The first intergenerational programmes (IPs) were created in North America in the late 1960’s as a result of the growing awareness that the geographical distance between the younger and older members of families as a consequence of a changing labour market was having negative effects on their relationships.  This separation was reducing interaction between older and younger people, isolating the elderly and enabling the appearance of mutual incorrect perceptions, myths and stereotypes between the generations.  The first IPs were organised to respond to these changes and myths.
During the 1980’s the purpose of IPs began to change.  They started to become concerned with mitigating the problems affecting two vulnerable populations, children/young persons and older adults.  These problems have been summarised as low self-esteem, drug and alcohol abuse, poor academic performance, isolation, the lack of appropriate support systems, unemployment and the lack of familial and social ties.

From the early 1990’s the scope of IPs has broadened in an attempt to become an agent to revitalise communities through action programmes to reconnect the generations.  By the end of the 1990’s IPs started to increase dramatically in Europe in response to issues such as the integration of immigrants in the Netherlands, the social inclusion and growth of active aging in the United Kingdom, and the perception of a crisis affecting traditional family solidarity models in Spain.

While a large number of intergenerational programmes of different types and sizes now operative worldwide the evaluation of such projects has lagged behind in part because studies have tended to be descriptive lacking statistical robustness.
However, a recent analysis of over 120 programmes in Australia (McCallum et al, 2006) identified sets of clear benefits for participants.  For older people benefits ranged from individual (ability to cope with mental disease, increased motivation, increased perceptions of self worth) to relational (making friends with young people, escape from isolation) and benefits for the community (reintegration, skill sharing, volunteering).
For young people benefits included: increased sense of worth, self-esteem and confidence; access to adults at difficult times, enhanced sense of social responsibility, better school results, less involvement in offending and drug use, better health, improved school attendance and greater personal resilience.

In England the Centre for Intergenerational Practice currently supports over 800 organisations either delivering or developing intergenerational projects.  This is complemented by organisations such as RSVP and Age Concern England who support their own networks of volunteers and organisations.
Analysis of documented case studies, the directory of the Centre for Intergenerational Practice and evidence gathered from network meetings and other surveys suggest that the main categories of intergenerational practice currently operating are:-

· Intergenerational volunteering, with which mentoring, skill sharing and coaching are the main sub-categories.

· Programmes to promote community relationships and promote community safety and address fear of crime.

· Programmes to promote Active Ageing.

· Programmes to support young people and families both through older family members and volunteer support.

These categories of intergenerational practice are expanded on below in the context of specific settings.

Children’s Centres

Without necessarily being labelled as intergenerational a significant proportion of volunteers are older people who often also contribute to management committees.  In addition grandparents and older kin provide an essential childcare support function particularly where both parents work of the child belongs to a single parent family.

Increasingly evidence demonstrates that more and more older kin are taking on the primary role in raising their grandchildren particularly where there are problems over family breakdown or drug and alcohol abuse.  It is estimated that 300,000 children may have older kin as their main carers.

Schools

Older volunteers undertake a number of vital roles.  These include:-

· Literacy and numeracy support
Although we have no detailed figures for the number of volunteers involved large numbers of older people are involved in schemes to raise achievement
· Mentoring
There has been an incremental growth in mentoring of young people who need additional support because they are at risk. This is an area where there is a much clearer evidence base that gives benefits that include enhanced self-esteem, improved school attendance, decreased involvement in offending or alcohol and drug misuse and improved school attainment.  At the same time the older volunteers demonstrate improved well-being, self-esteem and engagement in other community activities.

· Skill Sharing
A number of programmes exist where older volunteers teach specific skills.  This can range from arts and sciences to older bikers working with excluded young men to teach them motorcycle repair skills as a route in to employment.  At the same time there is a growth of young people teaching IT skills and the use of the mobile phone.  In recent years more and more schools are using older volunteers to help with gardening, cookery and environmental projects.

Older volunteers also provide an important resource for living history and citizenship projects.

Young volunteers provide reciprocal support to vulnerable older people. Gardening projects with sheltered housing complexes, inviting older people’s groups to events and visits, reading to people with failing eyesight or shared projects around curriculum topics all enrich the lives of older people.

Importantly they also enable older adults to experience what young people and their lives are really like and so to challenge the very negative attitude that young people experience from older adults.  A recent series of consultation events with young people highlighted how concerned they were by the negative way they felt they were treated by adults.

