
a team building program that promotes  
healthy lifestyle behaviors for aging adults
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This guidance is educational in nature and is not meant to take the place of medical 
services which may be needed. Not all exercises are suitable for everyone. It is 
recommended that you consult with your physician before beginning this program. 
When participating in physical activity, there is always risk of injury or soreness. 
If at any point during your workout you begin to feel faint, dizzy, or have physical 
discomfort, you should stop immediately. If you engage in this exercise program, 
you do so at your own risk, you are voluntarily participating in these activities, and 
you assume all risk of injury to yourself and release any LIFT instructor from any 
and all liability.
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INVESTIGATORS

SAMANTHA M. HARDEN, PhD 
is Virginia Cooperative Extension’s physical activity 
specialist and an assistant professor in the Department of 
Human Nutrition, Foods, and Exercise at Virginia Tech. Her 
work, through research and Extension, focuses on creating 
physical activity interventions that improve the lives of 
individuals in community or clinical-based settings.

PAUL A. ESTABROOKS, PhD 
is the Harold M. Maurer Distinguished Chair of Health 

Promotion at the University of Nebraska Medical Center. 
Most of his research focuses on testing innovative health 
promotion programs, policies, and practice interventions 

that can be adapted and adopted in schools, work places, 
communities and healthcare clinics

MEGHAN L. WILSON, PhD  
developed the LIFT program as part of her dissertation work 
with the aim of improving older adult functional fitness and 
ensuring that LIFT was adaptable across multiple delivery 
settings. She worked as a graduate research assistant for 
the PARCI lab and served as the LIFT program manager 
from 2015-2018.

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY LEADERSHIP TEAM: www.parcilab.org
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RESEARCH-EVIDENCE BASED

I. STRONG WOMEN, STRONG BONES 
Dr. Miriam Nelson, Tufts University 
A two-stage, 12-week program developed for midlife and older women focusing 
on exercise and nutrition. The first stage aims to convey strategies for increasing 
muscle mass, strength and function throughout aging, whereas stage two places 
an emphasis on low to moderate activity and nutrition to prevent heart disease. 
The overall goal is to promote confidence and behavior changes for women 
through physical activity and nutrition.

II. STAY STRONG, STAY HEALTHY 
Dr. Steve Ball, University of Missouri 
A 10-week program developed to enhance the health and well-being of all middle-
aged and older adults. The program involves a structured strength-training 
program that places great emphasis on safety and participation. The overall goals 
are to increase muscle and bone density to decrease risk of osteoporosis and 
frailty, which increases the safety and well-being of older individuals.

III. ACTIVITY FOR THE AGES 
Dr. Paul Estabrooks, Kansas State University 
A 12-session program developed to promote physical activity for all older adults. 
With a focus on strength training, aerobic activities, and balance, this program 
incorporates fun with physical activity through team building to increase motivation 
and self belonging. Group sessions aim to develop a heightened social setting that 
encourages participants to set and achieve group and personal goals.
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Audience 
This program is intended for inactive older adults.

Design 
LIFT is an eight-week, two-times-a-week, in-person program delivered by trained health 
educators. Participants are encouraged to walk or engage in other aerobic exercises for 150 
minutes per week (i.e., to meet physical activity recommendations for older adults) in addition 
to the in-person LIFT classes. Self-monitoring, feedback, and goal setting are integral, 
evidence-based components of the program (see session guide for more details).

DIMENSION OBJECTIVES MEASURES

Reach Reach a large proportion of inactive 
older adults across the state

Total, proportion, and 
representativeness of participants

Effectiveness Effectively improve strength, 
flexibility, and balance of older adult 
participants

Functional fitness assessments 
and self-report physical activity

Adoption High adoption rates within settings 
and among eligible delivery 
personnel (e.g., staff, volunteers, 
educators)

Total, proportion, and 
representativeness of staff and 
settings that adopt the program

Implementation Strong fidelity to implementation 
protocol

Fidelity checklists and self-report 
process evaluations

Maintenance: 
Individual-level

Maintain the health behavior changes 
of physical activity and fruit and 
vegetable consumption after program 
completion

Six month post program fitness 
assessment and survey

Maintenance: 
Organizational-level

Long-term maintenance of the 
program within the system or setting 
at low incremental costs

System-level indicators of annual 
program uptake, financial support, 
program leaders intent to deliver 
in the following year, etc.

RE-AIM: PROGRAM PLANNING AND EVALUATION
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1. Safety 
In any case where previously sedentary people are beginning physical activity, 
there is a small risk of discomfort as participants adjust to the new actions. Be 
sure to fully explain all activities and the appropriate ways to complete them. 
Participants may also experience negative emotions, such as frustration or feelings 
of inadequacy, related to working within a group or failing to meet physical activity 
recommendations.

2. Program Sustainability 
Exercise experts from within the state or from other state Extension systems can 
train community-based health educators (e.g., agents, specialists, volunteers) 
to deliver the program. The LIFT program was developed with the intent to be 
delivered in or with partnership of Extension systems across the nation. However, 
this may not be possible in all cases. The overall intent is to identify organizations 
and personnel who can reach and serve the aging population.

3. Individual Behavior Change 
The LIFT program is centered on the use of Social Cognitive Theory. It utilizes 
constructs such as observational learning, self-monitoring, and goal setting to 
initiate and maintain behavior changes. Observational learning will provide accurate 
and proper models of physical activity to enhance self-efficacy to complete the 
PA program. Self-monitoring and personalized goal setting allows the participants 
to feel a sense of accountability and accomplishment while participating in this 
program, all of which will lead to individual behavior change towards a healthy, 
confident lifestyle.

4. Group Dynamics-Based Behavior Change 
Many older adults believe they are not capable of participating in physical activity 
or are intimidated by physical activity, which may lead to hesitation in joining a PA 
program. Recruiting through a shared community provides the benefits of individuals 
having similar experiences, living in close proximity to each other, and having 
comparable goals and values. An increased similarity among the group will heighten 
confidence and provide a comfortable environment for older adults to perform PA.

PROGRAM BASICS
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TABLE 1:  SESSION-BY-SESSION OUTLINE OF GROUP DYNAMIC STRATEGIES  
TARGETED WITH EACH LIFT SESSION

Session  
Number

Session  
Objective

Targeted  
Principle

 
Why?

 
Suggested Group Activity

1 Introduction to 
program and 
group members

Interaction and 
communication

Everyone may 
or may not know 
each other. A 
game may act 
as an icebreaker 
and incorporates 
physical activity.

Active name game: With the 
group standing in a circle, have 
each person say their name and 
a corresponding exercise (e.g. 
Jumping Jack Jane). Everyone 
repeats the name and activity while 
doing the exercise and then the next 
person goes. 
 
If the group is too large, just 
have each individual introduce 
themselves with a corresponding 
exercise and then have the next 
person go without everyone 
repeating and doing the exercise.

2 Introduce group 
members, 
create a team 
name, develop 
phone tree

Role within the 
group  
 
Group  
distinctiveness/
team identity

Creating a phone 
tree encourages 
participants to 
communicate 
and support one 
another. Team 
distinctiveness 
enables 
participants to 
feel a sense of 
belonging to the 
group.

Phone tree: Ask participants if they 
are comfortable sharing their name 
and best contact method with the 
group. Assign group members to call 
individuals if they miss more than 
two sessions.  
 
Team distinctiveness: Establish 
a group name for the cohort (e.g. 
Aged to Perfection, Generation Fit, 
Portsmouth LIFTers).  
 
Wear the same color t-shirts for 
class or community walks.

3 Collaborative 
group goal  
setting  
(physical  
activity  
completed  
outside of 
class)

Group goals 
 
Group norms

Establishing a 
group goal sets 
a norm for class 
attendance and 
physical activity 
behaviors. 
 
A group goal 
encourages team 
contribution and 
accountability 
more than an 
individual goal 
would.

Set a group goal, examples:

1. 80% attendance for at least 14 
of the 16 sessions. 

2. Walk the state. Any 15 minutes 
of aerobic activity outside of 
class counts as a mile to walk 
across the state.

3. Whoever gets the most exercise 
outside of class gets ______  
(determine a nominal prize).



13

Session  
Number

Session  
Objective

Targeted  
Principle

 
Why?

 
Suggested Group Activity

4 Discuss 
motivators of 
healthy lifestyle 
choices

Interaction and 
communication

Discussing personal 
motivators allows 
participants to learn 
about each other 
beyond surface level 
similarities and may 
enhance the positive 
group setting.

Discuss personal motivators for 
physical activity.  
 
Example prompts:
1. Discuss activities they 

remember doing as a youth

2. Discuss activities, by the 
decade (e.g., what activity 
was your favorite in the 
1980s?)

3. Talk about fruits and 
vegetables they enjoy 
growing or eating during 
certain seasons.

5 Develop plans 
for coping with 
physical activity 
barriers

Interaction and 
communication 
 
Problem 
solving

Participants may 
have the best 
intentions when 
it comes to being 
physically active, but 
barriers consistently 
pop up. 
 
Group discussion 
allows participants 
to share challenges 
and barriers to 
support each other in 
overcoming common 
barriers.

1. Share methods for 
coping with barriers (e.g., 
establishing routines, getting 
to bed earlier, etc.).

2. List common barriers that 
people encounter. 

3. Discuss previous methods 
used for overcoming barriers 
in the past.

6 Determine what 
resources are 
available for 
physical activity

Action  
planning

If membership fees, 
transportation, time, 
etc., are barriers 
for engaging in 
physical activity, 
identify free and 
convenient options 
for physical activity. 
This may help further 
alleviate barriers 
to meeting PA 
recommendations.

1. Open discussion: Discuss 
how participants could use 
community resources (e.g., 
parks,recreation centers, 
etc.) to meet physical activity 
recommendations. 

2. List example exercises that 
can be done in community 
parks (e.g., use picnic tables 
for seated knee extensions 
and wide-leg squats or to 
provide balance for leg curls.)

TABLE 1: SESSION-BY-SESSION OUTLINE OF GROUP DYNAMIC STRATEGIES  
TARGETED WITH EACH LIFT SESSION
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Session  
Number

Session  
Objective

Targeted  
Principle

 
Why?

 
Suggested Group Activity

7 Dietary 
behaviors 
influence 
physical 
activity 
participation

Interaction and 
communication

Group discussion enhances 
a sense of belonging among 
group members. The more 
opportunities they have to 
share information about 
themselves, the more they 
will feel connected to the 
group. This may happen 
organically, but as the 
instructor, you can provide 
prompts to ensure that 
even the more introverted 
participants chat and 
contribute.

1. Ask participants to share 
favorite foods while 
exercising. 

2. Provide examples of 
snacks that fuel the body. 

3. Distribute MyPlate for 
Older Adults (page 36).

8 Social 
integration 
and 
interaction 
outside of 
exercising

Group norms 
 
Interaction and 
communication

Offer opportunities for 
participants to be rewarded 
and acknowledged for their 
healthy behaviors (e.g., 
class attendance, continued 
progress with physical activ-
ity, positive attitudes, etc.).  
 
Social gatherings outside of 
exercise enable participants 
to learn about each other.

1. Set up a potluck (e.g., a 
midway point success 
potluck with healthy 
snacks). If participants 
are coming from work, 
or have obligations after 
class, another option is for 
the instructor to provide 
a healthy snack and the 
recipe. 

2. Ask participants to bring 
a healthy recipe for a 
recipe exchange; discuss 
favorite healthy recipes 
during exercises. Or, ask 
participants to email their 
favorite healthy snack/meal 
recipes to the instructor, who 
prints and brings to the next 
class.

9 Leadership 
roles to build 
confidence

Role within the 
group 
 

Providing each participant 
with a role of leading the 
group will help establish a 
sense of responsibility and 
accountability within the 
group. This may also help 
instructors identify people 
who may want to lead a 
class in the future.

1. Give participants the 
opportunity to lead their 
group members through the 
exercises while counting out 
loud. Ask for volunteers and 
others to count. 

2. Ask for at least one person 
to be the official counter in 
class so that the instructor 
can talk while leading the 
exercises.

TABLE 1:  SESSION-BY-SESSION OUTLINE OF GROUP DYNAMIC STRATEGIES  
TARGETED WITH EACH LIFT SESSION
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Session  
Number

Session  
Objective

Targeted  
Principle

 
Why?

 
Suggested Group Activity

10 Share 
successful 
behavior 
changes for 
physical activity 
and fruit and 
vegetable 
consumption

Interaction and 
communication  
 
Group size 
 
Feedback on 
goals 
 
Social support

Encouraging small 
group interaction 
while exercising (with 
a partner) permits 
members of the 
group to discuss 
and celebrate their 
improvements or 
find support where 
they still would like to 
make changes.

1. Ask participants to work out 
with a partner in class. Each 
partner takes turns leading 
an exercise while the other 
counts out loud. 

2. Ask partners to share 
achievements and healthy 
lifestyle behavior changes 
made thus far.

11 Revisiting 
group and 
individual goal 
setting

Social support 
 
Interaction and 
communication  
 
Feedback on 
group goals  
 
Self monitoring 
 
Tailoring

Revisiting group 
and individual goals 
allows participants 
to analyze their 
progress and/or 
adjust their goals 
where needed.
Readdressing goals 
before the end of 
the program will help 
prevent relapse to 
being inactive.

1. Ask for volunteers to share 
their individual goals and 
how they feel they have 
contributed towards the group 
goal. 

2. Discuss any necessary 
changes to individual and 
group goals among the group. 

3. Discuss if participants want to 
continue to meet as a group. 
If so, discuss where, how, 
who would lead, etc.

12 Strategies for 
maintaining 
long-term 
health behavior 
changes

Interaction and 
communication  
 
Self-monitoring

LIFT is about making 
lifelong changes;  
these topics and 
the  opportunity 
for discussion can 
provide support in 
maintaining these 
changes.

1. Take turns answering topic 
area questions (voluntary 
and provided within manual) 
about motivators for physical 
activity, strategies to stay 
active, plans for staying 
physically active, etc., while 
exercising.

2. Ask for volunteers to answer 
the questions and lead group 
exercises.

TABLE 1:  SESSION-BY-SESSION OUTLINE OF GROUP DYNAMIC STRATEGIES  
TARGETED WITH EACH LIFT SESSION
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Session  
Number

Session  
Objective

Targeted  
Principle

 
Why?

 
Suggested Group Activity

13 Motivators 
of long-
term health 
behaviors

Interaction and 
communication 
 
Action  
planning  
 
Relapse 
prevention

Individuals are encouraged 
to focus on the positive 
outcomes associated with 
the physical activity they 
have completed thus far 
and determine how they will 
translate these habits into 
their daily routines.

Lead a group discussion 
 
Topics: 
1. What is different in their 

life/physical abilities now 
when compared to the 
start of class?

2. How will participants stay 
accountable for their own 
healthy lifestyle choices 
(e.g. physical activity 
and fruit and vegetable 
consumption)?

3. How will participants 
help each other stay 
accountable for their PA 
(e.g., continued use of 
phone tree)?

14 Establishing 
long-term 
coping and 
action plans 

Interaction and 
communication 
 
Action planning

Participants may want to 
remain physically active at 
the end of LIFT. Provide 
opportunities for participants 
to schedule time outside of 
LIFT to meet and remain 
physically active.

1. Ask for volunteers to 
discuss opportunities to 
meet for physical activity 
outside of LIFT. How will 
they help each other stay 
motivated and on track to 
accomplish goals?

2. Invite the group to 
discuss what they need 
from you as the instructor 
or what opportunities 
they are curious about 
in the community. As the 
instructor, set up facility 
tours.

3. Talk with local facilities 
about costs, classes, and 
opportunities for aging 
adults in the community.

TABLE 1:  SESSION-BY-SESSION OUTLINE OF GROUP DYNAMIC STRATEGIES  
TARGETED WITH EACH LIFT SESSION
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Session  
Number

Session  
Objective

Targeted  
Principle

 
Why?

 
Suggested Group Activity

15 Recognizing 
group member 
contribution

Group roles 
 
Social support 
 
Feedback

Urge participants 
to acknowledge 
and celebrate their 
team members 
(outside of group 
leader providing the 
encouragement).

1. Ask for volunteers to express 
who in their group was 
most enthusiastic, most 
encouraging, etc. It can be 
more than one person or 
everyone in the group.

2. Go around in a circle and 
have each member say 
one positive attribute about 
the person to their right or 
how they have positively 
contributed to the team.

16 Acknowledge 
completion 
of group and 
individual goals

Group norms  
 
Feedback on 
group and 
individual goals

Having an end of 
program celebration 
encourages 
conversations 
outside of exercise. 
This helps build 
relationships that 
may motivate them 
to continue physical 
activity after LIFT.

1. Set up a potluck social to 
celebrate accomplishments

2. As part of the celebration, if 
possible, provide some small 
incentives or prizes. Print out 
completion certificates for 
everyone.

3.  Ask participants to email 
recipes to instructors so that 
recipes or a LIFT cookbook 
can be provided to everyone 
at the last class.

TABLE 1:  SESSION-BY-SESSION OUTLINE OF GROUP DYNAMIC STRATEGIES  
TARGETED WITH EACH LIFT SESSION
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LEADERSHIP 101 
Four Key Principles of Leadership 
 
1. Communication 
2. Individualized attention 
3. Provision of choice 
4. Fostering the social environment

Communication: 
Communication takes multiple forms. Body language and facial 
expressions are one of the easiest and most effective ways you 
can communicate while verbal cues also promote confidence 
and cohesion.

Individual attention: 
Providing individualized feedback and encouragement is 
often appreciated. Anything from a wink or eye contact can 
make someone feel encouraged and important. Smiling and 
facing your audience (showing that you are open, connected, 
and enjoying yourself) are all very important.

We are half way  
through our cardio!

Only 3 more, everyone, 
we can do it!

Let’s all take a look at how 
Leslie is keeping her  

knees behind her toes!  
Great job, Leslie!

It is also helpful to remind participants throughout class that each person should tailor the 
program for themselves. Remind them that they need to work within their own physical limits 
(e.g.,”Some of us might have a knee injury we’re working through.”). Even the use of the 
word us makes the class seem more integrated.
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Provision of choice 
It is often very effective to show alternatives to each move. Show the beginner, intermediate, 
and advanced version of a particular move, and allow participants to choose which one 
suits them the most. At the group level, it might be a good idea to take a casual survey of 
the course and ask participants if they would like to see more or less of a particular exercise 
as they could have strong recommendations. Let the class feel collaborative rather than 
prescriptive.

Fostering the social environment  
Finally, this program is based on a theoretical framework that increases a sense of 
belonging. Simple ways to do this are to share phone numbers and have coffee after the 
class. If the leader invites people to do so and joins them, the group will be more likely to 
spend more time together and develop cohesion. 
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08 COOL DOWN STRETCHES

Wide Leg Squat Standing Leg Curl Knee Extension

Side Hip Raise Bicep Curls
Overhead Press

Seated Row Toe Stand

Hamstring & Calf Stretch Upper Back Stretch Chest & Arm Stretch

STRENGTH  TRAINING EXERCISES
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