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Effectiveness of Intergenerational Exchange Programs 
Between Adolescents and Older Adults: A Systematic 
Review
Mary Webster MPhil a, Kelly Norwood PhDa, John Waterworth PhDb, 
and Gerard Leavey PhDa

aUlster University, Coleraine, UK; bUmeå University, Umea, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Communities are aging and becoming more segregated, leading 
to fractured relationships between generations. Intergenerational 
exchange has improved cohesion, particularly when different 
generations engage as equal partners. This paper presents 
a systematic review of intergenerational studies between adoles
cents and older adults. Thirteen papers were reviewed using 
PRISMA guidelines, and outcomes, methodological quality, facil
itators, and barriers identified, to better understand effectiveness 
and inform recommendations for future practice. The framework 
informed quality assessment, and the papers were rated moder
ate or high quality. Unfortunately, heterogeneity across studies 
rendered comparison challenging. Further attention is required 
to elucidate guidelines for implementing and reporting interge
nerational studies.

Contribution to the Field
(1) This review demonstrated how non-familial intergenera

tional programs involving adolescents and older adults pro
vided benefits to both. Benefits for older adults included 
improved wellbeing, cognitive, and social engagement.

(2) Benefits for adolescents were identity formation and skill 
development. Shared outcomes for both generations were 
improved attitudes and stereotypes, reduced generational 
gap, and solidarity.

(3) High variability in program design, methodology, and sam
ple size was evident across studies. However, it highlighted 
the suitability of IG engagement across differing contexts.

(4) Future recommendations included facilitator training, 
diverse samples, and longitudinal methodological designs.
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The overall pattern of an aging population has occurred globally, with 
predicted numbers of older people (aged 65+) to double by 2050 (United 
Nations, 2019). Communities have changed as many services have become 
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digitized, disadvantaging those who were not technologically proficient. The 
COVID-19 pandemic brought about immediate and rapid transfers of essen
tial services online and impacted opportunities for intergenerational (IG) 
contact (Drury et al., 2022). Collectively, these factors may have placed older 
individuals at risk of social isolation and loneliness, especially those who 
were least mobile or connected. Similarly, higher incidences of loneliness 
were reported among younger people (NSPCC, 2021) and suggestions have 
been made for mixed age neighborhoods to improve service access for 
younger and older residents (Sabater et al., 2019). Reduced contact between 
generations and inaccurate perceptions or attitudes may have developed to 
produce the concept of “other” (Lepianka, 2015; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 
Consequently, many of the positive attributes of integration, such as democ
racy, trust, and positive social cohesion, were jeopardized (Sabater et al.,  
2018; Social Integration Commission, 2014).

Altered social demographics highlighted a shift from traditional cultural 
practices to knowledge transfer between generations. Older adults experienced 
fewer opportunities to adopt previously held roles, such as carer or educator, 
and were unable to impart wisdom or achieve generativity (Erikson & Erikson,  
1998). Consequently, younger generations were less likely to learn skills, 
history, and heritage from older family or community members. Older adults 
also lost access to the social and technological expertises of younger people 
(Korupp & Szydlik, 2005; UNESCO, 2011), which impacted their ability to 
remain active and engaged, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954) purports that prejudice between 
distanced groups may be reduced via increased contact, especially when the 
groups have equal status, common goals, intergroup cooperation, and institu
tional support. The quality of contact was more effective in improving atti
tudes and stereotypes compared to frequency of contact (Drury et al., 2016; 
Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Positive effects were further mediated when friend
ship development and heightened empathy occurred between groups, and 
when anxiety related to interacting with outgroup members decreased (Page- 
Gould et al., 2008; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, 2008).

IG programs have connected older and younger generations to facilitate 
social exchange, knowledge transfer, and promote active participation in 
developing meaningful relationships (Beynon & Lang, 2018; MacCallum 
et al., 2010). The IG methods have been transferred into the learning paradigm 
as a guided exploration of differences between groups (Franz & Scheunpflug,  
2016) and placed both generations as equal partners in the process. They have 
supported lifelong learning and improved wellbeing in older members of 
society and improved connectedness between groups (Beynon & Lang, 2018; 
Burnes et al., 2019; MacCallum et al., 2010; Mannion, 2012; Newman & 
Hatton-Yeo, 2008). Nevertheless, challenges have existed among IG studies, 
including small, homogeneous samples and recruitment difficulties (Bertram 
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et al., 2018; Fair & Delaplane, 2015; Gallagher & Fitzpatrick, 2018; Norouzi 
et al., 2015), and the impact of IG projects required further evaluation (Jarrott 
et al., 2021; Martins et al., 2019).

The IG studies have predominantly recruited children (aged 5–12 years) 
or university students (aged 18+) (Jarrott et al., 2021; Martins et al., 2019; 
Pstross et al., 2017). Adolescent participants were underrepresented within 
the IG literature – this is important as it has been suggested that adoles
cents and older adults possess similarities that render them suitable for 
collaboration. Specifically, they have parallel and complimentary develop
mental needs that create a cohesive synergy (Newman & Hatton-Yeo,  
2008). Older adults desire to achieve generativity (Erikson & Erikson,  
1998), accomplishment, and wisdom, whereas adolescents typically strive 
for identity formation via evaluation of morals, beliefs, and social connec
tion (Erikson, 1959; Erikson & Erikson, 1998). Under circumstances that 
promote positive mutual engagement, age-specific needs may be recipro
cally addressed. Age is an important factor when planning and implement
ing IG programs, as this can affect the appropriateness of content, 
engagement of participants, and program impact (Gerritzen et al., 2020).

Collaborative activities, such as skill development or engaged story telling 
(Cohen-Mansfield & Muff, 2022), are key to IG programs, and outcomes show 
improved attitudes, knowledge, or wellbeing (DeVore et al., 2016). However, 
communication between participants is often one-way, i.e., one group has inter
viewed or coached the other in learning a skill, and consequentially, measured 
outcomes have been unilateral (Barnard, 2014). Content analysis of four decades 
of IG research revealed that only 38% of the studies involved non-familial 
participants and measured the experiences of both groups (Jarrott, 2011).

Reciprocity is the equal exchange of support or information between 
individuals or groups (Antonucci & Jackson, 1989) and sets IG programs 
apart from others that simply included more than one age group (Mannion,  
2012). When relationships are reciprocal, successful adaptation and 
response to aging is facilitated, as is learning and communication, and 
improved wellbeing (Antonucci & Jackson, 1989; Litwin, 2004; McKee & 
Heydon, 2015). As such, reciprocity has been significant in promoting 
benefits for both groups involved in IG exchange and an essential aspect 
of IG programs (Knight et al., 2014).

Diversity exists across many aspects of IG programs (Martins et al.,  
2019), yet some key features remain universal. Specifically, inclusion of 
participants from older and younger generations, who engaged in shared 
activities toward a mutual goal, with the aim of improving social, psycho
logical, or health outcomes, such as relationships or attitudes between 
groups (Drury et al., 2017; Springate et al., 2008). Nevertheless, evidence 
highlighting the benefits of IG programs has been inconsistently reported, 
and examination of the effectiveness of activities could be further explored 
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(Drury et al., 2017; Martins et al., 2019). Robust claims regarding the value 
of such projects have been challenging to assert (Knight et al., 2014), and 
there remains a need to improve the implementation and evaluation of IG 
practice (Kaplan, 2002; Martins et al., 2019). Giraudeau and Bailly (2019) 
recommended key conditions to promote successful exchange; specifically, 
meaningful activities and understanding of the other generation. Yet, the 
reported samples included children aged 5–12 years and failed to address 
the dearth of literature including adolescents. The current review aimed to 
complement and extend current IG research by identifying the benefits of 
IG exchange and recommending means of improving the quality and 
effectiveness of programs.

The objectives of this study were to (1) identify outcomes of IG programs 
for adolescents and older adults; (2) examine the methodological quality of IG 
programs; (3) identify barriers and facilitators for delivering IG studies; and 
(4) recommend best practices for future programs of IG engagement.

Method

This review was conducted and reported in accordance with PRISMA guide
lines (Page et al., 2021) and the protocol was registered on PROSPERO 
(CRD42019145405).

Search strategy

A systematic literature search was conducted on the databases Medline, 
Embase, PsycInfo, CINAHL, and ProQuest Complete using the following 
search terms: (Intergeneration* OR inter-generation* OR multigeneration* 
OR multi-generation* OR “skipped generation*” OR “split generation*” OR 
“mixed generation*” OR transgeneration* OR trans-generation* OR cross- 
generation* OR “cross generation*” OR “age integration” OR “generation* 
gap”) AND (“skill* exchange*” OR “skill* transfer*” OR “skill* shar*” OR 
“knowledge* exchange*” OR “knowledge* transfer*” OR “knowledge* shar*” 
OR learn*). The reference lists of key texts were also searched.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

This review included full-text, English language, scholarly articles published 
between 1995 and 2022. Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method studies 
were accepted; review papers or program profiles were not. Adolescent parti
cipants aged 11–18 years were included; studies with participants younger 
than 11 or older than 18 were considered if the mean age was between 11 
and 18 years. Familial samples were not included. This review sought studies 
that actively engaged both younger participants (YP) and older participants 
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(OP) as equal contributors in IG engagement and excluded those that did not 
report measured outcomes of IG engagement for both groups.

Screening process

One reviewer (MW) screened titles and abstracts of results to assess against the 
eligibility criteria of this review. The full texts of selected citations were 
assessed independently by MW and KN. Disagreements were resolved by 
discussion; a third independent reviewer was not necessary.

Appraisal strategy and scoring

An adapted version of the Caldwell et al. (2011) framework assessed the 
methodological quality of papers as it was appropriate for use in assessing 
both qualitative and quantitative research. Sixteen critical appraisal questions 
were selected from this framework to assess study features including rationale, 
design, and methodology. Scores of 1–3 were assigned for each question, with 
1 indicating low quality or little to no detail provided and 3 indicating highest 
quality or very detailed. Total scores ranged from 16 to 48: scores between 16 
and 26 indicated a low-quality paper; 27–37 was moderate quality; and 38–48 
was high quality. MW and KN independently appraised each study, and where 
scoring differences occurred, an average score was applied to achieve con
sensus. Please see Appendix 1 for the appraisal template used.

Analysis

The reported outcomes of IG programs were coded and categorized into 
overarching themes by MW according to the research objectives. Themes 
were then discussed and agreed between MW and KN. Reported outcomes 
were grouped into outcomes of IG programs that were exclusive to YP, out
comes exclusive to OP, and shared outcomes.

Results

A total of 9013 papers were identified through database searching and 
hand searching reference lists of key texts. Initial screening of paper 
titles eliminated 8393 irrelevant papers, bringing database results to 620. 
The screening process at this stage was to read titles and abstracts to 
assess if results matched the inclusion criteria for this review; 114 
papers were selected for further reading. Full-text articles were read by 
MW and KN, 101 were excluded, and 13 included in the final review. 
See Figure 1 for searches and screening results, including reasons for 
excluding full-text papers.
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Study characteristics

Of the 13 papers, six presented qualitative data (DeSouza, 2007; Dipardo & 
Schnack, 2004; Jones et al., 2004; Leek & Rojek, 2021; Öberg, 2007; Portman 
et al., 2010), three presented quantitative (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Kranz 
et al., 2021; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004), and four were mixed method 
(DeMichelis et al., 2015; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Lai & Burchett, 2021; Orte 
et al., 2018). Qualitative study designs included grounded theory (n = 3), 
phenomenology, descriptive, and collective case design. Quantitative studies 
were quasi-experimental pre-post design, experimental pre-post, and experi
mental post-only. All mixed-method studies employed a pre-post design. No 
randomized controlled trials (RCTs) were included, and three studies specified 
inclusion of control groups (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Kranz et al., 2021; 
Meshel & McGlynn, 2004). However, control samples were not always avail
able for both groups of participants (Meshel & McGlynn, 2004). Total sample 
sizes varied across studies: three papers had fewer than 20 participants; three 
had between 20 and 50; two had between 50 and 100, and five papers had 100+ 
participants. Of the papers that provided a gender breakdown of their sample, 
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Figure 1. Flow diagram of search and screening processes. Adapted from Page et al. (2021).
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seven had mostly female participants and two had female participants only. 
Four papers provided either an incomplete gender breakdown, i.e., gender 
disclosed for YP but not older, or failed to include this information. 
Participants engaged in various activities, including shared life or storytelling; 
engaged reading; information and communications technology (ICT), educa
tional, or language competency activities; collaborative cognitive or experience 
activities; and other interactive activities, e.g., talent show or games. All IG 
activities were scheduled within specific time periods, which ranged from 90 
minutes to 1 year. One study employed a single intervention session, nine 
employed multiple sessions ranging from 3 weeks to 1 year, and three papers 
provided incomplete information. Eight papers generated measurement 
instruments and one paper did not specify the details of the questionnaire 
used. Further information on study characteristics is detailed in Appendix 3.

Outcomes for older participants

Improved wellbeing
IG programs provided older participants opportunities to impart wisdom and 
guide a younger generation. Older adults modeled positive social behavior to 
YP, engendering pride, fulfillment, and appreciation of feeling useful via 
meaningful interactions and experiences (DeSouza, 2007; Dipardo & 
Schnack, 2004; Jones et al., 2004; Portman et al., 2010). In an experimental 
condition that required YP and OP to consider a life challenge that placed OP 
as the expert, stronger generativity was reported among OP compared to 
control conditions that either had single generation groups or placed the YP 
as the expert (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007). Through open communication and 
shared life experiences, OP felt they contributed to the development and 
success of a younger generation (Lai & Burchett, 2021; Leek & Rojek, 2021).

Physical and mental health
Perceived current life satisfaction significantly improved among OP following 
IG engagement, as did empowerment, self-efficacy, and confidence (Gamliel & 
Gabay, 2014; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004). Structured activities offered respite 
from monotonous daily routines, facilitating a sense of purpose, hope, reju
venation, and reduced isolation (Portman et al., 2010). Mental and physical 
health markers improved following IG engagement (Lai & Burchett, 2021), 
including self-value (DeSouza, 2007), and observed affect among OP who had 
experienced chronic depression (Jones et al., 2004).

Cognitive and social engagement
IG programs provided opportunities for OP to participate in engaged cognitive 
activities (Dipardo & Schnack, 2004), instigating improved mental alertness 
(Lai & Burchett, 2021) and increased engagement with activities they deemed 

JOURNAL OF INTERGENERATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS 7



challenging, e.g., Internet searching (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014). Cognitive per
formance and cognitive-affective complexity, i.e., “the ability to view events and 
persons in an open, tolerant, and complex fashion by focusing on the negative as 
well as the positive side of the self and others” (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007, 
p. 695), were significantly improved in OP in experimental conditions com
pared to control groups (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007). Social interactivity and 
feeling connected to society improved among OP who previously felt disen
gaged and lacking confidence in their social skills (DeSouza, 2007; Gamliel & 
Gabay, 2014; Jones et al., 2004; Lai & Burchett, 2021; Leek & Rojek, 2021).

Outcomes for younger participants

Identity formation
IG programs offered adolescents opportunities to develop self-awareness and 
experience personal growth via cooperative engagement with older adults who 
shared a wealth of knowledge and wisdom (DeMichelis et al., 2015). Prosocial 
behavior, i.e., “voluntary behavior intended to benefit another” (Eisenberg 
et al., 2006, p. 646), was observed in significantly more adolescents in an IG 
experimental condition that facilitated identity formation compared to control 
conditions (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007). The YP reported heightened con
fidence in their abilities to negotiate life’s challenges and enhanced comfort 
within themselves (DeMichelis et al., 2015; Portman et al., 2010).

Skill development

YP enjoyed adopting management and leadership roles during the IG activities 
(DeSouza, 2007; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014) as it offered them control over their 
educational materials (Lai & Burchett, 2021) and increased confidence in their 
teaching abilities and achievements (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014). Pre-engagement 
training prepared them for their new roles and engaging with their IG partners 
(Gamliel & Gabay, 2014), and benefits extended into their traditional learning 
endeavors (Lai & Burchett, 2021). Social contact and perceived acceptance 
from OP facilitated improved social and practical life skills among the YP 
(DeSouza, 2007; Jones et al., 2004). This included English language speaking 
and writing (Lai & Burchett, 2021) and adaptation of Internet usage for 
practical means, such as booking medical appointments (Leek & Rojek, 2021).

Shared outcomes

Attitudes and stereotypes
Baseline preconceptions held by each generation toward the other were het
erogeneous. Öberg (2007, p. 36) found that both generations held stereotypical 
assumptions about the other prior to IG interaction, including negative 
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perceptions of older adults as “old-fashioned” and younger people as “disre
spectful”, yet Meshel and McGlynn (2004) reported generally positive attitudes 
and stereotypes. YP believed that both OP and society held negative percep
tions about adolescents, labeling them as “lazy, irresponsible” (DeSouza, 2007, 
p. 51), which some OP admitted to (Dipardo & Schnack, 2004). However, 
Kranz et al. (2021) found that both generations held more favorable stereo
types of youth than of older age. OP expressed concerns that YP held negative 
attitudes toward them and would not be engaged in IG work; however, these 
were overcome (DeSouza, 2007).

Adolescents rated the OP’s learning skills significantly lower following 
collaborative engagement using a computer but did not negatively affect 
their attitudes toward them (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014). Comparatively, older 
adults improved their attitudes of adolescents’ knowledge and teaching skills 
following IG engagement (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004). 
Post-program and follow-up stereotyping improved for both generations in an 
experimental group that discussed existential life questions compared to 
a control condition, with more positive ratings recorded on the bipolar 
adjectives unfriendly-friendly, pessimistic-optimistic, idle-busy, and depen
dent-independent (Kranz et al., 2021).

The YP realized how similar the OPs’ outlooks and abilities were to their 
own, which diminished judgmental attitudes and previously held stereotypes 
(Dipardo & Schnack, 2004; Orte et al., 2018; Portman et al., 2010). Direct 
engagement with YP largely challenged negative preconceptions held by OP 
(DeSouza, 2007; Jones et al., 2004; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004) but some older 
men remained unsettled at the informal way YP interacted with them 
(DeSouza, 2007). Younger and older participants welcomed the opportunity 
to debunk stereotypical assumptions of their own generation, and as such, 
provided a reliable source to base their perceptions on each other, facilitating 
improved understanding and attitudes (DeMichelis et al., 2015; Dipardo & 
Schnack, 2004; Jones et al., 2004; Öberg, 2007; Orte et al., 2018).

Closing the generational gap
Younger and older participants admitted to feeling anticipatory nerves before 
introductions (DeMichelis et al., 2015; Dipardo & Schnack, 2004; Orte et al.,  
2018), and OP expressed disbelief that adolescents would be interested in 
hearing about their lives (Portman et al., 2010). Program activities, including 
cooperative learning training, were proactive in easing nerves and bridging the 
generational gap (DeMichelis et al., 2015; DeSouza, 2007; Orte et al., 2018). IG 
interactions facilitated meaningful and unifying experiences (DeMichelis et al.,  
2015; Orte et al., 2018; Portman et al., 2010) that allowed both generations to 
learn about each other’s values and re-examine their own (DeMichelis et al.,  
2015; Öberg, 2007). As such, mutual benefits were experienced, including 
reciprocal curiosity, understanding, and group cohesiveness (Dipardo & 
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Schnack, 2004; Jones et al., 2004; Leek & Rojek, 2021), which improved IG 
familial relations and social capital (DeSouza, 2007; Jones et al., 2004; Öberg,  
2007; Orte et al., 2018).

Solidarity

IG activities permitted both generations to work collaboratively and discuss 
morals, family, physical ability, and media representations of IG relationships. 
Participants identified several shared experiences, which included identifica
tion of unfavorable perceptions of the other as perpetuated via the media 
(Dipardo & Schnack, 2004) and a shared sense of vulnerability within society 
(Öberg, 2007). Consequently, any perceived initial distance between the 
groups gave way to solidarity. It was not exclusively age-related factors that 
participants felt connected on. For example, discussions on gender equality 
reduced the generational gap, as women expressed more contemporary, liberal 
opinions compared to the male participants (Öberg, 2007). Leek and Rojek 
(2021) found that collaborative working using ICT facilitated rapprochement 
between generations in terms of shared attitudes toward ICT. Participants at 
a female retreat found solidarity via their life experiences as women and both 
generations emerged feeling closer; the OP expressed “pride in the progress of 
women” following their time with the YP (Portman et al., 2010, p. 100). 
Closeness between generations was reported in several studies, and partici
pants developed friendships with members of the other group (Dipardo & 
Schnack, 2004; Lai & Burchett, 2021; Öberg, 2007).

Methodological quality

Assessment rated two papers as moderate quality (Öberg, 2007; Orte et al.,  
2018) and eleven of high quality (DeMichelis et al., 2015; DeSouza, 2007; 
Dipardo & Schnack, 2004; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Jones et al., 2004; Kessler 
& Staudinger, 2007; Kranz et al., 2021; Lai & Burchett, 2021; Leek & Rojek,  
2021; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004; Portman et al., 2010). No papers were rated as 
low quality. Quality appraisal scoring is reported for each study in Appendix 2, 
column one.

Facilitators and barriers for effective IG engagement

Methodology and design
Data collection periods and the time that participants spent in direct contact 
with each other differed between studies, including solitary IG sessions and 
extended year-long engagement. High design variability indicated the suit
ability of IG programs across frameworks and research questions. Participants 
often expressed the desire to continue with their study partners long term, and 
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authors considered the potential benefits of longitudinal programs 
(DeMichelis et al., 2015; DeSouza, 2007; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Jones et al.,  
2004; Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Leek & Rojek, 2021).

Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method studies were included in this 
review and only three studies specified inclusion of control groups (Kessler & 
Staudinger, 2007; Kranz et al., 2021; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004). Some papers 
employed an experimental design, and randomization was evident in selection 
and design efforts (DeSouza, 2007; Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Meshel & 
McGlynn, 2004). Nevertheless, high heterogeneity was evident across included 
studies, thus rendering comparisons challenging.

Staffing or scheduling issues
During program implementation, Jones et al. (2004) had trouble establishing 
cohesion between groups, which reduced the time spent in productive engage
ment, and a lack of funding and available facilitators negated program long
evity. Other practical issues, such as transportation for participants and 
adverse weather, required adaptation and flexibility from facilitators (Jones 
et al., 2004; Orte et al., 2018). Conversely, coordinators who provided incon
sistent guidance were perceived by participants as interrupting the natural 
flow of interaction and stifling spontaneous exchanges (DeSouza, 2007). As 
such, the necessity for efficient and engaged facilitators was highlighted.

Reciprocity
Reciprocity has been important in facilitating active learning and improved 
outcomes between generations (Mannion, 2012), and this review included 
studies that engaged both YP and OP as equal participants. This was reported 
as both groups adopting and switching roles of teacher and learner or both 
learning from a third party in an exchange triad. The equal status afforded to 
all participants improved understanding, challenged preconceptions, and 
enhanced skill development.

Sample

Total sample sizes varied, from <20 to 100+. Many studies reported 
homogenous samples for both generations, consisting of mainly female 
and self-selecting participants. The motivation of participant engagement 
was pivotal in the success of IG activities (Leek & Rojek, 2021). Positive 
outcomes were reported in highly educated samples (Kessler & 
Staudinger, 2007; Kranz et al., 2021; Lai & Burchett, 2021) and margin
alized or vulnerable groups (Jones et al., 2004; Leek & Rojek, 2021). Small 
sample size was often reported, recruitment rarely randomized, and 
descriptions of the wider population infrequently provided, therefore 
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diminishing the ability to generalize findings (DeMichelis et al., 2015; 
DeSouza, 2007; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Kranz et al., 2021; Lai & Burchett,  
2021).

Summary

Overall, high variability was evident across studies, including design, metho
dology, and sample characteristics. Evidence supported benefits for both YP 
and OP engaged in IG activities across settings, including response to devel
opmental requirements, physical and mental health, and skill development. 
Heterogeneity rendered comparison challenging yet highlighted the adapt
ability of IG programs.

Discussion

This paper reviewed studies of IG exchange between non-familial adolescents 
and older adults, identifying outcomes, facilitators, and barriers of effective IG 
exchange, to inform recommendations for future programs. Engagement 
between generations elucidated the developmental challenges that each experi
enced and revealed how they complemented and responded to each other. 
Development of personal values and identity formation in YP was addressed 
by older adults who had life experience and wisdom. In turn, curiosity and 
awareness from YP toward OP reinvigorated a sense of purpose among OP 
and permitted them to relive and share their own experiences and anecdotes, 
further encouraging validation and generativity. Post-intervention attitudes 
toward the other were not universally improved; nevertheless, resounding 
feedback was that IG engagement facilitated mutually beneficial interactions 
between generations, stimulated relationship development and improved 
understanding. The participants found solidarity via shared experiences and 
feelings of comparability and affinity.

Both generations were equal contributors, which eliminated power imbal
ances and facilitated cooperation toward achieving common goals. Improved 
attitudes and understanding occurred, particularly where friendships devel
oped, as purported by intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & 
Tropp, 2008). This supports Galbraith et al. (2015) who found that positive 
outcomes of IG programs were more contingent on a setting that facilitated 
meaningful interactions and relationship development than the type of activity 
performed. Pre-engagement education on the other generation or training 
relating to study activities reduced anxiety and boosted confidence among 
participants (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Orte et al., 2018). Similar findings have 
been reported with recommendations to engage participants and facilitators 
prior to IG activities commencing to facilitate engagement and study success 
(Galbraith et al., 2015; Gerritzen et al., 2020).
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The effectiveness of the IG interventions was positively influenced by 
participant demographics, including high literacy and educational achieve
ments (Canedo-García et al., 2017). Potential bias toward engaged and stu
dious female participants may be evident in this review, as OP were recruited 
who enjoyed engaged reading and volunteering with YP (Dipardo & Schnack,  
2004), as were adolescents who attended the highest academically achieving 
schools (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Kranz et al., 2021; Lai & Burchett, 2021). 
Nonetheless, vulnerable groups were also represented in this review and feed
back was similarly positive (Jones et al., 2004; Leek & Rojek, 2021), indicating 
the transferability of IG programs across contexts and populations. An imbal
ance of mostly female participants has been reported in the IG literature 
(Canedo-García et al., 2017; Krzeczkowska et al., 2021), suggesting that they 
may be more open to participating in voluntary or research activities. 
Engaging in activities that benefit others has been associated with healthy 
development of autonomy and agency in adolescents (Fulgini, 2019) and 
improved wellbeing and quality of life in older adults (Owen et al., 2022).

The findings of this review indicated that male adolescents and older adults 
may miss out on these benefits. Cohen-Mansfield (2022) found that initial 
motivations to participate in IG activities were altruism or gaining valuable 
experiences for YP and receiving support or filling spare time for OP. These 
motivations were shown to align once IG engagement commenced, and both 
generations experienced satisfaction and IG friendships as motivational fac
tors to continue the activities. Men’s Sheds have facilitated mutual personal 
growth for IG groups of men via mentorship and skill development activities 
(Wilson et al., 2018). Further advancement of IG programs that attract male 
participants would benefit the literature.

Echoed throughout the studies in this review were participants’ desires for 
IG engagement to continue long term, but practical and methodological 
challenges affected the sustainability of programs. Martins et al. (2019) pur
ported that the primary predictor of program effectiveness was the length of 
time that participants were in contact, which highlighted a need within IG 
research for empirically sound long-term projects. Future studies may con
sider extending the interactions between participants using digital platforms, 
as proposed by Canedo-García et al. (2017). This will assist in overcoming 
practical challenges, permit program sustainability, and encourage empower
ment, self-confidence, and skill acquisition (Peterat & Mayersmith, 2006).

Integral to a successful and sustainable program is a skilled facilitator 
who possesses good communication skills, enthusiasm, commitment, and 
knowledge of both generations (Jarrott, 2011; Jarrott et al., 2019). 
Facilitators must carefully shape the program with intent and purpose, 
incorporating short – long-term goals and maintain communication 
between participants, facilitators, and researchers, so that expectations 
align (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Orte et al., 2018). Ineffective management 
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of sessions hindered spontaneous interactions (DeSouza, 2007), and YP 
thrived when offered responsibility and control (DeSouza, 2007; Gamliel 
& Gabay, 2014; Lai & Burchett, 2021). As such, facilitators and researchers 
should strive to achieve a balance between structured and hands-off man
agement. Training for IG facilitators that is flexible and tailored to the 
research objectives and the participants’ abilities will facilitate improved 
engagement and individual outcomes (Galbraith et al., 2015).

Pertinent issues affecting adolescent and older adult populations were high
lighted in this review. Variable study design and assessment alluded to a lack of 
continuity regarding impact measurement, which was reported elsewhere 
(Houghton et al., 2022). Nonetheless, the adaptability and provision of high- 
quality IG programs is highlighted, echoing findings of Jarrott et al. (2021) that 
identified evidence-based IG practice across methodological frameworks. It is 
recommended that IG activities are voluntary and flexible (Jarrott et al., 2019); 
possibly rendering RCTs as unsuitable. Improved research rigor conducted at 
a community level would be feasible and advantageous. Frameworks and 
guidelines for planning, implementing, and assessing IG programs will add 
value and create persuasive power to inform policy and practice. Participatory 
research methods offer a flexible, iterative framework that promotes inclusive 
exploration of pertinent social issues (Israel et al., 1998) and have facilitated IG 
benefits, including improved IG relations, wellbeing, and physical health 
(Anderson et al., 2016; Schroeder et al., 2017). Recommendations for best 
practice of IG programs are summarized in Table 1.

Strengths and limitations

This review is not without limitations. The search criteria identified IG 
programs that included adolescent and older adult participants and reported 
intervention effects for both groups. These specifications may have excluded 
high-quality studies that were conducted with samples beyond these para
meters or that focused outcomes on one generation. Furthermore, this review 

Table 1. Recommendations for best practice of intergenerational exchange programs.
● Provide training for program facilitators and other key stakeholders on how to plan, implement, and sustain 

IG studies, paying particular attention to:
○ Align content with the developmental age of participants.
○ Achieve a balance of engaged facilitation while leaving space for natural relationship development 

between participants.
● Provide training and education for participants prior to commencement of IG activities, targeting skill 

development and awareness building.
● Consider including in the program design time for participants to get to know each other before 

documented IG engagement commences.
● Consider the use of longer-term IG programs.
● Ensure that both generations are included in IG activities as equal contributors.
● Document efforts to include diverse samples, e.g., gender, socioeconomic status, or educational 

achievements.
● Consider flexible and iterative frameworks to structure, implement, and assess future programs.
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reported only on studies that were published in the English language, which 
may have excluded relevant papers.

High variability was evident across almost all features of IG studies in 
this review and throughout the IG literature (Canedo-García et al., 2017; 
Martins et al., 2019). The lack of uniformity between papers made 
comparison difficult; however, this highlighted the suitability of IG 
engagement across contexts. Challenges obscured the longevity of pro
grams and samples were often small or gender-specific, thus diminishing 
the generalizability of findings. Nevertheless, methodologically strong 
studies were found, and reported outcomes were relatively homogenous, 
indicating universal benefits.

Conclusion

This review has provided a synthesis of the literature documenting non- 
familial IG programs between adolescents and older adults. Benefits 
were evident: improved physical, psychosocial, and cognitive status for 
older adults, and heightened self-awareness and skill acquisition by 
adolescents. Improved ability to respond to age-specific developmental 
concerns, including generativity and identity formation, was evident in 
older adults and adolescents, respectively, as was improved social cohe
sion and attitudes.

IG programs can promote improved social connectedness between gen
erations by bringing together groups who infrequently interact in modern 
society. Age-friendly community policy programs and education systems 
will promote IG and lifelong learning. Without this contact, the benefits of 
social capital will be lost, and groups will display underdeveloped social and 
practical skills, creating a disharmonious society. As communities continue 
to age and generations become more distant, the value of IG programs 
becomes more prominent.
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Appendix 1

Caldwell et al. (2011) adapted quality appraisal checklist. 

Does the title reflect the content?
Does the abstract summarize the key components?
Is the rationale for undertaking the research clearly outlined?
Is the literature review comprehensive and up to date?
Is the aim of the study clearly stated?
Are all ethical issues identified and addressed?
Is the methodology identified and addressed?
Is the design clearly identified and a rationale provided? (Quantitative studies) 

Are philosophical background and study design identified and rationale for design evident? (Qualitative studies)
Is there an experimental hypothesis clearly stated and are the key variables identified? (Quantitative) 

Are the major concepts identified? (Qualitative)
Is the population identified? (Quantitative) 

Is the context of the study outlined? (Qualitative) i.e., where they were recruited/where it was run
Is the sample adequately described and reflective of the population? (Quantitative) 

Selection of participants described and sampling method identified? (Qualitative)
Is the method of data collection valid and reliable? (Quantitative) 

Is the method of data collection auditable? (Qualitative)
Is the method of data analysis valid and reliable? Must be described and justified. Any statistical test used must be 

appropriate (Quantitative) 
Is the method of data collection credible and confirmable? (Qualitative)

Are the results presented in a way that is appropriate and clear?
Do the discussion and conclusion discuss the findings of the paper/reflect the purpose of study?
Are the results generalizable?
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Appendix 3

Characteristics of the included studies (n = 13)

Sample
Overall size <20: n=3 (Jones et al., 2004; Öberg, 2007; Portman et al., 2010)

20–50: n=3 (DeMichelis et al., 2015; Dipardo & Schnack, 2004; Lai & Burchett,  
2021)

50–100: n=2 (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004)
>100: n=5 (DeSouza, 2007; Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Kranz et al., 2021; Leek 

& Rojek, 2021; Orte et al., 2018)

Gender Majority female: n=7 (DeSouza, 2007; Dipardo & Schnack, 2004; Jones et al., 2004; Kranz 
et al., 2021; Leek & Rojek, 2021; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004; Öberg,  
2007)

Exclusively female: n=2 (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Portman et al., 2010)
Incomplete or missing 

data: n=4
(DeMichelis et al., 2015; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Lai & Burchett,  

2021; Orte et al., 2018)
Methodology Qualitative: n=6 (DeSouza, 2007; Dipardo & Schnack, 2004; Jones et al., 2004; Leek 

& Rojek, 2021; Öberg, 2007; Portman et al., 2010)
Quantitative: n=3 (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Kranz et al., 2021; Meshel & McGlynn,  

2004)

Mixed method: n=4 (DeMichelis et al., 2015; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Lai & Burchett,  
2021; Orte et al., 2018)

Design Qualitative:
Grounded theory: n=3 (DeSouza, 2007; Öberg, 2007; Portman et al., 2010)

Phenomenology: n=1 (Dipardo & Schnack, 2004)
Descriptive: n=1 (Jones et al., 2004)
Collective case design: 
n=1

(Leek & Rojek, 2021)

Quantitative:
Quasi-experimental pre- 
post: n=1

(Kranz et al., 2021)

Experimental pre-post: 
n=1

(Meshel & McGlynn, 2004)

Experimental post-only: 
n=1

(Kessler & Staudinger, 2007)

Mixed method:
Pre-post: n=4 (DeMichelis et al., 2015; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Lai & Burchett,  

2021; Orte et al., 2018)
Data 

Collection 
Measures

Qualitative 
studies

Focus groups: n=1 (DeSouza, 2007)

Joint interviews: n=3 (Dipardo & Schnack, 2004; Jones et al., 2004; Portman et al., 2010)
Observations: n=1 (Jones et al., 2004)
Journals: n=2 (Dipardo & Schnack, 2004; Portman et al., 2010)

Video recordings: n=1 (Portman et al., 2010)
Audio recordings: n=1 (Öberg, 2007)

Discussion groups: n=1 (Öberg, 2007)
Field notes: n=1 (Dipardo & Schnack, 2004)

Case notes: n=1 (Portman et al., 2010)
Author-generated scales: 

n=2
(Jones et al., 2004; Leek & Rojek, 2021)

Adapted scales: n=1 (Jones et al., 2004)

(Continued)
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(Continued).

Quantitative 
studies

Validated scales: n=2 (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004)
Adapted scales: n=2 (Kranz et al., 2021; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004)

Author-generated scales: 
n=2

(Kranz et al., 2021; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004)

Experimental behavior and 
cognitive tests: n=1

(Kessler & Staudinger, 2007)

Activity evaluations: n=1 (Meshel & McGlynn, 2004)

Mixed method 
studies

Qualitative measures:
Unstructured interviews: 
n=1

(Gamliel & Gabay, 2014)

Discussion groups: n=1 (Orte et al., 2018)

Observations: n=2 (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Lai & Burchett, 2021)
Surveys: n=1 (Orte et al., 2018)

Open-ended survey 
questionnaires: n=1

(Lai & Burchett, 2021)

Video recordings: n=1 (Lai & Burchett, 2021)
Photographs: n=1 (Lai & Burchett, 2021)

Website content 
monitoring: n=1

(Gamliel & Gabay, 2014)

Event logging: n=1 (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014)
Reflections: n=1 (DeMichelis et al., 2015)

Assignments: n=1 (DeMichelis et al., 2015)
Quantitative measures:

Author-generated 
scales: n=3

(Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Lai & Burchett, 2021; Orte et al., 2018)

Validated scales: n=2 (DeMichelis et al., 2015; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014)
Adapted scales: n=2 (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Lai & Burchett, 2021)

Data 
Collection 
Period

Single session: n=1

90 minutes (Kessler & Staudinger, 2007)

Multiple sessions: n=9
3 weeks (DeMichelis et al., 2015)

6 weeks (Meshel & McGlynn, 2004)
10 weeks (Kranz et al., 2021)

12 weeks (Lai & Burchett, 2021)
12–15 weeks (Leek & Rojek, 2021)

3 months (Portman et al., 2010)
5 months (DeSouza, 2007)
11 months (Jones et al., 2004)

One year (Dipardo & Schnack, 2004)
Ongoing, undefined or 

missing data: n=3
(Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Öberg, 2007; Orte et al., 2018)

Primary 
Outcomes

Psychosocial changes: n=6 (DeMichelis et al., 2015; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Kessler & 
Staudinger, 2007; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004; Orte et al., 2018; 
Portman et al., 2010)

Relationship building: n=6 (Dipardo & Schnack, 2004; Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Jones et al.,  
2004; Öberg, 2007; Orte et al., 2018; Portman et al., 2010)

Learning/mentoring 
opportunities: n=6

(DeMichelis et al., 2015; Dipardo & Schnack, 2004; Gamliel & 
Gabay, 2014; Lai & Burchett, 2021; Leek & Rojek, 2021; Orte 
et al., 2018)

Attitude change: n=5 (DeSouza, 2007; Jones et al., 2004; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004; 
Öberg, 2007; Orte et al., 2018)

(Continued)
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(Continued).

Program feedback: n=4 (Gamliel & Gabay, 2014; Lai & Burchett, 2021; Leek & Rojek, 2021; 
Orte et al., 2018)

Improved social behavior/ 
interactions: n=3

(Jones et al., 2004; Kessler & Staudinger, 2007; Öberg, 2007)

Intergenerational 
engagement: n=2

(Lai & Burchett, 2021; Leek & Rojek, 2021)

Age stereotype change: 
n=1

(Kranz et al., 2021)

Cognitive improvements: 
n=1

(Kessler & Staudinger, 2007)

Active engagement in 
society: n=1

(Lai & Burchett, 2021)
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