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ABSTRACT

Although the past two decades have seen concrete attempts to reduce
ethnic and racial prejudice, relatively little has been done to diminish
age related prejudice. In this paper, we review intergenerational
contact interventions have been applied in a real world setting, the
results are mixed. While contact interventions are not a panacea, they
do constitute a main plank in efforts to redress ageism. We, therefore,
examine the types of interventions that are effective, the processes
underlying their enhanced impact, and clarifying when and how
intergenerational contact can predict more positive attitudes towards
the elderly. Finally, we highlight ways in which findings might be
applied to the development of more effective interventions aimed at
combating a pervasive stereotype of aging, drawing out lessons for
theory and implications for practice.

Introduction

Although the term, ageism, was initially coined to describe negative attitudes held about the elderly (Butler,
1969), it is equally a measure of negative attitudes elder generations hold toward younger generations. It is
suggested that negative attitudes towards the elderly develop early in childhood. Young children easily
identify age categories and have negative stereotypes of age-related outgroups (Burke, 1981; Thomas &
Yamamoto, 1975). Seefeldt, Jantz, Galper, and Serock (1977), for example, found that children aged 3-11
described the elderly people as sick, tired, and ugly, and expressed discomfort about the idea of growing
older themselves (also see, Kite, Stockdale, Whitely & Johnson, 2005; Braithwaite, 1986; Coupland,
Coupland, & Giles, 1991; Gold, Arbuckle, & Andres, 1994). Stereotyping of older adults has been a central
issue to ageism; its importance has made it a topical issue. For this reason, we look at further explore the
empirical research assessing interventions aimed at redressing it, and the lessons they provide in this paper.

As background, according to the stereotype content model (Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 2002), our
stereotypes of groups differ along two dimensions; warmth, which indicates whether the group intends help
or harm, and competence, which reflects whether the group is capable or not of enacting their intentions. A
number of studies have demonstrated that elderly people are stereotyped as being high on warmth, but are
reported as being low on the competence dimension (Fiske et al. (2002). While one might expect these
stereotypic views of the elderly to be confined to individualist western societies, because collectivist
societies tend to place a greater emphasis on respect for elders, recent evidence suggests that elderly
stereotypes are highly pervasive. Cuddy, Norton, and Fiske (2005) reported a study conducted with
participants from Belgium, Costa Rica, Hong Kong, Japan, Israel, and South Korea, and found that across all
samples, elderly people were seen as significantly more warm than competent. Fisk et al. (2002), likewise,
found that warm, incompetent groups elicit emotions that have negative implications for the well being of
elderly people.

Breaking this down and explaining the pattern, while ‘warmth’ results in positive behaviors are associated
with an increase in pro-social, helping behavior (e.g., Zucker & Weiner, 1993), perceptions of incompetence
result in people being disregarded and excluded. Consistent with this, studies have found that that
physicians are less engaged, less respectful, less supportive, and less egalitarian when talking to elderly
patients than when talking to young patients (Greene, Adelman, Charon, & Friedmann, 1989). In the
workplace, older people have trouble finding and keeping jobs because they are presumed to be less
productive than their younger counterparts (McCann & Giles, 2002). So, negative attitudes and stereotypes
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about elderly people are prevalent in Western societies, not because they are viewed as cold but because
they are seen to have traits which lead to incompetence. It is, therefore, essential that we understand how
these perceptions can be altered. One of the best known and most effective interventions to reduce
prejudice is intergroup contact (Allport, 1954).
Intergroup Contact as a Model for Investigating Age Relations

Contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954), argues that by bringing minority and majority groups together, in this
case older adults and younger people, they can have high quality interactions which in turn will reduce
prejudice between the groups These interactions fill in the missing or incomplete information that group
members may have, which forms the basis for their stereotyping (see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Moreover,
Allport suggests that it is not sufficient to facilitate contact alone, but that the social exchanges between the
individuals and groups is most effective if a set of ‘optimal conditions’ are met. These conditions include:
equal group status (i.e., having the same socio-economic status or academic background), common goals
(i.e., working on a shared task), intergroup cooperation (i.e., working together whilst limiting intergroup
competition), and institutional support (i.e., having customs and laws that support the interaction between
the groups ). Also, studies have shown that the conditions aid in decreasing stigmatization of minority
groups, because they can function together to have a facilitatory effect (Pettigrew & Tropp; Heinke, Carslaw
& Christian, 2013). The key question is under what conditions is it most effective?
How does intergenerational contact reduce prejudice?

From the mid-1980s there has been a widespread use of intergenerational educational programs (Ames &
Youatt, 1994; McCrea & Smith, 1997). This type of intervention typically involve bringing together younger
and older people to interact with one another on co-operative tasks, with the joint goals of encouraging
cross-generational bonding and providing an enhanced support systems for both groups. Many of these
interventions involve educational programs among school children and university students, and others
develop intergenerational contact through voluntary work. (See Table 1.)

Intergenerational daycare programs. Intergenerational daycare programs are often used because they
simultaneously address the issues of isolation among the elderly and the need for good quality childcare.
However, several of studies have also investigated whether they help, through intergenerational contact, to
reduce prejudice. Middlecamp and Gross (2002) compared children who attended an intergenerational
daycare program, in which elderly people and children were looked after together, to children who attended
traditional daycare programs where only children were cared for. Here, the programs involved the children
and elderly people taking part in a series of structured activities together, including listening to music,
making crafts, and taking field trips. These activities constituted ‘high-quality contact’, meaning that they
met the optimal conditions proposed by Allport (1954). There were, however, no significant difference
between children in the intergenerational daycare program, and those in the traditional daycare program -in terms of their attitude towards elderly people following the sustained contact.

So, why is this type of intervention ineffective? Although the intervention reported here appear to involve
high quality contact (Middlecamp & Gross, 2002), the intervention has one crucial problem: It involved
limited and unstructured contact between the two groups, those being the youths/children and the elderly
adults. There was no cooperative element built into the tasks between the groups. Furthermore, for
children visiting the elderly in nursing homes (Kocamik & Ponzetti, 1986), the adults are presumably in an
institutional environment because they were physically or mentally incapacitated. Thus, contact with them
could potentially confirm existing negative stereotypes that ‘elderly people are infirm, weak and helpless’,
thereby undermining the intention of the program
There are instances of interventions that have been well implemented and are therefore noteworthy. For
example, Caspi (1984) compared segmented of children (aged 3-6 years old), with the children attending
two child care facilities (i.e., one that offered intergenerational contact and another which did not). There
was one important difference between this study and prior work: In this case, the adults worked as teaching
aides to the children rather than being cared for alongside the children. Caspi found that children who
attended nursery schools in which there were elderly teaching aides had more positive attitudes towards
the elderly than children who attended traditional nursery schools. The reason being that children who
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encountered elderly people whom had the skills to teach them form experienced, in which the
disconfirming the negative stereotypes about the elderly as being incompetence did not apply.

Intergenerational educational programs. A number of programs involving contact between younger and
older people have been developed and tested in educational settings. These fall into two main categories,
those being workshops or courses and partnering initiatives (i.e., partnering younger and older adults to
work together on shared activities.) Recent studies with undergraduates and children tested the
effectiveness of classes that to varying degrees involve contact between younger and older participants.
Murphy-Russell, Die, and Walker (1986) compared three different methods of improving attitudes towards
elderly people. Undergraduate students each took part in three workshops, with the order in which they
were completed counterbalanced. One involved a quiz and a discussion about elderly people, another
involved watching a film about elderly people, and a third involved a question-and-answer session with an
elderly couple. Participants showed significant positive attitude change following each session. However, it
emerged that direct experience with an elderly couple was the most effective means of producing positive
attitude change.

In another example, Angiullo, Whitbourne, and Powers (1996) asked undergraduate students to complete a
questionnaire regarding their knowledge of the ageing process. In so doing, they rated their attitudes
towards the elderly during the first week and the last week of a course on the “psychology of ageing”.
Members of the class also volunteered weekly with disabled elderly people, and their attitudes were
compared to those who had limited or no contact with the elderly. Although students’ knowledge about
attitudes toward the elderly significantly improved over the course of the semester, there were no
differences between those who had volunteered and the other groups. Additionally, in a study where
children and high school students interacted with elderly adults in an educational workshop setting,
participants largely retained their negative stereotypes of the elderly people even after the intervention
(Couper, Sheehan & Thomas, 1991). As with the intergenerational day care programs, these findings
highlight that short-term volunteering efforts do not always result in positive attitude change. However,
there have been examples of effective intergenerational education programs where the intervention run
long-term (9 months), and involved the formation of close relationships with elderly adults (Aday, Sims,
Rice, McDuffie & evans, 1996a; Aday, Aday, Arnold & Bendix, 1996b; Pettigrew, 1997). In these programs,
the effects of the intergenerational contact were significant and detectable even after 5 years (Aday et al.,
1996b). Thus, the formation of such close bonds between members of different groups is critical and
effective for producing lasting alterations in behaviour (Pettigrew, 1997).

Intergenerational volunteer programs. Practitioners have used volunteering programs to bring younger
and older people together. In general, however, these schemes have had a mixed impact on attitudes. For
example, Dooley and Frankel (1990) investigated secondary school students who were volunteers in a
Student Outreach to Seniors (SOS) program. As part of the study, the young students visited an elderly
person once a week, in the elderly person’s home, over a period of 24 weeks. During the visit, the students
helped their elderly counterparts with chores. The pattern of findings suggests that the students held
significantly more positive attitudes towards the elderly following the intervention. The long-term nature of
the program and the opportunity to develop a one-on-one relationship with an elderly person may why this
program had a positive impact.
Chapman and Neal (1990) also evaluated the effectiveness of two intergenerational programs, both that
involved bringing younger and older participants together to help one another. One program centered
around younger participants (aged between 9 and 19 years) doing household work and garden chores for
older adults, whilst the other involved older adults helping young people in an educational and recreational
capacity. Across these two programs, Chapman and Neal considered whether helping, or being helped, by
the other age group led to more positive age-related attitudes. They found that young participants who had
helped older people subsequently reported more enjoyment at spending time with older people, decreased
social distance from older people, and more positive perception of older people’s attitudes towards the
young. However, young people who were the recipient of elderly help, and elderly adults who either gave or
received help, showed no change in attitude. In sum, the evidence here suggests that volunteer schemes are
more effective at changing young people’s attitudes than elderly people’s age-related attitudes.

Intergenerational recreation programs. Another area of popular application has been that of recreationallybased activities for all ages. (Darrow, Johnson, and Ollenberger, 1994 Doka, 1985-1986; Pinquart, Wenzel,
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& Sorensen, 2000; Bowers (1998) conducted a study in which the effectiveness of a program in which older
adults who belonged to a choir and younger adults who were enrolled on music course took part in choir
activities together. The design was similar to Chapman and Neal’s in that attitudes of both groups were
ascertained before and after the program; and members of both age groups showed a significant and
positive change in attitudes towards the other age group. Surprisingly, the greatest changes occurred in the
attitudes of older adults, with their attitudes of the young people increasing substantially as a result of the
contact. Again, reinforcing that working on a common interest task enjoyed by both age groups, over a
sustained period, is an effective way to generate more positive attitudes towards other social group.

However, not all recreational programs lead to positive attitude change (Pinquart, Wenzel & Sorensen,
2000; Doka, 1985-1986). As an example, Doka (1985-1986) reported the consequences of a two-day history
project in which 12 to 16 year olds had a discussion and a local history tour with older adults, and also an
interview with an older adult regarding changes during their lifetime. Although participants expressed
enthusiasm for the project and admiration for the individual they had interviewed, their attitudes towards
the elderly did not significantly change. This is, perhaps, not surprising given that the intervention was
short-term and did not provide the opportunity for close relationships to develop between young
participants and older adults. Similar problems with other interventions have included elderly adults and
children who created, participated, rehearsed, and performed a puppet show together. Initially the
children’s attitudes towards the elderly were more positive, but this effect vanished after seven weeks
(Pinquart, Wenzel & Sorensen, 2000). Thus the study exemplifies the limitations of short term contact.

When and how does intergenerational contact reduce prejudice?

The majority of applied intergenerational contact interventions are relatively a theoretical and considerable
emphasis has not been placed on their design, because the programs have been largely implemented by
educational practitioners rather than by psychologists. This has led to mixed findings, with some
interventions effectively reducing ageism and others having little or no impact. Recently, however, there
have been a number of cross-sectional studies that have looked at what types of intergenerational contact
work best (a) what processes mediate their effect, and (b) when they are most likely to lead to prejudice
reduction based on social psychological principles. We believe that an integration of what has been learned
from existing intergenerational contact programs and what psychologists have demonstrated may help us
to develop more effective ways to reduce prejudice. With this in mind, we now review the findings here
Firstly, these studies fall into two overlapping categories – those that demonstrate the benefits of different
types of intergenerational contact, and those that demonstrate how and when intergenerational contact is
most likely to reduce ageism. Both are important, but understanding that there are differences could be
potentially critical for those implementing such interventions.
Quantity and quality of contact

Allport (1954) argued that contact would not reduce prejudice if it was wholly superficial. Superficial
contact may increase prejudice towards other groups, because of lack of experience with the out-group
members. Those embarking on casual intergroup contact will behave in a defensive manner that leads to an
unpleasant rather than a pleasant interaction. Although there is some evidence that quantity of contact is
associated with reduced prejudice (e.g., Islam & Hewstone, 1993), Amir (1969) argued that relationships
that emerged could well be an artifact of more intimate contact rather than an effect of casual contact per se.
If the quality of contact is high, however, greater quantity of contact may reduce prejudice. High quality
contact might be defined as contact that is close rather than casual.

Picking up on these points, Schwartz and Simmons (2001) had undergraduate students complete a
questionnaire regarding their contact frequency, contact quality, and attitudes towards the elderly.
Frequency of contact had no effect on attitudes towards the elderly, whereas participants with high quality
of contact had significantly more positive attitudes than those with low quality of contact, regardless of the
frequency of contact they had experienced. Similarly, Knox, Gekoski, and Johnson (1986) considered the
impact of a broad range of intergenerational contact measures, and found that quality of contact was the
strongest predictor of attitudes towards the elderly among undergraduate students.
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In a similar vein, Tam, Hewstone, Harwood, Voci, and Kenworthy (2006) conducted a study in which
participants completed a measure of implicit attitude towards the elderly, measured using the implicit
association test (IAT; Greenwald, McGee, & Schwartz, 1998). Essentially, this measure captures how quickly
participants associate “elderly” and “young” with positive and negative traits. Implicit age bias on this
measure is reflected by a greater ease at categorizing “young” alongside positive traits, and “elderly”
alongside negative traits. Tam et al. found that the greater the quality of younger adults’ contact with elderly
people (how well they got on with elderly people, how emotionally close they felt to elderly people), the
more positive explicit attitudes they held towards elderly people in general. Specifically, the greater
quantity of contact participants had had with elderly people, the less they implicitly favoured young people
over elderly people. This suggests that the content of the contact experience rather than the contact
experience per se that is important in changing explicit, self-reported attitudes towards the elderly. Unlike
the deliberate behaviors associated with explicit outgroup attitudes, behaviors associated with implicit
attitudes may be difficult to monitor and inhibit, yet may influence others’ perceptions of us. Knowing that
intergroup contact, through mere exposure, is predictive of a more positive implicit outgroup attitude
allows us to be more optimistic about our ability to avoid negative non-verbal behaviors and their
consequences.
Grandparent – grandchild contact

Earlier, we noted that close interpersonal relationships between members of different groups are
particularly effective at improving outgroup attitudes (Pettigrew, 1998). A number of studies have recently
considered whether the strength of a unique intergenerational relationship, between a grandchild and their
grandparents, is important in forming attitudes about the elderly. This focus is important for four reasons.
First, owing to an increasingly aging population and increased longevity, more young people have living
grandparents today than at any other time in history (Mares, 1995). Second, the grandparent relationship
provides many people with their first and most frequent contact with older adults (Ng, Liu, Wetherall, &
Loong, 1997). Third, grandparent – grandchild contact is likely to satisfy a number of facilitating conditions
described in intergroup contact research, for example, the contact is likely to be cooperative, have
institutional support, and be intimate and long-term (Pettigrew, 1998). Finally, close grandparent –
grandchildren relationships may be particularly effective at improving attitudes towards elderly people in
general because the relationship is both interpersonal and intergroup in nature (Williams & Nussbaum,
2001). Although family relationships are often close on an interpersonal level, as grandparents often talk
about historical events and dispense wisdom, the age difference between the grandparent and grandchild is
also likely to be salient (Harwood, 2000; Nussbaum & Bettini, 1994). Brown and Hewstone (2005) have
argued that contact that is high on both interpersonal and intergroup dimensions should be particularly
effective at reducing prejudice. As the contact is more intimate, it should be associated with greater
interpersonal liking. But, because age differences are salient, this positive evaluation is more likely to
generalize to the wider population of elderly people.

Accordingly, cross-sectional studies show that grandparent – grandchild contact is effective at reducing
prejudice. Past contact with grandparents and their grandchildren has been associated with greater support
for policies that financially support to enhance quality of life for older adults (Silverstein & Parrott, 1997).
Specifically, these results indicate that the greater the quality an individual’s relationship with a close
grandparent, the more positive the attitudes towards elderly adults in general (Harwood; Hewstone, Paolini
& Voci, 2005; Study 1). These studies demonstrate that maintaining positive attitudes towards elderly
populations, first begins with forming a close relationship with one’s grandparent as a child, and then the
age difference of the dyad must be salient to each member to have the most powerful effect on reducing
poor attitudes.

Indirect forms of contact. What about in cases where there is no grandparent or a poor relationship exists
with the grandparent? A recent advance in contact research is the idea that even indirect forms of contact thinking about social interactions with someone whom you know, or those interactions don’t actually
involve face-to-face contact with members of another group - can reduce intergroup prejudice. Extended
contact is the idea that the you can directly benefit from vicarious experiences of friendship – the knowledge
that ingroup members have friends in another group (Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, & Ropp, 1997),
whereas imagined contact is the idea that simply imagining interacting with members of another group can
have effects comparable to face-to-face contact (Turner, Crisp, & Lambert, 2007a). Although there is
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growing evidence that extended contact reduces prejudice in the context of interethnic relations (e.g.,
Paolini et al., 2004; Turner, Hewstone, & Voci, 2007b), this has not yet been investigated in relation to
ageism. Recent research has, however, shown that imagined contact can be used as a means of reducing
ageism.

In an example of imagined contact, Turner et al. (2007a) instructed participants (aged 18-20 years) to
spend a few minutes imagining interacting with an elderly person; or in a control condition, she asked them
to imagine an outdoor scene. Participants were then offered the opportunity to take part in a “conversation
study” in which they could choose to talk to a young person or an elderly person. Participants who had
simply imagined an outdoor scene showed intergroup bias – they were significantly more likely to want to
interact with a young person than an elderly person – but participants who had imagined interacting with
an elderly person showed no intergroup bias, demonstrating that thinking about interactions can be a
powerful tool for decreasing negative perceptions

How does this psychological process work? It can be argued that imagining contact should reduce prejudice,
because it activates concepts, such as feeling more comfortable and less apprehensive, that we normally
associate with successful interactions with members of unknown groups. In addition to these relatively
automatic activations, when people imagine intergroup contact they are also likely to engage in conscious
processes that parallel the processes involved in actual intergroup contact. For example, individuals may
actively think about what they would learn about the outgroup member (e.g., elderly person), how they
would feel during the interaction, and how this would influence their perceptions of that outgroup member
and the outgroup more generally. In turn, this should lead to more positive evaluations of the outgroup
(elderly people as a whole), similar to the effects of face-to-face contact (e.g., Paolini et al., 2004).
How and when does intergenerational contact work?

Recent research has begun to identify how intergenerational contact reduces ageism, and when such an
effect is likely to occur. These studies have focused primary on the grandparent – grandchild relationship
which, as we outlined above, may be an important means of reducing ageism. Soliz and Harwood (2005)
investigated two processes involved in grandparent – grandchild relationships that predict attitudes
towards elderly people. The first process is communicative accommodation. According to the
communication accommodation theory (CAT; Harwood & Giles, 2005), when interacting with one another
older and younger adults often over-accommodate (i.e., alter communication in excess of what is needed) or
under-communicate (i.e., fail to adjust communication) to one another in interaction. There are a number of
ways in which people may do this. For instance, younger people may over-accommodate when talking to
older adults who are perceived as incompetent adopting patronizing “baby talk” (Hummert, Garstka, Ryan,
& Bonnsen, 2004), for example. On the other hand, older people may under-accommodate, making excessive
self-disclosures about their health problems or loneliness to younger people (Bonnesen & Hummert, 2002;
Coupland, Coupland, Giles, & Henwood, 1998) or over-accommodate, talking in a patronizing way to
younger people (Harwood, 2000). The second process is parental encouragement. Parents typically
encourage grandchildren to communicate and develop relationships with their grandparents (Harwood et
al., 2006), with such encouragement constituting “institutional support”, a key condition of the contact
hypothesis for decreasing bias (Allport, 1954).

Soliz and Harwood (2005) first considered the grandparent with whom the grandchild had the most
contact. They found that family identification, parental encouragement, and personal communication
(indicated by social support and self-disclosure) were associated with higher levels of shared family
identity. In turn, having a shared family identity predicted more positive perceptions of older adults in
general. Poor intergroup communication (as indicated by the presence of over and under accommodative
behaviors) was associated with increased age salience, which was in turn negatively associated with
perceptions of ageing. These findings help us to understand the processes that operate during grandchild –
grandparent interactions and how they influence intergroup relations Soliz and Harwood (2005) showed
that age salience during contact, as a result of poor communicative accommodation, can increase ageism.
But other recent findings show that age salience may in fact be a necessary component of contact if positive
attitudes towards known elderly individuals are to generalize to other elderly people (Harwood et al.,
2005). Quality of contact in high frequency grandparent relationships predicted attitude toward older
adults, but this relationship was moderated by the perceived salience of age during contact (Soliz &
Harwood, 2005). Specifically, while the quality of participants’ contact with grandparents who they saw
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frequently positively predicted attitudes towards elderly people when age salience was high, this
relationship did not emerge when age salience was low. These findings suggest that it is not only necessary
to have high quality, positive contact with the grandparent, but the participant must also be aware of their
respective ages during the contact in order for their positive experiences with the grandparent to generalize
to elderly people in general.

In a second study, Harwood et al. (2005) asked undergraduate students specifically about their most active
grandparent relationship. They considered the impact of contact on not only attitude towards the elderly
but also the perceived variability among elderly people. They then considered a number of processes that
might underlie the relationship between grandparent contact and attitude towards the elderly. Specifically,
they included affective mediators (anxiety during interaction with the grandparent and perspective taking,
seeing things from their grandparents’ point of view), a cognitive mediator (individuation, learning
something unique about the grandparent), and communicative mediators (self-disclosure, expressing
personal feelings to outgroup members, and communication accommodation, adapting conversations to suit
their grandparent). In line with the findings from their first study, experience of high quality contact in one’s
most active grandparent relationship predicted more positive outgroup attitudes, but only when age were
salient during the contact. High quality contact also predicted greater perceptions of variability among
elderly people. Considering the processes underlying these relationships, Harwood et al. (2005) found that
high quality contact predicted greater perspective taking, less anxiety, and more accommodation, which in
turn were associated with more a positive attitude towards the elderly, and greater perceptions of
variability among elderly people. This is important because perceptions of group variability are associated
with reduced stereotyping, reduced memory for stereotype-consistent information, and enhanced
likelihood of positive stereotype change (Hewstone & Hamberger, 2000; Ryan, Judd, & Park, 1996).

Additionally, Tam and colleagues (2006) found that younger adults’ quality of contact with elderly people
was associated with higher levels of self-disclosure to their closest grandparent, and that they held more
positive attitudes towards elderly people. Quantity of contact with elderly people was also associated with
greater amount of self-disclosure to one’s grandparents. The relationship between self-disclosure to one’s
closest grandparent and attitude towards elderly people was mediated by two processes. First, empathy
played an underlying role. When someone discloses personal information to us, we are likely to feel
empathy, a vicarious emotional state triggered by witnessing and understanding the thoughts and feelings
of another (Stephan & Finlay, 1999). When empathy is experienced towards an outgroup member, such
feelings are incompatible with negative intergroup attitudes, resulting in reduced prejudice (e.g., Batson et
al., 1997). Self-disclosure also changed outgroup attitudes because it was associated with lower levels of
intergroup anxiety. The more someone discloses to an individual, the more likely they are to understand
and predict the discloser’s behavior (Berger & Bradac, 1982), and the more control they feel over the
situation, and subsequently the less anxious they feel. In line with previous findings, the less anxiety people
feel, the more positive their outgroup attitudes are (e.g., Islam & Hewstone, 1993).

Finally, rather than considering the factors that moderate contact, a recent study by Abrams, Eller, and
Bryant (2006) considered intergenerational contact as a moderator of stereotype threat. According to
stereotype threat theory (Steele & Aronson, 1995), when a group believes that there is a negative
stereotype about them (e.g., that they are less competent or less intelligent), they experience a threat which
negatively affects their performance on tasks related to that stereotype. Steele and Aronson, for example,
found that when the stereotype was made salient, African Americans underperformed on an intelligence
test compared to European Americans. Bringing this back to our context of ageism, among elderly people,
stereotype threat effects have been shown to detrimentally affect mathematical (Hess, Auman, Colcolmbe, &
Rahhal, 2003) and memory performance (Hess, Hinson, & Statham, 2004). That is, the effect of making a
stereotype salient on performance on stereotype-related tasks is thought to be mediated by anxiety,
apprehension at the prospect of conforming to the negative group stereotype (Spencer, Steele, & Quinn,
1999; Steele & Aronson, 1995). Also, Abrams et al. (2006) found that older adults who have had positive
experiences with intergenerational were less likely to exhibit stereotypical behaviour, and performed much
better on cognitive tasks than their counterparts who have had negative experiences with intergenerational
contact. These findings highlight the benefits of sustaining intergenerational relationships for elderly people
– elderly people who have positive contact with young people are more likely to be buffered from the
negative effects of stereotypes against their group regarding cognitive abilities
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In this paper, we have his reviewed studies that have explored the conditions under which interventions to
tackle ageism have been most successful. What is clear from the evidence is that short-term
intergenerational intervention programs have produced mixed results. Programs designed around longerterm, more sustained contact have resulted in more positive attitudes towards elderly people. However,
those interventions structured around shorter-term contact appear to have had no impact, or in the worst
case scenario appear to have resulted in more negative attitudes than those previously held. Thus, when
developing interventions, the research suggests that practitioners should ensure that there is the potential
to develop close interpersonal relationships over time. Interventions encouraging acquaintances to
empathize with one another, to disclose information of a personal nature to one another, to work on
communication accommodation so that interactions are comfortable and enjoyable, and to focus on what
makes one another unique, will all help to generate positive, successful interactions (Harwood et al., 2005;
Soliz & Harwood, 2005; Tam et al., 2006).

We also draw out some outstanding issues that still need redressing. Specifically, with very few considering
studies have largely focused on the effect of intergenerational contact on younger people (cf. Abrams et al.,
2006; Bowers, 1998; Chapman & Neal, 1990; Darrow et al., 1994; Meshel & McGlynn, 2004). This is
somewhat surprising given that in recent years there are growing body of literature on the negative
perceptions of young people, a concern which should be explored further. Such an avenue – attitudes of
elderly adults - might also yield interesting ideas and possible routes in to further tackling ageism. In light
of the advances made on the use of indirect contact with extended contact (Wright et al., 1997) and
imagined contact work (Turner et al., 2007a), it would seem beneficial to employ these techniques in the
context of intergenerational contact interventions more widely. Such techniques could potentially lead to
many innovative and cost effective interventions for those who design and monitor social programs.
Table 1: Intergroup Contact Studies
Study/Category of Context and Target Group(s)
Study

Intergroup contact
between
older
adults and children
Cummings,
Williams, &
(1981)

Type of
contact

Outcome
Measures

Ellis

4th Grade children and older adults;
educational tasks in classroom

Direct

+
Attitudes
behavioral

Carstensen, Mason,
& Cadwell (1982)

6-7 year old children and older adults;
reading tasks

Direct

+ Attitudes

Direct

+ Attitudes

Doka (1985-1986)

Middle-High School students and older
adults; local history discussion
5 year olds (daycare) and older adults;
recreational activities

Direct

+ Affect; no change for
attitudes
No change in attitudes

University students and older adults

Direct
Indirect

4-5 year olds and older adults; nursing
homes

Direct

Caspi

(1984)

Kocarnik, & Ponzetti
(1986)

Murphy-Russell,
Die,
&
Walker
(1986)
Seefeldt

(1987)

6 year olds and older adults; learning
tasks with adults as the teachers

Direct
&

and

+ Attitude with direct
contact
- Attitudes following
visits to homes
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Elementary school and high school
children and older adults; educational
task

Direct

No change in attitudes

4th Grade children with older adults;
educational tasks

Direct

+ Attitudes

Aday, Aday, Arnold,
& Bendix (1996b)

4th Grade children with older adults;
interdisciplinary education tasks

- Affective (e.g., anxiety)
and + attitudes

Middlecamp,
&
Gross
(2002)

4th Grade children and older adults (M
= 72 years); recreational task

Daycare programs and older adults;
recreational tasks

Direct
Longitudinal
follow up
Direct
&
indirect

Middle school children; triads (2
children; 1 older adult); recreational
activities

Direct
indirect
contact

+ Attitudes; attitudes
most enhanced in direct
contact condition; older
adults’
attitudes
enhanced
following
direct contact too

Darrow, Johnson, &
Ollenberger (1994)*

Teenagers and elderly; singing activity

Direct
contact

+ Attitudes for both
youths
and
elderly
people

Revenson

Doctors

Survey
of
previous
contact

+ Contact with older
adults
increased
negative
stereotypes
held by doctors
No differences between
direct
and
indirect
contact groups

Survey
of
previous
contact
Survey
of
previous
contact

+ Quality of contact
enhanced
attitudes
towards older people
- Stereotyping enhanced
attitudes; contact no
effect

Survey
of
previous
contact

+ Attitudes correlated
with
quality
and
frequency of contact

Aday, Sims, Rice,
McDuffie, & Evans
(1996a)
Pinquart, Wenzel, &
Sörensen
(2000)
Meshel, & McGlynn
(2004)

Intergroup Contact
between teenagers
and older adults

(1989)

Contact between target groups of
adults and elderly persons

Angiullo,
Whitbourne,
&Powers
(1996)

University students

Knox, Gekoski, &
Johnson
(1986)

University students

Hawkins

(1996)

Bowers

(1998)*

Schwartz,
Simmons

&
(2001)

Undergraduate students perceptions of
contact with the elderly
University students
University students and older adults;
choir singing activity
University students

Direct

Direct
Indirect

&

&

Direct
contact

+ Attitudes but not
sustained for either
children or older adults
No
differences
in
children’s attitudes

+
Attitudes,
but
attitudes of the older
adults
where
more
enhanced
than
the
younger adults
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Turner et al (2007a)
Dooley, & Frankel
(1990)*
Chapman, & Neal
(1990)*

Silverstein, &Parrott
(1997)
Harwood
(2005)

et

University students
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Evaluation Programs

Middle school children with older
adults; children visiting older adults in
their homes
9-19 year olds visiting older adults in
their home; same age groups
recreational context

Contact with grandparents and policy
implications
University
students
grandparents

and

their

al.

University students and grandparents

Soliz and Harwood
(2005)

University students and grandparents

Indirect/
Imagined
Contact

- Reduced
Bias

Direct

+ Attitudes for young
people visiting older
adults; little change in
recreational group of
younger adults.
+ attitude for older
adults

Direct

Survey
of
Previous
Contact
Survey
of
Previous
Contact
Survey
of
previous
contact

+ Attitudes for younger
people

+ Contact
attitudes

enhanced

+ Attitudes towards
grandparent generalized
to older adults as a
whole
- communication led to
increased group bias
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