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Abstract

With elderly people as research objects, this study aimed to find out the influence on elderly people’s
meaning in life after they took part in intergenerational programs. Eight elderly people took part in
this research project, attending intergenerational activities at a preschool once a week, eight weeks
in total.

Elderly people were interviewed shortly after they completed the intergenerational program.
Following facts were obtained from the interview: (1) Elderly people had improved their life meaning
after they took part in intergenerational learning activities. (2) Upon completion of intergenerational
program, elderly people exhibited significant improvement of life meaning in several aspects such as
individual value, sense of direction and sense of fulfillment while less improvement of life meaning
in their sense of autonomy.

Keywords: Intergenerational Program, Elderly, Meaning in life

Introduction

In Taiwan, the aged population increases steadily as time passes by. In 2018, the aged population, 65-
and-older seniors, constituted 14.05% of total population. Since then, Taiwan has stepped into an
aging society. Elderly people’s wisdom and experiences are valuable. The younger generations can
benefit from the elderly people’s wisdom and experiences. In 1995, Ekstrom and Pei (1999) pointed
out the elderly people’s learning and participation method in recent years serves as a paradigm in
which elderly people have turned from social dependents into resource providers, from social
isolators into intergenerational connectors, and from ability-disadvantaged people into lifetime
experience providers. For this reason, the learning model which stresses sharing and assistance
among different generations — intergenerational programs — are meaningful for elderly people. Kaplan
(2001) defined intergenerational programs as a meaningful and continuous program designed for
resource-exchange and mutual learning between elderly people and younger generations, and with
the intergenerational program, elderly people act as guilders for the younger generations in order to
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eliminate the stereotype between different generations and thereby encourages all generations to
respect the difference among them. There is no doubt that intergenerational programs are a perfect
learning method for elderly people to make best use of their skills and at the same time learn
something new to them. Moreover, intergenerational programs allow elderly people to renew the
meaning and purpose of life when they participate in the activities and interact with others, which
are very important for their aging process Moore, Metcalf and Schow (2000). In this connection, how
to help elderly people gain knowledge, identify the meaning in life, and improve their wisdom is an
important task when we encourage elderly people to take part in the learning programs. This study
started with the discussion on elderly people’s participation in preschool’s intergenerational program,
and with the facts acquired from elderly people’s teaching and guiding process, this study summarized
the elderly people’s life experience and thereby identified elderly people’s meaning in life and the
influence on them imposed by the intergenerational program.

Literature Review

Many researchers have extensively discussed the connotation of “meaning in life.” According to Baum
(1988), people identify and confirm their existence through the meaning in their life. Reker (1997)
defined “meaning in life” as the direction, order and reasons of life, and with the meaning in life,
people find out who they are and construct a strong social consciousness. With the “meaning in life”,
individuals know how to interpret and transform their experiences. But, how do elderly people
identify the meaning in their life? Many elderly people lose their meaning in life after they retire
(Reitzes and Mutran, 1994). For elderly people, the “meaning in life” comes from their relationship
with others. They feel they are being needed whenever they have a chance to do something for their
families and friends. They feel love, recognition and respect when they interact with their families
and friends (Krause, 2007). Based on the facts stated above, elderly people construct their meaning
in life when they interact with others. For the elderly people who are retired and have fewer chances
to meet people, it is especially important to confirm the meaning in their life and the value of their
life through participation in social activities and learning.

Hatton-Yeo and Ohsako (2000) introduced an intergenerational program for younger generations and
elderly generation to exchange resources and learn from each other on a continual and purposeful
basis. However, few researchers have focused on elderly people when they studied intergenerational
programs. Up until today, most researchers focused on infants or children, in particular the study of
the influence imposed by intergenerational programs. According to the study of elderly people,
however, intergenerational programs have imposed positive influence on elderly people and
improved the factors related to elderly people’s meaning in life such as well-being and satisfaction
with life. Mendis (1993) studied the psychological well-being of elderly people who took part in the
intergenerational programs held by preschools for 3 — 4 years old children. Eight weeks after elderly
people were paired with children, elderly people exhibited significant difference in two aspects: (1)
The social distance between elderly people and children decreased, and (2) Elderly people improved
their self-esteem, control and satisfaction with life. According to Wenzel and Sorensen (2000), elderly
people improved their social awareness after they took part in the intergenerational programs held
in nursing homes. LinOu (2000) divided 15 elderly people into control group and experimental group.
The elderly people of experimental group joined an intergenerational program in a preschool where
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they were paired with children. The research results confirmed the correlation among elderly people’s
mobility, perceived control and self-esteem. By taking part in intergenerational programs, elderly
people have identified the positive meaning in their life which guides them to face their life and to
improve the value of their life. Based on the discussions stated above, this study aimed to find out
elderly people’s changes of individual value, sense of direction, sense of autonomy and sense of
fulfillment after they took part in intergenerational programs.

Research Design and Implementation

This study chose a Kindergarten in Taipei as the experiment site in which activities were arranged
once a week, one hour each time, eight weeks in total. Researcher invited eight elderly people — six
females and two males, age between 62 and 78, graduates of junior college or higher education
institution — to participate in the intergenerational program. Each week the elderly people took turn
lecturing 30 children at age 6. Lectures were arranged in accordance with the elderly people’s
specialties such as karate, string figure and folklore stories. After giving lectures, elderly people
remained in the classroom to chat and interact with children. In an effort to find out the influence on
elderly people imposed by the intergenerational program, researcher discussed the meaning in life
with the elderly people two weeks after the intergenerational program was completed.

Research Results and Discussions

I. The individual value sensed by elderly people after they took part in intergenerational program

1. Satisfied with their teaching performance
After taking part in the intergenerational program, elderly people understood they still had ability
and experience to do something although they had retired.

I retired 11 years ago. | didn’t have any chance to contact any child or any student in the past 11 years.
I’'m glad that I still had the passion to interact with 6 years old children. | felt pretty good, still young.
I don’t feel old at all. For me, it’s really positive. This program is meaningful for us (B-1-15).

I was thinking...it’s been a long time since | retired...20 years at least. If you want me to teach again,
I will check what I learned before...I still know how to teach. | haven’t totally forgotten what I learned
before. I still can teach. All | have to do is to check the data again (B-1-15).

2.Pleased with the children’s positive feedback
Each elderly person was responsible for one activity. In each and every weekly activity, the children
took the initiative to greet the elderly people. Grandma Chang was delighted when she mentioned
that the children greeted them enthusiastically. Grandma Lee was extremely happy that the
children loved to attend her activity.

Not big change at all, just felt it wasn’t what | expected...the time passed by quickly. When | was with
them, | felt...when they greeted us, | felt...they were so sweet. You felt you’re welcome (H-1-9).

That made me...didn’t think so...I experienced something unexpected, so enthusiastic, they kept asking
questions. That’s it. | really felt like learning something, so...anyway | was so happy...really surprised
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they were so enthusiastic (E-1-18).

This study found that the children’s feedback has resulted in elderly people’s positive attitude, which
conformed to Mendis’ research results. Mendis (1993) studied the changes of two aspects exhibited
by the elderly people who took part in intergenerational programs, namely, (1) The social distance
between elderly people and children decreased, and (2) Elderly people improved their self-esteem,
control and satisfaction with life.

3. Integrating the past and cherishing the present
Elderly people have reached the “integrity vs despair stage” introduced by Erik H. Erikson. In the
very last stage of their life, elderly people are faced with an urgent need to reflect on and integrate
their memories. By taking part in intergenerational activities, elderly people can reflect on their life
experience including their childhood memory, working experience and the affections with family
members.

One day, | didn’t know what happened. Suddenly, a traditional artistry came across my mind. |
immediately thought of this — string figure. | played this with my little sister long time ago. The fine
memory long time ago...we made beanbags. That’s why...it was pretty good to me, reminding me of
the childhood memory...wonderful memory (E-1-22).

I could get along with them. | was trying to figure out if those kids | taught were different from the
kids before (F-1-18).

Il. Sense of direction
Sense of direction refers to the goal of life and the future plan. After taking part in intergenerational
program, elderly people said they felt a sense of direction, including the follows:

1. An enhanced focus of life
All elderly people had created a schedule for themselves after they retired. Then, they agreed to
participate in the intergenerational program and adjusted their schedule for this program. They did
their best to prepare their lectures, treating the lectures as an important task in their life.

| was very happy because it was a wonderful opportunity for me. In the beginning, however, it wasn’t
easy for me. Nevertheless, | had to do it for 8 weeks and | had to live up to my words. After all, | made
it each and every week — eight weeks in total. This is what | promised myself (B-1-12).

Of course | made it each and every week. There was no doubt about it. On this particular day each
week, this is the only task for me and | wouldn’t do anything else. | had to be there on time. This is the
way | am. | always prepared myself in advance for my lecture (F-1-15).

2. Satisfying the need of helping others and learning
All elderly research objects said they had made up their mind to get their jobs done before they
joined this program. By taking part in the intergenerational program, elderly people had an
opportunity to materialize their dream. Most importantly, they were happy when they helped
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others.

We all,,,felt...we were learning by helping others. Both purposes were satisfied and we had a chance
to meet coworkers. It was a wonderful opportunity for me. | must cherish it (H-1-16).

Oh, we had a wonderful opportunity to help others, just do it...it’s good to help someone else. We
enjoyed helping others. We’re happy (A-1-45).

If elderly people continue to take part in the programs, they can regain the role that they have lost
after retirement. According to the interviews, elderly people have improved the focus of their life
after they took part in intergenerational program. By helping the children, elderly people have an
opportunity to materialize their dream and return kindness to the society.

[1l. Sense of fulfillment
Sense of fulfillment refers to the feeling about the present life. Elderly research objects have
improved their sense of fulfillment after they complete the intergenerational program. Details are
described as follows:

1. Sharing experience with each other and learning from each other
The intergenerational program required elderly people to be present at the preschool weekly, eight
weeks in total. Elderly people were required to interact with children in the classroom even though
they were not lecturers. Thus, elderly people had the opportunity to watch each other’s teachings
and learn from each other. By doing so, each and every elderly person have learned something from
each other.

Actually, I learned a lot when | was sitting in the classroom. | found all other elderly people were pretty
good (H-1-1).

I really respect other elderly people. As | could see, other elderly people had spent lots of time to
prepare for the class. | learned a lot from them (D-1-24).

2. Enriching life and having fun
For most elderly people, taking part in the intergenerational program once a week wasn’t much
work. For the elderly people who hardly take part in social occasions, however, intergenerational
program was a great opportunity to have fun.

| feel my life has been enriched. Time really flied when | stayed with the kids. | was happy, really happy
(F-1-64).

Yes, my life has become more interesting than before (F-1-25).

IV. Sense of autonomy
Sense of autonomy means the sense of control over one’s life and his current lifestyle. Upon
completion of intergenerational program, the elderly research objects expressed their views about
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their sense of autonomy as follows:

1. Having a plan for the life, unlikely to change much
Sense of autonomy means the sense of control over one’s current life. During the interviews, most
elderly research objects said their sense of autonomy remained about the same. Most elderly
research objects had either served as volunteers or taken part in social activities before they took
partin the intergenerational program. This is why the intergenerational program was unable to help
elderly research objects change their sense of autonomy significantly.

Hmm...I am a lecturer, helping people understand some animals, plants and environments. I've
lectured in both categories. This is why | didn’t change much. When we talk about these things...I'm
kind of...used to it (G-1-7).

Talking about changes, actually | didn’t change at all because | still have a busy schedule after I retired.
I never stay at home without doing anything (C-1-36).

2. Limited time and too many restrictions
This study provided eight intergenerational activities. Elderly people felt the time was too short for
them to help the children meaningfully. Secondly, due to the limited time, elderly people were
unable to help children sufficiently:

I didn’t have enough time. Had | have some more time, | would find someone else to communicate
with him (child)(A-1-10).

We spent a little time with them. Had we have some more time, we would like to help them more, just
like the elders helping the younger in the family...maybe they could learn how to get along with the
elders, too (F-1-8).

In general, elderly people have improved many aspects related to the meaning in life, such as
individual value, sense of direction and sense of fulfillment. According to the data acquired from
interviews, elderly people had become aware of their ability after they took part in intergenerational
program. Moreover, this study has helped elderly people integrate their life experience and
contribute their skills to the society. Meanwhile, elderly people have helped others and improved
their life by taking part in the intergenerational program.

With limited time, the intergenerational program arranged by this study was unable to provide
activities over a long period time. Elderly people found the children’s behavioral problems. Due to
limited time, however, they were unable to assist the children intensively and the courses weren’t
designed to identify children’s problems, either. Moreover, the elderly people taking part in
intergenerational program were retirees with active lifestyle and a high sense of autonomy. Therefore,
the elderly people’s sense of autonomy was hardly affected by the intergenerational program.
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Conclusions

After taking part in intergenerational program, elderly people found the meaning in their life has been
enriched.

This study has found that, upon completion of intergenerational program, elderly people were
satisfied with their performance as instructors and thus improved their sense of individual value.
Elderly people were delighted with children’s positive feedback, and at the same time integrated their
past and cherished the present moment. The intergenerational program helped elderly people
improve their focus of life, provided an opportunity for elderly people to help others and learn
something at the same time, and thus enhanced their sense of direction. Moreover, the
intergenerational program allowed elderly people to share experience with each other, learn from
each other, enrich their life, and have fun.

After taking part in the intergenerational program, elderly people exhibited significant improvement
in several aspects of their meaning in life, such as individual value, sense of direction and sense of
fulfillment while less improvement of life meaning in their sense of autonomy.

This study found that, after elderly people completed the intergenerational program, they had
exhibited significant improvement in several aspects of their meaning in life, such as individual value,
sense of direction and sense of fulfillment while less improvement of life meaning in their sense of
autonomy. According to social concepts, the sense of autonomy means the viewpoints about life and
death, which have much to do with culture and religious belief. The elderly people taking part in the
intergenerational program has enthusiastically participated in the related social affairs over the past
years. This is why the short-term intergenerational program was unable to change their sense of
autonomy, and therefore elderly people hardly exhibited any change about their sense of autonomy.
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