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Interview: Men See World Differently, Thanks to Grandchildren 

 
Grandparents play a vital part in many families today. Grandmothers tend 
to get most attention, but what about grandfathers?  
 
New research finds men build strong bonds with grandchildren. 
Furthermore, caring for grandchildren makes men see themselves and the 
world differently.  
 
Jennifer StGeorge and Richard Fletcher reported their findings online in 
The International Journal of Aging and Human Development (Vol.78, No.4, 
2014). 
 
To learn more, AHB reached Dr. StGeorge at the family action centre, 
faculty of health and medicine at the University of Newcastle in Callaghan, 
Australia. 
 
Ruth Dempsey: Can you give me a snapshot of the grandfathers in your 
study? 
 
Jennifer StGeorge: The participants were 19 Australian men who 
volunteered to be interviewed. All lived on the mid-north coast of New 
South Wales, the state on the Australian east coast.  
 
The majority of the men were maternal biological grandfathers in their 60s. 
All were married and living with their wives.  
 
Most were retired, while five still worked in some capacity. They were in 
good health and financially reasonably comfortable. 
 
RD: What types of activities did they enjoy with grandchildren? 
 
JSG: Everything from stories on the knee, watching birds and shoe cleaning 
to hide and seek, going to the beach and "rough and tumble". Grandfathers’ 
activities with grandchildren were just part of their everyday life.  
 
All the children were under 12 years. We only interviewed grandfathers 
whose grandchildren stayed with them overnight at least once a fortnight, so 
we knew the men would have lots of stories and experiences to draw on.  
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RD: The men saw their role as "back-up" to the parents . . .  
 
JSG: Absolutely! There was no doubt in any of these men’s minds that the 
ultimate responsibility lay with the parents. Although many joked about 
being able to "give them back" at the end of the visit, they were also very 
serious about their place in the hierarchy of rule and decision-making. They 
seemed cautious around this, taking care to remain in the background.  
 
But this caution did not mean that all men let the children do whatever they 
wanted. Many did talk about spoiling the children, but most also said that 
they supported the parents’ rules. 
 
As one grandfather put it: 

 
I am not the final enforcer of any rules with the grandkids, that’s up to 
my son-in-law and my daughter.  I will support them because [the 
grandson] does have a highly routined regime, mainly because of his 
behaviour. And we support our daughter in that, even though it may 
go against some of our own behaviour beliefs.  
 

RD: Grandfathers talked about the importance of "being there" for 
children . . .   
 
JSG: Yes, this insistence represented a type of responsibility the men felt 
towards grandchildren, wanting to be available for talk, for play and for 
ultimate responsibility, if necessary.  
 
The men were attached to their grandchildren and this seemed to shape their 
intentions. Some of these were very concrete, such as delaying retirement 
travel plans and not re-locating interstate. Others were more mundane, 
including doing things together.  
 
For example, one man stressed the importance of being available to listen: 

 
Often parents don't have time to listen when they’re trying to tell you 
something or misunderstand it or get cranky with them and think — I 
mean, you’ve got to try to, I try to be at her level at times when you 
talk to her, but as I said, she’s such a clever little girl, you don't have 
to go down too far. Yeah.   
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Also, it seemed some men were in a difficult position. They could see 
parental conflict affecting their grandchildren, and they hoped that they 
might provide some security for the young ones. 

 
Well, I just feel like it’s "cause of her situation", I just feel as so I 
want to be there for her and she does at times get clingy and I think 
this is all part of the break up, even now. Going backwards and 
forwards and we try to be a steadying factor and something you can 
rely on all the time.   

 
RD: These men delighted in their grandchildren. Their emotional life 
appeared to blossom . . .  
 
JSG: This was the surprise element of the study.  
 
For the authors, the surprise was that the men were so expressive in 
describing warm emotions for grandchildren. 
 
For some men, the surprise was in the extent and reciprocity of the 
connection; they were loved, they were sought after: “Pop’s the one”. 
 
This led some men to become quite reflective and philosophical about the 
meaning of life. And for some, life took on new meaning. 
 
RD: You highlight grandfathers' contribution to family life. Can you 
give me an example? 
 
JSG: I suppose the most important contribution anyone can make to family 
life is through positive relationships.  
 
The men demonstrated their commitment to children's well-being and to 
family cohesiveness. In receiving and giving love, they felt stronger and 
connected.  
 
In practical terms, this meant grandfathers and their partners were available 
to care for the children when parents were sick, absent or at work.  
 
It also meant children had another secure base from which to safely explore 
their world. 
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RD: The findings suggest the significance of grandfatherhood for men 
has been underestimated. Is that right?  
 
JSG: Yes, what this means is that we don’t often think about men’s well-
being in the context of grandparenting, or even consider how this might 
intersect with the psychological processes of growing older.  
 
In fact, becoming a grandfather and interacting with young children — 
feeling wanted and connected — can intensify this psychic development. 
 
RD: What's next? 
 
JSG: I think what we have learned from this study can be extended in 
several ways:  
 

• This sort of information can be helpful to health practitioners working 
with families and older people because it highlights the strengths and 
resources available in extended families.  

 
• It would be fascinating to explore the different ways grandfathers play 

with their grandchildren. There appeared to be a wonderful moment-
by-moment quality to the play. We need to understand more about 
this, especially in the light of new research showing the benefits of 
fathers’ playfulness with children.  

 
• Last, but not least, is the importance of men’s emotional and mental 

health in older age. If, in fact, we do tend to become more 
understanding of self as we grow older (like some studies suggest), 
then connection with grandchildren can enrich this process. 

 
 

Book: Retirees Explore the World 
 
Travel rates high on retirees' "to do" list. 
 
65 Things to Do When You Retire: Travel, edited by Mark Evan Chimsky, 
provides practical advice from travel experts and first-hand accounts by 
retirees. 
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Here are some examples from the book to spark your imagination. 
  
The golden gap year: Gap years are no longer just for the young. Jo Carroll 
describes how retirees can launch their own amazing year of travel. Carroll 
packed her rucksack and took off for her own gap year when she was in her 
late-50s, heading first to Australia and New Zealand, and then to India and 
the Far East. She recounted her life-changing adventures in her popular book 
Over the Hill and Far Away.  
 
Senior gypsies: In 2011, Lynne Martin and her husband sold their house, 
ditched most of their belongings and became international nomads. Since 
then, they have lived in short-term vacation rentals in Mexico, Argentina, 
Turkey, Ireland, France. Italy, Morocco and Florida. Plans for South 
America, Asia, Australia and New Zealand are in the works. Martin shows 
how to live retirement on the road at Home Free Adventures. 
 
Sacred journeys: Looking for that magical spot that speaks to your soul?  
"Celtic tradition suggests that there are places where the physical world and 
the spiritual world come so close that the distance between them is 'thin'," 
writes Sharon Gilchrest O'Neill, who found her own "thin place" on the 
outer banks in North Carolina. 
 
But that's only the tip of the iceberg, there are many more riches in 65 
Things to Do When You Retire: Travel:  
 

• Mahara Sinclaire provides tips on planning trips. 
• Warren Stortroen describes unearthing a 3.6 million-year-old 

fossilized relative of the armadillo while on an Earthwatch expedition. 
• Kristina Hurrell's details global fitness adventures, also found in 

Ageless Active Vacations. 
• Mike Bonacorsi writes of finding valuable travel experiences locally.  

 
How to travel and not go broke  
 
Traveling need not be expensive. "The key is picking a spot where your 
money is worth a lot instead of a little," explains award-winning travel 
writer Tim Leffel. 
 
For instance, you can spend a month in a place like Thailand, Ecuador or 
Morocco for what you will pay to spend a week in London. And there are 
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countries where US$8 will get you a basic beach bungalow, and $20 will 
you get you a car and a driver for the day.  
 
Leffel's Cheapest Destinations Blog is packed with practical ideas.  
 
 

Interview: Artful Aging 
 
Creativity often blossoms in later years.  
 
In a new study, over-80s say participation in art and crafts adds zest to life 
and increases social visibility. 
 
Lead author Jeannine Liddle conducted the research as part of her doctoral 
studies at the research centre for gender, health and ageing, school of 
medicine and public health at the University of Newcastle in Callaghan, 
Australia.  
 
The study drew data from 114 women enrolled in the Australian 
Longitudinal Study on Women's Health. In addition, data was based on in-
depth interviews with 23 women.   
 
Study participants came from across Australia. Their ages ranged between 
80 and 88 years. 
 
The findings appeared online in the Journal of Aging Studies (December 
2013). 
 
To learn more, AHB caught up with Dr. Liddle in Callaghan, Australia. 
 
Ruth Dempsey: Meeting these women was such a pleasure. What were 
some of their interests? 
 
Jeannine Liddle: The women in the study had a wide range of interests.  
 
Many were involved in textile crafts such as knitting, crochet, tapestry, 
spinning and weaving as well as different styles of embroidery and quilting.  
 
Others enjoyed painting, pottery, card or jewellery making, as well as 
photography. Really, the list of arts and crafts was virtually endless: lead 
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lighting, mosaic, hat making, wood carving, making boxes, dolls or soft 
toys, basket making and so on. 
 
In fact, the women didn't necessarily specialize in any one thing. They liked 
many different activities. 
 
RD: Did they love the arts from early on?  
 
JL: In my interviews, I was able to delve into how they first got started and 
most had an interest from childhood.  
 
The women talked about family members — mothers, grandmothers, aunts 
or sisters — who sparked their interest, and were often seen as role models. 
 
Some of the women were able to maintain a continuous interest in an art or 
craft over a lifetime. The majority did not. 
 
RD: The study found engaging in the arts enlarged women's emotional 
repertoire. Can you give me an example?  
 
JL: The women experienced feelings of joy, satisfaction, contentment, 
excitement and pleasure, as well as peace, love, frustration, irritation, 
impatience . . . 
 
It can take quite a while to produce something like a tapestry from start to 
finish, and the women could feel a range of emotions throughout the 
process. One women said that experiencing these different emotions relieved 
the boredom. 
 
Another used her work as therapy: 
 
 [Weaving] takes my mind off my problems. At the moment I've got a 
 husband who's in a dementia ward, and sometimes I get very down 
 thinking about him. When I get a bit miserable I go to my loom  and 
 do a bit of weaving and that takes my mind off that. I get the 
 satisfaction of looking at something that's been made, and I get the 
 satisfaction of giving it to people. It is good therapy.  
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And, of course, the women were engaged cognitively too: planning, 
counting, measuring, evaluating and problem-solving. These are all 
cognitive processes. 
 
In other words, participation in art and crafts is a complex and dynamic 
activity.  
 
RD: In the article, you write about a "control continuum?" Can you 
explain?    
 
JL: A sense of being in control has been shown over and over in the 
research to be important for people’s well-being.  
 
As a concept, control tends to be discussed as a dichotomy — people feel in 
control or they don’t. I think in the context of participating in arts and crafts, 
control works more on a continuum. The need for it varies according to 
particular circumstances.  
 
Some of the most successful art and craft making from the women's 
perspective came out of happy accidents — when they let go, took risks and 
let things happen.  
 
In particular, I remember one woman explain how important it was in 
spinning to not force the wool, not try to control the material or else it would 
never work. 
 
RD: What role did communities play? 
 
JL: Communities are really important.  
 
Local organizations contributed to the women’s development as art and craft 
makers by: 
 

• providing opportunities for education and training  
• facilitating access to materials and equipment  
• sponsoring competitions  
• offering venues for activities and exhibitions, and 
• providing markets for products.  
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The women were recognized in their local communities for their artistic 
abilities. They were also lauded for their work as teachers and mentors and 
for supporting various charities. 
 
RD: What can we learn from these women about artful aging? 
 
JL: What impressed me was the women's attitude to life.   
 
They were extraordinarily resilient and positive. Many faced significant 
challenges in terms of their own health with the likely need for additional 
care or change in housing.  
 
Some coped with the loss of a partner, family or friends.  
 
Yet, as art and craft practitioners they were able to enjoy the moment, 
remain open to possibilities and make new friends.  
 
Intellectually, they found pleasure in learning. They were interested in 
attending courses, exploring new knowledge and learning new skills.  
 
They had a future and they were planning for that future.   
 
I found all of that really inspiring.  
 
 

Study: Renewal on the Dance Floor 
 
Sixty-five-year-old Bill is addicted to ballroom dance, but it wasn't always 
that way. 
 
"Alright, I worked in science all my life, but that doesn't mean that I can't 
change and become a dancer," he explained. 
 
Dr. Jonathan Skinner, an anthropologist at Queen's University Belfast in the 
United Kingdom, has examined the meaning of social dance in the lives of 
older people.  
 
Skinner interviewed older dancers, visitors and staff at three different 
locations: 
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• Blackpool, England  
• Belfast, Northern Ireland, and  
• Sacramento, California, U.S.A.   

 
According to the study, physical and mental well-being are among the main 
reasons men and women dance into their 70s, 80s and 90s.  But mostly, they 
love to dance. 
 
The findings appeared online in Anthropology & Aging Quarterly (34, Vol. 
1, 2013). 
 
Dance as leisure 
 
Dancers have been coming to the Blackpool Tower Ballroom in Blackpool, 
since 1894. 
 
Throughout the day, locals and tourists move to a live band or the world-
renowned Wurlitzer organ in the large Victorian ballroom, and take tea and 
cakes. 
 
Skinner found most of the older dancers were retired and driven to improve 
their dancing skills.  
 
One couple even used their retirement money to buy a flat in the vicinity, so 
they could enjoy dancing. 
 
Another traveled from London once a month for a weekend of dancing.   
 
"It's one of those social things, dancing," one man said. "It brings people 
together and they start talking."  
 
Some had been coming to the ballroom for 50 years. 
 
The manager pointed to one of his favourite couples: a gentleman of 96 and 
his 87-year-old wife. Off the dance floor, the man walks with a cane. "But 
when he's on that floor you would never believe that he's a gentleman that 
has to walk with a stick," the manager said 
 
Reminiscence through dance 
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Skinner studied social dancing in a wide range of settings around Northern 
Ireland including the "reminiscence through dance" program. 
 
This community development program features social ballroom dancing in 
community and parish halls across Northern Ireland. The program, funded 
through a "Help the Aged" grant, is staffed by older adults. 
 
Social events with a hired DJ typically draw 30 to 40 dancers. Events with a 
live band and featured artists attract over 300 dancers.   
 
At one event, the organizers played the band music of Victor Silvester and 
passed a microphone around the room for the participants to describe what 
they remembered from their dancing youth and from the music. Those able 
to dance took to the floor, and others clapped and tapped their feet as they 
sat and watched.  
 
Seventy-year-old Sarah from Bangor was just getting back into dance, four 
years after her husband's death. "It keeps your body in good repair," she 
said. 
 
"Dancers come away saying, 'We felt alive. We felt young again'," added the 
facilitator, Ms. Gallagher. 
 
The author also noted feelings of nostalgia among the dancers, as they were 
transported back to the 1960s, when they danced to traveling Irish 
showbands in the countryside. 
 
Dance4Life 
 
The city of Sacramento is known for its love of dance. Many of city's dance 
studios go back to the 1930s. 
 
Dance4Life is held bi-weekly in the Ballroom of Sacramento, the city's 
largest studio. 
 
The seniors 55 plus program is offered on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. 
It attracts between 30 and 80 people, ranging in age from 55 to 95. The 
numbers swell to more than 100 on the weekends, when the studio is open to 
all ages. 
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The popular program features three components:  
 

• warm up session ( 30 minutes of dance music) 
 

• ballroom lesson (30 minutes), and  
 

• two hours of non-stop ballroom dancing.  
 
"There is nothing in the world like it to me," said Bill, a retired scientist.  
"It's amazing! Really great. I come here at 7 o'clock. I leave at 10 or 11." 
 
Bill's friend Penny said dance helped her ease into retirement. "It's good for 
your heart and your lungs and your muscles," she remarked. "I don't know of 
anything that it doesn't help, even your outlook on life because you see 
people and see how other people are." 
 
Meanwhile, 60-year-old Jessica traded in her job as a computer planner to 
become a dance instructor. "My husband and I started dancing in 2000, and 
we became really addicted to it. I love it," she said. "I absolutely love it."   
 
Frankie goes twice a week to get rid of his arthritis pain. "I've got arthritis, 
but when I am dancing, there's no arthritis pain. It goes away completely," 
said the 88-year-old retired racehorse jockey. 
 
Andy, coordinator of the Dance4Life program, pointed out ballroom dancing 
is especially good at helping offset Alzheimer's disease: 
 
 It helps with Alzheimer's disease because it makes you think, 
 especially for the men . . . [they] have to lead the lady, and, at the 
 same time, [they] have to basically dance in two directions. [They] 
 have to dance in the present and the future, and that keeps [the] mind 
 going and it forces [one] to think. 
 
Dipping and turning 
 
Dance leads to vibrant living for people over 50. As the author wrote, 
"Renewal can be seen on and around the dance floor in Blackpool, around 
Belfast and across Sacramento."  
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ROUNDUP 
 
 
MODEL TRAINS KEEP CHILDHOOD DREAMS ON TRACK: A new 
study offers a fascinating glimpse into the lives of two men who fell in love 
with model railroading as children and still revel in it 60 years later. 
 
Ian, a 66-year-old businessman with three children and three grandchildren, 
lives in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Today, most of his 
leisure activities revolve around model trains.   
 
Ted, a 68-year-old architect, is married with two children and three 
grandchildren. His love of model railways was spawned from a large train 
garden his father built him over six decades ago. 
 
The men described spending hours, pouring over documents and studying 
photographs to create sophisticated historical depictions of specific railroads 
from the 1890s and the 1950s.  
 
Their achievements include historical replications of the Rio Grande 
Southern Railroad. 
 
Ted and Ian attend train shows and meets throughout the year. There, they 
operate their trains and share their expertise with budding enthusiasts and 
longtime hobbyists. Ian's strength is in electronics and electrical wiring. Ted 
shines in woodworking construction.   
 
Today, Ted's two grandsons accompany him to train shows. "And it makes 
you feel good," he said, "because then it's going to be a progression to the 
next generation coming along." 
 
Regena Stevens-Ratchford reported details of her study online in Activities, 
Adaptation & Aging on June 18, 2014. 
 
 
VIDEO GAMES SPICE UP LIFE: Forget the cup of cocoa and a gripping 
novel, octogenarian Doris Oram's favourite bedtime ritual is playing video 
games on her Kindle Fire. 
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Oram, who lives in Bucklesham Grange in Ipswick (U.K.), has downloaded 
more than 20 games to the e-reader her daughter bought her as a gift. 
 
The 84-year-old said she's addicted to game-playing on her Kindle. "It's a 
great activity in the evening when you might not have much to do. I find if I 
have a few minutes to spare and am feeling a bit bored it can help my mind 
stay sharp," she explains. "At night, I like to just pick it up and have a go." 
 
Source: theguardian.com 
 
 
RESIDENTIAL CARE HOMES LAUDED: The Demos review of 
residential care in the United Kingdom has called for new style housing for 
older and disabled adults to be incorporated into city shopping 
developments, alongside gyms, libraries, medical clinics, nurseries and 
universities to integrate generations.  
 
But significantly, the year-long commission also reported finding stellar 
examples of residential care around the world, including De Hogeweyk in 
the Netherlands and the Whiteley retirement village in Surrey, U.K.   
 
In addition, the report singled out a new retirement community in a rural 
area of North Yorkshire (U.K.) that has become the hub of village life with a 
shop, post office, restaurant, hairdresser and a hall used for yoga classes and 
fairs. 
 
 
THE MAYTREES: MEDITATION ON LIFE, NATURE AND LOVE: 
The Maytrees, a novel by Annie Dillard, follows Toby and Lou across their 
long lives as they marry, divorce and live together again.  
 
Toby is a poet. Lou takes up painting. The couple live a bohemian life 
among artists and writers at the tip of Cape Cod after World War II. Their 
lives are nourished by books, the sea, the turning of the seasons and the 
miracle that is their son, Pete.  
 
After 14 years, the relationship comes to an abrupt end. Just as 
unexpectedly, it picks up again 20 years later. 
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This poetic narrative is about the search for what is essential in life and how 
we view life over the long stretch of a lifetime. Dillard's prose is profoundly 
imaginative, weaving scenes of old age of rare beauty and insight. (Editor's 
note: This item first appeared in the November/December 2012 issue of 
AHB).  
 


