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Executive summary 

Intergenerational dialogue, interaction between youth and older adults, life transitions and collective 

memory and experiences are thematics that are on occasion addressed at research and practice levels. 

Issues of what ties us as human beings, connections between the past and present, communication 

and reciprocity during the life course continue to trouble a range of stakeholders as we strive to find 

links in an increasingly globalised world, where experiences are shared, and where history and a 

common humanity are key factors tying us together as social beings. The connections are often to be 

found and manifested in narratives and life stories.  

While interest in intergenerational dialogue has been increasing at a theoretical level (see Gambone 

and Norris Peterson, 1997) including in cross-cultural contexts (see Waites, 2008), and while some 

efforts have been expanded in working with youth and older adults as separate groups, in practice 

efforts at creating spaces for dialogue between the two have not been forthcoming, especially in 

Malta.  

These two cohorts are often addressed in isolation and the spaces that connect are rarely addressed, 

in a way breaking the chain of life course narratives and mutuality. Advocates and practitioners 

working with youth and older adults respectively, often lack the capacity, resources and also the 

space for members of both communities to come together, share, discuss and even find ways of 

learning from each other in the bid to work towards a common trajectory. Organisations, especially 

those working with youth have mushroomed in recent years, including youth groups. Those working 

with older adults have been and remain scarce, and most efforts are limited to one-off projects with 

little opportunity for continuation and follow-up. Part of the problem is that there is less investment 

in older adults, with still a distorted and often limited view of what these groups are capable of 

contributing to society. As a result, many services for older adults are targeted at catering for basic 

needs, but higher order personal, emotional and social needs are not adequately addressed, including 

because of lack of resources.  

Partnership projects between youth and older adults remain scarce if not absent, despite the 

importance of this dialogue as a transformative strategy that can indeed boost personal and 

community growth and development for both youth and older adults. Even at a more basic level, 

despite the generational gaps, many of the issues and experiences confronting young people have 

existed for and been experienced by older adults in the past. These include underemployment or 

unemployment, confusion about the future, relationships, and issues with families among others.  

This dialogue is necessary because lack of communication contributes to physical and social 

isolation, may create tension, and ultimately hinder community formation and development. 

Relationships at the most basic level are an important source of physical and emotional support, 

guidance and connectedness in the social, economic, and cultural sphere (Gambone et al. 2002). 

They also contribute to resilience and inclusion. Overall, generations depend on each other, not only 

in a progressive life course pattern, the decisions and behaviours of one influence the life path of the 

other. 

The process of growing up for youth and that of ageing for older adults, opens up myriad other issues 

as they intersect with a range of cross-cutting dimensions: identity, history, time, process and change, 

sociality, community, beliefs and ideologies and other notions related to commonalities and 

difference. In turn, what we are left with is a complex landscape interspersed with memory, critical 

reflection, reminiscence and articulation (see Fenton and Draper, 2014).   
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Objectives 

This brief report details findings from a study following an intergenerational dialogue project, the 

main objective of which is to provide a platform for dialogue, critical reflection and learning between 

youth and older adults. The aim of the project is broad, notably to engage with and develop a 

collective identity, share, debate and contribute to community formation and development.  

Using participatory action research, the study followed a series of activities and debates between 

older adults and young people in a safe space for reflection, sharing and discussion. The immediate 

objectives of the action research were the following: 

Methodology 

The study is ongoing and employed a qualitative approach. Action research offered an opportunity to 

work around activities targeted at sharing, discussion and expression, and above all critical reflection. 

The research therefore worked in partnership with activities and the facilitator.  

We worked closely with older adults and young people engaged in physical and creative activity, 

debates, and reminiscence exercises among others, and used these as a platform for debate and joint 

analysis.   

Our target was to offer a safe space for each participant to bring his/her own personal, cultural and 

contextual knowledge and creative expressions to the project. Our role in this small scale research 

was simply to listen, facilitate and support and to provide a safe space for expression.  

The main methods employed were focus groups, interviews and participant observation, conducted 

in tandem with project activities. Workshops encouraged mutual egagement, sharing of experiences, 

and recollection between young people and older adults. 

Thematic analysis was employed in the bid to find common patterns in the data shaping the key 

analytical points presented below.  

In this brief report, we highlight some of the main emerging themes. Compensating the analysis are 

photographs and narratives. In line with the broader aims and objectives of the project, we hope to 

contribute to making these perceptions and voices more visible, to provide a point of contact for 

debate and interaction, and to bring these communities together. This, we hope will serve as a 

platform for others to engage and debate further issues around intergenerational dialogue.   

 

Key findings 

The sections below present the key findings or rather emerging themes from the action research 

(phase 1). We limit our own analysis and comments to present as much as is possible the voices and 

perceptions of participants. We highlight direct quotes from participants, and with their permission, 

photos. 

 

From initial shock to familiarity  

It was immediately evident that initial contact between the two groups was met by substantial initial 

shock, especially by the young people participating. From facial expressions to verbal utterances, 

young people seemed at times unprepared especially for the aesthetic of ageing bodies and also the 
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limitations these bodies impose, and seemed at the start rather uncomfortable with how to deal with 

it. As one young person commented: 

 “I am abit taken aback because there is a lot of weakness among these people” (JP) 

Another commented how ‘There is nothing pleasant about growing old’.  

It was very clear that much of this reaction, or rather initial shock was first of all bound to the fact 

that many of these young people, as they admitted, had had little contact with older adults in general, 

apart from their own grandparents. It was also strongly bound to having contact with older adults in a 

day care centre as opposed to, for example their own homes, environments that for all intents and 

purposes do not have an element of ‘care’ and/or where older adults are not associated with needing 

care and hence framed as persons in need of support. Young people saw fragility, vulnerability in 

contexts where boredom is often expressed verbally and non-verbally and where activities are often 

limited.   

While young people struggled to open up and communicate with older adults, the latter more easily 

and more willingly wanting to communicate. This shock and discomfort did progressively ease as the 

analysis below demonstrates. Nevertheless, pondering this initial reaction further leaves much to be 

read into, perhaps not so much about attitudes of young people themselves, but more so, how older 

adults are framed, constructed and positioned at a social and community level, and how this in turn 

impacts attitudes and behaviours, and frames these as ‘normal’ responses. It is not an exaggeration 

that older adults, while occasionally visible, are also contemporaneously invisible from social life on 

account of various personal, social, cultural and even ideological barriers. For example, 

infrastructural barriers and lack of accessibility devices too often limit mobility and socialisation, as 

do lack of family and/or community support to mobilise from one place to another. Economic 

aspects also do impact, whether this involves inability to pay for transportation and/or being unable 

to be in public spaces such as restaurants that involve a direct economic cost. In the same way that 

disabled people remain an almost non-normalised sight in Maltese society, so do to a large extent 

older adults, and which in turn impacts if/how their presence is ever seen as normal and expected. 

Places of entertainment are often age-specific, and few are the places where old and young can freely 

and randomly interact. Traditions such as sitting outside on a chair in the summer are also slowly 

fading away.  

One older adult commented how overall, the presence of older people in public spaces is almost seen 

as something extra, that shouldn’t be there, at times a burden, even visually in a world that is 

progressively becoming faster, where people have less and less time to communicate and be with 

each other and where fit and productive bodies are increasingly valorised: 

 “We have become people that one is not happy to see or talk to because we are seen as 

 slower  or somehow in the way. Before things were different, you would speak to an older 

 man, and you would help him/her if he needed, but today… today people are closed to t

 hemselves”. (Nenu) 

Young people in the group acknowledged that contact with and/or knowledge of these lives was 

scarce in their own lifeworlds, and that indeed ageing and older adults were not subjects they often 

considered. Old people are just old people and that is it, and their worlds were rather alien, and 

perhaps too different to even contemplate. At the most basic level, chances to interact were few and 

far in between. One young person clearly articulated this:  
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 “If it wasn’t for this project, I don’t think I would have made the effort or had the chance, 

 because to me, they (older adults) are separate, they like have another life….and I never 

 thought we had anything to share”. (Maria) 

Not all, though, shared the same perspective when contemplating the life process, the role of older 

adults and especially the process of ageing. As the following quote illustrates, some saw in older 

adults the evidence of a long life, well lived, of knowledge and experience in a process that was not 

without its challenges, especially embodied ones: 

 “I believe that ageing is a difficult moment on the whole, but if it is lived well, it can be the 

 culmination of a life’s achievements and wisdom”. (Karl)  

The same sense of ‘shock’, though was not evident among older adults participating in the project. 

On the contrary, older adults were intrigued by the presence and world of young people, they wanted 

to listen and learn, they wanted to talk with them. While the world and trends and lifestyles of young 

people were not something they were acquainted with or could easily understand or identify with, 

youth, being young, having agile bodies and mobility, and having a social and cultural life were all 

things they knew in the past and had experienced and been themselves. The fibre connecting both 

was ‘youth’, and for the older adults, this connection came through memory. Expressions were many 

in the groups where older adults highlighted aspects of their previous lives and their physical state 

and state of being and that connected both groups where youth became the common narrative: 

 Once upon a time I had a body like yours (young person) and I had energy to waste...noone 

 could ever stop me (John) 

 Look at the body I had as a teenager (points to photo), heads would turn when they saw 

 me...but now its all changed (Carmen)  

 We did not have the freedom you have today, but we had loads of fun, we ran, we danced, 

 when I see you I see so much of me, how I was before… (Censina)     

Some older adults also expressed how they often could see known persons or persons who had been 

meaningful to them in these same young persons, frequently stating how much one resembled 

someone they knew. This often led them to stories about these other people, who they were, what 

they did, shedding light on realities that they at times had forgotten or rarely uttered.  

Older adults were quick to share narratives about their own experiences, things they did when they 

were younger, including games they played. Ice breaking was important and it was clear that older 

adults were indeed the ones making the effort to break the ice, to speak, and it was only then that 

young people started to loosen up. It was like the feeling of distance, of an almost strange world and 

disconnect needed to be negotiated and shifted so that genuine interaction could start. And this, it 

was clear, could only happen after older adults could be framed as thinking beings, persons with a 

story to  tell, who were not necessarily weak or needed help, or who though fragile, could still be fun 

enough for young people to talk with and share.  

 “They have so much energy, and so much to tell, I never expected this, so like this we have so 

 much to talk about” (Sam) 
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Culture, realities and change 

Giroux (2004:62) notes how ‘culture is the primary sphere in which individuals, groups, and 

institutions engage in the art of translating the diverse and multiple relations that mediate between 

private life and public concerns’. Culture is a complex term, but what cross-cuts the varying 

definitions is that it ‘is the acquired knowledge people use to interpret experience and generate 

behaviour’ (Spradley, 2012:9). In focus groups, participants discussed their own notions of culture. 

They articulated a range of ideas reflecting complex and heterogeneous understandings, a notion that 

cannot be pinned down too easily and that cross-cuts personal and collective dimensions: customs of 

a country; forms part of education; personal enrichment; values; involves interest and curiosity; is 

related to one’s background; customs of a specific location e.g. colours that are used in and that 

define a specific village feast.  

An important theme discussed was the notion of a shared culture and whether this is indeed possible 

across ages. Both groups seemed to agree that culture is ultimately influenced by customs, education 

as well as surroundings, and how the latter influence the person and his/her behaviour and 

knowledge and how it is through these processes that a ‘common’ culture or rather what is often 

framed as an explicit culture in the literature, is forged. This, though does not mean that a person is 

simply shaped and incorporated into ‘culture’ or that there is no resistance. It was clear that these 

older adults themselves, had over time become ‘microcultures’ in themselves. They became 

subgroups with defined ‘systems of cultural knowledge…[who] share much of what they know with 

everyone in the greater society but [who] possess a special cultural knowledge that is unique to the 

subgroup’ (Spradley and McCurdy, 2012:4).  

This idea of a common but also heterogeneous culture was also conspicuous among young people. 

While similar clothing and hairstyles feed into the illusion of homogeneity, it was also clear that 

young people had their own collective identity and culture with substantial space for individual 

preferences, customs and practices and ultimately expression.  

 

Themes of interest 

Once the ball was set rolling, participants shared stories and also discussed a range of topics that 

brought them together, at least momentarily in dialogue and to share commonalities and trade 

differences. Conversations often flowed with older adults serving as a stimulus and the facilitator 

using creative exercises and probes to stimulate discussion. A range of themes were discussed: 

 

Fashion 

Fashion was a key theme of discussion. Older adults traded stories about what was fashionable to 

wear at the time, and younger adults explained their own clothing, and what it represented. An 

important component in older adults’ narratives was religion, not least in how it influenced what it 

was ok and proper to wear, especially for women, and how this impacted ideas around socially 

legitimate clothing. Maltese older adults were emphatic in stressing that Catholicism is the 

‘religious’ identity of Malta and upon which national and personal identity and associated values are 

forged and lived. These participants stressed that this came with strong historical baggage including 

practices that in times gone by were described as rather militant and imposing: 
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 “Religion was too important…not going to church was a sin, wearing certain clothes was a 

 sin, and doing certain things…and I couldn’t even meet my fiancé on my own...you could not 

 do many things.” (Mary) 

Older adults explained, how unlike youth today, there was clothing for every day, clothing for 

Sundays and special occasions, and clothing for church, and how these were strongly dictated by the 

demands of the church and parents who followed these closely. Not wanting to transgress these 

‘rules’ was motivated by shame and embarrassment at being singled out within close-knit 

communities that were vigilant and had their own expectations:  

 “The church was very powerful, not like now, and you had to do what you were told, because 

 of shame, because you had to obey, because the community would look at you strangely or 

 like you had done something wrong, like a sin….” (Tony)  

Yet, what appeared fixed then, became more relaxed later, also because the church had to adapt with 

time to changing customs, and because Malta, like many other countries became more globalised and 

susceptible to global influences. Yet, as many older adults explained, this process started happening 

in their own time, and they had their own examples of style changes and ‘foreign’ influences that 

signalled change, but also resistance to the institution. But change, even within their own time, and 

like every other generation, involved a fight: 

 “I remember things changing and we saw them...the hairstyles, the mini skirts, the high heels, 

 seeing actors and actresses like Marilyn Monroe and Marlon Brando… we wanted to be like 

 them, and we would hide clothes and then try wear them away from our parents, even though 

 it was difficult, because there was always someone with you, watching…” (Mariella) 

Young people explained how clothing in their world was more about self-expression, even though 

they did favour a certain style and that this also meant belonging to a particular group or liking 

certain things. They were though, often inspired by what they saw online, and they seemed to follow 

the pack, and clothing, as they stated often changed, and was quickly disposed of, perhaps a sign of 

cheaper options that before did not exist in abundance:  

 “I see what’s in fashion and what I like and then I find it in a shop or online. And then 

 eventually I buy again when I have money. There is a lot to choose  from...the internet is great 

 because I can look at how famous people are dressing and I can choose which style I 

 like...” (Romina) 

Older adults, on the other hand, explained how they and their families had experienced deep and 

often chronic poverty on their own skin, how clothing cost a lot of money (relative to opportunities 

for income generation) and often had to be tailor made (especially for women), and how they had to 

take care of these items and ensure they lasted a rather long period of time. An example were shoes. 

For many, these were a luxury, and the Sunday shoes especially had to be carefully taken care of and 

guarded, and needed to last. Opportunities for replacement were few for most people: 

 “I had one or two items for the week and clothes for Sunday and my mother would get very 

 angry if I dirtied them, especially the Sunday dress. We didn’t have money and my parents 

 made great sacrifices to clothe us ll (8 children)...and shoes especially, they were a luxury 

 and so expensive… I remember people with holes in their shoes, not like today, everything 

 is thrown away so easily.” (Antonia)   
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Music 

Music was another thematic that was shared and that had currency and value among both groups. It 

was evident that music had signification and various associations, including: 

 Identity 

 Group membership and belonging 

 Memory 

 Fashion 

Young people and older adults traded information about music they listened to, and though what one 

described was significantly alien to the other, participant observation showed reasonable interest and 

will to engage and perhaps understand. Music, it was clear is strongly bound to and is a strong trigger 

for memory, and with memory comes recollected narrative. One older adult explained how music 

still remained such an important part in his life, and how he loved dancing years back, and how 

listening to music today brought back so many joyful memories, including of bodies that were more 

fit and flexible: 

 “I would dance whenever I could, at a wedding or at a party, I was fit, and I now I still listen 

 to the music and it takes me back to those days.” (Frank) 

Young people were also keen to share and show what their musical realities were made of, and again 

with fondness. On one incident, one young person did beatboxing (vocal percussion) for the group. 

The sheer amazement of the older adults was impressive, and even more so their curiosity at how the 

person was doing it. They could not quite relate to the style, but they definitely could with the notion 

of rhythm and there was so much interest in the technique. Perhaps it supported the old adage that 

music connects us all.   

 

Games we play 

Games were another means through which communication and connection were sowed among both 

groups, offering an effective trigger for debate and dialogue and reminiscence for older adults. 

Games, as it was clear, were not simply something that are played, but are imbued with history and 

are strongly related to time. For older adults, games were more physical, and the difference is that 

these were bound to age- they were games one played as a child and not as an adult. These games 

eventually gave in to adult responsibilities, including marriage, work and children: 

 “There was a time to play, and we played in the streets, that’s how we played, and these 

 games  bring so many memories, but then comes the time to stop playing and to be a grown 

 up.” (Antonia) 

Older adults took the lead on the subject explaining and even showing how old/traditional games 

were played. These included games such as il-lakstu, Passju, Pizzi Pizzi Kanna and Dawra Durella. 

While these games may have faded in collective memory, older adults recalled them with vivid 

fondness, because they embodied childhood, fun, play, freedom. What tied them all together, as well, 

was that most, if not all these games were played outside, on the streets, as children indeed did right 

up till a couple of generations back.  
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Older adults expressed concern and observed how the streets today are empty, how children no 

longer play outside, and how this also means they have little contact and communication with young 

people too: 

 “The streets are deserted, especially in the evening. I remember the children playing, their 

 shouts of joy, young people sitting on the benches and talking, but this seems to be no more 

 today...deserted streets”. (Paula)  

Young people admitted that games they played today are almost all technological and online, bar the 

rare game of football for some. Still, they saw a level and degree of complementarity and importantly 

continuity in games across generations. One young person recounted how she felt: 

 “One moment which struck me was when the young and old females were interacting 

 regarding the rules of a particular Maltese traditional game. It seemed that what the younger 

 generation knew complemented what the older adults knew” (Paula)  

 

Education and work of the past 

In many respects, older adults did take the lead on the debate and while probing younger people, they 

were also determined to share so much about their own realities and how life was like before, what 

they grew up in, and this included schooling and the work they did in the past. Older adults explained 

how education was not accessible to all, and how many were never given an opportunity because of 

poverty and because they were quickly pushed into work. Illiteracy was a harsh reality for many, and 

for those who did go to school, a few years of schooling were as much as many families could handle 

and indeed expected of their children: 

 “Schooling was not long...especially for our own parents. My father was illiterate.” (Martin)   
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Older adults spoke about work performed in the past, explaining how much of it involved hard 

physical labour. They used the word ‘suffering’ frequently to refer to the experience of work, and 

that this suffering was harsher for their own parents and grandparents: 

 “There was a lot of suffering (tbatija). All work involved suffering, except for the few who 

 had money and maybe had a grocer or a shop, their own business. The rest, like us, had to 

 suffer a lot to make ends meet, feed the kids and keep a family.” (Raymond) 

The interesting thing was that in debates, older adults made more frequent reference to education 

than young people themselves. For older participants, education served a functional and cultural 

purpose. They articulated how if one had the opportunity, studying was an opportunity for a less 

arduous and more comfortable (ideally better paid) work. At a cultural level, they expressed how 

those who had an education in their time, were those who were seen as more cultured, had more 

social capital, and were respected by the community. These included those who had skilled 

professions, in particular lawyers, doctors, teachers, bank and clerical staff. Older adults expressed 

how these were not only more respected, but were also often sought for advice for example with 

some bureaucratic or even family issue. The village teacher was a respected person before, but they 

also acknowledged that things had changed, and there was now not so much respect for educated 

professionals. One or two persons used examples of their own family members who were teachers 

and how these were today ill-treated by their own students.  

 

Touch 

One major emerging issue we observed, more than discussed as we worked in groups, was the 

importance of touch. Touch and its impacts on emotion among others, have been amply recognised 

in the literature (Davidson et al. 2016). It was immediately evident within groups, how much older 

adults in the groups need touch, the gentle and comforting touch of an amicable hand, a touch that 

seems to become scarcer with age. From a gentle pat on the back to holding on to someone’s arm to 

mobilise oneself, touch is perhaps one underestimated factor in particular in support provided to 

older adults.  

For those who live alone, whose spouses have passed or those with no children or who live far away, 

physical contact is scarce and so is touch. It was evident in the groups, that a simple arm around a 

shoulder conveyed connection, affection and even a sense of complicity and familiarity. In one 

group, some older adults brought along their grandchildren, a moment where not only the importance 

of touch was clear, but also the familiar physical contact that meant a relationship. Grandchildren 

reciprocated feelings of affection with a gentle touch. Touch then facilitated verbal communication 

for these older adults creating a sense of security and a safe space to talk and share.  
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A contagious sense of youth 

One clear finding, which we observed regularly was how older adults were energised by the presence 

and energy of young people, an energy that was almost contagious. It brought older adults alive, it 

got them to move, it got most to speak and laugh, and it got them to relive important and happy 

moments in their life and recount them again with young people who to some or other extent were a 

reflection of their younger selves.   

From the games that were played together to the singing of old songs to the playlet scenes using 

painted faces on paper plates, connections and relationships were formed, and a new energy was 

injected into older adults who, on these rare occasions, had an attentive and sharing audience 

interacting with them. This older adult expressed how he felt: 

 “I hadn’t had so much fun in years...to see young people see what we did, how we played is 

 priceless. I wish this happened more often.” (Mario) 
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Older adults had a stage and they used it on most occasions, and it was at this moment that 

intergenerational learning occurred, as young people reciprocated and shared their own narratives, 

explained their own games, and how they felt about what they saw and shared.  

In many respects, it embodied a process of mutual learning and sharing, and a process of mutual 

energising. As one young person explained, the feeling of well-being from sharing with someone 

much older transcended a charitable act, towards learning something new, and to find a common 

ground in the historical narrative: 

 “It was nice to see what they did in their time, to learn something new, and I felt good to 

 share with them, because although things may be different now...very different...I understand 

 that after all we are all the same people, and we love the same things, like fun and games… 

 and I think that has always been there”. (Philip)  

 

Mutuality and interdependence 

Being in the same groups, debating, playing games and sharing experiences created a sense of 

mutuality and interdependence within the groups. Literature on intergenerational dialogue amply 

addresses and recognizes the interdependence between young people and adults and the important 

roles each one plays in the life of the other. Young people in the group needed older adults to explain 

the games they described, to give instructions, and to provide background, historical and contextual 

knowledge. Adults too needed explanation for the narratives of young people and for context, of a 

physical world that became increasingly detached from.  
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Young and old therefore fulfilled the roles of student and teacher respectively and these shifted 

fluidly, in many ways levelling the relationship. It was also evident how much mutual learning was 

occurring within the groups, whether when older adults told stories of their youth or described 

customs of days gone by, or when young people explained some things about the use of technology 

in their world or the games they played.  

It was clear that each of these two groups were recognizing opportunities, constraints and the unique 

experiences of the other and learning from them. Speaking, listening, playing and acting together, 

they clarified experiences and worked towards a shared and common ground and understanding. 

Creative communication strategies, in particular drama, were tremendously helpful in loosening 

barriers.  

One young person articulated how he was fascinated by the perceptions of older adults about young 

people’s realities and the adjustments needed on his part to communicate and also connect: 

 “I feel at ease and I am often fascinated with the way older adults perceive our ‘everyday 

 things’ like technology. I am also aware that a good interaction with older adults necessitates 

 a good effort at adjustment from my part” (Karl) 

The same young participant went on to clearly state how he saw much relevance in connecting the 

past and the present, and that a level of depth and knowledge emerges from these interactions that 

would not otherwise be possible: 

 “I believe that our societies are obsessed with the present moment and consider the past 

 generations as outdated and irrelevant. I stand to differ. I know of a lot of older people who 

 still are very valid points of reference to me. Different life situations which are processed 

well  can lead to wisdom and personal depth. Some older adults communicate to me this sort of 

 depth.” 

Communicating this feeling of continuity, intergenerational learning and complementarity was 

something that was mutually valued. This young participant explains: 

 “Young people can show that what the older people did and thought was beneficial to the 

 world today. This needs to be communicated to older adults in ways that both generations 

 find enticing. One concrete idea is through activities like Active Age. (Sam) 
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Memory and change 

From showing photos to explaining how games were played, to sharing the ‘stage’ for a brief 

moment, memory was, if not a key theme of conversation, something that had to be depended upon 

to narrate, to relate, to develop relationships within the groups.  

Older adults took pride in providing historical background to their narratives, narratives that were 

often shared with their peers of more or less the same age. Seeing games like passju drawn out on the 

floor, recounting how it was played and giving instructions all involved recollection, and also 

involved the use of memory to adapt to the present narrative and context. Feedback from younger 

people served as impetus for further recollected narratives: 

 “Even the fact that they (older adults) are the living memory of the past is something that 

 society needs to appreciate more. Older people are those who have dealt with more life 

 situations than the younger ones. The bridge that they create with our toots is something 

 which, to my view needs to be treasured” (Steve, young person)  
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Indeed, memory and the objects that re-enact it are fraught with representation and not least 

reflection on the past but also the present. The games they described, the pictures they showed, were 

representative of a reality that existed, experiences lived and things that constituted the norm at a 

particular point in time and space. Importantly, they were a critical point of connection between 

people who remembered them, used them, and for who they meant something.  

Recollecting the past was also a means of dialoguing in and about the present. Interactions often 

turned into explaining to young people how realities had changed, how places had changed, and how 

customs had been transformed. These involved for example the loosening of the grip by religion and 

churches, greater freedom for young people to go out, more places of entertainment, better 

transportation and so on. But even young people could start to see changes within their own narrative 

and also have their own memory as a reference point for changes. 

Older participants spoke about many marked changes, the most notable being the loss of their 

parents, followed by their own children growing up and forging a life for themselves. But most, in 

particular, spoke about perceived changes in their respective countries and contexts. They spoke 

about changes in livelihoods towards more autonomous trades and businesses, the loss of agriculture 

to rampant and uncontrolled construction and they emphasised change in the notion and idea of 

community 

Young people listened to these narratives, and even though most were too young to know or even 

have heard about previous lives and realities, they did recognise change, including the faster pace of 

life, a greater obsession with productivity and how experiences and the journey itself are being 

foresaken in the process.  The following quotes clearly express a breadth of opinion from older and 

young ones about change: 
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 “The world and the country have changed so much, Malta is almost unrecognisable… we 

 need to try and find what we know and remember, like what life in the village was like 

 before...because today, its all about construction...many of the places we knew are no longer

 there” (Mario, older adult)  

 “Even our lives ad realities change, especially because things change so fast today” (Steve, 

 young participant) 

 “I believe that our society is obsessed with image and speed. We seem to want to be seen 

 always as happy and performing to our maximum. Moreover, seemingly the quicker we 

 obtain things, the better. Life seems to be more concerned with the accomplishment than with 

 the process and the journey. I believe that a couple of generations ago, the reality was 

 different from what it is now.” (Paula, young participant)  

 

Negotiating dialogue in the future: learning and teaching  

Interaction within the groups led not only to sharing and discussions about the past and present, but 

also to various degrees, a consideration and reframing of how they envisioned the future. Participant 

observation evidenced a clear role for older adults to not only present images of the past as informal 

education, but they had a major role to play in framing and understanding the present and 

envisioning the future, as one that is strongly bound and lived in and through the past.  

Older adults clearly have a role to make sure that history is not lost, because it is lived on the skin of 

young people, and also in physical environments and how they are structured for present and future 

generations. They also provide a background and narrative to all the changes that have and continue 

to take place, and are active participants in this process of change:  

“We remain here, and we are not only living in the past, even though it is such an important 

part of our lives. We are always observing and learning, so I believe we have something to 

contribute to future generations” (Marlene) 

Young participants, though articulating differences in ways of life, acknowledged the pivotal role of 

older adults and their ability to communicate with younger generations in envisioning a future that 

ultimately is built on the present and the past, and importantly to learn from mistakes of the past: 

 “I think if we do not listen, we will repeat mistakes now and in the future. We have to make 

 sure that communication is open for these people to talk with us and we have to listen…” 

 (Adam) 

A careful consideration, though, of the possibilities and chances for this dialogue is something that 

needs to be considered carefully throughout and beyond the life of this determinate project. As was 

frequently acknowledged and discussed within the group, in practice, opportunities for community 

participation by older adults have and continue to be severely constrained. From personal and 

physical limitations to service constraints, to a mentality that continues to devalue the knowledge of 

older adults, the chances for dialogue and intergenerational learning continue to be scarce.  

Services, including day centres continue to be focused on basic needs while emotional and other 

needs, including the need to communicate and interact constructively and intelligently, remain 

limited. The problem is perhaps more basic: older adults continue to be framed as beneficiaries of 
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services rather than active community participants with much to offer in terms of critical thinking 

and experience to offer in social, economic, cultural and even political matters.  

Perhaps it is the positioning of older adults in the past and young people in the present and future, 

that will ultimately keep these two groups separate from each other. This, as we explained in the 

opening introduction continues to be the current situation. Through our own activities and the 

fieldwork, it was clear that while day care centres provide a much needed service, much more can be 

done to open up these spaces as spaces of learning and interaction for other generations, and 

importantly to reframe these as spaces that contribute to community growth and development, where 

older adults can in fact be stimulating and even fun to spend time with and learn from.  

Interaction within the project highlighted how activities promoting self-expression and creativity act 

as the glue between generations, to interact, reflect and learn from and with each other, and where 

young and old can learn as well as educate others, and be engaged as productive citizens. These 

interactions, though, are better placed within the community where communities come together 

rather than spaces that are limited and often restricted to older adults or young people (e.g. day care 

centres and youth groups respectively).  

These interactions and dialogue need, though, a strategy, resources, including those for older adults 

and young people to mobilise from one place to another. Public spaces need to be more accessible 

and platforms need to exist for people across ages to interact and speak, and importantly we need to 

shift towards a reality where the image and perception of older adults is not confined to one of frailty 

and vulnerability, but one that is normalised with communities and the public space. In this respect, 

trained and stimulating facilitators and exercises, such as those within this project can act as effective 

connectors to promote psychosocial and cultural well-being and development across ages. 

 

 


