
Shaping the Physical Surroundings 

Subtle changes to the layout and presentation of an environment can have a significant impact on 
the way people behave and the choices they make e.g. putting healthier food options such as fruit 

by the supermarket till instead of the crisps and chocolate!

What is it?

Why it works

• Small differences in proximity, accessibility and perceived pleasantness of an environment can 
make people more (or less) likely to be active there, e.g. studies show people are more likely to 
be active in environments they perceive to be pleasant 

• Prompting people in situ with signage or relevant imagery can play a role in encouraging 
physical activity, e.g. taking the stairs over the lift

Example: Playgrounds

To encourage more physical activity at playtime, playgrounds were 
divided into three different colour-coded areas and given suitable 
playground markings and physical structures for that area: 
• a red sports area – e.g. basketball hoops, fencing
• a blue multi-activity and skills area 
• a yellow quiet play area – e.g. a seating area
This redesign encouraged greater physical activity amongst all 
children by giving children the option to play in their own way  
(Ridgers, Fairclough, and Stratton, 2010).

How might you apply?

What different options do people have for active travel in their lives? E.g. walking to nearby shops 
rather than taking the car. How might we make these opportunities more accessible and increase 

perceived pleasantness for more people? 
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How might you optimise signage to encourage physical activity?  For example, posters showing 
calories burnt taking the stairs versus the lift, signposting facilities in local area? 

What about people’s physical surroundings might be discouraging physical activity? E.g. signage 
discouraging walking/playing/cycling or unpleasant changing rooms at the swimming pool! Can you 

remove these things / work around them or make them feel more pleasant somehow? 

Are there ways you can re-design the physical environment to make people behave in a more 
active way?  E.g. Beat the Streets turned the town into a fun game that got kids walking and cycling 

to collect their points!  



Social Support

Social Support is giving and receiving practical assistance and emotional encouragement from 
family, peers and professionals.

When first starting out, handholding and support from people in your own social group or that you 
already trust is particularly important.

Once participating, instructors/coaches and other participants play an important role in helping 
people to feel they belong.

What is it?

Why it works

• Practically – e.g. helping people identify facilities or assisting them to attend gives them the 
opportunity to take part or makes it feel easier, which boosts motivation

• Emotionally – e.g. active encouragement, or helping a parent not to feel guilty for taking part, 
gives them confidence in their decision to be active

Example: Project ACE

Project ACE, trialed in Bristol, drew on a model of social 
support via retired peer volunteers in the community 
(‘Activators’) to initiate greater physical activity levels 
amongst older people. Peer volunteers were there to provide 
both practical and emotional support to build the target 
audience’s capability – especially confidence – for getting out 
and about more. Peer volunteers met with and phoned 
participants on a regular basis, and also went along with them 
to activities they had chosen to do. 

How might you apply?

How can you make current programmes 
more sociable? E.g. building in coffee breaks, 

encouraging further meet ups

What can you do on Social Media to build 
social support networks? E.g. Facebook 
groups sharing photos of social events, 

creating ‘badges’ of affiliation to help people 
feel like they belong

Can you encourage people to bring friends and 
family along to activities?  How can you make 

sure it’s easy for them to do so?

What social support can you give to people 
once they have begun to participate (think 

about emotional encouragement and practical 
support)? Remember to be encouraging and 

tailor your support to their level and ability so as 
not to intimidate

How can you facilitate people brining 
friends/family along? E.g. ‘bring a friend 
day’, extra parking space, mixed ability 

classes
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Commitment Contracts

Written or spoken pledges and promises to do particular actions or reach specific goals. 
This could be simply telling an instructor when you will next be at their class, writing down your 

goals (e.g. to walk or run a set distance each week) through to signing a written contract (e.g. when 
you join a sports club). People can even choose to impose some kind of penalty (e.g. they have to 

give some money to charity or do a forfeit) if they don’t keep to their commitment. 

What is it?

Why it works

• People like to be consistent with what they have already said or done before – just writing a 
behaviour down makes it more likely we will do it!

• Commitments help people to remember to do something
• There is more at stake – e.g. the risk of losing face, disappointing someone else, or having to 

do a forfeit – which helps stop procrastination

Example: Stickk.com

Stickk is a web platform to help people set and achieve 
goals and tackle procrastination through a commitment 
contract.  People first set a clear goal (e.g. to go to the gym 
once a week), then set some financial stakes and a ‘referee’ 
(e.g. a friend) to monitor their progress.
You can also make your goal public and round up support. 
When people have money on the line and a referee, 
success rates are in the 70 to 75% range!

How might you apply?

Can you build Commitments into Club 
Membership / sign up and inductions? E.g. 

forms, voluntary forfeits?

What can you do on Social Media to 
encourage public commitments? E.g. Invite 
members to click ‘Like’ to a post if they will 

be taking part that day?

How can you get people to verbally commit to a 
clear goal?  E.g. asking when/where they will be 

attending, how often?

Can you turn this into a (voluntary) written 
commitment?  E.g. get them to sign something 

/ write down their commitment and even 
publically display it? 

[It might sound silly but it really works!]
How can you build commitment contracts 

into digital tools/tech? How can you keep track of their commitments 
and how they are doing? E.g. keep a record of 

attendance and acknowledge when people do or 
do not take part
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Make an Action Plan 

Getting someone to make (and ideally write down) a plan that specifies when, where and how
they are going to do a sport / physical activity and work towards a realistic goal

What is it?

Why it works

• It helps someone to remember what they want to do and what they want to achieve 
• It can link physical activity to their everyday routine and surroundings which helps trigger them 

to do be active
• It increases a sense of commitment by writing it down

Example: Active Hertfordshire (Active Herts)

Active Herts worked with experts from UCL’s centre for 
behaviour change to develop tools to support people to get 
active. This image is one of the spreads from their sign up 
pack that doubles as a ‘personal get active plan’. It 
encourages people to make a tangible plan around what 
days and times they can fit activity into their lives. There is 
a focus on building up minutes across the week in whatever 
way fits, rather than necessarily committing to lots of 
sessions/classes

How might you apply?

Could you incorporate the writing of an 
action plan into sign up 
processes/inductions?

How can you encourage and support 
participants to make an action plan? E.g. asking 
when/where they will do a particular activity, 
how they will get there, what specifically they 

will do (making sure it’s achievable), etc.

Reassure people on set-backs and help them 
amend their plans as and when necessary to 

avoid any loss in motivation
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Develop prompts and tools the workforce 
can use with participants to encourage, 
prompt and formalise action planning



Plan for Problems

When someone anticipates a number of potential problems or barriers to taking part in an 
activity, and then develops a COPING PLAN for how they will practically overcome each barrier 

What is it?

Why it works

• Reassures people that set backs are normal
• Prompts making adjustments and finding alternatives should things not go to plan
• Helps people focus on and keep on track with their main goal vs. having an ‘all or nothing’ 

approach to exercise

Example: Active Hertfordshire (Active Herts)

How might you apply?

What opportunities could there be for you to 
have gentle conversations about what might 
make an activity difficult to sustain and what 

they will do if this happens?

Reassure people around set backs – tell them 
it’s ‘normal’ and focus on new solutions

Give people ideas and suggest alternatives for 
adjusting or shrinking goals should things not go 

to plan
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This page from the Active Herts ‘personal get 
active plan’ prepares people for bumps in the road 
– helping people to foresee difficult situations 
and plan for how they will cope.

How can you build your understanding of 
drop out - to understand the common 

problems people encounter completing a 
programme, and how you might work around 

these? E.g. ways for people to stay 
connected to the programme even if they 

cannot attend one week

Develop prompts and tools the workforce 
can use with participants. E.g. templates for 

Coping Plans (these work well when linked to 
Action Planning tools)



Chunking

Breaking down large or distant goals into smaller, more manageable achievements

What is it?

Why it works

• Helps people to understand all the smaller tasks that are involved in achieving a bigger goal
• The smaller tasks feel easier and more manageable helping to keep them motivated
• Creating a timeline of things to get them done – one by one – enables someone to measure 

progress towards our goal

Example: Couch to 5k

The Couch to 5k app is a very successful free app 
to help people to start running, developed by the 
NHS and Change4Life. It breaks down a 5k / 
30min run into intervals of walking and running. 
Each week, the amount of running time is built 
up until – on week 10 – you run the whole 5k.
The week-by-week focus allows you to ‘chunk’ 
up a goal that can seem overwhelming at the 
start.

How might you apply?

How can you ‘chunk up’ your offer so that it 
feels more manageable to participants?  E.g. 
clear progression levels with broken down 
timeframes, options for different abilities

What tools can you incorporate into 
programmes to mark progression?  E.g. 

badges, web or paper based progress charts

How can you tailor programmes to 
acknowledge people’s different starting points 

and levels? E.g. starts off easy and builds up 
from there

Can you build in options for easy versus more 
difficult versions of exercises – helping people 

gradually build intensity and skills at their own 
pace?
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Tracking and Feedback

Tracking and feedback involves someone getting information about their performance or progress
on a specific task. This can be from another person or a tracking device – including apps or simple 

written wall charts

What is it?

Why it works

• Positive reinforcement makes us want to repeat a behaviour and can help us to feel supported
• Feedback on progress towards goals helps keep us motivated 

Example: SwimTag

Places for People are working with technology providers SwimTag
to embed tracking and feedback into the swimming 
experience. They are piloting a programme called ‘Rule the Pool’ 
which allows swimmers to track their swim via SwimTag and log a 
time for 400m on the platform. They are experimenting with 
different interfaces that demonstrate feedback and progress in 
different ways; some people are engaging most with messages 
around how well they are performing against other people 
(competition), whilst others are engaging more with messages 
around their own improvement (more task-based) over time.

How might you apply?

What tools for marking milestones can you 
build into programmes? E.g. web or paper 
based progress charts to complete (think 

computer games with different levels people 
want to get to!)

Can you encourage people to track their 
personal progress and share with you for getting 
personalised feedback as well? E.g. via a paper 

diary or simply on their phone

What feedback can you give people to show 
you are noticing their progress and are there to 
support them? E.g. feeding back the number of 
sessions they have attended so far, noticing that 
they are improving.  This could be done face-to-

face or via text message / email etc.

What free apps and lower tech alternatives 
can you incorporate into programmes and 

interventions? E.g. 2-way text support 
alongside face-to-face outreach for harder to 

reach groups; follow up text messages 
feeding back on and tracking progress
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Visible and Relevant Communications

In our daily lives we are often bombarded with information so we tend to unconsciously filter out a 
lot of it.  To catch people’s attention, messages and imagery need to be visible and relevant so they 

stand out to us. 
• Familiar visuals are more easily recognised so have more chance of being noticed. 

• Communicating in places where your target audience feel at home and ensuring that 
messages/imagery etc. feel aimed at someone ‘like them’ increases relevance. 

What is it?

Why it works

• Consistent, simple, branded messages with symbols/imagery vs. words can be processed more 
easily and are more memorable

• Making an activity feel like the ‘social norm’ – we are social animals and have a natural 
tendency to ‘follow the herd’, so if we think others ‘like us’ are doing something we tend to be 
more likely to do it!

• Optimistically framed messages, focused on immediate gains (vs. fear-based messaging or 
longer-term benefits) help people to feel activity is worth the effort

Example: 30 minutes moving
The Netherlands successfully used the ‘30 minutes moving’ 
message across both local and national campaigns, making it 
easier to recall and recognise it straight away. 

In general interventions for physical activity are more 
successful when they are: 1) firmly supported by both local 
and national level messaging and communications and 2) 
they use a few simple words. 

How might you apply?

Think about how to place communications where the audience you are trying to reach will see 
them e.g. for inactive people, in supermarket notice board or via children’s school book bags 

versus inside the walls of a facility; local press versus social media for reaching older audiences

Consider tangibly linking a specific activity or programme to local and national campaigns, 
including reinforcing specific relevant messages seen in communications locally or nationally for 

greater impact
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Example: This Girl Can
This Girl Can (a UK National campaign) makes use of a clear and simple 
branded message that is easy to recall.  It is optimistically framed and 
focuses on immediate gains, helping girls to feel activity is worth the 
effort.  It also makes use of social norms too – images of relatable ‘real 
women’ make it feel like ‘other girls, like me, are doing it too’.



Personalisation

Personalisation involves tailoring services, advice, information and offers to the needs or 
preferences of the individual, rather than assuming one-size-fits-all

What is it?

Why it works

• It connects sport and physical activity with people’s identity e.g. where they live, life stage, 
what they like etc. and so makes it more relevant

• It reduces the number of decisions someone has to make making it easier for them to decide 
how to fit activity into their lives

• Less can be more! Evidence shows that giving all the available options and leaving it up to the 
customer to decide can be overwhelming and ineffective

Example: I Will if You Will

The I Will If You Will website aims to increase 
women’s participation in sport in a town 
called Bury.  The website aims to help women 
to choose relevant activities for them to try –
by providing a search function based on 
preferences/needs/location.
By allowing women to choose from just a few 
tailored choices it makes choosing easier and 
less overwhelming for those wishing to just 
‘give something a go’.

How might you apply?

Use people’s names in letters, emails and 
other correspondence

How might technology support 
personalisation of communications?

Use people’s names when you talk and 
communicate with them!

When helping people to choose between 
options, provide them with a tailored shortlist 

to make it less overwhelming for them to decide

Consider tailored cross-selling of activities –
including free ways to be physically active, 
e.g. recommending walking or jogging to a 

yoga class

What tailored cross-selling can you do? E.g. if 
someone has enjoyed their yoga class, suggest 

they try an aerobics class too
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