
GOING BACK BEFORE YOU GO FORWARD 

An initiative with multiple stakeholders/partners first needs to develop a 

collective sense of purpose and consensus for actions before moving to the 

specifics of measurement.  In this paper Elma Greer of the Belfast Health 

Development Unit and Nicola McIldoon of CENI reflect on the benefits of 

taking a step back.
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Download the report: 

https://yoursay.belfastcity.gov.uk/bhdu/age-

friendly-belfast-plan-2018-2021

Healthy Ageing 

Strategic Partnership 

 
The Healthy Ageing Strategic 

Partnership (HASP) is made up of 

public sector, voluntary and 

community organisations and 

aims to ‘provide leadership and a 

joined-up approach to the 

planning and delivery of services 

which promote the health, 

wellbeing and independence of 

older people in Belfast’.

 

In 2012, HASP produced its first 

three-year plan for an age-

friendly Belfast – ‘a city where 

older people live life to the full’.  

This was reviewed in 2017 and 

HASP then commenced work to 

develop a new plan for 2018-

2021.

http://www.makinglifebettertogether.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Get-Active-Belfast-WEB.pdf


Elma: What we wanted

We had carried out some research 

and consultation to identify 

potential actions to be taken 

forward over the next three years. 

We wanted the new plan to be 

more outcomes-focused and 

aligned with the Belfast Agenda – 

the community plan which sets out 

five high level outcomes for the city. 

 

We were also conscious of the 

Outcomes Based Accountability 

methodology promoted within the 

Programme for Government.

 

Ultimately, we wanted to be able 

to produce report cards to show 

what was being done to develop an 

Age-Friendly Belfast, how well we 

were doing it and whether anyone 

was better off’. 

Nicola: Stepping back

The starting point was to get the 

partners to step back from 

deliverable actions and think about 

their vision for an Age-friendly 

Belfast.  In other words, what would 

such a city look like? what would be 

the key elements which would 

contribute to life getting better for 

older people in Belfast?  

 

In the first instance, we worked with 

a subgroup comprising four 

members of the full partnership to 

co-design a theory of change and 

outcomes framework.  Through a 

series of facilitated sessions, we 

agreed four strategic themes or areas

 where action needed to be taken - 

building the infrastructure of the city 

promoting social inclusion, 

enhancing health and wellbeing and 

improving financial security. We then 

identified a series of more detailed 

outcomes linked to each of the 

themes.  Importantly, we also 

included outcomes specifically on 

‘partnership’ because co-ordination 

and collaboration across many 

agencies and organisations was 

seen as crucial in achieving the 

other things.  Finally, we showed the 

connections between the outcomes 

framework, other relevant strategies 

and the Programme for Government 

outcomes.

We took this draft theory of change 

and outcomes framework to a 

workshop event involving the wider 

partnership. The 40 attendees - 

representing different partners who 

had a role to play in achieving the 

outcomes - were allocated to work-

groups under each strategic theme. 

They identified a number of actions 

which were subsequently shaped up 

and prioritised to form the basis of 

the new Age-friendly Belfast Plan.  

 

The Plan is currently out for 

consultation and, once finalised, 

work will begin on thinking about 

how to measure its progress.  



 

As a partnership – with members 

having different perspectives and 

expectations - we found it useful to 

clarify our thinking on what we each 

thought an age-friendly Belfast would 

look like. 

 

Having drawn this out and agreed a 

common shape and core outcomes for 

the plan, we were better able to 

identify and prioritise what would 

actually be achievable – and 

ultimately measurable – over the 

timeframe.  We found that it was 

really important to be quite precise 

about this and to be clear about what 

realistically could be done.

 

It was also important for us to 

understand our different roles and 

responsibilities as partners and reflect 

this in the planning process.  We know 

that some actions will be practical and 

deliverable in the short-term, while 

others are more aspirational and our 

contribution will be incremental over 

the longer-term. This helped us to 

distinguish between the attribution 

and contribution effects of our work.  

It has also helped our management of 

partners’ expectations about what can 

be achieved and who needs to be 

involved in doing this.

 

We now believe we have the right 

outcomes in the right format to enable 

Belfast to be a better city for older 

people, and a firm basis for measuring 

whether or not we are achieving that. 

Elma: The benefits gained This has provided a good basis for 

agreeing what we should measure 

and how.  Working together on the 

framework has identified that the 

partners are already collecting lots 

of evidence, so it has got us thinking 

about how we can share or add to 

what we’ve got before investing 

time or resources in developing 

new approaches.
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We provide training, support and consultancy to help with: 

Outcomes planning

Collecting and making use of data

Communicating outcomes, impact and learning

Using findings to improve and develop


