
Intergenerational Reminiscence in Groups 
of the Frail Elderly 

G E O R G E S. G E T Z E L , D.S.W. 
Associate Professor, Hunter College School of Social Work, New York 

A conceptual framework for understanding the meaning of intergenerational themes in 
reminiscence is presented. Theory and research on reminiscence and intergenerational mutu­
ality are reviewed. Efforts of the elderly to come to terms with memories of their parents and 
their own children are illustrated. Implications for intervention are identified at different 
points of group development. 

RE M I N I S C E N C E in old age has become 
a subject of popular fascination and 

professional interest. Nowadays, chil­
dren search for pictures and artifacts 
from their grandparents and middle-
aged persons interview their older rela­
tives to piece together a genealogy. T h e 
wish to discover and to confirm an 
u n i q u e p e r s o n a l ident i ty t h r o u g h 
understanding the past is a powerful 
passion in an impersonal world which 
defines personhood by occupational 
status and credentials, and not by the 
miraculous span of life which begins 
with the bright lights of the extra­
uterine world and concludes with the 
darkness of the grave and grieving kin. 

The professional literature views rem­
iniscence with skepticism. Reminis­
cence is bombarded with research ques­
tions to determine its purity and es­
sence. For example, is the revealing of 
memories a sign of impaired mental 
functioning and the failure of the aged 
to have ample opportunities for every­
day communication? Might reminis­
cence serve a positive adaptive function 
in old age and, for that matter, in other 
periods of the life cycle. We are only 
beginning to understand the function, 
process and content of memory sharing 
in late life. 

It is clear that reminiscence in old age 
occurs within and between generations. 
A generational cohort is a bearer of a 
collectively unique historical experience 

based on c o m m u n a l and temporal 
unities. Confirmation of the individual's 
memories requires both horizontal and 
vertical affirmation. While a younger 
generation may ungraciously spurn the 
memories of old people during a par­
ticular epoch, their very rejection means 
they have confronted the message of the 
passing generation. In turn, the older 
generation seeks to affirm its legacy as 
its membership dwindles and its contri­
butions are dimmed by the greater en­
ergy of younger generations. 

A poignant example of intragenera-
tional and intergenerational affirmation 
can be found in the biblical story of the 
last days of Moses. Nearing his one 
hundred and twentieth year, Moses is 
asked by God to compose a poem as his 
final legacy to his people because he will 
not live to see the completion of the 
Exodus. The last song of Moses begins, 
"May my discourse come down as the 
rain like showers on young growth." 
Later he implores the "crooked and 
twisted generation" to "Remember the 
days of old, consider the years past. Ask 
your father, he will inform you, your 
elders, they will tell you." 1 

Recounted memories in the stories of 
the elderly are demands for sympathy 
from and compliance of the young be­
yond the lifetime of the old. Reminis­
cence gives justification to lives reaching 
completion. The apologies for a lifetime 
are a life review, a complex process with 
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b o t h c o n s c i o u s a n d u n c o n s c i o u s e l e ­
m e n t s . 

T h i s p a p e r will e x a m i n e h o w g r o u p s 
may assist o ld p e o p l e in their u se o f r e m ­
in iscence for the p u r p o s e o f life re­
view. E m e r g i n g t h e o r y a n d r e s e a r c h o n 
i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l rec iproc i ty will b e dis­
c u s s e d . A c o n c e p t u a l f r a m e w o r k for 
t h i n k i n g about r e m i n i s c e n c e in g r o u p s 
a n d m o d e s o f i n t e r v e n t i o n will b e p r e ­
s e n t e d . 

Relevant Theory and Research 
M u c h c u r r e n t in teres t in r e m i n i s c e n c e 

s t ems f r o m R o b e r t But ler 's classic p a p e r 
o n l i fe r ev i ew in t h e e l d e r l y . 2 Life r ev i ew 
is a proces s assoc ia ted wi th a d j u s t m e n t 
to a n d a c c e p t a n c e o f a g i n g . B u t l e r 
q u e s t i o n s t h e d e e p - s e a t e d n e g a t i v e 
v iews o f r e m i n i s c e n c e as n o n - p u r p o s i v e , 
escapist , i m p u l s i v e b e h a v i o r . A c c o r d i n g 
to But l er , l ife r ev i ew is a universa l p r o ­
cess in w h i c h u n c o n s c i o u s historic m a t e ­
rial is p r o g r e s s i v e l y r e v e a l e d by t h e 
a g e d . T h e s e past e x p e r i e n c e s ref lect u n ­
r e s o l v e d conf l i c t s , w h i c h t h e e l d e r l y 
eva lua te in a n e f f o r t to r e i n t e g r a t e t h e m 
m o r e successful ly . T h e task o f l ife re­
v iew a s s u m e s u r g e n c y in t h e o l d e r per ­
son as h e or s h e r e c o g n i z e s t h e loss o f 
func t iona l capaci ty a n d the p r o s p e c t o f 
d e a t h . Life rev iew m a y a lso b e t r i g g e r e d 
by inc ident s o f vulnerabi l i ty a n d di­
m i n i s h i n g r e s o u r c e s . 

F r o m c l i n i c a l o b s e r v a t i o n , B u t l e r 
n o t e s that life rev iew m a y b e e p i s o d i c o r 
c o n t i n u o u s , o c c u r r i n g b o t h in t h e 
patho log ica l ly d e p r e s s e d a n d the fairly 
w e l l - a d j u s t e d . I m a g e s of d e a t h in 
d r e a m s a n d in t h o u g h t s are ind ica tors 
o f t h e l ife rev iew p r o c e s s . 

B u t l e r a n d Lewis state that l ife r ev i ew 
o c c u r s in the s ixt ies a n d d e c l i n e s after 
the s event i e s . W h i l e benef ic ia l in m o s t 
cases , life rev iew can r e a w a k e n pa in fu l 
a n d u n r e s o l v e d mater ia l in the p s y c h o ­
logical ly i m p a i r e d e l d e r l y . 3 

In a re lated ve in , J u n g ident i f ies r e m ­

i n i s c e n c e as a b e h a v i o r assoc ia ted wi th 
o ld a g e . 4 It is d e l e t e r i o u s if t h e a g e d 
m e r e l y ref lect o n past m e m o r i e s w i t h o u t 
s e a r c h i n g for t h e s y m b o l i c m e a n i n g s o f 
t h e i m a g e r y o f m e m o r i e s . 5 T h e q u e s t 
for s y m b o l i c m e a n i n g s is a n in ter ior ac­
tivity that is neces sary for t h e o n g o i n g 
e l a b o r a t i o n o f t h e self. J u n g n o t e s that 
p e r s o n a l i t y g r o w t h f r o m m i d d l e a g e o n 
is a n e f f o r t to r e s o l v e t h e t e n s i o n s 
g r o w i n g o u t o f y o u t h f u l p e r s o n a l i t y d e ­
v e l o p m e n t . 

T h e o r y a n d re search d i f f er o n the 
t i m i n g a n d t h e c o n s e q u e n t i a l f u n c t i o n s 
o f r e m i n i s c e n c e . Erik Erikson's d e v e l ­
o p m e n t a l a p p r o a c h fits with Butler 's 
v iew o f o l d a g e a n d life rev iew. Er ikson 
b e l i e v e s b i o l o g i c a l d e c l i n e t r i g g e r s a 
crisis for t h e e g o . 6 Li fe cycle s t r e n g t h s 
a c c r u e d f r o m ear l ier succes se s with d e ­
v e l o p m e n t a l tasks. E g o s t r e n g t h s are 
m a r s h a l l e d to h e l p the e lder ly face t h e 
s p e c t r e o f d e a t h . T h e o l d e r p e r s o n is 
able to c o u n t e r d e s p a i r if h e or s h e can 
accept life's obstac les a n d p e r s o n a l fail­
i n g s wi th tranqui l i ty a n d reso lve . Wis­
d o m b e c o m e s t h e psycho log ica l v i r tue 
wh ich p e r m i t s t h e o ld to transfer the ir 
s u b s t a n c e to the y o u n g , t h e r e b y rel iev­
i n g s o m e o f death ' s s t ing a n d p r o v i d i n g 
a m o d e o f t r a n s c e n d e n c e in the face o f 
bodi ly d i s s o l u t i o n . For Er ikson , o ld a g e 
l ike t h e l ife cyc les s tages that p r e c e d e it, 
a f ford o p p o r t u n i t i e s for e n h a n c e d e g o 
f u n c t i o n i n g m e d i a t e d by past successes 
a n d fa i lures . 

L e v i n s o n , 7 a n d N e u g a r t e n a n d 
o t h e r s 8 b e l i e v e that l ife rev iew occurs in 
m i d d l e - a g e , as early as 3 5 to 4 5 years o f 
a g e . L e v i n s o n pos tu la t e s a "middle - l i f e 
crisis" in m e n w h i c h i m p o s e s d e m a n d s 
for e m o t i o n a l a n d c o g n i t i v e reor ienta ­
t ion . T h e r e c o g n i t i o n o f the crisis arises 
o u t o f the indiv idual ' s p e r c e p t i o n o f 
"l imited" t i m e a n d e x p a n s i v e life goa l s 
that are unl ike ly to be a c c o m p l i s h e d . 

Existent ia l writers e m p h a s i z e life re­
view as part o f a h u m a n being's q u e s t 
for m e a n i n g that c o m e s f r o m an a w a r e -
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ness o f the frailty o f l ife a n d t h e h u m a n 
c o m m u n i t y . Ernes t B e c k e r sees a c lash 
b e t w e e n persona l i ty a n d b i o l o g y as "an 
e x i s t e n t i a l p a r a d o x . " H e w r i t e s "(a 
h u m a n b e i n g ) is o u t o f n a t u r e a n d 
h o p e l e s s l y in it; h e is d u a l , u p in t h e 
s t a r s a n d y e t h o u s e d in a h e a r t -
p u m p i n g , b r e a t h g r a s p i n g b o d y . . ." 9 

T h u s , t h e c h a l l e n g e o f l iv ing , all t h e 
m o r e u r g e n t for t h e o l d , is to search for 
m e a n i n g a n d hero ica l ly t o e n c o u n t e r 
l imits o f life's t i m e . 

M i c h a e l R o m a n i u k , in r e v i e w i n g e m ­
pirical r e s e a r c h o n r e m i n i s c e n c e , p o i n t s 
o u t di f f icul t ies in s t u d y i n g t h e subject 
d u e to t h e s e l f - c o n s c i o u s d i s tor t ing o f 
mater ia l by r e s e a r c h m e t h o d o l o g y a n d 
t h e poss ib le d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n inter ­
nal r e m i n i s c e n c e a n d mater ia l s h a r e d in 
a c o n v e r s a t i o n . Early c u m u l a t i v e re ­
search f i n d i n g s ind ica te that r e m i n i s ­
c e n c e is qu i t e variable in "content , fre­
q u e n c y , f o r m , f u n c t i o n , o u t c o m e , a f fect , 
a n d e l i c i t ing s t i m u l i . " 1 0 

R e m i n i s c e n c e s , e i t h e r p o s i t i v e o r 
n e g a t i v e , m a y c o m e at a n y p o i n t in t h e 
l ife cyc le . U n d e r s t a n d i n g t h e past m a y 
b e u s e d f o r " e n t e r t a i n m e n t , s e l f - e s t e e m 
m a i n t e n a n c e , crisis c o p i n g , p r o b l e m -
s o l v i n g a n d ins truc t ion ." S o m e r e s e a r c h 
p o i n t s to l ife e v e n t s s u c h as w i d o w h o o d , 
m a r r i a g e , r e t i r e m e n t as t r iggers for r e m ­
i n i s c e n c e . Most s u p p o r t for the b e n e ­
ficial c o n s e q u e n c e s o f r e m i n i s c e n c e a n d 
life r ev i ew c o m e s f r o m clinical observa ­
t i o n . 1 1 

Toward a Conceptual Framework 
A sys temat i c analys is o f r e m i n i s c e n c e 

a n d fami ly c o n t e n t in g r o u p s is n e c e s ­
sary t o u n d e r s t a n d in terac t ion , c o n t e n t 
a n d poss ib l e m o d e s o f i n t e r v e n t i o n . I n 
m u c h o f t h e theore t i ca l d i s cus s ion o f 
r e m i n i s c e n c e , a t t en t ion is g i v e n to r e m ­
i n i s c e n c e as a pr iva te , in terna l p r o c e s s 
that has a h i g h l y i n d i v i d u a l i z e d qual i ty . 
P incus d i s t i n g u i s h e s b e t w e e n t h e in -
t rapersona l a n d i n t e r p e r s o n a l f u n c t i o n 

o f r e m i n i s c e n c e . T h e i n t r a p e r s o n a l 
level , a c c o r d i n g to P incus , has a n a d a p -
ta t iona l f u n c t i o n w h i l e i n t e r p e r s o n a l 
e x p r e s s i o n o f r e m i n i s c e n c e r e g u l a t e s 
s tatus d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n o l d e r a n d 
y o u n g e r p e r s o n s . O l d e r p e r s o n s o f f e r 
the ir c u m u l a t i v e e x p e r i e n c e or r e m i n i s ­
c e n c e t o m a i n t a i n the ir s tatus , par t i cu ­
larly w h e n o t h e r r e s o u r c e s s u c h as 
w e a l t h , physical e n e r g y a n d social s tatus 
d e c l i n e . T h e v a l u e o f t h e past m a y , o f 
c o u r s e , d i m i n i s h if t h e p a c e o f social 
c h a n g e is t o o r a p i d . 1 2 

R e m i n i s c e n c e has the po ten t ia l for 
b r i n g i n g t h e o l d e r p e r s o n back in t i m e 
a n d m a k e s h i m or h e r t h e p e e r o f t h e 
y o u n g e r p e r s o n t h r o u g h t h e e m p a t h e t i c 
s h a r i n g o f e x p e r i e n c e s . I f t h e e n c o u n t e r 
b e t w e e n y o u n g a n d o l d is s y m m e t r i c a l 
( m o r e e q u a l ) , a frui t ful e x c h a n g e m a y 
e n s u e . T h e y o u n g p e r s o n talks a b o u t h i s 
o r h e r p r e s e n t s i tuat ion a n d the e l d e r l y 
p e r s o n t u n e s in by g o i n g back to a c o g ­
n a t e s i tuat ion t h r o u g h r e m i n i s c e n c e . I f 
e a c h p a r t y is a b l e t o c o m m u n i c a t e 
lateral ly, t h e po tent ia l for a r e o r g a n i z a ­
t ion o f ru les for t h i n k i n g a b o u t e a c h 
g e n e r a t i o n o c c u r s . A y o u n g p e r s o n m a y 
n o t s ee a n o l d e r p e r s o n in the s a m e 
s t e r e o t y p e d way; an o l d e r p e r s o n m a y 
c h a n c e a n o b s e r v a t i o n o r a t h o u g h t that 
will b e a c c e p t e d by t h e y o u n g , e n h a n c ­
i n g his o r h e r s e l f -wor th in soc ie ty w h i c h 
g ives the a g e d n u m e r o u s age i s t m e s ­
sages . 

Mutua l unfami l iar i ty a n d fear o f re ­
l i n q u i s h i n g contro l o v e r i n t e r p e r s o n a l 
re la t ions a re intr insic c o m p o n e n t s o f t h e 
e x c h a n g e b e t w e e n y o u n g a n d o l d . T h e 
frail e l d e r l y h a v e t h e m o s t to lo se in 
i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l e x c h a n g e s b e c a u s e 
u n l i k e t h e y o u n g w h o h a v e a r ich array 
o f f r i e n d s h i p s , social contac t s a n d ac­
c r u e d social va l idat ion s tatus , the o l d 
f r e q u e n t l y lo se kin a n d f r i e n d s . T h e 
m a i n t e n a n c e o f a s e n s e o f phys ica l , ma­
terial a n d e m o t i o n a l w e l l - b e i n g b e c o m e s 
cruc ia l . F o r t u n a t e l y , m o s t e l d e r s d o 
h a v e a n i n f o r m a l social s u p p o r t s y s t e m 
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that fills g a p s a n d d e a l s wi th the natura l 
d e p e n d e n c i e s o f a g i n g . 1 3 

R e s e a r c h ind icates that a t w o d i m e n ­
sional f low o f e m o t i o n a l a n d mater ia l 
exis ts b e t w e e n t h e a g e d , the ir c h i l d r e n 
a n d o t h e r r e l a t i v e s . 1 4 Ethel S h a n a s n o t e s 
the m o d e r n fami ly still pers ists as t h e 
major s o u r c e o f ass i s tance to t h e e l d e r l y 
d e s p i t e the e x i s t e n c e o f g o v e r n m e n t 
p r o g r a m s a n d e n t i t l e m e n t s . Pat terns o f 
ass is tance ind ica te m u t u a l e x p e c t a t i o n s . 
T h e e lder ly first a p p r o a c h the ir fami ly 
for ass i s tance a n d t h e n s eek out f r i e n d s 
a n d n e i g h b o r s . W h e n all e l se fails, t h e y 
seek o u t formal p r o v i d e r s . 1 5 

G e t z e l , Z i m m e r a n d S a i n e r , a n d 
H o r o w i t z 1 6 h a v e r e p o r t e d the c o n s i d e r ­
able strain in c a r e g i v i n g k ind . B r o w n 
a n d H o r o w i t z 1 7 n o t e e v e n c a r e g i v i n g 
c h i l d r e n w h o h a v e l o n g s t a n d i n g conf l ic t 
with p a r e n t s , still s u p p o r t t h e n o r m o f 
mutua l i ty a n d filial a t t a c h m e n t in to t h e 
late l i fe o f t h e parent . T h e n o r m o f g e n ­
erat ional mutua l i ty s e e m s to b e bui l t 
in to the very c o g w h e e l i n g o f g e n e r a ­
t ions . 

For t h e e lder ly in g e n e r a l , t h e e n d o f 
life is assoc iated with tasks c o m p l e t e d 
a n d t h o s e yet to b e c o m p l e t e d . A c o r e 
t h e m e for t h e very o l d , partially s t i m u ­
lated by c o n c e r n about m o u n t i n g d e ­
p e n d e n c y o n o t h e r s , is t h e m a i n t e n a n c e 
o f c u r r e n t s tatus in t h e k insh ip s y s t e m 
a n d a s s u r i n g f u t u r e status e v e n after 
d e a t h . 

F r o m t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e in f a m i l y 
t r e a t m e n t , B o s z o r m e n y i - N a g y a n d 
Spark s e e k insh ip ties as "loyalty-based 
o n the integr i ty o f rec iproca l re la ted -
ness ." T h e y wri te , "Even if t h e s e ties are 
overt ly m i n i m i z e d o r d e n i e d , a p e r s o n 
r e m a i n s d e e p l y a n d unal terably c o m ­
m i t t e d to the r e p a y m e n t o f bene f i t s re­
ce ived a n d is c o n n e c t e d to b l o o d rela­
t i v e s . " 1 8 

Clinical o b s e r v a t i o n s o f o ld p e o p l e 
p o i n t to the ir e f for t s to reconc i l e the ir 
a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s o n b e h a l f o f t h e i r 
c h i l d r e n a n d the ir o w n parent s ( l o n g 

s ince d e c e a s e d ) with the k ind o f c a r e 
a n d a t t e n t i o n t h e y e x p e c t in o ld a g e . 
C o n s c i o u s l y a n d u n c o n s c i o u s l y the el­
der ly k e e p a l e d g e r o f d e e d s a n d e a r n e d 
r e w a r d s . B o s z o r m e n y i - N a g y a n d Spark 
n o t e fami l ies across t h r e e g e n e r a t i o n s 
may m a k e a g e d p a r e n t s , adu l t p a r e n t s 
a n d c h i l d r e n o b j e c t s o f a n g e r o r 
s c a p e g o a t s for h u r t f e e l i n g s o v e r i m a g ­
i n e d o r actual e x p l o i t a t i o n . 1 9 

A n o l d p e r s o n in a r e m i n i s c e n c e 
g r o u p has an o p p o r t u n i t y t o dea l wi th 
a n g r y a n d hur t f e e l i n g s wi th the s u p ­
por t o f o t h e r p e o p l e w h o , u n l i k e chi l ­
d r e n o r g r a n d c h i l d r e n , s h a r e s imilar 
k n o w l e d g e a n d v a l u e c o n c e p t s . T h e 
p e e r g r o u p un iversa l i zes a n d ampl i f i e s 
the c o n c e r n s a n d s h a r e d p e r s p e c t i v e s o f 
m e m b e r s . 2 0 

T h e s h a r i n g o f p e r s o n a l r e m i n i s c e n c e 
in a g r o u p can b e s e e n as a proces s o f 
t u r n i n g i n t r a p e r s o n a l r e m i n i s c e n c e i n t o 
i n t e r p e r s o n a l m e m o r y e x c h a n g e s . 
G r o u p m e m b e r s b e g i n to e x p l o r e , to 
gradua l ly c o n f r o n t a n d t o r e c o n s i d e r 
speci f ic m e m o r i e s that o v e r t i m e f o r m 
the t h e m a t i c a n d in teract iona l c o n t e n t 
o f the ir e x p e r i e n c e t o g e t h e r . 

I n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l t h e m e s arise f r o m 
t h r e e s o u r c e s . First, the g r o u p m e m b e r s 
gravi tate to t h e subject o f c h i l d r e n a n d 
g r a n d c h i l d r e n as t h e m o s t c o n c r e t e 
e x a m p l e o f i m m o r t a l i t y . S e l f - w o r t h 
o f t e n is e q u a t e d with t h e a c h i e v e m e n t 
a n d t h e g o o d n e s s o f p r o g e n y . S e c o n d , 
w h e n m e m b e r s o f a r e m i n i s c e n c e g r o u p 
wr i te a u t o b i o g r a p h i e s o r p o e m s , the 
m e a n i n g o f the ir art f o cus e s the ir a t ten­
t ion o n its v a l u e to t h e y o u n g e r g e n e r a ­
t ion. A n d finally, t h e g r o u p itself be ­
c o m e s a specia l w o r l d w h e r e dramat i c 
e p i s o d e s o c c u r in w h i c h m e m b e r s 
reenac t family s i tuat ions . 

Group Work Implications 

R e m i n i s c e n c e is a n intr ins ic aspect o f 
socia l izat ion g r o u p s o f t h e e lder ly b e ­
c a u s e t h e g r o u p a f f o r d s a s igni f icant 
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arena for the simultaneous contact with 
a younger worker (in most cases) and 
peers. It is the contention of this paper 
that the worker must listen to the un­
derlying intergenerational messages in 
all reminiscence, even if they are osten­
sibly diversionary and recreational in 
intent. T o disregard intergenerational 
themes limits the engagement of group 
members in handling currently per­
ceived functional concerns. While rem­
iniscence must not be manipulated by 
a curious worker for his or her own 
ends, it is possible to structure experi­
ences for older persons which allow for 
the free will examination of the past in 
the service of present concerns and an 
uncertain future. 

Reminiscence groups offer the fol­
lowing potential benefits for the elderly: 

1. Exploration of past experiences in 
a hospital environment of peers which 
aids in solving current problems. 

2. Assistance to members as they re­
view their lives as death approaches. 

3 . Provision of opportuni t ies for 
gaining mastery of life through in­
fluencing the younger generation by 
sharing their special perspectives (the 
wisdom function). 

C a s e I l l u s t r a t i o n 

T h e following example of a reminis­
cence group conducted in a day hospital 
program of a large geriatric center* 
points to the centrality of intergenera­
tional themes as they appear and reap­
pear in the course of the group process. 
T h e group is represented in an open, 
direct manner as providing an opportu­
nity to share memories with peers and to 
r e c o r d t h e m f o r c h i l d r e n or 
grandchildren. T h e initial expectation 
of reminiscence must be contracted 

* Special appreciation is expressed to Mrs. Rose 
Goldstein, Director of the Kingsbridge Center, 
Jewish H o m e and Hospital for the Aged, New 
York City and Roberta Cohen, Hunter College. 

anew at each point group members 
struggle with sharing pleasant and pain­
ful memories. T h e worker must be sen­
sitive to the g r o u p member's self-
determination to open and close con-
flictual content. Extended engagement 
of any issues rests solely with group 
members and must be respected. 

Theme 1—Worker engagement and group 
reluctance 

During initial contact with the group, 
considerable interest is shown by mem­
bers, but frequently they evince doubt 
a b o u t t h e i r abi l i ty to h a v e g o o d 
memories and to write them down. T h e 
worker may be challenged by members 
about his or her interest in their 
memories. Behind the elderly challenge 
is anger and hopelessness about their 
capacity to share recollections with a 
y o u n g e r person. T h e focus of the 
worker is to express positive expecta­
tions and gently explore the sources of 
their reluctance. 

T h e group described herein was conducted 
in a day hospital over a seven-month period 
based on member interest. Members num­
bered ten to Fifteen frail men and w o m e n , aged 
70 to 9 1 . They were alert and generally well-
motivated older persons. T h e excerpts reflect 
the five months . M e m b e r s h i p policy was 
open-ended and flexible throughout . 

T h e social worker suggests after a consider­
able period of animated sharing of memories 
that members might like to record their 
thoughts (written or taped) for their chi ldren, 
grandchildren or friends. T h e worker notes it 
might also be helpful to them. Her comments 
are met with a long silence. Finally, Mrs. 
Quincy asks if they can discuss this subject next 
week. 

Theme 2—Exploration of members' mixed 
attitudes to sharing memories with 
kin and others 

Group members begin to test their worker 
and the group about the consequences of 
sharing memories . Members identify strengths 
and obstacles in their ability to perform. T h e y 
tentatively begin to explore the possibility o f 
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sharing their reminiscence with their families. 
T h e worker tries to alleviate the more obvious 
obstacles to group participation. She does not 
force participation but shows acceptance to 
evidence of resistance. 

When the worker brings up the issue ot re­
cording their thoughts, Mrs. Elias says she does 
not like to write at all. Mrs. Warren agrees and 
Mrs. Allan quickly follows that she does not 
think it's a good idea, and questions why the 
group should be compelled to record. When the 
worker responds that they might wish to share 
it with children or grandchildren, Mrs. Raines 
says, "Oh, they're not interested in that. 
They're too busy with their own lives." Mrs. 
Nance responds emphatically, "That's not al­
ways true. My grandchildren frequently ask 
me to tell them about how things used to be 
when 1 was their age. They're very much in­
terested." 

T h e worker acknowledges that there are real 
differences in the group , and she suggests that 
people might need assistance because of poor 
eyesight or other reasons. After some discus­
sion the worker states that they might write 
their memories over the weekend and that the 
worker would be available to help them before 
the next meeting. Mrs. Nance pipes in that she 
never wrote poetry before, but now feels she is 
doing quite well in a group she is attending. 
She says it will probably be the same here. 

Theme 3—Exploration of resistance through 
the mutual aid process 

As trust is deepened between the worker and 
the group, group members begin to support 
one another. Group members question the 
sources of resistance to sharing experiences 
from the past. It becomes clear that painful 
memories and functional impairment weigh 
heavily on them. The worker acknowledges 
their hesitancy and allows for choice in their 
style of participation in the group. 

Mrs. Wynn says, "I don't want to write, I 
have nothing to write." She then tells a story 
from her life. Mrs. Shine says that Mrs. Wynn 
should write it down. Mrs. Wynne, with half a 
smile, asks the worker for assistance in writing 
the details o f her story. 

As the group hesitantly begins to write, Mrs. 
Stone says that she does not like to talk about 
her past or even think about it because it is so 
painful. She adds that she is glad to be in the 
group. Her comment is different from her 
previous ones because she says writing might 
be good for other members. Later in the meet­
ing Mrs. Perry says to Mrs. Stone, "But if you 
talk and write about your feelings about the 

past you will feel better. It is good to get it out. 
It is not that I enjoy doing it, but I feel better 
after I get it off my chest." Mrs. Stone nods her 
head. 

Theme 4—Idealized memories of production 
as a reaction to aging 

Group members share family recollections as 
they discuss the negative attributes of young 
people . In part this discussion of how ideal 
their parents were belies ambivalent feelings 
toward their own children. T h e worker must 
not challenge their denial and their displace­
ment of negative feelings from their parents to 
the children. 

T h e worker stimulates discussion by reading 
a letter in a book about an old man who feels 
proud of his children for their achievements, 
but is ashamed that he cannot ask his children 
for help. 

Mrs. Garnet says, "Those children are 
terrible . H o w horr ib le it is to be 
ashamed of your parents. Mrs. Shane 
says, "They should be thankful to their 
parents who worked so hard to enable 
them to benefit from a college educa­
tion." Mrs. Green adds that children 
benefit by the sacrifice of parents. The 
discussion leads to the importance of re­
specting one's parents. 

Later Mrs. Shane tells a story of her 
mother who died when she was very 
young. Her brother and sisters had 
much more education than their par­
ents and used to correct their English. 
Mrs. Warren asks if her parents minded 
the corrections. Mrs. Shane insisted they 
didn't mind, but they were eager to 
learn. Her brother and sisters were very 
proud of their parents. 

Mrs. David shares a similar story of her ven­
eration of parents and that she would never 
contradict her parents. T h e group begins to 
talk about how fine their parents were. They 
are lauded for having c o m m o n sense instead of 
formal education. Group members deny that 
parents could feel uncomfortable with their 
children's accomplishments. T h e worker asks 
how should parents deal with discomfort about 
their children's accomplishments. Mrs. Green, 
self-consciously, answers that children and 
parents should try to talk to each other. 
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Theme 4—Opening painful material from 
the past toward resolution 

During this phase the group sustains the dis­
cussion of painful interactions with children. 
T h e discussion is prompted by the reading of a 
story of a young man who has difficulties car­
ing for the financial needs of children and is 
contemplating asking his mother to move away 
from the family. T h e young man is caught 
between the love for his mother and his re­
sponsibility to his children. T h e group now 
direct their anger away from the children and 
paradoxically, toward the mother. T h e worker 
asks why they think the mother was sent away. 
They say she probably treated her son badly 
and then avoid further discussion. 

T h e worker asks them to think of themselves 
as the old w o m e n caught in the middle of com­
peting claims. Mrs. Elias says that her son 
wants her to live with his family but she refused 
because she must be independent and main­
tain her friends in the day program. Mrs. Elias 
reiterates that her son means well but it would 
not be a good idea. T h e group picks up the 
theme of the importance of independence . 

Mrs. Nance then begins an intensive e m o ­
tional story of how her husband died several 
weeks ago and how in times of crisis her chil­
dren and grandchildren are available. How­
ever, she is very upset about their discussion of 
who would take "Mom." Many were eager to 
take her. She felt she was on auction. No one 
consulted her. When the worker asks her how 
she felt, Mrs. Nance says, "Like a child." T h e 
group discusses how their children are often 
prompted by guilt toward them. 

Later in the meeting Mrs. Woods discusses 
her recent difficulties and how her children 
did not help out. She speaks about how much it 
hurts her and how bitter she feels toward 
them. Recently, she broke her hip; her son 
d ied and her g r a n d d a u g h t e r c o m m i t t e d 
suicide last month. Mrs. Woods told them 
about how she has a marvelous h o m e atten­
dant, and goes over the pain of losing two 
children and a grandchild. Mrs. Woods is loved 
by many members of the group and they are 
very supportive. T h e group expresses their 
anger when children do not care. 

Theme 5—Creativity as a mode of 
transcendence 

T h e writing of memories joins together 
painful and unresolved material from the past 
and the present. T h e exchanges of memories is 
all the more meaningful because they reflect 

the cumulative discussion in the group. Writ­
ten memories are claims for immortality and 
affirmation. 

Mrs. Nance volunteers to read her reminis­
cence first. She wrote about the wealth of 
human knowledge her parents left her. They 
taught her the value of religious thought . She 
writes, "What you are is God's gift to; what you 
become is your gift to God." She says she tries 
to do the same for her own children. When she 
finished her presentation, the group applauds. 

Mrs. Green reads her memories next. It was 
also about her relationship with her parents. 
She writes that they made many sacrifices for 
their children. T h e last person to read is Mrs. 
Stone. She tells how well she has been brought 
up and how she has grown u p for the best. 
Now that she has her own children, she did 
many of the same things as her parents did, 
but, she adds, in a modern way. Her daughter is 
raising her grandchildren in a similar way to 
her upbringing. She concludes history repeats 
itself. 

Curiously, as the meeting concludes, the 
group talks about how parents and children do 
disagree and relationships are not perfect. 
Mrs. Young says we ought to try to be inde­
pendent . She says despite her disabilities, she 
keeps her apartment. T h e group reinforces 
her point. Group members make a point to tell 
the worker that it was a good meeting. 

Conclusion 
Reminiscence groups provide the el­

derly with opportunit ies to explore 
powerful developmental themes. T h e 
demands of practice on the worker are 
considerable. T h e necessity to explore 
transferential issues in the group re­
flects the tensions of intergenerational 
relations. T h e working through of 
members' reluctance and resistances is a 
central concern of the worker as in­
tergenerational topics in the past reflect 
current concerns. Peer group support 
allows for the exploration of deeply felt 
concerns of old people. 

The reminiscence group is fueled by 
older persons' capacities for creative ac­
tivity in late life despite their numerous 
protestations. It is vital for the worker 
not to get detoured by defensive be­
havior. A worker may succumb to mem-
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bers ' e x p r e s s i o n s o f d e f e a t i s m as p r o ­

fess iona l fa i lures . W r i t i n g a n d te l l ing 

r e m i n i s c e n c e s in g r o u p s p e r m i t t h e 

e lder ly to dea l wi th s t r o n g e m o t i o n a l is­

s u e s in a c o n t r o l l e d f o c u s e d m a n n e r 

w i t h o u t t h e w o r k e r ' s h e a v y h a n d e d 

p r o b i n g o f sens i t ive i n t e r g e n e r a t i o n a l 

hurt s . 

T h e g r o u p m o d a l i t y p e r m i t s e x ­

p r e s s i o n s o f a l t r u i s m t h r o u g h t h e 

m u t u a l aid proces s that is act ivated by 

t h e c o m m o n d e v e l o p m e n t a l t h e m e s o f 

historical a n d c u r r e n t k i n s h i p c o n c e r n s . 

W o r k with r e m i n i s c e n c e g r o u p s s u g ­

gests that fami ly r e l a t i o n s h i p s are l inch­

p i n s for the d i s cus s ion o f t h e m e s o f 

l o n e l i n e s s , d e a t h a n d d e p e n d e n c y in late 

l i fe . R e m i n i s c e n c e g r o u p s a f ford t h e 

possibi l i ty o f h e l p i n g o t h e r w i s e r e m o t e 

o r i so la ted frail e l d e r l y in a variety o f 

social se t t ings . 
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