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Preface


We’re both semi-retired social scientists, mothers, grandmothers, old friends and long-time colleagues. One day we were having a coffee thinking how much we would like to embark on another project together. No ideas were forthcoming, so the grandchildren’s photos came out as we moved on to a new topic of chatter, a much livelier one.


Doreen’s three children have provided her with seven grandchildren, ranging in age from three to 20 years. Because they live close by, she has had regular contact with all of them and has had the wonderful experience of seeing them grow and develop. This has meant changes in her relationships with them, from the earlier days of playing games on the floor when they were toddlers, to lots of children’s movies as special treats and hours spent at sporting venues. Now, with the older ones, time together is more likely to be spent over coffee in a café chatting about their lives and plans for the future.


Sue is GrandSue to three step-grandchildren, aged from four to nine. She feels very lucky to have been able to bond with them all and watch their individual personalities grow. Both of us have shared the stresses of maintaining busy professional lives while at the same time being true to our personal visions of being a ‘good’ grandmother. Retirement has brought an easing of this pressure and freed up precious time to be more hands-on. We’ve been fortunate, too, not to have been troubled by family crises and sadness – at least no more than usual – so our experience of grandmothering has been mostly positive and fulfilling.


As we talked, stories were swapped proudly of cute things said, milestones reached, worries about the future and joys of the present. We spoke about how different we were as grandmothers from our own mothers and grandmothers, and yet in some ways how similar. We wondered how other women think and feel about being grandmothers. Has anyone asked them recently? Where’s the research on today’s grandmothers? New Age Nanas was born.





 


 


For myself, one of the sweetest words I have ever heard is “Nana”. Grandmother to three wonderful boys my experience reflects the Welsh proverb that “Perfect love sometimes does not come until the first grandchild”. Doreen and Sue’s book not only echoes my joys but explores through detailed research and interviews the wide ranging experiences of a thousand grandmothers. Reflecting on the changing role of modern women and the new status the birth of grandchildren brings, they provide an insightful view of the rarely documented vicissitudes of this group of women.


Comments from the many interviewees provide an intimate account of relationships with both grandchildren and children. They provide a spectrum of views that reflect not only the positive but the often difficult and fraught nature of these relationships – not every grandmother finds gratification in her role.


“New Age Nanas, Being a grandmother in the 21st Century” is written with warmth, honesty and wisdom; it induces tears and laughter as it breaks down the grandmotherly stereotypes of earlier times as it applauds the capacity and importance of grandmothers and the unique possibilities that this role brings.


Zelda Rosenbaum
Film and Television Producer and Grandmother





 


 


In today’s world of complex family life, the place of grandmothers has shifted. Still the one who can give care and love unconditionally, they have to negotiate new relationships with their now grown-up children, carefully treading the line between offering help and interfering, being useful yet not exploited, dealing with children who become adolescents in a new digital age. This book gives clear voice to a wide range of new grandmothers, realistic about what they can do yet overwhelmingly delighted with their new role, forging new links across the generations as the ‘glue’ that often holds fragile families together.


Dr Donald E Edgar, OAM
Founding Director of the Australian Institute of Family Studies


A very loving, if slightly fatigued nana once said the national flag should depict a triumphant grandmother. At last, a book that tells us why. The authors’ research shows the importance of today’s Australian grandmas – active, creative, devoted – and their mostly joyful experience of this rewarding stage of their lives.


Margot Roth
A 90 year old fairly doting Grandma


An informative and most readable coverage of the diverse responses, reactions, attitudes and emotions that being a grandmother can evoke. Every grandmother will find herself within these pages.


Ruth Wisniak
Consulting Psychologist, Family Counsellor and Grandmother.




Introduction


Grandmothers are hardly a rare species. There are around two million grandmothers in Australia, six million in the United Kingdom, thirty-five million or more in America. As one writer suggests, we are in the middle of a ‘Grandmother Population Boom’! What’s more, since women are living for longer they can expect to be grandmothers for longer periods of time. These days, if you become a grandmother in your 50s, you can expect to be in that role for more than 30 years. So why, then, has so little been said about them? Is it because we live in a youth-focused age where those who are middle-aged are over the hill and there’s nothing interesting to say or learn about them? Is it because elders are neglected, disregarded and devalued? It’s certainly not because grandmothers don’t want to be heard. In conducting the research for this book, we were amazed by the generosity and openness of other grandmothers in sharing their stories with us. We were constantly given feedback, advice and support by grandmothers who wanted to see a greater acknowledgement of this important social role.


Perhaps the stereotypes of ageing have cast their pall over the topic of grandmothering, so that there is a tendency to think of this role as only occupied by frail old white-haired ladies in rocking chairs. A recent article in the New York Times (‘Who are you calling Grandma?’, 11 May 2011) suggested that many celebrities didn’t want to be called grandma or grandpa when they reached this major life transition because they believed that the name itself made them feel old and out-of-touch. To counter notions of ‘old age and decrepitude’, they conjured up nonsensical names or names that make them feel better about this age-implying role. One told the reporter that her son had labelled her ‘Glam-Ma’. It seems sad that we are a society so youth-obsessed that the name of an important and valued role in society should be rejected because of its associations with age. It’s also a stereotype that is misleading. Grandmothers can be as young as mid-30s. And although most women become grandmothers in their 50s or 60s, these ages do not denote ill-health, inactivity or sexlessness. In developed nations, the availability of contraception means that women in their middle years are no longer worn out by childbirth. Improvements in the status of women, good health care systems, and a societal emphasis on healthy lifestyle are all factors which have enabled both women and men to lead longer, more active and more productive lives.


Not only has there been a change in the nature of ageing, there have also been huge changes in family life over the past 50 or so years. These too impact on the grandmothering role, and challenge the stereotypes of older women. As one of the few researchers studying grandparents has observed, in the pre-industrial age and in indigenous cultures grandmothers occupied clear family and social roles and were accorded high status. In a post-industrial world, things are more complex. Women’s lives today are substantially different from those of their mothers and grandmothers. Marriage occurs at a later age (and in many cases not at all), childbirth is often deferred, and rates of separation and divorce are considerably higher leading to an increase in ‘blended’ families with all the attendant issues. More women than ever before are in the paid workforce, and some are engaged in high-powered entrepreneurial or professional careers. Tertiary education for women is commonplace. In line with these changes, many of today’s grandmothers are still learning, working, keeping fit, travelling and involved in healthy, active lives.


Journalist Natalie Angier says that when a woman is described as ‘grandmotherly’ in press reports, it is tantamount to describing her as ‘kindly, frail, harmless, keeper of the family antimacassars, and operationally past tense’. The focus of this book is on breaking this stereotype by describing a group of women who are very much operationally present tense. In the chapters that follow, modern Australian grandmothers present their rich and diverse perspectives on what it is like to be a grandmother today: their experiences, expectations, benefits, drawbacks, stresses and conflicts. If you are a grandmother or about to become one, we hope that you will be engaged and challenged by what these women have to say about their grandmothering, and recognise their role (and your own) in creating the new breed of 21st century grandmas.


What we did


How could we find out what Australian grandmothers are thinking and doing? We could have asked our friends; we could have knocked on doors. Instead, because we wanted to hear from many grandmothers, we drew on modern technology to create an anonymous web-based survey (that could also be completed in the old-fashioned ‘pen and paper’ way). For assistance we contacted agencies dealing with seniors, and were surprised and delighted at their willingness to help by placing ads about the study in local magazines, newspapers, newsletters or on their own websites. Media coverage led to newspaper articles and radio interviews in states other than Victoria (our home state), so the project became nationwide. The response was astonishing. Grandmothers, grandfathers, sons, daughters and grandchildren contacted us about the project. Over a couple of months, over 1000 women aged from 34 to 92 completed our survey. Many also included messages expressing gratitude that we had taken an interest in their lives and acknowledged grandmothering as a key life stage.


The idea of our survey was to focus on the everyday experiences of grandmothers. We were keen to know about the positive and healthy aspects of this stage of life, while recognising there may be difficulties and stresses. As grandmothers ourselves with career-long interests in children and families, we were aware of many of the issues that would be of interest to grandmothers, including how their health affected interactions with their grandchildren; relationships with children, children’s partners, and their own partner; how they managed the role of step-grandmother; the sorts of activities they engaged in with their grandchildren; and how satisfied they were with the role of grandmother.


Who did we survey?


Young and old grandmothers responded and more than 90 percent did so online via the Internet-based survey, just one of the indications that this was a thoroughly modern group of women. The average age of the 1205 grandmothers we surveyed was 63 years, ranging from a surprisingly young 34-year-old to a 92-year-old. About one-quarter lived alone and one in ten still had children living with them. Three-quarters were partnered; the rest widowed, divorced or separated. The average age for first becoming a grandmother was 53 years, although some had to wait until they were 70. Most commonly they reported having two or three grandchildren, but the range was large (one to 22). The majority lived in Victoria where we initiated the survey, but there were significant numbers from all other states in Australia.


Our grandmothers were mostly well educated; three-quarters had studied beyond secondary school, most of these having gained university degrees. Nearly 80 percent were working at least part-time and nearly a third were full-time workers as well as grandmothers. Despite work commitments, they spent a good deal of time with their grandchildren – an average of just over 12 hours per week. Some only managed contact via Skype, while another told us she picked up three grandchildren from school nearly every schoolnight for nine years. A small group – 10 percent – spent no time at all with their grandchildren, often because of distance but sometimes because of relationship breakdowns. At the other end of the spectrum, nearly 10 percent were with their grandchildren for 27 or more hours per week and nine women were full-time carers. The grandmothers who completed our survey were on the whole in very good to excellent health, expressed satisfaction with life in general and with their grandmothering in particular.


In summary, our ‘typical’ grandmother was happy, healthy, well-educated, English-speaking, working part-time, partnered, in her early to mid-60s, with two or three young grandchildren whom she cared for or visited for about 12 hours a week. While this profile is informative, it describes an ‘average’ rather than a particular grandmother. The grandmothers in our sample varied widely on many dimensions; each one was an individual with her own specific characteristics, strengths and foibles.


And as well …


Although we gathered some rich information from the survey, we were keen to hear more and to give grandmothers the opportunity to put their experiences into a broader context. We also found that some of the issues raised by women who completed our survey were not always ones we had anticipated, so we wanted to follow up on these in a different way. Demonstrating yet again their enthusiasm for the project, many more grandmothers offered to be interviewed than we were able to accommodate. We interviewed 24 of the many who volunteered. These included ‘hands on’ and more distant grandmothers, older and younger grandmothers, city and rural dwellers, and those with few and many grandchildren. We spoke with step-grandmothers, with women who were partnered and those who were not, and with one lesbian grandmother. Our interviews enabled us to capture more detailed stories about these women’s experiences. The ‘cast of characters’ who took part in the interviews is shown in the appendix at the end of the book. These are the women you will meet in the chapters that follow, and who, together with our survey participants, provide the quotes which illustrate the key themes in our story.


These themes touch on most aspects of our grandmothers’ interactions with their grandchildren, their own partners and the children’s parents. We show the range of reactions to the arrival of a grandchild; how the role of grandmothering can be learned; what grandmothers do and how this can change as they and grandchildren age. These grandmothers commented thoughtfully on the differences between mothering and grandmothering and, as well, how they managed new and ongoing relationships – with partners, sons, daughters, sons- and daughters-in-law, biological and step-grandchildren. We heard about how grandparenting led some to positive changes in how they perceived themselves, although some had regrets about the changes needed to allow for the grandmothering role. We asked what advice these women would give to a new grandmother, a subject which yielded many practical suggestions as well as the overarching message – just love and enjoy them.


We hope that the following chapters will adequately present both the commonalities and uniqueness of this sample of Australian women. There are lessons to be learned here about relationships between the generations – what works and what doesn’t. There are messages about self-development and self-care. There are reflections on lives that may be very similar or very different from your own. We have changed the names of these grandmothers and some of their details to preserve anonymity, and made minor alterations to some quotes for ease of reading, but the essence of their meaning is intact. It is with acknowledgement of the importance of grandmothers as unsung heroes of our community that we invite you to read on.




Chapter 1


‘A magical love’: the arrival of a grandchild


What does it feel like to become a grandmother? Your children are grown up, your relationship with their father has evolved either into a well-worn path of loving companionship or, possibly, separation and divorce. In some cases, you’ve done it the hard way, rearing your children without the presence of their father, either by choice or by circumstances. You may well have decided that now is ‘me’ time, after all the busy years and deferred hobbies and interests. There is no doubt that some grandmothers approach this life change with trepidation, worrying about the effect on their lives and how they will cope.


If you’re concerned about the implications of becoming a grandmother – the stereotype of an ageing person, the fear you’ll be expected to be an unpaid babyminder, the disruption to your life – don’t! So long as they had access to their grandchildren, grandmothers wholeheartedly reported feelings of excitement and pleasure on the arrival of a new grandchild. For most, the wonder of the experience well and truly compensated for any anticipated downsides.


A joyous experience, unexpected in its intensity


Whether they were present at the birth or whether the first sight of their grandchild was a baby tucked up tight in a blanket, so many grandmothers told us of the unbounded, almost magical love they felt for this small creature. Their joy and passion was often expressed in simple language: ‘I fell absolutely head over heels in love’, ‘I felt a sense of joy and wonder’, ‘It was instantaneous love’, ‘She just leapt into my heart’. Sometimes a single word was enough to express their feelings: ‘blessed’, ‘bliss’, ‘ecstatic’, ‘elated’ were words that were repeated often by our survey participants. One grandmother told us the feeling was unlike anything she had ever experienced in its selflessness and purity. ‘It’s about that feeling of magical love. It’s totally unconditional and it doesn’t need to be returned.’


It isn’t always easy to feel and express this overwhelming love. Relationships with children, feelings about ageing, lack of comfort with babies – all these and more can contribute to the anticipation of difficulties. Among the grandmothers we spoke to, more often than not the intensity of their feelings overrode initial fears.


Take the case of 56-year-old Barbara from country Victoria, grandmother to toddlers Andrew and Amelie, aged two and three. Barbara, a feminist, has travelled extensively and values her independence and right to self-expression. She’s divorced but there’s a man in her life, and time with him is important to her. She doesn’t feel old and is active and ‘switched on’ in her demeanour. Babies have never held much interest for Barbara; she even wondered if she might have to ‘fake it’ when the first grandchild was born. But despite her misgivings, Barbara found becoming a grandmother ‘unexpectedly wonderful’. The strength of her attachment to the little ones has astonished and delighted her. Here’s how she described it:


I guess I’m a self-declared feminist and actually found managing my life and having children really challenging. I was very much enjoying the time after my children had left home and was a little apprehensive about the fact that my daughter was having children. I thought, I don’t know if I want to be a grandmother; it’s going to tie me down. And it surprised me in lots of ways. But I’ve learnt that I can do whatever the heck I want anyway, but my strong attachment to my grandchildren is just extraordinary. I miss them; I absolutely love them to death. It’s been a great addition to my life.


Modern women have diversified their roles beyond nurturing and home-making. Some are worried that their hard-won independence will be compromised by the arrival of a new baby. But there are many ways to juggle multiple roles and relationships. You’ll be motivated by the intensity of your bond with a new grandchild to re-work your priorities and manage competing pressures. And almost incidentally, you’ll be forging a new identity for yourself, breaking the stereotypes of grandmothers as frail and dependent creatures and providing new models of what grandmothers today can be.


Rosemary is an example, like Barbara, of a grandmother who is overturning the stereotypes. She’s not typical in many ways, being one of our younger grandmothers (still in her 40s) as well as the only lesbian grandmother we interviewed. Her only daughter, Janet, is also a lesbian. But Rosemary was typical in telling us about how the arrival of her first (and only) grandchild powerfully affected her. Her feelings about him were like the symptoms of falling ‘head over heels’ in love; the child is in her thoughts constantly and she misses him when they are not together. ‘I feel like I’ve got a disease, that I’ve got a disease that’s like something I can’t help.’ Asked the name of the disease she continued:


I don’t know. I suppose it must be love really. You know I just love him so much. I miss him when I don’t see him, and I think about him a lot, I think about what he’s up to and what he’s doing and the last things I saw him do.


Rosemary, like Barbara, had not expected to feel this way. She secretly wanted this baby to be a girl, adding that they didn’t have little boys in her family, only generations of girls. But from the moment she saw Trent being born, an intense bond was formed, and concerns about his sex forgotten.


Other grandmothers in her workplace had talked to Rosemary about their grandchildren, but she hadn’t listened. Now she understands what it was all about.


There are grandmothers in my workplace and they all warned me. They said ‘oh you know it’s not like anything you’ve ever done before’ and I was going ‘yeah, yeah, yeah’, because I didn’t anticipate it at all.


Many grandmothers were surprised at the intensity of the experience. One wrote in the survey, ‘I had no idea of the deep love I would feel.’ Another wrote, ‘I had never expected to be a dotty gran, but it took about ten minutes.’


Just as parents ‘fall in love’ with a new baby, grandparents can fall in love with a grandchild. They want to hold, cuddle and make eye contact with the newborn. They think about the baby and miss him or her when contact is not regular. Some psychologists have related these feelings to a ‘grandparenting drive’, which may be biologically based and important to the survival of the species because this bonding provides another avenue of care and security for babies and their mothers. Grandmothers’ wisdom and nurturance can lessen the pressure on new mothers, not only through physical support such as helping with household tasks, minding baby and the like, but also by soothing anxiety and putting the stress of parenting into context. The more bonded grandmothers are, the more they are motivated to provide this extra resource.


It’s not only biological urges that shape how we bond. We learn from our own parents and from other key individuals in our lives (like siblings, partners and friends) how to give and receive love. And although it can be lovely to be present at the birth of a grandchild, the bonds can become just as strong without this wonderful ‘priming’ experience. One grandmother told the story of being ‘banned’ from visiting her first grandchild until he was two weeks old, because his parents wanted to use this special time to establish their own bond with the child. This grandmother swallowed her feelings and called on her wisdom. She let the young people have their way with good grace. Her bonding with her grandson, she reports, came a little later but was just as intense.


Ultimately, it doesn’t matter whether the strong bonds we feel with our grandchildren are driven by biology or learning, hormones or past experiences. It doesn’t matter if they are ‘imprinted’ on us at a grandchild’s birth or whether we establish them later through nurture and care. What matters is to express them, enjoy them and allow these powerful feelings to colour and shape future relationships with grandchildren and their parents.


Unconditional love


A large number of grandmothers used the phrase ‘unconditional love’ to describe the emotional closeness between themselves and their grandchildren. They wanted both to express the idea that the love they felt did not depend on anything more than the child’s presence, and to acknowledge their grandchild’s trusting acceptance. This love was mutual, felt by both generations, and grandmothers were quick to point out how much they valued being loved by their grandchildren. As a survey participant put it succinctly, but with great passion: ‘The enormous and unconditional love and trust between my grandchildren and me is one of the best things about being a grandmother.’


Barbara experienced this, and marvelled at how special and enriching this mutual love felt.


It’s interesting because it’s a mutual thing. One of the things my grandchildren give me is that I feel absolutely unconditionally loved by them and I want to be able to give that and I want it to be special. And the fact is I am special to them. I don’t actually even have to do anything to be special, which is amazing to me.


Just like Barbara, for 56-year-old Anna, with one toddler grandson, Kyle, the best thing about being a grandmother was the child’s unconditional love and trust.


It’s just Nanny, Nanny! And he comes racing in and hugs and kisses you; it’s that open affection. It’s the affection that a grandchild gives to you, it’s just so open, there’s no strings attached, it’s there. What outweighs that? Nothing.


Anna is a doting grandmother. She had tears in her eyes when she talked about the emotional experience of being able to hold Kyle just after his birth, and seeing her daughter and son-in-law so happy. Kyle had a life-threatening illness in his early months (‘We nearly lost him’), not surprisingly a very traumatic time for the family, and Anna still cannot discuss this without her emotions flowing over. Anna exemplifies all the characteristics that are likely to lead to stronger bonds between grandmother and grandchild – she was at her grandson’s birth, she is close to her daughter and son-in-law, they supported each other through the trauma of Kyle’s illness, she remembers with great affection her own mother’s positive role modelling of grandmotherhood, and she cares for Kyle on a regular basis, so has time to get to know him. As well, from Anna’s descriptions we get the picture that Kyle is a child with a relatively easy temperament; he’s affectionate and enjoys participating in the outdoor, garden and nature-related activities that are Anna’s key interest.


Of course the level of closeness between Anna and Kyle is not available for all grandmothers. Family relationships can be strained, distance can water down contact opportunities, children get older and seek independence, grandparents age and their health and fatigue can limit involvement. But for many, indeed most of the grandmothers we surveyed and interviewed, the experience of a new grandchild was enriching, fulfilling, even transcendent.


Cementing family relations


Part of the joy comes from seeing one’s own children become parents – watching the cycle of birth, nurturance and independence begin again. Grandmothers became quite passionate about the magic of it all, often bowled over by their intensity of feeling. Barbara said that she could not have previously imagined a love that would come close to what she feels for her own children. She now realises that this special, intense love for the grandchildren does not compete in any way, it enhances her maternal feelings. The love is a glue that cements relationships across three generations.


I would have said before the grandchildren came along my primary love in life was my two children and that’s still very strong for me. And it’s as if the way I relate to my grandchildren, for whom I have a very separate and almost magical love, it’s just a gift to my kids. So I know that my daughter gets that and appreciates it. I know that it gives her a lot to know that I really love her children and want to be involved with them. The biggest added thing is that I have these extra people in my life and they give me the opportunity to love and be loved.


This sense of extending your maternal love to include your children’s children and, in the process, extending the ways you can express love to your sons and daughters was captured beautifully by Barbara. As she tells us, grandchildren add to the abundance of love that exists in the family. They take us to a new level of personal development and fulfilment.


Is this an overly-idealised view? All families have their ups and downs, and relationships can be strained even to breaking point. What we argue is that even when family relationships are difficult, where bonding between members has been weakened by quarrels, unfulfilled expectations and hurt, a grandchild can be the catalyst for positive change.


Opportunities for healing and redemption


Take heart, then, that a grandchild can offer a second chance, compensating for difficult circumstances with one’s own children. Your parenting may have been unsatisfactory or unsatisfying; here’s an opportunity to try again with the wisdom of hindsight. Many mothers have moments when their children evoke negative feelings but the grandmothers in our study rarely spoke in this way about their grandchildren.


Claire’s especially poignant story touches on this theme. Her only grandchild, four-year-old Ben, is the child of her adopted son Shane and his former partner, Olivia. The son lives downstairs with a new partner and is not interested in Ben; he has ‘relinquished’ contact. Olivia shares custody of Ben with Claire and her husband, except that Olivia is often homeless, constantly moving house and either cannot look after her son, or returns him to Claire in a very unsettled state. Claire does not feel angry at Shane’s relinquishment of his son. She understands that he is working through the traumas of his own early years, when he himself had a troubled childhood and was relinquished by his birth parents. Shane was nearly six when Claire adopted him. In a painfully honest way she admits, ‘I didn’t actually love him.’ As a ‘good’ adoptive parent, Claire acted the role of mother appropriately but she never had the feelings of intense love that accompany her interactions with her grandson. It’s as if this little boy has given Claire a second chance to give and receive love, as she explains:


It’s wonderful. It’s absolutely wonderful. Oh, it’s just like the little hand in yours and that total trust that they have in you. Total trust and the total joy and naivety, simplicity that they have in life. It’s a lovely, lovely experience.


My adopted son Shane had been a very troubled child himself, we didn’t know him before he was five and a half, but I guess Ben’s very like him to look at. I didn’t like Shane straight away; in fact it took me many years to like him. I was committed to him and did all the things I had to do but I didn’t actually love him because he was troubling and difficult and challenging and all that stuff, so it’s a great pleasure to be able to wholeheartedly love a child that looks like him.


Asked to tell a story that would capture her relationship with Ben, Claire responded with a touching illustration. She had been able to comfort her young son with a nightly ritual; she now employed the same ritual to comfort her grandson, which is a lovely example of how lessons learned with one generation could be transmitted to the next.


Every night – probably for the first three or four years – Shane would say can I have my strokes? And he would like to be stroked on his back in the night to go to sleep, so we did.


So I started this when my grandson began spending a lot of time with us. I started stroking him and one night I obviously forgot. He said ‘You’ve forgotten my strokes.’ So every night we sit there and I stroke his head and we go through exactly what we’ve done that day and what we’re going to do the next day – and he’s just smiling, he’s peaceful, his eyes are closing and he’s just drifting off to sleep and he’s saying ‘Yes going to do that, going to do that.’


Barriers to bonding


There’s something about babies that brings out nurturing feelings for many of us. Missing out on the early months or even years of a new grandchild’s life might mean it is harder to bond. Some of us may not meet a grandchild (particularly if they are a step-grandchild) until the child is older, maybe even an adult, with a well-formed personality less likely to be shaped or influenced by our grandmothering. Bonding can be more difficult in these circumstances and it can take a concerted effort for grandmother and grandchild to get to know each other. In some cases, you’ll hit it off immediately; in others you might have to work harder. Some of our modern grandmothers separated from their grandchildren by distance were using new technologies like Skype to get to know the little one. It’s a good strategy, as some recent research suggests that children as young as 17 months who are separated from a parent are comforted by the video presence of that parent. If it works for parental separation it should work for grandmothers as well!


Breakdown in family relationships can be a major barrier to bonding. If your son, daughter or their partner does not want you to be involved in your grandchild’s life, for whatever reason, you’ve got an uphill battle. Sometimes there is active hostility because of past quarrels. Think about whether it might be worth swallowing your pride and getting back into negotiating mode. The love between grandparent and grandchild is worth it – for you and your grandchild. Maybe you need some outside help, such as a counsellor, to re-open channels of communication. Maybe you just need to make a kindly gesture, or take it slowly, or give up some of your ‘conditions of engagement’. Maybe, as a last resort, you need legal assistance. Of course sometimes family relations suffer not so much from hostility as neglect. It’s difficult to get on with a particular family member, if they live a long way away, you don’t like their house, their dogs, their food, their religion. It’s easier to just back off, stay away. Until now. Now, it’s time to get creative and work out some solutions that allow both you and your grandchild to enjoy the benefit of an extended family. And if not this year, maybe next. Even if you have to wait until your grandchild becomes a teenager or an adult, there may be opportunities to form a relationship, and they are worth pursuing.
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