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Grandparents Caring for Grandchildren

Description/Etiology
“Grandparenting” refers to the relationship between a grandparent and his or her
grandchildren. Grandparenting is a heterogeneous experience, varying considerably between
countries and families based on social/family policies (e.g., childcare), cultural norms and
expectations, and individual family dynamics. The vast majority of older adults will become
grandparents. The role is often an important aspect of the lives of older adults, promoting an
overall sense of well-being. Grandparents report feeling useful, needed, and acknowledged.
Increased longevity and better healthcare have led to large numbers of grandparents living
to see their grandchildren become adults. Grandparents with financial security and good
health can lead fulfilling lives and enjoy familial relationships;grandchildren often create
leisure opportunities and provide enjoyable interactions. Yet when there is breakdown in
familial relationships as a result of divorce, death, or conflict, access to grandchildren can be
hindered or withheld.

Many grandparents care for their grandchildren on a part-time or full-time basis, with an
array of resulting impacts on their own health and well-being. Some grandparents maintain
their own residence and provide care for their grandchildren while their parents work.
Co-residential grandparents (i.e., grandparents who live with their adult children and their
grandchildren in a multigenerational household) may share caretaking responsibilities with
their grown children. Co-residentialarrangements are more common among grandmothers,
immigrants, and Black and Native American families (Meyer & Kandic, 2017).Some
grandparents assume full caretaking responsibilities for their grandchildren on a temporary
or permanent basis.These arrangements are described as “informal” or “private” (i.e.,
the parent places the child with the grandparent without the intervention of child welfare
services [CWS]), “formal” or “public” (i.e., CWS takes custody of the child and places
the child with the grandparent); or “permanent” (i.e., the grandparent becomes the child’s
permanent caregiver through legal guardianship or adoption). Internationally there is a
growing preference within the child welfare system for kinship care.

Although grandparents’ sharing of custodial or childcare responsibilities is traditional in
many cultures, in others it occurs as a result of economic hardship or the parents’ inability to
care for the child. Parental substance use is the most frequently cited contributor; additional
factors, which often overlap, include intimate partner violence (IPV), parental mental health
issues, family breakdown, and neglect (Gordon, 2018). Trauma and/or exposure to alcohol
or drugs in utero may contribute to developmental difficulties and behavioral and mental
health problems for children, which in turn significantly increase the parenting stresses
experienced by the custodial grandparent.Relationships between grandparents and their
adult children may be strained, and some grandparents live with the fear of losing custody
and worry that their grandchild might be returned to harmful conditions.

The majority of grandparents taking on responsibilities for grandchildren are women
aged 60 years or older; many are single. Black and Hispanic grandparents are more likely
than White grandparents to live in multigenerational households and to serve as primary
caregivers for their grandchildren. Grandparents who are responsible for their grandchildren
often face difficulties themselves, including physical and mental health problems and
poverty. The unanticipated role of surrogate parent, or primary caregiver, disrupts the
normal life cycle for an older adult and is linked to higher levels of depression and anxiety



among grandparents who take on these new roles, particularly during transitions when they are first taking on or relinquishing
custodial responsibilities.

Caring for grandchildren on a part-time basis is linked with improved health and well-being in grandparents, whereas
grandparents who live with grandchildren tend to be in worse health. Cultural factors influence the effect of co-residence
with grandchildren; for instance, negative health effects are found for White and Black co-resident grandparents, but not for
Hispanic grandparents, which is attributed in part to cultural emphasis on “familism” (i.e., centrality of family unit and mutual
support within family) and higher likelihood of living in a household that includes other adult children (Chenet al., 2015). In
Asian countries in which reciprocal intergenerational relationships are emphasized, grandchildren are more likely to provide
direct assistance to grandparents, enhancing their well-being.

Grandparents living in households with their adult children and grandchildren must negotiate caretaking roles and expectations
with their adult children. Although many grandparents value caregiving as a way of being involved in their grandchildren’s
lives, others express feeling overburdened by the expectation to be routinely available (Breheny et al., 2013). Multigenerational
families brought together in one household as a result of adversity such as poverty, mental health problems, or substance abuse
often experience conflicts between grandparents and adult children. Because these families often have complex psychosocial
needs, they may require a range of services and support from various agencies.

Although many grandparents with parenting responsibilities express a need for social service assistance, significant numbers
of grandparents never fully access the services available to them. Many grandparents are unaware of the range of services
available and as a result report many unmet needs. The services most frequently needed by custodial grandparents include
information on their legal rights, healthcare, financial assistance, and programs for children, including after-schooldaycare
(Yancura, 2013; Rubin, 2013). Support groups, mental health groups, parenting training, and kinship navigator services can
also be helpful (Lent & Otto, 2018).

Facts and Figures
In the United States, an estimated 7.1 million grandchildren under age 18 were living with their grandparents in 2012;2.7
million grandparents (1.7 million grandmothers and 1 million grandfathers) were responsible for the basic needs of their
grandchildren (i.e., food, shelter, clothing) (Ellis & Simmons, 2014).In Europe, the likelihood of grandparents providing
childcare varies between countries, with grandparents in Denmark, France, Sweden, and the Netherlands being more likely to
provide care than grandparents in Southern European countries (Di Gessa et al., 2016a). Approximately 44% of grandparents
in 11 European countries provide care for their grandchildren, ranging from 40% in Germany, Austria, Switzerland, and
Southern European countries to 57% in the Netherlands and Denmark; 11% of grandparents provide care on a daily basis
(Glaser, 2013). In Australia, more children are cared for by grandparents than in any other type of childcare setting (Hamilton
& Jenkins, 2015). In China, 58% of grandparents provide care for their grandchildren while their parents work, compared
with 6% in Korea (Ko& Hank, 2014).Approximately half of persons over the age of 60 in Myanmar and Vietnam, and 44% of
those in Thailand,co-reside with a grandchild; in these households, a substantial number of grandparents (31%–64%) report
receiving assistance from their grandchildren (Knodel & Nguyen, 2015). In a United States study, researchers found that 6% of
children resided with their grandparents, and many other children saw their grandparents on a weekly basis (48% of children
0–5 years old, 33% of children 6–12 years old, and 19% of adolescents 13–18 years old) (Dunifon et al., 2018).

A growing body of research highlights both benefits and challenges of grandparenting. In a large European study, investigators
found that grandmothers who provide childcare for their grandchildren report better health than grandmothers who do not
provide care; caregiving did not appear to have an effect on grandfathers’ health (Di Gessa et al., 2016b).Data from the Fragile
Families and Child Wellbeing Study in the United States showed that children living with their grandparents were more likely
than peers living with mothers to have attention-deficitdisorder/attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADD/ADHD), lower
cognitive scores and math grades, higher levels of oppositional and other externalizing behaviors, and delinquent activities
(Pilkauskas & Dunifon, 2016). Researchers in Australia reported that in a study of 100 custodial grandparents, a significant
proportion had moderate to severe depression (26.7%), anxiety (23.3%), and stress (25.6%); and their grandchildren had high
rates of hyperactivity (29%), conduct problems (25%), difficulties with peers (23%), and emotional problems (23%) (Doley et
al., 2015). In another study, researchers in the United States found that White grandparents tended to have more healthy years
as grandparents than grandparents who are Hispanic, Black, and/or those who have less education (Margolis & Wright, 2017).

In a Malaysian study, investigators found that emotional closeness with a grandparent moderated life stressors in adolescents;
emotional ties had greater impact than grandparents simply being involved or providing instrumental support (Tan, 2018).
Researchers in South Africa reported that elementary-school-age children identified their grandparents as their biggest source
of support after their parents. Grandparent involvement was linked with increased prosocial behaviors in both elementary-aged



children (Van Heerden & Wild, 2018) and adolescents (Wild, 2018). The involvement of maternal grandfathers was also
associated with lower rates of emotional problems in adolescents (Wild, 2018).

In a United States study, researchers found that a 12-month multidisciplinary intervention in which a social worker and nurse
made monthly or more frequent home visits and provided assistance in identifying needs, obtaining resources (e.g., public
welfare benefits, food, clothing, support groups, parenting classes, legal referrals),and monitoring health was associated
with reduced psychological distress and improved mental health functioning in grandmothers caring for their grandchildren
(Whitley et al., 2016b).In a randomized clinical trial in 2018, researchers reported that behavioral parent training (BPT)
and cognitive-behavioraltherapy (CBT) were both associated with improved parenting and lower distress in custodial
grandmothers, and a decrease in emotional/behavioral difficulties in their 4–12-year-old grandchildren (Smith et al., 2018b).

Risk Factors
Grandparents taking on responsibilities for their grandchildren are at risk for increased stress, anxiety, depression, and/or
health problems. There is a risk of financial hardship and a risk that the living environment will be overcrowded. Younger
caregiving grandmothers who are unemployed, have poor health, or are poorly educated are at risk of physical and mental
health problems. Grandfathers living alone with grandchildren under the age of 5 or with severe behavior problems are also at
risk of physical and mental health problems. Dysfunctional and negative relationships with family members increase the risk of
negative outcomes for children (e.g., delinquency, poor school performance).

Signs and Symptoms/Clinical Presentation
Caregiving grandparents may experience depression, which in some cases may include suicidal ideation. Medical problems
may also worsen with the stresses associated with the caretaking role. The grandparent also may withdraw from his or her
support networks of friends, family, and religious institutions.

Social Work Assessment
› Client History

• Complete a comprehensive biopsychosocial-spiritual assessment to include information on physical, mental, spiritual,
environmental, social, financial, and medical factors as they relate to the grandparent, child, and family, including the
following:
–Child’s medical, mental health, and educational conditions and needs as well as his or her history of prior caregiving,

trauma, grief and loss, adjustment, and relationship with parents
–Grandparent’s medical and mental health history and whether he or she is receiving adequate healthcare and/or mental

health services
–Stressors and impact of caregiving on grandparent, including financial stressors, relationship between parent and

grandparent, relationship between grandparent and other family members, child’s behaviors
–Cultural beliefs about raising children and parental responsibilities
–Involvement with social service systems

• Genograms are a helpful tool to clarify family patterns and relationships and to identify potential sources of support
› Relevant Diagnostic Assessments and Screening Tools

• The Parenting Stress Inventory (PSI) is a 120-item inventory to evaluate the magnitude of stress in three major domains:
child characteristics, parent characteristics, and situation/demographic life stress

• The Beck Depression Inventory or Geriatric Depression Rating Scale may be used to screen grandparents for depression
› Laboratory Tests of Interest to the Social Worker

• There are no applicable laboratory tests

Social Work Treatment Summary
Within this population, social workers may encounter families from many different cultural backgrounds. Social workers
should be aware of their own cultural values, beliefs, and biases and develop specialized knowledge about the histories,
traditions, and values of their clients. Social workers should adopt treatment methodologies that reflect their knowledge of the
cultural diversity of the communities in which they practice.

Generally, grandparents who are primary caregivers for grandchildren benefit from help accessing services (e.g., financial
assistance, counseling for child), legal assistance (e.g., custody), emotional well-being (e.g., support network, treatment
for depression or anxiety),and navigating relationship with the child’s parents. Assisting grandparents in restoring their
relationships with their adult children is an important clinical goal. A strengths-based approach is recommended for both



clinical practice and service delivery. Support groups can enhance interpersonal learning, provide a safe environment for
participants to share issues, and provide information that links them to other services. Grandparents who are experiencing
high levels of distress may need more intensive interventions. Grandparents may benefit from referral to an evidence-based
parenting program designed for grandparents. A variation of the triple P positive parenting program, Grandparent Triple P,
has been developed for grandparents who provide care for their grandchildren and has been linked with improvements in
child behavior issues, grandparents’ mental health (i.e., reduced depression, anxiety, and stress), increased confidence, and
improvement in the grandparents’ relationships with the child’s parents (Kirby & Sanders, 2014).

.
Problem Goal Intervention

Grandparent is considering
pursuing custody of a
grandchild or grandchildren

Fully informed decision Assist grandparent in
exploring and assessing his
or her capacity to serve as
primary caregiver; provide
information about available
services and supports; refer
for legal advice

Grandparent is experiencing
increased stress related
to caring for child (e.g.,
physical demands, child’s
behaviors, tensions in
relationship with child’s
parent)

Reduce stress, improve
coping

Refer to services that
address specific difficulties
(e.g., training in caring
for children who have
experienced trauma,
counseling for grandparent
and/or grandchild). Provide
information and guidance
(e.g., child development,
working with schools).
Encourage grandparent
to follow through with
self-care, including his
or her own physical and
mental healthcare. Assist
with mediating family
relationships and shared
parenting. Assist grandparent
in identifying needs and
eliciting assistance from
other family members. Refer
to support groups and/or
evidence-based parenting
programs for grandparents

Grandparent is experiencing
isolation from his or her
social supports as a result
of his or her caretaking
responsibilities

Provide support and assist
in developing new social
supports

Screen for depression,
anxiety, and stress and refer
for treatment if indicated.
Decrease isolation, connect
with support groups for
grandparents raising
grandchildren; encourage
reaching out to spiritual
institutions if appropriate



Grandparent is experiencing
age-related health issues that
are compromising his or her
caretaking abilities

Stabilize health Work in collaboration
with grandparent’s
healthcare team to support
grandparent’s physical
health, help grandparent
identify sources of parenting
assistance such as in-home
help or respite care

Grandparent is experiencing
financial hardships

Decrease financial
difficulties by increasing
economic resources

Refer grandparent to
community resources for
financial assistance

Grandparent expresses a
suicide plan with intent

Make sure client is placed
in safe environment; reduce
risk of harm to self and
others

Refer for psychiatric
evaluation; identify support
system; monitor

Visits with grandchild or
grandchildren are withheld
from grandparent

Establish visitation between
grandparent and grandchild

If unable to resolve situation
through communication,
refer grandparent to legal
advice

.

Applicable Laws and Regulations
Each country has its own standards for cultural competence and diversity in social work practice. Social workers must be
aware of the standards of practice set forth by their governing body (e.g., National Association of Social Workers in the United
States, British Association of Social Workers in the United Kingdom) and practice accordingly.

Internationally, social workers should practice with awareness of and adherence to the social work principles of respect for
human rights and human dignity, social justice, and professional conduct as described in the International Federation of Social
Workers (IFSW) Statement of Ethical Principles, as well as the national code of ethics that applies in the country in which they
practice (IFSW, 2018).

In the United States, social workers should adhere to the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) Code of Ethics core
values of service, social justice, dignity and worth of the person, importance of human relationships, integrity, and competence;
and become knowledgeable of the NASW ethical standards as they apply to grandparents caring for grandchildren and practice
accordingly (NASW, 2017).

In many countries, there are legal procedures that may assist grandparents who are caring for their grandchildren, such as
standby guardian laws (i.e., parents designate an individual to care for their children if the parent becomes incapacitated)
and power of attorney laws (i.e., parents complete a document designating another person to make decisions for their child,
including school enrollment).

Available Services and Resources
› AARP Grandparent Information Center lists support groups for grandparents raising grandchildren and publishes helpful

information, http://www.aarp.org/relationships/friends-family/info-08-2011/grandfamilies-guide-getting-started.html
› Generations United lists support groups for grandparents raising grandchildren and other resources, http://www.gu.org
› Grandfamilies United provides information about United States laws and policies that affect grandparents, including

maintaining a database of laws that affect grandfamilies, http://www.grandfamilies.org/
› Grandparents Plus provides advice and support to grandparents and other family members, http://

www.grandparentsplus.org.uk/
› Grandparents Raising Grandchildren, https://www.grg.org.nz/

Food for Thought
› The timing of grandparenting is impacted by demographic changes. In Canada, postponed childbearing resulted in

individuals becoming grandparents approximately 10 years later in 2011 than in 1985. Among women age 50–54,the number



who were grandmothers decreased from nearly 60% in 1985 to 29% in 2011; among men of the same age, the number who
were grandfathers decreased from 44% in 1985 to 22% in 2011. Similar findings are reported in Germany, where the age
at which women typically become grandmothers was estimated to increase at a rate of 3 months per year between 1996
and 2008 (Leopold & Skopek, 2015). Although people are more likely to become grandparents at older ages, longer life
expectancy and improved health in older adults afford a longer time to be a grandparent (Margolis, 2016)

› Grandparents’ support needs vary depending on their age, roles, and responsibilities. In a study of grandmothers ranging
in age from 33 to 83 years old, researchers found that the younger group (55 years and under) reported more depressive
symptoms and lower mental health quality of life than the older group (over 55 years) and did not receive as much benefit
from case management and related support services (Whitley et al., 2016a)

› Grandparents often are uninformed about the range of financial and legal services available to help them in caring for
grandchildren

› In the United Kingdom, financial support for grandparents may match that of foster parents in certain circumstances
› In the United States grandparents can become licensed foster parents, making them eligible for foster care payments if their

grandchild is in the custody of a child welfare agency
› Rights and privileges of grandparents are sometimes dependent on whether they are maternal grandparents or paternal

grandparents. Cultural traditions may lead some parents to reside with the paternal family, affordingthese grandparents a
greater role in the child’s life, whereas in other cultures maternal relatives may receive more favorable treatment (Jamieson
et al., 2018)

› Grandparents who are primary caregivers for grandchildren and who are also immigrants face additional challenges, which
may include having limited English proficiency, lacking identification documents that may be needed for background
checks, and ineligibility for some assistance programs (Beltran & Cooper, 2018)

Red Flags
› Grandparents raising grandchildren are at a higher risk for depression than noncaregiving peers. Grandparents who withdraw

from social interaction can become isolated and are at risk for suicide; for those experiencing unresolved grief and loss, the
risk is higher

› Grandparent caregivers report high levels of stress in the caregiving role but are less likely to receive supportive and/or
treatment services than caregivers of children in foster homes are

› Grandparents often neglect their own health and well-being in favor of supporting their grandchildren
› Stigma can deter some grandparents from seeking support from public programs
› If a grandparent is informally caring for a grandchild and fears the child is at risk of returning to an unsafe environment, it is

recommended that legal custody or guardianship be established
› Increased life expectancy has resulted in grandparents taking on care responsibilities for both their grandchildren and their

aged parents; in addition, those under 65 years of age are often still in the workforce (Leopold & Skopek, 2015)

Discharge Planning
› Provide written materials, including information about social services and legal resources; encourage grandparents to seek

additional services (e.g., individual and family therapy) if needs arise in the future
› Encourage grandparents to connect with other grandparents in similar situations, participate in support groups, and build

their support networks

DSM 5 Codes
Conditions that may be focus of clinical attention
› 995.52 - Child Neglect
› 995.54 - Child Physical Abuse
› 995.51 – Child Psychological Abuse
› V61.20 - Parent-Child Relational Problems
› V61.29 - Child Affected by Parental Relationship Distress
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