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PEOPLE’S HEALTH TRUST - ACTIVE COMMUNITIES CASE STUDY 
  

Introduction 

This case study explores how 
Willowbrook’s Active Communities 
project was developed, its structured 
approach to collective control, what 
it delivered and what was achieved, 
as 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 the group in session 
and the monitoring information 
submitted as part of the 
programme’s six monthly review 
cycle. 

About the project 

Willowbrook is an Extra Care housing 
complex in Bettws, Newport. 40 of 
its residents are members of 
Willowbrook Tenants Association, a 

constituted community organisation 
that was formed 2008. It has six 
voluntary representatives on its 
committee.  

The Active Aspirations project aims 
to encourage residents to become 
more physically and socially active. It 
is run by and for tenants. 
Recognising the importance of 
engaging a wider range of tenants 
and expanding the range of existing 
opportunities on offer at 
Willowbrook, the project sought to 
deliver a diverse range of activities to 
the tenants within the complex and 
beyond. 

Main findings 

 The project has strengthened 
community spirit within 
Willowbrook, and improved 
tenants’ mental and physical  

 
 health and wellbeing through 

engagement in a range of 
activities. The project has also 
generated a wider sense of 
community through 
engagement with local 
schoolchildren and 
performances to the local 
community. 

 By encouraging all residents to 
have their say at regular and 
ongoing meetings, and gently 
challenging reluctance to 
participate both in the decision 
making process and in the 
activities themselves, the project 
was successful in generating a 
sense of ongoing ownership in 
the social life of Willowbrook, 
which has supported the 
sustainability of the project’s 
activities and outcomes. 

 By producing a ‘how to do it’ 
guide, the project will share its 
learning with other sheltered 
housing complexes locally. In 
doing so a wider culture of 
collective control in developing 
and delivering social activities 
may develop as the information 
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will be shared with other 
Registered Landlords across the 
region. 

 

 Who is involved?  

All residents of the tenants’ 
association are invited to attend via 
leaflets around the complex and 
word of mouth. Across the diverse 
programme of activities most of the 
residents have been involved, with 
numbers ranging from small group 
sessions for activities such as 
floristry and arts and crafts, to 30 
residents and 31 children at a living 
history event with a local primary 
school. Activities such as trips have 
also resulted in greater participation 
by a wider group of people. 

The project was initiated by the 
chairperson of the association, and 
supported by a tenant participation 
officer at Linc Cymru, the housing 
association that manages 
Willowbrook. This officer supported 
in writing the application for funding 
to People’s Health Trust and 
provides administrative support, for 
example by helping to complete 
monitoring returns.  With the Trust’s 
funding, a coordinator was recruited 
to facilitate group decision making 
sessions to ensure collective control, 
and to help in the organisation of 
activities. 

What opportunities does 
the project offer? 

The project offered a wide range of 
opportunities to tenants. The paid 
coordinator facilitated regular 

meetings of the committee and 
other tenants to generate ideas. 
Project staff reported that initially 
some tenants were reluctant to get 
involved in the decision-making 
process and often ‘defaulted’ to 
suggesting activities that they were 
already familiar with. By actively 
encouraging all voices to be heard 
and to think ‘outside of the box,’ 
tenants developed a range of new 
ideas, which they have been putting 
into practice.  

“Originally they were reluctant and 
they had to be challenged out of their 
habits. Some of these are now keen to 
have positions on the committee!” 
(Project staff) 

“You have to actively support people 
to contribute. People can have set 
roles and labels… now they’re all 
finding more out about each other.” 
(Project staff) 

An effective approach to overcoming 
reluctance was to say “try it – if you 
don’t like it, then you don’t have to 
do it again.” This was effective in 
overcoming reluctance and building 
confidence to participate in future. 
For example, one previously 
reluctant resident now runs an 
ongoing workshop within the 
complex using skills she had not 
used for over 20 years.  This 
workshop has been particularly 
valuable for participants with 
dementia as they can enjoy the 
sights, smells and memories 
associated with the flowers. The 
resident who ran the workshop 
initially lacked the confidence to talk 
within a group setting but as the 
workshop developed she was keen 
to highlight how much she enjoyed 
it, how much confidence it gave her 
and the group reassured her about 
her presentation. On finishing she 
said ‘I never thought I would be able 
to do that but I did’. 

Initially the project had planned to 
deliver one activity a month but due 
to demand from residents, weekly 
sessions were delivered instead. 
After group discussion, the 
budgetary impact of this change was 
mitigated by delivering highly cost-
effective activities such as basic craft 
classes. 

The highlight of the project for many 
was a ‘living history’ interactive 
learning event with local primary 
school children. Using materials 
borrowed from the National 
Museum of Wales – including gas 
masks, ration books and ID cards – 
30 tenants adopted different roles to 
teach children about life during the 
war and its effects on Newport and 
the Bettws area. They took part in 
interpreting their own stories and 
these were converted into a series of 
seven workshops including ‘famous 
people during the time, the role of 
women, rations, codebreaking, The 
role of the Americans, listening to 
the wireless, school and toys and 
‘getting the house ready for war’.  It 
was tailored to the local area in a 
way that children would not be able 
to access through other means. For 
example, a resident would talk about 
rations and then the children would 
go to a stall staffed by another 
resident to request their rations. The 
event was captured in film and 
photographs and the film will now be 
stored with the local museum. A 
memory book will be created by and 
for the residents and passed onto 
the local school. 
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The residents encouraged children 
to use their first names and told their 
stories from a child’s perspective, 
reliving the experience from when 
they were the same age. This was 
effective for engaging the children’s 
interest and developing a 
sympathetic intergenerational 
relationship. The tenants later 
revisited the children where they 
were thanked - using their first 
names – which was deeply 
appreciated by the tenants 
interviewed. 

Tenants also organised a ‘singing for 
fun’ session within Willowbrook, the 
name of the group designed to 
highlight that it is open to all 
abilities. As the group gained in 
confidence, the name changed to 
the Willowbrook Warblers and finally 
the Willowbrook Wonders, 
culminating with a live performance 
to an audience including the Mayor 
at an event celebrating the 
reopening of Willowbrook. Again 
this was something the tenants did 
not feel they could do at first and 
they were overwhelmed with the 
response they got from families, 
staff and external dignitaries on the 
day. 

Another group activity idea was to 
participate in a local gardening 
competition. Tenants got involved in 
different capacities according to 
their interest and abilities. After 
submitting photos of their 
handiwork, participants were 
delighted to hear that they had won 
the competition! 

In addition to activities delivered by 
participants themselves, the project 
contacted the Royal National 
Institute for Blind People to deliver a 
session on using computers. This 
inspired them to visit an assistive 
technology centre and purchase a 
computer for the group.  

What has the project 
achieved?  

Active Aspirations has enabled 
Willowbrook Tenants’ Association to 
offer residents opportunities to suit a 
wide range of interests and abilities, 
engaging more than three quarters 
of the tenants as well as involving 
local school children. 

“We had some lovely times, it was 
brilliant… I’m getting emotional!” 
(Participant)  

“When will we be starting again?” 
(Participant) 

Participants developed confidence 
through performing in the choir and 
delivering the living history event, as 
well as through making their voice 
heard in group decision meetings. In 
this way there has been a mutually 
reinforcing aspect of confidence 
building between planning and 
delivering activities.  

Interacting with local children 
through the living history event 
made participants feel useful in 
being able to pass on their 
knowledge, and staff reported that 
children and teachers found the day 
equally useful. 

Participation in RNIB and MIND 
sessions also generated new learning 
and skills. Support in using IT will 
further enable participants to keep in 
touch with others. 

It is clear that the project has 
demonstrated collective control, 
through group decisions over what 
activities are offered. The 
coordinator role has been effective 
in supporting even the more reticent 
residents to have a say. As a result 
committee membership has 
increased and the project has 
promoted an increased appetite 
among residents to plan and deliver 
activities. 

What has worked well? 

 Developing simple and 
accessible activities for the range 
of complex needs participants 
had. This included visual and 
tactile activities such as floristry, 
art therapy, gardening, crafts, 
and watching films with popcorn 
for people with dementia, and 
encouraging participants to 
share their memories. 
 

 Making sessions interactive: By 
focusing on interactive sessions, 
such as the ‘singing for fun’ 
sessions and the living history 
event, residents are able to ‘see 
each other’s personalities’ in a 
way that is not achieved through 
more conventional activities 
such as bingo. 
 

 Putting in support for people to 
take collective control: The 
coordinator role was effective in 
actively and sensitively 
challenging participants to take 
greater collective control and to 
have greater ambitions for what 
they are able to do. They 
supported this further by helping 
participants develop key skills – 
for example supporting the 
treasurer to maintain 
spreadsheets of the project’s 
accounts.  

 

What are the challenges 
and how have these been 
overcome?  
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 Engaging male participants: 
Project staff reported that men 
were more reluctant and difficult 
to engage. They had some 
success with male-focused 
sessions such as afternoons 
watching videos on topics such 
as the history of Welsh rugby. 
Overall however, the core group 
of participants has been female. 

“Where there’s a will there’s a way, 
but there’s got to be a will first.” 
(Participant) 

Initially some residents were 
reluctant to contribute their views; 
this was tackled by active facilitation 
to encourage all voices to be heard. 

The future 

The project now aims to produce a 
‘how to do it’ guide for other tenant 
associations, which will present a 
‘menu’ of activities with the key 
ingredients required to make them 
happen. The group will help develop 
this.  Linc Cymru aims to build on the 
project’s success by taking elements 
of effective practice to its other 
housing associations – particularly 
the living history event. They are 
keen to develop the ambition of 
activity coordinators in their homes 
to look beyond board games when 
working with tenants to plan 
activities.

“This has shown there is no reason 
you can’t do something like this 
elsewhere – it’s been a real eye 
opener.” (Project staff)  

 


