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ABSTRACT

Using a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), this study produced

a  conceptual framework for exploring the relationships between grandmothers and the

grandchildren they are raising.  Twenty-one grandmothers and grandchildren were

engaged in in-depth interviews.  Grandmothers had legal custody of the participating

grandchildren for at least the last 6 months.  Grandchildren were between the ages of 7

and 14.  Data were analyzed using open coding, axial coding and selected coding.  Four

of the seven grandmothers were found to have a similar pattern due in large part to their

daughters having a long history of drug addiction.  These four grandmothers are the focus

of the model.  The remaining three grandmothers have dissimilar situations, but support

the model as well.

The study proposed a three-phase model of the relationships. These phases

included:  rescuer/protector, caregiver/provider and mother/advocate.  The model

described movement from each phase through contextual conditions.  The mother

advocate phase became the most developed phase of the model.  Eight strategies used by

the grandmothers to manage the mother/advocate phase are proposed.  In addition, seven

intervening conditions were identified that either constrain or enhance the strategies.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Background

During the last decade the research literature on families has seen a growing

interest in the phenomenon of grandparents who are raising their grandchildren.  A small

body of research is evolving examining the subject from numerous perspectives including

family studies, gerontology, social work, nursing and counseling.  Investigations into

grandparents raising grandchildren are diverse with little attention to the study of

relationships.  This investigation  contributes to the  research in the field through

developing a theoretical approach.  Using grounded theory methodology, the end result

of the current study is a conceptual framework that  deciphers critical components of

these relationships and their associations.  Identifying and analyzing these components

can be a significant first step in understanding these complex grandmother-grandchild

relationships.  Furthermore, the conceptual framework can provide a basis for future

quantitative studies and aid in prevention and intervention program design. 

Interpersonal relationships are the foundation of human life (Reis, Collins,  &

Berscheid, 2000).   Relationships are defined as involving more than one individual and

having a process or patterning of interaction over time (Steinglass, 1987).  It is through

social interactions that individuals “actively create the specific meanings of self, others
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and situations” (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993, p. 149).  Family relationships involve a past

history and an expected future, as well as the application of societal norms to

relationships (Wampler & Halverson, 1993).  In families, “each relationship is embedded

in a network of relationships, and the nature of each relationship both affects and is

affected by that network” (Hartup & Larsen, 1999, p. 255).  Therefore, interpersonal

relationships serve as contexts for the development of individuals and the families they

comprise.  Because relationships are contexts of development, it is important to study a

newly-evolving family relationship...that of the grandparent becoming the legal custodian

of the grandchildren.  As society increasingly relies on grandparents to fill this role in a

formal way through government-sponsored kinship care programs, the need to

understand what the relationship is, how the individuals interact, what meaning they

attribute to their circumstances and situation and how they are impacted by contexts

outside this relationship, becomes increasingly significant.  An understanding of these

relationships will help inform theory development, as well as public policy decisions,

about how to best assist grandparent families.  

This study uses the concept of relationships as contexts of development as a

backdrop.  For the purposes of this dissertation, the focus is on families where

grandmothers are raising their grandchildren as custodial parents.  These are

grandmothers who have some type of legal obligation to care for the grandchildren (e.g.,
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guardianship, custody, adoption, etc.).  Using the grounded theory method, this

dissertation developed a conceptual framework for explaining relationships within the

grandparent families.  As an initial step in understanding these relationships, this study

sought to examine the linkages between the four components of the following model: 1)

Descriptions of the grandmother and grandchild of  themselves, each other, their

relationship and their family situation; 2) Processes involved in the relationship which

are defined as actions and interactions within the relationship; 3) Shared meanings as

they pertain to the descriptions and processes; and 4) Contextual influences beyond the

relationship between the grandmothers and their grandchildren.  This study represents a

beginning in explaining the relationships within the custodial grandparent family using a

theoretical approach.  

Although the concept of relationships as contexts for development can imply an

outcome orientation such as adjustment or maladjustment, this is beyond the scope of this

dissertation.  Research often focuses on outcomes without understanding the

determinants and linkages involved.  This work was designed to explore these

determinants and their linkages to contribute to theory development.

Symbolic interactionism informs our understanding of these critical components

of relationships, including relationships as contexts for development, shared meaning and

other critical contexts.  The symbolic interactionist view of families and the relationships
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within them sees individuals in families as “sets of interacting selves and identities”

(LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993, p. 136).  This view also focuses on the significance of

meanings of relational events and the symbols used to convey their meaning.  Meaning

comes from the interpretation of interactions between people (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993). 

Another important concept of symbolic interactionism is that of context.

Relationships are one context, but as noted by LaRossa and Reitzes, “Individuals and

small groups are influenced by larger cultural and societal processes” (1993, p. 145). 

Through the other contexts of home, school, work, neighborhood, socio-economic status,

etc., children and adults alike are influenced by the attitudes and situations of the others

they encounter in everyday life.

According to symbolic interactionism, functioning in families is achieved through

the connection between interactions and shared meanings that are continually revised. 

Family relationships evolve through the dynamics of social interaction. Thus, there are

ways of interacting (verbally and nonverbally) that characterize the individual

relationships within families.  For example, the ways that spouses relate to each other are

different from the ways they relate to their children.  Parents individually may have

different ways of addressing their children’s needs depending on the specific child to

whom he or she is relating.
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This dissertation utilizes the concept of relationships as contexts of development,

as well as, concepts from symbolic interaction theory to study custodial grandmother

relationships with their grandchildren.  These ideas provide the foundation upon which

the study was constructed.  

The Problem

The past ten years have witnessed a growing interest in and concern for custodial

grandparent families.  Custodial grandparents include grandparents who have a legal

relationship with their grandchild such as adoption, full custody, temporary custody, or

guardianship.   These grandparents have been awarded legal and physical custody over

their grandchild.  They have the authority and the right to make decisions related to the

grandchild’s education, medical care, and discipline (Jendrek, 1996).  Custodial

grandparenting may be long-term or short-term (Connealy & DeRoos, 2000). 

The reasons for grandparents raising their grandchildren are well-documented

(Caputo, 1999; Roe & Minkler, 1999; Vesperi, 1997).  Most often, grandparents find

themselves raising their grandchildren because of drug and alcohol abuse, HIV, parental

neglect, abuse or abandonment, divorce, death of the child’s parent due to illness, suicide

or accident and parental mental or physical illness or incarceration (U.S. Senate, 1992). 

Given these adverse circumstances, the literature has focused on the physical and mental

health of the grandparents.  In a national study of grandparents raising grandchildren,
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Minkler, Fuller-Thomson, Miller, & Driver (1997) found that grandparent caregivers had

almost twice the rates of depression of other grandparents (25.1% vs. 14.5%).  Other

studies reported poor self-rated health and/or the frequent presence of chronic health

problems (Dowdell, 1995; Minkler & Roe, 1993; Minkler  et al., 1997).  Social isolation

has been noted in several studies (Burton, 1992; Jendrek, 1993; Minkler & Roe, 1993).

From the moment a grandparent begins raising the grandchild, all close

relationships change.  The grandparent becomes a parent, the grandchild becomes the

child and the adult in the middle, if living, becomes amorphous.  The grandparent’s

relationships with other adult children and grandchildren change as well (de Toledo &

Brown, 1995). There may be resulting competition among adult children and

grandchildren for the grandparent’s love, time, money and other resources.  In addition,

there may family conflict or disagreement as to whether or not the grandparent should be

raising the grandchildren.  Close friendships outside the family may disappear.   

The grandchildren in this equation may already be handicapped in their

relationships due to their parent’s use of drugs and/or alcohol, child abuse and neglect or

other dysfunctionalities in their short life courses.  Most often, they are uprooted from

their homes, schools, and neighborhoods.  They lose their relationships with their parents,

other caregivers, friends, teachers, and neighbors.  With the loss of these relationships

that “serve both as the contexts in which adaptive behavior arises and in which adaptive
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success is measured,” (Hartup & Laursen, 1999, p. 253) the grandchild’s effectiveness in

dealing with the social world is altered. 

Relationship experiences often change the individual’s mental, physical and

spiritual properties and influence his or her developmental course (Reis, Collins, &

Berscheid, 2000, p. 844).  Because of these changes, an individual’s current behavior is

influenced by both current and past relationships (Reis et al. 2000).  Exploring the

qualities of current relationships, how people understand them, and how they arrived at

those understandings, is critical for explaining present and future relationship outcomes.

Typical grandparent-grandchild relationships have been characterized in several

studies (Mueller & Elder, 2003; Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1992; Hyde & Gibbs, 1993). 

However, there is little known about grandparent-grandchild relationships in

circumstances where the child is being raised by the grandparent.  The one study that

does exist captures input from the grandmother only (Goodman & Silverstein, 2001). 

While these results begin to inform how grandparents view these relationships, there are,

in fact, two people involved and two perspectives.

Grandparents are viewed as silent saviours of the family (Creighton, 1991) and

have been seen as a solution to providing for abused and neglected children who are

wards of the court (Goodman & Silverstein, 2001).  As society relies less on traditional

foster care and more and more on kinship arrangements such as grandparents to raise
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children, research is needed to help understand these relationships.  As preventive-

interventions are developed to support these grandparents, research about the underlying

components involved in the grandparent-grandchild relationships will provide guidance

and recommendations that inform professional practice and program design.  This study

contributes to meeting this need by exploring the following questions and assembling

responses into a coherent framework:  

Research Goal 1: Description of Self, Relationships and Family Situation

• How does the grandmother/grandchild describe himself or herself?

• How does the grandmother/grandchild describe the other person?

• How is the family situation described by both grandparents and grandchildren?

• What are the differences and similarities in the descriptions?

• How is the relationship described?

Research Goal 2:  Processes 

• How long have the grandmother and grandchild lived together?

• How much time prior to the current circumstance did they spend together?

• What kinds of things did they do together before living together?

• What events led up to raising the grandchild/being raised by the grandmother?

• How much time do they now spend together?

• What types of things do they do together currently?
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• What do they like most to do together?

• What do they like least to do together?

• What is a typical day like?

• How has their relationship been since living together?

Research Goal 3: Shared Meanings

• What did it mean when the situation first presented itself?

• What does it mean for the grandparents and grandchildren to be in this situation

now?  

• What are the differences and similarities in the descriptions?  

• How and to what extent are the meanings alike for grandparents and

grandchildren? 

• How and to what extent are the meanings different for grandparents and

grandchildren? 

• How did the individuals arrive at these meanings?                        

Research Goal 4:  Contexts Beyond the Relationship

• How do descriptions, processes and meaning differ as a result of being linked to

different contexts (i.e. neighborhood, other family)?

• What is the significance of these contextual influences on the development of

these processes?
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The conceptual framework derived from this grounded theory study contributes

an important theoretical foundation for understanding the relationships between

grandparents and the grandchildren they are raising.  Insight into these relationships, how

they are described, the nature of interactions, the meaning of them, and the other

contextual influences on them can be useful in future studies and support prevention and

intervention program design.   

The Grounded Theory Method

Rationale

The grounded theory method of Strauss and Corbin (1990) was selected to

explore the relationships between grandparents and the grandchildren they raise. 

Grounded theory uses “a systematic set of procedures to develop an inductively derived

grounded theory about a phenomenon” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 24).  This

methodology generates concepts and relationships among them and “provisionally tests

them” (p. 24).

The development of grounded theory was influenced by symbolic interactionism. 

Chenitz and Swanson (1986, p. 12) describe how symbolic interactionism guides

grounded theory research, “The researcher needs to understand behavior as the

participants understand it, learn about their world, learn their interpretation of self in the
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interaction, and share their definitions”.  Grounded theory allows us to discover what is

going on by way of letting what is relevant to an area of study to emerge.

In the grounded theory method, data collection and analysis is a simultaneous

process guided by theoretical sampling.  This allows emerging theory to guide future data

collection (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  The objective of grounded theory is to “discover a

conceptual framework that explains the scene being investigated” (Baker, Wuest, &

Stern, 1992, p. 1358).  As the sampling process is guided by the data collected, themes

and categories emerge during the analysis that suggest the need for selective sampling of

specific data to discover the variations in the situation.  “This selective sampling

continues until each concept is saturated and a conceptual framework is  developed and

verified by further data collection.  The selection of participants and other data sources is,

therefore, a function of emerging hypotheses and the sample size, a function of

theoretical completeness” (Baker et al., 1992, p. 1358).

The purpose of grounded theory is to “build theory that is faithful to and

illuminates the area under study” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 24).  Grounded theory’s

roots in symbolic interactionism  provide an appropriate backdrop for the study of

relationships.  A key component of this methodology focuses on the linking of actions

and interactions to the phenomenon being studied.  These linkages are critical because

they represent what is happening in the relationships.  They are the details that comprise
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everyday life.  Thus, the grounded theory method is considered the most appropriate

approach to use when the purpose is to generate theoretical constructs that explain

actions and interactions in the social setting (Stern, 1980).

The major purpose of the present study was to explore the relationships between 

grandmothers and the grandchildren they are raising.  The goal was to discover linkages

between the descriptions of the individuals, their relationships and family situations, the

processes (actions/interactions) involved and the shared meanings, all within contexts

that are outside of the relationship.  The ultimate aim of the study was to develop a

conceptual framework that deciphers critical components of the relationships between

grandmothers and the grandchildren they are raising. 

Sampling

 This dissertation study obtained data about the relationships between 

grandmothers and the grandchildren they are raising from two perspectives: that of the

grandmother and that of the grandchild.  For the purposes of this study, grandmothers

were engaged in in-depth interviews as they are most often the custodial grandparent.  In

addition to the grandmothers, two of the grandchildren for which the grandmother is legal

custodian ages 7 to 14 participated in similar in-depth interviews.  This was the first

known study to include the grandchild’s perspectives of relationships with the

grandmother who is raising him or her. 
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Theoretical sampling (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) served as

the sampling technique for this grounded theory study.  This technique provided for

“sampling on the basis of concepts that have proven theoretical relevance to the evolving

theory” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 176). This means that certain concepts have been

deemed to be “repeatedly present or notably absent when comparing incident after

incident” and have earned the status of categories (p. 177).  Theoretical sampling is

guided by questions and comparisons that evolve during analysis.  As concepts evolve,

data is gathered systematically to illuminate and expand on the concept.  Sampling and

analysis occurs “in tandem, with analysis guiding the data collection” (p. 178).  

Epistomological Basis For Choosing Grounded Theory

Investigating the nature of relationships between grandmothers and the

grandchildren they are raising for the purposes of developing theory based on the realities

of human experience can best be accomplished through the grounded theory approach. 

The literature surrounding grandparent families provides little insight into the

experiences of the people involved.  This approach provides a procedure for taking

people’s words and, through allowing concepts to emerge, utilizing theoretical sampling,

employing open and axial coding and interpretation, help me understand the scope and

depth of these relationships, their conditions and their contexts.  By using this

methodology, a rich compendium of data were generated regarding the following
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determinants:  descriptions of self, relationships and family situations, processes and

shared meanings involved in the grandparent family relationships. Finally, the grounded

theory approach provided a contextual overlay for investigating the linkages between the

descriptions, processes and meanings.  In summary, the grounded theory method

provided me with in-depth understanding of the critical components that make up these

grandparent family relationships and the linkages between the components.  This

understanding has formed my philosophical and research basis for future interventions. 

Although a quantitative method or even a different qualitative one could have

been chosen, it is my desire to begin to fill the theoretical gap present in the literature on

grandparents raising grandchildren.  In addition, I have a strong desire to delve deeply

into these relationships.  This depth can best come from grounded theory.  Finally, the

depth and scope of knowledge that will come from this study can inform future

qualitative and quantitative research on the topic.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

This review begins by providing an historical overview of the literature

surrounding grandparents raising grandchildren.  The review is then organized according

to the four research goals of this study: 1) Description of Self, Relationships and Family

Situation; 2)  Processes; 3) Shared Meanings; and 4) Contexts Beyond the Relationship. 

Historical Overview 

Historically, the role of elders helped ensure family continuity by transmitting

cultural values and knowledge to the next generation.  This role is common across

cultures (Solomon, 1998).  In addition, grandparents have been relied upon as important

sources of companionship and social support (Burton & DeVries, 1992).  A third role that

grandparents fulfill in families is that of caregiving.  This includes baby-sitting, child

care for working parents, co-parenting with adolescent mothers and full-time parenting as

a custodial parent (Caro & Bass, 1992).  

Custodial grandparenting first appeared in the literature in 1985.  Burton and

Bengtson (1985) then termed the role “institutional” (p. 65).  Noted as “the exception

rather than the rule,” the institutional role is described as a grandmother acting as a

surrogate parent for the grandchild.  This role is seen in terms of certain behaviors that
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are linked to a particular status within the family (e.g., being  the primary caregiver)

(Burton & Bengtson, 1985, p. 65).  

Popular press began featuring the phenomenon in the early 1990's (Angel, 1991;

Creighton, 1991; Cutler, 1991; Pollack, 1991).  Soon, AARP and others began focusing

efforts to ascertain the extent of this occurrence.  Burton (1992) published two research

articles on grandparents as surrogate parents in her work with drug-addicted parents.  In

1993, Minkler and Roe published the book, Grandmothers as Caregivers: Raising

Children of the Crack Cocaine Epidemic (1993).  Strom and Strom (1993) supported the

literature by writing about support groups for grandparents raising grandchildren.  These

initial efforts have led to twelve years of research surrounding the growing phenomenon

of grandparents raising grandchildren. 

Although a rich and varied literature surrounding custodial grandparenting is in

the process of being developed, most of the studies have been conducted at the

demographic and descriptive levels.  More importantly, only a few studies cite a

theoretical basis for their investigations.  Hirshorn, Van Meter, and Brown (2000) and

Landry-Meyer (1999) use role theory as a basis for their intervention research.  Bowers

and Myers (1999) and Sands and Goldberg-Glen (2000) employ stress theory in their

descriptive studies, while Minkler and Fuller-Thompson (2000) cite intergenerational

family solidarity theory in their research.  The fact that there are so few studies even
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addressing theory and the lack of agreement on which theories are relevant points to a

large gap in the research and literature surrounding the grandparents raising

grandchildren field of study.  

Furthermore, little in-depth examination into the processes involved in living in a

custodial grandparent family and the meaning of these experiences for these individuals

has been published.  Studies focusing on processes are important since they can provide

specific recommendations for prevention and intervention programs for grandparents

raising grandchildren.

No published studies have utilized the children’s point of view from the children

themselves about the nature and relevance of their relationships with their custodial

grandparent.  The grandparent raising them, in most cases, is the grandmother.

Research Goal 1: Description of Self, Relationships and Family Situation

Numerous studies exist that describe the situation of  grandparents raising

grandchildren.  A great number of the studies focus on the prevalence of this

phenomenon including who the grandparents are, their ages, their race and so forth. 

Many of these studies have found that grandparents raising grandchildren are

psychologically distressed and oftentimes in poor health (Burton, 1992; Dowdell, 1995;

Kelley, 1993; Kelley & Damato, 1995; Minkler & Roe, 1993).  The children in these

situations are described mostly in terms of problems, e.g., ADHD, abused and neglected,
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HIV-infected, drug and alcohol affected etc. (Baker, 2000; Harrison, Richman,

&Vittimberga, 2000; Joslin, 2000; Minkler & Fuller-Thomson, 2000; Minkler, Roe, &

Price, 1992; Sands & Goldberg-Glen, 2000; Solomon & Marx, 2000).  This section of the

literature review will focus on the aspects of stress and depression found in the studies.   

The parenting role of grandparents is affected by a number of demographic

factors including their ages, the ages of the grandchildren, race/ethnicity, gender and

socioeconomic status. The majority of grandparents raising grandchildren (not

necessarily custodial as per the definition) are between the ages of 55 and 64. 

Approximately 20% to 25% are over 65 (AARP, 2002).   Fuller-Thompson & Minkler’s

(2000) study based on the 1990 census found that for every decade of age, the odds of

being a custodial grandparent decreased 25%.  The ethnicity breakdown for grandparents

raising grandchildren is as follows: White 51%, African American 38% and Hispanic

13% (AARP, 2002).

 The 2000 census data have yet to be broken down into other demographic

categories.  However, several studies using larger nationally representative data sets have

described the demographic characteristics of custodial grandparents,

grandparent-maintained households, or the grandchildren residing in them (Casper &

Bryson , 1998; Chalfie, 1994; Fuller-Thomson, Minkler, & Driver, 1997; Rutrough &

Ofstedal, 1997; Saluter, 1992).
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Casper and Bryson (1998) used the nationally representative sample from the

1997 March Current Population Survey to describe the breakdown of grandparent-headed

households.   In 1997, 6.7% of families with children under 18 were maintained by

grandparents. Of these families, 34% were both grandparents, some parents present; 17%

were both grandparents, no parents present; 29% were grandmother only, some parents

present; 14% were grandmother only, no parents present; and 6% were grandfather only. 

Slightly over half of these grandparent-maintained families were maintained by both

grandparents, 43% were maintained by grandmothers only and 6% were maintained by

grandfathers only. About two-thirds of the families maintained by grandparents had

parents present.

The ethnic aspect of grandparents raising grandchildren has received attention

from several researchers. Burton & Dilworth-Anderson (1991) cite the kinkeeper role

attributed to the elderly Black women as one that involves taking care of extended kin,

among other things.   Blacks tended to become co-resident (not necessarily custodial, as

it has been defined here) grandmothers at younger ages and to have more grandchildren

living with them than Whites did (Caputo, 2000). 

Black and White grandmothers differ from one another in terms of their

experience with the grandparent role, both among their peers and within their own

families.  Black grandmothers are more likely to have friends who also live with their
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grandchildren, to report that it was not unusual for multiple generations to live together in

their family, to have lived at one of their grandparent’s homes when they themselves

were young, and to report having a grandparent who helped raise them (Pruchno, 1999). 

Grandmothers are much more likely to be custodial grandparents than are

grandfathers (43% versus 6%) (Casper & Bryson, 1998).  For this reason, no studies have

focused on custodial grandfathers and they are only even mentioned in a few (Burton,

1992; Hayslip, Silverthorn, Shore, & Henderson, 2000; Solomon, 1998).  One study on

primary and secondary caregiving grandparents included grandfathers who were most

often the secondary caregiver.  In this context, primary caregivers (mostly females)

reported having fewer stressors and more resources than did secondary caregivers

(mostly male) (Goldberg-Glen & Sands, 2000).

One of the most common aspects of studies focusing on grandparents raising

grandchildren is psychological distress.  In the literature, this is represented many times

in terms of stress levels and depressive symptoms.  In their research on grandparent

caregiving and depression, Minkler, Fuller-Thomson, Miller, and Driver (2000) utilized

the CES-D, a measure of clinical depression with longitudinal data from the National

Study of Families and Households.  The sample included 144 grandparent caregivers who

took on this role within the past five years and grandparent non-caregivers as well.  Using

bivariate chi-square analysis, their findings revealed that grandparent caregivers
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providing primary care for a grandchild are almost twice as likely to report levels of

depressive symptoms that are above the cut-point for clinical depression (25.1% vs.

14.5%, p < .01).  These results held even after further multivariate analyses.  The authors

found that “baseline levels of depressive symptomatology from the first wave of data

collection were significantly associated with higher CES-D scores during the second

wave (p < .001), as was being female (p < .001)” (Minkler, et al., 2000, p. 212). 

Kelley’s (1993) research on 41 custodial grandparents aged 40-78 found that

grandparent caregivers scored significantly higher than a normative group on

psychological distress as measured by the Symptom Checklist-90-Revised (SCL-90-R)

Inventory (Derogatis, 1983).  Forty-four percent of grandparents in her sample scored

higher than the 90th percentile (clinical range). 

In a study of African American grandparents raising grandchildren, Fuller-

Thomson and Minkler (2000) profiled a national sample.  In this study, 37% of African

American grandparent caregivers reported clinically high levels of depressive symptoms. 

However, no controlled studies exist that compare the physical and emotional problems

of grandparents who are the primary caregivers of their grandchildren with those who are

not (Brown-Standridge & Floyd, 2000). 

In addition to depression, stress has been a recurring theme in this literature as

attempts are made to describe this family situation.  One of the first articles published on



35

the subject is Burton’s (1992).  This article describes two qualitative studies of African

American grandparents and great-grandparents who are raising their kin’s children.  The

samples included 60 grandmothers, grandfathers and great-grandmothers ages 43-82. 

Five qualitative strategies conducted over 6 months for one study and one year for the

other were utilized: “1) Field observation; 2) Focus groups; 3) Life-history interviews

with grandparents and their family members; 4) Participant-observation in family

activities; and 5) In-depth interviews with ministers, school officials, police officers,

health care providers, social workers, and informal community leaders” (Burton, 1992, p.

746).  Data were analyzed using the grounded theory approach (Strauss, 1987).  One of

the themes identified was that of stress.  Sources of stress fell into three categories:

contextual, familial and individual. This finding illustrates the importance of studying

grandparents raising grandchildren from various perspectives.  One grandparent, Pervis, a

62 year-old retired factor worker described his situation:

I got a lot on my back.  I take care of my wife who has cancer and my two
grandbabies.  I chase around after my daughter on the streets trying to make sure
she eats, at least.  Sometimes, I think that it’s a losing battle.  But I have faith in
the Almighty and I have two good boys who help me.  They aren’t able to be here
all the time because they have families, too.  You can’t ask for more than that
(Burton, 1992,  p. 748).

Kelley (1993) found that 37% of the 41 grandparent caregivers in her study

scored higher than the 80th percentile on the Parenting Stress Index (Abidin, 1990). This
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is considered to be in the clinical range.  Social isolation and the stress of parenting

demands were found to be predictors of increased levels of stress.

To the contrary, Harrison, Richman, and Vittimberga (2000) found that

grandparent caregivers were significantly lower on stress as measured by the Parenting

Stress Index (PSI) (Abidin, 1990) than single parents.  Using a sample of 49 single-

parents, 15 two-parent families and 18 grandparents, mean scores of all scales of the PSI

were lowest for the grandparents and were not in the clinical range.  However, due to the

small sample size in the study, the results are problematic.   Nevertheless, this study is

significant in that it contradicts other findings and points to the need for further

investigation into the stress issue.  

Few of the studies on stress discussed age differences between older and younger

custodial grandparents.  However, Sands and Goldberg-Glen (2000) found that older

custodial grandmothers reported less stress than younger ones.  This may have been due

to demands of both caregiving and work. Sands and Goldberg-Glen (2000) found that

contextual factors, stressors related to caregiving and lack of supports accounted for 35%

of the variance in a cross-sectional study of 129 grandparent caregivers in which they

examined the extent to which social supports are related to the grandparent’s stress.  In

addition, having grandchildren with psychological and physical problems, being a
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younger grandparent (middle-aged vs. older) and low family cohesion were associated

with stress. 

In summary, the research portrays the custodial grandparent situation as one

involving clinical depression with somewhat conflicting views on levels of stress.  The

depression and stress themes were seen throughout the literature describing the self,

relationships and family situation.  These studies provide important background

information regarding sensitive issues that arose during the course of this research such

as the emotional states of the participants when discussing their child’s drug addiction or

sadness over their grandchild’s past abuse and neglect.  In addition, Burton’s (1992)

finding of contextual, familial and individual sources of stress has particular relevance

for this study.  The open-ended initial question asking the grandmothers to recount their

story leading up to their legal custodian status allowed for each of Burton’s (1992)

sources of stress to emerge.  Other questions about the school, neighborhood and what

would make living with her grandchildren easier contributed to obtaining similar data.

Research Goal 2: Processes

Process is the linking of action/interactional sequences (Strauss & Corbin, 1990,

p. 143).  These can include what led up to the custodial grandparent situation, what types

of interaction the grandmother and grandchild experience currently, (as distinguished

from description of the relationship in the previous section), and how they interact with
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others.  This section of the review of literature looks broadly at processes involved with

grandparents raising grandchildren. 

Most of the studies involving processes and the grandparent family center around

this theme: how the grandmother came to be the custodian of the grandchildren.   The

reasons for assumption of caregiving have been well-documented (Caputo, 1999; Roe &

Minkler, 1999; Vesperi, 1997).  Most often, grandparents find themselves raising their

grandchildren because of drug and alcohol abuse, HIV, parental neglect, abuse or

abandonment, divorce, death of the child’s parent due to illness, suicide or accident and

parental mental or physical illness or incarceration (U.S. Senate, 1992).   Other

researchers (Baird, John, & Hayslip, 2000) found a variety of circumstances that led to

this situation.  This focus group study involving 21 African American custodial

grandparents found that “the inability to parent, marital disruption, time constraints of

parents in school or complicated work schedules, and children with special physical

health care needs” (p. 129) were additional reasons for custodial grandparenting.    

Only one study was found that began to explore relationship processes in the

custodial grandparent family.  Goodman and Silverstein’s study  (2001) focuses on

triadic relationships among members of the three generations involved in custodial

grandparent families.  Using the triadic model developed for training custodial

grandparents and kin caregivers (Crumbley & Little, 1997; Jackson, Mathews, & Zuskin,
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1998), Goodman and Silverstein (2001, p. 559) define “emotional bonds as the primary

link between members in the triad” and examine “patterns of triad bonds as they relate to

the well-being of the caregiving grandmother”.  The researchers obtained survey data

from 149 custodial grandmothers regarding their psychological well-being and emotional

closeness to their child and the eldest grandchild they were raising.   Goldman and

Silverstein (2001. p. 561) identified four types of triads: (a) connected, in which all

relationships are close despite parental absence; (b) linked, in which one generation links

or mediates between two estranged or conflicted generations; (c) isolated, in which one

generation is isolated from the other two and (d) disconnected, in which there are no

close relationships.  The study found that well-being, but not emotional closeness was

related to the strength of the triad bonds.  The closest relationship in the triad was with

the grandchild, with most describing the relationship as very close to extremely close. 

For 9.6% of the grandchildren, there was no contact with either parent.  The next closest

relationship was between the grandchild and the most-involved parent.  In 9% of the

families, there was no contact between the grandmother and the mother and when contact

did exist, this was the least emotionally close relationship with a mean score of 3.16 on a

6-point scale.  Age, health and ethnicity proved to be significant covariates and positively

related to life satisfaction.  Therefore, “grandmothers who were older, in better health and

African American tended to have higher life satisfaction” (Goodman & Silverstein, 2001,
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p. 570).  As for the triads, grandmothers with the greatest life satisfaction were those in

the grandmother-linked and connected groups.  These grandmothers have close

relationships with both grandchild and parent and/or play a linking or mediator role

between the generations.  Grandmothers in triads where the parent is isolated from both

the grandchild and their parent had lower satisfaction than those in the grandmother-

linked triads.  This may reflect the fracturing of relationships and the resulting emotional

impact on the family.

The research related to processes in custodial grandparent families represents the

largest gap in the literature.  There is only one theme that has relevance to processes: how

the grandparent became the custodian.  Though one study can hardly be called a theme,

the Goodman and Silverstein (2001) research using a triadic model is a good initial step

in examining these relationships.  These findings were useful during analysis of the

interview data collected for this dissertation. 

Research Goal 3:  Shared Meanings

Studies that examine the meaning of grandparent caregiving are few.  The same is

true of studies on the meaning of relationships in grandparent families.  However, the

need for more research in this area has been acknowledged (Fuller-Thomson, Minkler, &

Driver, 1997).  As Fuller-Thomson et al. (1997, p. 409) state, “Further studies of the

meaning and significance of grandparent caregiving for different racial and ethnic
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groups, and in different situational contexts, are needed to flesh out our understanding of

this phenomenon and its contemporary manifestations.”  This section of the literature

review captures aspects of research studies that pertain to what it means for the 

grandparents to take on the raising of their grandchildren.   

One aspect of meaning in this caregiving situation that has gained some reference

is the feeling on the part of the grandparents of gains and losses (Burton, 1992; Baird,

John, & Hayslip, 2000;  Merriwether-deVries, Burton, & Eggletion, 1996).  In reference

to studies of grandparents raising grandchildren in the context of the crack cocaine

epidemic, the losses were often due to the worries over their children, the lifestyle that

they were leading and their safety.  Gains were often seen by the grandparents as

“another chance to do it right, parenting with more effectiveness in part due to the lessons

learned from the first experience; the ability to nurture family legacies and traditions

through the lives of the grandchildren, and finally, the receipt of the unconditional love

and supportive companionship of a child” (Merriwether-de Vries, Burton, & Eggletion,

1996).  

One of the first references to gains and losses comes from Burton’s (1992) two

qualitative studies of 60 Black grandparents raising their grandchildren due to parental

drug addiction using the grounded theory approach.  The following three themes emerged

from the data: 1) Stressors in terms of those relating to contextual, familial and individual
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factors; 2) Costs and rewards; and 3) Social service needs.  The stressors can be seen in

terms of the meaning it can have for these relationships.  Burton (1992, p. 748) states

“The majority of grandparents acknowledged the fact that they deeply loved and were

committed to their grandchildren and that at times their role was very gratifying. 

However, several grandparents indicated that there were ‘just too many things they had to

deal with’ in providing care for their grandchildren”.  For some, the responsibility meant

no time for themselves and ensuing feelings of guilt.  One great-grandmother made the

following comments:  

I wasn’t raised to think about doing for myself.  My grandmother taught me that I
should think about what my family needs more than anything.  I feel so bad
sometimes because I need to do something for myself.  I can’t though.  These
children need me.  (Burton, 1992, p. 749).

Burton’s (1992) study also produced accounts of the costs and rewards expressed

by the grandparents.  Many reported poor emotional and physical health.  Despite these

hardships, many found something positive to say.  In the words of one grandfather,

“‘Even though it’s hard sometimes I know the Lord is blessing me through these kids. 

These kids love me.  They trust me.  That’s a good feeling.  That makes all this worth

something’” (p. 749).  An 80 year-old great grandmother said “‘I don’t know what I

would do without my granddaughter.  She is my best friend.  With her here with me, even

though she did have a baby, I feel like I will never be alone’” (Burton, 1992).
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The social service needs in Burton’s (1992) study pointed out the instrumental

and emotional needs felt by the custodial grandparents.  These ranged from economic

assistance, to respite care to legal advice and personal counseling and support groups. 

Baird, John, and Hayslip’s (2000) research using focus groups and Strauss and Corbin’s

(1990) constant comparative method of analysis echoed Burton’s finding of rewards. 

The most common reward was defined as “companionship, combined with a sense of

purpose” (Baird et al. 2000, p. 130).  One grandfather had this to say about raising his 3

year-old grandson, “‘This little boy has really helped me, I tell ya.  Once, you know, I felt

like I might just go on and die.  But he gave me life.  Gave me something to live for’” (p.

131). 

Another way of looking at meaning in custodial grandparent relationships can be

found in a study by Pruchno (1999).  The overwhelming majority of 398 White and 319

Black grandmothers (95%) participating in telephone interviews felt a sense of

satisfaction from helping their grandchild, that helping their grandchild made them feel

closer to him or her, reassured that the grandchild was getting proper care, they enjoyed

being with their grandchild, taking responsibility for their grandchild gave their self-

esteem a boost, their grandchild’s pleasure over something little gave them pleasure,

caring for their grandchild gave meaning to their life, and their grandchild made them

happy.  Contrasts by race indicated that on only a few variables were there significant
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differences.  Black grandmothers were more likely than White grandmothers to feel that

helping their grandchild made them feel closer to the grandchild and that taking

responsibility for their grandchild gave their self-esteem a boost.   Both Black and White

grandmothers reported high levels of satisfaction with themselves as a function of their

grandparent role (Pruchno, 1999, p. 219).

Cross-cultural differences among custodial grandparents in the United States and

Mexico  were examined by Toledo, Hayslip, Emick, Toledo, and Henderson (2000). 

Their study involved 66 U.S. grandparents and 46 grandparents in Mexico.  The sample

was broken into three groups, traditional grandparents, custodial grandparents with few

problems with grandchildren and custodial grandparents with problem grandchildren. 

The authors used Kivnick’s (1982) five dimensions of meaning of grandparenthood:  

(e.g., Centrality, Valued Elder, Immortality through Clan, Reinvolvement with Past and

Indulgence) to quantify the degree of meaning for each type of grandparent in the sample. 

These dimensions are defined as follows: Centrality (having high personal salience),

Valued Elder (being admired and sought out for advice and help by a grandchild),

Immortality Through Clan (being able to live on through a grandchild), Reinvolvement

with Personal Past (being able to relive earlier experiences), and Indulgence (being able

to spoil and to be lenient with a grandchild).  This Likert-type scale used items such as “I

value the fact that my grandchild confides in me” and “I value being able to teach things
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to my grandchild”.  The Mexican grandparents had significantly higher scores (p < .01)

on the all of the grandparent meaning measures except for the Valued Elder as compared

to the U.S. sample.  This was true despite greater financial and parental stress and lower

grandparent role satisfaction than their U.S. counterparts.  This study may point out

cultural differences in the experiences of grandparents raising grandchildren.   

Hayslip, Shore, and Henderson (2003) conducted another study using Kivnick’s

five dimensions of meaning of grandparenthood.  The purpose of the study was to

determine the structure of grandparental role meaning.  Using a sample of 102 traditional

grandparents and 101 custodial grandparents, Kivnick’s five factor model (described

above) was tested.  Factor analysis of the results concluded that Kivnick’s model did not

hold up.  Instead, Hayslip et al. (2003) confirmed a single-factor model of grandparent

meaning.  The researchers attribute their findings, in part, to cohort effects.  Kivnick’s

model was developed in the early 1980's.  Historical shifts in demographics and

relationships between grandparents and grandchildren may very well have changed.  A

second reason for the findings may be in the selection of items used in the study. 

Previous studies used all 83 items of the Kivnick’s scale while the Hayslip, et al. (2003)

study selected 31 items.   Certain items may have been included or deleted that would

favor a single factor finding.  Further study is needed to determine the usefulness of

Kivnick’s five dimensions of grandparenthood.
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Another aspect of research on grandparents raising grandchildren that relates to

meaning is that of change.  For many grandparents, the very fact that they are raising

their grandchildren brings about changes in the way they see themselves, their

relationships with others and how they live their lives.  Social life, finances, legal

matters, everyday interactions and the focus of one’s life are altered by taking on this

responsibility (Kornhaber, 1996; de Toledo & Brown, 1995).  In the focus group study by

Baird et al. (2000), their sample expressed awareness of the need to change their

parenting styles.  One grandparent had the following to say:

...I know it changed me ‘cause each generation as they come along, you have to
learn to listen, they need a lookout.  I think the problem with most of us is that we
don’t look and listen to anything and we have developed one way of thinking and
that’s the way it goes.  I have change so many ways...raising children...until I
never have to, never, very seldom after they’re five, six years or, seven years old, I
never have to touch em.  I learned how to punish without my hands (p. 132).

Changes in relationships with others was another theme found in this focus group

study.  Many grandparents expressed a sense of isolation, being unable to meet with

friends or have other commitments and lack of support from other family members

(Baird et al. 2000).  The theme of isolation has been recognized in several other studies

as well (Baird, John, & Hayslip, 2000; Emick & Hayslip, 1996; Hayslip et al., 1998;

Pinson-Milburn et al., 1996; Shore & Hayslip, 1994).  De Toledo and Brown (1995) also

noted this theme from their anecdotal data.  Pruchno (1999, p. 218) found that 25% of the

grandmothers in her study “felt isolated, had lost control of their life, felt trapped, and felt
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that caring for their grandchild had a negative effect on other family relationships”. 

However, there were differences based on ethnicity.  Black grandmothers felt that their

caregiving responsibilities had less negative effect on their mental health and social life

than did White grandmothers. 

Concern over relationships with grandchildren for whom the grandparent was not

providing care was also noted in the focus groups conducted by Baird et al. (2000).  The

concern centered around “unfulfilled expectations and perceived resentments of the

nonresident grandchild” (p. 139).   

Hayslip, Silverthorn, Shore, and Henderson (2000) conducted a study to explore

the determinants of custodial grandparents’ perceptions of problems in their

grandchildren.  The study involved a sample of 101 custodial grandparents ranging in age

from 30 to 71 years old.  Grandparents completed a survey.  In so doing, they chose one

child who would be the subject of the survey.  The children’s ages ranged from less than

one year to 14.  The study found a significant relationship (p < .01) between having

sought help for the grandchild’s problems and the perceived severity of difficulties whose

manifestations were externalized (e.g., learning difficulties, hyperactivity, and

oppositional behavior).  However, a much less significant relationship (p < .07) was

found between grandparents seeking help for themselves and overall grandchild problem

severity ratings.   Hayslip et al. (2000) conclude that these findings may “may reflect the
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extent to which such behavior problems actively interfere with the grandchild’s

relationships with either peers or teachers or with the grandparent himself or herself” (p.

264).  Furthermore, the authors note the fact that the more severely the problems were

rated, the more likely the grandparent was to seek help for the grandchild, but not

themselves.  Hence, this “exacerbates the personal impact on role satisfaction,

relationship quality and well-being of having to raise a grandchild with a variety of

behavioral or emotional difficulties” (p. 264-265).  Baird et al. (2000) echoes previous

findings regarding grandparents willingness to seek help for the grandchildren, but not

for themselves.  Focus group data from 21 African American custodial grandparents

revealed unanimous agreement that no counseling or support was necessary for

themselves, even though they were very willing to seek help for the grandchildren.

A few studies have focused on the meaning of the custodial grandparent role. 

Studies by Hayslip, Shore, Henderson, and Lambert (1998) and Emick and Hayslip

(1999) suggest that role meaning, role satisfaction, the quality of relationships with

grandchildren, and coping skills are differentially affected by whether or not

grandparents are raising their grandchildren.  The more behavioral, emotional or

neurological problems presented in the grandchildren, the more negative impact on role

meaning, role satisfaction, relationship quality and coping skills.  
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Studies of grandchildren in grandparent-headed families are small in number and

largely utilize the grandparents’ perspectives (Brown-Standridge & Floyd, 2000;

Goodman & Silverstein, 2001; Hayslip, Shore, & Henderson, 2000).  These studies

highlight the fact that the grandparents are not the only ones affected by change. 

Grandchildren may feel unwanted or that they caused problems for their grandparents

(Strom & Strom, 2000).  Anecdotal evidence obtained by de Toledo and Brown (1995)

states that grandchildren who are being raised solely by their grandparents go through

intense emotional and behavioral adjustments at home.  They may try to push the

grandparents away, defy authority and ignore limits set by the grandparents.  Their

emotions range from guilt, anger, fear, anxiety, responsibility or hope that the parents

may return. The behavior of the grandchildren may be very challenging, particularly if

sexual and physical abuse have been a factor.

The literature relative to the meaning of the relationships in grandparent families

is one of the more developed areas of study.  The concept of meaning centers on gains

and losses, costs and rewards, relationship satisfaction, Kivnick’s (1982) dimensions of

meaning of grandparenthood (e.g., Centrality, Valued Elder, Immortality through Clan,

Reinvolvement with Past and Indulgence), change, perceptions of grandchild’s problems

and the custodial grandparent role. This listing represents a diversity of themes related to

meaning for the custodial grandparents.  The themes of gains and losses/costs and
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benefits, change and perceptions of grandchild’s problems and the custodial grandparent

role were very common ones found in the literature.  Therefore, these would be expected

to emerge in the present study.  Kivnick’s (1982) five dimensions of meaning appeared to

this researcher to be more relevant to traditional grandparents.  In addition, the Hayslip et

al. (2003) study questioned the scale’s reliability, favoring a single-factor model instead. 

Therefore, the current qualitative research focused on allowing new themes of meaning to

emerge through the use of grounded theory methodology.    

This dissertation focused on the research question of shared meaning.  However,

no studies were found that included input from the grandparent and the grandchild about

their relationship.  It was anticipated that the data collected from grandchildren would

break new ground in providing for a previously unearthed bed of themes and concepts to

emerge.  Not only would the children’s voices be heard, but aspects of shared meaning

would be discovered.  

Research Goal 4: Contexts Beyond the Relationship

Strauss and Corbin (1990, p. 96) define context as “the specific set of properties

that pertain to a phenomenon; that is, the locations of events or incidents pertaining to a

phenomenon along a dimensional range”.  In the literature, numerous contextual factors

have been hardly explored:  the neighborhood, the schools, sibling and other family

relationships and the relationship of both grandmother and grandchild with the parent. 
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Burton (1992) dealt extensively with the neighborhood context as it relates to

stress.  Ninety-three percent of her sample expressed fear and concern about the crime

and other dangers associated with the drug trade.  Respondents reported organizing their

daily lives around the activities of drug traffickers to reduce the potential of a being

killed in a drive-by shooting or becoming a victim of some other crime.

Regarding the school context, Rogers and Henkin (2000) described a school-

based intervention program for children being raised by grandparents and other kin.  The

Philadelphia-based “Grandma’s Kids” program targeted low-income schools which were

predominantly African American.  The program ought to increase academic performance,

increase social support networks, parenting skills and access to community resources,

improve the frequency of positive contact with the caregivers; 4) build the capacity of the

school to meet the special needs of the children; and 5) decrease negative behaviors and

mental health problems of the students; among others.  The research article described the

intervention in great detail.  The program appears to be comprehensive and could be a

useful model for dealing with the school context.  However, results of program

evaluation being conducted by Temple University were not completed at the time of

publication. I personally followed-up to obtain a copy of the final evaluation report.  I

was told that due to budgetary issues, the evaluation was not concluded and a final report

was not available.  
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The review of literature yielded no articles relating to sibling and other family

relationships.  This is unfortunate since many grandparents are raising more than one

grandchild.  Regarding the relationships between the grandmother, the child and the

grandchild, only the Goodman and Silverstein (2001) study (cited in a previous section)

examined these relationships.  The researchers studied the triadic bonds between the

grandmother, her child and her oldest grandchild.  The study is an important one for

beginning to unravel these complex relationships.  No other studies have been found that

explore the relationships of the grandmother with her child.  This is most likely due to

the difficulty of finding the adult child, gaining access to the individual (who may be in

prison or a member of a sub-culture), being able to obtain data (since the adult child often

is a drug abuser) and being able to verify conclusions.

Not all contextual factors beyond the grandmother-grandchild relationship can be

accounted for in this study. Although the relationships with the siblings and other family

including the parent can be contextual influences, they were not expected to be a  primary

interest of this study.  That said, these other relationships emerged and were incorporated

into the study. 
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CHAPTER 3

METHOD

Qualitative Research Methods

Qualitative research is “any kind of research that produces findings not arrived at

by means of statistical procedures or other means of quantification” (Strauss & Corbin,

1998, p. 17).  This type of research seeks the answers to questions that capture the

meanings of social experience as well as how that experience develops.  Detailed

interviews and observation are used and specific procedures help interpret the findings. 

Grounded theory is one method of qualitative research.

Grounded Theory

The methodology selected to address these questions is the grounded theory.  This

approach is qualitative in nature and utilizes “a systematic set of procedures to develop

an inductively derived grounded theory about a phenomenon” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990,

p. 24.)  The purpose of the grounded theory method is to build theory that sheds light on

the area of study.  The ultimate hope is that this theoretical work can be related to others

in the discipline and serve as a useful application in the field.

Discoveries in the grounded theory approach are made through the use of

procedures that allow for creativity.  “To begin with, the researcher has to be thinking

about data–preferably be steeped in them, know a lot about the area under study.  At the
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same time, he or she has to be puzzled or disturbed about some feature of those data or

about their interpretations, so that questions and answers will be raised and sought”

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 29).  

Theoretical Sampling

Grounded theory utilizes the research procedure of theoretical sampling.  This

means that “we sample incidents and not persons, per se!” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p.

177).  Since grounded theory is concerned with identifying, relating and developing

concepts, theoretical sampling entails “gathering data about what persons do or don’t do

in terms of action/interaction; the range of conditions that give rise to that

action/interactions and its variations; how conditions change or stay the same over time

and with what impact; also the consequences of either actual or failed action/interaction

or of strategies never acted on” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 177).  In short, theoretical

sampling means sampling on the basis of concepts that are determined to have

significance for the topic under study.  The concepts may be seen repeatedly in the data

or be notably absent.  

Data Analysis

The grounded theory approach by Strauss and Corbin (1990) provides for a series

of coding procedures.  This is where the data are broken down into parts, concepts

developed and the data are then put back together in new ways.  (Strauss & Corbin,



55

1990).  The difference in grounded theory in comparison to other qualitative methods is

that grounded theory is designed to: “(1) Build rather than only test theory; (2) Give the

research process the rigor necessary to make the theory ‘good’ science; (3) help the

analyst to break through the biases and assumptions brought to, and that can develop

during, the research process; and (4) Provide the grounding, build the density, and

develop the sensitivity and integration needed to generate a rich, tightly woven,

explanatory theory that closely approximates the reality it represents” (Strauss & Corbin,

1990, p. 57).  Grounded theory provides for the following coding procedures: open

coding, axial coding and selective coding.  These procedures are not necessarily in

sequential order, but may involve going back and forth between the procedures. 

Open-coding

In grounded theory, open coding procedures are used to conceptualize the data. 

This process involves labeling the phenomena by taking apart observations, sentences,

paragraphs, etc. and “giving each discrete incident, idea, or event, a name, something that

stands for or represents a phenomenon” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 63).  This is often

done through line-by-line analysis of words, phrases, sentences or paragraphs.  Once

phenomena have been identified and labeled, they are categorized into a set of concepts

and given a name that logically represents the data  and will be easily remembered.
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Axial Coding

After open coding procedures have been followed, axial coding is conducted to

put the data back together by making connections between categories.  This process

specifies the categories or phenomena identified in open coding in terms of “the context

(its specific set of properties) in which it is embedded; the action/interactional strategies

by which it is handled, managed, carried out; and the consequences of those strategies”

(Strauss & Corbin, p. 97).  This involves examining the relationships between the

categories in complex ways.

Selective Coding

The final step in grounded theory data analysis is selective coding.  This is the

process of selecting a core category, relating it to other categories, validating the

relationships and filling in categories that need further development (Strauss & Corbin,

1990).   This is not a sequential process, but one in which the investigator will move back

and forth among the tasks within the process.

Memos and Diagrams

During data analysis, the investigator kept written records related to the

formulation of theory.  These include the investigator’s notes regarding the labeling of

concepts, discovery of categories, relational thoughts and ideas during axial and selective



57

coding and operational notes.  Diagrams that represent the investigators thinking about

the logic of categories and the sorting processes are also retained.

Conceptual Framework

The ultimate goal of this grounded theory study was to construct a conceptual

framework for examining the relationships between grandmothers and the grandchildren

they are raising.  This framework summarizes and integrates all of the previous processes

and provides for examination of the interactive nature of events. This involves

systematically uncovering patterns in the data and specifying conditions.  Inductive and

deductive thinking are used to solidify connections between concepts and then make

hypotheses.  The framework is then validated against the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Data Collection 

Sampling

The sample for this study includes grandmothers who are raising grandchildren

and the two oldest grandchild they are raising between the ages of 7 and 14.

Grandmothers have been selected because they are most often the primary caregiver in

grandparent families.  This age group of children is of interest because they may have

been living with their grandmother for either short or long periods of time.  Also, it was

felt the grandchildren this age would be able developmentally, to communicate about

their relationship.  
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Inclusion criteria for the sample were the following:

(1) Grandmother is currently and has had legal custodial status of their grandchildren for

at least the past six months;

(2) The two oldest grandchildren in the family between the ages of 7 and 14 who have

had their grandmother as their legal custodian for at least the past six months;

(Note: initial Human Subjects approval was requested for the age range 7-12. 

After the first interview, a request was made to the Human Subjects Committee

and approved, to extend the age range to 14).

(3) Grandmother and grandchildren capable of understanding and answering the

questions;

(4) English-speaking;

(5) For grandmother, a desire, willingness and written consent to participate;

(6) For grandchildren, grandparent consent to participate and their assent to participate.

Grounded theory uses theoretical sampling as its basis for inclusion of subjects. 

The theoretical sampling process “means sampling on the basis of concepts that have

proven theoretical relevance to the evolving theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 177). 

Therefore, it was not known ahead of time how many grandmothers and grandchildren

would be a part of the study.  According to Glaser & Strauss (1967), the researcher using

this approach cannot state at the outset how many groups will be sampled during the
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study, but can only count up the groups at the end.  The researcher is continually dealing

with multiple groups and the many situations within each group.  During this process, the

researcher continually evaluates how many groups to sample for each theoretical point. 

“The criterion for judging when to stop sampling the different groups pertinent to a

category is the category’s theoretical saturation” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 61). 

Saturation means that no additional data is being gleaned from new groups that further

develop the categories.

Originally, it was anticipated that theoretical sampling could be accomplished. 

The procedure for theoretical sampling began with an initial sample, in this case, a

grandmother who had at least legal guardianship of two or more grandchildren between

the ages of 7 and 12.  (The age group for the children was initially 7-12.  After the first

family was interviewed, Human Subjects Committee approval was sought and granted to

increase the age to 14.  This was done to increase the availability of participants).  The

legal status of at least guardianship was salient since it denotes a legal responsibility for

the health, well-being and care of the children.  The two oldest grandchildren between the

ages of 7 and 12 who met the above criteria were also subjects in the study. The initial

grandparent family was obtained from a list of families meeting the criteria from two

agencies sponsoring support services for grandparents raising grandchildren in the
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Phoenix metropolitan area.  Selection was based on the first available family that met the

criteria.  

As recruitment of participants meeting the criteria progressed, time for

transcription and analysis was not available between family interviews.  Although

theoretical sampling in grounded theory is the ideal, these realities impeded efforts to

accomplish this procedure as originally anticipated.  Instead, the researcher listened to

audio-recordings following each interview and made notes regarding themes, concepts

and ideas.  The themes, concepts and ideas were then taken into account in subsequent

interviews.  The researcher also kept memos and diagrams of relationships between the

data components as interviews progressed. 

Pilot Interview

One pilot interview was conducted.  The subject family fit the initial criteria for

the study.  This family was selected from the group of families participating in the

University of Arizona Cooperative Extension Grandparents Raising Grandchildren

program.  The data collected from the pilot interview was audio recorded and detailed

notes were kept.  Recorded data from the pilot interviews were not transcribed. 

Therefore, the data were not coded and are not included in the results of the study.  The

pilot interview included all of the steps that would be included with the actual subjects of

the study.  This involved the grandmother relating a time line or history of the situations
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leading up to securing legal status with the children, completing a family profile form and

the answering of an initial set of questions by both grandmother and grandchildren.  The

subject had no recommendations for changing the questions or the process.  The pilot

grandmother received a $25 Wal-Mart gift card for participating.

The goal of the pilot interview was to determine if the questions were understood

by the subjects, if the information elicited by the questions was helpful in answering the

research questions and to determine what follow-up questions (if any) were necessary for

eliciting as much data as possible, especially from the children.  Following the interview,

I discussed the interview process with my advisor in detail as well as with the rest of my

committee.  The committee offered suggestions as to alternative questions, flow of the

interview, use of probes, interviewing children, etc.  These suggestions led to a

reworking of the same questions and additional probes.  No questions were dropped. 

Some were reworded to elicit more input from the subjects, particularly the children.  I

also consulted an elementary school counselor for input on the questions and reworded

some for the children.

Recruitment of Participants

Subjects for the study were initially recruited from a pool of grandmothers

participating in the Grandparents Raising Grandchildren Program that I conduct through
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 my employment with the University of Arizona Cooperative Extension-Maricopa

County.  Three out of the seven participants were obtained from this source.  Although I

have met many of the program participants, the direct work with grandparents is done by

a paraprofessional.  The program files were scanned by the paraprofessional to determine

if the grandmother met the study criteria.  I contacted those meeting the criteria to

determine if they were willing to participate and set up an interview time.  Some of them

were unwilling to participate or their situations had changed and they no longer met the

criteria.  It was determined that expanding the age of the children from 12 to 14 would

allow greater inclusion of potential subjects, particularly since two children in the family

were being interviewed.   The Human Subjects Committee granted additional permission

to expand the age range.   Additional recruitment efforts included distributing flyers to

members of the Maricopa County Grandparents Raising Grandchildren Coalition and to

participants at a Grandparents University Conference.  Information was also printed in

the newsletters of similar programs for grandparents raising grandchildren.  Four of the

seven participants were obtained from these additional efforts.

Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Table 1 contains the demographic characteristics of the study participants.  Seven

families living in the Phoenix, Arizona metropolitan area participated. Four families were 
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Table 1

Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Family Gender of 
Participants

Ages Ethnicity Highest Level of
Education

Employment Status Approximate 
Monthly  Income

Number in
Household

Chris GM-Female
A-Female
B-Female

54
9
7

Caucasian some college
4th grade
2nd grade

Full-time
na
na

$2,500 4

Grace GM-Female
A-Male
B-Male

56
10
9

Hispanic some college
5th grade
4th grade

Part-time
na
na

$1,000 4

Pamela GM-Female
A-Female
B-Female

53
12
11

Caucasian 12th grade
7th grade
6th grade

Full-time
na
na

$3,000 3

Rose GM-Female
A-Female
B-Female

68
12
8

Caucasian some college
7th grade
3rd grade

Part-time
na
na

$3,000 5

Lisa GM-Female
A-Male
B-Female

57
14
14

Caucasian some college
8th grade
8th grade

Not employed
na
na

$2,500 5

Anne GM-Female
A-Male
B-Male

79
12
11

African
American

8th grade
5th grade
5th grade

Retired
na
na

$1,500 5

Jill GM-Female
A-Female
B-Female

50
13
11

African
American

some college
7th grade
5th grade

Full-time
na
na

$2,000 3
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Caucasian/White, 2 were African American and 1 was Hispanic.  All of the grandchildren

are the same ethnicity as their grandmothers.  These families included 7 grandmothers

ranging in age from 50-79 and 14 grandchildren ages 7-14.  Of the grandchildren, 5 were

males ages 10 to 14 and 9 were females ages 7 to 14.  Three of the grandmothers were

employed full-time, 2 worked part-time, 1 was retired and 1 was not currently employed. 

Five of the grandmothers have some college education, 1 had a high school diploma and

1 had attained an 8th grade education.  The grandchildren’s education completed ranged

from grade 2 to grade 8.  Approximate monthly household income ranges were $1,300-

$3,000.  Three of the families had 5 people living in the household, 2 had 4 people and 2

were 3-member households.  Only one of the families included a grandfather and he was

a step-grandfather.  Other members of the households included cousins or siblings of the

participants who were also being raised by the grandmother.  None of the other

grandmothers were married or in a relationship.  The length of the formal custody

arrangements ranged from eight months to 12 years.

Description of Participants

Chris is 54 years old and Caucasian.  She is raising 2 girls.  She has some college

and works full-time.  The girls are her daughter’s children.  The parents were married. 

The daughter is addicted to drugs and rarely sees the children.  The father has visitation

rights and sees the girls weekly.  The girls, Melissa and Candace, are ages 9 and 7 and
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completed grades 4 and 2 respectively.  Chris’ income is less than $2,500.  Chris’ legal

status of full permanent guardianship came after a long and fierce court battle that ended

in 2000.  At the beginning, it involved being on the side of her daughter obtaining full

custody, but later Chris came to oppose the option of giving the daughter custody and

fought her husband as well.  The situation involved domestic violence and drug abuse.

Grace is a 56 year-old Hispanic grandmother raising 3 grandchildren.  She has

some college and works part-time.  All three of the children, 2 boys and 1 girl, are from

her daughter.  The father is known, but relinquished rights.  The parents were never

married.  The study participants are the two oldest brothers Hank and James, ages 10 and

9 respectively.  They have completed grades 5 and 4.  Grace’s household monthly 

income is less than $1,000.  Grace received initial custody of the children when there was

a drug raid at the parent’s home.  The home was being used as a methamphetamine

laboratory.  A long court battle ensued with the state for permanent guardianship.  Both

parents are in prison.

Pamela is 53 years old and Caucasian.  She is raising her daughter’s two girls. 

She has a high school education and works full-time.  The fathers are unknown.  The

study participants, Allison and Rena are ages 12 and 11 and have completed grades 6 and

5, respectively.  Pamela’s income is less than $3,000 per month.  Pamela obtained

permanent legal guardianship of the girls, who remain in the foster care system.  This
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status came after a long and difficult court battle with the state.  It was Pamela’s desire 

not to have them in “the system,” but a judge convinced her that it would be better

financially.

Rose is 68 years old and is raising four grandchildren.  She also raised an older

grandson who is now 21.  She has some college and works 32 hours per week.  Her

income is slightly over $3,000 per month.  The grandchildren are from two of her

daughters.  Some of them share the same father. One of the fathers is in prison and the

other lives in Iowa.  The fathers have no parental rights.  One of her daughters is in

rehabilitation for drug addiction.  The other is deceased due to AIDS, as a result of drug

use.  There are two sets of siblings.  One of each set participated in the study due to the

age criteria.  The two girls, Andrea and Sally are ages 12 and 8 respectively.  Andrea

completed 7th grade and Sally completed 3rd grade.  

Lisa is a 57 year-old Caucasian grandmother raising three grandchildren with her

second husband.  She has some college and has recently chosen not to work outside the

home.  Lisa is raising children from two of her daughters: two grandsons and a

granddaughter.  The study participants are cousins, Jeffrey and Samantha and are both

14.  They both have completed 8th grade.  Linda’s household income is  less than $2,500. 

Lisa obtained full custody of the two boys nine years ago.  Lisa has had temporary

custody of Samantha for eight months, as a result of the father’s prison sentence due to
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driving under the influence.  Samantha’s mother has little contact with her over a period

of years and lives with a boyfriend.  Lisa had to convince Samantha’s father to give her

temporary guardianship as an alternative to foster care.

Anne is a 79 year-old African American grandmother who is raising four boys

ranging in age from six to eleven.  She has an 8th grade education and is retired.  Her

household income is less than $1,500 per month.  The boys are her son’s children.  Her

son is in prison and the boys’ mother, according to Anne, “just walked off one day”.   She

owns her home where she has been living for 17 years.  The two grandsons participating,

David and Jacob, are ages 12 and 11 and both completed 5th grade.  Anne was given

temporary guardianship three years ago, when her son went to prison.

Jill is a 50 year-old African American grandmother who is raising two girls.  She

has some college and works full-time.  The girls are her daughter’s children and are half-

sisters.  The daughter is in prison and who the girl’s fathers are unknown.  The two girls,

Teresa and Linda are ages 13 and 11.  Teresa completed 7th grade and Linda completed

5th grade.  Jill’s household income is less than $2,000 per month.  Jill gained temporary

custody of the girls when Teresa was sent to prison 13 months prior.  The parents have

never married and the fathers have never really been involved.  His last known residence

is prison.  Although the grandmother, her daughter and grandchildren have almost always

lived with her and she considers herself “a mother figure for all three".
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In-depth Interviews

Grounded theory studies frequently use interviews for obtaining qualitative

research data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  Interviews lend themselves to the rich

descriptive data that are the hallmarks of grounded theory research.  

The basis for this study is digitally audio-recorded, in-depth interviews with both

grandmother and two of the oldest grandchildren between the ages of  7 and 14 who meet

the criteria.  All seven of the interview sessions took place in the grandmother’s home. 

An independent third-party transcribed the interviews and the researcher coded them. 

The interview sessions of the three family members varied from 2 to 3 hours in length. 

The interviews were semi-structured and began with the researcher completing a

Family Profile Form with the grandmother answering questions verbally.  This form was

used to gather demographic data on the family and household.  The second step involved

questioning the grandmother about the time line of events that led up to gaining

guardianship of the children.  Step three included questions for the grandmother focusing

on how she views herself, the individual children participating, the relationships between

each other, what they do together and about other contexts such as neighborhood and

school.  Then, each child was interviewed using the same questions as for the

grandmother in step 3, but adapted for the particular age of the child.  For example,

instead of using an open-ended question like, “What words would you use to describe
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yourself?”  The question became, “What three words would you use to describe

yourself?”  For some of the younger ones, the term “close” to them met physically close. 

So, the term “close in your heart” was substituted.  Grounded theory methodology

recommends that new sets of questions may be developed to include family and situation-

specific ones to gain in-depth understanding.  These were employed as appropriate. 

Probing questions were also used to elicit more detailed information. 

The Human Subjects committee at the University of Arizona reviewed and

approved this study. Thus, the study conformed to legal requirements and ethical

standards of the university.  Each interview began with informing the participants of the

interview’s purpose, audio-recording, confidentiality of their responses and their rights to

not answer all questions or terminate the interview at any time.  Written informed consent

and assent were obtained.  Each interview concluded with the opportunity for participants

to discuss any concerns or ask questions.  The process of final transcription and analysis

included replacing personal referential information with pseudonyms.  This also included

assigning identification numbers to each participant. 



70

Data Analysis in the Current Study

Open Coding

Open coding is the first step in grounded theory analysis of data.  Strauss and

Corbin (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 62) state “The data are broken down into discrete

parts, closely examined, compared for similarities and differences, and questions are

asked about the phenomena as reflected in the data”.  During open coding, concepts

which are the foundation for theory building, are generated from the data and categorized

in terms of their relationships to each other.  In this study, line-by-line analysis was

conducted on all seven sets of interviews.  In many cases, the subject’s own words were

used for the codes.  This is typical in grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  For

example, one grandmother stated “I’ll always be mom”.  This is used in its totality.  In

other cases, paragraphs generated numerous concepts.  The following paragraph with

conceptual names in parentheses illustrates this:

Melissa is still somewhat distant (Melissa=distant).  And I know it has to do
with...when we got her, um, it was ‘I have to take you back to the witch now.  I
have to.  You have to go stay with that woman now’.  You know, um, they spoke
not very nice of me (negative parental influence) and it scared Melissa
(Melissa=afraid of grandmother).  I know she knows differently now, (change in
relationship) because this is where she wants to be (Melissa wants to live with
grandmother).  But I just think it made it very hard for us to bond (difficulty
bonding with Melissa).

Initial coding of the grandmother data generated dozens of concepts which were

then grouped together in categories that seemed to pertain to the same phenomena.  A
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higher-order, more abstract conceptual label was then given to the category using the

name that most logically and appropriately represented the concepts under it.  The

analytic process of developing categories in terms of properties and dimensions was

utilized.  This resulted in a large number of categories.  Most, but not all of the categories

are used in the final theory.  Table 2 shows a partial list of categories generated by the

grandmother data:

Open coding was performed with the grandchild data.  The grandchild data provided little

of the depth and richness that was originally anticipated to be helpful in conceptualizing

the relationships.  Further analysis was determined to be unproductive as there were few

categories that could be developed.  However, grandchild data is used later to support

specific aspects of the conceptual model developed from this study.  The grandchild data

will provide confirmation of the grandmother’s statements regarding strategies they use

as the mother/advocate.  

Axial Coding

This study used axial coding for all of the seven grandmother interviews.  Axial

coding puts the data back together in new ways by making connections between

categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  The grandmother interviews were reread several

times and the categories analyzed numerous times to discover relationships in terms of a

paradigm model.  
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Table 2

Partial List of Categories Generated in Open Coding

Activities
Anticipating Teen Years
Being a Parent
Communication with Grandchildren
Conflicts/Power Struggles with Parents
Daily Routine
Decision-Making
Drastic Lifestyle Changes
Fierce Legal Battles
Financial Struggles
For Fun
Foster Care
Get Along Well
Good Provider
Grandparent Role Conflict
Lack of Family Support
Love for Grandchildren
Monitoring
Neighborhood
No Regrets
Not Kid’s Fault
Older Sibling as Surrogate Parent
Other Sibling/Grandchild Dynamics
Positive Family Support
Pride in Grandchildren’s Achievements/Progress
Relationship With School
Rough Times
Self-Descriptions
Things Work Out
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In examining the data, patterns began to emerge regarding the experiences of four

out of the seven grandmothers.  This group included three Caucasians and one Hispanic. 

Their experiences were similar.  Many of their sentiments and words were the same.  It

was noted that these four grandmothers all had daughters with a long history of drug

addiction involving many years of the daughter and/or grandchildren living in and out of

the home.  A crisis culminated in a long legal battle for the grandchildren which resulted

in the grandmother becoming legal custodian.  The other three grandmothers, although

similar in some ways to the four, were also distinguished from them.  Two of these three

grandmothers were African American.  One had a daughter who was in prison for reasons

other than drugs and the other had a son who was in prison for reasons other than drugs

(the grandchildren’s mother had abandoned the family).  These two grandmothers had

always been caring for the grandchildren and their parents.  The grandmother was the

mother figure for all of them.  When it came time to obtain legal custody of the

grandchildren due to incarceration, instead of being a long, arduous court battle, it was a

simple matter of obtaining a signature.  These grandmothers noted that nothing had

changed as a result of legal custody.  As for the third grandmother (Caucasian) in the

group of three, her experience is different for several reasons: she is the only

grandmother of the seven who is and has been married during the entire period of raising

her grandchildren.  Also, the grandmother obtained her two grandsons many years ago at
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the request of the mother who had a boyfriend who didn’t want them around.  So, the

grandmother assumed the mother role immediately.  She became guardian of her

granddaughter within the last year due to the father’s incarceration for driving under the

influence.  There again, guardianship was a matter of getting a signature.  The mother of

the grandchild (another daughter of the grandmother) had given up custody to the father

long ago.

Through the process of axial coding, taking the data apart and putting it back

together again, the decision was made to examine the data of the four grandmother group

more closely.  Using inductive and deductive reasoning with the data, the following

paradigm resulted (Figure 1).  The causal condition for four out of the seven

grandmothers was a history of daughter’s drug addiction.  This will become central later

in development of the conceptual model.  The phenomenon is the grandmother’s

parenting relationship with the grandchildren.  The relationship context is the

grandmother’s need to be a good provider and protector who is stable, provides for her

grandchildren’s health, well-being, education and a better life, while abdicating the

grandmother role for that of mother.  Intervening conditions are several and include: 1)

Sibling dynamics; 2) Grandchild’s mental and physical health; 3) Quality of school and

teachers; 4) Grandmother’s perspective of the situation; 5) Financial ability; 6)

Daughter’s-other’s  interference/conflicts/power struggles; and 7) Family support.  The
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strategies that the grandmothers utilize to manage the parenting relationship with their

grandchildren are: 1) Having a stable routine; 2) Using discipline tools; 3) Monitoring

whereabouts and behavior; 4) Having a decision-making process; 5) Pride in

grandchildren’s accomplishments and progress; 6) Advocating for individual health and

education needs; 7) Providing for outside activities and family fun; and 8) Anticipating

the teenage years.  Three dimensions of the relationship emerged:  Rescuer/Protector,

Caregiver/Provider and Mother/Advocate.  The consequence of the relationship results in

the grandchildren having a better life than the one they were living.  

Selective Coding

Selective coding involves the “conceptualization of the story” (Strauss & Corbin,

p. 116, 1990).  This process involved examining all seven grandmother’s situations to

find underlying commonality in causal conditions.  Four of the grandmothers were

involved in long, drawn-out, vicious court battles for legal custody of their grandchildren. 

These four interviews were reread several more times to determine their story lines.  This

process involved integrating categories into a central phenomenon, in this case, the

parenting relationship with the grandchildren.  The following example illustrates this

story line using the components of the paradigm.
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Figure 1:  

The Paradigm Model in Axial Coding

Causal Condition:
History of daughter’s drug addiction

Properties of History of Daughter’s Drug Addiction
• Financially draining
• Conflict-ridden relationships between mother and daughter
• In and out of mother’s life/home
• Concern for daughter’s/grandchildren’s health and well-being
• Rehabilitation and/or prison
• Multiple opportunities for daughter to “do better”
• Legal battles between mother and daughter for custody of grandchildren

Phenomenon:
Parenting relationship with grandchildren

Relationship Context:
• Good provider and protector who is stable, provides for their health, well-being, education and a

better life, while abdicating the grandmother role for that of mother

Intervening Conditions:
• Sibling dynamics
• Grandchild’s mental and physical health
• Quality of school and teachers
• Grandmother’s perspective of situation
• Financial ability
• Daughter’s-other’s interference/conflicts/power struggles
• Family support

Strategies for Positive Parenting Relationship:
• Stable routine
• Discipline plan
• Close monitoring
• Decision-making process
• Pride in grandchild’s accomplishments and progress
• Advocating for individual health and education needs
• Providing for outside activities and family fun
• Anticipating the teen years 

Dimensions of Parenting Relationship:
• Rescuer/Protector
• Caregiver/Provider
• Mother/Advocate

Consequence:  Grandchildren will have a better life than the one they were living
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Pamela’s daughter, Maureen became addicted to drugs at age 12.  She was in and

out of her parent’s house, often running away from home for a year or more.  Pamela

always allowed her to come home and, at times, was successful getting Maureen to enter

rehabilitation.  Pamela often lost track of her.  From time to time, Pamela and Maureen

would have contact, especially after her daughter gave birth to two girls.  Pamela stepped

in to rescue her granddaughters when she discovered that they were in the hands of Child

Protective Services (CPS)  in Arizona and about to be put up for adoption.  Pamela lived

in New Mexico at the time.  After an initial meeting with CPS, she decided to go for

custody of the two girls.  Pamela’s second husband was “dead set” against it.  Pamela

decided to divorce her husband and move to Phoenix, Arizona in order fight the court

battle that would ensue.  Her father and another daughter also lived there.  For six

months, Pamela fought an intensive court battle for custody of her grandchildren.  She

often felt like the perpetrator, being verbally attacked by the state’s attorney in court

proceedings.  Pamela underwent numerous psychological tests and interviews.  She had

no money for an attorney, so she represented herself with the assistance of the CPS

caseworker.  When the court battle was over, Pamela had rescued her grandchildren from

their neglectful mother and protected them from becoming part of the foster care system. 

She then went about providing for their care and basic needs.  The grandchildren had

suffered developmentally.  Her four year-old granddaughter could not speak and required
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therapy.  Both children needed dental care.  They were socially and emotionally delayed. 

Pamela took care of meeting their basic needs and then went about becoming their

mother and advocate.  She saw how much they needed love and affection and went about

the process of creating a home for them.  Over the years, she has needed to advocate for

their educational needs and hired tutors to help them.  Through the parenting strategies

she uses, she has created a strong, loving relationship with them.  “I’m the mom!” she

says.  Several intervening conditions have affected how Pamela utilizes these strategies. 

In her case, the main ones are the sibling dynamics between the girls, the mental and

physical health of the granddaughters, quality of the schools and teachers, Pamela’s

perspective of the situation, financial ability and family support. 

This story line example, combined with the other three interviews were compared

and coded for common elements and themes.  These were then categorized and some

categories were combined.  This process also involved arranging and rearranging

categories to fit the paradigm.  Questions about the patterns of data and comparisons of

the elements resulted in the core category and its properties.  Inductive and deductive

reasoning were utilized throughout.  Hypotheses were generated and validated against the

data occurred throughout the process.  Hypothesis testing was used to create the model of

parenting relationships explained in the next chapter.    
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Role of the Researcher

The constructivist research paradigm makes the following assumptions,

respectively  about ontology, epistemology and methodology: 1) There are multiple

realities; 2) The researcher and participant co-create understanding; and 3) Methods of

collecting data are done in a naturalistic setting (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).  Given this

perspective for the present study, the researcher plays an integral role in grounded theory

methodology.

Point of View and Personal Bias

As a practitioner working with grandparents raising grandchildren, I had a vested

interest in this topic.  My vested interest in the current study was to gain in-depth

knowledge about grandparent families that could serve to build a conceptual framework

around the nature of the relationships that exist in this family context.  My experience

with grandparent families has exposed me to the complexities, challenges and chaos that

often precede and then follow, the formation of this family unit.  To balance this personal

and professional experience, I  utilized the literature as needed  throughout the study to

provide additional insights and validity.  In addition, the following three suggestions of

Strauss and Corbin (1990) were adhered to: 1) Periodically stepping back and asking:

What is going on here?  Does what I think I see fit the data as it truly is?  2) Maintaining
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an attitude of doubt; and  3) Following the research procedures.  According to Strauss

and Corbin (1990), professional experience can be a source of theoretical sensitivity.

Theoretical Sensitivity

Strauss & Corbin (1990, p. 77-93) recommended a number of techniques for

enhancing theoretical sensitivity in the grounded theory method.  These techniques are

designed to stimulate the inductive thinking process, allow for a more thorough

exploration of possible meanings and concepts and focus on what is in the data.  The

three techniques are: 1) The use of questioning; 2) Analysis of a word, phrase or

sentence; and 3) Waving the red flag.  The first technique, the use of questioning helps to

open up the data and stimulate thinking about categories and their properties and

dimensions.  Here, the questions may be as basic as who, what, when, where, why and

how.  The second technique, analysis of a word, phrase or sentence is used to discover

meaning.  For example, after a document has been scanned, the researcher then chooses a

word, phrase or sentence and thinks about its possible meanings.  In the present study, the

word “grounded” was used often by the grandmothers in terms of discipline.  The

researcher spent time thinking about all the possible meanings of the word “grounded”,

both within and outside the context of discipline.  Additional analyses can be

accomplished through comparisons.  This assists in stimulating analytical, rather than

descriptive thinking.  The final technique of waving the red flag means that the
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researcher becomes sensitized to certain words and phrases that require a deeper look at

what is happening.  During the course of the present study, the researcher utilized these

three techniques.  These techniques helped me further develop my inductive reasoning

ability.  By constantly questioning what was going on with the data, rearranging

categories and making comparisons, I became open to new possibilities of dimensions of

the relationships.  By analyzing words and phrases, I was helped to avoid standard ways

of thinking about them and explored numerous possible meanings for them.  This

allowed for the inductive development of new concepts and aided in discovering the

properties and dimensions of the data.  The waving the red flag technique alerted me to

words and phrases that needed to be questioned further.

Trustworthiness

According to Lincoln & Guba,  (2000, p. 178) validity is concerned with

answering the following questions:  

Are these findings sufficiently authentic (isomorphic to some reality, trustworthy,
related to the way others construct their social worlds) that I may trust myself in
acting on their implications?  More to the point, would I feel sufficiently secure
about these findings to construct social policy or legislation based on them?

Lincoln and Guba (2000) proposed that two sets of criteria be used for

trustworthiness of qualitative research.  The first set includes credibility, transferability

dependability and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) .  Credibility is a parallel

concept to that of internal validity.  It answers the question: To what extent is what is
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being presented true or plausible?  Transferability parallels the idea of external validity. 

This criteria seeks to determine how well the explanations transfer to other situations. 

The third criteria, dependability, is parallel to reliability.  Dependability looks at the data

collection process over time and is concerned with consistency and stability in the

method.  Criteria four, confirmability, is related to objectivity.  Confirmability refers to

the objectivity of the researcher and is concerned that the study components including

data, analysis, and interpretations are founded in the source documents and free of bias

and self-interests of the researcher.  

Credibility

Lincoln and Guba (1985, pp. 301-307) suggest five primary techniques for

enhancing credibility in qualitative research.  These are: 1) Activities increasing the

probability that credible findings will be produced; 2) Peer debriefing; 3) Negative case

analysis; 4) Referential adequacy and 5) Member checks.  The first technique for

satisfying the credibility criterion involves prolonged engagement with the research site. 

The engagement should be long enough to enable the researcher to identify and account

for anomalies that may find their way into the data.  For example, there may be situations

that occur outside the norm that can only be viewed with sufficient time at the research

site.  Also, the participants themselves may unintentionally produce distortions in the

data that, given time would be recognized by the researcher.  Prolonged engagement at
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the research site also provides opportunities for the researcher to build trust.  The

building of trust is a process that allows for greater openness on the part of subjects and

may allow for greater inclusion of those initially skeptical about participating.  Persistent

observation is another activity that increases the probability that credible findings will be

produced.  Persistent observation provides depth to the phenomenon under study.  Here,

the researcher goes through a process of identifying “those characteristics and elements

in the situation that are most relevant to the problem or issue being pursued and focusing

on them in detail” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 304).  The researcher satisfies this criterion

by being able to describe in detail the process of determining which aspects of the

phenomenon are salient and which are not and what questions are posed during this

exploration.  The process of triangulation also is a procedure for increasing the

probability of producing credible results.  Triangulation uses  “multiple and different

sources, methods, investigators, and theories” (Denzin, 1978, in Lincoln & Guba, 1985,

p. 305).  The goal is to use various media to add credibility.  For example, a person’s

recollection of an event could be verified against newspaper accounts, other individuals

or public records.  

A process of peer debriefing is the second primary technique Lincoln and Guba

(1985) recommend for establishing credibility.  This process utilizes a disinterested peer

for the purpose of discussing and analyzing facets of the study “that might otherwise
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remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (p. 308).  This allows for exploration of

the researcher’s biases, meanings and interpretations.  This process also provides for an

opportunity to test working hypotheses, discuss and analyze next steps and help the

researcher see more clearly by getting out in the open any feelings or emotions that may

be affecting judgment.  

The third primary technique for enhancing credibility is negative case analysis. 

This process uses hindsight to analyze and revise working hypotheses.  The goal of this

process is to eliminate outliers and exceptions to the hypothesis so that it “fit some

reasonable number of cases” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 312).  

Referential adequacy, the fourth primary technique Lincoln and Guba (1985)

propose for increasing credibility can be achieved “if the investigator will earmark a

portion of the data to be archived---not included in whatever data anaysis may be

planned—and then recalled when tentative findings have been reached” (p. 313).  This

process provides for others not associated with the study to validate the data and test the

conclusions.  

The fifth of Lincoln & Guba’s (1985) methods is member checking, “the most

crucial technique to establishing credibility” (p. 314).   During the process of member

checking, the actual participants from whom data are collected examine the “data,

analytic categories, interpretations and conclusions” (p. 314).  The participants react to



85

them and give a judgment of overall credibility.  The ultimate goal is that the participants

will verify that the researcher’s conclusions are adequate representations of their own

realities.

In the present study, member checks, peer debriefing, and negative case analysis

were utilized to verify credibility of the research.   In member checking, two of the four

grandmothers represented in the model were contacted by telephone for the purposes of

member checking.  The purpose of member checking is determine whether or not the

explanation of what’s going on is credible.  In other words, it is a way of checking out the

story.  Does it make sense?  Is it a correct interpretation of what is happening?  The

telephone conversations entailed a thorough explanation of the research methodology and

the model for explaining the grandmother’s relationships with the grandchildren they are

raising.  In both cases, the grandmothers expressed that the model was an accurate

reflection of their experiences.  Member checking can also involve other stakeholders. 

Therefore, additional input was sought from two grandmother support program

paraprofessionals instrumental in obtaining study participants.  The paraprofessional’s

years of direct experience in working with hundreds of grandmothers raising

grandchildren provides an excellent resource for credibility checking.  In the first

instance, a face-to-face meeting was held and the study and model explained.  The

paraprofessional and researcher held a dialogue about the model for approximately one-
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half hour.  In the second instance, the member checking was accomplished via telephone. 

The model was transmitted to the paraprofessional ahead of time by computer.  A similar

discussion and explanation of the model was held with the second paraprofessional

lasting about a half hour also.  Both paraprofessionals indicated that the model was a

credible conceptualization of the relationships between the grandmothers raising

grandchildren with a history of their daughter’s drug addiction.  A third type of member

checking involved a Ph.D.-level disinterested third party with experience in qualitative

research.  Using a process reported by Janesick (2000) the individual examined the data,

model and field notes.  The researcher and a third party held a discussion and questions

were answered.  The individual concluded that a similar interpretation of the data could

have been induced.  Janesick (2000) states that “this current variation (of member

checking) is a good one, for educational research is always public, open to the public, and

in many cases funded under federal mandates” (p. 393).  By using these three sources for

member checking, the criterion of credibility has been met.

The process of peer debriefing involved discussing the data and its analysis with a

disinterested peer.  This was done periodically throughout the data analysis period.  This

involved discussions with a student seeking an Educational Specialist degree in School

Psychology.  Discussions regarding potential hypotheses, meanings, biases and category

formation were held.
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Negative case analysis was also conducted as a form of enhancing the current

study’s credibility.  This process involved using hindsight with hypotheses to determine

outliers and/or cases that do not fit the model.  This resulted in distinguishing the four

grandmothers with a daughter’s history of drug addiction from the other three. 

Commonalities as well as differences were evaluated during this process.

Transferability

The parallel concept of transferability is external validity.  According to Lincoln

and Guba (1985),

While the conventionalist expects (and is expected) to make relatively precise
statements about external validity (expressed, for example , in the form of
statistical confidence limits), the naturalist can only set out working hypotheses
together with a description of the time and context in which they were found to
hold.  Whether they hold in some other context, or even in the same context at
some other time, is an empirical issue, the resolution of which depends upon the
degree of similarity between sending and receiving (or earlier and later) contexts. 
Thus the naturalist cannot specify the external validity of an inquiry; he or she can
provide only the thick description necessary to enable someone interested in
making a transfer to reach a conclusion about whether transfer can be
contemplated as a possibility (p.  316).

Thus, the researcher supplies the thick description in sufficient scope and depth so

that judgments of transferability can be made by others wishing to apply the study

results.

To meet the criterion of transferability in the current study, thick descriptions of

procedural methods including data collection, sampling, analyses, findings and
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conclusions were presented.  These descriptions provide the background and detail that

other researchers can use to make judgements about potential transferability to their

applications.

Dependability

Dependability in qualitative studies is thought of in relationship to reliability and

the concepts of stability, consistency and predictability.  According to Miles and

Huberman, (1994, p. 278) “The underlying issue here is whether the process of the study

is consistent, reasonably stable over time and across researchers and methods?....Have

things been done with reasonable care”?  Lincoln and Guba (1985) cite four ways to tend

to the dependability criterion.  The first method is to provide a strong case for the

credibility of the study.  Their conjecture is that “since there can be no validity without

reliability (and thus no credibility without dependability), a demonstration of the former

is sufficient to establish the latter” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 316).  The second method

suggested is to overlap methods to accomplish the study.  Overlapping methods is the use

of triangulation for determining dependability.  This involves using research multiple

methods in the same study.  The third method is called stepwise replication.  This method

involves two teams, each dealing independently with data sources.  This is not

recommended as an approach since it conflicts with qualitative design and is extremely

cumbersome.  The final method cited for satisfying the dependability criterion is an
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inquiry audit.  This involves utilizing an outside person as an auditor to examine the

process by which the study was conducted and to examine the product for accuracy. 

Thus, study documents including data, memos, diagrams, field notes, analytical notes and

conclusions are looked at the same fashion as a financial audit.  In this method, the

process or procedures of the study and the product or results are attested to for accuracy.

In the current study, the dependability criterion is satisfied by using the credibility

criterion.  Three separate and diverse member checks were conducted that agreed with

the research findings.  First, two of the four grandmothers represented in the model

completed a check of the model and explanations and determined the findings to be

credible.  Second, two paraprofessionals working with grandmothers raising

grandchildren also deemed the study conclusions to be credible.  Finally, a Ph.D.-level

outsider with experience in qualitative methods read the data transcripts, field notes and

the model and verified the credibility of the study.  Thus, for the purposes of this study,

the dependability criterion has been satisfied.  

Confirmability

The criterion of confirmability is analogous to objectivity and involves the issues

of “relative neutrality and freedom from unacknowledged researcher bias” (Miles &

Huberman, 1994, p. 278).  Lincoln and Guba (1985) cite Scriven’s (1971, pp. 95-96)

definition of objectivity: “‘reliable, factual, confirmable or confirmed, and so forth’”. 
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According to Lincoln and Guba, (1985, p. 300) “The issue is no longer the investigator’s

characteristics but the characteristics of the data: Are they or are they not confirmable”?

The major technique cited by Lincoln and Guba (1985) for satisfying this criterion is the

confirmability audit.  This involves examination of the raw documents necessary for an

audit trail and the actual audit process involving five stages.  The ultimate goal is the

auditor’s assessment of confirmability that the findings are grounded in the data, that the

findings can be traced back through the data and that the conclusions from the data are

logical and without potential alternatives.

Although a confirmability audit may be the ideal, a more practical means of

meeting the confirmability criterion was found in Miles and Huberman (1994).   The

following relevant questions can be used to determine if this criterion has been met (p.

278):  1) Are the study’s general methods and procedures described explicitly and in

detail? 2) Can we follow the actual sequence of how data were collected, processed,

condensed/transformed and displayed for specific conclusion drawing?  3) Are the

conclusions explicitly linked with exhibits of condensed/displayed data?  5) Has the

researcher been explicit and as self-aware as possible about personal assumptions values

and biases, affective states—how they may have come in to play during the study? 6) 

Are study data retained and available for re-analysis by others?
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The current study presented a detailed description of the study’s procedures

including data collection, sampling, analysis and conclusions.  These were explicitly

linked with the figures and tables provided throughout the document.  Personal biases,

values and point of view were acknowledged and discussed with others throughout the

study.  Data and analysis have been retained and are available for others to study and

draw their own conclusions.

Authenticity

The second set of criteria posited by Guba and Lincoln (1990, pp. 245-252)

consists of four additional requirements.  These include fairness, ontological authenticity,

educative authenticity and tactical authenticity.  Fairness refers to the idea that all views,

perspectives and concerns should be heard.  In examining the relationships between

grandmothers and the grandchildren they are raising, this study interviewed both the

grandmother and two of the grandchildren.  This provided a degree of fairness not found

in other studies related to this issue.  Also, including more than one grandchild provided

for a multidimensional look at the family.  Ontological authenticity refers to raising the

level of awareness of the participants while educative authenticity is concerned with

raising the level of awareness of those surrounding the research participants for a social

or organizational purpose.  In addressing ontological authenticity, the interview questions

posed provided participants with a new way to view themselves and their grandchildren. 
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The interview questions were designed to be thought provoking and not result in “pat”

answers.  The grandmothers were also surprised to learn that their situations would be

deemed important enough to be studied. By including paraprofessionals in member-

checking, the criterion of educative authenticity was addressed.  Their questions during

debriefing demonstrate that the model gives them new insight into their client families.

Tactical authenticity examines the research’s ability to prompt social and political action

with the goal of positive social change.  The current study has the potential to meet this

criterion.  The model conceptualizing the relationships between grandmothers and the

grandchildren they are raising will provide a useful research-based foundation for

prevention-intervention programs.  Programs can be developed based on the model that

address specific components.  The availability of the study conclusions can provide

information to social and political advocates for future policy recommendations.    

Summary

This chapter has outlined and described the methods for this grounded theory

study.  The Corbin and Strauss (1998) grounded theory approach was used to answer the

research questions described.  Human subject’s protections were addressed.   In-depth

interviews were conducted with grandmothers and grandchildren using the theoretical

sampling technique.  Open coding, axial coding and selective coding were employed in

data analysis.  The goal of this study was to produce a theoretical conceptual model for
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explaining the  relationships between grandmothers and the grandchildren they are

raising.
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CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  

Introduction

The primary aim of the current study is to propose a conceptual model explaining

the relationships between grandmothers and the grandchildren they are raising.  Using a

grounded theory approach, the following model (Figure 2) illustrates three phases of the

relationship under the causal condition of daughter’s long-term drug addiction.  This

causal condition is reflective of the circumstances of four out of the seven grandmothers

participating in this study.  The three remaining grandmothers represented other causal

conditions and did not seem to progress along the same developmental path as the four

grandmothers with a daughter’s history of long-term drug addiction.  The phenomenon of

interest is the parenting relationship between the grandmothers and the grandchildren

they are raising.  Three phases of the relationship are proposed, as well as the contextual

conditions that influence movement from one phase to another.  Strategies employed by

the grandmother during the third phase are described.  Intervening conditions, those

influencing the strategies taken by the grandmothers are also identified.  The remaining

three grandmother’s situations and their relationship to the model components are

discussed at the end of this chapter.
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The Causal Condition

In grounded theory, causal conditions are “events, incidents, happenings that lead

to the occurrence or development of a phenomenon” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 96). 

Four of the seven grandmothers interviewed (three Caucasian and one Hispanic) have

experienced the causal condition of their daughter’s long history of drug addiction. 

These four grandmothers had strikingly similar stories.  The causal condition is

characterized by their daughter’s drug use beginning in the early and late-teen years, long

periods of not knowing their daughter’s whereabouts, times when the daughter and/or

grandchildren were in and out of the grandmother’s home, rehabilitation attempts and

incarceration.  Although each family’s experience is unique in some ways, there are

many commonalities.  

The remaining three grandmothers had different situations.  Two of the

grandmothers, both African American, had always taken care of their grandchildren and

their parents.  Unlike the four grandmothers, they did not undergo lengthy court battles to

obtain custody, it was simply a matter of signing the paperwork.  In one instance, the

grandchild’s parent was the grandmother’s son, as opposed to a daughter.  In another

situation, the grandmother said, she had always been the mother figure for her daughter

and both granddaughters.  She was raising her grandchildren due to incarceration of the

mother for reasons other than drugs.  The third grandmother in this group (Caucasian)
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had different circumstances as well.  She began raising her two grandsons when the

mother called to ask the grandmother to pick them up because her boyfriend didn’t want

them around.  Again, this was not a long drawn out court battle.  The mother simply

signed away her rights.  This grandmother is also raising a 14 year-old girl, another

daughter’s child.  The granddaughter came to live with her when her father was

imprisoned for driving under the influence.  (The girl’s mother had given up custody to

the father years ago to live a different life with her boyfriend).  The father resisted giving

the grandmother temporary custody at first, but then realized that the girl would go into

the foster care system and gave his former mother-in-law guardianship. Another

distinguishing factor for this grandmother is that she is the only one of the seven

grandmothers who is married.

As described previously, the causal conditions for the remaining three

grandmothers are different from the four grandmothers who encountered the causal

condition of a long history of their daughter’s drug addiction.  Because of their strikingly

similar paths, the four grandmothers became the focus of developmental model presented

in this study.  They range in age from 54-68. Their experiences are presented in the

following passages.  
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Chris, Age 54

Chris’ daughter Reba lived with Stan, the father of two of her children (they never

married) for several years, enduring physical and verbal abuse as well as infidelity. 

During Reba’s third pregnancy, Stan pushed her down the stairs and she was

hosptialized.  Chris immediately drove from her home in California to Reba, in New

Mexico and retained an attorney for her daughter’s custody fight.  Chris related, “Then I

went back to California, gave my notice to the most wonderful family practice that ever

walked the face of the earth, packed up all my belongings and my uncle helped me drive

from Costa Mesa, California to Ruidoso, New Mexico.  We were there for a year.”  

 During that year, Candace, Reba’s third child, was born prematurely.  In May of

1997, Reba and Stan were given joint custody of Melissa and Reba had sole custody of

Candace.  Meanwhile, Chris was living with Reba in New Mexico and Stan continued to

be violent and harassing.  Chris and Reba filed several police reports.  Chris felt it would

be best to move to Phoenix near her mother and away from Stan.  The court was

petitioned to allow the move.  When they returned to Phoenix, Reba chose to move in

with a girlfriend and left the children with Chris.  

Moving to Phoenix meant driving to Lordsburg, New Mexico every fourth week

to facilitate the father’s visitation and picking them up at the end of the week.  This lasted

a year.  Reba “had the custody, but I was doing all the driving because she had no vehicle
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and half the time she would never show up to take them, or to go and pick them up.  That

was real scary because I didn’t know if he (Stan) was going to return them”.  As part of

the visitation agreement, Reba and Stan had to report to an attorney in Deming, New

Mexico and meet with him on numerous occasions.  Chris did all of the reporting on

Reba’s behalf.  The father never complied.  After a year, the attorney petitioned a judge

to end the traveling between states until custody was determined.  In June, 1999, Reba

was given sole custody of both daughters.

For a brief period of time, Reba lived with another man and also on her own. 

Chris was always there to pick up the pieces.  On one occasion, to spite her mother, Reba

called Stan in New Mexico to pick up the children where they stayed for six weeks until

Reba changed her mind and asked her mother to help her get the kids back.  After days of

court proceedings and forays with judges, the children were retrieved.  Once again, Reba

lost her apartment and asked Chris to care for the children and she agreed.  Again, Reba

threatened Chris with giving the children to Stan, if she didn’t get something she wanted. 

The children were in New Mexico for a month before Chris could get them back.

Upon the return from New Mexico, Chris took the children for a pediatric well-

child visit.   Candace was diagnosed with genital warts.  It is believed that Stan is the

perpetrator of child molestation.  Child Protective Services (CPS) became involved and

Chris filed a petition in juvenile court for guardianship of the children, which she later
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dropped to acquiesce to her daughter.  When “it went back to the back and forth game”

one more time, Chris filed a petition to family court for guardianship.  

Chris hired legal help and “of course the state appoints the dad an attorney.  CPS

is telling me, ‘Oh, no, we’re going to back you up.  We’re going to do this’....The minute

that we got into court...’Oh, the dad is wonderful.  He’s done this.  He’s done that...’”

After several more reports to CPS for molestation, Stan not paying child support and

neglecting other children he has fathered and Reba being out of the picture due to drugs,

Chris was finally awarded sole custody of the children.  Stan still has unsupervised

visitation.

Grace, Age 56

Grace’s legal battles began when the police phoned her to come to her daughter’s

apartment to pick up her grandchildren.  “When I arrived, the scenario was just horrible! 

There was drug vans.! There were helicopters!  There were the police officers all over the

place and I was just in awe...That it was, you know, a big drug scene!  And all I

remember is basically praying not to break down because, we see this on TV, but when it

happens at your back door, it’s just something else!  And the first thing that I saw after

the vans, after the drug vans was little Missy being wrapped in a blanket and a police

officer had...was holding Missy....She was three.”
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“I knew something was wrong but I didn’t know it was that wrong, you know.  I

didn’t know that was that much...that deep.  So I picked up the children and later the

officer...told me, you know, what really had happened.  That they had raided the house

and that there was drug paraphernalia inside the house.  There was guns inside the house,

out of reach of the children...and that she (her daughter) had been arrested.”

“Little did I know that I was looking at a big fight.  We’d go to court.  They (the

state) fought me at court.  It made it sound like I was the defendant, that I created

something wrong, you know.  And through all these court events that I had to go through

to keep these children.”

Grace petitioned the court for guardianship and dealt with CPS.  Both parents

fought her to have visitation rights.  The parents were allowed supervised visitation.  “It

seemed like to me that the state was really fighting me like I was the bad guy, instead of

rendering assistance and programs”.  The court kept giving the parents second chances. 

“They had attorneys and I had to defend myself in court”.  

All what I went through to get the children, if I didn’t love them the way I do I
would have said ‘You know what, you people can all go to hell!  I’m not the
defendant here!  They (the parents) committed the crime, I didn’t.  But yet you’re
putting me here like I did!  Forget it!  You take them!’  But I didn’t see it as that”. 
The legal battles took 16 months and Grace was finally awarded full permanent
custody.
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Pamela, Age 53

Pamela who was living in New Mexico at the time, had lost track of her drug

addicted daughter and in late 1994 was trying to track her down to attend her sister’s

wedding.  In May, of 1995, after many phone calls, Pamela learned that the following

week, her daughter’s parental rights were being severed and her two granddaughters put

up for adoption in Phoenix.  She made numerous calls to the state and finally got

agreement to postpone the hearing until she could be there.  Pamela’s dad lives in

Phoenix and he went with her to petition the court for custody of the children.  Realizing

that it would take a long time, Pamela said, “I ended up moving back here just so I could

fight to get the kids because they (the state) didn’t want to give them to me....Come to

find out I was fighting a supervisor of CPS that took an instant dislike to me...I ended up

having to take two MMPI’s.  I had to see a psychologist twice, because, just because she

(the caseworker) didn’t like me...and while I was dealing with CPS, I had three different

caseworkers, just in a matter of six months”.  

“Of course I couldn’t afford to have an attorney and I was just being represented

by my caseworker and the state’s attorney was standing there saying things like, you

know, ‘If these girls grow up, 12 or 13, they get into trouble.  Then she’s going to turn

them back over to CPS and we’re going to stuck with them again.  And you know, we
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want her to either take legal guardianship.  We want her to adopt these children or we

want to adopt them out’.  Well, I wasn’t going to have that, you know?”

“So finally...I looked at the judge and said, ‘Your Honor, I heard enough of this

jerk!  Would you ask him to shut up and sit down?  I said, my daughter...I have faith that

one of these days she’s going to get well...I have had her in and out of drug rehabs.  I’ve

had her steal from me.  I’ve had her have people in my home that hid drugs...I have never

given up on her.’  And I said, ‘What makes him, or gives him the right to accuse me of

the possibility of wanting to give up my grandchildren?’   I said, ‘I’m taking them so that

they will know their family and their mother’.  And I said, ‘I don’t’ want to sever her

rights’.  I said, ‘I want her to know her children someday’.  And of course he’s (the

state’s attorney) still standing there and the judge told him to shut up and sit down.”

The children had already been with CPS for six months prior to Pamela’s

knowledge of where they were.  During the next six months, Pamela had to go to court

two times.  At a third hearing, the judge awarded the girls to be in Pamela’s possession

the following day.  However, the children are still in the foster care system with Pamela

being their permanent guardian.  “The judge is the one that talked me into staying in the

foster care”.  He said ‘You’re single’.  He said, ‘I would rather pay you and have the

insurance of the children and know that they are in a loving home than to give them to

somebody else and not know what was going to happen to them’.  So, it took me awhile
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to say yes to that.  My upbringing, my pride, my not wanting to take anything and not use

the state in that manner.  I’d never been brought up that way.  You worked for what you

got.  So it took me some time and prayer and my dad helped me through that period, you

know”.

Rose, Age 68

Rose raised her oldest grandson, Gary, now 21 years old since second grade.  He

now lives with his Aunt Jane and is raising a child while his wife is in prison for drugs. 

Currently, Rose is raising four additional grandchildren from two of her daughters.  Her

daughter, Lila died of AIDS contracted while abusing drugs.  Lila’s children, Tom, age

15 and Andrea, age 12, have lived with Rose permanently since Tom was five and

Andrea was an infant.  Rose’s daughter, Kathy was facing a multiple-year prison

sentence for drugs when she checked herself into a rehabilitation program.  The court

ordered her to stay in rehabilitation or she will go to jail.  Rose has had permanent

guardianship over Kathy’s children, Jenny, age 14 and Sally, age 8 since Jenny was

seven and Sally was three. 

That was one of my fears (the children being in foster care).  And all this time. 
Well, the case went on for about four years actually from the time Tom was a
baby and now he is now sixteen and that was one of my fears. If, if the state gets
them and puts them in foster care, they could move from foster home to foster
home and I didn’t want that. So I started fighting when Tom was a baby. And so
that’s how long this went on and then of course now Jenny is in the picture three
years later and then Sally came into the picture. And regardless of what I do the
family should bond and be together and family should be there for family. And I 
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fought all those years to get them, to be able to keep them.  And I had to go
through a lot of psychological evaluations and I had to bear my soul financially, 
you know to show everything. I even told the psychologist doctor what’s his
name or whatever that is the CPS office in Glendale. I even said to him that I
would take early retirement because he said, ‘You know, you have to be there for
them.’ And I said, ‘ I will be there for them. I will take early retirement at sixty-
two. And then I will work. I worked here in the house.   I had a day care for ten
years...because I wanted to be here to put them off to school in the mornings and I
wanted to be here when they got home.  Because that was a requirement, you
know.  And it was something that I wanted to do.  I wanted to keep them together. 
(Rose)

Rose relates that the legal battles were “out of this world!  That was absolutely

out of this world! “  For a long time, Rose paid for her own attorney.  When the case

dragged on for years, Ruth’s finances were depleted.  “Everything was exhausted I had

nothing left!  NOTHING!...So I said, ‘Well, you know what, I will just finish this on my

own.  Then the judge will have to decide what he thinks is best for the kids’. They could

leave them with me or do what ever they wanted to do because I was not going into debt

anymore, and thank God he decided that they should be with me!  While Rose depleted

her resources on a private attorney, the state provided an attorney for the grandchildren’s

parents. 

For years, Rose allowed Lila to live in and out of her home and cared for the

children.  Lila became heavily involved with drugs after her sister Kathy ran off with her

husband.  “And that’s when Lila then got in to drugs really heavy...I was at Jane’s house

(another daughter)...and I got a phone call from one of my neighbors saying ‘You better
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get home.  Somebody’s moving your furniture out!  And I jumped in the car and went

and my place was cleaned out!  Drug dealers had come in a wiped me out took

everything from my leather coats to my purses to my briefcase to my coffee pot!  The

only thing left was a sectional couch on the first floor and table and chairs and bedroom

furniture upstairs. But everything else was gone!  Totally!  Even that baby stroller!

Everything was gone!”  The police were going to arrest Lila, but Jane convinced the

Glendale police to allow them to send Lila to her father’s in Pennsylvania.  Lila

eventually went to prison several times in Pennsylvania and in Arizona due to drugs.  She

contracted HIV and died three years later.  Andrea’s father is currently in prison for drugs

and may be getting out within a year, although he has had little contact over the years.    

Meanwhile, Kathy got pregnant and had Jenny.  Her sister Lila’s ex-husband was

the father.  They married and Kathy began doing drugs heavily.  To avoid a prison

sentence, she enrolled in a rehabilitation program.

The Phenomenon

In grounded theory, the phenomenon is the main idea or happening “about which

a set of actions or interactions are directed at managing, or to which the set of actions is

related” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 96).  The phenomenon in the current study is the

parenting relationship between the grandmother and the grandchildren they are raising. 

This relationship changes and evolves over time.  



107

The Phases of the Parenting Relationship With Grandchildren

The conceptual model developed in this study proposes three phases of the

parenting relationship involving grandmothers raising grandchildren.  The phases are

characterized as rescuer/protector, caregiver/provider and mother/advocate.  Several

contextual conditions were identified from the data.  These are the specific conditions

“within which action/interaction strategies are taken to manage, handle, carry out, and

respond to a specific phenomenon” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 101).  In this study, the

back and forth living situation of the daughter and grandchildren, an ultimate crisis such

as Child Protective Service involvement, death or incarceration and ensuing legal battles

are identified as the contextual conditions between the history of daughter’s drug

addiction and the relationship to the grandchildren as rescuer/protector.  Legal custody

emerged as the contextual condition for movement from rescuer/protector to

caregiver/provider.  Finally, meeting grandchildren’s basic needs is the contextual

condition that leads from being caregiver/provider to being mother/advocate.

Strategies are the purposeful, goal-oriented actions/interactions undertaken by

the grandmothers to manage their parenting relationship, the phenomenon in the current

study.  Eight strategies emerged from the data.  They are: 1) Having a stable routine; 2)

Using discipline tools; 3) Monitoring whereabouts and behavior; 4) Having a decision-

making process; 5) Pride in grandchildren’s accomplishments and progress; 6)
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Advocating for individual health and education needs; 7) Providing for outside activities

and family fun; and 8) Anticipating the teenage years.  The purpose of these strategies for

the grandmothers is much the same as framing is to a house.  Together, the strategies

keep the family standing.  If any one of the strategies isn’t working, the family situation

becomes unstable and the strategy needs to be fixed.  The strategies provide the structure

for the grandmother’s adaptation to the situation and are sources of coping.

Intervening conditions act to either “facilitate or constrain the

action/interactional strategies taken within a specific context” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990,

p. 103).  In the current study, intervening conditions influence management of the

strategies of rescuer/protector, caregiver/provider and mother/advocate.  In managing the

relationship of rescuer/protector, the key intervening conditions are daughter’s or other

parent’s interference with the grandmother’s actions.  There may be legal, emotional and

financial conflicts.  There may be disagreement over visitation.  As parental rights are

about to be terminated, power struggles may ensue.  Another intervening condition of the

rescuer/protector is financial ability.  Grandmothers in this circumstance must pay their

own legal costs, represent themselves or count on the Child Protective Services

caseworker to make their case.  In some cases, it can take years to obtain legal custody of

the grandchildren, even in the worst cases of neglect.  A third intervening condition is

family support.  Strong family support can be a facilitator for rescuer/protector and lack
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of family support can negatively influence how this role plays out.  In the case of

caregiver/provider, two intervening conditions were identified.  They are financial ability

and family support.  A grandmother’s financial resources dictate the extent to which she

can meet the basic needs of the grandchildren.  Some seek outside assistance through

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families in the form of a child-only cash subsidy and/or

food stamps.  The presence of family support is an additional resource that can assist in

getting basic needs met through cash or in-kind contributions.

The strategies that the grandmothers use to manage the parenting relationship

with their grandchildren are:  1) Having a stable routine; 2) Using discipline tools; 3)

Monitoring whereabouts and behavior; 4) Having a decision-making process; 5) Pride in

grandchildren’s accomplishments and progress; 6) Advocating for individual health and

education needs; 7) Providing for outside activities and family fun; and 8) Anticipating

the teenage years. The intervening conditions that influence how the mother/advocate

relationship unfolds are: 1) Sibling dynamics; 2) Grandchild’s mental & physical health;

3) Quality of school and teachers; 4) Grandmother’s perspective of the situation; 5)

financial ability; 6) Daughter’s-other’s interference/conflicts/power struggles; and 7)

Family support.
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Rescuer/Protector

When one’s daughter becomes addicted to drugs, what sometimes results is years

of upheaval and chaos in relationships.  The daughter cannot and does not care for

herself.  She becomes dependent on where and how she will get the next fix.  All reason

goes out the window.  She moves from place to place, barely surviving.  At times, the

daughter is ashamed, embarrassed and afraid to contact those who love her and those can

help her, because, maybe---once again---she will disappoint them.  The daughter gets

pregnant and reaches out for help to her  mother, knowing that she will give it---knowing

that her mother will try to help her one more time---Because the daughter is her daughter

and the child is her granddaughter...her flesh and blood.  This happens once, maybe

twice, maybe more.  The daughter gets busted or someone calls Child Protective

Services.

This is the scenario that these four grandmothers lived.  Over and over again,

grandmother came to the rescue.  Not approving of the lifestyle, the grandmothers didn’t

want their grandchildren to suffer.  They wanted a better life for their grandchildren than

the one that inevitably lay ahead.

Chris went through years of taking care of her daughter, Reba and her

grandchildren.  There were many instances of caring for the kids while the mother was

off on her own, sometimes in a relationship with the granddaughter’s physically and
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emotionally abusing father, sometimes with other men. The grandchildren were

conceived when both parents were on drugs.  Candace was born prematurely.

Reba was almost always dependent on her mother Chris when she was not living

with someone. Chris relates, 

My sister and I were transporting her back and forth to work. She was working at
the monastery school...I would buy her the groceries and take them over and then
again when we came back from New Mexico, she never went back to work. And
so in September, she lost her apartment.  Well, I would keep the girls every
weekend and then I would say on Monday I was going to bring them home at 7
o’clock.  Well, she didn’t want them home this one weekend.  And so she called
the dad (who lived in New Mexico) to come and get them by 8 o’clock in the
morning,.  And then her story was that I refused to give her the children and so we
had this big to do about that...He (the children’s dad) and his dad drove all night
and got here at 8 o’clock and she turned the children over to him. And oh I was
just furious!  And um, I called every other day.  I sent them things in the mail, and
after about 6 weeks my niece called me and said Reba wants the girls back.  Will
you get them back? And I said if I get them back, this is never going to happen
again! And so I made arrangements for them to bring the girls back to Phoenix. 
And the day that they were supposed to come back I got the run around and...they
were going to fly them into Phoenix and return them.  And finally I said, ‘You
know what? I’m tired of your lies!  And I hung up, and I told her, ‘If you want
them we’ll go and get them.  So we flew out that afternoon into El Paso and then
drove to New Mexico and ...we were at police station early Monday morning. 
And because the judge hadn’t signed the court papers...he didn’t set down his
ruling in writing at that time so we spent 3 days trying to get that done.  (Chris)

Before she even got guardianship, Chris put the girls on her health insurance.  She

needed to be able to tend to their health and dental care.  “Both the girls had terrible

dental hygiene. (Reba) had let Melissa’s teeth rot from sipper cups with juice in it at

night.  Charley’s had gotten that way from those visits and she would come crying that
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her tongue hurt and what it was, was her teeth hurt...We ended up utilizing Phoenix

Children’s Hospital with general anesthesia to put the caps on”.

The last straw for Chris was when, on a pediatric well-child visit, Candace was

diagnosed with  genital warts.  Although Chris had gone through numerous legal battles

on her daughter’s behalf against the grandchildren’s father, Chris saw this as the turning

point for legal action to gain custody from her daughter.  Furthermore, the father saw this

as an opportunity to fight for custody again.  The daughter made numerous bargains with

Chris, trying to get her to drop legal action, only to reneg on them later.  Six months after

petitioning family court, Chris gained full custody of both granddaughters.  

These children didn’t ask to be brought into this world, they needed to be taken
care of, they needed to be loved.  And if the parents weren’t going to do that I was
going to do it because they deserved the same opportunities that these parents
had, had. And if the parents are too selfish to see that or to do that, then they’re
not going to, the girls were not going to suffer and they were not going to be
deprived. (Chris)

Grace’s daughter had a similar pattern...living from place to place.  Grace relates, “I

had always kept a really good relationship with the (grand)children.  I would always visit

them and because I had to support them anyway because the parents didn’t work. So I

would always see the (grand)children.  But I didn’t know, I knew something was wrong

but I didn’t know it was that wrong, you know.  I didn’t know it was that much, that

deep.
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 Grace’s relationship of rescuer/protector was motivated by her desire to keep the 

children from suffering.  

Both of them (the parents) didn’t work.  So basically its like, she gave birth but I
was really supporting them. I bought all their formulas.  I bought all their
diapers...I supported them because I didn’t want the children to suffer. So that’s
you know, so they wanted to always come stay with me, when I would go over
there they would want to go with me.  And then when it started getting really
bad, she (her daughter) wouldn’t allow me to go see the kids.  I would have to go
wait in the parking lot for the bus to come and sometimes since they didn’t go to
school they wouldn’t get off the bus.  Or you know she made an excuse.  She
picked a fight with me because she was having all these dopers in her house, you
know these weird men sleeping at her, you know staying there...And so I
supported them.  So my relationship had a lot to do with me not having problems
keeping them, having them, and them coming, because I used to see them
almost, try to see them every weekend and bring them .  And they’d stay with me
and we’d do things and all that. So, that when it finally happened, the children
adapted, I mean extremely well. See I had no problems, they didn’t feel that they
were coming in a stranger’s house.  (Grace)

Like many other grandmothers in this circumstance, Grace wanted to protect her

grandchildren from placement in the foster care system.  “CPS said that if I couldn’t

take care of them that they, not to worry that they could go to foster homes but they

would not be placed together in foster home.  I’ll be dead first before my kids are placed

in foster homes! I just could not...my culture is not like that!  You put, you don’t put

your parents in homes, and you don’t, you know the old traditional.  Now they don’t

care.  But my old tradition is you don’t put parents in homes and you don’t let your

kids...you don’t have somebody else raise them!”
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Pamela’s daughter, Maureen began doing drugs at the age of 12.  “I didn’t find

out about it until she was 13.  I’m not smart about that stuff.  I grew up in the 60's and

like I said I was brought up in a Christian home and I never used marijuana.  I never

tried anything.  I was stupid about drugs.  I really was.  I was so naive about it.”  Pamela

lost track of her daughter all through high school.  Maureen would be home for six

months and then leave for a year.  Pamela tried numerous ways to contact her, mostly

unsuccessfully.  When Maureen became pregnant with her first child, she told her

mother that she was going to quit drugs.  “So I got her into an apartment and set her up

totally.  I got the furniture.  I did the whole thing.  I monitored her as close as I could

and she did really well.  So when she got out of the hospital when Allison was born, I

would keep Allison on weekends to make sure she was being fed and I did that for seven

months.  The first month she stayed with me so I could help her with the baby and

stuff”.

When Maureen’s second child was 3 months and Allison was 21 months, she

called Pamela to ask her to take the girls.  She was living with a boyfriend in Arkansas

and they were being evicted.  Pamela drove from her home in Texas to pick up the

children.  “I had them for three months...four months and then she (Maureen) came back

and took them away.”  When I got Rena...she looked like, and I can show you pictures,

like a South African baby.  Her stomach was bloated and I was afraid before I got her
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home, I honestly was afraid she’d die. It was that bad...but then she (Maureen) came

back and got the girls”.

Another time, one of Pamela’s sisters contacted her because Maureen was living

near her at the time in Texas and her sister became aware of “some things that were

happening”.  Pamela asked her to call CPS, which she did.  After one CPS visit,

Maureen fled to Phoenix.  Shortly after that, Arizona CPS received a report from

someone else and became involved.  Six months later, Pamela discovered that in a week,

Maureen was scheduled in court for severance of her parental rights and the

granddaughters would be put up for adoption.  Pamela immediately called to get the

proceeding postponed so that she could be present.  It was a big decision for her to

make.

I had some soul searching to do after the fact that I had, after my first time here
in Phoenix.  I came here to Phoenix and listening to the attorney and caseworkers
and knowing what I was fighting here.  I asked my dad one day, I said ‘Daddy,
am I doing the right thing?  I said I don’t have a college education.  I said I
cannot provide financially for them.  And of course, daddy doesn’t have any
money either.  It’s not like he could dish out something to support us and he said
‘Honey, I can’t tell you what to do...That’s a decision between you and
God...But I will tell you, if your mother was here, she’d be right here beside you
fighting.’ And I said, ‘Daddy, you just answered my question’.  (Pamela)

  
When Pamela made her decision to fight for custody of her granddaughters,

Pamela knew it also meant moving from New Mexico to Phoenix and leaving her

second husband of two years.  Her husband was dead set against filing for custody.  “I
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said, ‘You know, Ron, I didn’t ask you if you wanted them.  I didn’t even ask you if I

could’.  I said, ‘I’m going to take the kids no matter what’!  And so the next day, he

packed the truck and I got a few things to put on it and we drove to Phoenix and that

was it!  I mean, that was absolutely it!  I have never had touch with him again until we

filed for divorce.  And then the day it was finalized, he called me to tell me’.

In the rescuer/protector phase of the model, grandmothers undergo serious

scrutiny by state agencies.  It is not an easy process to rescue children from the child

welfare system.  Pamela relates her story:

When I took my MMPI’s and then I had to go see a psychologist and they asked
me the same question (why do you want to do this?).  They didn’t like (my)
answer, so they made me take the MMPI (again) and I had to see another
psychologist.  And I said, ‘What do you all want me to tell you?  That I’m a
great mother and I want to get rid of my daughter?  What kind of answers are
you looking for...other than the fact that I do love my daughter and I am not
going to let these children be raised by anyone else...that she will never know
them or they will never know their mother’?  I said, ‘I can’t come up with any
better reason’.  I said, ‘Yes, I love them!  But I love them enough to do this for
them’.  (Pamela)

When a grandmother decides to pursue custody of her grandchildren, she does so

with or without the support of family.  In Pamela’s case, her father went with her to

court appearances and offered a great deal of moral support, although he was unable to

assist financially.  Pamela also had unbelievable support from her sisters.  

I could not handle the thought of not ever seeing those girls again or letting
someone that I didn’t know raise those girls.  Even if I’d known them, I don’t
know that I could have.  The only thing I did do was, I gathered up three of my
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sisters because being single and going through a divorce and not having a decent
job, my older brothers and sisters are better off financially than I am.  And I got
them to agree if the state wouldn’t give them to me that they would fight for
custody of them.  And I would have backed that, just to be able to keep them in
the family so that we would have known them.  And all three of them agreed to
do it if anything happened where I was not able to.  I was bound and determined
to keep the children within the family!  (Pamela)

Pamela began to realize she was doing the right thing in rescuing the girls, the

first time she saw the children after finding them again at ages 4 and 5 ½ at the first

court hearing.  

I’ll never forget the day they brought them to court, the first day, the first time I
had seen them after I had found them again...I was standing there and the
attorney was talking to my dad.  I’m looking for them because I knew they were
going to bring them in.  And, uh, the foster mother that had them was holding
Rena and she was holding Allison’s hand and Allison came through that door
and saw me standing there and jerked her way away from that woman and kept
screaming ‘Mamaw!  Mamaw!  Mamaw!’  I’ll never forget it.  It was like it was
just yesterday.  She let her hands up and I kind of fell to the floor and she put her
hands up to my face and said ‘Where have you been?  Where have you been?’ 
Just kept slapping (patting) my face like this. What do you say to a child like
that?  (Pamela)

Caregiver/Provider

Once a grandmother gets legal custody of the grandchildren, she moves to the 

caregiver/provider phase.  Depending on financial ability and family support, this is a

relatively short phase when basic needs are being provided.  Although in these four

cases, the grandmothers were to a greater or lesser extent provider for the grandchildren

during the rescuer/protector phase, the motivations and conditions were different. 
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During the rescuer/protector phase, food, clothing and care were part of maintaining the

daughter’s family.  In the caregiver/provider phase, providing for basic needs is not only

to maintain the grandchildren, for whom they are now legally responsible, but also to

help them catch up and reach their potential.  

When I got Melissa at 2 ½ she was not potty trained.  She still wanted a sipper
cup for bed.  She did not have any social skills whatsoever. She could not eat
with a spoon.  She did not know how to sit at the table and eat.  She was terrified
of children her own age and younger.  I took her to a baby shower and we had
the tables there and I had Candace in the infant seat on the floor here.... She sat
under that table under the chair behind my legs until she felt comfortable enough
to come out...These ladies were just appalled!  So,...I think she has came a very
long way.  (Chris)

Depending on the grandchildren’s ages, part of fulfilling the caregiver/provider

role is education.  Chris told what she did.  “When I started with custody of the girls; I

made my presence very known. When I returned and April (her oldest granddaughter)

was there, I made my presence very known that I have legal guardianship of her and that

I am the one making the decisions...I had a very good rapport with the principal who is

now retired.

In Grace’s case, she received temporary physical custody of the children when

her daughter was arrested during a drug raid.  

So I bring the children home and all of the sudden it was like a frying pan hit my
face!  And I said ‘Oh my god!   I have 3 children! I’m a single woman!  There’s
not food enough!  You know when you are by yourself you can eat at
McDonald’s or whatever.  I was by myself.  I didn’t have the type of groceries
that I needed and blankets and everything.  But I put the children to sleep with
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me.  They didn’t want to sleep anywhere else.  Missy was traumatized a lot.  We
had to...we slept with the lights on for months.  They would wet the bed.  They
would...I mean, it was just incredible! It was a mess!  (Grace)

Becoming the caregiver/provider means the grandmother’s needs are secondary,

particularly the emotional ones.  

I would go to court all the time and have to go to all these counseling sessions and
take the children...and I immediately enrolled them in school and I did everything
like if that had not have happened because I didn’t want the children to feel or see
me upset or crying because I didn’t want them to feel that I didn’t want them
because I did...I would I blame myself.  For some reason we failed.  We feel. 
‘Oh, my god!  What did I do?  Why is she doing this?   I didn’t teach her this! 
Why?  And I just began to focus on the children and I just began to focus on my
babies...just began to focus and be involved with school and going to all the
classes and going to all the carnivals that they had and church participation.
(Grace)

Mother/Advocate

The mother/advocate phase is long-term.  The grandmothers in this study had

endured the balancing act of their daughters and grandchildren being in and out of their

lives.  The grandmothers went to great emotional, physical and financial expense to gain

legal custody of the grandchildren.  They have seen to it that the children’s basic needs

are met.  Now, the relationship with their grandchildren has new dimensions.

Some of the grandmothers are called “mom”, others go by “nana” or “grandma”. 

Whatever the label, the grandmothers characterize raising their grandchildren, as if they

were raising their own children.  These four grandmothers rarely spoke of having

grandchildren and when they did, it was like the were speaking about their own children. 
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What society normally thinks of as the traditional grandmother role, was absent from the

discussion.  When moving from the caregiver/provider phase, the grandmothers became

concerned with meeting more than basic needs.  Chris said,

It’s a responsibility that I take very seriously, and um, I thought by now I would
be kind of doing my own little time, and traveling with my friends or doing
whatever I wanted to do instead of raising children.  But these children didn’t ask
for me to take care of them.  They didn’t ask to have...they didn’t ask to have
parents that are drug addicts, that are child molesters, that are unwilling to put
their needs first.  And so, I will step in and I will take care of them and see that
they have the things not only that they need but some of the things that they may
want. (Chris)

Like typical parents, the grandmothers want better for their children than they

had.  As  Grace relates, 

I remember when I was going to school that we never had anything new, and you
feel really bad as a child.  You don’t understand parents cannot afford it.  You
feel bad because other kids can be real mean to you.  ‘Didn’t you wear that last
year?’...And so at least for the first couple of days I like for them to have new
shirts or new slacks , you know, even though the children don’t ask me for that.
But I know how they feel, you know. (Grace)

When speaking of the grandchildren, the grandmothers, for the most part, had

positive things to say.    

Hank is, oh my God, very bright!  He needs that intelligence to really be nurtured
but he has to be pushed.  He’s a little bit lazy.  I have to push him, you know. 
And he’s more like me.  Me,  I am a little selfish.  He wants to be the only child
because he is my first grandchild.  So he wants to be the only grandchild.  And
so...but he thinks...Well, everybody calls him my husband because he always say
‘Nana, you cannot do this.  Nana don’t do this.  Nana your hair.’  You know? 
Yeah, so it’s really cute the way he, you know, we go to McDonald’s and they
say, ‘Where’s your husband’? Because...they know us at McDonald’s. (Grace)
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In speaking of her other grandson, Grace describes James differently.  

James is a good Samaritan, ok?   James has got a heart you would not believe!  If
I fall, you know.   I fell one time and my leg gave out.  He’s the first to pick me
up.  He is the first to see if anything’s wrong with me.  He saw a teacher walking
to school and he asked me if we could give her a ride.  He’s very compassionate. 
There’s just no words to describe this little boy!  He’s very compassionate.  When
my mother had her heart-attack, we went and stayed with her to watch her when
she first came home.  He was awake and I was dozing off.  And he’d be there with
his great-grandmother.  He has got a heart. (Grace)

Pamela speaks of her grandchildren as her own.  “She’s my dramatic one” she

says of Allison.  And of Rena, “She’s my intellectual one”.  She speaks in great detail of

their attributes and how they interact with the world, their viewpoints.  Her grandchildren

call her mom and she states that Allison,  at age 12, “is still very much a momma’s

baby”.  “They call me mom.  That was their idea.  I probably had them about a year and

they used to call me mamaw.  And one day in the back of the car when I was picking

them up from daycare, Allison said, ‘Mamaw, can we call you mom?’  And my heart just

dropped, you know.  And I said, ‘Well, you can call me whatever you want.  But now,

you cannot call me Pamela.  But you can call me grandma, if you don’t like mamaw.  I

thought, you know, well,  maybe that (mamaw) was too babyish or something.  But they

said, ‘No, we want to call you mom’.  Everybody at daycare had a mom, but not them. 

And I said, ‘You bet!’ as tears went down my face.

The grandmothers also speak of how the grandchildren relate to each other.  In

Pamela’s case, “They’re finally getting to be individuals. When I first got them, Rena,  I
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think, has made the most progress.  She was Allison’s shadow, and only because of what

we found out through time and what had happened to them. Allison took care of her.  She

was the mother.  Rena (at age 4) didn’t speak when we got her.  We had to have speech

therapy, and she couldn’t talk...Rena.  Allison did the talking for her. She looked to

Allison for everything and Allison would, even after, well for the longest time, a year or

so after I had got them,  if I told Rena, ‘Yes, you have to eat this or no,’ Allison would

correct me.  It was like she was the mother.  She was the one. They are finally becoming

their own selves. Rena has become a little more independent and sometimes Allison

doesn’t like that”.

Chris speaks of how she bonded differently with the grandchildren.  In speaking

of Candace,  “She’s very spoiled.  I think I do tend to spoil her more because I was with

her more.  Melissa was taken away so it took a while to get that bonding back.  So,

Candace and I bonded right away because I was at the hospital during the delivery.  I was

at the hospital every weekend.  She lived with me from the time she came home from the

hospital until Melissa came in May.  And so it..it’s always been there...that bonding...that

parental...because I did take care of her.   I did give her her bath at night.  I did feed her. 

I did take her to the sitters.  I...you know.  And the other girls have a hard time, because I

do tend to um baby her more”. 

The grandmothers spoke about having to learn about children and their world
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again.  Grace has a sense of humor about it.  

If they were to do a reality show..or if I was to give grandparents a speech about
what happens when you first bring grandchildren in...you kiss your good life
goodbye. Because you will never again go to bed by yourself.   I mean they
would ask me, ‘God,  you look tired!  And I say ‘Well, yeah,  I went to bed with
superman and batman and all that.   I say every toy in bed.’  I say, ‘Every time I
turned around I had superman there or whatever cause the boys would bring their
toys.  You take a shower, it’s at your own risk...I had toys...I’m cleaning my feet. 
I mean, it’s a different world, people!  You have to understand that when there is
kids, that’s it!...You know it’s different language like I told you, who is...who in
the world would name their kid Pikachu? Pika who? Who is this?  And it was a
cartoon, you know.  And I kept thinking, ‘What? Who would name a kid
Pikachu?’ And I had to learn all this stuff over again and I have to admit that I
had a lot of fun because they don’t give you an opportunity I guess, to get old. 
(Grace)

Chris echoes Grace’s sentiments about getting caught up on what’s happening in

the realm of children. 

I think the hard thing is keeping up with the trends. The clothing styles, the not so
clothing style, the music, you know. I think it’s the same thing that you went
through with your own children, or I did.  But now its at a higher level because
with each generation you add more to it, and um I think that’s were it’s at.  I
know when Ashley was in color guard last year going to the high school football
games ...well at 53... that was not one of my priority things to do. But it was a big
to do for her and we were going to go and support her. And so we went to the
games and we went to the competitions, you know. (Chris)

The grandmothers also expressed differences in how they parented their own

children versus how they are parenting their grandchildren.  Some are stricter, some more

lenient.  Others say that they are smarter about things.  Here are some examples.

I think that what I didn’t to with my children I will do with them (the
grandchildren).  And my daughter will say, ‘Boy, you never let us do that,  you
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know’.  And I say, ‘Ah ha!  You were my daughter!’  So...you know.  My (other)
daughter says that I’m more um how do you call it, I used to be a little bit
stricter...I was more of the disciplinary person...For some reason we love our
grandkids more, I don’t want to say more but you tolerate more from you
grandkids. I don’t know, I don’t know what it is, but and I see how much they’ve
suffered.  (Grace)

I think I have more patience, than I did as a young mother.  But then again, too, I
am more financially secure. Even though I don’t get support...I make more
money, you know.  I am able to do more things. And that really makes a
difference.  (Chris)

I’m wiser to what is going on out there now. I raised my girls in the church to the
best that I could, but I’m smarter about drugs.  I’m smarter about what things
happen out there....With these two, I’m more relaxed, I think.  Once a month I get
in there and say, ‘Alright!  Clean up these rooms!’ I’m not that particular about
their rooms anymore.  It’s not as important. We try to keep the living room and
the kitchen where people’s got to come.  My bedroom is a mess but so are theirs
and its not as important to me any more. So there are just a few differences.  I
think my morals, nothing like that has changed.  I think my beliefs in God, I think
my beliefs in right and wrong have not changed at all.  And I’m hoping to instill
them into these two girls like I did their mother.  And even the bible tells us,
‘Bring the child in the way it should go and he shall not part’.  (Pamela)

Mother/Advocate Parenting Strategies

A number of strategies emerged that characterize the mother/advocate phase.  In

grounded theory, these are actions and interactions that have a purpose and are goal-

oriented.  In the current study, these strategies serve to provide a better life for the

grandchildren than they otherwise would have had.  The actions represent the framework

within which the grandmothers fulfill their mother/advocate parenting roles.  The

strategies include:  1) Having a stable routine; 2) Using discipline tools; 3) Monitoring
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whereabouts and behavior; 4) Having a decision-making process; 5) Pride in

grandchildren’s accomplishments and progress; 6) Advocating for individual health and

education needs; 7) Providing for outside activities and family fun; and 8) Anticipating

the teenage years.  The grandchild data was helpful in confirming the existence of many

of the strategies.   Where used, the words of the grandchildren are shown in the passage

following the grandmother’s in italics.

Having a Stable Routine

All of the grandmothers were able to recant a daily routine, sounding like a

typical single mother.   The following examples illustrate this point. 

School days, the children get up about 7. Sometimes they have breakfast at home
sometimes they have it at school because we do get the free lunches...Melissa
catches the bus on the corner and Candace’s bus picks her up right here in front.
Candace’s is the special bus...She (Chris’ mother) gets them ready for school. 
She gets them on the bus and she’s here in the afternoons when they come home.
She gives them their snack.  We have an agreement.  I buy the groceries and she
cooks and the girls do the dishes...They come home from school and we usually
do homework after supper, because I want them to relax get their mind free.  And
then after supper, we sit at the kitchen table and we do their homework.  And then
I go over it and we make changes.  And then they usually get their bath and they
are in bed by 8 o’clock. And they can read from 8 to 9, no to 8:30.  (Chris)

I get myself up...I usually don’t eat breakfast because they have it at school now. 
It’s fun...Get dressed.  Head off to school and the bus comes at 8...I meet up with
friends (at school), talk a minute and then the bell rings and we go to
class...Probably the best thing after school is the bus ride home...You just get to
talk with your friends, be with your friends and all that kind of stuff.  At home? 
(I) play video games, sit in here and talk to them (her sisters and grandmother)
...Normal stuff.  (We) eat dinner, she gets us to do our homework, read a book
and go to bed.  (Melissa)
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I get up and get ready.  I get ready, you know.  And then it’s, ‘Get up!  Get up! 
Get up’! While I’m getting ready and brushing my teeth, it’s ‘Get up!  Get up! 
Get up!  And Hank will say, Ok!  And they sit in bed and ‘I’m going get up, get
up’!  And you know, finally, the children get up. James will get up first and get
dressed...and then Missy.  Sometimes Missy takes a lot of time in the bathroom. 
And the boys will get dressed.  And they’ll start, ‘Oh no!  We don’t have time for
her to do pig tails!  We don’t have time!’  It’s that everyday thing.  ‘Oh no! 
Missy!...And on and on with Missy,  you know.  And Missy’s being the girl,
taking her time putting barrettes...wants a special hair do that we don’t have time
for.  And then I take the boys to school, drop them off at the before school
program at Mac and Madison which is a wonderful school.  And then I drive like
a mad woman on the freeway to go to work...Then, come home, I pick them up
and then depending on what the day is,  if its movie day and we have the money
then we’ll go and buy the movie of the week, come home and check the money
and if there’s enough money, we’ll treat with McDonald’s.  If not,  you know, 
we’ll make whatever, sandwiches or whatever and we’ll have family night.  And
during the school days, we have homework.  They rest for 15 to 20 minutes when
we get home.  Then, while I am doing the cooking whatever, in my kitchen they
sit over there on the table and we do homework. And then if it takes computer
resources, we’ll go and do it.  Then we all sit together to try to do...I have to help
all of them with their homework, you know.  So, that’s the deal.  And then take a
shower go to bed and the same thing you know... water left open...Nana
exhausted...duh duh duh....Then the next day, again.  It’s a lot of fun you know. 
You know, I go like a crazy woman like I do on the freeway.  And when I get to
work,  I’m like WOW! I feel like I’ve already done 8 hours!  (Grace)

When asked about his daily routine, Hank had this to say: 

Well, I just wake up, wash up, comb my hair brush my teeth and then I, um, I just
wait until the rest of them are ready and then she (grandmother) will take me to
school.  And then I’ll do all my classes and then I either take the bus home, go to
the after school program or just get picked up.  My cousin is usually here, so I
usually just sit down and do my homework and after that I play games with him. 
(Hank)

Well, I work a split because I work four 10’s so that day is, you know is totally
different from our 3 day weekends.  On those days I get up at 4:30 and I wake
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them up before I leave at 6, and make sure that they’re half-way coherent so that
they don’t over-sleep...I don’t get home until 6 o’clock and those 4 days we will
usually eat leftovers or they call and tell me what they want for dinner and I just
stop and pick something up. Weekends are totally different.  Summers, we are
outside people.  We are not inside people.  They help me outside.  We do mow, of
course.  They just started this last year.  But up until now, they couldn’t do stuff
like that.  They would pull weeds or something.  But on weekends,  I always fix a
big breakfast.  We do the country breakfast thing,  with the gravy and the biscuits
and the whole thing.  So the weekends, at least two of the days, I cook a big
breakfast, whether it’s oatmeal or whatever it is that they want. We always, we
love to cook out so we either cook out...lunch or dinner.  Usually we combine
those two.  We usually only fix one big meal a day in the mid-afternoon. (Pamela)

On a school day, sometimes my mom, she gets up early so one of us would help
her get ready, pick out her jewelry, get her lunch together.  Then she leaves and
then we wake up and eat and get ready for school and then go to school.  And
then at 3:30, we would come home and call her by at least 6 o’clock.  She comes
home and on the way home, she picks up food or we eat here.  And we just eat
together and we watch tv if we’re not grounded and read in our room and draw
or something.  (Rena)

Well, one of us will get up and help my mom get ready for work.  And then she
will go to work and we will get ready for school.  And we come home and do our
homework and call her and tell her that we are home.  And she comes home. 
We’ll have dinner and talk and then go to bed...That’s on week nights and just on
regular days, we just sleep in and we get up and have a big breakfast and wait a
few hours and have lunch/slash dinner.  And then we end up playing games like
scrabble for the longest time.  So we spend most of our time outside.  (Allison)

Using Discipline Tools

The grandmothers articulated how they handle discipline.  Their tools and

techniques varied including yelling, spanking, grounding and other restrictions.  One

grandmother admits that she needs to get more innovative in her methods.

Oh my gosh!  Some times I have to spank them in the butt.  Hank...I spank them
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in the seat, you know.  Discipline is ‘You will not watch TV’ cause I know that
they will get addicted.  They are addicted to TV...No TV...your friends...you will
not see your friends.  And you know, I just don’t like when Hank hits James. That
makes me very angry!  But its basically, no TV, no game...I go and unplug every
thing.  And they think that by the time I get home that I will forget.  And you just
take things away from them, the things that they like the most.  And then they say
‘I won’t do it again’.  (Grace)

It’s hard because my brother aggravates me a lot and my sister starts things a lot
and blames it all on me.  So I get in trouble...I get in trouble and get grounded. 
(Hank)

You know there isn’t really a lot.  I do a lot of yelling,...Candace every so
often...you have to spat her on the leg, cause she just throws tantrums, mostly
after she’s been with the dad. There’s some discipline and behavioral problems
when she returns....But the other girls, I just have to...you know ...that’s not
acceptable.  We’re not going to do that.  (Chris)

There are issues like I said, the last two times Allison has lied to me...I was
devastated!  I was devastated and I didn’t know how to figure this one out, cause I
never, I guess I couldn’t handle lying.  So she...and Rena got into trouble too. 
And so um, well,  she was about to get into trouble, and Allison was the one who
would take the blame for it.  So here I am with both of them.  So I tell them to just
go away.  And finally, it comes out that Allison was responsible.  What do you
do?  How do you handle that? So I let Rena go shopping, because it was Rena that
was going to be getting in trouble for something that she didn’t do.  So I told
Rena, ‘Go to your sister’s room and go shopping.  You pick out any item you
want...cheap, expensive, whatever.  So she’s got to do that twice, and that was
about a month ago....I bet she won’t have to do that again. (Pamela)

Pamela also uses grounding as a means of discipline.  This is confirmed by both

granddaughters.  Allison states, “We get grounded from TV, electronics, we get our

radios taken away and the cords, too.  So we cannot work on those”.  Pamela is aware,

though, that she has a weakness when it comes to using grounding as a discipline tool
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with  her granddaughters.  She also realizes that as the girls grow up, her strategies will

need to change.

My daughter laughs at me, my youngest daughter.  She says I don’t know how
many times, how many hundreds of times I was grounded for a year you know
and that night I was going out mom.  She’d say, ‘That’s it!  You are grounded for
the next 6 months!  Well, by the end of the day, it’s gone.  And that’s something I
still have not been able to change...My day is coming in the very near future
where I am going to get bucked and I’m really going to have to do some soul
searching to figure out some new ways to handle that, you know.  (Pamela)

Allison confirms her grandmother’s inconsistency when it comes to discipline:

She lays down the rule but sometimes she expands them, like, I don’t know how to
explain it, like, sometimes she’ll give us a rules and sometimes she’ll go out of the
rule and do something else instead.  (Allison)

Monitoring Whereabouts and Behavior

Another strategy the grandmothers use in the mother/advocate phase is

monitoring the grandchildren’s whereabouts and behavior, as well as to what they are

exposed.  Grace had this to say:

They laugh at me because I monitor their music.  I’m over there listening to all this
and I go, ‘Nope, it’s rap!’  And then they go, ‘No it isn’t!’  And then we have a big
debate about what’s rap and what isn’t. (Laughing) ...A big debate on all this kind
of stuff.  And uh, it seems like I am monitoring everything, but sometimes I cannot
monitor everything.  So I’ve told the children that, ‘You know this is a bad word. 
If you ever hear it on TV or whatever, you know it’s bad because I just hear you
go, ‘oh, that’s a bad word’!  So you cannot say it.  (Grace)

Chris gives another example of monitoring her granddaughters:  

The other day, April (her 15 year-old granddaughter) went to the mall with Luz
and Delia from across the street.  Delia being the mom, and Caitlin who’s in the 8th
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grade.  And Melissa came over and said...‘Well, since you let April go to the show,
um, can I go to the movies?’  I said, ‘You know what? You need to go get April
and you need to come home’. So when they got home I said, ‘Let’s start.  April,
first off, when you’re home from the mall you should have come home and told me
that you were back.  If you cannot do that, you will never go again.  And Melissa,
secondly, April’s 15.  You’re 9.  What April gets to do, you don’t get to do. And
it’s not that I don’t trust you at the movies.  It’s that I don’t trust the other idiots
out there and you are not going to the movies by yourself’!  (Chris)

This is the first year that Pamela’s granddaughters have been too old for the after-

school program.  Therefore, Pamela insists that they call her at work when they arrive

home from school each day so that she knows they made it home safely.  This is

confirmed by both of her granddaughters and is mentioned in their passages about their

daily routines. 

...And then at 3:30, we would come home and call her by at least 6 o’clock. 

(Rena)

And we come home and do our homework and call her and tell her that we are 

home. (Allison)

Having a Decision-making Process

The grandmothers each had a process for making family decisions.  One

grandmother felt that decision-making was part of being a parent.  Others expressed that it

depended on the situation.  This strategy  is illustrated through the following examples.
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Depending on what it is, the girls and I will talk about it.  My mom and I talk
about it, since we’re all here in the same household...it’s ‘We’re the family’ and it
takes all of us to make it work and so um, we make the decisions together.  (Chris)

Melissa agrees with her grandmother that family decisions get made when they all

“sit around and talk about it”.  She also feels that she has a voice in decision-making.

It depends on what we’re deciding on. If it’s a movie,  it’s a big discussion. 
Whether it’s rap or whatever, if they show me the picture of the CD that they want
and I don’t like that person, the way he looks, I say ‘I’m not contributing my
money to him.  We’re not buying that’....It just depends on what it is.  If it’s
something they want to do, if its sports...I’m all for it. And then I try and find out
how am I going to get the money for it or I ...see if they can take payments on their
deals.  (Grace)

We usually vote or my nana knows all the answers and she tells us what we’re  

going to do.  (Hank)

In her home, Pamela states that she makes the decisions.  “I think that is part of

being a parent.  I tell them and they know that they can disagree with me, but it’s done

correctly.  And they don’t raise their voices.  They can be mad all they want to.  They can

go punch their pillows all they want to but that’s as far as it gets to go.  I do the decision

making.  I think, I still think that is a part of the parent thing”. 

Allison states that family decisions are made by everyone agreeing or by “my mom.  

Cause if me and my sister are arguing about it, then my mom just makes the decisions.  But

if we can all agree on it, then we all agree on it”.   
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Pride in Grandchildren’s Accomplishments and Progress

Another strategy the grandmothers use to manage the parenting relationship during

the mother/advocate phase is expressing pride in their grandchildren’s accomplishments

and the progress they have made since being in their care.  They all speak of academics as

well as personal traits that they recognize in their grandchildren.  

Chris relates her pride in Melissa and Candace:

Melissa twice last year got a citizenship award and was able to go to Mimi’s for
lunch with the principal twice. So that was very, you know.  And I think if they
were not with me these things would not be happening. So I know what I did was
the right thing.  And to pursue it as hard as I did and not let anyone buffalo me or
stand in my way was a good thing because, I think it’s been very good for the
children to be with me....Candace last year...they gave them a reading test and they
expected them to get maybe 90, 92. Candace got a 97!   So she turned out to be the
best reader in the 1st grade! (Chris)

Pamela also acknowledges pride in her granddaughters as she relates different

attributes about each girl:  

Allison is Miss Socialite so she loves it whatever it is.  She’s always liked school. 
Well, they both do.  They both like school a lot....Like I said, Rena is more the deep
thinker.  Last year, her teacher told me that when they were talking in math class,
they were just getting small algebra problems, well like pre-algebra...He said Rena
asked a very complex question about algebra and he said, ‘ I looked at her and I
said, well, that’s a little complex and we’ll getting into that maybe next year’.  And
he said, ‘And then I went on, and...at lunchtime I got to thinking, I should have
answered her.  She wanted to know then...Although everyone else wouldn’t have
understood it...I regretted it that I didn’t say, here’s how that is, because she thought
of it.’  He said it was a great question.  He said, ‘I should have answered it.’  But he
never did go and answer it. But they both, like I said they get along, they really like
going to school.  (Pamela)
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Grace expresses her pride in the grandchildren’s academics “They have really come

a long ways in their learning and they (the school) keeps me in tune with everything”.

Advocating for Individual Health and Education Needs

Another strategy found in the data involves how the grandmothers advocate for the

individual health and education needs of each child.  Exposure to lifestyle and

environmental factors as well as neglect contributed to many of the grandchildren having

problems, both physically and mentally as well as academically.   They recognize the

issues that the children confront and make strong efforts to see that their needs are met.  

Chris relates her efforts:

I had a very good rapport with the principal who is now retired.  So now I will have
to establish myself with the new one coming in.  I have a very good rapport with the
social worker...um...I go in and meet the teachers.  And I go in and go through our
social history...why I have the children, please watch for certain things...if you
notice any irregularities or anything I need to notified immediately. I do make them
aware that there...that I believe that there is a history of sexual abuse, and um, so
they work with me.  (Chris)

Because of her (Candace’s) hearing, we had some trouble on the big bus.  And
when I tried to resolve it with the bus driver, she became very uncooperative.  And
so I just called the bus superintendent and talked with him and went and talked with
Dr. D, the principal of the school and the school psychologist and the social worker. 
And we got her on the special needs bus where it’s more contained.  Its quieter. 
And she can hear.  (Chris)

Like Chris, Grace made the school aware of the family situation.  

I always tell their teachers, where they came from...that they used to be jungle
people, I always tell them that my kids were jungle people.  And they laugh and go,
‘What?’  And I tell them that they were out roaming the streets, so that they can
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understand.  And I encourage the teachers to give me a call because children like
this are very special and need a special attention.  (Grace)

Pamela, too, is attending to her grandchildren’s individual school needs by seeking

tutoring help. 

They’re behind, and I had tutors for them this year and last year were the first
years...prior to that for 3 years I had them tutors in math and reading...The last
several teachers they have had I have not cared for at all. The tone of the classes,
you would walk in and there was total chaos . I do go to the teacher conferences all
the time...I’m not fond of the school district at all. I wish I could afford to put them
somewhere else.  (Pamela)

Providing for Outside Activities and Family Fun

The grandmothers make special efforts to ensure that the children are participating

in activities through school and other organizations.  As Grace puts it:

I wanted the children to be able to have programs.  I didn’t want to be able to say
every time Hank wanted to join the baseball teams that ‘No, you cannot’.  Because
the money... it was real expensive to join the club and the fees and everything...I
just want to make sure that my children can take all the lessons that they want, that
they can play ball, that they can attend programs.  I mean, they went to Tucson and
it cost me $125.  They went to Prescott and it was $125.  And to me, you might as
well ask for a million dollars.  And I don’t like for him to feel that he cannot go
because I don’t have any money.  (Grace)

I mean they don’t give you an opportunity to you know sit still!  I mean, I am on the
go all the time!  If it isn’t this class, it’s that class.  Let’s go here!  Let’s go there! 
Let’s go to the marines! We have to do basketball!  We have to do this!  So I’m
running around, you know.  And it’s really great!  And we have family night.  And
we’ll sit down and you know, talk, watch TV, sit down and do homework.  We do
projects together...Because I want them to see, that just because they had a bad life,
does not mean that life is bad...see that life is wonderful, it’s what you make of it,
how you make of it....  (Grace)
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The grandmothers also like doing things as a family.  Chris says her granddaughters 

swim a lot.  Candace agrees, “I like to go swimming.  It’s fun”!  The family also enjoys

other activities together:

We would go out to dinner every Wednesday night.  And the kids like going out to
Rawhide so we would go out to Rawhide every Wednesday night for dinner.  And
they would get to play a little bit, or ride something a little bit and do things like
that.  I’ve taken them and we’ve gone to the pumpkin fest, and we picked out our
own pumpkins and came home and carved them for Halloween....It’s up at Young’s
Farm.  One  year we went up there and they were having a little carnival or
something and we got to go out and pick our own corn...You know, we do things
like that.  I’ve wanted to take them down to Old Tucson but we haven’t be able to
do that. And there’s really not a whole lot to do in Arizona, you know.  So, I’ve
been trying to get it so that I can get them annual passes for Disney Land.  And then
we can go, ‘Oh, you know what?  We don’t have anything planned this weekend. 
Let’s go to California’!  (Chris)

Candace says that she likes it when everyone’s together.  “Well, I like spending
time with everybody and I like it when there are presents on Christmas and
birthdays....I had a little party at Valentine’s Day.  We had my party on Valentine’s
Day at Peter Piper Pizza”.  Both girls also said they enjoyed going to Disney Land.
Candace talked about her grandmother going on rides with her and that they got wet
on one of them.   

Grace enjoys everyday kinds of fun with her grandchildren.  She states, “I play ball

with them.  And we go to the park or go to grandma’s house or you know, we just watch

TV... have family night...watch TV...But if it’s on a Friday, that’s splurge day.  I let them

stay up late and let them watch whatever and I’ll just lay down for a while”.  Hank says

they have fun by playing video games and watching television.  James says they also “do

stuff together.  We go places”.  
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Anticipating the Teen Years

In the mother/advocate phase, the grandmothers noted an awareness for what

challenges they may face as their grandchildren become teenagers.  This strategy of

anticipating the teen years illustrates an understanding of how their role may be affected by

influences other than themselves.  

Pamela expresses her feelings:

I think that the hardest thing, too, is letting them grow up. And that time is coming
for me and this is going to be my test in the next few years...because of the things
that I saw their mother go through and do.  I’m so afraid for them.  I’m so afraid for
that influence out there to be greater than my influence with them or the things that
they’ve been taught. So I think my hard days are yet to come. It’s been a breeze up
till now raising two little girls that have never thrown a fit. I can honestly say I see
children in grocery stores screaming and yelling.  My girls have never done that. 
So I think my days are yet to come...to deal with the temptations out there and for
them to be able to say no and for me to let go and let them make those decisions for
themselves.  (Pamela)

Allison...she’s in those teenage years...She wants to do the makeup.  So many of the
kids these days are growing up so much faster than when I think they should.  So
we’re having the trouble there because she wants the advancement and I’m trying to
keep her back.  And I understand that it’s going to have to come one of these days. 
But so, we’ve had a few issues over makeup and dressing properly, but I don’t think
it has hurt.  (Pamela)

Chris had this to say, “I think this age group is easier. It’s when they become

teenagers is when it becomes harder. You know I had someone to tell me, ‘Oh,  I cannot

wait for my son to be a teenager.  It would be so much easier’!  Honey, this is the easy

part!” 
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Intervening Conditions

The data indicated a number of intervening conditions that act to facilitate or

constrain how a grandmother performs in the mother/advocate phase.  These conditions

influence how the grandmother manages the strategies just identified.  The following

intervening conditions have been identified: 1) Sibling dynamics; 2) Grandchild’s mental

& physical health; 3) Quality of school and teachers; 4) Grandmother’s perspective of the

situation; 5) Financial ability; 6) Daughter’s-other’s interference/conflicts/power struggles;

and 7) Family support.  This section will address the first four intervening conditions.  The

literature has dealt substantively with the remaining three conditions.  The first four are not

noted as frequently in the literature and represent new contributions to the research on this

topic.  

Sibling Dynamics

For these grandmothers, sibling dynamics primarily affected the strategy of

handling discipline.  Some sibling dynamics were a direct result of the way the

grandchildren are viewed by the grandmother.  Others are a result of the grandchildren’s

prior history of interactions with each other.  Depending on the situation, sibling dynamics

can either facilitate or constrain how discipline is applied.

In the cases of Chris and Grace, where the youngest child is viewed by the

grandmother as “the baby,” the older children perceive that the youngest child gets special



138

treatment or is regarded differently.  Chris admits that she feels more bonded to Candace

than Melissa.  “It’s always been there...that bonding, that parental... Because I did take care

of her.  I did give her her bath at night.  I did feed her.  I did take her to the sitters.  I...you

know...and uh...the other girls have a hard time because I do tend to um...baby her more”. 

In Grace’s case, Missy is referred to her as her baby.  She is also the youngest behind two

boys.  Grace notes that the boys recognize a difference in how Missy is treated.  “Missy is

the girl and they claim that Missy gets away with everything.”

Another sibling dynamic identified is the surrogate parent role that the older child

often plays.  Chris relates,

Melissa takes a lot of responsibility for Candace.  When they return from the
overnight visits (with their dad), she’ll go, ‘Come on, Candace.  I’ll get your bath
ready.  Come on, Candace.  I’ll get you ready for bed.’  Chris says, ‘Well, Melissa,
you don’t have to do that.  I’m here.  I will take care of Candace.’  Melissa says,
‘But I have to do this when we’re at our dad’s’.  And I said, ‘You’re not at your
dad’s.  I will take care of her when she is here.  Unfortunately, I cannot do anything
about it when you are there, but you are not responsible for her.  That’s my
responsibility.  And it should be your dad’s responsibility’.  (Chris)

Pamela tells a similar story of her two granddaughters:

They’re finally getting to be individuals.  When I first got them...Rena, I think has
made the most progress.  She was Allison’s shadow, and only because of what we
found out through time and what had happened to them.  Allison took care of her. 
She was the mother.  Rena didn’t speak when we got her.  We had to have speech
therapy and she couldn’t talk.  Rena...Allison did the talking for her.  She looked to
Allison for everything.  And Allison would...even after...well for the longest
time...a year or so after I had got them, if I told Rena, ‘Yes, you have to eat this...’
Allison would correct me.  It was like she was the mother.  She was the one.  They
are finally becoming their own selves.  (Pamela)



139

Other dynamics come into play during discipline situations.  Here, Pamela tells how

she manages discipline when one sister tries to get the other in trouble.  

There are issues like...the last two times Allison has lied to me.  Allison has lied to
me!...Rena got into trouble, too...Well, she was about to get into trouble.  Allison
was the one who’d take the blame for it...And finally it comes out that Allison was
responsible.  What do you do?  How do you handle that?  So I let Rena go
shopping, because it was Rena going to be getting in trouble for something she
didn’t do.  So I told Rena, ‘Go to your sister’s room and go shopping.  You pick out
any item you want, cheap, expensive, whatever’.  So, she’s got to do that twice. 
And that was about a month ago.  And I bet she won’t have to do that again. 
(Pamela)

Grace is dealing with fighting between her two grandsons.  

Hank will fight with James and we have had a big discussion on keeping your
hands to yourself. And then, Hank is at the stage where he says, ‘Well, he’s
annoying, Nana!  He’s doing this!  And I say, ‘But you keep you keep your hands
to yourself!’...And I have to punish him and how you punish him is don’t take him
to the store.  Don’t buy him nothing. Because they like to go to the store see with
me.  They go more to the store you know than before.  (Grace)

When sibling dynamics are positive, discipline strategies may be facilitated or

avoided.  During a recent situation about going to the movies, Melissa, age nine, wanted to

know why she couldn’t go to the movies like her 15 year-old sister April.  Chris explained,

“Now, I do allow her to go when April goes, because April will take very good care of her. 

April is very sensible.  April sometimes is very immature.  But she can and does possess

good common sense.  And she will look after her and make sure that she is right there with

her...”
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In Grace’s family, James seems to be the one that she can count on to help.  

He (James) has got a heart.  He is the one who takes Missy to the bathroom if I’m
busy or uh because the children cannot go to the bathroom by themselves,
somebody has to wait at the door....And you can say ‘James, come here’. Whether
he wants to or not, he comes here.  He’s very compassionate....He gets a shirt for
his birthday and he’ll let Hank wear it.  I said, ‘No, it’s your birthday, you wear it.’ 
You know, he’s just...Well, for his birthday, I told him that he could get a game, for
his, you know, game boy...and I saved up the money cause I knew they were
expensive.  So here he was trying to get a game that everybody could play.  If it
would have been Hank, no, he would have gotten a game that he could play.  But
James has to have a game that you know, everybody can use.  (Grace)

Grandchild’s Mental and Physical Health

Some of the grandchildren have complicated medical histories that influence the

strategy of advocating for individual health and educational needs.  Now age seven,

Candace spent the first three weeks of her life in a neonatal intensive care unit with

respiratory distress.  According to Chris, “She was on vents.  She was on dopamin, nitride,

feeding, dylantine”.  Candace is deaf in both ears presumed to be caused by antibiotics that

she was given after coming out of intensive care.  Recently, she has been undergoing lots

of tests for possible for Alport’s disease, lupus and other illnesses.  According to Chris, 

They were conceived when the mother and father were on drugs...Once she (the
mother) found out that she was pregnant, the drugs stopped.  I am very, very
fortunate that these children are as smart as they are and as healthy as they are, you
know.  Yes, Candace has some problems and we are working through those but it
could have been far worse, you know.  So I thank God every day that, you know,
that it could have been worse.  (Chris)
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The fact that Candace needed hearing aids for both ears led Chris to becoming an

advocate for her in relationship to school.  

Because of her (Candace’s) hearing, we had some trouble on the big bus and when I
tried to resolve it with the bus driver, she became very uncooperative.  And so I just
called the bus superintendent and talked with him and went and talked with Dr. D,
the principal of the school and the school psychologist and the social worker.  And
we got her on the special needs bus where it’s more contained.  It’s quieter.  She
can hear.  (Chris)

Quality of School and Teachers

The quality of school and teachers affects the strategy of pride in accomplishments. 

Good schools facilitate learning and attend to the children’s individual needs.  Poor schools

constrain the child’s ability to meet their full potential and in some cases, overcome the

effects of their first years of life.  The grandmothers seemed to enjoy talking about their

grandchildren’s academic success.  Chris had this to say about Melissa:

She’s very bright!  She was tested again this past spring and was accepted in the
honors program for math and reading. She had the highest reading score or the third
graders. She’s reading almost at an eighth grade level. And so she is just doing, she
had just come a long, long ways!   I look at them and say, ‘Oh, they’ve come so, so
far from where they were to where they are now’! They have just really um, thrived
in my care.  (Chris)

Chris acknowledges that in all schools you have good and bad teachers.  The way

she manages the situation is by steering the girls away from the bad teachers.  In Grace’s

case, she loves the school and feels that they contribute greatly to the children’s progress

and to her knowing how well the children are doing in school.
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Oh! I love the school!  They have...their teachers are great! I think that they have
helped James a lot...all 3 of them.  And Missy is more uh she just not so introverted. 
I mean she’s not like she was...to herself a lot... in clinging to me.  She used to just
cling to me and wouldn’t let go, you know...She’s more involved with her
classmates you know.  It’s... I love the school and we attend the carnivals.  We
attend whatever.  I attend all the teacher meetings, all the parent meetings.  And I
think the school...I mean the Mayor sends his kids there,  so it’s got to be a good
school you know.  I mean its just great!  Their teaching.  I mean they (the
grandchildren) have really come along ways in their learning.  And they (the
teachers) keep me in tuned with every thing. They make parents sign their
homework.  And see this way, I know how he’s doing. And so I like it because I
think the school really is in tuned with the children, not like other schools that say
they are.  But, no, they are really in tuned with children.  If your children are not
doing well, they’ll tell you.  (Grace)

In Pamela’s case, she dislikes the school and manages by getting the

granddaughters tutors.  

 I’m not fond of the school at all.  They’re (the girls) are behind.  And I had tutors
for them this year and last year...three years I had them tutors in math and reading. 
Both of them.  This school..one of the high school teachers over here at
Independence High School...he said that every child that comes out of Discovery
School is behind.  And I cannot get anybody to see that.  This year, both of the girls
have pretty good teachers.  Rena had a good start with the teacher over there, the
first year she was over there.  But the last several teachers they have had I have not
cared for at all!  The tone of the classes, you would walk in and there was total
chaos!...I’m not fond of the school district at all.  I wish I could afford to put them
somewhere else.  (Pamela)

One of the ways the grandmothers manage the strategy of pride in accomplishments

and progress is by developing a relationship with school personnel and making them aware

of the family history.  This helps the grandmother set the context with the school so that

they can be alerted as soon as possible about issues.  Chris relates:
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I have a very good rapport with the school.  When I started with custody of the
girls, I made my presence very known.  When I returned and April was there, I
made my presence very known that I have legal guardianship of her and that I am
the one making the decisions.  And..I had a very good rapport with the principal
who is now retired.  So now I will have to establish myself with the new one
coming in.  I have a very good rapport with the social worker..I go in and meet the
teachers and I go in and go through our social history, why I have the
children...please watch for certain things...if you notice any irregularities or
anything, I need to be notified immediately.  I do make them aware that there, that I
believe that there is a history of sexual abuse.  And, um, so they work with me. 
(Chris)

Grace provides the grandchildren’s context for the school as well.

I always tell their teachers, where they came from, that they used to be jungle
people.  I always tell them that my kids were jungle people.  And they laugh and go,
‘What?’ And I tell them that they were out roaming the streets, so that they can
understand.  And (I) encourage the teachers to give me a call because children like
this are very special and need a special attention.  (Grace)

Grandmother’s Perspective of the Situation

Influencing all of the strategies in the mother/advocate phase is the intervening

condition of the grandmother’s perspectives of their situations.  Over and over, the data

revealed the way the grandmother’s have viewed themselves, their grandchildren, their

children and their lives.  One such view was articulated by Chris,

It’s a responsibility that I take very seriously...I thought by now I would be kind of
doing my own little thing and traveling with my friends or doing whatever I wanted
to do, instead of raising children.  But these children didn’t ask for me to take care
of them.  They didn’t ask to have parents that are drug addicts...that are child
molesters...that are unwilling to put their needs first...These kids didn’t ask to be
brought into this world.  They needed to be taken care of.  They needed to be loved. 
And if the parents weren’t going to do that, I was going to do it.  Because they
deserved the same opportunities that these parents had had.  And if the parents are
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too selfish to see that or to do that, then they’re not going to, the girls were not
going to suffer and they were not going to be deprived.  (Chris)

For some of the grandmothers, being in this situation means abdicating the

grandmother role.  Chris says, “It’s just like raising a family all over again. I don’t see any

difference...I don’t see any difference between the grandmother and being the parent

because I have assumed that parent role.  And it’s just a title, you know, so”.  Pamela

relates the deep affection between herself and Allison, “She wants to crawl up on the couch

with me and lay down, you know.  She’s not afraid to kiss me or hug me when her friends

are around.  In my heart, I don’t think she will ever want to leave here.  I don’t care how

well her mom gets, I’ve been her mom.  I raised her...I’ll be mom forever...As much as I

want their relationship with their mother, it will be devastating to me if I ever lost them”.

In thinking about their lives and their situation, the grandmothers expressed no

regrets for taking on the parenting of their grandchildren.  Grace tells her thoughts, 

I was criticized a lot when I took the children.  How can you take them?  You’re so
old!  You’re raising them (children) again?  And I was really criticized.  And
(others said), ‘You should be out there!  And I don’t miss any of that because #1,  I
didn’t do it!  To me happy hour really wasn’t that happy.  (Laughing)  I mean you
know, happy hour.  What’s that all about, you know? What’s happy hour? So,
happy hour is sitting here and laughing at some buffoon on TV or a comedy with
the children, to see their expression when they get something new, to see them
enjoying an ice cream cone, to see them laughing and having a good time, whether
its bowling or whatever.  I just really adore my grandchildren. And my whole life is
totally drowned in them.  This is why, you know, as sensitive as I am and all what I
went through to get the children, if I didn’t love them the way I do, I would have
said, ‘You know what? You people (at the courts) can go to hell’!  (Grace)
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Pamela’s perspective is similar.  She left her husband because he was not willing to

take on the cause of the grandchildren.  

I love them...I love them enough to do this for them, you know.  Through the years,
I’ve gotten tired.  I’ve developed an illness through the years that I’ve had them
now. Um, I’ve never regretted it, even through the situation between my husband
and I... the day he drove me to Phoenix and got on the plane and left.  I never
regretted that day.... I get tired.  I get angry.  And I own stock...in Loreal.  I have a
lot of white hair, but I don’t’ think that it was caused by them.  But we bring on our
own stress, too.  But I wouldn’t change a thing.  I would not change a thing. 
(Pamela)

Chris expresses her sentiments in a slightly different way.  

I don’t feel 54, (Laughing) at all!   I mean, mentally, I don’t.  Physically, some days
I feel 154, you know.  But I don’t think this is where I wanted to be at this time in
my life.  But on the other hand, under the circumstances,  I cannot see myself being
anywhere else...Melissa twice last year got a citizenship award and was able to go
to Mimi’s for lunch with the principal twice.  So that was very...you know.  I think
if they were not with me these things would not be happening.  So I know what I
did was the right thing.  And to pursue it as hard as I did and not let anyone buffalo
me or stand in my way was a good thing because, I think it’s  been very good for
the children to be with me.  (Chris)

Grace sums it up for herself.  “I see myself and I say, ‘What would I have done if

this would have never happened’? And I think I would have been the most boring

individual with a degree, because I would have finished my bachelor’s.  I would have lived

here by myself.  So I think God had a plan”.

The three remaining intervening conditions do have impact on the strategies the

grandmothers use in the mother/advocate phase.  These conditions, financial ability,

daughter’s-other’s interference/conflicts/power struggles and family support have been
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noted and addressed in the literature.  Briefly, financial ability facilitates the strategies by

providing the means for certain strategies such as outdoor activities and fun.  More

importantly, though, it can mean the difference between poverty with poor health care and

nutrition and lower-quality teachers and schools and an upper middle-class life with every

available opportunity for what the grandchildren need and want.   The condition of

daughter’s-other’s interference occurs less frequently after the grandmother has one

custody.  In many cases, parental rights have been terminated at that point and there is little

contact, either by choice or due to prison or other constraints.  These conflicts constrain the

grandmother’s ability to discipline the grandchildren and impacts the overall relationship. 

It also can impact the how well certain family events take place, such as a birthday party or

holiday.  It can affect scheduling of outside activities and family fun and also result in

discipline problems.  The intervening condition of family support can either facilitate or

place constraints on the strategies.  

Presence of positive family support can enhance the grandmother’s ability have a

stable routine, follow-through with discipline, advocate for the grandchild’s individual

needs and provide for outside activities and fun.  When there is lack of family support, all

of the previous strategies are constrained and need to be managed differently.

Intervening conditions are those that influence how a strategy is fulfilled. This

section identified seven conditions that influence the strategies grandmothers use during
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the mother/advocacy phase.  The four primary conditions were explained in depth in terms

of how they facilitate or constrain the strategy.

Transition from the Mother/Advocate Phase

The final component of the model posits that grandmothers, over time and with

changing conditions, may find that they are unable to invest themselves as

mother/advocate.  Therefore, if they continue to raise their grandchildren, they may go on

to a fourth phase or regress to a previous phase.  Rose represents such an example of a

grandmother in transition.

As one of the four grandmothers in the model, the causal condition for Rose’s

situation is the history of her daughter’s drug addiction.  What makes Rose’s case different

is that two of her daughters have a history of drug addiction and she is raising both sets of

grandchildren.  

Rose raised her oldest grandson, Gary, now 21 years old since second grade.  Gary

now lives with his Aunt Jane.  He is also raising an infant while the child’s mother is in

prison for drugs.  Currently, Rose is raising four additional grandchildren from two of her

daughters.  Her daughter, Lila died of AIDS contracted while abusing drugs.  Lila’s

children, Tom, age 15 and Andrea, age 12, have lived with Rose permanently since Tom

was five and Andrea was an infant.  Rose’s daughter, Kathy was facing a multiple-year

prison sentence for drugs when she checked herself into a rehabilitation program.  The
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court ordered her to stay in rehabilitation or she will go to jail.  Rose has had permanent

guardianship over Kathy’s children, Jenny and Sally since Jenny was seven and Sally was

three.  Rose recounts, 

That was one of my fears (the children being in foster care).  And all this time. 
Well, the case went on for about four years actually from the time Tom was a baby
and now he is now sixteen and that was one of my fears. If, if the state gets them
and puts them in foster care, they could move from foster home to foster home and I
didn’t want that. So I started fighting when Tom was a baby. And so that’s how
long this went on and then of course now Jenny is in the picture three years later
and then Sally came into the picture. And regardless of what I do the family should
bond and be together and family should be there for family. And I fought all those
years to get them. To be able to keep them and I had to go through a lot of
psychological evaluations and I had to bear my soul financially,  you know to show
everything. I even told the psychologist doctor what’s his name or whatever that is
the CPS office in Glendale. I even said to him that I would take early retirement
because he said, ‘You know, you have to be there for them.’ And I said, ‘ I will be
there for them. I will take early retirement at sixty-two. And then I will work. I
worked here in the house.   I had a day care for ten years...because I wanted to be
here to put them off to school in the mornings and I wanted to be here when they
got home.  Because that was a requirement, you know.  And it was something that I
wanted to do.  I wanted to keep them together.   (Rose)

The legal battles were “out of this world!  That was absolutely out of this world! “ 

For a long time, Rose paid for her own attorney.  When the case dragged on for years,

Ruth’s finances were depleted.  “Everything was exhausted I had nothing left! 

NOTHING!...So I said, ‘Well, you know what, I will just finish this on my own.  Then the

judge will have to decide what he thinks is best for the kids’. They could leave them with

me or do whatever they wanted to do because I was not going into debt anymore, and thank

God he decided that they should be with me!  While Rose depleted her resources on a
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private attorney, the state provided an attorney for her children’s parents. 

For years, Rose allowed Lila to live in and out of her home.  Rose provided care

for the children.  Lila became heavily involved with drugs after her sister Kathy ran off

with her husband.  “And that’s when Lila then got in to drugs really heavy...I was at Jane’s

house (another daughter)...and I got a phone call from one of my neighbors saying ‘You

better get home!  Somebody’s moving your furniture out!  And I jumped in the car and

went and my place was cleaned out!  Drug dealers had come in a wiped me out...took

everything from my leather coats to my purses to my briefcase to my coffee pot!  The only

thing left was a sectional couch on the first floor and table and chairs and bedroom

furniture upstairs. But everything else was gone! Totally!  Even that baby stroller! 

Everything was gone”!  The police were going to arrest Lila, but Jane convinced the

Glendale police to allow them to send Lila to her father’s in Pennsylvania.  Lila eventually

went to prison several times in Pennsylvania and in Arizona due to drugs.  She contracted

HIV and died three years later.  Andrea’s father is currently in prison for drugs and may be

getting out within a year, although he has had little contact over the years.  Meanwhile,

Kathy got pregnant and had Jenny.  Her sister’s ex-husband was the father.  They married

and then Kathy began doing drugs heavily.  To avoid a prison sentence, she enrolled in a

rehabilitation program.  Rose had to go to court to obtain custody of these grandchildren

also.
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Rose has been raising grandchildren for 15 years and is feeling overwhelmed. 

Although the data point to her transitions through the rescuer/protector, caregiver/provider

and mother/advocate phases, her current perspective is very negative.  She relates her

feelings about her current role,

You have to be tough in this world to be the age that I am and to work almost a full-
time job and to deal with teenagers and to deal with kids and to deal with trying to
blend a family because they are little hellions!  They are!  They really give me a
rough time!  And I get to the point that I am tired of it!  And I tell them that I don’t
know how much of this I can take and how much of this I can stand!  ‘And if you
kids don’t get your acts together, I don’t know what’s going to happen’!  (Rose)

In Rose’s life, “There’s never really been a break.  It’s just been constant kids.  So

how have I changed?  I guess I am harder than I used to be.  I used to be more forgiving

and understanding.  And I lost that because now I see it as black and white.  You’re your

choice.  You make a choice.  Either you do this or you do that.  If you do one, you know

what the consequences are or you have a very good idea.”

Like some of the previous grandmothers, she has encountered physical and

emotional problems with the children and handled them well.  There have been numerous

surgeries and counseling for the children.  She is experiencing behavior problems and

hopes that this is just a stage.  “They’re just all some mouthy kids!  They will just sass you

and think nothing of it because it’s their right!”  She says their rough times “are really

rough!”  “...I’m hoping that this mouthing off is a phase and that it’s going to end because

it gets a bit trying...Like I said, I have four of them pulling me four different ways”.



151

Particularly problematic is the housekeeping.  The grandchildren have chores

assigned and she expects them to be done.  “When I ask them to pick up their clothes, hang

up your towels, I expect it to be done.  I don’t want an argument!  I work too hard, you

know....It makes me crazy because they just throw their wet towels on the carpet! They will

make a mess in the bathroom and think it’s okay to walk out and leave it!...I don’t think I

am being unreasonable with that.  They’ve lived with me long enough to know, you know. 

They know what is expected.  So why not just do it?  Why argue about it”?

Like the previous grandmothers, Rose’s youngest granddaughter, age eight, is

considered “the baby”.  “Sally, of course, is the baby and I refer to her as the baby.  And

they all get angry with me, ‘She’s not a baby’!  ‘Well, she’s the baby of our family is the

way that I mean it.  She’s the youngest child in your family’.  And I do baby her somewhat. 

I admit, she is the baby”.

The fact that Rose has raised two sets of grandchildren and obtained them at

different stages in their lives provides for complicated relationships.  Some grandchildren

she raised from early childhood and others she received during the early to mid school

years.  And many of them were in and out of her home for periods of time.  Her grandson,

Tom is now 15; Jenny is 13; Andrea is 12 and Sally is 8.  “I started fighting when Tom was

a baby.  And so that’s how long this went on.  And then, of course, now Jenny is in the

picture three years later and then Sally came into the picture”.
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The relationships between the siblings/cousins provide a challenging situation. 

She is experiencing a great deal of conflict.  “I can see big problems coming when she

(Jenny) goes to high school next year...I have talked very frankly to them.  If they don’t get

their stuff together, I’m not going to put up with this!  I will sign them over to the state!...I

don’t know if they really understand it or not, but they’re not going to put me in my

grave”!

Rose’s situation represents a state of transition either out of her situation or to a

new phase in the relationship.  She wonders if she did the right thing.  

Well, I’ve talked to my minister and I’ve talked to CPS workers and I have talked
to counselors and different people about this, wondering if I did the kids an
injustice by fighting so hard to keep them together rather than let them go into the
foster care system where I sometimes think that they may have matured more
quickly and maybe faced life more realistically than being with me who tries to
shelter them from any hurt and anything that goes with life, you know.  I feel that
they have been drug around enough and they’ve been hurt enough and I want to
protect them from everything.  So, sometimes, I question myself, ‘Did I do the right
thing’?  (Rose)

On the one hand, Rose sounds very much like the other grandmothers.  She utilizes

many of the same strategies.  But, then, her anger and sense of having “had enough” comes

through and negates the positives that she has related.  She struggles with whether to put

the grandchildren in foster care or not.  “If the state gets them and puts them in foster care,

they could move from foster home to foster home and I didn’t want that”.  Rose sacrificed

a lot to get them and has conflicting feelings.  “Regardless of what I do, the family should
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bond and be together and family should be there for family”.  

Although Ruth is just one example, the data show distinct similarities between her

and the previous three grandmothers in relationship to the model.  The conflict she seems

to be having with the grandchildren and within herself indicate a time of transition either to

a new phase or regressing to a prior one.  Additional research will be needed to test this

component of the model more completely.

Outside the Causal Condition of the Model

Three of the participants did not fall under the causal condition of the model:

history of daughter’s drug addiction.  These grandmothers, Anne, Jill and Lisa had

different histories that led to different relationships with their grandchildren. The phases of

rescuer/protector and  caregiver/provider did not seem to apply to these three

grandmothers.  The two African American grandmothers, Anne and Jill, for the most part

always had their children and grandchildren living with them.  In the words of Jill, “I’ve

always been the mother figure for all three”.  None of the three, Anne, Jill, nor Lisa

endured lengthy custody battles.  Custody was a matter of the parent signing guardianship

papers.  The only one who had somewhat of a difficult time was Lisa.  Her daughter had

given up legal rights to the granddaughter years earlier and the father had legal custody. 

When the father was facing prison for driving under the influence, Lisa had to convince the

father that doing so would avoid child protective services involvement.   Finally, Lisa is the
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only grandmother in the sample who is married.  This makes her experiences substantively

different since she has a partner to share responsibilities.  For these three grandmothers, it

appears that they have always been in the mother/advocate phase.  They utilize many of the

strategies to manage their relationships and the intervening conditions are similar.  This

section discusses how Anne, Jill and Lisa’s experiences support these aspects of the model.

Anne is the 78 year-old grandmother raising her son’s four boys.  The father,

mother and four boys almost always lived with Anne.  One day, the mother walked out and

never returned.  Her whereabouts are unknown.  The father has been in and out of prison

for drugs.  The boys have always called Anne “granny”.  She has always provided for their

needs and has retained the role of the grandmother.  Anne’s other sons and daughter

contribute to raising the grandchildren by taking them places, helping with their homework

and assisting financial with necessities.  According to Anne, nothing has really changed

since taking on the grandchildren legally because she was raising them anyway.

Jill, age 50, like Anne, has almost always been present in her two granddaughter’s

lives.  Jill says, “I’ve always been in their life, I guess you can say as a mother figure

because their mother was always in and out, you know, not a consistent person in their life,

no one but me”.    Her daughter is currently in prison for driving under the influence. 

There were no long, drawn-out legal battles, just signing over custody.

When Jill speaks about the girls, it is very much like she is talking about her own



155

children.  She is very concerned about their education and is strong on monitoring their

whereabouts and with whom they associate.  Jill recently moved to a better school district

and neighborhood.  Like some of the other grandmothers, she anticipates the challenges of

the teen years.  “Teresa is going through, well, she is thirteen now.  She just turned thirteen

this month, as a matter of fact...Teenagers start to do...plan...thinking that they are grown

and they can do what they want to do and tell the other kids what they should and should

not be doing...that type of stuff”.

Teresa, Jill’s oldest granddaughter thinks she favors her younger sister, Linda.  She

thinks I let Linda get away with more, but I think I let her get away with more”.  Jill does

refer to Linda as “my baby”.  She feels that the family “gets along real well”.  Her major

concern is finances.

Lisa, age 57, began raising two of her grandsons, Brad and Jeffrey when they were

ages 7 and 5.  Their mother, who was going from boyfriend to boyfriend, wound up in

Minnesota with a man who didn’t want the kids around and gave them away to Lisa.  The

boys are now 16 and 14.  Lisa began raising her 14 year-old granddaughter Samantha a

year ago when her father went to prison for one year due to driving under the influence.  

Samantha’s mother, Lisa’s other daughter had given up custody to Samantha’s father

because of a boyfriend years earlier.  After some discussion, the father signed over

temporary custody to Lisa.  It is anticipated that Samantha will return to her father’s
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custody when he gets out of prison, if he can get a job and a place to live.

Lisa also has numerous other grandchildren who live in the area and visit quite

often.  She feels a conflict between being the parent to the three that live with her and being

grandma to the others.  “I felt bad, because, um, they were my grandchildren, but I had to

treat them like children.  And I couldn’t spoil them”.  

Lisa says it’s difficult having some grandchildren who live with her and some who

don’t.

It’s not really like grandchildren.  And I have other grandchildren who don’t live in
at the house and it’s just, I don’t know exactly how to explain it, but it’s just a
different relationship, you know.  When the other grandkids are here, you love them
and hug them and you know, and you don’t have to do discipline them.  And you
don’t have to praise them more and more and more, even if they don’t deserve it or
if they do deserve it, you know, and tell them what a good job they are doing and
stuff.  But you’re not the disciplinary person and its different with the kids that live
here or with these grandchildren because I am the disciplinary person and I still try
to give them that little extra special thing once in awhile...you know, take Samantha
out to lunch or whatever...but I do that to compensate because I am the disciplinary
person.  So, it’s not really like they are grandchildren.  It’s more like they’re my
own children.  And I think sometimes I feel cheated because they cannot be my
grandchildren...(Lisa)

Like many of the other grandmothers, Lisa feels proud of her grandchildren.  “I’m

very proud of them, of the accomplishments the kids have made over the years.  I’m very

proud of them.  They’ve done well and that makes me feel good”.   

Lisa took on the role of advocating for the grandchildren’s individual educational

needs.  One of her grandsons needed speech therapy.  She also decided that a charter
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school would provide the smaller classes and individual attention that the grandchildren

needed.

Like Rose, Lisa is caring for the children of two of her daughters.  This means that

there are not only sibling dynamics, but those of cousins also.  In this case, the cousins,

Jeffrey and Samantha seem to get along fine.  Brad sometimes seems to create conflict

from time to time.  The cousins spent a lot of their early years together at Lisa’s house.  So

they’ve known each other for a long time.

Samantha is very resentful of having to live with her grandmother.  Lisa sought

counseling for her and has tried to find positive activities for her.  “I think it helped for her

to realize that I was concerned about her, not that it really helped her in any way

emotionally, but that she knew that I was concerned about her”.  Lisa feels that having to

be Samantha’s disciplinarian now has changed their relationship.  

She’s saying, ‘Well, when my dad gets here...My dad didn’t make me do that and
da da da’ and I go, ‘Well, you’re in my house now and you know that I have rules,
different rules than your dad has’.  So that took a big adjustment, you know.  And I
think that’s the big thing with her is rules and being respectful.  And she’s not a
respectful person.  She never had to be.  So, I think that’s the big thing that’s
changed is that I think that when she was here before...she could be good for a little
while and then she could go home, you know, whatever.  Well, now she has to be
good all the time.  And it’s different, you know.  It’s just different.  (Lisa)

As far as discipline and monitoring goes, Lisa’s situation is a little different.  She

is married to her second husband.
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He backs me up and I try and back him up.  He sometimes gets a little overboard so
there’s been a few times...the thing is, grandpa forgets to find out where they are
going and forgets to tell them when they have to be home and they think if they can
go to grandpa, he’ll say ‘Oh, yeah, you can go’.  And then you know, they don’t
have a time to be home or something.  So he’s, grandpa has learned that he has to
make sure that they have a time to be home and knows where they are at, not just,
‘Oh, they went out with somebody.’ ‘Who’?  ‘I don’t know, some kid.’  No, that
doesn’t do it for me.  I want to know where they are going, who the kid is, where
the kid lives and phone number.  And it used to be a really big deal for the kids. 
‘Well, how come you got to know all that’?  Because I want to know where you
are.  (Lisa)

Lisa acknowledges that her relationship with the grandchildren she is raising is

different than it was with her own children.  

It’s been a different relationship because sometimes I feel guilty.  And I failed my
own kids and in my heart or in my heart I felt that way.  In my brain, I know that
they had their choices that they had to make.  And because not all of my kids
screwed up, you know.  But as they got older they made better choices.  And I
really want to do better with these kids and a lot times I get...’Why can’t you just be
their grandma?’...I’m glad that I was able to be here for them.  I mean, I don’t, I’m
not angry at anybody because of what happened...Just well, you know, the kids, my
children made the wrong choices not the kid.  It’s not their fault this is going on. 
It’s not their fault that they have to live her.  And I’ve tried to, over the years, I’ve
tried to let them know that.  ‘It’s not your fault and it’s not my fault, you know....” 
(Lisa)

Summary

The causal condition for the current model is daughter’s history of drug addiction. 

The model is comprised of three phases: rescuer/protector, caregiver/provider and

mother/advocate.  The contextual conditions that set the stage for the rescuer/protector

phase are a “back and forth” relationship, crises, such as CPS involvement or prison, and
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long legal battles for custody.  Once the contextual condition of legal custody has been

met, the grandmother moves on to the second stage of caregiver/protector. This phase is

concerned with meeting the grandchildren’s basic needs.  Once this contextual condition is

met, the grandmother can move to the third stage of mother/advocate.  

The mother/advocate phase of the model is much more developed.  Eight strategies

emerged that are employed by the grandmother in the mother/advocate phase.  These are:

1) Having a stable routine; 2) Using discipline tools; 3) Monitoring whereabouts and

behavior; 4) Having a decision-making process; 5) Pride in grandchildren’s

accomplishments and progress; 6) Advocating for individual health and education needs; 7)

Providing for outside activities and family fun; and 8) Anticipating the teenage years. 

Intervening conditions were identified for each phase.  During the rescuer/protector phase,

the intervening conditions are: 1)  Daughter’s-other’s interference/conflicts/power

struggles; 2) Financial ability; and 3) Family support.  In the second phase of

caregiver/provider, they are: 1) Financial ability and 2) Family support.  The final phase of

mother/advocate has seven intervening conditions: 1) Sibling dynamics; 2) Grandchild’s

mental and physical health; 3) Quality of school and teachers; 4) Grandmother’s

perspective of the situation; 5) Financial ability; 6) Daughter’s-other’s

interference/conflicts/power struggles; and 7) Family support.
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Leading up to the first phase of rescuer/protector is what has been happening

between the grandmother and daughter as a result of the daughter’s long history of drug

addiction.  The daughter has been in and out of the grandmother’s house.  She has been in

and out of rehab.  In some cases, the daughter has been in and out of prison for short

periods.  The daughters have disappeared and then reappeared, often without the

grandmother knowing she was pregnant.  Ultimately, a crisis occurs, such as Child

Protective Services involvement or a long-term prison sentence.  This leads to fierce,

lengthy, expensive legal battles for custody, not only with the daughter and sometimes the

father, but also with the state.  At that point, the grandmother’s relationship with her

grandchildren becomes that of rescuer/protector.  In the rescuer/protector phase, the

intervening conditions influencing how the grandmother plays out this phase are the

interferences/conflicts and power struggles with the daughter and/or other parent.  Often,

the court will give the parents numerous attempts to comply with demands to prove their

fitness before severing parental rights.  This happens over the course of months and

sometimes years. The grandmother and parents are adversaries.  The state also becomes an

adversary, requiring the grandmother to undergo numerous psychological tests and

counseling, disclosing all financial dealings and answering the same questions over and

over again.  The grandmother’s financial ability is also an intervening condition during this

phase.  A grandmother is often providing for the grandchildren during this phase and is
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fighting expensive legal battles.  The grandmothers either deplete their resources during the

course of the legal battles or go it alone, representing themselves or being represented by a

CPS caseworker.  A final intervening condition in this phase is that of family support. 

Some grandmothers have tremendous resources in their family, emotionally, physically and

economically.  These are of tremendous help to them.  Others have little or no support from

family whatsoever.  In fact, some receive criticism and the situation causes conflict with

other family members.  One participant left her second husband because he was “dead set”

against getting custody of her grandchildren.  Once the legal battles have ceased and the

grandmother has obtained legal custody, she transitions to the second phase,

caregiver/provider.

The second phase, in most cases, is a relatively brief period in comparison to the

first and third phases.  During this phase, the grandmother’s relationship with the

grandchildren is characterized by concern with providing for basic needs.  She needs to

provide food and shelter.  She is also tending to the grandchild’s emotional, psychological

and physical health, and education.  Fulfilling these responsibilities is influenced by the

intervening conditions of financial ability and family support.  This may mean that the

grandmother applies for monetary assistance and/or food stamps from Temporary

Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), or enlists the physical, functional and financial aid

of family members.   The length of this phase and the way it plays out are influenced by the
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grandmother’s financial ability and family support.  When these two conditions are

positive, the phase can be relatively short and basic needs met quickly.  When the

conditions are exist minimally or not at all, the phase can take longer and the grandmother

may continue to struggle to meet the basic needs of the grandchildren.  When basic needs

are met, the grandmother continues to the third phase which is mother/advocate.

The mother/advocate phase is long-term, depending upon the ages of the

grandchildren when the grandmother obtains legal custody.   The grandmothers in this

study endured the emotional roller coaster of their daughters and grandchildren being in

and out of their lives.  The grandmothers went to great emotional, physical and financial

expense to gain legal custody of the grandchildren.  They have seen to it that the children’s

basic needs are met.  Now, the relationship with their grandchildren has new dimensions.

During the mother/advocate phase, the grandmothers really defined themselves as

the mother of the children.  Some of them are called “mom” or some other special name. 

Most are not called “grandma” or any other facsimile of the term.  On their journeys to this

point, three out of the four grandmothers used for the model had made drastic changes in

their lives. One left the job of her dreams in California, moving to be near her daughter in

New Mexico and then subsequently to Arizona.  Another left her unsupportive husband

and moved from New Mexico to Arizona.  Still, another took early retirement from her job

and created a child care group home at her residence.
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When speaking of the grandchildren, the grandmothers are typical of other parents. 

They refer to the grandchildren as “my children”.  They openly acknowledge that they

view themselves as the parent.  They say “I’m the mom”.  

A number of strategies emerged that characterize the mother/advocate phase.  In

grounded theory, these actions have a purpose and are goal-oriented.  In the current study,

these strategies serve to provide a better life for the grandchildren than they otherwise

would have had.  The strategies include: 1) Having a stable routine; 2) Using discipline

tools; 3) Monitoring whereabouts and behavior; 4) Having a decision-making process; 5)

Pride in grandchildren’s accomplishments and progress; 6) Advocating for individual

health and education needs; 7) Providing for outside activities and family fun; and 8)

Anticipating the teenage years. These strategies manifest themselves as the interactions that

the grandmothers have adopted as they play out this phase.  The strategies provide a

framework for managing their lives now that grandchildren are included and they have the

certainty of legal custody.  The stable routine creates a foundation for functioning in

everyday life and provides a sense of security.  Discipline tools  help maintain the

grandchildren’s behavior.  For some grandmothers, the strategies are different from the

ones they used in parenting their own children.  Most of the grandmothers admit that they

are a different parent.  Some grandmothers say they are more relaxed, others state that they

are stricter.  The main role of the strategies is to support the grandmother’s ultimate goal of
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providing a better life for the grandchildren than they otherwise would have had.  These

strategies are influenced by seven intervening conditions.  These conditions can serve to

constrain or facilitate one or more of the strategies.  In this model, intervening conditions

are:  1) Sibling dynamics; 2) Grandchild’s mental & physical health; 3) Quality of school

and teachers; 4) Grandmother’s perspective of the situation; 5) Financial ability; 6)

Daughter’s-other’s interference/conflicts/power struggles; and 7) Family support.  The first

four are the primary intervening conditions.  The remaining three, although perhaps

manifest slightly differently in this phase, have been addressed in the previous two phases. 

The ways that the grandchildren interact with each other influences the

grandmother’s choice of discipline, as well as how she treats each grandchild.  The

grandmothers take into account the dynamics of the siblings when implementing a

discipline strategy.  In addition, the grandmother influences the sibling dynamics.  Some

grandmothers seem to favor the baby of the family which causes conflict, sometimes

resulting in discipline problems.  The relationship dynamics between the grandchildren

also influences discipline strategies.  The older grandchild often has a surrogate parent

relationship with the younger grandchild.  When the grandchildren lived with their mother

or other parent, the older grandchild was often made responsible for the care of the younger

grandchild.  The older grandchild then sees him or herself as the disciplinarian and

contradicts the grandmother.  When sibling dynamics are positive, they help facilitate or
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mitigate the need for discipline.  When they are negative, they can mandate the need for

more creative strategies of maintaining behavior.

The grandchild’s mental and physical health influences the strategy of advocating

for individual health and educational needs.  When a grandchild has a health consideration

or learning disability, this facilitates the need for the grandmother to become an advocate

for them.  With years of advocating for the child’s health and well-being prior to custody,

this is a role to which the grandmothers are accustomed.  They have dealt with numerous

public systems along the way and are highly experienced in dealing with bureaucracies. 

When a grandchild has many issues, this role becomes a major one.  When there are few

health or learning issues, the advocacy role diminishes.  

Another intervening condition is the quality of schools and teachers.  This

condition impacts the grandmother’s strategy of pride in the grandchild’s accomplishments. 

Good schools facilitate learning and attend to the children’s individual needs.  Poor schools

constrain the child’s ability to meet their full potential and in some cases, overcome the

effects of their first years of life.  The grandmothers in the current study were very

committed to monitoring the education that there grandchildren were or were not getting. 

This is an important condition since all of the grandmothers mentioned how proud they

were of their grandchildren’s academic achievement.  
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The grandmother’s perspective of the situation is an intervening condition that

affects all of the strategies.  The grandmothers abdicate the traditional grandmother role for

the role of mother.  This means that they perform the strategies as a mother

would...providing a stable routine, monitoring, disciplining, etc.  They also have no regrets. 

This means that they have accepted that their lives have changed and that their idea of

outside activities and fun is now different.  Their decision-making process must now

include consideration of the grandchildren.  Their role of an advocate has all the fervor and

passion that a parent would.  In summary, many of them acknowledged that, given the

circumstances, they would not change a thing.

Although a phase model is presented in this study, individuals may not find

movement from one phase to the next to be linear.  Some grandmothers over time may find

that lack of family support, financial inability and their own and the grandchild’s mental

and physical health may dictate that the grandmother is no longer able to raise her

grandchildren or regresses to a previous phase.  Additional research is needed to pursue

this proposition further.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSIONS

The current research used grounded theory methodology to formulate a

developmental model of the relationships between grandmothers and the grandchildren

they are raising.  This chapter will discuss the model in general terms and then relative to

the study’s unique contributions to the research literature.  The study’s limitations and

recommendations for future research will be presented.  The chapter will conclude with a 

discussion of implications of the research for practice.

In exploring the relationships between grandmothers and the grandchildren they

are raising, theoretical concepts of symbolic interactionism informed my understanding

of the critical components.  LaRossa & Reitzes (1993, p. 136) views individuals in

families as “sets of interacting selves and identities”.  Further, there is a focus on the

significance of meanings of relational events and the symbols used to convey their

meaning.  That meaning comes from the interpretation of interactions between

individuals (La Rossa & Reitzes, 1993).  Additional insight came from the symbolic

interaction concept of context and its influence on relationships.  In the present study,

contexts outside the grandparent-grandchild relationship such as neighborhood, school,

and sibling dynamics were examined.
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The phenomenon of grandparents raising grandchildren continues to grow.  With

an increase in the numbers of grandparent-headed families comes a great need to know

more about them.  Investigations into the topic of grandparents raising grandchildren are

diverse with little attention to the study of the relationships within them.  Family

relationships involve a past history and an expected future (Wampler & Halverson,

1993).  In families, “each relationship is embedded in a network of relationships, and the

nature of each relationship both affects and is affected by that network” (Hartup &

Larsen, 1999, p. 255).  Thus, family relationships are contexts for the development of the

individuals within them.

Relationship experiences often change the individual’s mental, physical, and

spiritual properties and influence his or her developmental course (Reis, Collins, &

Berscheid, 2000).  The present study provides numerous examples of the negative

impacts of the parent’s situation on the grandchildren including mental and physical

health, learning abilities, social skills and lack of opportunities for positive growth and

development.  On the opposite side, the study presents the current life situations of the

grandchildren being raised by their grandmother and the influences of stability and

discipline, positive interactions with school, proper health care, having someone be proud

of them and just having fun together.  The developmental courses of the grandmothers

were impacted as well.  How they perceived themselves as parents and how society
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viewed them affected how they interacted with their grandchildren.  Many of the

grandmothers spoke of the changes they made in how they parented their grandchildren

versus the ways they parented their own children.  The grandmothers made drastic life

changes, all of them but one moved to Arizona from another state in anticipation of

taking on this custodial responsibility. This meant not only physical moves that involved

leaving established ties, but job and lifestyle changes, as well.  Many grandmothers went

into debt and exhausted savings when fighting court battles.  For one grandmother, it

meant leaving a second husband who would not agree to the custodial situation and

realizing that she would not give up her grandchildren for a male-female relationship. 

The current study explored the relationships of grandmothers raising

grandchildren using the following research goals: 1)  Description of self, relationships

and family situation; 2)  Processes; 3)  Shared meanings; and 4) Contexts beyond the

relationship.  The grandmothers told their stories through in-depth interviews.  Two of

their grandchildren were given the same opportunity.

In the present study, grandmothers and grandchildren described themselves, their

relationships and their family situations.  Listening to their stories revealed the

complexities of the families as I came to know the numbers of children being raised in

each household and the multiple relationships they have with one another.  Grandmothers

spoke in detail about years of their lives in just a matter of hours.  I heard the emotions
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and frustrations of court battles and recognized the grandmother’s tenacity as they

expended their modest resources on legal fees.  The grandmothers spoke of the roles they

played at different points in their grandchildren’s lives...rescuing the grandchildren from

the foster care system, protecting them from drug addicted parents, finding the resources

to fill basic needs, and finally, becoming “the mom”.

The grandmothers related strategies that they take to maintain their relationships

as they manage the role of mother/advocate.  These strategies or processes, provided a

psychological safety net of actions that the grandmothers use to hold everything together. 

The grandmothers and grandchildren, both, were able to describe a stable, everyday

routine.  Stability is one of the things that grandmothers wanted most for the

grandchildren, who often spent their early years moving from place to place.  Being

proud of the grandchildren’s accomplishments validated the grandmother’s decision to

take on their responsibility.  When the grandchildren were doing well physically,

emotionally, socially and intellectually, the grandmother could feel proud of herself as

well.  In some way, this may make up for feeling that she did an inadequate job of raising

her own children.  

The grandmothers in this study did not view themselves as traditional

grandparents or even a hybrid-type of grandparent.  The meaning of this relationship to

the four grandmothers in the model was a different relationship that evolved over time.
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This involved attributing meaning to their role:  that of being rescuer/protector, followed

by caregiver/provider, and then as mother/advocate.  Although originally the current

research expected to uncover relationship issues, what emerged from the data was the

progression of these three roles and from these roles, the grandmother’s identities or self-

meanings.  The symbolic interaction perspective recognizes “that individuals actively

appraise and assess situations; that expectations and benefits derive their meanings from

definitions of the situation and past experiences; and that interactions are not fixed and

predetermined but open to negotiation and change” (Mutran & Reitzes, 1984).   At each

phase, the four grandmothers represented by the conceptual model evaluated what was

happening within their family situations and determined their behavior and courses of

action based on the meanings of the present situation and what had happened in the past. 

As was illustrated throughout the study, the grandmothers continually negotiated and

changed the terms of their relationships with their daughters and their grandchildren.

During the first phase of rescuer/protector, the grandmothers assessed the current

situation which in all four cases represented by the conceptual model, involved a crisis

such as CPS involvement.  The grandmother’s relationship with her daughter prior to the

crisis was characterized by the following cycle that was repeated numerous times over

the years: 1) The daughter, who was addicted to drugs, needed help for herself and the

grandchildren (if there were any at the time); 2) The daughter sought out the
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grandmother’s assistance; 3) The grandmother provided help, conditionally or

unconditionally; 4) The daughter left, stopped seeking the grandmother’s help or was

asked to leave due to failure to meet the grandmother’s conditions. However, when the

crisis occurred, society intervened and the grandmother no longer had the same ability to

provide assistance.  So, the grandmother reappraised the situation.  Seeing that the crisis

has dictated the terms of her ability to help her daughter and grandchildren, the

grandmother decided that the best way that she could help them was by going to court

and seeking legal custody.   The grandmother, whose focus had been rescuing and

protecting her daughter, now focused on rescuing and protecting the grandchildren. 

Through this process, she renegotiated the terms of her family relationships.  The

grandmother did not yet consider herself as the parent.  She was not sure whether or not

she would ultimately gain custody of the grandchildren.  The court process to obtain

custody could take several years and would involve much risk, physically, emotionally,

psychologically and economically.  However, the grandmothers represented in the model

expected that they had a good chance of obtaining custody.  They made the assessment

that the risks to themselves were worth the costs and expected that the benefits to be

accrued by the grandchildren and themselves would far outweigh them.  The

grandmothers regarded themselves as the best person to care for the grandchildren and to

not fight for their custody went against the beliefs about themselves as women, as
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mothers, and as grandmothers.  

Once the custody issue was resolved and the grandmothers had not only the

desire, but the legal responsibility to care for the grandchildren, they again evaluated

their situations and assumed the second phase role of caregiver/protector.  During this

short phase, the grandmothers viewed their role differently from the first.  Now, they

could fully interact and engage with schools, health care providers,  and others for the

benefit of the grandchildren.  As a reward for their tenacity through court battles, the

grandmothers had acquired the legal legitimacy needed to help the grandchildren get

what they needed.  Society could now recognize that the grandmothers were acting on

behalf of the children for the long term.  The grandmothers, too, recognized that they

were now engaged with the grandchildren for the long term and that the threat of them

being taken away had diminished.  As the grandmothers renegotiated their behavior, they

became most concerned with providing for the grandchildren’s basic needs and taking

stock of where they were in terms of of their health and well-being and school.  The

grandmothers were also concerned with examining their own financial situations and

determining where assistance might be available.  Based on their past experiences and the

current situations, the grandmothers negotiated institutions they might never have

engaged before such as the Arizona Department of Economic Security that provides

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) child-only grants for grandparents
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raising grandchildren.

Once the grandmothers assessed that the basic needs of the grandchildren were

met, they began to take on the role of the third phase of the model:   mother/advocate. 

This role was the one in which the four grandmothers found themselves currently.  In this

phase, the grandmothers took on the role of being a mother, being a parent.  By taking on

the role of parent, the grandmothers attributed new meaning to themselves.  They

expressed the fact that they thought of themselves differently and ascribed new meaning

to their lives.  They also used their past parental experiences in creating their current

identity as parent to the grandchildren.  They redefined their place in their social worlds

and recontextualized their lives.  This role also illustrated the symbolic interaction

concept of shared meaning.  Most of the grandmothers were either called “mom” or some

other agreed-upon term.  Throughout the interviews, it was evident that the children

count on the grandmothers to be the parent and take care of them.  The grandmothers

abdicated their role of traditional grandmother, acknowledging that they had become the

parent or in the case of one grandmother, “the mother figure”.  In response, the

grandchildren, in many cases desired no contact with their biological mothers and

attributed some other identity to them.

For the grandmothers in the present study, caring is a thread throughout their

adult lives.   In all three phases, the roles involved acts of caring for their children and or
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grandchildren whom they viewed as vulnerable members of their family.  Gilligan (1993)

found that caring is a woman’s moral ideal.  “The ideal of care is...an activity of

relationship, of seeing and responding to need, taking care of the world by sustaining the

web of connection so no one is left alone” (Gilligan, 1993, p. 62). This view was

expressed throughout the study by all seven grandmothers.  The acts of nurturing and

caring have also been linked to the development of personal autonomy and recognition of

personal needs (Abel & Nelson, 1990).  Caring can have positive implications for

personal growth and development and be fulfilling.  It can also have its personal costs to

the grandmother due to competing demands, physically, emotionally, and

psychologically.  The energy and physical resources needed to care for one or more

children are substantial.  Some grandmothers discovered over time that the physical

requirements have taken a toll on their health.  Fuller-Thomson, Minkler, & Driver

(1997) found that custodial demands led to increased physical, emotional and economic

vulnerability, with caregiving grandparents twice as likely as non-caregiving

grandparents to experience depression.  The four grandmothers from the conceptual

model endured years of emotional upheaval that may have cost them psychologically as

they negotiated and renegotiated the terms of their relationships with their daughters. 

The long-term health effects of the turmoil may not be known for years to come. 
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If the traditional grandparenting role has been termed a “roleless role” (Troll,

1983), and “ambiguous” ( Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1992), the role of the custodial

grandparent is even more so.  Pruchno and Johnson (1996) propose that the role is weak

and ambiguous with few normatively explicit expectations.  This is characterized by

uncertainty upon the part of the grandparents as to what they are supposed to do.  Society

remains uncertain of the duties and requirements for successfully fulfilling this role

(Chenoweth, 2000).  

In the most developed phase of the model, that of the mother/advocate, the

grandmothers in the current study have internalized the mother/advocate role through

identification with it.  According to Pratt (1998), when an individual defines him or

herself, at least to some extent, in terms of the role and its identity (e.g., “I am a parent”),

role identification occurs.  The grandmothers do define themselves in terms of the role

and have become the role.  Instead of accepting the traditional role of grandmother that is

dictated by society, these grandmothers have negotiated their own roles.  Strauss (1978)

would consider this part of the negotiated order approach where to negotiate refers to

how things get accomplished.  

The strategies negotiated by the grandmothers in response to the mother/advocate

role could be considered a role schema.  Role schemas allow a person to organize their

thinking about how a person in a certain role might be expected to act (Fiske & Taylor,
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1991).  The more experience an individual has with a role, the broader, more detailed,

and more organized a schema for a particular role becomes (Sims & Lorenzi, 1992).  The

conceptual model developed in the current study reflects a cognitive structure devised by

the grandmothers so that they may enact their role in such a way that their needs and

those of their grandchildren may be optimally met.

Ultimately, the role became part of the grandmother’s self-concept.  The more the

grandmother identified with the role of mother/advocate, the more she sought 

opportunities to express that identity as a valued portion of her self-concept (Stryker,

1980).

Contexts beyond the grandmother-grandchild relationship influenced how the

grandmothers were able to manage their situations.  Whether or not their grandchild has

mental and/or physical problems determines how the strategies get performed.  When

grandmothers had a grandchild who required intervention, they tended to do whatever it

took to improve the situation.   In addition, sibling relationships and/or cousin

relationships played a role.  They were not only a complicating factor because there are

more individuals involved, sibling relationships had their own dynamics that may have

been formed prior to living with the grandmother.  The quality of schools and teachers

had an impact on whether the grandmother has to arrange for tutoring or spend extra time

with homework instead of leisure activities.  The quality of schools and teachers also
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influenced the grandmother’s pride in the grandchildren’s accomplishments.  When the

schools and teachers were aware of the grandchild’s history and make efforts to give

extra time, care and understanding, the grandmother has a partner in the grandchild’s

well-being.

In the current study, the stories of four grandmothers represented in the model

seemed the same.  It was as though they were living the same life, with only a few details

that were different.  These four grandmothers were ages 53, 54, 56 and 68.  In terms of

stage in life, this could be part of the reason their experiences were so similar.  At this

time in their lives, these grandmothers would normally be focusing attention on

themselves.  They would be looking to retirement, having time for friends and leisure

activities and sharing brief visits with their grandchildren.  Because of the non-normative

causal condition of their daughter’s long history of drug addiction and their similar ages,

their experiences may be similar.  These years were now focused not only on retirement,

but getting through the next month’s bills.  Time for friends, if there was any at all, was 

minimal.  The grandmothers did not have as much in common with old friends and in

many cases did not develop new ones.  Instead of their own leisure interests, the

grandmothers spent time doing what the grandchildren wanted to do.  Brief visits were

replaced with being the parent on a 24-hour basis.  
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Grandmothers raising grandchildren who do not have peer-oriented friendships,

may miss out on an important aspect of life that affects life satisfaction as they age. 

Siebert, Mutran, & Reitzes (1999), in their five-year longitudinal study of roles, aging

and retirement, found that the role identity of being a friend and commitment to

friendship significantly contributed to life satisfaction, even when gender  was controlled

through its association with other variables.  The grandmothers in the current study

expressed that they no longer had time for friends now that they were responsible for

their grandchildren.  Siebert, et al. (1999) proposed that friendships have a positive effect

as we age.  Friends can reduce the discrepancy between a person’s perceptions of who

they are and negative identity meanings they may have received from family and others. 

With friends, a person can take on a positive identity as a friend and leave behind a less

positive one.  The need for the friendship role increases as adults age to counterbalance

the effects of a negative identity and self-concept that may develop as  capabilities and

competencies diminish (Siebert, et al. (1999).  Friendship may also mitigate the

negativity the grandmother may feel from the grandchild’s biological parents and from

the legal battles. 

The ages and stages of the grandparents may also explain why Rose, age 68,

began to view her responsibility differently.  With 15 years as custodial grandmother,

compared to the other three who have had legal custody for an average of four years,
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Rose expressed her internal conflict about whether or not she did the right thing in taking

in the grandchildren.  She had a longer-term perspective and more experience that

allowed her to express her reticence in terms of giving more of herself.  She is concerned

about her own health.  She spoke of not letting problems with the grandchildren put her

in her grave.  Rose clearly represented a longer-term developmental path that deserves

future study.

The remaining three grandmothers participating in the study represented causal

conditions different from the daughter’s long history of drug addiction.  Their

experiences and developmental paths were also different in many respects.  However, the

data showed that these three grandmother’s experiences supported the model to some

extent.  These three grandmothers seemed to always have been in the mother/advocate

phase, due in part, perhaps, to not having long, intense legal battles for the grandchildren. 

In this role, the three grandmothers utilized many of the same strategies as the four

grandmothers upon whom the model was based.

The framework represented in the phase model represented an initial step in

conceptualizing the relationships between grandmothers and the grandchildren they are

raising.  By examining how the grandmothers conducted themselves in these

relationships over time, the strategies they used and the intervening conditions that

impacted those strategies, we can begin to explore the lives of the custodial grandparent
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family more fully.

Unique Contributions of the Study

The present study used grounded theory to propose a developmental model of the

roles grandmothers assume when raising their grandchildren.  The original intent of the

research was to focus on relational issues within the grandmother raising grandchildren

context.  What emerged from the analysis, however, was a model of role transitions from

the grandmother’s perspective.  This research is the first to create such a model for

exploring the relationships between grandmothers and the grandchildren they are raising. 

The present study also is unique in applying symbolic interaction theory to this field of

research.  Furthermore, several details, previously unknown about grandmother-headed

families, emerged as a result of the current study.  Finally, grandchildren were engaged

as part of the research process.  

The current research is one of only two studies of grandmothers raising

grandchildren to propose conceptual models of the relationships.  There are a few studies

that have examined grandmother roles and meaning.  However, they are limited in their

abilities to identify concepts and provide an overall perspective with the goal of

conceptualizing the grandmother’s role in these relationships.  This research supports

much of what exists in the literature on grandmothers raising grandchildren overall. 

What the current study does, though, is provide a framework for conceptualizing the
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grandmother’s evolving relationship with her grandchildren under a specific causal

condition.  The conceptual model itself provides a new lens for viewing the relationships

in the grandmother-headed family.  By actually producing a paradigm and conceptual

model, the study provides a systematic way of viewing this relationship, albeit from the

grandmother’s perspective. The paradigm and model de-construct a very complex

situation into its respective parts whereby they can be examined more purposefully and in

relationship to each other.  This model can also be useful as a template for examining

other causal conditions.  The model also recognized the possibility that grandmothers,

over the long-term, may either transition to a phase beyond the mother/advocate phase or

regress to a previous one.  The phenomenon of grandmothers raising grandchildren has

appeared in the literature only within the last 12 years. So, identifying the possibility of

other phases across the grandmother’s life span can be helpful in the development of

future studies.  The identification of specific strategies and intervening conditions within

the model that the grandmothers employ can help us begin to explore what function each

strategy plays and design interventions that promote a positive parenting relationship. 

For example, a workshop may be developed that helps grandparents with sibling

relationships or helps them assess their discipline tools.  An understanding of the

intervening conditions will provide a similar benefit.  In summary, the developmental

model provides a new way of examining the role of grandmothers raising grandchildren
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across time. 

Symbolic interaction theory proposes that families are social groups and that

individuals develop self-concepts and identities through social interaction (Burgess,

1926; Handel, 1985 cited in LaRossa & Reitzes, 1983).   Identities can be thought of as

self-meanings in a role.  The concept of meaning in symbolic interaction is based on the

following three assumptions: 1) How individuals act toward another is based on the

meanings attributed to them; 2) Meaning is arrived at through a process of interpretation;

and 3) Individuals interpret reality through the symbols and shared social meanings found

in their culture (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1983).  One aspect of symbolic interaction theory

revolves around the development and importance of self-concept.  The theory posits that

individuals are not born with a self-concept, but develop it through interaction and that

self-concepts provide an important motive for behavior (LaRoss & Reitzes, 1983).   The

present study illustrates the development and renegotiation processes that each

grandmother employed as she moved from one phase to another.  Each phase required the

grandmother to appraise the situation and determine how to negotiate the circumstances

whether it be encountering legal issues, health care or sibling relationships.  Each phase

was distinct from the next and required a different response or set of interactions and

strategies.
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The mutually-related symbolic interaction concepts of identities, roles,

interactions, and context are well-supported by the current study.  The identities or self-

meanings of the grandmothers within the role of a grandmother raising grandchildren

became that of rescuer/protector, caregiver/provider and mother/advocate.  Ultimately,

the role began to mean that she became “the mom” whether she at first intended to or not. 

One grandmother in particular was very strict about her daughter keeping legal parental

rights.  However, eventually, she began to realize, when her granddaughters asked if they

could call her “mom”, that she was, in fact, the parent.  As the grandmothers progressed

through the developmental phases of the model, the identity of being the mother and not

the grandmother became more salient.  The everyday situations and interactions were

those of mother and child.  The grandmother’s verbal and nonverbal cues conveyed to the

grandchildren, to their friends, to school teachers and administrators, to other family

members and to anyone else encountered that they were the parent.  In addition, the

grandparents were assessing how others were responding to them in this role.  This was

particularly evident when the grandmothers spoke about encounters with school

personnel.  How a person presents him or herself “has an underlying moral character in

that the individual is expected to live up to the rights and responsibilities of her or his

validated identity and others are obliged to respect that identity (Goffman, 1959, 1978 p.

176 cited in LaRossa & Reitzes, 1983).  The grandmothers in the current study
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demonstrated on a daily basis, the moral obligation they felt to make life the best that

they could for their grandchildren.  Whether it was standing up in court and testifying to

the arrangements that they had made to be able to care for their grandchildren or

confronting the school district about providing for a special bus for a child with hearing

difficulty, the grandmothers in the study had clarified for themselves and society through

their interactions, what their moral rights and obligations were.  Within the context of

having a daughter with a long history of drug addiction, the grandmothers in the study

created their own meanings or identities within the roles of rescuer/protector,

caregiver/provider and mother/advocate.  Symbolic interaction supports the idea that

each identity was taken on by the grandmother according to its salience at a particular

point in time and in response to a given situation (Stryker, 1968, p. 650 cited in Reitzes &

LaRossa, 1983).  The model proposed in the present study related numerous accounts of

how the grandmother identified specific strategies within the mother/advocate role that

relate to interactions as defined in symbolic interactionism.  

A few details related to grandmother-headed families were not previously

acknowledged in the literature.  Although the raising grandchildren has been described as

non-normative, the complexity of the relationships between the grandmothers and the

grandchildren they are raising has been relatively unknown.  One such example of this is

the sibling/cousin dynamics.  This became one the four primary intervening conditions. 
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How the grandparent handles these dynamics can be critical in a successful home life. 

Along with this is the fact that most of the literature ignores the children, much less their

interactional dynamics.  One major finding here is that there is more than one grandchild

and that the grandchildren are related in many different ways: full-siblings, half-siblings,

cousins and in one case half-siblings and cousins.  Often, the grandmother is charged

with blending the grandchildren from two of her daughters.  The dynamics of the

grandchildren set the stage for a complex web of interpersonal relations involving the

grandmother.  Another relationship detail not previously cited in the literature involves

interaction between the grandmother and the individual grandchildren.  Each of the seven

grandmothers discussed the grandchildren as individuals.  Each child was assessed by the

grandmother as having specific traits and needs and how those characteristics dictated

how they interacted with each grandchild.  Through verbal and nonverbal cues, the

grandmothers conveyed their thoughts and feelings about each grandchild, citing

anecdotes to make their points.  For example, one grandmother said, “Rachel is my quiet

one”. She then discussed how she tried to encourage Rachel to be more outgoing by

interacting with her in certain ways and providing particular extracurricular activities that

would help to accomplish this goal.  Some of the grandchildren had special health care

needs that required the grandmothers to intervene with the school and health care

providers.  In addition, not unlike many traditional families, the youngest grandchild was
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often treated deferentially by the grandmother who often called him or her “the baby”

even though her or she may be seven years old.  Siblings and/or cousins complained that

“the baby” got treated in special ways and that the grandmother was not as strict with this

grandchild.

Finally, this study provides input from the grandchildren and gives them a voice. 

Although their data were primarily used for confirmation of what the grandmother said,

much was learned about the potential for utilizing grandchildren for future studies.  For

example, some of the grandchildren seemed unsure of how much to disclose of their

personal feelings.  Some subjects seemed extremely sensitive and were avoided, such as

references to their mother.  Thus,  some grandchildren may be incapable of expressing

their relationship with their grandmother without feeling they are betraying their mother. 

Finally, the age range for this study that optimized data collection was 10-14.  It was

originally anticipated that a younger grandchild would be able to articulate some of the

relationship ideas.  However, that was not the case in this study.  For example, one of the

seven year-olds thought of being close as being physically close and said that her

grandmother wouldn’t allow her to be close and described a situation where the

grandmother wouldn’t let her sleep in the same bed.  Even when the wording was

changed, little additional information was elicited.  
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The Current Study and the Research Literature

The conceptual model proposed in this study is the only one of its kind in the

literature related to grandparents raising grandchildren.  Goodman & Silverstein’s (2001)

research began to explore the relationship processes by focusing on the triadic

relationships of grandmother, parent and grandchild.  Their study examined the

relationships in terms of grandmother’s psychological well-being and emotional

closeness to the parent and eldest grandchild they were raising.  However, the current

study was concerned solely with the relationships between the grandmother and

grandchild and sought to conceptualize them.  No other studies provide a conceptual

framework for examining the relationship between the grandmother and two of her

grandchildren.  

The research related to processes in grandparent families represents the largest

gap in the literature.  The only theme that has relevance to processes deals with how the

grandparent became the custodian of the grandchildren.  This study assists in beginning

to fill the gap.

Although there are no studies for direct comparison, the current study does

support the literature in several significant ways.  First, the study confirms what the

literature says about the causes for grandparents raising their grandchildren.  In this case,

four of the grandmothers were raising their grandchildren due to drug addiction, three
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were due to incarceration for other reasons.  However, in the case of one grandmother,

two of her daughters gave up their children to live a different life with a boyfriend that

did not include children.  This causal condition has not been noted in the literature.

Second, one of the most common aspects of studies focusing on grandparents

raising grandchildren is psychological distress.  Numerous studies have looked at stress

levels and depressive symptoms (Burton, 1992; Dowdell, 1995; Kelley, 1993; Kelley &

Damato, 1995; Minkler & Roe, 1993; Minkler et al., 2000; Sands & Goldberg-Glen,

2000).  The research portrays the custodial grandparent as being clinically depressed

while the literature on stress is represented by conflicting views.  This study, although

qualitative in nature, provides some support for the clinical depression description.  Two

grandmothers out of seven mentioned that she gets depressed now.  However, five of the

grandmothers made no mention of depression whatsoever.  This difference could be due

to the salience or centrality of this role relative to the grandmother’s view of herself.  In

studying the psychological well-being of middle-aged women in the multiple roles of

wife, mother, employee, and parent caregiver, Martire, Stephens and Townsend (2000)

found that centrality of the mothering role moderated the effects of “mother stress” on the

presence of depressive symptoms.  Role centrality is the degree to which a social role

serves as a means of defining oneself (Stryker & Serpe, 1994).  In the Martire, et al.

(2000) study, the researchers found that high mother role centrality and high stress were



190

associated with significantly fewer (p < .05) depressive symptoms.  This interaction

effect was found even after accounting for the effects of household income, stress in the

other three roles, mother stress and mother centrality.  One reason given by the

researchers for the finding may be differences in women’s expectations about stress

relative to their respective roles.  Most women expect the role of mother to be stressful

and full of demands for the care of children.  There may not be the same expectation of

high stress for the roles of wife, employee or parent caregiver since these involve

relationships with peers or other adults.  Although in the current study, the term “stress”

was brought up only by one grandmother.  there were numerous other references to

situations and conditions that could be interpreted as stress, such as feeling

“overwhelmed” or vivid descriptions of their hectic and harried lives.  Perhaps the

grandmothers do not appraise their lives as stressful or that they have come to view their

daily lives as grandmothers raising grandchildren in such a way that what happens seems

normal for them.

The research literature on the meaning of grandparent caregiving is very scant. 

However, the feeling on the part of the grandparents of gains and losses or costs and

rewards is well-documented (Baird, John, & Hayslip, 2000; Burton, 1992; Merriwether-

deVries, Burton, & Eggletion, 1996).  The research shows that the losses were often due

to the worries over their children, the lifestyle they are leading and their safety.  Gains
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were often seen as another chance to parent and do a better job, promoting family

legacies through the grandchildren and unconditional love and companionship of a child

(Merriwether-deVries, Burton, & Eggletion, 1996).   The present study echoes those

sentiments and some additional ones.  In the current study, gains or rewards included

being a better parent, having the companionship of grandchildren, being able to have

pride in the grandchildren’s accomplishments, knowing that the grandchildren are having

a better life than they would have otherwise, keeping the family together and not feeling

old.  

The current study reinforces Pruchno’s (1999) study related to meaning. 

Although quantitative in nature, Pruchno’s (1999) findings coincide with those of the

current study.  Like those in Pruchno’s study, almost all of the grandmothers in the

current study indicated that they felt a sense of satisfaction from helping their

grandchildren, reassured that they were getting proper care, enjoyed being with them and

expressed pleasure over something little that gave them pleasure.  

Another aspect of meaning addressed in the research literature relates to change. 

Social life, finances, legal matters, everyday interactions and the focus of one’s life are

altered by taking on this responsibility (Kornhaber, 1996; de Toledo & Brown, 1995). 

The qualitative data from the current study coincides with this statement.  Participants in

the current study related the stories of all the drastic life changes they made to be able to
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care for their grandchildren.  They had given up travel, friendships, a social life with

other adults, and financial security for the love of their grandchildren. In some cases,

legal battles depleted bank accounts.  In one case, a divorce occurred.  In almost all cases,

the grandmothers moved from another state to be in a position to take ultimate

responsibility for their grandchildren.  

Pruchno (1999, p. 218) found that 25% of the grandmothers in her study “felt

isolated, had lost control of their life, felt trapped, and felt that caring for their grandchild

had a negative effect on other family relationships”.  The current study had similar

findings.  Two out of the seven grandmothers indicated they felt this way.

The research literature minimally addresses contexts beyond the relationship. 

Burton (1992) extensively deals with the neighborhood context.  In the present study, the

neighborhood did not seem to be a significant context.  Data indicated very little about

the neighborhood that impacted the grandmother-grandchild relationship.  Rogers and

Henkin (2000) produce a detailed account of a school intervention program for

grandparent-headed families.  Data from the current study found that the quality of

schools and teachers was one of the intervening conditions affecting the strategies

grandmothers use in managing the mother/advocate role.  

One aspect of grandmother’s relationships that emerged from the current study,

but was not addressed in the research literature, is that of sibling/cousin dynamics.  One
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of the criteria for participating in the study was that of having had legal custody of two

grandchildren between the ages of 7 and 14 for at least the past six months.  Therefore,

the probability of sibling/cousin dynamics being revealed in the data was highly likely.

In terms of the gerontological literature, the Erikson’s (1997) theory of

development is supported by the present study.   Erikson & Erikson (1997) describe eight

stages of psychosocial development.  This theory emphasizes developmental change over

the life span.  “Each stage consists of  a unique developmental task that confronts

individuals with a crisis that must be faced” (Santrock, 2002, p. 32). 

 One of the features of the Erikson’s (1997) theory is the that the stages are

sequential.  “Each step is grounded in all the previous ones” (p. 59).  In addition, each

stage is associated with terms that relate to developmental psychosocial crises or conflicts

which can lead to a developmental achievement.  The first word is syntonic which means

that it “supports growth and expansion, offers goals, celebrates self-respect and

commitment of the very finest.  Systonic qualities sustain us as we are challenged by the

more dystonic elements with which life confronts us” (p. 106).   The second word is

dystonic which are challenges to be overcome. 

The Erikson’s (1997) eight stages and their developmental tasks are:  1) Trust

versus mistrust which is experienced in the first year of life;  2) Autonomy versus shame

and doubt occurring approximately between 1 and 3 years of age;  3) Initiative versus
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guilt at about 3 to 5 years of age, 4) Industry versus inferiority, experienced at about 6

years through puberty;  5) Identity versus confusion during adolescence from 10 to 20

years of age;  6) Intimacy versus isolation during early adulthood in the 20's and 30's; 7)

Generativity versus stagnation during the 40's and 50's; and 8) Integrity versus despair in

the 60's and beyond.

Grandparents raising grandchildren normatively are in the seventh and eighth

stages.  The seventh stage is characterized by generativity versus stagnation leading to

care.  A major task of this stage is “to assist the younger generation in developing and

leading useful lives.  Having done nothing to help the younger generation leads to

stagnation” (Santrock, p. 34, 2002).  During this stage, most adults are in their peak

earning years, have completed their caretaking role and expect to be experiencing “the

empty nest”.  Grandparents, if married, could be experiencing a positive time in their

married life.  In Brim’s (1999) large-scale study of married people in midlife, 72% said

their marriage was either “excellent” or “very good”.  During this period, individuals

may reflect on their parenting ability, either gaining a new sense of their positive

influence on their children or being disappointed regarding their children’s adult

development (Santrock, 2002).  In general, during mid-life, relationships with siblings,

friends and one’s parents become closer and gain importance.
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Erikson & Erikson’s (1997) eighth stage is reflected by integrity versus despair

and disgust leading to wisdom.   According to Erikson & Erikson (1997, p. 113), “Life in

the eighth stage includes a retrospective accounting on’s life to date; how much one

embraces life as having been well lived, as opposed to regretting missed opportunities

will contribute to the degree of disgust and despair one experiences.  Despair expresses

the feeling that the time is now short, too short for the attempt to start another life and to

try out alternate roads...”.  During this stage, an individual expects to be retired and

reaping the benefits of achieving the earlier developmental tasks.  Retirement assumes

that the individual has transitioned into a new lifestyle, requiring adaptation to new roles

within the marriage and the family.  Established friendships become even closer.  People

tend to choose to have several close friends rather than making new friends as they grow

older (Carstensen, 1991).  By this time, individuals in older adulthood may have settled

into their lives financially, having resolved themselves to a fixed income or some may

still be working to make ends meet. Social support and integration plays an important

role in the lives of people in the eighth stage (Reinhart, 2001). 

Grandchildren, on the other hand, are at the beginning of the Erikson’s (1997)

stages.  Most grandparents are raising grandchildren younger than age six (Fuller-

Thompson et al., 2000).  The developmental tasks for early childhood involve developing

attachment to their caregiver, learning a sense of trust and security, asserting their sense
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of independence through their will to act autonomously and gaining a sense of

accomplishment through responsibility.  Young children grow and develop in the context

of their families and caregivers.  They are reliant on others for all aspects of their

physical, social, intellectual and emotional development.  

During the school-age years, grandchildren’s developmental tasks include

mastering knowledge and gaining intellectual abilities, discovering who they are and

developing role identity and forming intimate relationships with others.  School-age

children, including adolescence grow up in a variety of contexts.  Although, at this age,

family is still important, the context of peer relationships developed at school and within

the community take on a significant role.  The school-age child begins to separate the

contexts of family and friends.  Peer acceptance and the sense of belonging to a group are

important developmental tasks.

Raising a grandchild as a grandparent poses a conflict in the developmental

trajectory  of the grandparent.  “At a time in their lives when they expected to be

traveling, enjoying hobbies, and doing everything they had put on hold while raising their

first set of children, they find themselves back in a routine of bottles, diapers, and PTA

meetings, sometimes 30 years after they last had kids in the house.  Instead of doting

grandparents who can spoil and coddle and send the kids back to Mom and Dad, they are

surrogate parents with all the responsibilities of raising another set of children” (de
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Toledo & Brown, 1995, p. 2).  Their role transforms overnight from “buffers, family

historians, occasional caretakers and fun-loving, ambivalent stabilizers...to primary

caretakers and socializers” (Pinson-Millburn, Fabian, Schlossberg & Pyle,1996, p. 549). 

According to Neugarten, (1979) this is an “off-time” role and most often, an unexpected

transition.

The effect of this unexpected transition represents both gains and losses. 

Custodial grandparents are gaining a grandchild, but losing a child (Pinson-Millburn, et

al., p. 549). Grandparents may question their own parenting ability, feeling that they

failed with their own children.  They may wonder about their abilities to do the job better

the second time.  Grandparents may also feel, rightfully so,  that they are giving up their

lives as they know it.  

The significance of this transition for grandparents is that it can produce both

positive and negative developmental outcomes for them.  During Erikson’s seventh stage,

raising a grandchild can fulfill the developmental task of generativity.  Many

grandparents report that they feel needed and are happy to provide a stable and loving

family for their grandchildren (Pinson, et al., 1996).  Others may feel robbed of their

future and their dreams (de Toledo & Brown, 1995).   Health-wise, the task of raising

grandchildren has been associated with increased stress and decreased physical health

(Minkler, Roe & Price, 1992; Musil, Schrader & Mutikani, 2000).  Social isolation may
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result from being unable to maintain friendships and other close relationships (Minkler,

et.al., 1992, Musil, et al., 2000, Burton, 1992).   Grandparents who successfully

accomplish the developmental task of generativity may proceed to Erikson & Erikson’s

(1997) eighth stage of development, which is integrity versus despair.  

Grandparents who take on the custodial role during the eighth stage are at a point

where they are reflecting on their lives.  Some may like what they see and others will not. 

Finding meaning in taking care of their grandchildren will help them achieve integrity

and prevent despair.  During the Erikson’s (1997) eighth stage of development, close

relationships take on great importance.  For some grandparents, taking on their

grandchildren provides that significant close relationship that removes them from

isolation.  Meeting the grandchild’s needs includes interactions with schools and

opportunities to be connected to the greater community.

Limitations of the Study

By its nature as grounded theory research, the current study is limited by the

researcher’s analysis and conclusions derived from the data.  As a qualitative study, none

of the results of the current study can be empirically generalized to a greater population. 

Some criticize grounded theory by saying that the methods tend to “gloss over meanings

within respondents’ stories” and that breaking the data into categories “might limit

understanding because grounded theorists aim for analysis rather than the portrayal of
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subjects’ experience in its fullness” (Charmaz, 2000).  

The data collected for the present study was in the form of interviews.  The

amount of data generated by interviews, though rich and interesting, puts limitations on

the number of interviews that are feasible to transcribe, code and analyze.  The current

study included conducting interviews with seven grandmothers, each with two grandchild

participants.  The total number of interviews was 21.  Saturation was reached after seven

grandmother-headed families were interviewed.  This means that new data already fit into

the categories created from previous interviews.  Although the decision to end sampling

was based on the researcher’s determination of saturation, the term has been criticized for

“seeming elastic” (Charmaz, 2000).  The potential exists that additional interviews would

have resulted in new information that led to more categories or stimulated inductive or

deductive reasoning down a different path.

The current study is also limited by the demographic characteristics and situations

of the grandmothers.  Although, the group is ethnically diverse and almost mirrors

national statistics, they are all from the same metropolitan area.  However, the

grandmothers represent a wide age range (50-79) that provides for additional diversity.

Socioeconomically, the study participants reported an income range of $1,300-$3,000 per

month.  Depending on the number in the household, this figure can seem like a lot or a

little.  In the current study, the low end of the range, $1,300 is for a family of five.  The
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high end or $3,000 represents a family of three.  So, the study does include a wide

representation of socioeconomic situations.

Finally, study participation required that the grandmother had legal custody of

two of her grandchildren between the ages of 7 and 14 for at least the past six months. 

The experiences of these grandmothers may be different from those who are raising only

one grandchild, those who have not had legal custody for at least the past six months or

whose grandchildren are older or younger than those in the target age range.  

Recommendations for Future Research

The present study represents a starting point for theorizing about the relationships

between grandmothers and the grandchildren they are raising.  This conceptual model

can be a useful way of conceptualizing the relationships between grandmothers and the

grandchildren they are raising, given the causal condition of daughter’s history of drug

addiction.  Future qualitative studies could help inform the more complex dynamics of

the model.  For example, additional research could produce strategies for the phases of

rescuer/protector role and caregiver/provider.   The role of values in making the initial

decision to go to court could be explored.  Additional qualitative studies could examine

other causal conditions to construct a conceptual model for those situations.

Additional qualitative research involving the grandchildren could also be

conducted.  In this study, the grandchildren were interviewed individually.  Utilizing
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group methods of obtaining data from the grandchildren such as interviewing the two

grandchildren together or in focus groups may provide richer data.

Most quantitative research on grandparents raising grandchildren has utilized the

Parenting Stress Index (Abidin, 1990) and the CES-D, as measures of clinical levels of

stress and depression.  Baumrind’s (1991) parenting styles classifications could be useful

in more precisely measuring the parenting relationship.  These styles include: 1)

Authoritarian-parents who are punitive and focus on the child’s obedience to parental

demands rather responding to the child’s demands; 2) Permissive-parents who are more

responsive to the child but do not set appropriate limits on their behavior; 3)

Authoritative-parents who are flexible and responsive to the children’s needs but still

enforce reasonable standards of conduct; and 4) Neglecting-parents who are under-

involved with their children and respond minimally to the child’s needs or behavior. 

This type of study would begin to inform the field as to whether these classifications are

useful with grandparents raising grandchildren and if not, point to the need for new

classifications.

  Research has implicated parenting practices as having a direct effect on child

outcomes (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). The Parent Behavior Checklist (PBC; Fox, 1994)

could be utilized in examining parenting practices in grandmothers raising very young

grandchildren.  The PBC has three norm-referenced dimensions: discipline, nurturing and
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expectations and has been used extensively with mothers.   A large-scale study using the

PBC could examine whether grandmothers raising very young children show consistent

patterns in parenting behavior.

The findings of this study imply that grandmothers abdicate the traditional

grandparent role for that of being a mother again.  If this is true, qualitative and

quantitative research that parallels the parenting literature could begin to be developed. 

Building upon the rich parenting research would be a prudent use of resources and could

result in interesting findings regarding outcomes for children.

Implications for Practice 

The conceptual model developed in the present study can assist in the design of

training for staff in grandparent support programs.  An explanation of the causal

condition, the contextual conditions, the phases, strategies and intervening conditions

will help program staff understand the complexity of the situations that the grandmothers

encounter.  Staff training can include how to assess in which phase the grandmother finds

herself and appropriate ways of providing assistance.  Staff may also find the model

useful in structuring support groups by offering them according to the phase in which the

grandmother finds herself currently.  A support group curriculum based on the model

may be developed with specific units attributed to each phase of the model and

transitions between phases.  Staff training may also include targeting interventions based
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on the phase in which the grandmother is at the time.  For example, a grandmother in the

rescuer/protector phase is mostly concerned with legal issues and conflict management. 

Therefore, providing information and referral for legal matters would be an appropriate

intervention.  In addition, training for the grandmothers in conflict management and

negotiation could be helpful in managing this phase.  In the caregiver/provider phase, the

grandmothers are concerned with providing basic needs.  The primary interventions

during this phase involve providing information on financial assistance, dealing with

schools and accessing health care and community services among others.  During the

mother/advocate phase, a training curriculum could provide units that address the

strategies the grandmothers use during this phase as well as how to handle the

intervening conditions.  For example, educational information on the value of a stable

routine, establishing a discipline plan, the importance of a decision-making process, how

to advocate for the grandchild’s individual health and educational needs and others would

be helpful for the grandmothers in this phase.  A training on how to manage the

intervening conditions may include how to handle sibling dynamics, options for what to

do when the school and teacher are lacking in quality, tending to the grandchild’s mental

and physical health, and dealing with biological parents, for example.  Finally, by using

the conceptual model as a basis for training, program evaluation could be conducted that

would determine the effectiveness of interventions.
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Training for program staff and grandmothers can be enhanced by utilizing the

conceptual model developed in the current study.  By helping staff understand the phases

and other components of the model, they can provide more appropriate and effective

interventions.  One important aspect of interventions not to be overlooked is the

opportunities for grandmothers to develop friendships within support groups.  Providing

the context in which friendships grow can help the grandmothers strengthen and integrate

their identities as “friend” and their newly negotiated role of “mother/advocate”.

As a practitioner working with grandmothers raising grandchildren, the

dissertation process has given me new insight into the women that I seek to help with

their everyday lives.  The experience of hearing their stories in detail made a lasting

impression on me.  I especially enjoyed meeting the children and listening to what they

had to say.  I look forward to being able to hear more of the children’s voices in the

future.  All in all, I came away with an even greater respect for these women who alter

their lives to take on the responsibility of raising their grandchildren.  I anticipate being

able to follow the lives of some of the participants through their involvement in

grandparent events.  It will be interesting to see how these families evolve over time.
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