“I want to be a glowing bubble
around them”:

Women describe their
grandmothering roles

Presenter: Professor Susan Moore
Swinburne University

What motivated us to do the research?
Our grandchildren
T | —= —_—
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Who did the research

Professor Doreen Rosenthal
University of Melbourne i retired;
Grandmother of seven

Professor Susan Moore
Swinburne University i semi-retired;
Step-gran of three

Our grandchildren

AIMS

We wanted to document the
experiences of modern Australian
grandmot her: s, includin

AWhat grandmothers do and what is
expected of them

AThe perceived benefits, drawbacks, stresses
and conflicts associated with
grandmothering

AHow grandmothers learned their role
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and to challenge the stereotypes... Frameworks

Evolutionary theory:
Agrandmothers survive to assist nurture

Well | thought grandmothers were of new generation

these old ladies-who played bowls
and had blue hair and that they were ) . )
Awe 6 mot her 6 (and 6grano

really lovely, but they weren't quite were mothered (but there is a chance of
in the real world. redemption)

Attachment theory:

Third wave feminism:

At odayés grandmas will
nurture

What we did

Created a web-based survey that
could also be completed as a hard

copy

Advertised the survey to seniors

Asked for interview volunteers

Interviewed 24 grandmothers

Who responded to the survey? More about our survey grandmothers

1205 women, mostly online (91%)

Most had 2-4 grandchildren (range 1-
Age range: 34-92 years (average = 64 22)
years)

A\2/erage hrs/week with grandchildren
1

Average age on becoming a grandmother: T
53 years (Range: 0-168 hours, i.e 0

72% long-term partnered, 9% widowed, 73% in very good -> excellent health
17% divorced or separated
20% say health problems interfere with
grandmothering
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What grandmothers do withi their grandchildren

Who we interviewed

Interviewed 24 grandmOtherS' InCIUdmg: Educational activities (help with schoolwork,

6hands- ono6- and ‘mor e i read to them)

Sporting/leisure activities (play group, play
older and younger grans (48-79) Sy, Gut9er GRmES)

city and rural dwellers Passive leisure (watch TV)
those with few/many g-children (1-11) Social activities (visit friends, organise
4

()
step-grans (4) partics)2 —
Care-taking (baby sitting, prepare meals)
partnered and not partnered

. Emotional support/communication (comfort, |43
one lesbian grandmother listen)

Take on holidays

ngs (movies, zoo, museum,

The more the better Grandmother roles
Times and grandmothers have changed

Extent of activities with smaller families

f Ly . Older age of parenting
grandchildren positively related to: L S G LU (o s

Life satisfaction But fitter, healthier

Satisfaction with grandmothering DAyt INOTKING
e Changing roles of women
Generativity

our role has changed a bit because we live longer, our
Health status health is possiblybetter i and | 6 m much more i

Negatively related tO age than either my mother or my grandmother was so | guess

thatos different for my grandchil

Grandmothers as teachers Grandmothers as teachers

Largely informal, relaxed O-Ex:tiemnsiiond -cactijvities, eg
stories, engaging in imaginative play

Often (usually) fun-based 0 Extcrua ricularo skills also

teaching crafts, gardening, cooking, nature study

Grandmothers showed a sensitive
recognition of chil dos School work i helping with homework, explaining
and readiness

Values, manners, moral education also featured

Teaching was often related to
developmental milestones, eg., teaching g“r”

al n
numbers, shapes, colours @ uCel)

6ol d fashione
e Bkype, or i 'click 3ng

d s ki
p or

o] s
o] (o] S

’




Pam: I'love showing them things, | love teaching
them something new. I love challenging them in
little -bits of ways and making up poems for them.
One example is I made up a little song for the
three -year -old so she could remember her
telephone number.

Rosemary:Well | wanna be part of inputting into
his life experience and, you know, building on his
skillsand 1 just the way he sort of views the
world. | want him to have a rich, rich, rich, full,
interesting life so that he has a broad base from
which to work.

Grandmothers as active companions

Catherine: Ilike to jump on the trampoline with
them or run around, playing silly games or
dancing-or playing on the Wii fit 1 they expect
me to be very physical
than their parents.

Sarah:Now t hat heods getting
together, we go for walks, play games. | have

been known to be out in the backyard at 7.30

wearing shoes, dressing gown and sunglasses
kicking a soccer ball.

Grandmothers as carers

High care grandmothers did not differ from the other
grandmothers in reporting a great deal of satisfaction with
their grandmothering role.

The grans who were least satisfied were those without
contact with grandchildren

High contact and no-contact grandmothers were not as
happy with life in general as the medium-contact
grandmothers, who interacted with grandchildren regularly.
ut did not take care of them for the full working week.
This finding ties in with other research that has shown
primary carer grandmothers to be more depressed and
anxious than grandmothers with fewer responsibilities.
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Grandmothers as active companions

Grans are dancing, swimming, surfing,
playing tennis, kicking the football, taking
grandchildren to the park, shopping malls,
on bike rides.

Activities are age-dependent, changing as
children (and grandma) get older and
children develop their own interests

A special case: Grandmothers as carers

Some grandmothers are full-time carers of their
grandchildren (about 2% in Australia).

In our survey sample about 4% indicated that
they spent 40+ hours/week with grandchildren.
About 2% were primary carers, spending 80+
hours/week with their grandchildren.

Reasons -mostly dramatic and tragic i such as
childreno6s parents died, be
involved in drug abuse or domestic violence.

Grandmothers as carers

Our small primary: carer group reported personal benefits
associated with their role.

They felt higher status in the family.
Respected as a valued elder
More understanding of the younger generation.

l'tos been wonderf ul

f o
house again with this little boy - i tos

I
SO

| think as we go through middle age we close
ourselves up a bit or something and a child just
opens your arms back up. You know you sort of
embrace things again with a new energy.



Loving and supporting

In our survey, most grans said they gave
* nurturance/emotional support to grandchildren

* engaged in baby-sitting/care-taking activities.
But the reality was more intense than this:

Sally: 1 6m not responsible for
clothing them, educating them, disciplining them,
nothing. | 6ve only got one
l ove 6em.

Continuity, family histoery and values

A traditional role for grandmothers :

Custodian and communicator of
family traditions

Story teller; someone who helps
maintain a sense of history and
continuity in the family

Transmitter of values, mores

I'believe a grandmother has the opportunity and
privilege of building a heritage that will-carry.
down through the years in to future generations.

Gives me an opportunity to share my
childhood/life with my grandchildren which gives
them a better understanding of the older
generation. | believe my interaction with my
grandchildren demystifies older people for them.
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Eloise: I'see (being a grandmother) primarily as
giving unconditional love to the grandchildren
and supporting your own children and their
partners in their role as parents.

Emily:1 think a grandmother can be a special

=R 0k (o) &) Chld S =B Tl Ear: Ko -3 pil

they . ~can--come-fas/ a ki

whese they can Have fun, know hayre |

if you know, things are a bit tough that it should
be a place where they can come and just be

themselves and know that

Jenny: [I] read to him every night (and) also

build in some of the: history of family. You know

that this is where daddy went to school, this is

where nana went to school, this is where T my
daddés call ed Poppy and my d
with him too, so i just sort of building that where

you came from. That sort of picture and what you

learn from that. Cause | think that a lot of my

role is sharing that 1 those family stories.

oA -glowi-ng bubh

Claire:The role of a grandmother? To nurture, to

teach, to be totally immersed in the child, yeah,

t-0: - be - tiheres - i imean-parent s
t i me [ct-or ddeissit erngpro-ple riliy: s o
either, so just to be there, to listen to everything

and to respond to every question. Sometimes

you get like twenty questions - to respond to all

the questions and just to be like a glowing bubble

I think around them. That real sort of enveloping

of this child.



In summary.

What we learned from grandmothers
about their role:

Grandmothers multi-task
As teachers and active companions,

they expand their gr 3

lives
They keep alive family traditions

But loving and supporting is what
matters most
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Grandmothers (and grandfathers)
are a huge community resource.

How can they be better
acknowledged and their contributions
recognised?




