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FOR MORE INFORMATION  
The AGE-WELL National Innovation Hub APPTA Inc. welcomes comments about this report and 
would like to know how we can better meet your information needs. If you have any questions 
about the work APPTA conducts, please contact us.  
 
EMAIL: info@appta.ca  
 
DISCLAIMER  

Though the report is intended to be as comprehensive as possible at the time of its completion, the 
report needs to be viewed as living information requiring updates as programs and governments 
change and additional information or omissions are identified. The information included is not 
intended to substitute up-to-date information posted on government or program-specific websites.  

                                                                                                                                               
The current document has been developed for the purposes of work AGE-WELL National 
Innovation Hub, APPTA Inc. conducts. The authors have made every effort to ensure the 
information included in this document is correct and up to date. Any use which a third party makes 
of this report, or any reliance on or decisions to be made based on this report, is the responsibility 
of such third parties. AGE-WELL National Innovation Hub, APPTA Inc. accepts no responsibility for 
damages, if any, suffered by any third party as a result of decisions or actions made, based on 
this report. 
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EVIDENCE BRIEF 
An Overview of Intergenerational 
Programming: Effectiveness, Best Practises, 
and Practical Considerations.  

Background: 
Social isolation of older adults in Canada has long been a concern for many individuals as they 

progress through the life course and begin experiencing the natural changes associated with 

aging. The World Health Organization outlines ‘social support’ as one of ten recognized social 

determinants of health, noting the negative impacts that a lack of social support can have on both 

physical and psychological healthi. Among the detrimental effects listed, they note that a lack of 

positive social support often results in lower self-esteem and self-worth – both of which have been 

linked to premature mortality, depression, and increased risk of disability resulting from chronic 

medical conditionsii. Not only is being socially isolated a risk factor for negative physical and 

psychological health, but negative overall health is in itself a risk factor for increased social 

isolationiii. This is particularly important within the population of older adults whose social 

networks can dwindle as they age due to the loss of friends and relatives, relocation to urban 

centers, and diminishing mobility.                                                                                                                                                       

                                                                                                                                             

As Canadians prepare for a future where the population of older adults continues to grow at an 

exponential rate, social isolation is rapidly becoming more of a concern. Statistics Canada 

estimates have reported that there are now more individuals aged sixty-five and over than 

individuals under the age of fourteen for the first time in recorded historyiv. These figures become 

even more staggering upon consideration of the challenges facing residential care in Canada 

today, most notably, bed, staff, and funding shortages. In this light, helping older adults remain 

connected to their social networks is about more than simply avoiding loneliness. Given the 
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considerable mental and physical health issues associated with social isolation, keeping older 

adults connected means supporting them to age in place for longerv.  

                                                                                                                                          

Digital technologies can be used to combat social isolation among an aging populationvi. 

Technology can help facilitate social connections by removing barriers that exist for a variety of 

reasons including, but not limited to, mobility limitations, geographic position in relation to social 

support networks, loss of friendships due to illness or death, and admission to residential facility or 

hospital. Through access to various digital technologies, older adults can stay connected to friends 

and relatives, meet new people, access a wealth of information and resources with the click of a 

button, and get assistance in managing their physical and mental health symptoms which may be 

impacting their ability to initiate and maintain connections with othersvii.   

                                                                                                                                       

Although technology has significant potential in helping older adults stay connected to their social 

networks, many experience barriers related to digital literacyviii. The digital divide is a 

phenomenon which explains the lack of digital literacy faced by many older adultsix. Younger 

generations have had the privilege of growing up alongside new technological advancements, 

and as a result these technologies have been engrained into their everyday livesx. Older 

generations, despite having been the creators of much of the early technologies that are widely 

used today, have historically had less personal access to it because of cost and unavailability 

during their younger years.  

                                                                                                                                    

In an attempt to bridge the digital divide and increase older adults’ digital literacy levels, many 

reverse-mentoring-style intergenerational technology training programs have been established. In 

these programs, younger individuals help older adults learn how to use technologies that can 

reduce their feelings of loneliness and isolationxi. These programs have shown to be effective in 

not only bridging the digital divide, but also the generational gap that exists between younger 

and older generationsxii. Most notably, these programs are allowing seniors to reap social and 
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psychological benefits, to develop new skills, and acquire new knowledge – reducing their 

technology-related anxieties and increasing their desire to use and learn more about other 

technologies after their initial training programs have finishedxiii. 

Effectiveness of Intergenerational Programming: 
                                                                                                                                             

An evaluative study regarding the effectiveness of intergenerational programming has revealed 

overwhelmingly positive results, both for the older and younger generationsxiv. Intergenerational 

programming is almost always established to enhance the well-being of older adults, and being 

primarily recreational in nature, there is little to no risk involved in their implementation. However, 

through a systematic revision of programming it has been established that some intergenerational 

programs are significantly more effective in imparting the intended skill and/ or knowledge to the 

participants, and at facilitating meaningful intergenerational connections, than others. Through this 

systematic review of fifty empirical studies that evaluated the effectiveness of intergenerational 

programs conducted by Canedo-García, García-Sánchez, and Pacheco-Sanz in 2017, ten 

empirically-based intervention (EBI) indicators were identified and are described in Appendix A.  

                                                                                                                                                             

This provided evidence which demonstrated that the more EBI controls considered in an 

intergenerational program, the more effective it is. This review also yielded results about the 

program design and intervention delivery models, noting that the most effective programs are 

those wherein design, and implementation strategies are based on critical gerontological 

theoretical perspectives, as they challenge ageist stereotypes that society tends to hold in regard 

to older individualsxv. Theories based in gerontology provide context for important milestones in 

older adulthood and can assist program coordinators and staff to better understand the 

behavioural and cognitive processes of the older adults they work with. Interestingly, 

intergenerational programs that control for at least four of the identified ten EBIs are consistently 

more effective, regardless of what (if any) theoretical models are applied during program design 

and implementationxvi. 
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Benefits: 
 
Intergenerational Programming: Older Adult Learners 
                                                                                                                                               A major 
recurring barrier in the literature is around the theme of digital, or technological, literacy. Older adults 

have limited opportunities to learn how to use and navigate new devices or platforms and often do 
not receive the proper support to maintain uptake. This exacerbates feelings of frustration and 

anxiety when attempting to use technologies, and results in lower adherence, and discontinued use 
(Varportzis, Clausen & Gow, 2017). Providing education and training programs at the community 

level is imperative to the uptake of technologies that enhance connectedness and improve the 
quality of lives of seniors. Leveraging community centres, churches, libraries or other public and 

accessible facilities is an affordable and accessible way to implement education and training 
programs within communities (Satariano, Scharlach, & Lindeman, 2014). By implementing these 

programs, older adults will feel more confident and adept at using technologies that can help them 
remain socially connected (Varportzis, Clausen, & Gow, 2017; Tsai, Shillair & Cotten, 2017). 

 
Intergenerational Programming: Youth Instructors  
                                                                                                                                         

Young adults also receive social benefits by participating in reverse-mentoring intergenerational 

programs. Increased social connection and participation in younger adults often present as an 

enhanced sense of civic responsibilityxvii. Like their older adult students, younger adult instructors 

also reap the benefits of intergenerational friendships that have been known to persist after 

programs have endedxviii. By way of sharing knowledge and experiences, younger adults can 

benefit from the wisdom and experience of older adults. Often this results in younger instructors 

gaining new perspectivexix about themselves, their older students, and the world in which they 

operate. In addition. this style of programming has been shown to help younger adults in the 

construction and integration of their identitiesxx as they attempt to make sense of their place in the 

world. Young adults involved in reverse-mentoring programs also tend to exhibit an increase in 

their confidence and pride after having successfully helped others acquire a new skillxxi. 
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Finally, engaging with older adults in a mentorship or instructional capacity allows younger adults 

to develop and hone useful skills for their future careers. These skills include but are not limited to: 

effective leadership skills through taking on an instructional role; listening and communication 

skills; patience; perspective-taking through sharing knowledge and experiences with individuals 

who have lived longer and experienced more; empathy skillsxxii; and group facilitation skillsxxiii. 

Ultimately this style of programming has been demonstrated to benefit the learners and the 

instructors as they both learn how to navigate unfamiliar territory togetherxxiv.  

Considerations for Practise:  
Upon reviewing the evidence surrounding intergenerational programming, several considerations 

for practical implementation have been identified:  

1. In-Person Training for Instructors: Many older adult learners noted that it is helpful if their 
younger adult instructor(s) have access to a training session in which differing needs of 
older learners can be explained. The research also indicates that these kinds of training 
sessions would be beneficial to young adult mentors for several additional reasons, as 
followsxxv,xxvi:  
• Instructors gain a clear understanding of roles, responsibilities, and expectations in a 

safe environment where they can ask questions, work on their teaching skills, and learn 
about addressing termination with the learners.  

• Program coordinators can supply teaching modules and resources geared specifically 
toward teaching digital technologies to adults.  

• Provides instructors with information about different learning styles of older adults as 
well as barriers to learning such as memory, hearing, visual, mobility and dexterity 
challenges.  

• Instructors are able to become familiar with one another, and exchange contact 
information for extra peer support they may need during the program.  

 

2. Pre-Program Information Session for Learners: An info session prior to beginning a 
technology training program allows learners to have an understanding of the 
expectations, goals, and program structure. This relieves some of the anxieties that often 
come with starting something new and unfamiliar. An info session also gives coordinators 
an opportunity to address termination with learners, preparing them for the time-limited 
nature of the classxxvii. 
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3. Addressing Termination: Younger adult instructors learn about how to best prepare their 
older learners to avoid emotional distress that can be associated with the end of a 
relationship when the program ends. Learners often express a desire to maintain some 
form of contact with their instructors, and instructors should be equipped to have these 
conversations – whether or not they wish to maintain a relationshipxxviii. 

 

4. One-on-One Program Delivery: Fewer learners to each instructor allows the curriculum to 
be tailored to the individual wants and needs of learners, particularly when they are 
bringing their own devices to classxxix. Very small group learning has been shown to elicit 
similar results, and has an added benefit of peer support for learners who may be 
embarrassed about their digital literacy levels. The smaller the group, the more meaningful 
the interaction between learner and instructor becomes, leading to greater 
intergenerational understanding and friendshipxxx. 

 

5. Involvement of Older Adults in Program Planning and Curriculum Development: Involving 
learners in the planning phase of programming ensures that the content will be meaningful 
to them. It also removes some unknown variables that may cause learners stress, such as 
feelings of unpreparedness, or anxieties about the unknown. It allows learners to have a 
sense of ownership of the program, increasing engagement and participation levels. It is 
important to note that involving the older learners in this phase also stimulates their minds 
and gives them a space and purpose for sharing ideas and connecting with peersxxxi. 

 

Conclusion                                                                                                                                                

Social isolation is recognized by the World Health Organization as a threat to older adults’ 

ability to age in place, to physical and psychological functioning, and to the Canadian healthcare 

system. Digital technologies and applications have been identified as an effective method of 

alleviating feelings of isolation and loneliness. Although several older adults have access to 

technology, many of them struggle with digital literacy challenges. One way to address the 

varying levels of digital literacy among Canada’s older population is through the implementation 

of intergenerational technology training programs.    
                                                                                                                            

Intergenerational programming has been shown to be effective not just for the older participants 

of these programs, but also for the younger instructors. Both older and younger adults have noted 
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significantly fewer age-related stereotypes, an increased ability to take the perspective of another 

age group, and an increase in the number of intergenerational friendships – something becoming 

more uncommon due to high rates of outmigration among younger generations. Increased 

feelings of overall mental wellbeing, pride, and confidence have also been noted in both younger 

instructors and their older learners. Lastly, an increase in technological knowledge and skill have 

been seen in both younger and older individuals involved in intergenerational programming. 

Overall, intergenerational training programs present a low risk intervention method for alleviating 

social isolation. They offer many benefits to both age-cohorts, have been shown to heighten 

mood, and above all they provide the foundation for bridging the digital divide and allowing 

isolated individuals to get and stay connected independent of their physical limitations.  
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Appendix A: 

INDICATORS Description 

1. Recording Sessions Audio or video recording of the training sessions. 

2. Training of instructors Training session(s) for the younger adult mentors prior to 
beginning their work in the program, that would discuss the 
nature of working with older adults, and their possible 
challenge areas, as well as information about being an 
effective instructor.   

3. Instruction of participants Information session(s) for the older adult learners to introduce 
expectations of the program, and to answer any questions 
that learners may have. 

4. Definition of variables Explanation of which outcome variables are going to be 
measured at pre and post-testing to evaluate effectiveness of 
the program. 

5. Intervention protocol A map or template of the implementation strategy, including 
background information, methodology, theoretical application 
(if any), etc.   

6. Intervention modality 
contrast 

Explanation of the activities required to implement the 
program. 

7. Generalization Explanation of how and why the program can be applied to 
a similar population and elicit similar results.   
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8. Pre-post measures A test which is administered prior to the start of the program 
and again after the program has completed, designed to 
show which skills and knowledge have been acquired by 
attending the program. 

9. Follow ups Contacting participants some time (length of time is 
determined by program administrators) after the program has 
ended to address any concerns, answer questions, and 
evaluate whether skills and knowledge acquired during the 
program are still relevant and/ or being used by the 
participants.   

10. Total indicators Similar to key performance indicators, total indicators are 
used to determine whether or not program objectives have 
been met; evaluated through the pre-post measures.   
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