data
showed that physical activity levels increased from baseline to 3 and 6
months, with significantly more people categorised as active, or fairly
active at 3 and 6 months compared to baseline.

Given that, low physical activity levels, and a TUG of more than 12
seconds are used as criteria to assess frailty it is important to note
that at baseline 30% of participants met these 2 criterion, suggesting
they were ‘pre-frail’. This decreased to 13% at 3 and 6 months,
tentatively suggesting participation in Dance On could stop the
downward spiral into frailty.  

FALLS PREVENTION

Dance On, Leeds
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Finally, we used the Falls Efficacy Scale (Short Form) to assess how
confident people were in undertaking activity of daily living without a
fear of falling. These scores show that there was a significant reduction
in the number of people who were categorised as having a high fear of
falling. 

We also undertook a full health economics analysis of the Dance On
programme. This was assessed using a ‘within-study’ approach, based
on health care resource use and health-related quality of life utility
data collected at three and six-months using, respectively, a bespoke
Health Economics questionnaire for health resources use.
 
The cost-effectiveness analysis shows that the Dance On programme
was 94% likely to be cost-effective for community dwelling older adults
aged 60-80 over a 3 month period. Compared to baseline, the
deterministic incremental cost-effectiveness ratio was £1438 at three
months. The probabilistic sensitivity analysis showed that the Dance
On programme was also more likely to be cost-effective at 3 months
when considering a £20,000 threshold compared to 6 months. 

Together this shows that the programme was considered cost
effective at 3 and 6 months, essentially meaning the savings from
attendance outweigh all the other costs associated with hospital
admissions, medications, mobility aids, and cost of the dance sessions
over the specified time frame.

Dance On,  Doncaster (darts)
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In a separate study, we looked at the impact of the past eighteen months
of the Covid-19 pandemic and its effect on how the Dance On sessions
were held.

As a result of lockdown there was a transition to online classes that
continued to improve the health and well-being of older adults through
recreational activity.Dance On provided consistency, care, and connection
through these online sessions. The Dance On teams made phone calls,
sent out emails and postcards to existing participants to maintain
participant connection to the project and to ensure the welfare of the
groups. 

We undertook an evaluation of the feasibility of providing sessions online,
and measured how this affected physical activity levels, as well as a variety
of psychosocial measures. These measures comprised of questions
adapted from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (physical activity)
and the Office for National Statistics personal wellbeing questions.

Thirty participants volunteered to participate in this study who had a mean
age of 71, twenty of whom had participated in face-to-face classes prior to
the pandemic.

Through 3 weekly online dance sessions, the participants rated the
enjoyment of the sessions as high (mean score 4.8/5) and generally the
amount of vigorous (17% vs 34.6%) and light physical activity (76.6% vs 90%)
increased. There was also a significant increase in happiness and life
satisfaction, and a decrease in anxiety.

When asked if they wish to continue Dance On in the future, 20% wanted
online only classes, 13.3% wanted a mix of online and face to face classes;
while 43.3% wanted in person classes, the remaining participants had not
participated in online classes.

ONLINE TRANSITION

Dance On, Zoom
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PARTICIPANT
FEEDBACK:
ZOOM SESSIONS

“The zoom sessions have saved our sanity during lockdown,
we have been shielding for a year!”

“Please continue with the Dance On Zoom [classes] for the
future! I would miss it very much if it were to finish.”

“Thank you to you all for offering the Zoom [classes] during
lockdown. It's been a life saver to so many people.
Extremely enjoyable.”

“It's been my silver lining in lockdown. It's been wonderful.”

“It's definitely beneficial for the body, and mentally and it
makes you want to do more things especially in this
situation when you're in lockdown and you don't do
anything, the less you do, the less you want to do, and this
is the opposite of it.”

Dance On, Zoom
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Dance On, Leeds 
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WORKING WITH
SOUTH EAST ASIAN
HERITAGE GROUPS

We recently attended 2 sessions of Dance On that had continued online
to ask about how we might culturally tailor our programme, specifically
for people of South East Asian heritage. 

These discussions showed us that for many of the participants dancing
reminded them of their days at school and of major festivals and that
there are clear links between dance and culture.

Dancing was also considered a family event that all should do. A need
for a mix of English and Indian South East Asian Music was seen as
important to the session.

The participants also cited their main reasons for attending the sessions
were to meet others, and for health benefits of both the body and mind.

Dance On, Doncaster 

Dance On, Bradford 
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The research illustrates that the Dance On programme offers a
significant opportunity to improve the health and wellbeing of older
people, specifically older inactive women in lower socio-economic
areas, by increasing physical activity levels, and modifying physical
(balance)  and psychosocial (fear of falling) risk factors for falls.  As a
cost effective intervention, Dance On has proven to be an important
tool in maintaining good wellbeing in older adults and especially
throughout the pandemic.

Data collected by the University of Leeds has shown that the number
of participants classed as active increased by 30% after 12 months
involvement in the programme and there was also a significant
difference in Physical Activity overall across the 12 months. The
increases in PA were also mirrored by an increase in participants’ self-
rated health status.

As a result of lockdown there was a transition to online classes that
continued to improve the health and well-being of older adults
through recreational activity, and an important positive effect was
noted on participants’ mental health, as evidenced by decreases in
anxiety and improvements to life satisfaction. 

We suggest participating in a community based Dance Programmes
such as Dance On could help maintain or increase physical activity
levels and modify factors that can cause people to fall. Together, this
has the potential to be an important tool in preventing frailty in
community dwelling older people. In addition, a fun, community
based activity which encourages social activity could also improve life
satisfaction, preventing loneliness, and associated mental health
conditions.  

What's next?

The current Dance On funding will come to an end in December 2021.
The Dance On partnership is committed to developing new funding
relationships to sustain and develop the programme and now seeks
investment to enable the programme to continue.

A further research study is planned for 2022, to capture the wider
impact of Dance On, with a specific focus on the benefits to dance
artists and community partners.

Dance On participants continue to engage across the 30 weekly
sessions on offer and will contribute to Yorkshire Dance’s Ageless
Festival in Summer 2022. Dance On, Doncaster (Darts)

CONCLUSION
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The University, established in 1904, is one of the largest
higher education institutions in the UK. They are
renowned globally for the quality of their teaching and
research. Their strategy sets a blueprint for a values-
driven university.

leeds.ac.uk

wearedarts.org.ukonedanceuk.org
darts is a participatory arts charity delivering creative
opportunities in the Doncaster borough. darts offers a
safe space to try different, sometimes challenging, and
often transformative creative activities. 

One Dance UK is the sector support organisation
leading the way to a stronger, more vibrant and diverse
dance sector. They provide membership packages for a
range of individuals and organisations to support,
advise and connect people across the dance sector. 

UNIVERSITY OF LEEDS

DARTSONE DANCE UK

PARTNERS

yorkshiredance.com
Yorkshire Dance is a charity which champions the value
of dance and its development in Yorkshire. They create
opportunities for people of all ages, backgrounds and
abilities to see, make and take part in high quality
dance.

YORKSHIRE DANCE

FUNDERS

Sport England helps people and communities across
the country get a sporting habit for life. Sport England
is an executive non-departmental public body,
sponsored by the Department for Digital, Culture,
Media & Sport. 

sportengland.org

bradford.gov.uk
Public Health
Public health staff commission services from a range of
providers, including other parts of the NHS and the VCS
(voluntary and community sector).

SPORT ENGLAND

BRADFORD COUNCIL

leeds.gov.uk
Public Health
The Public Health Resource Centre (PHRC) offers
support to anyone with a responsibility for or
professional interest in public health or promoting
health and wellbeing in Leeds, including students and
volunteers.

LEEDS CITY COUNCIL 

doncaster.gov.uk
Public Health
Public Health support a wide range of partners to
improve the health of the Doncaster population and to
improve the worst health fastest.

DONCASTER COUNCIL 
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Website: dance-on.org
Twitter: @DanceOn_Yorks 

Facebook: @DanceOnYorkshire
 

Get in touch: adienivison@yorkshiredance.com 
(Projects Manager, Older People, Yorkshire Dance)

Front cover photograph: Sara Teresa

https://www.dance-on.org/
https://twitter.com/DanceOn_Yorks
https://twitter.com/DanceOn_Yorks
https://www.facebook.com/DanceOnYorkshire

