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Orchestrating relationships between at-risk youths and
senior citizens is an effective means of imparting those
essential skills for surviving in a tumultous world.

ntors

riners in

growth: Elder
and at-risk youth

Many at-risk youth are growing up iso-
lated from the range of caring and con-
sistent adult relationships so important
for navigating the treacherous course
from adolescence to adulthood. An ac-
cumulation of longitudinal research sug-
gests that adult relationships — provided
not only by parents, but also by grand-
parents, neighbors and other interested
aduits — are a common factor among
resilient children, who achieve success
despite growing up in disadvantaged and
stressful circumstances.! An important,
and not often addressed, question for
social intervention is whether the cir-
cumstances of more at-risk youth could
be improved through efforts designed to
provide greater access to these
relationships.

In the search for new, cost-effective
approaches to improving the life chances
of at-risk youth, older adults are an in-
triguing potential source of develop-
mental relationships for these young
people. Elders are the fastest growing
segment of the population, may be rela-
tively inexpensive to employ, and are in
need of opportunities for socially -pro-
ductive activity. Bringing these two seg-

Marc Freedman is affiliated with Public/
Private Ventures. He is working on a
book about mentoring programs for at-
risk youth, funded by the Ford Founda-
tion, which will be published by Sage
Publications, Inc. in 1990,

ments of the population together could
provide mutual benefits.

The study Partners in Growth: Elder
Mentors and At-Risk Youth was intended
to gain a fuller understanding of what
really happens when elders and at-risk
youth are brought together. In an effort
to develop this understanding, five ex-
emplary intergenerational programs in
Michigan, Massachusetts and Maine
were studied during 1987 and 1988.

The five inijtiatives involve adults in
the federal Foster Grandparent program,
retirees from several labor unions, and
other older volunteers. These elders
seek to aid teenage mothers, jail-bound
young offenders, and students in danger
of dropping out of school. The programs
studied were the International Union of
Electrical Workers’ IUE/The Work
Connection in Saugus, Massachusetts;
Teen Moms in Portland, Maine; School
Volunteers for Boston; Teenage Parent
Alternative Program in Lincoln Park,
Michigan; and Teaching-Learning Com-
munities (T-LC) Mentors Program in
Ann Arbor, Michigan. Funding for the
study was provided by the Luke B.
Hancock Foundation of Palo Alto, Cali-
fornia, and the Skillman Foundation of
Detroit, Michigan.

Intergenerational relationships

The study sought to answer a series of
questions and concluded with a sturdy
appreciation of the potential of inter-
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generational relationships for youth at
risk of a variety of life disruptions. The
questions and the study’s answers, brief-
ly stated, follow:

Will intergenerational relationships form?
The study found that bonds between
elders and youth will form in social
programs structured for that purpose.
Despite a sharply age-segregated society
and some initial hesitation, the partici-
pants were in most cases able to forge
powerful bonds. Of the 47 pairs inter-
viewed, 37 constituted significant rela-
tionships that provided benefits to both
partners.

What do the relationships look like?
Two types of significant relationships —
primary and secondary — were ob-
served. Primary relationships were
characterized by attachments approxi-
mating kinship, great intimacy, and a
willingness on the part of elders to take
on the youth’s full range of problems
and emotions. In secondary relation-
ships, elders served as helpful, “friend-
ly .neighbors,” focusing on positive rein-
forcement but maintaining more emo-
tional distance.

Do they result in benefits for the youth?
Benefits from exposure to the elders ap-
pear to exist for all youth in the pro-
grams. However, youth in significant
relationships consistently cited an im-



provement in the quality of their day-to-
day lives and described learning a vari-
ety of functional skills as a result of
their alliance with the older person.

Young people in primary relationships
reported a further tier of benefits. They
described elders helping them weather
potentially debilitating crises, bolstering
their stability and sense of competence,
acting as advocates on their behalf, and
providing important access to the main-
stream community.

All these relationships appear to help
change a life trajectory from one
headed for failure to a more adaptive
path of survival.

Are there benefits for elders?

The elders interviewed described meet-
ing their own needs through providing
the kind of attention, caring and com-
mitment the youth craved. Beyond sim-
ply getting out of the house and earning
money, their relationships with youth
offered the elders a chance to pass on
skills developed over a lifetime, get a
fresh start in a relationship with a
younger person, and play the appealing
and somewhat idealized role of mentor.
The role also provided the elders with a
challenge: helping youth change their
lives. The elders found their assignment
sometimes frustrating, at other moments
exhilarating, and always engaging.

Why do . intergenerational bonds form?
A strong emotional basis exists — not
only among. the surveyed participants,
but also fairly widespread among elders
and at-risk youth — for the formation of
bonds. Rather than being dependent on
“chemistry,” these alliances seem to oc-
cur when youth are receptive — lonely,
at a time of crisis, ready for change
and desirous of adult contact — and
elders are enthusiastic but also lonely
and intent on finding meaningful roles
in their senior years.

The elders interviewed felt a special
empathy that appears to derive from the
marginal status shared by elders and
youth in our society. They also ap-
peared attracted to fulfilling the “Elder
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Function,” the propensity of the old
to share the accumulated knowledge
and experience they have collected.
Mentoring ability appears to be more
easily expressed in the senior years of
age.

Perhaps one of the study’s most strik-
ing findings is that the most effective
elders were individuals who had not
lived what would commonly be consid-
ered “successful” lives. Many had en-
dured strained family relationships,
struggled at low-paying jobs, and battled
personal problems such as alcohol
abuse, Partly as a result of surviving —
and surmounting — such difficulties,
these elders seemed to understand the
youth, were able to communicate with
them from their own experience, and
established strong, constructive bonds.
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Can program factors stimulate intergen-
erational bonding?

The elders’ success with the young peo-
ple also appeared to be attributable to
their unique role and to some deft deci-
sions by the five programs studied. The
elders’ position in an optimal role — as
neither parents nor professionals — left
them relatively free from role con-
straints and untainted by the mark of
authority. At their most effective, the
programs reinforced these natural ad-
vantages by casting the elders in non-
professional roles, giving them freedom
to do their work, providing ongoing
support, and structuring contact with
the young people so that it was person-
al, sustained and consistent. Merely
adding occasional adult contact to a
conventional youth program will not
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produce the ties and benefits portrayed
in the case studies that form the heart
of this report.

Elders helping at-risk youth

While much work remains to be done
in this field, the findings of Partners in
Growth are richly suggestive of the pos-
sibilities inherent in the notion of inter-
generational relationships for at-risk
youth.

First, intergenerational relationships
offer 2 new role for older people. From
the perspective of elder productivity, the
discovery that a variety of elders can
help at-risk youth is of great impor-
tance. Older people today often have
few choices. Many middle-class seniors
escape to separatist playgrounds such as
Sun City, the retirement community
Frances Fitzgerald describes in her
book, Cities on a Hill. Too many others

national service than any other age
group,’ they wrote3

Second, the activities of the five pro-
grams studied point to some alternative
directions for social intervention. They
show that it is possible to use unrelated,
non-professional adults to intervene in
the natural world of youth, a sphere
usually considered the exclusive domain
of friends and family. These programs
aspire to do more than provide counsel-
ing, social support, role models or pro-
fessional services; they attempt to seed
genuine relationships, ones that in a
significant proportion of cases take on
the appearance of an extended family.

By using older adults from the com-
munity to fulfill these roles, they con-
tribute to building what is essentially a
seif-help strategy. It is not surprising
that these relationships often take on a
life of their own beyond the walls and

It is not surprising that these relationships often take on a
life of their own beyond the walls and prescribed activi-

ties of the program.

of smaller means are condemned to iso-
lation, idleness and low-level work2

Remaining in their communities and
working with these young people is
clearly a preferred option for a particu-
lar segment of the older population.
The fact that some of the elders who
need the additional income from this
type of challenging work aiso may be
well-suited for working with disadvan-
taged young people is especially
fortunate.

In fact, the five programs studied are
at once programs for youth and pro-
grams for seniors, with both benefitting
in equal measure. On the policy level,
the experience of these programs sup-
ports the wisdom of expanding national
service oppo:tunities for seniors. Danzig
and Szanton draw similar conclusions in
their book National Service: What
Would It Mean? “Persons at or beyond
the retirement age may have more to
give and more reason to benefit from

prescribed activities of the program.
The elders give the young people their
phone numbers, take them out to dinner,
get them jobs with their relatives, and
open up social networks to the adoles-
cents that were formerly closed to them.
A third intriguing possibility sug-
gested by the intergenerational relation-
ships studied is that of a distinct para-
digm for youth development, an ap-
proach which goes beyond the inculca-
tion of academic and employment skills,
the proliferation of computer-assisted
instruction, and the emphasis on devel-
oping competencies so characteristic of
many of our efforts to prepare at-risk
young people for the world. Intensive
personal relationships with adults are,
for the most part, absent from social
programs. for youth. The experience of
the young people interviewed suggests
that these intergenerational bonds may
impart essential skills for surviving in a
tumultuous world, where landing on
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one’s feet and developing psychological
and social maturity may be just as cru-
cial to achieving long-term self-suffi-

ciency as a firm grasp of the three R’s.

These programs, by orchestrating re-
lationships between at-risk youth and
seniors, may offer young people a
chance to acquire tools to develop fu-
ture relationships with other adults.
Some evidence from other research sug-
gests that close developmental relation-
ships with adults may be a common
characteristic of resilient youth — youth
from stressful backgrounds who succeed
seemingly against all odds. Perhaps
these intergenerational programs offer
participants access to resources and op-
portunities to develop the qualities of
resilience that enable some of their
peers to navigate successfully out of
adverse conditions.

The programs studied offer many les-
sons for encouraging the development
of intergenerational relationships, not
the least of which is that it can be done.
It is an operationally feasible goal. The
models described in this study do not
appear unduly complicated, are relative-
ly inexpensive to institute, and may be
applicable in a wide variety of settings
and systems. Intergenerational program-
ming is a notion with a potent set of
natural advantages, and one that may
make for appealing policy as well. Fur-
ther programmatic and research explo-
ration appear fully justified. 4

This article is excerpted from a larger
study of the same name, published by
Public/Private Ventures, a non-profit
program development and research or-
ganization. Copies of the full study are
available by writing to the Director of
Communications, Public/Private Ven-
tures, 399 Market Street, Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania 19106, or by calling
215/592-9099.
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