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This seems to be a sillier season than most for expressing 
opinions, although by the time you read this article, the 
shouting will largely be over and we’ll be settling for another 
three year cycle.

Alongside the policies and politics, sits the right to freedom of 
expression and it is indeed interesting to watch how responsibly 
that is used, and whose agenda it serves. However, this is not 
a political column and I’m far more curious about what we pay 
attention to.

It’s a noisy world, with information, advice and opinions coming 
at us from all angles. And yes, the irony of being a columnist is 
not lost on me!

Speaking to a group recently, I mentioned that I no longer have a 
television or buy a newspaper. The response was immediate - so 
how do you know what’s going on in the world? Others agreed 
that the internet offers a far wider range of opportunities to 
learn and stay in touch with the world. And that’s my point. Our 
views are shaped by what we feed our brains with. 

Getting information is easy, while getting useful information is 
more difficult. While Google's mission is to organize the world's 
information and make it universally accessible and useful, we 
have access to a gazillion times (that’s a technical term) more 
information than we can ever use. It’s a wonderful time to be 
curious, as there are ready answers everywhere, but instant 
answers aren’t everything. I fear that we are forgetting how to 
figure things out on our own, with quick bites of information 
only scratching the surface of what could be a far deeper itch.

My son-in-law is a mine of information, a source of eclectic 
facts that he accumulates and cross-pollinates to come up with 
interesting insights. His wife calls him a ‘cosmic knowledge fish’ - 
a strange creature who knows about all sorts of things. It means 
that our conversations take twists and turns and can end up 
far from where we started. I value these discussions because he 
makes me think. It’s a real joy.  

For many years, I facilitated a monthly Friday morning discussion 
in Age Concern Hamilton’s education programme. The purpose 
was to provide a place to engage with ideas, new and old, in a 
different way. For many of the attendees, this was one of very 
few opportunities to express opinions and discuss ideas. The 
cloak of invisibility that often accompanies age seems to extend 
to the holding of opinions that matter. When we stop feeling 
heard, our world shrinks and confidence in having something 
useful to contribute changes on all levels.

So what can you do to keep being part of the conversation?

Get curious: where do you get your information? Do you keep 
feeding from the same news bowl, simply reinforcing your view 
of the world? Or do you draw from a wide range of reputable 
sources both on and offline? 

Be a sceptic, not a cynic: Yes, everyone has an agenda and 
no, you don’t need to agree with them all - but listen for what’s 
underneath. As one who believes that people are basically 
good, I’ve learned to look for what really matters to people. It’s 
not always evident in their words, but once you listen between 
the lines we have far more in common than we recognise. Just 
different ways to express it.

Practice conversation as an art form: Who do you have really 
good conversations with? The ones that range widely and give 
you the space to test out your thinking without judgment. 
Eleanor Roosevelt famously said ‘Great minds discuss ideas; 
average minds discuss events; small minds discuss people.’ 
We all discuss people and events – that’s why it’s called small 
talk. Big talk simply inflates egos, while great talk is bold and 
challenges thinking. If you are constantly engaging with small 
talkers, then it’s Groundhog Day, with repeated conversations 
that are entirely and tediously predictable. Time to shake off 
that stinking thinking. Start with a different question and 
change the outcome. 

As we get older, it seems fewer people are interested in what 
we think, but what if staying relevant is a choice, a decision. 
Our best thinking might have got us here, but that’s as far as it 
goes. The flexibility that we need to age well is far more than 
the ability to tie up shoelaces. It’s the mental agility to filter and 
accommodate ideas and to offer a perspective worth listening 
to. Now there’s a thought!

Jenny Magee works with Boomers to make the most 
of the second half of their lives. Her latest book A Bold 
Life – How Boomer Women are Reinventing Life 
Beyond Fifty is available at good bookstores or from 
www.jennymagee.com If you are looking to make 
significant changes, contact Jenny via email to  
jenny@jennymagee.com 

In My Humble Opinion


