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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: In recent years, a multitude of intergenerational contact programmes and interventions has emerged to coun-
Intergenerational contact teract ageism among young adults. Research on these programmes and its supposed effect on ageism often start
Ageism

from the assumption that intergenerational contact follows a largely linear process in which a high level of
encounters, in the right setting, decreases ageism and negative stereotyping. The purpose of this article is to
critically examine this assumption by focussing on the underlying process of intergenerational contact, rather
than examining the positive or negative outcome. Using in-depth interviews with 35 young adults, we found that
although conditions and mediating factors during the contact do play a role in the outcome of intergroup contact,
the process of contact is rather varied and does not follow a linear path. The results reveal that whether or not a
positive contact experience translates into a changed group image of older people is related to the positioning of
such experience within the young adults’ personal frame of reference. We found that this has to do with the
young adults having diverse and both positive and negative previous experiences, their grandparent-grandchild
relationship, stories from others and personal characteristics. With this study, we point to the complexity of

Frame of reference
Group image

intergenerational contact and highlight potential pathways leading to varying group images of ‘the old’.

Introduction

With the rapidly ageing population, national policies have focussed
on creating a suitable environment for healthy and active ageing. This
attention for vital ageing, has as (unintended) consequence that older
individuals have been pictured as either exceptionally fit or as vulner-
able and a challenging and costly burden on society. Whether or not as a
consequence of this binary thinking, both in the public discourse and
among older individuals themselves, ageist attitudes and negatively
valued stereotypes about older people seem to have the upper hand with
concepts such as incompetence, cognitive deficient and vulnerability
(Alcock, Camic, Barker, Haridi, & Raven, 2011; Ayalon & Tesch-Romer,
2018; Cuddy, Norton, & Fiske, 2005; Requena et al., 2018). Ageism is a
complex and multifaceted concept that can be directed towards one-self
(self-ageism), but also towards an out-group which results in negative
stereotypes, attitudes, behaviour or prejudice against older adults (Levy,
2016). Out-group ageism can cause a barrier for intergenerational soli-
darity and age-friendly environments, and can limit personal

relationships between young adults and senior citizens (Drury, Hutch-
inson, & Abrams, 2016; Kornadt & Rothermund, 2015; Sun et al., 2019).
At the same time, in light of the ageing population and growing demand
for health care workers, youngsters are needed more than ever (Penick,
Fallshore, & Spencer, 2014). To attract younger individuals to care and
support intergenerational solidarity, effective processes and strategies
must counteract ageism and tackle the persistent negative stereotypes
and negative group images of older people among younger generations.

A recent review of research on ageism confirms that positive repre-
sentations and intergenerational contact are the most important de-
terminants of reducing ageism (Marques et al., 2020). Notwithstanding
the complexity of out-group ageism, intergroup contact has become the
basis for many negative attitude reduction strategies such as intergen-
erational programmes that facilitate direct high-quality contact between
people from two age groups (Christian, Turner, Holt, Larkin, & Cotler,
2014). To understand and examine ways to reduce negative stereotypes
between generations, researchers across disciplines have built on
intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954), which posits that contact with
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an out-group member can, under certain conditions, lead to a positive
change in attitude. Scholars have established five desirable conditions
that should be adhered to during intergroup contact in order to foster
positive and mutually beneficial outcomes: (1) one-to-one contact, (2)
equal status during the interaction, (3) cooperation or working together
towards a common goal, (4) involve sharing of personal information,
and (5) taking place within a formal and regulated setting (e.g. a school
or long term care facility) (Abrams, Eller, & Bryant, 2006; Bousfield &
Hutchinson, 2010; Harwood, Hewstone, Paolini, & Voci, 2005; Levy,
2016; Schwartz & Simmons, 2001; Sun et al., 2019; Tam, Hewstone,
Harwood, Voci, & Kenworthy, 2006).

Beyond these conditions, extensive research in the field of the
intergroup contact theory has shown that several underlying processes
and mediators between contact and ageist stereotypes should be taken
into account (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). These include demographic
background factors (such as gender), but also factors in the process of
contact. For example, Drury et al. (2016) demonstrate that the outcome
of intergenerational contact can be mediated by intergroup anxiety,
which refers to the experience of ambiguous feelings or anxiety during
or in anticipation of intergroup contact. Another known mediating
factor is self-disclosure; the level of personal and intimate information
shared during the actual encounter (Harwood et al., 2005; Miller, 2002).
These mediators underscore that contact with an out-group member
should focus on quality, trust and disclosure rather than quantity (Levy,
2016). Given these conditions and mediators, grandparent-grandchild
relationships are often portrayed as desirable intergroup contact as
these relationships are often qualitative, lengthy, personal and open
family encounters (Flamion, Missotten, Marquet, & Adam, 2017, Luo,
Zhou, Jin, Newman, & Liang, 2013,).

Intergroup contact, however, is not universally positive and despite
the knowledge on conditions (Hannon & Gueldner, 2008) and mediating
factors (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), empirical studies have shown mixed
effects of intergenerational programmes on ageism and negative ster-
eotyping, especially when it concerns short-term interventions (Chris-
tian et al., 2014). This is often argued to be related to the nature and
setting of the contact, yet some also find that even in quite similar set-
ups individual young adults’ ageism can be differently impacted. In a
previous study (Kusumastuti et al., 2016) for instance, we found that
previous contact with a grandparent had little impact on the negative or
positive evaluation of older people in a long term care facility. Part of
the reason for these divergent findings may lie in a regression to the
mean. It may however also be that the disparate effects of intergenera-
tional contact actually represent differential impact on an individual,
not so much due to measurements or characteristics of intergenerational
contact and outcomes thereof, but as a result of a diversified, and less
linear than often assumed, personal process towards changing
stereotypes.

That is, in understanding the various outcomes of intergenerational
contact, the process of the actual intergenerational encounter may
differentially impact young adults depending not just on the setting or
mediating mechanisms, but also on their previous frame of references and
various forms of extended contact (Harwood, 2018, Schultz et al., 1973,
Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, & Ropp, 1997). It may well be that the
process towards changing a group image may include multiple path-
ways. In this article we move beyond measuring the effect of an inter-
generational programme and instead focus on the underlying process to
understand the (tacit) implications of such programmes. We report on
the short-term intergenerational programme — Zomervisite— and its par-
ticipants’ self-reported experiences with older adults and the stereotypes
on which they build their group image of older people. Although there
are some qualitative studies which have explored the contact process (e.
g. Luo et al., 2013; Teater, 2018), these mainly focus on the effect and do
not look further than the actual contact during the programme. We will
use a qualitative design to explore the intergenerational contact process
in its broader frame of references and study its relation to personal ex-
pressions of ageism by examining the (disclosed) pathways among the
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Materials and methods
The programme

Zomervisite is a short-term intergenerational programme of 25 hours,
taking place during July and August, in which young individuals have
personal contact with a senior in a long term care facility. The pro-
gramme aims to facilitate personal interactions between young adults
and seniors living in long term care facilities, in the hope of changing
young adults’ perceptions of older adults and long term care facilities in
general. The contact was supposed to be informal, meaning that the
involved care facilities were instructed that participants were not to be
regarded as additional staff during the summer months. Rather, the
participants were to spend 25 hours, one-on-one with the residents of
the care facility without participating in any care tasks for the seniors. In
advance, participants were given examples of eligible activities, such as
walking together (some in a wheelchair), going out for ice-cream/
drinks, participating in leisure activities (shopping, fairs, markets) or
playing (board)games. In practice, not all participants were able to
spend all their hours one-on-one due to miscommunication with the long
term care facility staff about the programme or limited time of the
participants due to the start of the new school year. Around half of the
participants spent some of their hours in a day care group, mainly
playing games or having a chat. Six participants spent all of their hours
in a day care group and had no private one-on-one contact with a senior.
These particular participants spent most of their time walking with older
people, playing games or having a chat. Upon completion of 25 hours,
participants received a reimbursement of 187,50 euro per person.

Procedure

Recruitment for Zomervisite started in June 2018. Participants
included in the study were 31 female and 4 male participants (Table 1).
The study was conducted with young adults between the ages of 15 and
24, off which the vast majority (roughly 75%) were ‘emerging adults’
with an age between 15 and 18 at the time of the programme. Partici-
pants were mainly recruited through social media and the network of
the participating long term care facilities — often mothers or friends of
the participants. Planning and frequency of the contact was up to the
participants and seniors themselves. In total, 70 young adults registered
for the programme, 40 participants eventually started in July and
August 2018 (57%), of whom 32 fulfilled the expected 25 hours
(42.7%). In the end, we ended up interviewing 35 from the 40 partici-
pants who started the programme, 3 of the interviewees did not fulfil the

Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of the young adults before Zomervisite.

Demographic Characteristics N=35 %

Age (years) <16 37.1
17 20
18 17.1
19 2.9
20 5.7
21 8.6
>22 8.6

Gender Female 88.6

Education level Pre-vocational 22.8
Pre-university 37.2
Vocational 14.3
Applied sciences 17.2
University 8.5

Age category when thinking of older persons 60 20
65 31.4
70 20
75 22.9
80 5.7
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expected 25 hours due to time shortage or other obligations.

Study design

This study aimed to uncover the process of intergenerational contact.
We are not interested in the effect of Zomervisite, but rather wish to detail
how intergenerational contact, facilitated through the programme, in-
fluences personal experiences and expressions of ageism. A qualitative
study, using in-depth semi-structured interviews, was conducted with 35
participants, to analyse the processes of intergenerational contact. Due
to the semi-structured nature of the interviews, participants were able to
express their experiences and feelings freely. Furthermore, both the
participants and the interviewer were able to divert from the main
questions when necessary, allowing for new ideas and topics to be
brought up during the interviews.

Data collection

The data for this paper is primarily based on 35 in-depth semi-
structured interviews conducted by the first author between June and
August 2018. The main topics of the interview guide used during the
interviews were: the participants’ experiences during Zomervisite as well
as their conceptualisation of and interaction with older persons,
communication and exchange of personal information, and images of
older people. Additionally, at the start of each interview questions were
asked about demographic characteristics of the interviewees; these are
shown in Table 1. The interviews took place in the long term care facility
- where the participants followed the programme - in a private room and
lasted around one hour each. All participants were informed of the
purpose of the interview. Before the start of the interview, informed
consent was asked and given by the participants. The interviews took
place in the period August to October 2018. Each interview was recor-
ded and transcribed verbatim by an external transcription service.

Data analysis

Analysis was done with the use of qualitative software programme
MAXQDA. The process of analysis started with detailed examination of
the interview transcripts. All interviews were read and reread by two
researchers (MV and BS) separately and coded individually. Relevant
themes and quotes were highlighted and coded through open coding.
After this first step, all three authors discussed and agreed upon a set of
codes and started axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), in which we
shifted our focus from descriptive to conceptual, generating sub-
categories and themes. In the last stage of data analysis, which con-
sisted of selective coding, we developed core categories to relate all
other categories to. Continuous discussions between the researchers and
use of the memos made during the interviews and coding, helped us to
structure our analyses.

Ethical considerations

After application, all participants received a letter which informed
them about the purpose of the study, that all information gathered
during the research would be treated with the strictest confidentiality,
and that participation would not have an impact on their involvement in
Zomervisite or their reimbursement. Furthermore, participants were
informed that participation was completely voluntary and that they
could decline at any time. Written consent was asked in person right
before the one-to-one interview. Every participant was given a unique
two-digit code at the start of the programme which is linked to the
interview with that particular participant. All codes were randomly
generated and assigned, which means that there is no link to initials or
date of birth.
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Results

We discovered three overarching themes relating to the experience
of the participants and their conceptualisation of older people: personal
frame of reference (relating one’s image to stories of others and previous
experiences), experiencing intergenerational contact (personal encounters
and building an intergenerational relationship) and creating a group
image (different pathways to group image).

Personal frame of reference

Despite their different experiences during Zomervisite, almost all of
the young adults interviewed had one thing in common that greatly
influenced both their motivation to participate as well as their con-
ceptualisation of older people: their personal frame of reference. This
frame of reference relied on previous experiences, stories from others
(Wright et al., 1997) and other relevant structures (Schultz et al., 1973).
In fact, while describing senior citizens, most of the participants did not
base their definition solely on their experiences during Zomervisite, but
also related their image to previous experiences and stories they had
heard:

I think that my image [of older people] is mainly based on stories. Stories
told by my mother, even unconsciously maybe. And stories from the
internet, things you read online, or a friend who says something (female,
20-year-old).

Within this notion of a personal frame of reference, the interviewees
revealed three important relevantstructures; relatives working in health
care, the grandparent-grandchild relationship and stories from televi-
sion programmes. The first structure is that of a participant’s relative
working in a long term care facility for older people. This person, often
their mother, was described as a key factor in many participants’
involvement in the intergenerational programme. Both in bringing the
programme to their attention, in motivating them to join and in being a
source of information about what to expect in the long term care facility.
Those who had a relative working as a health care professional,
explained that they had heard stories from their relative about the care
for older people, the shortage of staff and loneliness among the resi-
dents. Additionally, some of these participants had actually seen their
relative working in the long term care facilities and described this as
"caring", "loving" and "rewarding". The interviewees detailed that these
experiences and stories gave them an impression of older people and
what it is like to interact with them. This shows that, although not being
part of their own age group, the young adults did experience some form
of extended contact through the experiences of their older relatives
(Wright et al., 1997). This, in combination with their search for a fun
and productive way to spend their school holiday, motivated them to
participate in Zomervisite:

I heard about it [Zomervisite] from my mother. She told me that there is a
shortage of staff in most care homes and that the older people would enjoy
it if I would come by for an hour or so. Go for a walk or have some tea ...
In comparison to, for example working at Albert Heijn [supermarket], this
is way more appreciated as well. The people really thank you for your
time (female, 15-year-old).

The second reference that greatly influenced the young adults’
conceptualisation of older people are the participants’ grandparents.
Although not explicitly asked about in the interviews, the relationship
with a grandparent was often used as comparison to the intergenera-
tional encounters during Zomervisite. Especially when describing posi-
tively framed aspects and characteristics of older people. For example,
one 16-year-old male interviewee said: “My grandparents were very nice
and sweet. I see the same in the people here [long term care facility].”
Some interviewees even used familiar designations such as the words
oma and opa (reg. Grandma and Grandpa) when referring to the seniors
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they met during the programme in the long term care facility. Addi-
tionally, when describing their motivation to participate in Zomervisite,
the participants revealed that they wanted to see if the seniors living in
the long term care facilities were similar to their grandparents and
would show comparable characteristics. For some this meant seeing if
seniors in long term care facilities were also nice and caring, while
others were more curious about the fitness of older people, if they have
dementia or whether they would be very dependent on care. Several
interviewees revealed that their grandparent(s) had been quite negative
about care homes. One interviewee explained that she believed that her
grandparents were afraid of losing their independence and freedom
when moving into a long term care facility. For her, participating in the
programme was also a way of finding out if this concern was in fact
valid.

Besides comparing the seniors encountered during Zomervisite to
previous grandparent-grandchild experiences, the participants also
seemed to take their grandparents as a source of comparison in con-
ceptualising older people in general and the seniors they met during
Zomervisite in particular. This was imminent throughout the interviews.
Independent living grandparents were often described with positively
regarded terms - such as social and active - whereas more negative as-
sociations with age - such as dependency and forgetfulness — were not
associated with their grandparents but were considered designating ‘the
old’. In fact, several participants with fit and healthy grandparents did,
often unconsciously, define their own grandparents as not old, regardless
of their age. As this 15-year-old female interviewee described:

When I think about older people, I tend to think about the people living in
care homes. One of my grandmothers for example is very active, as if she
is still fully alive. Although, she is also almost 80, I think. But she is fit ...
she still rides her bike and goes out to do things. Not like the people in the
care home, who have to stay there all day.

Finally, a last element of the participants’ frame of reference that
influenced their conceptualisation of older people, is that of stories in
social media or broadcasted in popular television shows about older
people in the Netherlands. The notion that several of the participants did
not see their own grandparents as old was often substantiated by
referring to the public discourse and media outlets. Interviewees
described how when media spoke about ‘old people’ they would mainly
refer to the people living in long term care facilities: those who receive
care, are dependent on someone, and forgetful. Furthermore, some
participants believed seniors living in long term care facilities to be
“lonely older people” due to what they had seen on television. For these
young adults, seeing these stories and images was both a motivation to
participate in the intergenerational programme and influenced their
image of older people as being lonely and dependent.

Experiencing intergenerational contact

After the participants’ frame of reference, the actual encounters
during the intergenerational programme Zomervisite, turned out to be an
important influence on the young adults’ conceptualisation of older
persons. In line with the intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954), the
effect of these encounters on interviewees perceived notions of older
people, greatly depended on five conditions: (1) the one-to-one contact
had to include (2) an equal status and (3) corporative interaction, that
involved (4) sharing of personal information in a (5) sanctioned setting
(Levy, 2016).

Overall, participants in this study revealed rather high levels of
satisfaction with the intergenerational contact they had and described it
as “open” and “natural”. The majority of the young adults emphasized
the ease with which they communicated with the older persons about
personal topics. For example, they talked about how the seniors showed
them pictures of their family and told them stories about their own
youth. One interviewee, 20-years-old, spoke about the conversations she
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had with a woman whose husband had been ill: “She showed me pic-
tures of her husband and family and told me stories about her life, very
private and personal stories.” Another interviewee, 16-years-old, had a
similar experience and was surprised by the openness with which some
of the seniors talked to her: “Even about her past, they are so open about
everything that has happened, I would not have imagined this open-
ness.” The participants pointed out the importance and significance of
the seniors’ willingness to start a conversation and open up about their
lives (Miller, 2002). They revealed how this openness had a disarming
effect on them in which personal information could be shared. As
described by the following, 17-year-old, male interviewee:

They [the seniors] were particularly interested in me, they wanted to
know everything about me, where I go to school, what I like to do. When
someone ask you questions, it becomes easier to ask them questions back
and build a relationship.

Some interviewees explained that the communication felt natural
due to the earlier mentioned reference to their relationship with their
own grandparents. The seniors in the long term care facility were just as
interested in their lives as their own grandparents - asking similar
questions (e.g. about school) — and just as friendly and nice.

In what way and to what degree participants were able to establish a
meaningful intergenerational relationship varied amongst the young
adults. This variation seemed to be in line with the intergroup contact
theory conditions, as the possibility of a meaningful relation was related
to: the setting in which the contact took place (one-to-one or group
contact), the level to which cooperation (working together) towards a
common goal was possible, and the openness of the seniors and the
young adults allowing for individuation (Harwood et al., 2005). As
mentioned in the methods section of this article, not all participants
were able to spend all their hours one-to-one with a senior, some also
spent time in a group setting at the day care, which made the interaction
less personal. A number of obstacles were discussed in relation to en-
counters with seniors at the day care, such as difficult communication
due to hearing problems or cognitive decline. One participant (female,
age 21) explained that the senior she was visiting did not hear well,
which made it difficult to communicate long sentences and have an in-
depth conversation. One of the male participants (age 17) encountered a
woman with dementia who thought he was her husband. The inter-
viewee disclosed that most of their conversations were about, as he
described it, ‘fantasy topics’, and focused on keeping the woman at ease
rather than having a mutual exchange. This particular participant did
not mind spending his hours this way, but he did disclose in the inter-
view that he did not get to know the seniors on a personal level nor did
his image of older adults as "vulnerable" and "old" change.

Although a few of these participants emphasized that they had some
private conversations and even saw a diverse group of older people in
day care, it seemed as if the group setting limited communication and
cooperation, and did not provide them the right conditions to establish
meaningful relationships. As one, 24-year-old female interviewee
describes:

I liked working on the group, but I think I preferred the one-on-one time.
Mainly because I had a real connection with the resident, whether she
recognized me or not, we always gave each other a hug and had a good
connection, that was nice.

Additionally, several participants claimed that being accompanied
by a professional employee, which was not the intention of the pro-
gramme, made it feel less natural to start a personal conversation with a
senior. Others explained that this employee often did not know the
reason of their presence and as a result made the young adults help with
lunch, dishes or other chores, which limited the personal time with older
people. This shows that although the programme offered institutional
support by bringing the young adults together with older residents and
endorsing contact between them, a relatively sanctioned setting actually
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caused counterproductive effects as this limited ‘free and natural’ con-
tact between the young adults and the seniors present.

The preference for one-to-one contact, however, was not described
by all participants as a few (14%) preferred the group setting. These
participants liked to be accompanied by a professional employee in the
actual interaction and appreciated that in the group there was always
"something to do". Furthermore, these participants revealed that they
liked baking cakes, playing games or reading the newspaper with older
people rather than spending one-on-one time with a senior because this
made them feel shy and uncomfortable. These feelings seemed to be
related to the unfamiliarity of having contact with somebody from a
different age group, especially somebody much older. The young adults
mentioned that they felt anxious about having one-to-one contact as
they did not know what to talk about and described the situation of
being alone with somebody that much older as “awkward”. This shows
that underlying mechanisms such as intergroup anxiety (Drury et al.,
2016) did limit the sharing of personal information and level of coop-
erative contact for some participants. Although the young adults
themselves did not mind this, the influence of contact on their group
image seemed limited as they kept on using terms such as nice but also
dependent and "old" to describe older people, referring to them as one
group and not as individuals.

Importantly, none of the 35 young adults described the contact as a
negative experience. However, the form of contact as described above,
did influence the interviewees process of stereotyping and thus the way
in which older people were conceptualised after the intergenerational
programme. For example, one interviewee indicated that she learned
that not all residents of long term care facilities are lonely, nor does
everybody need care 24/7 and that some are active, while others are not.
On the other hand, others described quite the opposite in that their
image was broadened due to them encountering older people with de-
mentia, mobility issues or loneliness showing them new sides to older
people that were not known to them before. Overall, the young adults
described a diversity of people living in long term care facilities and in
doing so (un)consciously started to acknowledge the heterogeneity
among older people. In their own terms, the participants said their
image of older people had broadened, as eloquently described by this
18-year-old female:

First, you only see your own grandparents and maybe some older people
on the internet or on the streets. But now, I see that they [older people] do
differ from each other, actually quite a lot, also among themselves. Just
like we differ from each other when we are young.

Whether this heterogeneity was mostly linked to experiencing and
acknowledging the physical diversity of older people, or also translated
towards individuation — the acknowledgement of unique attributes of
the older individuals (Harwood et al., 2005; Miller, 2002) - greatly
depended on the intergenerational encounter and its degree of openness.
While some interviewees mainly spoke about the activities they did or
the physical characteristics of older people in long term care facilities,
others - primarily those who experienced an open and personal inter-
generational relationship - talked extensively about the actual person
they encountered. For example, one participant, whose own grandpar-
ents were still relatively young (mid 50s) and living independently,
expected all older adults in long term care facilities to be grumpy or
stand-offish due to what she had seen on TV and heard from other
people. In the interview she explained that she discovered that those
older people who are in fact less communicative often have a reason for
it. She talked about their lives, the things they had experienced and the
pain they had encountered. For this particular interviewee the interac-
tion during Zomervisite and the extensive exchange of personal infor-
mation gave her contextual information and experiences she needed to
see older people as individuals.
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Creating a group image

The third and final theme that emerged from the interviews is related
to the group image of older people held by young adults. In their
description and references to older people as a collective, it seemed that
the young adults used their experiences during Zomervisite to follow a
certain pathway in integrating these new experiences in their previously
held group image. As described above, in doing so virtually all partici-
pants described new subtypes of older people which they had not pre-
viously envisioned. In their eyes, their conceptualisation of the older
population was broadened. Nevertheless, in spite of this self-acclaimed
change or broadening of the participants’ image, further questioning
uncovered that this did not mean that the participants overall group
image of older people changed as well. Although for some it did, the
majority of the young adults revealed that, regardless of their experi-
ences during Zomervisite, they still described the old as "nice" and "car-
ing" but also as "dependent" and "forgetful". In line with the Stereotype
Content Model (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002), the participants
scored older people high in terms of warmth but low in terms of
competence. The degree to which these evaluatively mixed stereotypes
were used and if this resulted in a (slight) change of group image,
seemed to be entangled with the participants’ process of intergenera-
tional contact and their personal frame of reference. Within this process,
we discovered roughly four pathways followed by our interviewees
(Fig. 1).

The first pathway is related to the group image of ‘the old’ as those
who receive care or who live in a long term care facility. This particular
conceptualisation of older people was described by a small majority of
the interviewees and seemed to be tightly linked to the young adults’
perception of their own grandparents. Several participants compared
their known ideas about older people, often based on their grandparent-
grandchild relationship, with the seniors living in the long term care
facilities. In doing so they discovered that the people in the long term
care facility were just as nice and open as their grandparents, which was
often emphasized as something positive, however, when it concerned
physical aspects the seniors encountered were characterized quite
differently (e.g. less mobile, hearing problems, forgetfulness). This
qualification resulted in distinguishing ‘older people’ and ‘the real old’.
The group image of ‘the old’ as both caring but also dependent was
furthermore substantiated by stories from relevant others and popular
television programmes (e.g. Geer en Goor). As this 18-year-old female
interviewee described:

I still see people in care homes or wheelchairs when I think about older
people ... I think this is mainly because of the (social) media and the news.
When it concerns older people, they always show someone in a wheel-
chair. They never show someone living at home, who takes care of himself.
That’s just a person who lives at home, just like any other person, not
‘old’.

For these interviewees, the most significant aspect that determined
their image of older people did not change due the intergenerational
encounters during Zomervisite but was rather substantiated. Hence, their
image stayed imminently linked to the stereotypical notion that
advanced physical decline is equated with ‘being old’, as described by
the following quotes: “Older people who can still do everything and who
are completely good in their heads, should not be called older people”
(female, 15-year-old). And: “I would only describe them as older people
when they are in a wheelchair” (female, 16-year-old).

A second pathway showed that contrary to the majority of our in-
terviewees, a few (11%) participants followed the same process of cat-
egorisation between those living independently and those who receive
care, but with a different outcome. Rather than describing ‘the real old’,
these participants revealed detailed information about their active and
healthy grandparents when speaking about older people in general.
They claimed to know more about this group of older people, as this 22-
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and communication
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‘the old’ through
heterogeneity

Individuation of
‘the old’

Fig. 1. Process of change in relation to the intergenerational contact experience.

year-old female interviewee explained: “There might be different kinds
of older people, but I have not been in contact with enough people in a
care home yet. So, I still think about them [her grandparents] and their
characteristics when thinking about older people.” This particular
interviewee had spent most of her hours in a group setting, walking and
playing games with people with dementia. She did acknowledge that she
learned more about this particular disease and what it does with people,
but this did not change her image. She, and others like her, also
described some of the features of the residents when describing older
people - such as dementia but also dependency and care. However, for
these particular participants, their general image of ‘the old’ stayed
linked to what they knew before; their active and healthy
(grandparents).

A third group, slightly smaller than group one, described a variety of
older people when describing ‘the old’, as they had encountered seniors
with dementia or loneliness in the care home but also seniors that
reminded them of their own grandparents. Hence, their image of ‘the
old’ seemed to have broadened through their acknowledgement of
heterogeneity. As described by a 17-year-old male interviewee: “I
actually see different groups, also in the care home, some are almost
comparable to my own grandparents, but some are very forgetful.”
Furthermore, another 15-year-old female mentioned that when thinking

about older people, she imagined active people like her grandparents
but also lonely people that she had seen on popular TV shows. Although
these examples seem similar to those mentioned in the two previously
described pathways, the interviewees did not focus on solely one image
of ‘the old’ but linked together different sets of images based on both old
and new experiences, again in relation to their personal frame of
reference.

Finally, a fourth pathway revealed that, unlike the examples above, a
rather small minority of participants did not relate their image to any
previous encounters or stories from others but instead focussed on the
diverse and personal characteristics of seniors they met during the
programme when speaking about their image of older people. In doing
so, this group of young adults conceptualised older adults through a
process of individuation (Harwood et al., 2005; Miller, 2002). For
example, when asked about how she thought about older people, one
interviewee described a detailed definition of the senior she encountered
and stated that she could not speak about other older individuals as she
had not met others yet. Another 15-year-old female interviewee simply
stated: “When thinking about older people I think about people living
here [in the long term care facility] but also people living at home, they
are all older people”. However, this group of participants was relatively
small and stood out as they claimed that they could not stereotype the
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whole group with one definition as there are “Many older people, who
are all a bit different” (female, age 16). Hence, they were able to place
several subtypes of older people beside each other rather than solely
focus on the physical aspects or personal prejudices of ageing (Marques
et al., 2020), resulting in a more heterogeneous, diversified image of
older people.

When exploring the different processes of intergenerational contact
and the pathways that the young adults followed, it becomes clear how
complex the pathways towards conceptualisation of the group image of
‘the old’ actually is. As shown in the figure, the outcome of the inter-
generational contact is related to the positioning of the intergenerational
experience within the young adults’ frame of reference. Similar expe-
riences could lead to different conceptualisations of ‘the old’, as every
participant — often unconsciously - processed the new information
gathered during Zomervisite, within their own context and frame of
reference.

Discussion

This study draws on qualitative data collected by means of 35 in-
depth interviews with young adults between the ages of 15 and 24.
Our interviewees were all participants of Zomervisite and spent up to 25 h
each with older persons living in long term care facilities in the
Netherlands. The young adults varied not only in age but also in
educational level, personal interests and previous experience with se-
niors or voluntary work. They also spent the 25 h in different ways and
in different settings, ranging from one-to-one contact to group-based day
care activities.

Our first finding is related to these different settings and concerns the
acknowledgement of heterogeneity among older people living in long
term care facilities by the young adults. In line with several studies on
intergenerational programmes (Christian et al., 2014; Requena et al.,
2018; Tam et al., 2006) and the intergroup contact theory (Allport,
1954), we found that the level of equality, cooperation and sharing of
personal information did indeed influence the intergenerational contact.
Our findings show that an open and personal, one-to-one, relationship
resulted in self-disclosure among both the senior and the participant,
which for some resulted in the acknowledgement of heterogeneity and
individuation (Harwood et al., 2005). Contrary, in situations with too
much professional control (often in the group setting), communication
obstacles (limiting cooperation) or when experiencing higher levels of
personal intergroup anxiety (Drury et al., 2016), we found that the level
of personal information shared seemed to be lower as there was less self-
disclosure (Miller, 2002). For some, this anxiety was higher during in-
dividual contact, yet even though the group setting may have been more
comfortable it did not allow for individuation as ‘free’ contact between
the young adult and older resident was limited.

Thus, like many other studies on intergenerational programmes, this
study emphasises the need for an open, natural and mutual relationship
in order to facilitate negative attitude reduction. However, we are also
critical of focussing solely on the setting of an intergenerational pro-
gramme when it concerns changing ageist stereotypes and attitudes. In
this study we demonstrate, in contrast to previous evaluations of inter-
generational programmes (Agmon, Doron, & Ergon-Karlin, 2017, Cook,
Vreudenhil, & Macnish, 2018, Penick et al., 2014, Sun et al., 2019), that
even a perfect setting will not necessarily decrease an individual’s
ageism. This has, we suggest, to do with the young adults diverse and
both positive and negative previous experiences, their grandparent-
grandchild relationship (Luo et al., 2013), stories from others (Wright
et al.,, 1997) and personal characteristics (Marques et al., 2020). This
brings us to the second finding of this study, that previous experiences,
observations or even indirect stories about older people can greatly in-
fluence the way current intergenerational encounters are conceptualised
into a group image. Whereas previous research has tended to focus on
the effect of the five conditions (Christian et al., 2014; Teater, 2018) or
the mediating role of prior (extended) contact (Flamion et al., 2017;
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Harwood et al., 2005; Luo et al., 2013) as a linear process, our research
looked at the interaction between these elements as a continuous
process.

We show that prior experiences of (extended) intergenerational
contact will continue, often unconsciously, moderating the effect of
present relationships on young adults’ expressions of ageism. This
means that new intergenerational experiences are often placed in the
context of previous direct or indirect contact (e.g. stories or social
media). This would also explain why in a previous study we found no
significant effect of previous experience with older persons (Kusumas-
tuti et al., 2016), as the quality and nature of this contact and whether it
resulted in a positive or negative valence of older individuals were not
measured. As shown in Fig. 1. we found that all newly gathered infor-
mation and experiences during Zomervisite, were placed in reference to
what the young adults already knew about older people (cf. Harwood,
2018). In this process, most of the people encountered in the long term
care facility fit the description of ‘the real old’ given by the media and
public discourse as they received care and showed signs of physical
limitations, therewith focusing on incompetence and decline (Ayalon &
Tesch-Romer, 2018).

In their mixed-methods study, Luo et al. (2013) have shown that the
effect of a grandparent-grandchild relationship is based on many factors
(e.g. educational, social or economic). We believe that these keep on
playing a role, even during new intergenerational encounters. Although
the participants of Zomervisite themselves did not qualify the relation-
ship with their grandparents as previous intergenerational contact, most
of them did use them as comparison to those living in the long term care
facility (‘the real old’) to conceptualise their definition of older people in
general (Flamion et al., 2017). For some participants, encountering se-
niors different from their grandparents or what they had known before,
broadened their conceptualisation of ‘the old’, while for others —
regardless of the openness of the contact - it actually substantiated their
ideas. In line with Pettigrew and Tropp (2008), we therewith point to
underlying processes in which, due to the personal nature of the young
adults’ frame of reference, similar experiences during the intergenera-
tional programme became embedded in very different views on older
people.

In conclusion, we propose that regardless of similar experiences or
intervention settings, young adults can show and describe different
group images of ‘the old’ due to the frame they hold and paths they
follow. Their group images are most related to their previous frame of
reference and personal process of intergenerational contact. That is,
even though the personal experiences during Zomervisite were charac-
terized as positive by all participants, the influence it had on their
overall group image of older people differed from (negative) group
stereotypes to individuation, due to their previous experiences and
knowledge. This teaches us that the intergenerational contact and its
potential outcomes do not follow a linear process but are actually
differentiated by the individuals’ intergenerational experiences in rela-
tion to their personal frame of reference.

Limitations

As the intensity of interactions as well as the previous frame of ref-
erences vary between the participants, the results of this study are not
intended to be generalisable or transferrable. However, taking on a
qualitative approach gives us the opportunity to discover underlying
patterns and processes which, on their own, can be generalisable and
offer opportunity for future research.

Furthermore, we discovered that regardless of their experiences
during Zomervisite, all participants labelled their image of older people
as positive. Most of the terminology described however, was also
mentioned by the young adults before the start of the intergenerational
programme and did not, in their own perspective, change so much but
more so broadened from participation. Following Hannon and Gueldner
(2008), we believe that it is logical to assume that the very act of
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volunteering in a programme such as Zomervisite suggests that the young
adults already had a somewhat positive attitude towards older people. In
addition, we acknowledge several biases that might have influenced the
positive outcome. Firstly, as the participants were actually paid for their
participation in Zomervisite, some interviewees might have emphasized
their positive experiences or given socially desirable answers even
though we tried to reduce this bias through open questions and in-depth
interviewing techniques. Secondly, although characteristic of care-
settings, the high number of female participants might be a potential
bias in our findings as they tend to express less ageist attitudes than men.
A third potential bias is the fact that most of the participants had family
member(s) working at long term care facilities, meaning that they might
already had a clearer image of older people living in long term care
facilities than other young adults and may have been more inclined to
work with older people, as well as more exposed to older individuals
than other groups suggesting that this may be a group with less ageist
tendencies than a more general group of younger adults.

Last, we emphasize that the setting of the intergenerational contact -
a long term care facility - might have influenced the process of inter-
generational contact and even the outcome, as long term care facility
residents fit rather well in the young adults’ conceptualisation of ‘the
real old’. The people encountered are in fact dependent on care to some
degree, experience forgetfulness or have hearing problems. Although we
do not see this as a true limitation of this research as the setting was
knowingly chosen, it does raise the question how the process of inter-
generational contact and the personal pathways would look like when
taking place in an informal setting, such as a home, with ‘active’ seniors.
Therefore, we would like to make two recommendations, the first being
that it would be wise to conduct additional qualitative research on the
process of intergenerational contact in different settings. Secondly, we
recommend future research focusses on the usage of observation to also
learn about the unspoken communication, atmosphere and the reactions
and perspectives of the older individuals involved as well.

Conclusion

In this study, we examined young adults’ conceptualisation of older
people after participating in the intergenerational programme Zomervi-
site. We found that people’s personal frame of reference strongly in-
fluences the outcomes of intergenerational contact. We focussed on the
underlying process of intergenerational contact to understand the dif-
ferential outcomes of such a programme. This process, shown in Fig. 1,
shows that besides a fitting setting, the young adults’ personal frame of
reference should be taken into account when it comes to changing ste-
reotypes. Previous experiences, stories from others, and public discourse
persisted by way of comparison to the newly gathered information.
Thus, following the pathways of our interviewees, we discovered that
seemingly similar encounters and conditions led to different group im-
ages of ‘the old’, due to the previous encounters with grandparents and
stories from others. With this study we further clarify why it remains
difficult to substantiate the effects of intergenerational programmes on
negative stereotyping or ageism as the outcomes can be very different
from one person to the next.
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