The importance of Grandparents/Elders: Why we would be lost without them
By Lisa Richards
Introduction
On both sides of my family, elders and grandparents have been a huge part of our
lives. While one side of my family is of European descent, and the other is of
indigenous descent, all the individuals had much wisdom, knowledge and teachings
that I feel lucky to have had imparted upon me. In this poster, I will tell stories of the
various old ones who have guided myself and my family’s lives over generations,
and the implications that ageism has on them and social work.

Helpers

z

When I was three years old, my parents separated. It was not amicable, and my sister and I
witnessed a tumultuous battle between the two of them. Due to the upheaval and because
my parents were both working, we were often brought to our Grandparents home, where we
would remain for months on end. As stated by Dolbin-McNab and Yancura (2018) “It is
common for Grandparents to serve as surrogate parents to their grandchildren, often in
response to family crises” (pg. 3). Had we not had our months long reprieve from our parents
confrontations, I have no doubt my sister and I would not have boded well. They provided us
the stability, love and warmth that we so desperately craved, and we in turn adored and
loved them beyond limits. Dolbin-McNab and Yancura (2018) said it best: “Relationships
between grandparents and grandchildren are often characterized by reciprocity, providing
both parties with emotional and social benefits” (pg. 4).To this day I have phone calls multiple
times a week with my grandparents that I very much look forward to, and that is a life line to
them.

z
Passing on Teachings
I spoke with my mother about how her indigenous grandparents influenced her life,
and what she had learned from them. Much like me, she had spent many summers
living with her Granny, but instead of staying in a suburb, she was out in the bush of
the Northwest Territories. During her time with my grandmother, my mother was
taught how to monitor snares and fishing lines, how to hunt game, and how to be
patient. She told me a story of a time where she had become worried checking the
snares because wolves were watching, and my grandmother told her that they were
only curious, and that if she had an extra rabbit to offer, that she should do so. My
mother was never attacked by wolves in all those years. Her Granny also told her
stories of our ancestors, which has been passed on to my generation as well. As
stated by Anderson (2011) “old people have much to contribute in that they are the
teachers of history, traditions, language and philosophy” (pg.126). My greatgrandmother lived through many wars, saw the first airplane fly, and witnessed the
atrocities of the Spanish flu. My mother attributes much of her knowledge of history
to to her time spent with my Granny Norris.

Conversations on Ageing
I spoke with my Nanaz
on how she viewed ageing, and how she feels now versus twenty
years ago. She said that at 85 years old, she feels quite different, and that she does not
have the same energy as she once did. As Rosario and Denrienzis (2009) stated “when
respondents identify themselves as old, they tend to highlight characteristics that
demonstrate their experiences from their past, for example, their physical limitations”
(pg.544). Twenty years ago, my Nana was jogging 10km’s a day with my grandpa. Now she
walks 2km a day. She also used to ride her bike everywhere, and now she said that she
doesn’t even consider her bike as an option for transportation, as she fears she will fall. As
our conversation continued, she told me that she disliked how people treated her, and that
she always felt that she has been able to take care of herself, but as the years have gone
on, she has noticed that people treat as though she is lesser than. To expand on that, I
advised my Nana that ageism is typically “associated with inferior treatment of older
adults”(Azulai, 2014, pg. 2 ), and she agreed that that is how she has felt for years. She
also advised me that she felt that aging as a woman has been harder on her than my
grandfather, as she felt that men became more distinguish as they age, while women
become irrelevant. Furthermore, she stated that she has found herself often looking at her
possessions and wanting to make a list of who she would like those items to go to. She also
expressed that she doesn’t feel in control of anything anymore, and that that frightens her
and my grandfather. She went on to say that she has also lost many friends, which has
caused her to feel as though she is nearing her end as well. At the end of the conversation
my Nana stated that despite the existential dread of her looming death, that she gets
reassurance from her grandchildren, and that she feels very supported by us, which makes
her feel secure and loved..

Implications of Ageism for Social Work Practice
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The implication of ageism in social work are great. In my time as a child
protection worker, I have found that grandparents and elders play crucial roles
in not only raising of children, but also keeping families and communities
together. There have been several occurrences where I have done home
studies on elders who were able bodied, and mentally of sound mind, but
despite that my superiors were unsure of placing children with them, as they
felt that their health was inevitably going to decline. I too found myself having
ageist thoughts, where I questioned whether a grandparent would be able to
provide the same life a young person could. Luckily, rather than bypassing the
elders, my agency was able to provide support so as to ensure that those
individuals and their kin had the tools to move forward. I have to say, in my 6
years working in child protection, that nothing warms my heart more than
seeing a grandparent step up and pick up where their children left off.
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