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Intergenerational Partnerships: Background Report 

 

Intergenerational partnerships are difficult to define, as they can emerge and develop in many 
different forms, such as programs, student experiential learning opportunities (e.g. Co-Operative 
learning), or volunteer opportunities. The definition used by Cohen-Mansfield and Jensen encompasses 
many important characteristics by stating that,  

“Intergenerational programs are social vehicles that foster engagement between younger and 
older generations by offering opportunities to interact in mutually beneficial, planned activities 
in which there is a sharing of knowledge, skills, and experience. Their aim is to increase contact 
and understanding, to build meaningful relationships, to foster emotional and social growth, 
and to achieve various educational or community goals.” (Cohen-Mansfield & Jensen, 2017, p. 255) 
There is no shortage of research supporting the success and contributions of these 

opportunities, especially in recent years. This report will present how the positive outcomes of 
intergenerational partnerships can be maximized to their full potential in order to benefit individuals, 
communities, and society. This will be done through the discussion how improving quality of life for 
participants, combatting ageism through positive experiences in long-term care (LTC) and retirement 
settings, as well as improving workforce capacity and recruitment in the LTC, retirement, and age-
related employment sectors can be accomplished through intergenerational partnerships and initiatives.  

The following report is based on a literature review as well as interviews with key stakeholders, 
including several individuals in leadership or coordination positions within LTC and retirement 
organizations, a resident of a LTC home, individuals whose roles relate to experiential learning and 
education, and a secondary-school student who completed an experiential learning placement in a 
retirement home in 2018. 
 
Improved Quality of Life for Participants: 
 

There is a vast amount of research supporting intergenerational programs and partnerships due 
to the enhanced quality of life and many benefits they offer to older adults. For example, studies have 
found that the experience of interacting with younger people diminished loneliness and isolation, 
satisfied social needs, and improved self-esteem and self-efficacy for older adults (Sánchez & Torrano, 2013; 

Cohen-Mansfield & Jensen, 2017; Teater, 2016). Spending time with young people also offers older adults an 
opportunity to contribute to their community, in turn improving feelings of usefulness, self-worth, and 
generativity (Sánchez & Torrano, 2013; Teater, 2016; Blais, McCleary, Garcia & Robitaille, 2017; Cook & Bailey, 2013). An older adult 
interviewed in the creation of this report discussed how meaningful it is to him to see students grow 
through the intergenerational programs he has participated in (personal communication, July 23, 2018). Specific 
benefits have been noted in research, such as improved scores on measures of memory and 
communication, or decreases in the prevalence of falls (Teater, 2016; Blais et al., 2017). Some older adults feel 
livelier and engage in more physical activity through intergenerational programs and partnerships (Sánchez 

& Torrano, 2013; Cohen-Mansfield & Jensen, 2017). Finally, enhanced emotional well-being and a decrease in feelings 
of depression have been reported, in addition to increased life satisfaction in general for older adults 
(Cohen-Mansfield & Jensen, 2017; Teater, 2016; Blais et al., 2017; Gualano et al., 2018).  
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Intergenerational programs and partnerships are beneficial to younger people as well. These 
experiences offer opportunities to improve skills such as communication, empathy, and compassion 
(Ayala, Hewson, Bray, Jones, & Hartley, 2007; Blais et al., 2017). Research also shows that improvements in social 
responsibility and pro social behaviours can be observed in younger people who participate in 
intergenerational experiences (Cohen-Mansfield & Jensen, 2017; Blais et al., 2017). Improvements in academic 
performance and self-regulation have also been reported in literature (Sánchez & Torrano, 2013; Cohen-Mansfield & 

Jensen, 2017). Lastly, younger people also benefit from improvements to their self-esteem and self-identity, 
as well as satisfaction from helping others (Sánchez & Torrano, 2013; Holmes, 2009; Cohen-Mansfield & Jensen, 2017; Blais et 

al., 2017). 
Intergenerational opportunities can also improve working conditions for team members (staff 

members), not only by decreasing their workload and stress through the contributions of volunteers, 
but also by providing them with opportunities to develop mentoring and leadership skills, share their 
knowledge, and make a difference in their field, which can in turn increase employee satisfaction and 
retention (Fujisawa & Colombo, 2009). In a study aimed at fostering student interest in geriatric nursing through 
LTC experiences, team members expressed the belief that this opportunity may contribute to future 
interest in LTC careers for students (Williams, Nowak, & Scobee, 2006). Results also showed that student, team 
member, and resident responses to the experience were very positive (Williams et al., 2006). 

Literature supports that older and younger people benefit from positive relationships built with 
one another through opportunities for intergenerational connection (Cohen-Mansfield & Jensen, 2017; Sánchez & 

Torrano, 2013; Teater, 2016; Blais et al., 2017). In an interview, a secondary school student who took part in an 
experiential learning placement at a retirement home shared that she built special relationships with 
older adults through talking to them and hearing their stories (personal communication, June 25, 2018). 
Additionally, a resident who was interviewed described the emotional celebration that occurred at the 
end of an intergenerational program he participated in, where real connections were made between 
residents and students from a local secondary school (personal communication, July 23, 2018). This impact extends 
past the individuals and contributes to the building and growth of communities (Cohen-Mansfield & Jensen, 2017; 

Ayala et al., 2007). As expanded on in the following section, one of the most significant benefits of these 
initiatives is increased mutual understanding, and improved perceptions of older adults, LTC, and aging 
in general (Holmes, 2009; Ayala et al., 2007; Blais et al., 2017; Gualano et al., 2018). Therefore, intergenerational programs 
and partnerships can contribute to combatting broader societal issues, such as stigma and ageism, as 
well as staffing shortages in the LTC workforce. 
 
 
Opportunities for Positive Experiences in Long-Term Care and Retirement Settings: 
 
 In a recent survey of 1,501 Canadians, six in ten older adults reported being treated differently 
or unfairly because of their age (Revera Inc. & The International Federation on Aging, 2014). In the same survey, one in 
three Canadians reported that they have treated someone differently because of their age, and over 
seventy percent of Canadians agreed that older adults are seen as less important and of lower value 
than younger generations (Revera Inc. & The International Federation on Aging, 2014). These statistics are only a few 
examples of the ageist beliefs that exist in our society. Ajzen and Fishbein’s Theory of Reasoned Action 
explains that attitudes influence intention toward and related to behaviour, thus negative attitudes have 
the power to evoke intention toward negative behaviours (Lee, 2009; Ajzen, 1991). Therefore, generating 
positive feelings and intentions of young people toward older adults can in turn reduce and prevent 
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ageism and discrimination (Lee, 2009). One way to induce these attitudes is through intergenerational 
programs.  
 A study of children ages eleven and twelve found that they already presented embedded views 
and stereotypes of older people, focused on differences, and depicted their thoughts, feelings, and 
beliefs in negative terms (Teater, 2018). However, after participating in an intergenerational activity, the 
children’s reported attitudes had changed, and showed that they could now interact with and relate to 
older adults, as well as see them as individual people (Teater, 2018). This effect continues as young people 
age. For example, a study done by Krout and McKernan, which included 650 twelfth grade students who 
spent time learning about aging and interviewing an older adult, found that students showed positive 
changes in perceptions of aging and that in-person intergenerational interaction had the strongest 
impression on their attitudes (Krout & McKernan, 2007). Finally, a study of undergraduate university student’s 
perceptions and behaviours related to aging found that students who had more contact with older 
adults in the past reported more positive responses and attitudes toward older adults (Van Dussen & Weaver, 

2009). 
Therefore, there is extensive evidence supporting intergenerational contact and its ability to 

reduce ageism in young people. The United Nations Report on Aging states that there is a need to build 
and strengthen intergenerational partnerships and encourage relationships between generations (United 

Nations, 2002). However, changes in values and family composition, geographical separation between 
generations, advances in social media, and adverse social norms mean that today’s society is 
increasingly age-segregated and there are not enough opportunities for positive and regular contact 
between generations (Drury, Hutchison & Abrams, 2016; Sánchez & Torrano, 2013; Holmes, 2009; Teater, 2016; Blais et al., 2017). By 
providing opportunities for connection through intergenerational programs and partnerships, 
organizations can contribute to ending ageism.  
 

Recruitment and Workforce Capacity in the Long-Term Care Sector:  
 
 These opportunities for intergenerational connection can also support the growth of the LTC 
workforce, which is critical as the formal care workface in most of the developed world is in short supply 
and demand is only set to rise (Hussein & Manthorpe, 2005; Fujisawa & Colombo, 2009). A combination of population 
aging, changes in family structure leading to a decline in informal care, and industry stereotyping 
through negative perceptions and ageism are a few examples of factors contributing to what some call, 
the ‘Staffing Crisis ’ in the LTC and retirement sectors (Hussein & Manthorpe, 2005; Institute for the Future of Aging 
Services, 2007). 
 Staffing intensity is one of the most important factors affecting both working conditions and 
quality of care, therefore shortages have negative impacts for LTC team members, residents, and their 
loved ones (Daly & Szebehely, 2012; Ducak, 2016). A survey by the Ontario Council of Hospital unions reported 
that 91% of workers surveyed felt that they cannot provide quality care due to dangerously high 
resident-to-team member ratios in LTC homes (CBC News, 2014). Due to high workloads, team members 
have reported mental and physical exhaustion, pain, burnout, as well as moral distress resulting from 
being unable to provide the quality of care that they would like to (Tyndall, Buschow, Babyak, Bishop & Urban, 2015; 

Daly & Szebehely, 2012). Adverse health effects and the stress of high caring demands also result in negative 
implications for team member relationships with residents, which has significant impacts for the 
physical and psychological well-being of residents (Tanaka et al., 2015; Ontario Association of Non-Profit Homes and Services 

for Seniors (OANHSS), 2014). Research demonstrates that lower staffing levels are related to negative physical 
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outcomes for residents as well, including increases in pressure ulcers, urinary catheters, pain, skin 
breakdown, urinary tract infections, and hospitalizations (Tyndall et al., 2015; OANHSS, 2014).  
 While physical care is important for older adults, research shows that the majority of LTC 
residents define care in a more holistic way (Bowers, Fibich, & Jacobson, 2001; Rodríguez-Martín, Martínez-Andrés, Cervera-

Monteagudo, Notario-Pacheco & Martínez-Vizcaíno, 2013). Residents report affection, friendship, listening and sharing, 
empathy, and recognition as individual people as being more important than technical competence, 
training, and the delivery of only medical care (Bowers et al., 2001; Rodríguez-Martín et al., 2013). Care workers also 
stress the importance of relational care and social relationships with residents, however when staffing 
levels are low, caring can become highly task oriented, and many workers are frustrated by not having 
adequate time to spend on relational care (Daly & Szebehely, 2012; OANHSS, 2014; Payne, 2014). When care becomes 
too task-oriented and relationship-building is not a priority, resident’s psychosocial needs are neglected 
(Ducak, 2016). 
 Intergenerational programs and partnerships can contribute to both short- and long-term 
solutions to the staffing crisis. Many countries are turning to innovative strategies to recruit formal care 
workers, including introducing new pools of workers, such as young people (Hussein & Manthorpe, 2005; Fujisawa 

& Colombo, 2009). If adequately trained and supported, students can provide temporary help to those in 
need of care, as they can assist in both providing technical care, as well as relational care to LTC 
residents (Fujisawa & Colombo, 2009). Several key stakeholders interviewed in the creation of this report 
identified that one of the benefits of having students working in their home is the extra support and 
hands that they provide to team members (personal communication, June 11-August 3, 2018). Engaging students and 
young people in experiences with older adults is significantly related to increased interest in and positive 
perceptions of aging and careers in related fields, which may serve as a long-term solution to the 
staffing crisis (Van Dussen & Weaver, 2009; Gorelick, Damron-Rodriguez, Funderburk, & Solomon, 2000; Krout & McKernan, 2007; 

Meiboom, de Vries & Scheele, 2015). For example, in a study exploring student interest in geriatric medicine, 
medical students most frequently identified exposure to the field of aging as needed to increase their 
interest in pursuing a career working with older adults (Diachun, Hillier & Stolee, 2006). Additionally, when 
interviewed, a secondary student shared that she went on to pursue an employment opportunity in the 
retirement home where she completed her secondary school placement; she identified that in order to 
address stigma, others her age need to have the opportunity to experience a retirement or LTC home 
and the people who live and work there (personal communication, June 25, 2018). 

These intergenerational opportunities can be provided through partnerships with organizations, 
such as secondary schools and other educational institutions, which co-ordinate volunteer placements 
and experiential learning positions for students. Key stakeholders feel that these intergenerational 
experiences encourage young people to continue to volunteer, pursue employment opportunities, or 
education in the field of aging, and have observed this in the homes where they live and work (personal 

communication, June 11-August 3, 2018). In Ontario, secondary school students can enroll in Cooperative Education 
programs that give them exposure to various careers and grant them a secondary school credit toward 
their diploma (Ministry of Education, 2018). There are also opportunities for students to take part in a Specialist 
High Skills Major in a specific sector that they would like to explore, such as healthcare, which involves 
experiential learning activities (Government of Ontario, 2016). These opportunities are highly impactful because, 
as a recent study of 23 086 high school students supports, one of the greatest influences on the future 
careers of students are personal experiences and interests (The Manufacturing Institute, Skills USA & ERCA, 2015).  
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In conclusion, intergenerational programs and partnerships foster engagement, sharing, 
understanding, and relationships between older adults and younger people. They result in many 
physical, social, emotional, and psychological benefits to participants as well as the broader community 
and beyond. Intergenerational programs and partnerships can be creative initiatives to address 
significant issues including negative perceptions of aging and LTC, ageism, and staffing shortages in the 
LTC workforce. By embracing and pursuing opportunities for intergenerational connection, organizations 
can make a positive difference in the lives of individuals living and working in LTC. 
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