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The City of Waterloo is home to three post-secondary institutions and 
a thriving technology sector that attracts global talent, which places 
Waterloo among the top five cities in Canada as a destination for new 
immigrants. There is a growing recognition that increasing cultural 
diversity lends strength and uniqueness to the fabric of a community.  
Particularly in the educational and human service fields, ‘cultural 
diversity’ and ‘cultural sensitivity’ are promoted as positive values.  

Similarly, the intergenerational movement has always viewed 
differences between people as assets rather than as stumbling blocks 
and has sought to promote interaction and collaboration between 
diverse segments of the population.  It has grown from a desire 
to combat ageism and age segregation by creating programs and 
opportunities for interaction across generations.  Without meaningful 
contact with older people, children are denied crucial opportunities 
to learn about the history of their own communities.  Older adults 
as well feel disconnected from the mainstream of society and lack 
opportunities to learn about new developments  
in cultural life.
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The Forum was hosted at Luther Village on the 
Park on the 16th of November 2018.  Mayor 
Jaworsky opened the event and underscored 
Waterloo’s changing age demographics and the 
City’s growing importance as a destination for new 
Canadians.  Lisbeth Haddad from the Caribbean 
Canadian Association of Waterloo Region provided 
the keynote address which focused the audience’s 
attention on the challenges that people across 
the life cycle encounter as they build a new life 
in a Canadian community.  Secondary students 
from Bluevale Collegiate Institute provided the 
call to action for the roundtable discussions in 
the second half of the forum.  Through a series of 
lively presentations and performance sketches, the 
students provide their perspectives on diversity and 
inclusion, and how youth and older adults can come 
together to share knowledge, skills and experience 
through programs such as Bridges.

The 2018 Mayor’s Age-Friendly Waterloo Forum 
provided an opportunity for older adults, youth and 
civic leaders to come together and learn about 
the City of Waterloo’s Bridges Program, a unique 
series of intergenerational learning activities built 
around exchanging cultural experiences and 
knowledge across generations.  Bridges activities 
are designed to provide an expanded opportunity for 
senior residents of diverse cultural backgrounds in 
Waterloo to share their traditions and customs with 
members of their own and other communities in a 
social, non-academic setting.

THE AGE-FRIENDLY COMMUNITY
FORUM
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There is a growing recognition that increasing 
cultural diversity lends strength and uniqueness 
to the fabric of a community.  Particularly in the 
educational and human service fields, ‘cultural 
diversity’ and ‘cultural sensitivity’ are promoted 
as positive values.  In a similar fashion, the 
intergenerational movement has always viewed 
differences between people as assets rather than 
as stumbling blocks and has sought to promote 
interaction and collaboration between diverse 
segments of the population.  Intergenerational 
learning initiatives worldwide have grown from a 
desire to combat ageism and age segregation by 
creating programs and opportunities for interaction 
across generations.

In May of 2018, the City of Waterloo, Ontario was 
awarded a federal New Horizons grant to help 
pursue an inter-generational and intercultural 
learning program. The program, known as "Bridges", 
focuses on building cultural connections by inviting 
residents of Waterloo to experience cultural 
knowledge and traditions from older people who are 
affiliated with Waterloo’s many ethnic and immigrant 
communities. It also aims to empower Waterloo’s 
older residents as teachers, mentors, and leaders for 
youth.  In a typical session, an older adult from the 
Waterloo community is invited to share traditional 
knowledge (eg. cooking or crafts) with an audience 
of about 30 to 40 people that range from youth to 
older adults.  Events hosted in 2018 have included 
South Asian cooking, Indigenous Art and African 
Drumming classes.  Ahead of the event the program 
coordinators work with the older adults to identify 
the session theme and arrange the appropriate 
facilities, materials, food (if applicable), and promote 
the event to the community.

The City of Waterloo has ranked among the top five 
cities in Canada as a destination for new immigrants. 
It is estimated that between 19% and 24% of older 
adults are socially isolated and that this number is 
likely to be greater among older immigrants.  The 
Bridges Project fills a large gap for Waterloo’s 
older immigrants, as well as for the wider Waterloo 
community. 

Economically and socially, elders represent an 
underused source of social capital. Their greater 
involvement in the lives of children and youth will 
free up this considerable potential with a relatively 
small investment of public resources. The reverse 
is also true – children and youth are valuable 
community resources who often go unrecognized. 
Importantly, capitalizing on the contributions of 
children, youth and elders for each other and for 
communities at large shifts attention away from 
common misperceptions of these populations 
as burdens on society and instead offers the 
much more positive view, that children, youth and 
elders represent untapped assets with valuable 
contributions to make.

BRIDGES PROJECT 
BACKGROUND

Feedback from current Waterloo Bridges 
participants attests to the empowerment that occurs 
when older immigrants are placed in positions of 
leadership, educators and role models (as ‘elders’) 
for younger people. 
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ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION  
FEEDBACK

Roundtable discussions during the Forum focused on soliciting 
community feedback about the Bridges Program and, more 
particularly, how to leverage the program in the future to ensure 
its sustainability.  

Feedback from the roundtables addressed three related themes.

KEY DISCUSSION 
THEMES

5



6

Demand for more 
intergenerational  
learning opportunities

1 Rebrand older adults 
as 'elders'

2 Communications 
strategy
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Municipal services and events programming typically targets residents as discrete populations – i.e. it is 
either youth or older adult focused and seldom seeks to bring both groups together.  Forum participants 
broadly supported the premise of the Bridges program.  In brief, several had attended Bridges events and 
stated that they had learned a great deal about the subject matter that was taught.  However, and perhaps 
more importantly, they indicated that they had the uncommon opportunity to interact with people that are 
“outside their usual social circles.”  In this capacity, Bridges and other intergenerational learning opportunities 
could be a means to address social isolation and build neighbourhood cohesion.

Demand for More Intergenerational Learning Opportunities

One facet of the Bridges program that could be strengthened is the recasting of older adults as program 
consumers to program providers or leaders.  Forum participants pointed to the success and need for 
programs such as third age learning to facilitate knowledge exchange across the life course without the need 
to be tied to formal education institutions.  Participants also commented that Bridges shifted the conception 
of older adults as learners to ‘elders’ or, in other words, as people with a lifetime of experience that can be 
valued and shared with the broader community.  Forum participants suggested that empowerment occurs 
when older adults are placed in positions of leadership, educators and role models for younger people. 
Economically and socially, elders represent an underused source of social capital. Their greater involvement 
in the lives of children and youth will free up this considerable potential with a relatively small investment of 
public resources.

Rebrand Older Adults as ‘Elders’

Given the tremendous potential and value that could be derived from initiatives such as Bridges, Forum 
participants broadly indicated that they had very little to no knowledge of the program when it was actively 
delivered.  Bridges participants who attended the Forum indicated that they had received information about 
the program through email and social media but that a broader, more inclusive approach would be needed 
for future offerings to reach older adults who do not actively or regularly use digital communication channels.  
Recommendations focused on developing an age-friendly communications strategy which could encompass 
a dedicated webpage for age-friendly community events as well as making more effective use of print 
channels such as the Kitchener-Waterloo Record and/or the Waterloo Chronicle to advertise Bridges and 
other age-friendly events.

Communications Strategy
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