
Grandparents 
 
 
John: David, grand-parenting is not a common area of study for social scientists are it?  
 
David No John, so having an issue of Contemporary Social Science, guest edited by Ann Buchanan 
from Oxford and Anna Rotkirch from Finland, devoted to it is quite intriguing. 
 
John  Yes, it turns out to be a rich topic doesn’t it? I was stuck by how the papers highlight many 
important aspects of what it means to be grandparent these days. The studies described do help us 
to understand how the role of grandparents has evolved over time. But do you think that this is an 
important topic? 
 
David: Well curiously I found it salutary to read, because I am myself a grandparent. Let’s face it, it is 
relatively unusual to be reading about something that puts one’s immediate experiences into a 
broader perspective. Apparently, as a number of studies in this special issue claim, being a 
grandparent not only bodes well for the social and cognitive development of my grandchildren. It 
also is likely to be beneficial for me too. Although as the research reviewed by David Coall and his 
International team point out, the dominant relationships and related benefits, are – perhaps not 
surprisingly - more strongly embedded in grandmothers than grandfathers. 
 
John: Indeed, David, what is striking, particularly in the articles by Joan Hunt and George Lesson, is 
the impact on society of the increasing longevity of grandparents.  Isn’t this creating increasing 
challenges? It puts pressure on the health services, distorts financial processes and generally 
increases demands on those still young enough to work?  
 
David: Of course, John, despite the social pressures it creates, in general increased longevity has to 
be regarded as a good thing.  What is often not recognised is how increased life expectancy has 
enabled more grandparents to play a significant role in the community.  I see that in my own life. I 
never knew my grandparents who died before I was born, and neither have my children, but I’ve got 
to know all my grandchildren including the youngest, born a couple of years ago.  
 
John: I’m sure that’s a real delight David but do you think there is a more profound basis to the 
significance of grandparents? The paper by David Coal and his colleagues follows current fashion by 
proposing an evolutionary hypothesis to explain the significance, particularly of grandmothers?  
  
David: Well you know I edited a whole issue of Contemporary Social Science that brought together 
significant challenges to biological explanations of complex social issues. Their highly speculative 
theory is undermined by their own provision of more pragmatic explanations. They reveal that many 
grandparents happily give their time and financial support to their children and grandchildren.  
 
John:  Ha. That stuck a chord with me, making me realise my family situation was not unusual. 
Especially the paper by Joan Hunt.  Reviewing  many studies across the world she reveals how 
common it is for grandparents to act as substitute parents, with benefits all round. Because both my 
wife and myself work full-time and have two children (of which one is currently pre-School) we rely 
on grandparents to help out with childcare. 
 
David: It is important, though, not to assume our experiences are universal. Ziarat Hossain and 
colleagues explore the variations in social identities of grandparents in the Western and non-
Western world. They emphasise the impact of cultural contexts.  They claim that we must avoid 



assuming that grandparents are completely part of the social mainstream.  The status of 
grandparents can all too readily be undermined by the forces of ‘ageism’. 
 
John: There are also variations within any culture in the forms grandfathering, especially, can take. I 
particularly recognised the value of the taxonomy offered by James Bates and his colleagues. They 
distinguish passive, active and involved, grandfathers. Such relational complexities also emerge in 
the article by Mirkka Danielsbacka and Antti Tanskanen who note that among grandmothers, 
remarriage was associated with reduced child care help and contact, and divorce with reduced 
financial help when compared to never-divorced grandmothers.   
 
David: Similarly, Lynn Jamieson and her colleagues also note that modern grandparenting can be a 
reflection of grandparents’ or parents’ re-partnering and thus families have to negotiate 
relationships at multiple levels. Interestingly, sometimes the paternal and maternal categorises of 
grandfather might not help social progress. 
 
John:  Yes, the closer I read the papers in this special issue that covers studies from a great mix of 
countries outwith the UK, including Israel, Malaysia and South Africa, the more complex and 
interesting the social science of being a grandparent becomes. 
 
David:  You’re right. Part of the complexity comes from recognising the significance of the parents in 
all this. As  Shalhevet Attar-Schwartz & Ann Buchanan show in their review  of two large-scale 
studies on adolescent–grandparent relationship  in the UK and  Israel. They highlight the role of 
intergenerational relationships, including parent–grandparent and parent–adolescent bonds, in the 
adolescent–grandparent relationship. In both studies the grandmothers and grandfathers are highly 
involved in adolescents’ lives and that this involvement is associated with increased adolescent well-
being.  
 
John: The theme of wellbeing also emerges in Lauren Gail Wild’s research on grandparental 
involvement in South Africa.  Grandparents help social and emotional competence in adolescents. 
This supports Jo-Pei Tan’s findings of the importance of grandparents for the wellbeing of children 
and that, moreover, grandparents promote resilience within those who have close relationships with 
grandparents. 
 
David: That really is one of the most important recurrent themes from many of the papers in this 
issue, brought into focus by Deborah Capaldi’s report of the multi-generational influence on health 
behaviours, notably substance abuse. Both grandparents and parents carry heavy responsibility for 
both the health and wellbeing of children.  
 
John:  Indeed and I think that, in overall terms, the papers in this issue provide important 
international lessons when it comes to the value of having active or close grandparents.  Generally, 
that having active or close grandparents is good for the wellbeing and self-efficacy of children and 
generally good for society.  
 
David:  Yes and given that this is a fairly under-researched area, the role that grandparents play in 
society, and their value, needs to be continually studied and promoted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 


