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1. Summary 
 
Between October 2010 and April 2011 Plymouth Dance delivered the first stage of 
Tea Dances with a Twist! A citywide programme of dance for people over 50 
between Plymouth postcode areas PL1 to PL5, providing participants with 
opportunities to dance. The programme aimed to improve the emotional and 
physical health of participants and to encourage intergenerational activity and 
relationships. 
 
The programme was designed to provide the over 50 age group with a regular local 
event to attend, ensuring social engagement and physical activity. The continuity 
provided an opportunity for participants to be physically active, develop new dance 
skills, recall memories and gain social confidence and a sense of belonging and to 
share experiences – old and new.  
 
Financially supported by Big Lottery funding though South West Wellbeing the Tea 
Dances with a Twist! were delivered by Plymouth Dance in partnership with Elder 
Tree and NHS Community Public Health Practitioners who hosted a number of the 
tea dance events, providing additional health information and arranging for young 
people to be involved in the provision of refreshments. Four dance practitioners, 
supported by three young dance leaders, were employed to enable the dances to 
take place once a month at six locations across Plymouth, culminating in a public tea 
dance celebration in Plymouth City Centre in April 2011. 
 



 

 
 
2. Identifying the need 
 
Prior to designing the project Plymouth Dance underwent a research process to 
identify why a programme of dance for the over 50 age group would be beneficial to 
the city: 
 
Rapid Appraisal of the Health Needs of Older People in Plymouth in respect of 
Physical Activity by Sarah Lawson, May 2009. 
 
“All evidence points to physical activity as being key to helping older people to 
maintain their health, well-being and independence. It helps to prevent physical and 
mental ill health and to manage existing heart conditions. Despite this, in Plymouth 
levels of physical activity in older people are low and lower than national average 
levels. This is accompanied by lower levels of overall health in the local older 
population than in the national population. There are also apparent inequalities in 
the health of older people in different neighbourhoods of Plymouth with the worst 
health being in those older people living in the most deprived areas.” 
 
Plymouth City Council’s Older People Strategy ‘All Our Futures’, notes that: 
 

 Approximately 1 in 3 of all Plymouth’s population is over the age of 50. 

 In Plymouth there are 82,100 people over the age of 50 representing 33% of 
the city’s population compared with 28% nationally. 

 Compared to national figures, there are a greater proportion of 50-60 year 
olds (2006 census). 

 



 
 
3. Aims and Outcomes 
 
The overall aim of the programme was to provide at least 300 people over the age of 
50 in Plymouth with a regular local event to attend giving participants the 
opportunity to dance therefore ensuring both social engagement and physical 
activity. 
 

 To improve the health of people over 50 in Plymouth (emotional and physical) 

 To encourage social relationships and intergenerational activity 
 
As agreed between Plymouth Dance and South West Wellbeing the overall outcomes 
of the programme would be: 
 

 Mental Health 

 Physical Activity 

 



4. Marketing 
 
Initially, Plymouth Dance created an A5 leaflet that was distributed by email through 
the networks and databases of Plymouth Dance and the NHS Practitioners. It was 
also dropped at the 6 venues, various outlets surrounding the 6 venues (including 
shops, libraries, residential homes, etc) and at organisations such as Age Concern, 
Waves (shop for Over 50s), Plymouth Guild and Eldertree. Press coverage included a 
radio interview on BBC Radio Devon and articles in The Western Morning News and 
the Herald. 
  

 



Marketing for the Tea Dance with a Twist! On the Piazza, included banners that were 
placed at 3 roundabouts, a film advert at another city arts event (Drive in Deco), a 
comprehensive press and media campaign and the distribution of an A5 leaflet 
which was also circulated by email. 
 
Media coverage included radio interviews on Radio Plymouth and BBC Radio Devon. 
The press campaign resulted in a total editorial value of £12,666.57, with a maximum 
circulation of 62,000. 

Publication Long Name 
Media Category 
(top-level) Circulation 

Western Morning News (Devon) {Main} Regionals 17,908 
thisiswesternmorningnews.co.uk Web & Wires n/a 
The Herald (Plymouth) {Main} Regionals 38,000 

thisisplymouth.co.uk Web & Wires n/a 

The Herald (Plymouth) {Main} Regionals 38,000 
Plymouth Magazine Regionals 40,000 
The Shopper Regionals 62,000 

The Plymothian Regionals 30,000 

The Herald (Plymouth) {Main} Regionals 38,000 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 



5. Facts and Figures 
 
Outcomes were measured by collecting a mixture of qualitative and quantitative 
data from each new individual attending the programme. Participants were asked to 
fill out an evaluation form stating if they felt that they had benefited from improved 
mental health (feeling happier) and improved physical activity (feeling healthier).  
 
Of the 96 participants whose data was captured 96 (100%) reported that they had 
benefited from improved physical activity and 33 (27%) of those participants 
reported that they had benefited from improved mental health.  
 
The overall programme attracted many more than 96 participants, for example 
participants travelled from other Plymouth postcode areas to attend the monthly 
Tea Dance events. The city centre celebration ‘Tea Dance with a Twist! On the 
Piazza’ was reported to have been attended by over 600 people. The main reason 
that data was not captured for extra participants was a lack of staff capacity; this 
mainly affected the Piazza celebration as a staff illness on the day meant that there 
was no-one responsible for collecting data. With regard to the rest of the project 
there were many participants who did not want to share their personal details. 
 
Of the 96 participants sampled the graph below reports that the majority of 
participants came from the PL5 postcode area (Whitleigh and St Budeaux).  
 
 

 
 

 
 



6. Feedback 
 
a. Participants 
 
Every participant who filled out an evaluation form commented that the quality of 
the Tea Dances with a Twist! events was very good.   
 
During the project, participants confirmed that the times of the events and the 
locations suited them and they welcomed the opportunity to attend at no cost. 
Although, regular attenders mentioned that they would be willing to pay a nominal 
fee to attend. 
 
Some of the participants attended more than one venue and they stated that they 
would have preferred it if the tea dances had been spread across the month rather 
than happening in the same week each month, so that they could attend a tea dance 
somewhere in the city once a week, or once a fortnight. 
 
The following comments were expressed to the Dance Practitioners: 
 
‘It feels so nice to dance again and be held’ 
 
‘I really like feeling alive again’ 
 
‘Oh, I am sorry, were you speaking to me? I was in a place far away’ 
 
" I have not felt this alive in years!" 
 
"It is lovely to feel close to people again" 
 
"It is so nice to dance with a man!" 
 
 
Case Study 
 
Mrs M (real name undisclosed for privacy) 
 
Mrs M is one of the youngest participants to attend the Tuesday sessions. She is very 
fit and healthy but is however a widow with no family and is very lonely. Mrs M is 
very proud and found it hard to admit that she had no-one to call in case of an 
emergency. The monthly sessions have enhanced her life physically but also in a 
social and emotional sense. 
 
Mrs M arrives early to set up and brings pens in case the dance practitioner forgets 
them. She also helps clear away and has taken posters away to promote Tea Dances 
with a Twist! in her local area. Mrs M never stops talking from start to finish and 
always enjoys the dancing, she is willing to give any step or dance a good go and you 
can see how much she enjoys the occasion. 



Anecdotal feedback from the Tea Dance with a Twist! On the Piazza made it clear 
that a regular dance event in the city centre, where the public could dance would be 
welcomed and well attended. This was backed up by the fact that a press and media 
campaign focused on one date (the 17th April) resulted in over 600 attenders. This 
suggests that regular promotion of a regular activity would reach even further and 
result in an even higher level of participation and engagement. 
 
At the city centre event, some of the public were from other postcode areas and 
expressed their disappointment that the project delivered between October and 
April had not occurred at venues in their area. They did not understand that this was 
as a result of the funding criteria. 
 
This event was also free, however, participants made it clear that they would have 
been happy to make a donation for the refreshments. 
 
 
b. Dance Practitioners Observations 
 
The following comments were expressed by the Dance Practitioners: 
 
‘It’s a delight to see people getting excited about ‘getting it’’ 
 
‘I've really enjoyed the project ... it was very rewarding. Yesterday the six people that 
came along exchanged phone numbers, so it was fab to leave a legacy of friendship.’ 
(Devonport Guildhall)  

The older participants were lifted by the energy of the young people who were 
supporting the session. They asked them to teach them some of their 'moves' after 
they had all learned the waltz. One of them was determined to break dance too! 
(Streetfactory) 
 

Two or three of the older people watching danced along in their chairs. They were 
keen to talk about how much they had enjoyed dancing in town when they were 
younger. (Astor Court) 
 

The formality of the traditional dances encouraged them to concentrate and 
remember the steps. (Astor Court) 
 

...the participants brought their own dances and stories to the session. This sharing 
of memories and physical memory (steps and routines) had a positive effect on the 
mood in the session and encouraged others to chat and laugh together. (Weston Mill) 
 
Several ladies had been travelling together to attend other Tea Dances. A new 
friendship and activity! (Astor Court) 
 
Sitting down to tea and cakes provided a welcome opportunity to get to know each 
other better. People looked relaxed and happy. (Astor Court) 
 



The tea break has been really lively and a good link between the dances we're 
learning and the memories people have of younger days. (Devonport Guildhall) 
 
The people taking part have been teaching each other the dances they know. Some 
weeks I have literally put my plan down and let them get on with it! It's great to see 
them laughing and talking as they learn. (Weston Mill) 
 
... it was a chance to introduce the over 50’s to the Dance style of Hip Hop, and we 
taught them all traditional dance styles with a hint of Body Popping and Street dance. 
They showed total commitment to the new dance style, and really enjoyed the Hip 
hop element. They also, enjoyed the element of the project, which allowed them to 
have a cuppa, cake and a chat, they loved to chat about their lives, and socialise with 
their peers! (Streetfactory) 
 
 
c. Dance Practitioners  
 
This is my absolutely favourite project! The best job ever - it is so much fun for 
everyone! There is nothing like dancing with someone to make you feel good about 
yourself and life! (Paula Hocking) 
 

I gained a great amount of new skills during the Hip Hop tea dance experience. I 
gained experience and knowledge in dance styles such as: Jive/Fox trot etc. and 
managed to add a Hip Hop twist! (Toby G) 
 

The project was a fantastic opportunity to network with numerous dance teachers, 
and gave us the opportunity to collaborate with a Ballet school and I taught 2 Hip 
Hop lesson’s to the ballet class, and they taught 2 hrs to my hip hop dance crew! This 
experience was very challenging to both dance teams, and helped to build bridges 
between different dance genres.(Toby G) 
 
The whole project has been a great experience for me. (Sarah Pickman – Young 
Dance Leader) 

The experience of this project has aided my personal development as a practitioner 
and further enhanced my knowledge of community dance. (Claire Summers – Young 
Dance Leader) 

 



d. NHS Practitioners 
 
The NHS Community Health Practitioners identified that dance is a fantastic medium 
of exercise to improve the lives of older people. The core aim of their work with Tea 
Dances with a Twist! was to identify groups of older people who were not already 
reaching the recommended daily amount of exercise to be healthy. They felt that the 
people who actually engaged with Tea Dances with a Twist! were people who were 
already able to get out and be active. Some improvements for future projects of this 
kind were identified as: 
 
- Better initial publicity 
- Better communication between the partners 
- To work within selected residential homes 

 
 
e. Other partners 

 
Tea Dance with a Twist! On the Piazza enabled Plymouth Dance to initiate a 
relationship with Waves (a shop offering services and information for people over 
50). They welcomed the opportunity to have a stall at the event and promote their 
organisation and recruit potential volunteers. 
 
Other organisations working with older people were invited to promote their work 
at the event, however, they did not accept the invitation. 
 
Plymouth Dance often works in partnership with the BBC Big Screen. On this 
occasion, the local BBC Producer was on holiday, so he arrange for his colleague 
from Swansea to live stream the activity in the marquee onto the BBC Big Screen. 
The BBC Producer from Swansea was impressed by the success and organisation of 
the event and planned to propose a similar event to Swansea City Council. 

 



7. Legacies 
 
Half way through the project, Plymouth Dance was approached by Plymouth Guild 
and Devonport Guildhall to develop Phase Two of the project for a 3 year funding bid. 
Unfortunately, having prepared the proposal and budgets, Plymouth Guild decided 
not to proceed. 
 
However, in the past month, Plymouth Dance has been approached by two Social 
clubs in Plymouth requesting support in delivering a regular Tea Dance at their 
venue. This, combined with the positive response to the Tea Dance on The Piazza! 
has encouraged us to prepare a new proposal to deliver regular Tea Dances at 3 
venues in the City (including one of the venues involved in Phase 1) and a monthly 
Tea Dance event in the city centre. This proposal will be developed and used as the 
basis for funding applications over the next couple of months with a view to 
restarting Tea Dances with a Twist! in the Autumn of 2011. 
 
A brand and formula has been established, as well as a team of dance practitioners 
and a database of participants.  
 

 
 



8. Press Coverage 
 
Western Morning News 
4th April 2011 
 

Dust off your dancing 
shoes for waltz 
down memory lane at al 
fresco date 
 
BY SARAH PITT 
Dust off your dancing shoes and get 
ready to dance down memory lane. 
Anyone with a nostalgic yearning for 
the tea dances of yesteryear will not 
want to miss the al fresco tea dance in 
Plymouth city centre this month. 
The Tea Dance with a Twist! takes 
place on Sunday, April 17, in the 
Piazza, with dancing to a live band, 
tea and cake and plenty of time just to 
chat and reminisce. 
Dance teachers will be on hand to 
teach the fox trot, waltz, jive and chacha- 
cha at the free event, which runs 
from 12 noon to 4pm. 
While aimed at the over 50s, youngsters 
are also welcome to come along 
and see how it is done. 
The event, is part of the Plymouth 
Dance project, which for the past six 
months has been getting older people 
socialising at tea dances at six venues 
across the city. 
Sue Smith, artistic director for the 
project, said the al fresco dance 
harked back to the wartime dances on 
Plymouth Hoe. 
“I was very inspired by some of the 
old footage of the dances on the Hoe 
and the local lasses dancing with the 
GIs,” she says. “They had such amazing 
energy.” 
She hopes the dance will recreate 
that same uninhibited sense of fun. 
“We really want people to just have 
an enjoyable fun event. We’ve got a 
four-piece band, it is going to be 
decorated really beautifully, and 
there’ll be tea and cakes and an opportunity 
to just take part. 
“There will be some workshops at 
the beginning, and then we will just 
open the floor so that people can just 
get dancing. We do teach the steps, 
but we often find that people like to do 
their own thing.” 
The dance celebrates the Dance 
with a Twist! project in Plymouth, 
which has been holding regular tea 
dances at the Devonport Guildhall, 
Streetfactory, the All Saints Academy, 
St Budeaux Methodist Church, Astor 
Court and Weston Mill Oak Villa 
Social Club in Plymouth. 
The project has been aimed at getting 
older people to have fun and 
socialise while also boosting their 
health and fitness through the dancing. 
“We wanted to get a project going 

that would involve the over 50s and 
get them moving and give people the 
opportunity to get together and reminisce 
about tea dances they might 
have attended years ago,” says Sue. 
“It is not really about teaching 
people how to dance, it has been 
much more about the fun we have 
dancing, and sharing the experience 
and people’s stories.” 
And many of those who had come to 
the classes had been able to give their 
teachers a few tips on how to dance 
the foxtrot or waltz, she added. 
“There’s been a really lovely exchange 
of skills.” 



 



 





9. Project Team 
 
Project Manager:  June Gamble, Coordinating Producer, Plymouth Dance 
Project Coordinator:  Hayley Huckin 
Artistic Coordinator:  Sue Smith 
Press & Media:  Anne Marke Clark 
Production Management: Event Cornwall 
 
Dance Practitioners:  Tamsin Bone 
    Toby Gorniak 

Linda Hesselden 
Paula Hocking 

 
Young Dance Leaders:  Alex Hocking 
    Sarah Pickman 

Clare Summers 
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