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PEOPLE’S HEALTH TRUST – ACTIVE COMMUNITIES CASE STUDY 
  

Introduction 

This case study explores how Blurton 
Community Hub was developed, its 
approach, what it delivered and what 
was achieved, and forms part of the 
evaluation of the Active 
Communities Programme managed 
by People’s Health Trust. The report 
draws on interviews with the project 
team and participants, observation 
of MS Mondays activities and the 
monitoring information submitted as 
part of the programme’s six monthly 
review cycle.  

About the project 

Blurton Community Hub works with 
the whole of Blurton (an area just 
south of Stoke-on-Trent) and its 
surrounding area. The area 
experiences high levels of 
disadvantage and consists of a large 

amount of social housing. The Hub is 
a multi-purpose venue that provides 
facilities for local residents and is 
home to a number of community 
groups that offer a range of activities 
that vary from exercise sessions to 
information, support and learning. 
The centre has been in operation for 
over a decade and it was hoped that 
the funding would enable an 
expansion and extension of existing 
activities, improving the provision 
available and attracting new 
beneficiaries.  

The funded project, a Community of 
Interest project aimed at engaging 
those affected by Multiple Sclerosis 
(MS), includes MS Mondays and 
Fitness Fridays, which deliver two 
sessions of activity per week each of 
4 hours duration. The content 
includes physical activities such as 

specifically adapted Pilates and 
bicycle activities  

 
as well as watercolour and glass 
painting, bridge and bingo. The 
activities provide an opportunity for 
people to come together and make 
new friends whilst at the same time 
improving their physical and mental 
health.   

 

Main findings 

 It was felt by project staff, 
volunteers and beneficiaries that 
MS Mondays and Fitness Fridays 
fill a gap that exists in local 
provision for people affected by 
MS. The filling of this gap has 
played a key role in motivating 

Blurton Community Hub –  
MS Mondays & Fitness Fridays 
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local people to engage with the 
project. 

 
 Although the funding only began 

in January 2016, the project has 
already been able to expand its 
activities by hiring a care 
assistant, acquiring more and 
improved equipment based on 
their needs as well as a specially 
adapted coach with a hydraulic 
lift in order to facilitate away 
days and trips. 

 

 Beneficiaries felt that the project 
had already had a significant 
impact on their lives, improving 
their social links and ties and 
helping them to feel in better 
physical and mental health.  

 

 The project has enabled its 
beneficiaries to exercise 
collective control through both a 
structured process, in the form 
of a committee, and also 
informally through ad-hoc 
conversations.  

 

Who is involved?  

The project lead has managed this 
project, on a voluntary basis, since 
its inception over 10 years ago.  

“10 years ago I found that there was 
nothing to help my wife (who has MS) 
and people with that condition so I 
started this centre.” (Project staff) 

The project lead has overall 
responsibility and that involves 
‘keeping an eye’ on things and 

ensuring the entire project runs 
smoothly. There is also a committee, 
consisting of a mixture of 
professionals and participants, who 
are asked if they would like to 
volunteer by project staff, usually 
based on their level of engagement 
with the project. The committee has 
decision-making power and some 
delegated roles, such as finance and 
health and safety.  

The funding has also enabled the 
project to hire a care assistant. 
Activities are attended by a nurse 
and a beautician.  

What opportunities does 
the project offer? 

MS Mondays and Fitness Fridays had 
already been running for over 10 
years, providing activity sessions and 
the opportunity to socialise for 
people living with Multiple Sclerosis.  
In applying for funding, the plan was 
to use the resources to extend the 
reach of and expand the project’s 
existing activities, addressing the 
participants’ physical and sensory 
disabilities as well as social and 
emotional isolation.  

“It was building on things we already 
had in place by adding new things 
from scratch.” (Project staff) 

Although ‘getting people mobile’ 
and ‘keeping them active’ were 
repeatedly mentioned by project 
staff, the prevailing view was that 
the social interaction played as 
crucial a role in the project with the 
beneficiaries being able to meet 
others, socialise and make friends, 
which is vital for their mental and 
emotional wellbeing as well as their 
motivation to improve their physical 
health. This is a natural part of 
helping beneficiaries to create better 
social links and ties but it was also 
felt that, through those social links 
and improved wellbeing, 

beneficiaries would feel more 
empowered and able to exercise 
control both collectively (on the 
project) and individually (in their 
lives).   

“It’s to help people with MS to come 
out into the community and be 
involved with other people with the 
same medical condition. The big 
thing is exercise which you can’t get 
on the NHS (on a regular basis) and 
that’s why we particularly focus on 
that.” (Project lead) 

The project received funding of 
£22,698 (over 2 years starting from 
October 2015) and is still in the early 
stages of its delivery plan. Some of 
the funding has already been spent 
on hiring a care assistant, acquiring 
more equipment (for example, a 
standing frame) and also subsidising 
the cost of a specially adapted coach 
with a hydraulic lift in order to 
facilitate away days and trips. 

Participants currently take part in 
the following activities: 

 Exercise bikes 

 Aromatherapy 

 Reflexology and head massage 

 Hairdressing and beauty 
treatments  

 Watercolour painting 

 Jigsaw puzzles 

 Bridge 

 Bingo 

 Wii ten pin bowling 

 Lunch club 

 One-to-one welfare from a 
support worker 

All of these activities, according to 
the project lead, are introduced 
based on requests and feedback 
from participants. They also link 
together with one common aim; to 
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improve the emotional wellbeing of 
the beneficiaries: 

“With therapy, it doesn’t matter what 
they are doing. It is brain massage, 
and that’s what it is all about.” 
(Project staff) 

Each member on joining the group 
completes a health assessment form 
which is compiled by the MS 
Society.  If any health issues arise 
they are advised to speak to their GP 
or Consultant and to gain clearance 
from them before they can exercise 
and use the equipment. This form is 
reassessed annually in January to 
ensure that there have been no 
changes in their health. In May, 
August and November they will have 
a reminder that if they have any 
changes in their health it is their 
responsibility to re confirm with their 
GP or Consultant that they can 
exercise. The project used 
advertising to engage with and bring 
the community to the project. It was 
advertised via the MS Society North 
Staffordshire branch magazine; in 
the local hospital; at the Community 
Hub; and via word of mouth. 

The project lead feels that the 
project’s design, which is based on 
the needs of people living with MS, is 
what motivated people to join. The 
feeling was that the project filled a 
gap that exists in provision for 
people living with MS: 

“I don’t think there is anything else for 
them in the country that does this sort 
of thing.” (Project staff) 

 

The project lead also felt that the 
funding has helped to create a 

project that empowers local people 
to make decisions and shape the 
direction it takes. The most common 
processes for collective control 
appear to be informal: 

“If anybody wants to do or try 
anything, we do it. Loads of people 
come in and say to me “Can I do this? 
Can I do that?”, and I say, “Yes”. For 
example the hairdresser that comes 
in. They wanted that and if she didn’t 
get clients from it, she wouldn’t come. 
We always try things that are 
requested but if it isn’t popular we 
won’t continue.” (Project staff) 

Project participants are able to make 
their views heard by approaching the 
project lead or staff. Although the 
participants have been given 
questionnaires and suggestion 
boxes, these have not been used 
regularly. More informal means of 
feedback have proven to be more 
popular. A recent acquisition (a 
circulation booster for feet) was 
discontinued as a result of this 
feedback.  

There is also a structured process for 
participants to engage with and 
exercise collective control. As 
mentioned earlier, the project has a 
committee which was established in 
January 2016. This formation was a 
‘natural process’ with community 
members and beneficiaries given the 
opportunity to volunteer. The 
committee has the power to decide 
how the funding from the Trust is 
used.  

The project lead commented that 
the project has changed significantly 
since the funding award. With the 
addition of new equipment and 
activities, the project is able to 
accommodate more beneficiaries 
and help more people. The capacity 
and sustainability of the organisation 
have improved. A member of the 
project staff also felt that the 

funding had helped the organisation 
be ‘more structured and cohesive’. 

“Working together now, it is not just 
up to one person as it may well have 
been before. People are more 
committed and it is much more of a 
democratic service with people 
working together.” (Project staff) 

 

What has the project 
achieved?  

The project (in its current form) is 
still very much in the early stages of 
delivery. However, the project lead 
and staff agreed that local people 
had been empowered through their 
participation in the project. This 
empowerment has come in a variety 
of ways:  

 Beneficiaries have a say in and 
control over the project’s 
activities (through both informal 
and formal means). Any 
beneficiary can, informally, 
speak to any member of staff. At 
the same time, beneficiaries are 
part of the project committee 
which meets monthly and has 
decision making authority on 
activities and events the project 
has.  

 Beneficiaries have socialised, 
made new friends and expanded 
their network. 

 Beneficiaries have improved 
their physical and mental health.  
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It was felt that these factors 
combined to make the beneficiaries 
more confident and able to make 
changes in their lives as well as at the 
Hub.   

 

The project has a regular clientele 
and a steady stream of newcomers.  

“On a regular basis, I would have 
thought we have about 55 regular 
attendees who come every week.” 
(Project staff) 

As well as 55 regular beneficiaries, 
the project also has about 10 regular 
volunteers. The volunteers include 
some beneficiaries and also people 
who have close family members who 
are beneficiaries. 

“I don’t think we have a single 
volunteer who doesn’t have a relative 
who has MS.” (Project staff)  

These volunteers are therefore 
motivated by personal or family 
reasons and many have been 
involved in the project for a number 
of years.  

The project lead and staff felt it was 
too soon to see any ‘hard outcomes’ 
from the project, but that individuals 
had already started to feel a 
‘togetherness’ and that they were 

‘part of a community’. According to 
data the project collects when 
beneficiaries start attending (there is 
more detail on this below), a large 
number were experiencing social and 
emotional isolation prior to 
attending, and the Hub has helped 
them to make new friends and 
improve their social links and ties. 
Interviewees felt that this 
improvement in social networks 
would also lead to improvements in 
confidence and mental and 
emotional health too.  

Beneficiaries commented on how 
the project had changed their lives. 

“I used to feel, “Is there any point in 
getting dressed?”. This has given us a 
reason to get up in the morning.” 
(Beneficiary) 

They spoke about the improvements 
in their daily lives, through making 
friends and having a larger 
emotional support network. This 
would suggest that beneficiaries feel 
the project has helped them improve 
their social links and ties.  

“Even if you’ve got family at home, 
you still need the other support from 
people who know about what you’re 
going through.”  (Beneficiary) 

As well as the social benefits, 
beneficiaries also spoke of changes 
to their physical health as a result of 
the project. The project has provided 
them with the opportunity to use 
exercise machines and take part in 
more physical activity. This has 
resulted in them feeling physically 
healthier.  

Until Christmas, all decisions were 
made by the project lead. After 
Christmas, particularly since the 
formation of the committee, this has 
changed. The project lead and staff 
felt that without the local 
community having a strong say in 
the project’s activities, the project 

would have likely taken a very 
different route. This new process has 
also helped take pressure off 
individual members of the team and 
provided participants with a formal 
means of exercising collective 
control over the project, 
empowering them to make 
important decisions about the 
project’s direction. 

Project staff commented that the 
funding has given beneficiaries the 
ability to make a difference, both 
formally through the committee and 
informally through ad-hoc 
conversations. It was felt that, 
previously, even if a large number of 
beneficiaries wanted a particular 
activity, it would not always have 
been possible to implement it. The 
funding has given people ‘real 
power’ and the ‘ability to implement 
things’.  

 

What has worked well? 

 Filling a gap: The general feeling 
among the project lead and staff 
was that the project had enabled 
beneficiaries to ‘come together’ 
and meet others in a similar 
situation to them, creating a 
‘community feeling’.  

“It has helped people come into 
contact with others who have MS. 
They can see how well they can work 
together and sometimes go out of 
their comfort zone and develop 
together.” (Project staff) 
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 Making links with other groups: 
This ‘community feeling’ is 
highlighted by beneficiaries 
visiting other community 
groups, such as the local church, 
and giving talks about their 
condition. The group has also 
formed links with the local café 
who provide lunch for the group 

“One or two of them now go out and 
do a little talk to the community, we 
connect with the church across the 
road, we’re interacting with the 
community and that’s been a real 
change.” (Project staff) 

What are the challenges 
and how have these been 
overcome?  

Although there were some initial 
‘teething problems’, the project is 
currently on schedule. The 
challenges so far have been mostly 
of a practical nature, which did not 
require any changes to be made to 
the project plan or delivery.  

 Recruitment challenges: The 
care assistant took a little longer 
to recruit than anticipated. 
 

 Delays: The standing frame 
battery was faulty and would run 
out very quickly. The frame was 

returned to the manufacturer in 
Cardiff where it was repaired 
before being sent back.  

 
 There was a requirement to open 

a bank account as part of the 
funding and there was a delay in 
addressing this due to 
administrative issues.  

 
 Sustaining engagement: There 

are also some people who do not 
remain engaged with the 
project. These people tend to 
‘drop off’ after attending one or 
two sessions. The reason is not 
entirely clear, though it was felt 
by the project lead and staff that 
many had to travel long 
distances in order to reach the 
centre. This is particularly 
inconvenient for people living 
with MS. It was felt that about 
75% of people remain engaged 
with the project once they 
attend a session for the first 
time.  

The future 

As mentioned, the project is very 
much in the early stages of its 
delivery. The project has developed 
a monitoring and evaluation form, 
consisting of a baseline which is 
completed upon joining the project 
and a follow up. The baseline asks 
people about their motivation for 
attending the project, with options 
such as improving self-confidence, 
health awareness, keeping mind and 
body healthy and active, relaxation, 
getting involved in community or 
voluntary activities, and making new 
friends.  

Beneficiaries have not yet been 
asked to complete a follow up; this 
will be done in June 2016. The 
findings from this exercise will be 
used to inform the project’s six 
month monitoring report.  

The follow-up form has already been 
designed and asks beneficiaries the 
effect that MS Monday/Fitness 
Fridays has had on the following: 

 self-confidence 

 mobility, motivation and 
movement 

 contact with the community 

 capacity to deal with their 
condition 

 ability to relax and take a break 
from everyday stress 

It also asks them to state, on a scale 
of one to ten, the extent to which 
the project has improved their health 
and wellbeing, supported their needs 
and helped manage their health 
condition. Separately, all 
beneficiaries are weighed once a 
month and this is monitored to 
ensure they maintain a healthy 
weight.  

 

http://www.bchub.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/12/RVS5.jpg

