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Ageing biggest growth phenomenon of the 1980s 

Monumental changes in social and family 

relationships 

Survivorship rates. Most people survive to 

grandparent age. For example, 90% of males and 

95% of females born 55 years ago are alive today. 

75% of males and 87% of those born 65 years ago 

are still with us today. 

Family structure 

Dependency - care - golden age - role of family 

Role of old people - tough survivors 

knowledgeable word of mouth 

Grandparents - what few there were, were wise and 

tough - different picture to today's 

We tend to associate grandparents with 

old-fashioned families - the extended, 

rnultigenerational kind much celebrated in our 

mythology. Many think that grandparents have 

become less important as the nation has become 

more modern. According to this view, the shift to 

factory and off work meant that grandparents no 



longer could teach ir children and 

grand-children the skills needed to make a 

living; the fall in fer lity and the rise in 

divorce weakened ly ties; and the growth of 

soc 1 welfare programs meant that older peopole 

and their families were less dependent on each 

other for support 

too many stereotypes - abolish and abandon 

inappropriate and negative stereotypes 

************************************* 

Patricia 1ulloch, an academic colleague and immigrant, who had 

moved away from her parents, was gearing up for a visit to 

Australia from her mother. She wrote: 

"When my seven year old child was to meet his grandparents 

for the first time since he was two, I asked him what he 

thought they would look like. Without much hesitation, or 

reflection, he replied: 11 My granny will be very old, with 

white hair, and wear a long black cloak''. The reality of a 

grandmother who took him for long walks, clambered down 

banks, and arranged picnics by candlelight changed his 

ideas." 

This started a study of children's perception of old people. 

The stereotypes abounded. 



Ageing was seen predominantly as a process associated with 

physical decay, inactivity, and illness. The children were in 

far greater agreement about this than about chronological age -

"old people" could range from thirty to one hundred years, 

although the fifty to sixty age bracket as a favourite choice. 

More than half the children felt negative about old people. 

This was either because of the conditions they associated with 

old age (ill health, loneliness, social isolation, poverty, 

death), or because of the individual characteristics they 

attributed to old people (crankiness, intolerance, inactivity). 

***************************************************************** 
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When do people start being old? 

You start getting old when you are about 55-

think old people have lots and lots of wrinkles 

and loose skin and get a bit weaker. (10 years). 

When you start to_ get old is when you start to 

mature and reason out your thinking. Not when you 

get w~inkles, that isn 1 t being old, or is it? 

(11 years). 

Old age is when mum puts on her best skirt 

and grandma says lower the hem deary. (11 years) 

People start being old from 65 onwards •.•• 

when I see a person small and has got rinkles they 

are real, real, old to me. And sitting around in 

shopping centres 11 (10 years). 

People start to be old when they have generally 

no sons or daughters left at home. They begin not 

to be recognised. If you 1 i ke neg 1 ec ted. Many 

move into smaller homes and worry all the time 

about their children. (12 years) 

think a person is old when he has 

to be treated gently, when he needs 

special attention. (10 years). 



Old people spend more time with you and are good 

fun to play with. (9 years) 

Old people are very helpful. Some of them do 

like children who like punk music. (10 years) 

think old people are nice and warm and comfor

ting. They help you, they are very brainy, and make 

good friends. ( 11 years) 

Some live in wheelchairs most of their lives, 

some live ·in old persons homes·, but some are rich 

and some are actors and actresses. (10 years) 

Old people are more or less hobblers altho~gh 

some have the potential to get up and run round 

the block. Almost all old people have to have 

a pension although some prefer to strive on to 

the end. (10 years). 

Old people live in groups mostly, or squashed 

up in flats for o\d people. (7 years). 

''Old people go around begging for 

money to get some food'.'. (9 years) . 

. They are short tempered and quite \-Jeak. Most 

are crippled and in a wheelchair. (10 years) 

And, finally, com:ncnts 1-.ihich pointed to the generation gap 

old people dance the 1-:al lz.e 1-il,en they urc 

at the disc<,. (9 years) 
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11 Old people can converse for hours". 

Finally, six children questioned traditional assessments of age. 

Their comments are worth hearing:-

I think people never _get old. Everyone.thinks 

because you get grey hair, wrinkles, and you are . 

not very active you're old. I don't think that is 

true. Because you are never old. You are always 

the same age in a way. That is \·that I think. (9 years) 

Old people look so sad walking down the 

street like the_world has stopped for them 

and ~hey act likes nobody likes them or 

1oves them at all. (11 yearsr 

The old person I know has lovely grey 

hair, j t is curly. She has a walking stick, 
and she has lots of crinkles on her face, 

and she is a very cheerful person. (10 years) 

Sometimes I am a 1 ittle scared talking to 

them because some old people are ugly too (8 years) 

When you see old people you think about the 

future when you are like that. All the people 

will stare at you. Then they will think about 

how they will be when they are aid. (8 years) 

I have a grandmother and since I have a 

that old people are grandmother I have worked out 

very very kind. (6 years) 

) 



The fall of fertility and the rise of life expectancy have 

greatly increased the supply of older persons for whom 

grandparenthood is a primary intergenerational role. To be 

sure, there always have been enough grandparents around for most 

people to be familiar with the role. But until quite recently, 

an individual faced a considerable risk of dying before, or soon 

after, becoming a grandparent. And even if one was fortunate 

enough to become a grandparent, lingering parental obligations 

often took precedence. In past times, when birth and death 

rates were high, grandparents were in relatively short supply. 

Today, as any number of impatient older parents will attest, 

grandchildren are in short supply. 

Thus, there are many more grandparents around today than just a 

few decades ago, simply because people are living longer - and a 

majority of them are grandmothers. 

This decline in mortality has caused a profound change in the 

relationship between grandparents and grandchildren. For the 

first time in history, most adults live long enough to get to 

know most of their grandchildren, and most children have the 

opportunity to know most of their grandparents. 

A child born at the start of this century had a nine in ten 

chance that two of his/her four grandparents would be alive, but 

by the age of 15 had only a fifty-fifty chance of having two 

grandparents. Thus, some children were fortunate enough to 
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establish relationships with grandparents, but in many other 

families, the remaining grandparents must have died while the 

grandchild was quite young. Moreover, it was unusual for 

grandchildren at the turn of the century to know all their 

grandparents: only one in four children born in 1900 had four 

grandparents alive, and a mere one in fifty still had four 

grandparents alive by the time they were fifteen. 

In contrast, the typical fifteen-year-old today had nearly a 

nine-out-of-ten chance of having two or more grandparents still 

alive, a better than one-out of-two chance of having three still 

alive, and a one-out-of-six chance of having all four still 

alive. 

Currently, then, nearly all grandchildren have an extended 

relationship with two or more grandparents, and substantial 

minorities have the opportunity for extended relationships with 

three or even all four. 

I wasn't kidding, a moment ago, when I said there was a shortage 

of grandchildren and given increasing life expenctancy and 

higher survivorship rates, we will witness a change in 

population balance. 

At the beginning of this century, there were, in South 

Australia, four children under fifteen for every person aged 55 

or over. By the 1986, this ratio changed to 1 to 1 - equal 

numbers of children under 15 and people over 55. By 2001, there 

will be 11% more people over 55 than children under 15, 



and by 2021, there will be 66% more people over 55 than children 

under 15. 

The time one spends as a grandparent is now longer and while 

grandparenting has been a phenomenon of middle age for at least 

the past one hundred years, today it is a phenomenon of middle 

age and old age for a greater proportion of the population. 

It is very important then to focus on the quality of the 

relationships. In the past, being a grandparent often 

overlapped with being a parent. One would imagine that 

grandparenthood took a back seat to the day-to-day tasks of 

raising the children who were still at home. Today, in 

contrast, the birth rate is much lower; parents are much more 

likely to be finished raising their children before any of their 

grandchildren are born. In 1900, about half of all fifty-year 

old women still had children under eighteen, but by 1980, the 

proportion had dropped to one-quarter. When a person becomes a 

grandparent now, there are fewer family roles competing for his 

or her time and attention. Grandparenthood is more of a 

separate stage of family life, unfettered by child care 

obligations - one that carries its own distinct identification. 

It was not always so. 

It is also about adapting to very different social structure and 

relationships - perceived change in values, discipline, 

authority and power. When we look, however, at some of the 

significant labour force changes in recent times, we see from 

the increased rate of female labour force participation during 



child rearing years that many working mums could not function as 

well without their parents, their children's grandparents. 20 

years ago about 30% of married women in their 20s and 30s were 

in the paid labour force. Today, this has doubled to 60%. 

There are pressure, too, on many mothers - women caught in the 

middle and trying to meet an impossible set of expectations and 

demands - spouse, children, job, community, parents. We've all 

heard of the 36 hour day - and supermum. 

Seeing their daughter in this situation is often very difficult 

and distressing for parents whose past experiences and lives 

might have indicated less pressure and tension. 

The monumental changes which we are seeing - changes in 

mortality, fertility, transportation, communications, the work 

day, retirement, Social Security, and standards of living - have 

transformed grandparenthood over the past few decades. More 

people are living long enough to become grandparents, and to 

enjoy a lengthy period of life as grandparents. They can keep 

in touch more easily with their grandchildren; they have more 

time to devote to them; they have more money to spend on them; 

and they are less likely still to be raising their own children. 

Grandparents have careers, not unlike the occupational careers 

that constitute our work lives. Of course, no one is hired to 

be a grandparent, no one gets paid for it, and few people think 

of it as work. 
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Like a career, grandparenthood has distinct stages. The career 

begins wh~n the first grandchild is born, and it remains in its 

initial stage until the grandchildren reach adolescence. During 

this period, grandparents establish companionate relationships 

with their grandchildren and are called upon typically for 

babysitting, help with homework, and other kinds of direct 

assistance. As in a career, grandparents invest heavily when 

the grandchildren are young - in terms of both time and 

emotional commitment - and hope to enjoy continuing interest 

from this investment later on. 

Then, in the second stage, the teenaged grandchildren begin to 

break away from their families, including their grandparents. 

Babysitting and other services are not needed as often; 

moreover, the grandparents who are ageing find it more difficult 

to provide frequent services. In fact, teenaged grandchildren 

often provide help to their grandparents with errands and 

chores. 

The third stage emerges when the grandchildren reach adulthood 

and start their own families. Then the grandparents relinquish 

their role to their own children, becoming instead 

great-grandparents - a role with limited, symbolic meaning and 

little content. Thus, as grandparents and their grandchildren 

grow older, the nature of the relationship changes. The 

grandparental career follows a predictable course, beginning 

with a mor~ active and engaged phase and concluding with a more 

honorific and ceremonial phase. For most grandparents, these 

q 



stages overlap because there are several grandchildren of 

varying ages. 

Grandparenting is a positive arrangement. In most cases, people 

gain and experience lots of positives. 

First, through the social security system, those in the working 

situation pay taxes to support those who are retired, as those 

who are now-retired paid taxes when they were in the labour 

force to support those who were then retired. 

Second, grandparents are repaid by their children and 

grandchildren in sentimental currency - love and affection. 

Third, grandparents are able to bask in what they perceive as 

the special achievements of their grandchildren. 

Of course, it is not all wonderful. There are tensions at 

times, and heartbreak, as you would be aware. Marital 

dissolution is creating a more functional role for grandparents 

in numerous Australian familes. About a third of Australian 

children will live at some stage in a single-parent family. 

Since most older (grandparents) have more than one child, the 

odds are increasingly high that a grandparent will watch at 

least one child divorce after the birth of grandchildren. The 

small silver lining in this otherwise dark cloud is that many 

grandchildren will experience closer ties to some of their 

grandparents. 
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Divorce in the middle generation creates a need for assistance 

from the older generation and grandparents, particularly on the 

custodial side, respond to that need. The phenomenon of divorce 

calls into action the latent support network of the family, in 

which grandparents play a central part. In essence, divorce 

recreates a functional role for grandparents similar to the 

roles they had when higher parental mortality and lower 

standards of living necessitated more intergenerational 

assistance. One result is that children in divorced families 

today tend to develop stronger ties to their custodial 

grandparents than children in intact families develop with 

either set of grandparents. 

Marital dissolution also creates a hardship for many 

grandparents. The non-custodial grandparents can suffer 

enormously if, through no fault of their own, they lose their 

grandchildren. It is sometimes hard enough for a non-custodial 

parent to see his/her children, let alone for the grandparents. 

If after divorce or death the parent moves away with the 

children, the pressure can be enormous. If a family moves 

interstate or overseas to start a new life, it is tough on 

grandparents. If the family splits first, and wants to start a 

new life with a new partner, the grandparents so often feel they 

have no rights and no redress. 

The situation is further complicated in the blended family, 

where sometimes, instantaneously, a grandparent acquires a 12 

year old step-grandchild - almost out of the blue. There is 

none of the development and nurturing that grandparents are 
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renowned for. They may be too big to sit at the knee of the 

wise grandparent. They may not want to. 

Obviously we are facing many changes. Our set of family 

relations and sound structures puts us into a world not 

previously experienced before. Those of you working with 

families need to be familiar with all the issues, the positives 

and negatives, the warm fuzziness and the cold steel. 

Images of ageing are quite distorted in our society, and part of 

my task is to try to rectify this. Family changes are fraught 

with tension. There is an abundance of grandparents, a shortage 

of grandchildren, super help given by some grandparents in many 

contemporary families. The changes, however, also have brought 

about tensions associated with dissolution, tensions and 

pressure borne by grandparents. Realising these changes, I hope 

you can take this message aboard and consider older people as 

well - older people as part of the rich fabric of our society. 

I 'f 




