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What are NHS Talking Therapies services?
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NHS Talking Therapies services provide support for adults with common mental health conditions

155 NHS Talking Therapies (formerly IAPT) service providers across England offering free support for adults

In 2021/22, 1.24m people accessed NHS Talking Therapies services 



Why is this important?
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Evidence base

Despite the evidence 

base of the benefits of 

physical activity on 

mental health, physical 

activity is not routinely 

a part of treatment

High demand

Pandemic and cost of 

living impact on mental 

health. Services need 

to explore innovative 

ways that support 

patients to recover and 

self manage

Role of 

services

Services are positioned 

to support service 

users to overcome 

barriers such as 

motivation through the 

use of psychological 

techniques in 

traditional practice





Service user perspectives
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Service users experience a range of barriers to being physical active
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Most 

mentioned
Least 

mentioned

Lack of time

Long Term 

Condition (LTC)

Cost

Motivation

Mental Health 

Condition 

Women’s safety

Fatigue

Lack of 

knowledge about 

sport

Access (it’s far 

/no cycle lanes)

Fear of covid

"With mental health it's not the actual physical activity that's the 

issue - it's all the mental (and financial) barriers around starting 

or continuing the physical activity that are the issue. I'm not unfit 

because I don't know how or where to exercise: I'm unfit 

because I really struggle to overcome all the mental health 

issues (like anxiety, stress, depression and low self-esteem) that 

HAVE to be tackled before I end up in a location and outfit, 

ready to exercise." - Service user

"Finances, travel, motivation 

and especially knowing what is 

available and where to find it" -

Service user

"Time for [physical activity] and 

health which is crowded out by life 

and work. Lack of motivation. 

Injuries. Bad weather. Lack of 

knowledge and support when it 

comes to things like starting Yoga 

or using the machines at the gym." 

- Service user



• 1 in 10 (10%): of those who listed a physical condition as a barrier, how many listed more than one

• 1 in 7 (14%): of those who listed a mental health condition as a barrier, how many listed more than one

• 1 in 6 (17%): of those who listed a physical condition as a barrier, how many also listed a mental health condition

Long term physical and mental health conditions are common 
barriers to being active, both singly and together
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Long term conditions mentioned as a barrier

Physical health/physical disability 8

Arthritis (OA/RA/AS) 6

Injuries 4

Chronic pain 3

Endometriosis 2

Fatigue 3

Migraines 2

Heart condition 1

Total 29

Mental health conditions

Depression 8

Anxiety 5

Mental health 6

PTSD 1

ADHD 1

Total 21



Service users are interested in a variety of forms of physical activity
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-80% -60% -40% -20% 0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Walking (alone, with someone you know, or with a walking group)

Gardening, DIY

Cycling

Exercise classes (e.g. at a gym)

Running

Through my job

Other activity

Yoga

Tennis, football or other ball sports

Swimming

Dancing

Service user attitudes towards physical activity

% Not for me at the moment % I'd like to do this % I do this now % I do this now AND I'd like to do even more



Service users described what has helped them become more active
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23%

22%

19%

11%

11%

9%

6%

Doing physical activity with others

Will power and positive impact it has on their
mental health

Specific types of exercises ex. exercise
classes / walking

Having a specific goal / purpose

Making physical activity part of a routine

Accessibility to classes/gyms/ green spaces

Using a device to track / monitor physical
activity

In the past, what has helped you with increasing your physical activity? “Going with someone of the same ability.”

“There needs to be a human/ friendly or 

community element for me to be consistent and 

stay motivated.”

“My mental health has helped me increase my 

physical activity because I need to remind 

myself how I feel after exercise.”

“Availability of classes.”

n=80



Talking Therapies service 
perspectives
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NHS Talking Therapies staff frequently mentioned service user barriers and lack of awareness of local 
services and partnerships as barriers to increasing service users’ physical activity
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Service user 

barriers (e.g. 

motivation/cost/ 

LTC)

Lack of awareness 

of local services & 

partnerships

Lack of strategic 

support

Lack of session 

time & frequency

Lack of 

confidence/ 

knowledge of 

physical activity

Lack of accessible 

external services

Service users do 

not see physical 

activity as therapy/ 

beneficial

Work space

Most 

mentioned
Least 

mentioned

Working remotely

“I would love to see 

more of an emphasis 

on physical activity to 

improve mental health 

and also a more 

general holistic view of 

how what you do to 

your body e.g. food as 

well as movement, will 

effect the way you feel.

Protocols and training 

may be helpful here in 

making it a regular part 

of treatment.“ – NHS 

Talking Therapies 

clinician

“It would be great to have more community links to 

free and low cost initiatives for physical activities and 

gyms …. the free options tend to be for over 60s so 

there isn't much available for young people.” – NHS 

Talking Therapies clinician

"I think if I knew 

more about the 

different options in 

the area for 

physical activity, I 

would bring it up 

sooner and during 

treatment.“ – NHS 

Talking Therapies 

clinician



Physical activity is widely acknowledged as important for improving NHS Talking 
Therapies service users’ mental health 

NHS Talking 

Therapies staff
99% say it is very important

Commissioners 12 out of 13 say it is very important

Service users 91% strongly agree / agree
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“..physical activity has 

shown time and time 

again to have significant 

benefits to mental health 

and I personally feel it is 

difficult to separate both 

physical and mental 

health, [physical 

activity] is a key 

element in helping 

people sustain good 

mental health and 

long-term physical 

health improvements.” 

NHS Talking Therapies 

staff

“Groups can provide a 

chance to meet new 

people too and have a 

chat, which is positive to 

your mental health.” –

Service User 

“I would like activity and 

being outside, and the 

benefits of this, to play 

a part in designing 

better services for 

mental health 

improvement.” – NHS 

Talking Therapies staff



Community physical activity 
providers perspectives
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Most community physical activity providers do or would like to work with NHS 
Talking Therapies services to help service users be more active
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38%

42%

4%

17%

27%

45%

24%

3%

Yes

Not currently, but we'd like to, or have a
high-level ambition to

No, we don't

Don't know

Do you currently work with NHS Talking Therapies services?

Do you have specific plans to increase support to NHS Talking Therapies?

Survey question:

Do you work with or receive referrals from NHS 

Talking Therapies services with the aim of increasing 

the physical activity levels of service users to help 

improve their mental health?

Survey question:

Does your organisation have plans or an ambition to 

introduce or enhance the support offered to NHS 

Talking Therapies service users to promote physical 

activity to help improve their mental health?



Community physical activity providers shared insights into working 
with NHS Talking Therapies services and their service users
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1. Access and exclusion

• Service users can end up isolated if they are not 

informed of services in the area

• They don’t always have good internet access, so 

cannot view our website to see what we offer

• Direct contact over the phone can be difficult

• People find travelling quite expensive

2. Social anxiety

• Fear of starting something new and joining a group

• Quieter classes with fewer people work better

3. Extra support

• Anxious people should be accompanied by their 

referrer when first attending

• Additional mentoring can be necessary

• Regular attendance is an issue. Regular contact is 

hard so it helps if referrers encourage ongoing 

attendance

4. Fit with their ability

• Activities need to be set at the right level for ability

5. Positive environment

• We create an informal, supportive and safe 

environment with emphasis on fun and peer support.

• We reduce anxiety when first attending by promoting 

our service with non-mental health slogans such as 

#Dontbeonyatod #unity #strongertogether etc.

6. Partnerships and communication

• Hosting NHS Talking Therapies services in our 

leisure centres bridges the gap in making referrals

• NHS Talking Therapies staff understand our service 

and the benefits: they easily identify and refer 

service users who would benefit

• NHS Talking Therapies staff understand the referral 

pathway and how to complete the referral forms



Active Partnerships are well-placed to bridge the gap between NHS 
Talking Therapies services and community physical activity providers
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Practical steps for Talking 
Therapies services

18



Innovative approaches in NHS Talking Therapies services have the 
potential to make a difference if adopted more widely

19

Over half (56%) of NHS Talking Therapies staff feel that 

there is flexibility to incorporate physical activity in 

their interventions.

But less than 1 in 5 (18%) are satisfied with the physical 

activity support they offer. 

“[Service users] enjoyed the 

running group. We joined in, 

had fun and even ran in the 

rain…It proved that there 

was more within 

them…Some came back to 

encourage and mentor 

others to join the groups”. –

NHS Talking Therapies staff 

Physical activity education 

such as videos, podcasts, 

workshops, and wellbeing 

apps

Incorporating physical 

activity and talking 

therapy, e.g., ‘Walk and talk 

therapy’ sessions

Recruiting physical activity 

specialists / coordinators 

and champions into the 

service

Innovative approaches

Delivering physical activity 

sessions e.g. activity groups 

by NHS Talking Therapies 

staff or co-delivered with 

external partners

“Physical activity is 

something that I try to 

encourage clients to 

engage in as part of my 

interventions” - NHS 

Talking Therapies 

clinician
Co-locating Talking 

Therapies services, e.g. 

within leisure facilities



Recommendations
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Case studies

22



Case study

Camden & Islington and Buckinghamshire Talking Therapies services

• CBT for depression group – Physical Activity integrated into each 
session

• Long term condition workshops

• Digital App

• Walk and Talk sessions – integrate walking into 1:1 sessions for 
depression

• Simply Walk pathway

Interventions

• Evaluation

• Service User involvement

• Upskilling workforce

• Collaboration with local partners

Key elements of pilot

• Project continuing

• Webinar (summer)

• Toolkit

• Evaluation

Next steps



Case study

Living Well Consortium, Birmingham Talking Therapies services

• Walking therapy – individual and group sessions

• Personal training and chair based activities using Psychological 
Wellbeing Practitioners taking place in parks or community venues

Interventions

• Run of a Kind (ROAK) – couch to 5k sessions

• 6 week wellbeing run course alongside virtual Psychological Wellbeing 
Practitioner sessions

• Collaboration with local partners – working with local schools and care 
homes

Partnership working

• Incredible feedback, greater client commitment to therapy

• High recovery rates and higher average attendance (standard MDS 
data)

• Developing ideas including group therapy walks, mindful walks and 
Couch to 5k

Outcomes and impact



Next steps
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