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Late life grandparenting

• Oh I was delighted, as a matter of fact I was getting ready to adopt grandchildren. I 
says What is the matter with my sons, are they are not having any family?  …  And 
Fred I said, Oh god I am not going to get any grandchildren. I was desperate. I love 
children really, but er mind you sometimes when they were young we used to 
mind them, but I was always glad to see them away (laughs) sometimes you know.  
Some brah memories huh

• Well I was eighty. Absolutely, well the only trouble is where I could go and take 
care of them and help out you know with the children, I can sit with her on my 
knee and I can talk to her and she’s as happy as anything. But I can’t carry her 
about, I can hold her but I can’t carry her about. She’s a very big baby.



Structure of paper

• Grandparenting and grandparenthood in time

• Demographics of today’s grandparenting

• TOG methods

• Themes:

* reflections on own grandparents

* differing generational perspectives

* post 70 both grandparents and grandchildren going through significant life transitions

• Policy implications



Grandparenting in time

• Changing demographics across C20

• Changes in life time of today’s grandparents

• Changes and transitions in own daily lives

• Change and transitions in the lives of family members



Demographics:

• Late C20 most people are grandparents

• But grandparents to fewer grandchildren - ‘beanpole’ families

• People spend 35 years as a grandparent, longer than period of living with own child 
at home

• How spatially close - only 30% of children under 5 have a grandparent living within 
15 minutes journey

• 50 - 70 main period for older women providing childcare

• ‘postponement of widowhood’ - more grandparents married/roles for grandfathers



Methods

• A life history and a follow up interview 18 months apart with seniors aged 75+

• Diaries kept by the recorders over an 18-month period

• Photographs

• Monthly contact with the recorders



Reflections on own grandparents

My mother’s mother died when I was about three and, er let me see (sighs) my Father’s 
people I never knew at all until I was growing up and then we went to visit them…my 
grandather on that side was a Station Master at (North West town) …He came to stay 
with us once and he was distinctly vague. My mother put a large piece of card in his 
pocket in case when he went out he couldn’t find his way back again.

And:

Oh - my life is about a hundred per cent better than their lives, oh gee whiz, there’s not 
comparison, no comparison…they struggled, like if you are talking about my granddads, 
well my granddad died young, one of them, my granddad Hill died young, I remember 
him, but just, but my granddad MacFee I mean they had nothing. There was a gas mantle 
in them days and sometimes if the mantle broke they didn’t hae enough money to buy a 
mantle you ken...I canna recall my granny Mac Fee working nor my granny Hill, no they 
didn’t work. I think they minded the bairns more than anything.



Different perspectives of roles from different generations in 
one family:

• [Diary] Wilma is quite cheerful and is getting on well with Rose - Wilma 
thinks she's cracked it with her: 'she's much nicer with me now'. I try to 
gently point out that getting on is two-way and that Wilma was very 
stressed when she came to live with us - this point was dismissed without 
any consideration.

• [Interview] I mean, oh, I lived for those kids and course Rose now, I never 
really had so much to do with Rose so when I came up here it was a little bit 
… because the boys, the boys, the boys. And I had to cool it. I had to cool it 
cos she felt a little bit …



Going through significant life transitions - 1
[Diary]SUNDAY 9th December  

Had Sunday lunch with Winnie & Alan. Only one of their *ie diarist’s+ sons, Tommy, was home. 
We commented on the change from when 4 small boys sat round the table

[Interview] Thinking about your own grandchildren now that they’re growing up…it’s only eighteen 
months ago but things can change quickly. Are you seeing as much of them as you were?

Not as much as I was cause their sort of branching - they’re at the age when their mum and 
dad hardly sees them I suppose. But they’ve both passed their driving test and Jane’s got a car 
and Dan’s speaking about wanting a car…

So how often would you see them, your own grandchildren?

Eh, I would say only about once or twice a month now, ken, where we used to see them 
couple of times a week, but now, na, I’d say once a month. But that’s the way it goes isn’t it?



Going through significant life transitions - 2

MONDAY 11th February 

It was another glorious sunny morning with a clear blue sky. There had been quite a heavy 
frost (lawn white over). As the car was heavily iced up, we decided to jobs about the house 
till later. Marion had to go for a blood test (a full cell count) designed to check that her 
blood is back to normal. That done, we did our shopping and came home for our mug of 
coffee. We changed the bedding, and looked at the paper. I went for a walk up the village 
street, since it was such a beautiful morning. There are more iris reticulate in bloom and 
more crocuses. After a salad lunch we settled for a rest. We received a very nice email 
from Alec, who has finished exams at term end, and has had a week exploring Hokkaido, 
very cold but beautiful, and with active volcanoes, and hot pools and a trip in an 
icebreaker to see the ice floes in the Sea of Okhotsk. He saw an ice picture celebration on 
the first day – not so good by day 3.



Meaning of grandparenting in late life - 1

[Diary] Called at Mam & Dads early, along with Ann, John & Amy 
to exchange presents. Dad loved all of his and they were all 
surprises. Things were chaotic as we all opened and watched 
people open. Dad loves us all be together and can think of 
nothing more enjoyable. We left to visit Sally’s - Dad sitting with 
tinsel round his neck. Mam & Dad were being taken to Georgina’s 
for lunch with Peter & Len. Gerry and I went there for tea where 
we all played cards, family fortunes and Pictionary. Mam & Dad 
left at 1am so they had a good day.



Meaning of grandparenting in late life - 2

*Interview+ Very thoughtful as a grandson… he takes a lot of effort to keep in 
touch with us, sends us, um, emails from all wherever he is very good 
and…he’s a very, very relaxed lad, I mean you wouldn’t think he’d get 
anywhere but he’s extremely bright (laughs) and so, so long as he finds 
someone really nice to marry…



Policy implications

• Meaning - multigenerational; intergenerational stake (Bengtson & Kuypers 1971)

• Role of grandparents as carers - restricted/changed by life transitions

• Amongst TOG sample - 7 who fit into 2M older people in England who get no support from 
public or private sector agencies  - Age UK calling for ‘a new architecture of care’ (2011)

• Need to look at interface between public and private if UK not to be forced in direction of 
Mediterranean model of support for older people (Coall & Hertwig, 2010)

• Grandparents may be in competition for same set of resources as children (Coall & Hertwig, 
2010)

• Late life rise in affection may be product of end of life and may be important for older people 
emotionally (Silverstein & Long, 1998; need to focus on support which enhances social 
solidarity beyond family - meaningful activity; opportunities for ‘effortless sociability’ (Klein, 
1965). 


