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Method
The protocols for the three reviews underpinning this resource were registered on PROSPERO 
(Kelly 2015a; Lafortune 2015a; Lafortune 2015b) and the approach follows the PRISMA guideline 
(http://www.prisma-statement.org).

The overarching aim of the systematic evidence reviews is to identify which interventions to 
promote healthy behaviours and cognitive health in older adults are the most effective and cost-
effective. The specific questions addressed in the reviews are:

1. What individual-level interventions targeting unhealthy behaviours in people in older age (55+ 
years) are effective for the primary prevention or delay of cognitive decline or dementia? 

2. What individual-level interventions in people in older age (55+ years) are effective for 
increasing the uptake and maintenance of healthy behaviours? 

3. What issues (barriers and facilitators) prevent or limit, or help and motivate the uptake and 
maintenance of healthy behaviours in people in older age (55+ years)? 

Search strategies
A structured search strategy was developed using a wide range of search terms covering the 
following concepts and domains: ageing and older adults; health behaviours and risk reduction 
relating to diet, physical activity, inactivity, alcohol, smoking; risk reduction relating to loneliness 
and isolation (i.e. leisure, social activities, participation), sun exposure, hearing and vision.

Databases searched include: MEDLINE, EMBASE, PsycINFO, CINAHL, Social Science Index, 
Cochrane Central Register of Controlled Trials (CENTRAL), The Cochrane Collaboration and 
Database of Systematic Reviews, Database of Abstracts of Reviews of Effectiveness (DARE), 
HTA and York CRD databases. The search strategies are easily accessible in the published 
PROSPERO protocols (Lafortune 2015a; Lafortune 2015b; Kelly 2015a).

Searching was conducted in two stages: 1) searching for systematic reviews in older age using 
a systematic review filter; 2) searching for published primary studies in older age. By including 
systematic reviews we captured the bulk of the scientific literature published before our cut-off date 
and avoided duplication of efforts. With the addiotnal primary studies, we captured the literature 
where there are no systematic reviews and/or where available systematic reviews are out of date. 

Systematic reviews and primary studies published between January 2000 and December 2014 
published in English and from countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) are included. However, studies were not excluded at the title/abstract 
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screening stage on the basis of language so that the number of studies excluded on the basis of 
language can be measured and reported. Only studies and systematic reviews that have aimed to 
include people in older age (55 years and over) living in the community are included.

Types of studies
For questions (1) and (2), we included systematic reviews and primary studies of any type of 
intervention studies. Study types include: randomised controlled trials; controlled clinical trials; 
controlled before and after studies; interrupted time series.

For question (3), systematic reviews and primary studies that reported qualitative data specific 
to barriers and facilitators to uptake or maintenance of modifiable healthy behaviours were 
included (i.e. physical activity, diet, smoking, alcohol, healthy life style, cognitive activities, leisure, 
participation, risk reduction related to loneliness and social isolation, sun exposure, hearing and 
vision health). 

Participants/population
Reviews and intervention studies that predominantly included populations with a mean age of 55+, 
living in the community and in a healthy condition, with pre-conditions such as high cholesterol, 
high blood pressure, overweight or obesity, or people on medication were included. Reviews and 
intervention studies from disadvantaged populations, minority groups and vulnerable communities 
werealso included. These covered low socio-economic status, ethnic minority groups, LGBT 
groups, travellers and other groups with protected characteristics under the equality and diversity 
legislation. Reviews and interventions specifically focused on populations with previous ill health 
such as stroke, coronary heart disease or asthma were excluded. Participants with previous 
health conditions however will have been included in some studies where there were no contra-
indications.

Interventions/exposure
Interventions targeting the following behaviours are included: 
• increase/maintain levels of physical activity or decrease sedentary lifestyles or maintain 

balance, strength and weight-bearing functions
• improve/maintain good diet and nutrition (including components of diet e.g. fat intake, fruit and 

vegetable intake)
• reduce/prevent/stop tobacco consumption
• decrease/ prevent excessive alcohol consumption
• maintain/increase cognitive, leisure and social activities, and participation
• maintain hearing and vision
• prevent excessive sun exposure or increase sun exposure in those with inadequate exposure
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• promote/improve dental health
• improve/modify multiple behavioural risk factors
• remove barriers/facilitate uptake and maintenance of any unhealthy/healthy behaviours with 

demonstration of impact.

Interventions delivered in the following settings and using the following mode of delivery are 
included:
• community settings (including, but not limited to, home, workplace, community and day 

centres, sheltered housing, primary care)
• interventions at individual, family, community level
• interventions in the private, public, voluntary or commercial sectors
• interventions delivered by healthcare professionals, lay people, home carers, researchers, 

media, internet

Interventions in the following areas are excluded:
• use of prescription drugs/medication (except for medication available ‘over the counter’ such as 

nicotine patches or gum for smoking cessation)
• use of dietary supplements
• management of existing disability, dementia, frailty and common non-communicable chronic 

disease
• management of obesity, including medical and surgical interventions for obesity;
• national policies, laws and taxation
• screening
• vaccination

No lower time limit was imposed for duration of intervention and follow-up.

Comparators/control
Studies with any comparator or no comparator.

Data extraction, selection and coding
Titles and abstracts were screened independently by two reviewers. Differences between 
reviewers’ results were resolved by discussion and, when necessary, in consultation with a third 
reviewer. If there was still doubt about the relevance of a study after discussion, it was retained. 
Full paper copies were obtained for all reviews identified by the title/abstract screening. Full paper 
screening was conducted independently by two reviewers. We extracted data on study design; 
population; intervention details, setting and delivery; comparators; type of outcome measures 
reported; outcome measures (measures of uptake and maintenance of healthy behaviour); design/
delivery of interventions and quantitative or qualitative data relating to implementation issues, 
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barriers or facilitators and results. 

Quality assessment
The methodological quality of systematic reviews in Reviews (1) and (2) was assessed using 
the AMSTAR tool (www.Amstar.ca). A minimum of 10% of the reviews was fully and double 
quality assessed. Any discrepancy between reviewers was resolved by discussion. Reviews that 
adequately reported at least eight of the possible eleven AMSTAR criteria were rated as high 
quality; between five and seven criteria as moderate quality; reviews adequately reporting fewer 
than five criteria were considered to be of poor quality. Tables summarising the quality of each 
systematic review and primary study included in this resource are presented for each risk factors 
in the Intervention Tables included.

Data synthesis
Findings are narratively synthesised and presented. Findings were initially tabulated to map 
the evidence in terms of included studies, country, age, population, interventions, comparators, 
outcome measures and effectiveness to map the level of evidence, quality and gaps. 

Consultation
Two two-and-a-half hour consultation events were held in Newcastle (n=12) and Cambridge (n=8) 
with representatives from local authorities, clinical commissioners, social care commissioners, 
public health consultants and clinicians to discuss the format of this resource, the level of detail 
required to inform decisions, the way messages are framed, and any other issues that felt relevant 
and important. Following a short presentation of the background for the project and the aims of 
the resource, facilitated group discussions took place using a draft version of the resource, detail 
findings for selected risk behaviours (i.e. smoking, alcohol, diet), examples of summary tables and 
key messages. Notes were compiled for each event and the research team implemented these 
changes. The revised version of the document was then reviewed by one of the public health 
consultants who attended the Cambridge workshop (Dr Angelique Mavrodaris, Consultant in 
Public Health, Public Health Directorate, Cambridgeshire County Council) as well as by members 
of the PHE team. 
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