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About Our Active Community

Our Active Community is 
an initiative across England 
dedicated to enhancing 
opportunities for people 
with a learning disability 
to be active, happy and 
healthy. 

Data sources  
This case study was developed based on 2 focus 
groups and 48 interviews or conversations with 15 
stakeholders and 47 people with a learning disability, 
from remote consultations and a research visit in July 
2025. 
 
The data informing this case study was collected 
between November 2023 - July 2025.

It has been created as a way for people 
with a learning disability, stakeholders and 
organisations to connect, network, seek 
training and provision, as well as to access 
resources and funding.

By fostering collaboration, harnessing a community-
led approach, building networks and capturing 
the voices of people with a learning disability, Our 
Active Community promotes inclusion, encourages 
participation, and aims to empower people with 
a learning disability to access opportunities to be 
physically active in their community.



Thanet Community Case Study 2025 3

Community 
Overview
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Community 
Background 

Thanet is a coastal district 
in South East Kent, made up 
of a collection of towns and 
villages with a population of 
approximately 140,000¹. 

 The area is densely populated and 
demographically diverse. Thanet’s 
landscape combines urban areas with 
extensive green and blue spaces, 
including Dane Park, Government Acre, 
and 15 beaches and bays stretching 
from Pegwell Bay in the south, to Minnis 
Bay in the north2. 

These natural assets can provide 
opportunities for outdoor recreation 
such as beach sports and activities, 
sea swimming, and walking, which 
can support community health and 
wellbeing.

Thanet faces considerable socio-
economic challenges. It is the only local 
authority in Kent and Medway to fall 
within the top 10% most deprived areas 
in England, ranking 26th nationally³, 
and has remained in this category for 

over a decade³. High unemployment, 
an ageing population, and limited 
local support services may reduce 
opportunities for physical activity and 
social engagement, particularly for 
people with a learning disability.

There are over 28,000 people with a 
learning disability living in Kent, yet 
only around 15% are currently known to 
be eligible for support from the local 
authority4. East Kent Mencap, which 
provides services across Thanet, as 
well as Dover, Canterbury, and Ashford, 
supports over 400 people with a 
learning disability. 

This is understood to represent only a 
fraction of the population, highlighting 
many individuals may be undiagnosed, 
unregistered, or not accessing formal 
support services.

Although Thanet benefits from 
strong regional transport links, public 
transport remains difficult for people 
with a learning disability to access due 
to cost and other accessibility barriers. 

Community Overview

It is understood many rely on taxis, while 
others walk to destinations, but tend to 
stay within their own towns. 

Most provision is concentrated in 
Ramsgate and Margate, leaving 
residents in smaller villages dependent 
on public or personal transport to 
access services and therefore they 
may be potentially unaware of available 
opportunities to be active in Thanet.

Despite these challenges, Thanet has 
strong community networks and a 
growing focus on health and wellbeing. 
Mencap’s Our Active Community can 
build on this foundation, improving 
access to inclusive physical activity 
opportunities and helping people with 
a learning disability participate fully in 
community life.

1. East Kent Mencap. (n.d.). What is a learning 
disability? https://www.eastkentmencap.co.uk/
what-is-a-learning-disability/

2. Kent Analytics, Kent County Council. (2025). 
Statistical Bulletin November 2025: Indices of 
Multiple Deprivation 2025. https://www.kent.gov.
uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/205770/Indices-
of-Deprivation-headline-findings.pdf

3. Thanet District Council. (n.d.). Parks and open 
spaces. https://www.thanet.gov.uk/services/
parks-and-open-spaces/

4. Office for National Statistics. (2024). Thanet: 
local area statistics. https://www.ons.gov.uk/
explore-local-statistics/areas/E07000114-thanet/
indicators
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sustained over time, helping to 
strengthen engagement in the project 
and ensure local needs are considered, 
understood and, where possible, 
addressed, particularly for people with 
a learning disability.  
 

Challenges

Engaging different types of 
stakeholders in Our Active Community 
across Thanet has been challenging. 

Early on, there was no engagement 
from day opportunities and services, or 
similar organisations, creating a clear 
gap in representation. Engagement 
from these organisations has only 
developed more recently. 

Educational organisations, such 
as schools, also remain largely 
unengaged, which may limit 
opportunities to reach children and 
young people and to promote inclusive 
physical activity across the community. 

Stakeholders 

Community Overview

Engaging with stakeholders

Stakeholder engagement in Thanet 
has been central to the project. 
The Community Partner, initially 
Sarah and now Laura, maintains 
regular communication and visits, 
making themselves visible within the 
community. 

Over time, these relationships have 
grown, helping to build trust and 
support effective collaboration to 
inform and deliver community-based 
initiatives. 
 

Building relationships

In Thanet, relationships with local 
organisations have been developed 
through visits by the Community 
Partner, to understand the services 
and the support they provide. 
Conversations were initiated at 
community forums and have been 

Next steps

The Community Partner, Laura, plans 
to focus on engaging day services 
to broaden participation. Laura 
will continue conversations with 
stakeholders and coordinate visits with 
the Community Connector, allowing 
them to work together to understand 
the needs and preferences of people 
with a learning disability in Thanet. 
 
Current engagement spans a 
diverse range of stakeholders and 
organisations, including:  

 �  �Day Opportunities, Services, 
Centres or Supported Living: East 
Kent Mencap Ramsgate Hub, East 
Kent Mencap Margate Hub, East Kent 
Mencap Complex Needs Hub, It’s 
Your Choice Activities Service

 �  �Community Organisations and 
Charities: Changing Minds Kent, The 
Hive Thanet, Happy Mondays Craft 
and Activities Group

 �  �Service Providers: Inclusive Sport, 
Sports Connect, Thanet Wanderers 
Rugby Club, Thanet Galaxy Football 
Club, Your Leisure, Thanet Martial 
Arts Centre, Scorcha Skate School, 
StreetGames, This Bean Spins, 
Sparkles Bellydance 

 �  �Health Services: Kent Community 
Health NHS Foundation Trust

 �  �Local Authority: Thanet District 
Council, Kent County Council 
(Whole Systems Obesity Service; 
Kent Learning Disability Partnership 
Board, Adult Social Care, Explore 
Kent), Active Kent and Medway

“�It would be great 
to meet other 
stakeholders and see 
what we can all do, 
and only good can 
come out of that”
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Perceptions  
and Expectations

Community Overview

Perceptions 

Stakeholders in Thanet view Our Active 
Community as a highly positive initiative 
for the community. 

Many appreciate the opportunities 
it is creating for collaboration, 
networking, and the sharing of ideas. 
One community stakeholder notes, 
“it’s bringing stakeholders and people 
with lived experience together at 
the forums, which is great, and I’m 
confident positive things will come out 
of this.”

At the same time, stakeholders 
acknowledge Thanet has experienced 
a pause in momentum following the 
passing of Sarah, who was the previous 
Community Partner. During this 
sensitive period, many voiced concerns 
about whether the work Sarah had 
established would be continued. 

One stakeholder reflects, “it is a 
sensitive issue, but I think in Thanet, 
following the loss of Sarah, we are 
behind other communities, and I think 
as a community we are worried about 
losing momentum.” 

Despite this, the appointment of Laura 
has been seen as an important step in 
revitalising the project and building 
upon the work Sarah had started in the 
community.

Overall, Our Active Community is 
regarded as an opportunity to enhance 
provision, improve service reach, 
and develop new inclusive activities. 
One stakeholder explains the project 
role in developing understanding 
and connection across Thanet: “I’m 
more aware of what is going on in the 
community because of Our Active 
Community”.

Expectations

Stakeholders have clear expectations 
for Our Active Community in Thanet, 
focused on enhancing opportunities 
and improving access for people with a 
learning disability. 

Many hope the project will help share 
knowledge and resources, ensuring 
everyone understands what activities 
are currently available. 

One community stakeholder shares, 
“I hope and expect Our Active 
Community to provide Thanet with a 
better understanding of what there 
is already for people with a learning 
disability to take part in.” 

Another key expectation is that Our 
Active Community will identify gaps in 
provision, so these can be addressed. 

One stakeholder also emphasises the 
importance of understanding barriers 
to participation: “I hope Our Active 
Community will highlight what is and 
what isn’t out there and provide a better 
understanding of the barriers, and 
what can be done to create or provide 
access to more provision.”

Collaboration is also seen as central to 
expectations. Many hope the project 
will broaden stakeholder networks 
and encourage organisations to work 
together to deliver more opportunities. 
One stakeholder reflects, “it would be 
great to join up so that we can get more 
work done to benefit the community”.

Finally, stakeholders anticipate Our 
Active Community will increase 
accessibility, improve signposting to 
existing activities, and allow learning 
from other communities, ensuring 
people with a learning disability can 
fully participate in inclusive physical 
activity opportunities.

“�I think the project has 
got a lot of potential, 
and it is yet to be fully 
realised”
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Current  
Provision
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Existing Offer People with a learning disability 
in Thanet engage in activities  
that include:
   Tennis 

   Boccia

   Dancing

   Dodgeball

   Multisport

   Pickleball 

Local Mencap services offer:
 �  Hula hooping

 �  Circus skills 

 �  Belly dancing 

 �  Yoga on the beach 

 �  A walking group 

Current Provision

Thanet offers a range of 
activities for people with a 
learning disability, from sports 
and fitness to creative and social 
opportunities. 

Community stakeholders however, 
describe the provision as limited and 
somewhat ad-hoc, with activities often 
difficult to find and stress “there needs 
to be more inclusive opportunities”. 

One stakeholder notes, “it seems quite 
niche, it is there, but you've really got to 
hunt it down…previously I wasn’t aware 
of what’s been going on”. 

It is also understood that many 
day service users are unaware of 
other opportunities available in the 
community.

A key provision for people with a 
learning disability in Thanet is delivered 
by Inclusive Sport, a community 
organisation that focuses on creating 

inclusive opportunities, primarily 
through its National Lottery-funded 
Energize programme. This offers two 
hours of physical activity and sports 
each day primarily at The Hive in 
Ramsgate, a community hub with fully 
accessible facilities. 

The organiser shares, “we run an 
Energize programme, which is a daily 
sports club for adults with learning 
disabilities…Monday’s is dance, Boccia 

is one day, multisports another, and 
another is a fitness-themed day. 

The fifth day is a mixture of activities 
for anyone unsure about coming to a 
specific day.” 

These sessions provide structured, 
themed activities that encourage 
participation and help people with a 
learning disability engage regularly in 
inclusive physical activity.

   Swimming 

   Gardening

   Basketball

   Skateboarding 

  � Accessible  
 cycling

Local clubs offer:  

 �  �Rugby with the SEND team at Thanet 
Wanderers Rugby Club 

 �  �Football with Thanet Galaxy’s Pan 
Disability Football Club 
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Challenges 

Current Provision

This section explores the key 
challenges in delivering inclusive 
physical activity provision for 
people with a learning disability 
in Thanet.

While some provision exists, 
stakeholders highlight ongoing 
issues that limit its reach, quality, and 
accessibility. 
 

Lack of accessible or inclusive 
space

Access to suitable spaces appears 
to be a key challenge, and many 
venues are either too small or limited in 
availability, even when fully accessible. 
One provider explains, “with the space 
we have, capacity is a challenge, so 
we don’t get many new faces coming 
along…finding space can also be a 
challenge in Thanet.” 

Top Challenges: 
  ���Limited accessible 

venues

  ���Venue capacity 
issues

  ���Low staff awareness 
or training 

  ���Dependence on 
support

  ���Travel challenges

  ���Poor promotion of 
activities

Additionally, it is suggested 
leisure centres often lack inclusive 
environments, either due to outdated 
facilities or insufficient staff awareness 
and understanding of learning 
disabilities. 
 

Support workers

Community stakeholders share how 
provision frequently relies on support 
workers bringing participants, which 
is thought to affect attendance and 
engagement.  

One stakeholder shares how “the main 
challenge is coordinating with support 
workers…it’s also the energy they bring 
with the group, and it’s them making 
that choice for the participants.” 

Autonomy is understood to be limited 
for some people with a learning 
disability, as “often they don’t get to 
decide if they are coming to sessions 
or not; it’s their support worker who 
decides.” 

Travel

Transport and travel are also seen as 
barriers to providing opportunities. 
Some sessions are difficult to access, 
prompting considerations of multiple 
hubs to reduce travel challenges and 
offer more activities locally. 
 

Awareness

Awareness of opportunities for people 
with a learning disability is thought to 
be limited. Community stakeholders 
describe how activities are often poorly 
advertised, leaving many unaware of 
what is available. One stakeholder 
notes, “people often aren’t aware of 
what is out there because of the way 
activities are advertised…ensuring 
opportunities are properly advertised is 
a challenge.” 
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Opportunities 

Current Provision

Some stakeholders identify 
several opportunities to enhance 
physical activity provision for 
people with a learning disability 
in Thanet, emphasising the 
potential to expand both the 
reach and inclusivity. 
 

Improving accessible 
information

A key challenge identified is the lack of 
accessible information about available 
activities. 

Many individuals are suggested to be 
unaware of opportunities due to limited 
communication channels, as one 
stakeholder shares, “they don't have 
the knowledge of what's available to 
them.” 

Word of mouth is believed to be a 
primary way people discover activities, 
which can leave many excluded.

Staff training and awareness

Stakeholders emphasise staff in 
mainstream and general services often 
lack awareness and understanding of 
learning disabilities, which can limit 
engagement and inclusion. 

Training staff to recognise diverse 
needs, adapt activities, and foster 
inclusive environments is suggested as 
a critical step in enhancing provision. 
 

Flexible participation options

Creating opportunities for individuals 
to participate at their own level is seen 
as highly beneficial. 

For some, simply observing is 
considered valuable: “We have one 
person who just watches from the 
sidelines, and that’s also important.” 

Activities in non-traditional settings, 
such as parks or beaches, are 
discussed by stakeholders as allowing 
participants to engage flexibly, with 
no pressure to commit fully: “you can 
watch, take part for 10 minutes and 

leave or do the whole session, whatever 
they would like, and that can change 
each week, there is no expectation.” 
 

Tailored activity levels

Providing activities that can be adapted 
to suit varying abilities is suggested 
to help reduce anxiety and encourage 
participation. 

One service provider explains, “often 
there is a fear that people won’t be able 
to do it, and so it’s important to make 
sure that they can see it can be adapted 
to suit everyone’s needs and ability 
level.” 

Demonstrating that mistakes are 
acceptable is viewed to further 
support confidence and inclusion: “it’s 
important to show people that it is all 
really accessible and can be made to 
work for them, and that it’s normal to 
make mistakes.” 

Involvement of carers and 
support workers

Encouraging carers and support 
workers to participate alongside 
individuals is understood to help 
build trust and engagement, as one 
community stakeholder shares, “to 
help build trust and get people taking 
part, we allowed them space and had 
their carers and support workers join in 
with them, which was really good.” 

Areas to improve:

 �  �Accessible information

 �  Staff training

 �  Learning disability awareness

 �  Flexible participation

 �  Observation options

 �  Tailored activity levels

 �  Carer/support involvement
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Community 
Needs
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Motivation and 
Confidence  

Community Needs

People with a learning disability 
in Thanet express a range of 
feelings about being physically 
active, with many describing it as 
something that makes them feel 
“good” and “happy”.

They also talk about how different 
activities make them feel “excited” or 
“calm”, depending on the activity. 

Specific examples include: “Sport 
makes me happy, because it is fun,” 
“swimming makes me feel relaxed”, 
and “playing sports makes me feel 
confident and strong,” reflecting the 
positive impact physical activity can 
have on their wellbeing. 
 

Motivation 

For people with a learning disability 
in Thanet, motivation to be physically 
active appears to be strongly shaped 
by social connection, enjoyment 
and a sense of community. Many 
are understood to attend activities 
primarily to spend time with friends, 
rather than for the activity itself, as one 
service provider notes, “people come 
to be social…it’s fun, and they want to 
make friends and see their friends.” 

This social dimension is seen as 
reducing isolation and encouraging 
continued engagement, with another 
provider observing that “the social 
aspect…keeps people coming back”. 

Fun and enjoyment are also viewed 
as key motivators, with activities like 
swimming and team sports helping 
people with a learning disability feel 
relaxed, healthy, and engaged. 

“�It's not because they 
actually want to keep 
fit, it's because most 
of them just want to 
be around friends”

One community member says, “I like to 
swim because it is fun”, while another 
adds, “I like going swimming because I 
like the different sensory inputs from it 
and feeling free.” 

Outdoor and group activities also 
offer social opportunities and a sense 
of belonging, and this may further 
reinforce motivation. 

This is because shared experiences, 
such as taking part together or wearing 
the same group tops, appear to foster 
group identity, helping individuals feel 
part of a supportive community that 
encourages participation.
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Confidence 

Confidence to be physically active 
among people with a learning disability 
in Thanet is understood to be closely 
linked to trust, familiarity, and the 
relationships built within sessions. 

People with a learning disability 
describe feeling most confident 
when they are “playing with friends 
and having fun”, and when good 
communication helps them “know what 
to do and be confident”. 

A strong sense of belonging also 
appears central to their confidence, 
with individuals expressing that their 
team “accepts them, doesn’t judge”, 
and “will support you no matter your 
ability”. 

Stakeholders similarly note that long-
standing relationships with staff and 
consistent, welcoming environments 
help participants feel safe to try new 
activities. 

The consistency and reputation 
of certain providers also support 
confidence, with one stakeholder 
explaining that participants “know what 
to expect and know they are getting a 
session they will enjoy”. 

Staff who create a relaxed, friendly 
atmosphere, joking with participants 
and demonstrating activities, are 
thought to encourage people to 
“give things a go,” making increased 
confidence an outcome of supportive, 
familiar sessions.

Top Motives: 
  Social connection

  Reducing isolation 

  Fun and enjoyment

  Sense of belonging 

  Trust and familiarity 

“�In the beginning, 
people are often 
unsure about trying 
new activities, and 
sometimes this 
prevents them from 
coming”
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Barriers to 
Participation	

Community Needs

Conversations reveal how 
several barriers can prevent 
people with a learning disability 
in Thanet from accessing 
opportunities to engage in 
physical activities.

These include transport challenges, 
session timing restrictions, financial 
constraints, and systemic barriers. 
 

Transport

Transport is frequently cited as a 
significant barrier as public transport in 
Thanet is often described as unreliable, 
inaccessible, or expensive for people 
with learning disability. 

Many people with a learning disability 
rely on taxis, which can be costly, 
particularly for those living in rural areas: 
“A lot of people come by Taxi to our 

sessions, which is expensive, but public 
transport isn’t accessible to them…it 
makes it harder for people to get to us.” 

Travel anxiety and unfamiliarity with 
new locations are also thought to limit 
participation, with some people with 
a learning disability hesitant to travel 
between towns due to traffic and slow 
journeys by bus.

Session times

Timing of activities is seen as another 
barrier, often influenced by the 
availability of support workers or the 
operating hours of day services. 

Stakeholders explain leisure sessions 
frequently do not align with these 
schedules, limiting opportunities for 
people with a learning disability to 
participate. 

One provider notes, “people often 
struggle to go swimming…the day 
services only run between 10am-3pm 
and a lot try and access the leisure 
centres…the timetables just don’t fit.” 

This mismatch means that even when 
activities are available, access is 
effectively constrained by the support 
structures in place. 

Consequently, a person’s ability to 
engage in physical activity may often 
be determined less by their interest or 
capacity, and more by the timing and 
availability of their support worker or 
day service.

Cost and funding

Financial constraints can also limit 
participation, particularly for those 
who rely on social benefits or whose 
spending is managed by support 
workers. 

This can reduce autonomy and restrict 
access to activities, as one stakeholder 
explains, “cost is a barrier for people, 
the cost of sessions and the cost of 
transport, and so some people had to 
stop coming.”

“�People are often not 
sure about travelling 
to new places”

Systemic barriers

Administrative processes and booking 
systems are also thought to present 
some obstacles. 

For instance, some leisure centres 
now require app-based bookings or 
memberships, which can be confusing 
or inaccessible for people with a 
learning disability: “To go to the leisure 
centre now you need to download an 
app, and you have to be a member…
that’s actually creating a barrier.” 
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Enabling 
Participation	

Community Needs

Whilst some needs are 
currently being met, people 
with a learning disability and 
community stakeholders 
highlight further support and 
opportunities that would help 
people with a learning disability 
to be more active.

Addressing attitudinal barriers

Attitudes and perceptions of staff 
or the wider community may impact 
participation. 

Some community stakeholders note 
that representation and awareness are 
critical as “they need to see themselves 
reflected in the environment…in the 
local leisure centres, you don’t see 
disabled representation on any of the 
posters and so it doesn’t make our guys 
feel welcomed.” 

Misunderstanding or nervousness from 
staff about how to interact with people 
with a learning disability can further 
limit opportunities. 

“�I think sometimes 
people don’t know 
how to act or how to 
approach people with 
a learning disability”

These barriers could be overcome 
through staff training, visible positive 
representation, inclusive policies, and 
opportunities for staff and community 
members to engage with and learn from 
people with learning disability. 
 
Inclusive and calm environments

Creating spaces that feel safe, 
welcoming, and responsive to 
individual needs is considered 
important. 

Some stakeholders emphasise the 
importance of calm environments 
where sensory needs are considered, 
such as “making the music quieter or 
dimming the lights…people's needs 
need to be understood and met in their 
environment.” 

Such environments can help 
participants feel comfortable and 
confident to engage. 
 

Accessible communication

Clear and accessible communication is 
described as essential to help people 
with a learning disability find out about 
opportunities without depending on 
internet literacy. 

Ensuring information is shared in 
formats that are easy to access, 
such as printed materials or through 
carers, is also seen as key to enabling 
engagement. 
 
People with a learning disability want 
more access to:

  Archery 

  Climbing

  Sailing 

  Dance

  Hockey

  Gymnastics

  Horse Riding 

  Netball 
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Developments  
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Community 
Partner	

Developments

Each Community Partner 
involved in Our Active 
Community plays a vital role in 
identifying community strengths 
by listening to local individuals, 
engaging with stakeholders and 
organisations, and facilitating 
meaningful connections that 
support growth.

By increasing awareness, bridging 
gaps in accessibility, and promoting 
inclusion, the Community Partner plans 
to ensure more people with a learning 
disability can engage in physical 
activity. Their role focuses on support, 
utilising seed funding, capacity 
building and ensuring sustainability.

Thanet has faced a unique set of 
circumstances with the unexpected 
loss of Sarah, the previous Community 
Partner, in September 2024. 

Sarah was highly valued by 
stakeholders for her visibility, support, 
and ability to connect people across 
the district. 

Stakeholders describe her as “visible”, 
“supportive”, and “a great connector”. 

These qualities were instrumental 
in improving physical activity 
opportunities for people with a learning 
disability. 

Laura, Sarah’s successor, has brought 
her own strengths to the role, described 
by stakeholders as “supportive”, 
“approachable”, and providing a 
“listening ear”. 

Together, their contributions are 
recognised as central to nurturing ideas 
and opportunities to improve provision 
in Thanet. 

One stakeholder comments, “Laura 
and Sarah have been great; they are 
really supportive of us as stakeholders 
and are great at connecting people and 
raising awareness of opportunities.” 

Value of the role

Stakeholders emphasise the 
importance of the Community Partner 
in strengthening networks and driving 
collaboration. 

One community stakeholder explains, 
“it was great that the role is providing 
support to the community by doing 
some of that background mapping 
work and needs analysis, so that we are 
creating opportunities that address a 
need and are not duplicating things.” 

Others highlight the Community 
Partner’s ability to maintain momentum: 
“it was about having someone who was 
driving the agenda forward”. 

The role has been particularly valued 
following Sarah’s passing, with 
stakeholders noting the community put 
together a bid to ensure continuity of 
her work.

“�Having a Community 
Partner in place has 
been so important”
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Hopes for the role

Stakeholders hope the Community 
Partner will continue to build 
connections, raise awareness, and 
identify gaps in provision. 

They see the role as a bridge between 
organisations and the learning disability 
community. 

One stakeholder shares, “I hope Laura 
will continue what Sarah has started…
to create a collaborative community 
and expand on that…to help fill those 
gaps.” Others emphasise hopes 
for networking and maintaining 
sustainability of the project.   
 

Progress

Since starting in the Community Partner 
role, Laura’s work has focused on 
relationship-building and increasing 
visibility. 

She has spent considerable time having 
conversations that clarify the purpose 
of Our Active Community, and to 
help people understand the role they 
can play. Stakeholders note that her 
mapping of opportunities, networking, 
and engagement with people with lived 
experience ensures the community 
addresses real needs, rather than 
duplicating previous efforts. 

She is also working on creating 
a physical resource of all known 
accessible and inclusive activities 
available in Thanet, providing people 
with a learning disability, parents, 
carers, and supporters with a single 
reference to know what is available and 
who to contact.

Views of the Community Partner

Feedback about Laura and Sarah is 
consistently positive. 

Stakeholders appreciate their support 
in providing new opportunities and 
acting as a sounding board for ideas, 
with one stakeholder commenting, 
“both Laura and Sarah have been really 
supportive in terms of supporting us 
as an organisation…we can ask them 
questions and know they will help or 
put us in touch with someone who can.” 
Some stakeholders, however, stress 
the need for visibility, especially as 
Laura is new to the role.

Challenges

Thanet presents unique challenges, 
including its collection of towns 
and villages and differing levels of 
opportunity between areas. 

As the current Community Partner, 
Laura has faced slow engagement with 
some stakeholders, particularly those 
in education, due to their capacity 
constraints and for others, it’s been 
about the uncertainty around the aims 
of Our Active Community. 

Stakeholders however, highlight that 
following Sarah’s loss, continued 
support from Mencap has been critical 
to maintain momentum, by sharing “we 
have felt the support of Mencap and 
the Community Partner team at this 
difficult time…their support has allowed 
the project to keep ticking over so that 
Sarah’s hard work isn’t lost.”
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Community 
Connector 

Developments

Mencap’s Our Active Community 
is recruiting a Community 
Connector in each community 
to identify and advocate for the 
needs of people with a learning 
disability, share lived experiences 
and help shape inclusive activities 
and opportunities.    
 
In Thanet, Mencap will continue as 
host for the Community Connector 
role, rather than acting as an interim 
arrangement as originally planned. 
Working alongside the Community 
Partner, Laura, Mencap will support 
delivery of the role throughout the 
current project period. During this time, 
Laura will work with the community 
to explore options for a community 
organisation to take on hosting 
responsibilities beyond the OAC funding 
and current project span.

Views of the role

Stakeholders highlight the importance 
of the Community Connector role in 
ensuring the voices of people with a 
learning disability are heard directly. 

One stakeholder comments, “it’s really 
important to have someone with a lived 
experience from the community who is 
rooted in Thanet”. 

Others emphasise the value of 
advocacy and guidance, noting the 
role can help organisations understand 
what inclusion and accessibility really 
mean. 

Stakeholders also identify the potential 
for the role to create more advocacy 
opportunities within the community. 
 
Hopes and Concerns

Stakeholders hope the Community 
Connector will bridge gaps between 
services and people with a learning 
disability, increase awareness of 
opportunities, and encourage 
confidence to try new activities. 

Others, however, emphasise the 
importance of ensuring sustainability 
once Our Active Community funding 
ends, alongside the need for adequate 
support. 

One stakeholder comments, “it’s a lot 
for somebody to take on, so it will be 
important for them to have a supportive 
host.” 
 
Recruiting the Community Connector

Recruitment began in May, with 
interviews held in June, and the role was 
due to start in September. 

The process prioritised accessibility, 
with Easy Read application forms, 
phone discussions, video submissions, 
and interview questions shared in 
advance. Stakeholders worked with 
the Community Partner to ensure 
candidates could fully engage with the 
process. 

Challenges since however, have 
included delays with DBS checks, 
a common barrier for people 

with a learning disability seeking 
employment, which have slowed the 
recruitment timeline. 
 
Feedback on the Community 
Connector

Although the role has not yet started, 
stakeholders are highly positive about 
its potential. 

They value the role’s ability to 
connect the community, share 
lived experiences, and support 
organisations to improve inclusion. 

One stakeholder notes, “it’s great for 
us to hear the views of the learning 
disability community directly.” 

“�I think the role will 
be key to developing 
opportunities in 
Thanet”
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Developments

“�I’m looking forward to working together 
with Laura and telling people about 
opportunities for them to be active and 
how it can help them” 

Community Connector profile: 

David  
Joined in January 2026

Receives support from: 

  �Laura (Community Partner) and Royal 
Mencap Society.

 
Personal motivation: 

 �  �Passionate about sharing the 
benefits of sport for mental and 
physical health

 �  �Inspired by the impact of social and 
activity groups during Covid, and 
wants to help others access similar 
opportunities

 
Hopes and aims:

 �  �Help others understand how sport 
can support mental and physical 
wellbeing

 �  �Share personal experiences and love 
of sport to encourage participation 
in the community

Future plans: 

  �Excited to take on the Community 
Connector role in Thanet as their first 
paid position after many years of 
volunteering

  �Engage with the community to 
discuss the benefits of sport

  �Work with local groups to promote 
inclusive opportunities for physical 
activity in Thanet

  �Connect with networks to 
understand community needs and 
help organisations support people 
to participate in sport
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Network 
Developments 	

Developments

Over time in Thanet, 
organisations and stakeholders 
have been coming together 
to create new connections 
and develop opportunities for 
people with a learning disability 
to be active.

The Our Active Community project has 
provided a platform to stay connected 
with different groups, identify potential 
collaborations, and share information 
about available activities. 

Stakeholders highlight the value 
of being kept up to date with 
activities, allowing them to signpost 
opportunities to people within their 
services and encourage participation.

“�There was a lot 
of positivity and 
enthusiasm in the 
group about how we 
could all work more 
collaboratively and 
together”

Community forums

The Thanet community forums, 
which began in summer 2024, have 
been central to these network 
developments. 

Hosted at a central community 
organisation, The Hive, the forums 
provide a visible, accessible space 
for stakeholders, organisations, 
and community members to come 
together. 

They also play an important role 
in highlighting The Hive as a key 
community asset for people with a 
learning disability, helping raise its 
profile among those who may not have 
accessed it before. 

The forums offer opportunities to 
bring people together, share updates, 
discuss community needs, hear from 
people with a learning disability and 
explore ways to overcome barriers 
preventing them from accessing 
services. 

One stakeholder explains, “hosting the 
forums at the Hive has been brilliant as it 
is showcasing the space to the people 
we need to reach and showing them 
that we are here, and this is what we are 
offering.” 

Representation is broad, including 
local organisations, service providers, 
and people with lived experience, 
ensuring a diversity of perspectives in 
discussions.

Feedback about the forums has been 
consistently positive. Attendees 
describe it as a welcoming and 
productive space where ideas can be 
shared, relationships strengthened, 
and collaboration fostered. 

One attendee shares, “forums have 
been really important, and they have 
helped us with networking and getting 
to know people in our community.” 

Discussions often focus on practical 
ways to make activities more 
accessible and identify gaps in local 
provision. 
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Stakeholders note the forums motivate 
stakeholders to consider joint working 
and partnership opportunities.

 The forums have also been valued for 
their networking potential, helping 
people build connections across 
different sectors and organisations 
within Thanet.

The forums are reported to be 
contributing to stronger networks 
and enhanced collaboration in the 
community. 

By bringing together multiple 
groups, they have facilitated shared 
understanding of challenges and 
practical approaches to increase 
accessibility. 

While the forums have been effective, 
some stakeholders note the importance 
of sustainability and continuity. 

Challenges have included ensuring 
consistent representation at the 
forums and helping stakeholders fully 
understand what Our Active Community 
is about, and how the project can be 

developed locally. 

Ensuring the forums remain active 
and well-supported after Our Active 
Community funding ends is also seen 
as a priority. 

Maintaining engagement across a 
diverse range of organisations and 
balancing capacity constraints are 
additional considerations for long-term 
success. 

Stakeholders hope continued 
collaboration will enable the forums 
to remain a central mechanism for 
improving opportunities for people 
with a learning disability in Thanet.

Thanet community forums are:

 � Sharing updates

 � Raising awareness

 � Networking stakeholders

 � Identifying local needs

 � Signposting opportunities

 � Encouraging collaboration
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Successes
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Seed Funding 

Successes

Funding process and panel

Thanet currently has no 
local seed funding panel, so 
applications are reviewed by 
people with lived experience 
from the Derby Our Active 
Community panel.

Although this is outside the area, 
it is viewed positively as “a great 
opportunity for questions to be asked 
about programmes alongside the 
review that is done within the local 
area.” 

Community stakeholders emphasise 
that “people with a learning disability 
are involved in making these decisions…
to ensure opportunities are suitable”, 
adding that involving those who benefit 
“is important.” 

Applicants report the panel’s questions 
“were framed in a way that enhanced 
their understanding of the project”, 
helping them strengthen clarity, rather 
than feeling criticised. 

Stakeholders are committed to 
developing a Thanet-based panel that 
is representative and rooted in lived 
experience. 

Sustainability, however, remains a 
shared concern, as some stakeholders 
are keen to keep sessions at no cost, 
expressing concerns that charging may 
limit continued engagement. 

Others emphasise that “co-designed 
seed funding with sustainability 
embedded”, alongside reinvesting 
any surplus into community training, is 
essential to ensure programmes can 
continue long term and beyond Our 
Active Community funding.

Early feedback highlights high 
enjoyment, with most participants 
wanting to repeat each activity, and 
comments such as “I would give 2000 
stars if I could”, alongside memorable 
moments like “holding the smoke 
bubble for so long and going inside the 
bubble in my wheelchair.” 

The pilot hopes to test new 
partnerships, identify training needs 
for providers, and inform the wider Our 
Active Community project.  
 
Inclusive supported gym access 
programme

Created in response to demand from 
Energize participants, this 12-week 
programme launched in summer 2025, 
is delivered in partnership between 
Your Leisure and Inclusive Sport, and 
offers safe, dedicated gym sessions at 
Blue Wave Gym in Cliftonville. 

Three successful applications: 
 
Multisport taster sessions 

A local community organisation, 
Changing Minds Kent, is coordinating a 
pilot programme of activity sessions for 
people with a learning disability, linking 
local providers with community groups 
through partnerships with Inclusive 
Sport and East Kent Mencap. 

The programme started in June 2025 
and offers participants the chance 
to try circus skills, skateboarding and 
martial arts. 

The sessions focus on fun, confidence-
building, and teamwork, with activities 
adapted for all abilities. 

So far, participants have enjoyed 8 
martial arts sessions, 4 circus skills 
workshops and 6 skateboarding 
sessions, with more scheduled. 
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Successes

Community stakeholders report “real 
success”, with participants growing 
in confidence, from “turning up in 
jeans” to “returning in gym kit”, and one 
individual progressing from avoiding 
the treadmill to running confidently. 
The sessions have also strengthened 
relationships between people with 
a learning disability and Your Leisure 
staff. 

Your Leisure has since committed to 
offering a half-price day pass, though 
the transition from free to paid sessions 
may still present a barrier for some. 

It’s Your Choice weekly sport sessions

Submitted in September, this 15-
week project provides weekly sports 
sessions that are open to everyone (£5 
for non-members). 

They began in November, continuing 
until January at the community venue 
Pie Factory Margate, It’s Your Choice’s 
new home, the programme offers a 
range of activities including martial 
arts, boxing, yoga, belly dancing, 
and participant-led sessions using 
the POPlay Box, which is usually a 
small portable kit designed to spark 
movement and creativity through 
simple, playful activities. 

The activities have been informed by 
feedback about what activities they 
would like to try, from people with a 
learning disability.“�They are trying things, 

and they are all 
excited to come each 
week”
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Successes

Other Partnerships 
and Activity 

Further funding applications 

Several funding applications 
are underway to expand 
physical activity and wellbeing 
opportunities for people with a 
learning disability in Thanet.

Plans include delivering multi-sport 
and wellbeing activities with East Kent 
Mencap that include swimming, martial 
arts, gardening, chair exercises, dance, 
hula hoop, circus skills, and a walking 
silent disco. 

Sessions will be supported by 
facilitators through Thanet District 
Council and tailored to participants’ 
needs, with transport and support 
included. 

A separate proposal, Explore Kent, 
hopes to co-design accessible 
walking maps, deliver guided walks, 
and provide walk leader training, all 
shaped by feedback from people with 
a learning disability to reflect their 
preferences and reduce barriers. 
 

Floodlights for Thanet Galaxy Football 
Club

Thanet Galaxy Football Club recently 
installed new flood lights in memory of 
Sarah, the previous Community Partner, 
generously donated by her football team 
following fundraising led by her husband 
after her passing. These floodlights mean 
that players with a learning disability 
from Thanet Galaxy Football Club, who 
currently train at The Hive and previously 
had no suitable winter venue, are now 
able to continue training throughout 
the winter, helping them stay active and 
connected to their community. 
 
Networks and partnerships

The Our Active Community project has 
also strengthened local networks and 
partnerships. A community organisation 
has been running wellbeing coaching 
programmes with day service users 
in Ramsgate, offering support and 
engagement opportunities for local 
people with a learning disability. A local 
community interest company, originally 
interested in hosting the Community 

Connector role, worked in partnership 
with a community support group to co-
produce an Easy Read staff handbook. 
This ensured the information was 
clear, accessible, and shaped by lived 
experience.

One of the stakeholders explains, 
“having that kind of connection as 
part of this project allows us to check 
materials, ensure they make sense, 
and make information accessible for 
everyone”.

Collaboration between a community 
organsation and the local authority has 
enabled additional funding to expand 
provision at day service hubs in both 
Margate and Ramsgate. 

A stakeholder involved reflects, 
“because of the success of the 
taster sessions I delivered, I met an 
organisation lead, and we have now 
gone on to provide sessions to a few 
groups in Thanet through seed funding. 

Due to their success, I want to apply 
for my own funding so I can ensure 
consistent provision for people with a 
learning disability in Thanet.”	

“�We are now running 
some of our wellbeing 
coaching programme 
with a number of 
participants in 
Ramsgate”
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Challenges 



Thanet Community Case Study 2025 28

Overview of 
Challenges

Challenges 

Thanet community challenges

As discussed, people with a 
learning disability in Thanet 
face a range of barriers to being 
physically active. 

While the district benefits natural green 
and blue spaces, provision is reported 
to be limited, scattered, and often 
difficult to access. 

Many rely on carers or support workers 
to attend activities, and gaps in staff 
awareness or confidence can reduce 
participation. 

Transport is frequently cited as a barrier, 
with public transport considered 
unreliable, expensive, or inaccessible, 
particularly for residents of smaller 
villages. 

Financial constraints, session timing 
mismatches, and complex booking 
systems are further thought to restrict 
participation. 

Accessible information about activities 
is viewed as limited, and resources are 
not always provided in Easy Read or 
other accessible formats. 

Changes in day services and limited 
funding have disrupted continuity, 
highlighting the importance of 
initiatives like Our Active Community 
to create inclusive, consistent 
opportunities.

The Community Partner has been 
listening to the needs and wants of 
Thanet, and the challenge is that Thanet 
is a community of towns and villages 
with stakeholders often working in 
isolation. 

An addtional key challenge in Thanet 
is building connections across 
these areas to ensure information, 
opportunities, and support reach 
everyone, rather than remaining 
concentrated in central towns like 
Ramsgate and Margate.

Our Active Community-specific 
challenges

The project faces challenges around 
stakeholder engagement, capacity, 
and sustainability. Some day services, 
schools, and some community 
organisations are not yet fully involved, 
limiting reach. 

Building trust and relationships across 
Thanet’s diverse towns and villages takes 
time, particularly for a community-led 
approach. 

There are also concerns that host 
organisations may struggle to provide 
consistent support for Community 
Connector roles, and that the role itself 
may not be sustainable once initial 
funding ends. 

Ensuring continuity of activities beyond 
initial funding is also a key concern.  

The work of Our Active Community and 
the Community Partner is therefore 
crucial in addressing these challenges, 
supporting organisations, and ensuring 
inclusive, sustainable opportunities for 
people with a learning disability across 
Thanet.

 
 

“�I think that a place-
based approach and 
model is just new for a 
lot of people”
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Conclusion 
& Next Steps
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Summary of Key 
Findings 

Conclusion & Next Steps

 �  �Physical activity opportunities 
include football, rugby, tennis, 
boccia, multisport and yoga, and 
some non-traditional activities such 
as hula hooping, circus skills and 
belly dancing 

 �  �Provision is scattered across 
community venues, day services, 
and local organisations, but some 
activities are not fully inclusive.

 �  �Accessible information is limited 
and not always Easy Read, and many 
people hear about opportunities 
only through word of mouth, limiting 
reach.

 �  �People with a learning disability 
often rely on taxis and tend to 
stay within their own towns due 
to limited accessible transport 
between Thanet’s main towns and 
villages.

 �  �Participation often relies on carers 
or support workers for travel and 
in-session support.

 �  �Social connection, fun, and 
belonging are key motivators for 
engagement.

 �  �Confidence can be a barrier or 
motivator; familiar, supportive 
environments with known staff and 
peers help participants engage.

 �  �Stakeholders and community 
members express interest in 
expanding accessible, inclusive 
opportunities across Thanet’s 
towns and villages.

 �  �The Community Partner has been 
central to building networks, 
connecting organisations, 
raising awareness, and 
supporting sustainable, inclusive 
opportunities.

 �  �The newly appointed Community 
Connector will use their lived 
experience to help shape activities, 
boost engagement, and build 
participant confidence.

 �  �Community forums provide a 
platform for collaboration, co-
production, and sharing lived 
experience.

 �  �Seed-funded activities are 
increasing participation, 
confidence, and social 
connections, although 
sustainability beyond initial  
funding remains a focus.

“�Our Active 
Community has 
certainly helped 
raise our knowledge 
of what support is 
needed”
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Conclusion & Next Steps

Next Steps  �  �Continue to expand engagement 
with day services, schools, and 
local community groups to reach 
underrepresented areas and 
populations.

 �  �Consider addressing practical 
barriers to participation, with 
travel support, buddy systems, 
and familiarisation visits for new 
activities or venues.

 �  �Strengthen dissemination of 
information by ensuring updates 
are shared through a central point 
and reliably passed on by carers and 
support workers.

 �  �Explore guidance or training to 
support organisations in producing 
Easy Read information, ensuring 
it remains clear, accessible, and 
sustainable beyond the project.

 �  �Explore ways to increase visual 
representation of people with a 
learning disability in promotional 
materials and community 
communications.

 �  �Recognise that accessing main 
towns can be challenging for some; 
consider establishing additional 
localised activities within villages or 
neighbourhoods.

 �  �Build on the success of non-
traditional settings such as cafés, 
libraries, beaches, theatres and 
music venues to provide relaxed 
and familiar environments.

 �  �Explore activities that focus on 
social connection, such as bowling, 
dog walking, local sightseeing 
or scavenger hunts, rather than 
focusing solely on exercise.

 �  �Consider providing training and 
support for staff to strengthen their 
confidence, skills, and competence 
in delivering inclusive activities.

 �  �Consider creating opportunities 
for staff to build meaningful 
relationships with people with 
a learning disability, helping 
participants feel familiar and 
comfortable with session leaders.

“��I think the fascinating 
thing about this work 
is that we will be able 
to learn not only from 
our own community 
but from all the other 
communities as well”

 �  �Explore options for certain activities 
to offer an advertised ‘watch first’ 
segment, allowing participants to 
observe before deciding to join in.

 �  �Ensure carers and support workers 
are included by promoting sessions 
where they participate alongside 
people with a learning disability, 
supporting confidence and 
engagement.

 �  �Continue to increase the visibility 
of the Community Partner across 
Thanet to strengthen trust, 
recognition, and local connections.

 �  �Support sustainability planning 
for funded activities, community 
forums and roles beyond the 
duration of Mencap funding.
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