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As adults age, they become more susceptible to a multitude of diseases and ailments. Though getting older is inevitable, a senior 
citizen�s health can be greatly impacted by making lifestyle choices. Yet many senior citizens are not as physically active in their 
older years as they were in their youth. This lack of exercise only worsens the complications that come with aging.

The programs below are all aimed at improving senior citizens� health, with a particular emphasis on physical activity. Through 
an active lifestyle, any senior citizen can improve his or her quality of life. The Seniors in Motion section of the Toolbox is designed 
to help communities implement programs that promote wellness through physical activity. This section of the Toolbox also 
includes brief information on the �built environment� � the buildings, spaces and products that are created or modi�ed by people, 
including sidewalks, parks/recreation areas, greenways, business areas and transportation systems. 

Walking Programs
Walking programs are perhaps the easiest exercise programs for communities to start and for senior citizens to join. Walking is 
fun, inexpensive, and easy for most. Minimal organization is needed to coordinate the walking patterns of a dedicated group of 
senior citizens. Unlike other exercise programs, there are no dress or �tness requirements. The walking programs included in this 
Toolbox, as well as many other walking groups throughout the country, all provide an opportunity for seniors to exercise at their 
own rate and to make new friends. An additional bene�t of walking programs is the ease with which one can evaluate outcomes 
and results of the program.

Exercise Classes
Exercise classes for senior citizens prove that persons of any age can bene�t from moderate exercise. The exercise classes 
highlighted in this Toolbox all o�er a safe and comfortable environment for senior citizens to engage in physical activity and 
maintain or improve their level of �tness. Through exercise classes, senior citizens learn about the importance of regular exercise 
and the impact it can have on their quality of life. These classes also produced measurable improvements in seniors� balance, 
�exibility, and by extension, safety.

Senior Exercise Facilities
Health and �tness programs are an increasingly popular part of senior living communities. Residents and sta� alike realize the 
positive health impacts, and potential �nancial bene�ts, that comes with improving residents� �tness. Through exercise facilities 
and wellness programs, many seniors become more independent and less reliant on walking aids, the community sta�, and 
emergency health care. Doing so improves the quality of life for the resident and his or her neighbors and friends. The three senior 
communities pro�led in this Toolbox have each implemented a successful exercise facility for their respective residents.

Aquatic Programs
Aquatic programs, especially water aerobics, are an excellent way for senior citizens to get the exercise they need. Water aerobics 
allows seniors to exercise without putting excess strain on joints and muscles. In fact, walking and jogging underwater not only 
strengthens the leg and hip muscles, quadriceps, and hamstrings, but it also burns twice as many calories as walking and jogging 
on land. Aquatic programs provide a safe, friendly and supportive atmosphere in which seniors can make new friends, try new 
activities, and improve their health.

Seniors In Motion Executive Summary
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The Problem
The consensus among health experts is that most senior 
citizens are signi�cantly under-active. Approximately 25% 
of men and 20% of women aged 65 years and older exercise 
regularly. Health experts warn that as senior citizens exercise 
less, their �thresholds of physical ability� will decrease and they 
will be more susceptible to minor illnesses which could make 
them completely dependent on others for their care. In fact, an 
elderly person�s physical activity level has a direct correlation 
on their future health and lifespan; in a study of 3,000 healthy 
senior citizens ages 70-79, those who could complete a quarter-
mile walk were three times more likely to live a longer life and 
be at less risk for cardiovascular disease and physical disability.

Senior citizens who do not regularly exercise put themselves 
at serious risk for a number of ailments and life-threatening 
diseases including obesity, diabetes, arthritis, osteoporosis, 
heart disease, respiratory problems, and high blood pressure. 
Furthermore, inactive senior citizens lose muscle �ber at a 
rate of three to �ve percent every decade after age 30; that is 
15% muscle �ber loss by the age of 60. Consequently, aging 
and obesity are both accompanied by a signi�cant decline in 
muscle power. These health problems, all serious in their own 
right, may also lead to further problems such as depression 
and decreased quality of life. 

Each of these physical and emotional ailments can also 
become a major burden on public health resources. For many 
senior citizens, the inability to walk, stand, or lift one�s arms 
severely undercuts their ability to live independently. As 
senior citizens become less healthy, they become more reliant 
on family members or, in their absence, hospitals, senior 
centers and government programs. It is no surprise, then, that 
research from the World Health Organization shows that 
senior citizens spend more of their income on health care 
than any other need or activity. 

The Solution
The increasing burden of health problems and health care 
costs on senior citizens requires preventive approaches. 
Regular physical activity is the easiest and most �tting 
strategy; one is never too old to derive bene�ts from moderate 
exercise. In this section of the Mayors Wellness Campaign 
toolbox, we present a number of options to encourage 

wellness and physical activity among senior citizens. Many 
of the enclosed ideas are basic programs that could be 
undertaken in any senior center or municipality. 

To improve quality of life as well as to decrease the costs of 
health care, public health professionals recommend that 
seniors take part in a �tness class or basic wellness program. 
Walking groups, water aerobics, and certain exercise classes 
are all well-suited for senior citizens to boost their health. 

Participation in such programs often leads to weight loss, 
reduced bone loss, lower blood pressure, improved digestion, 
more �exibility and muscle strength, improved balance and 
coordination, stronger heart and lungs, decreased risk of 
cardiovascular disease, and improved stamina and energy 
levels. Regular physical activity is also associated with lower 
health care costs, higher quality of life and less frequent 
utilization of health services. Additionally, researchers have 
found that modest levels of physical exercise for seniors are 
associated with delayed onset of dementia or Alzheimer�s 
disease. Individuals who exercised three or more times a week 
had a 30% to 40% lower risk for developing dementia compared 
with those who exercised fewer than three times per week.

Studies have shown that when a senior participates in one 
�tness class, he or she will be more motivated to participate 
in regular community �tness programs. As such, the personal 
attachment to an exercise program will increase that senior 
citizen�s socialization, friendships, and optimism for the 
future. These seniors will remain independent and have 
stronger social and family relationships and a decreased risk 
of depression. 

Furthermore, senior citizens who stay or become physically 
active are less likely to require costly, emergency health care. 
The International Council on Active Aging states that senior 
citizens who exercise regularly save an average of $2,200 per 
year in out of pocket medical expenses. 

Finally, it is important to not overlook the risk of osteoporosis 
and hip problems when developing exercise programs for 
seniors. Seniors who do not exercise regularly or are not in 
adequate health may �nd that they su�er more severely 
from the e�ects of osteoporosis and corresponding hip 
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problems.  Over 55% of people 50 years of age and older 
su�er from some type of osteoporosis. It is estimated that 
half of all women and a quarter of all men over the age of 
50 will experience a bone fracture as a result of osteoporosis. 
On average, 24% of men and women who su�er from a 
hip fracture die within one year. Only 15% of those who 
experience a hip fracture are able to walk across a room 
unaided six months after the injury. Additionally, more than 
one third of adults ages 65 and older fall each year. The falls 
are a leading cause of traumatic brain injuries, decreased 
quality of life, and increased risk of premature death. For 
the senior demographic, pure exercise is not the only goal; 
minimizing risks of falls, osteoporosis and other joint 
di�culties are vital.

About Programs in this Toolbox
Throughout America, many senior homes, recreation centers, 
exercise facilities, and municipal health departments have 
created excellent wellness programs for senior citizens. The 
programs that are highlighted in this Toolbox should not be 
viewed as the only options for senior wellness, but rather a 
sampling of programs that have already enjoyed great success. 

Health experts and administrators �nd that the most 
inexpensive and e�ective senior exercise programs come in 
the form of three types: walking groups, exercise and water 
aerobics classes, and �tness facilities designed with seniors in 
mind. The Senior Toolbox highlights best practice programs in 
each of these areas.

Our brief descriptions of each case study include that 
program�s strengths, results, innovative ideas, and lessons 
learned. We hope this information will be helpful for you in 
planning a wellness program in your own community. 

Regardless of the program you choose to implement, it is 
imperative that you explore all of the potential exercise 
options for senior citizens. Many of the illnesses contracted 
by inactive seniors are preventable if community leaders 
are willing to act. As a local leader, you can reach out to 
local health departments and the county o�ce on aging for 
assistance, and work with other local groups to de�ne both 
outdoor and indoor walking spaces. The Senior Toolbox 
programs include more detailed implementation steps, but 

regardless of the program you choose to implement, please 
get started soon � the health of seniors in your community 
depends on it. 
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This section of the Mayors Wellness Campaign toolbox targets ways that you can encourage healthier lifestyles among the 
seniors in your community. The Mayors Wellness Campaign urges you to view urge you to view those who provide care to seniors 
� entities of all types and sizes � in your community as partners in this wellness e�ort.

Senior care providers can include gerontologists, long term care facilities, nursing homes, senior centers, rheumatologists, 
internists, home health care nurses, local o�ces on aging, independent living, assisted living, and retirement communities. 

Further, this section provides you with a unique tool: a bridge with which you can build relationships with both senior care 
providers and seniors in your community. To aid you in this e�ort, we have created some additional tools for you to use in 
encouraging both seniors and care providers to get involved in what your municipality is doing with the Mayors Wellness 
Campaign. These tools can be used as incentives to encourage senior involvement. 

Enclosed are:
�	� A letter that you can customize and send to every local senior care provider to encourage their involvement in local MWC 

e�orts and their commitment to senior wellness.
�	� A chart summarizing the programs pro�led in this toolbox, which you can share with these organizations and use  

for your own reference.
�	� A letter to seniors in your municipality encouraging them to pursue wellness activities.
�	� A list of 30 tips on ways that seniors can individually become more active.

We hope these tools will be helpful to you in encouraging local seniors and senior care providers to join your e�ort, and ultimately 
help to promote healthy lifestyles in your community. You should also consider care providers as potential members of a 
municipal wellness task force to plan and implement any programs and attitude changes in your community. 

As always, if you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact the Mayors Wellness Campaign sta� at 1-800-414-4931.

Working with Seniors and Senior Care Providers in 
your Community
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Note: This is available as a downloadable word document on www.mayorswellnesscampaign.org.

Dear [SENIOR CARE PROVIDER]:

As you know, obesity and inactive lifestyles have become deadly in the United States, and speci�cally in New Jersey. Obesity 
and related illnesses like diabetes, heart disease, and hypertension are of particular concern for seniors in our communities. The 
consensus among health providers is that most seniors are under-active. Inactive lifestyles make our seniors particularly at risk for 
obesity and the accompanying complications. We must take preventative actions to stop this trend. 

Recently, [municipality] joined New Jersey�s Mayors Wellness Campaign as a �rst step to getting our town on the road to active 
living and healthier lifestyles. The goal is to increase opportunities for [municipality] residents to participate in daily physical 
activity with a long-term goal of reducing health care costs secondary to obesity. Through public-private partnerships, the Mayors 
Wellness Campaign provides structure and resources for healthy community initiatives. 

Mayors Wellness Campaign encourages Mayors to play a leadership role in supporting local opportunities for active, healthy 
lifestyles. I have taken them up on that challenge.

I invite you to join me in encouraging seniors in our communities to pursue wellness. Trusted care providers are in a unique 
position to alert our seniors to the importance of �tness programs, and to encourage healthy lifestyles in our communities.

To aid you in this e�ort, I have enclosed a summary chart of the programs recommended in the Mayors Wellness Campaign 
toolbox. If you would like the full toolbox document, you can download a free copy at www.mayorswellnesscampaign.org.

If you would like to participate in [municipality�s] e�orts to encourage �tness among our seniors, please contact [name] in my 
o�ce �he/she will help you get connected with the e�orts we are undertaking to achieve this goal.

Join me � together we can make a real di�erence in the lives of all [municipality] residents.

Sincerely,

[name]
Mayor, [municipality]

Sample Letter to Senior Care Providers  
In Your Community
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Organization Program and Results Innovative Ideas

Walking Programs

New Jersey Department of Health & 
Human Services

State of New Jersey

Live Long, Live Well Walking Program 
for Older Adults walking clubs 
throughout state:
� �88% of walkers increased their 

physical activity

� �Program can be done inside or 
outside in a variety of settings, 
individually or as part of a group

� �All materials free and available on 
website, http://www.state.nj.us/
health

Grossmont Adult Education School

La Mesa, CA

Grossmont Mall Walkers weekly 
walking group:
� �Program started with just a few 

people; now has up to 1600 
participants at one time

� �Nurses do screenings at Saturday 
classes

� �Conducting Saturday classes 
that gather everyone together for 
stretching, but then allow individual 
groups to walk

� �Providing goals and prizes for 
various levels of achievement

Seattle Parks & Recreation�s Senior 
Adults Program

Seattle, WA

Sound Steps Walking Program:
� �Rapid Assessment of Physical 

Activities (RAPA) Survey administered 
at participant�s start of the program 
and again three months later. Survey 
reviewed to evaluate walkers� status.

� �Sound Steps Hikes- once a month in 
nearby nature parks

� �Elementary schools are invited to 
bring students on walks with a senior 
group

Miamisburg, Ohio Senior Adult Center

Miamisburg, OH

Merry Milers Walking Program:
� �87% improved their walking time per 

mile
� �84% reported improvement in limb 

and muscular ability
� �Some participants no longer needed 

their blood pressure medicine

� �Once a month the Merry Milers walk 
in other locations such as museums, 
parks, or outdoor trails

� Annual parades

Seniors In Motion Case Study Outline



Seniors

Mayors Wellness Campaign
Put your community in motion.

9

Organization Program and Results Innovative Ideas

Exercise Classes

New Jersey Division of Aging and 
Community Services

State of New Jersey

HealthEASE Health Education and 
Move Today:
� �Participants improved reach, 

mobility and balance at end of 12-
week class

� �Exercise sessions are peer led - older 
participants respond positively to 
Peer Leaders who are similar to 
participants

� �Major focus of the program is on 
good posture

New Jersey Department of Health and 
Human Services

State of New Jersey

Project Healthy Bones:
� �48% of participants were more 

aware of the impact of nutrition and 
diet on calcium intake and have 
made changes to their diets

� �65% reported improved balance and 
strength and have taken precautions 
to alter their home environment to 
avoid falls

� �97% were more con�dent of their 
balance and strength

� �The 24-week curriculum also has an 
interactive educational component 
on the importance of safety, exercise, 
nutrition, drug therapy and lifestyle 
factors that relate to osteoporosis.

Aging and Independence Services of 
San Diego County

San Diego County, CA

Feeling Fit wellness program:
� �Attendance in the program increases 

on average 12% per year

� �Transferring knowledge from classes 
to local access television to reach 
those who are unable to leave home 
but may be able to exercise along 
with their television.

Dutchess County O�ce for the Aging

Dutchess County, NY

Dutchess County O�ce for the Aging�s 
Senior Exercise Program:
� �86% improved balance
� 89% improved strength
� 77% felt less lonely

� �Peer leaders help encourage other 
seniors to participate

� �Coordinator �nds locations willing to 
donate space such as churches, town 
halls, and senior and community 
centers
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Organization Program and Results Innovative Ideas

Senior Exercise Facilities

Glacier Hills Retirement Community

Ann Arbor, MI

The Wellness Connection: 
� �Approximately 80% of all residents 

participate in the exercise program
� �50% of these participants exercise 

more than once per week

� �Employees receive wellness training 
during orientation. The variety of 
exercise and wellness activities 
provides many opportunities for 
employee participation. 

The Fountains of Melbourne, Kisco 
Senior Living

Melbourne, FL

Healthy Strides: 
� �70% of residents participate in the 

wellness program; based on resident 
demand, classes are added or 
modi�ed to ensure participation

� �Computer lab or �brain gym� 
provides exercises for memory, 
alertness, and understanding skills

� �Weight loss competitions

Colonial Heights and Gardens 
Florence, KY

Colonial Heights and Gardens 
Wellness Program:
� �Participants in the program often 

require less medical attention
� �Residents often experience modest 

�nancial success through less usage 
of prescribed medicine and fewer 
hospital visits

� �Guest speakers from the Red 
Cross, local hospitals, and other 
organizations

� �Instructors remind seniors to get 
the appropriate check-ups and 
preventative medicines

Aquatic Programs

The Arthritis Foundation

National

Arthritis Foundation Aquatic Program:
� �Participants increased range of motion 

in a�ected limbs from 13% to 17%
� �Reduced lateral sway and total sway 

area from 48% to 30%
� �Improved balance in a functional test 

by 11%

� �Program leaders are provided with 
all of the tools and criteria necessary 
to implement the course, and 
customization is prohibited.

� �The program can be implemented at any 
community pool facility that meets the 
National Arthritis Foundation standards. 

Ocean City, MD Recreation & Parks

Ocean City, MD

Water Wiggle aerobics for seniors:
� �A majority of participants say they 

feel healthier or more physically �t 
after completing the program.

� �Many participants �nd that they can 
move around easier, thus prolonging 
their independent lifestyle.

� �Use of Styrofoam equipment such as 
weights, �noodles,� or paddle boards

� �Program brochure mailed to every 
resident of the community


