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Abstract 

 

A family in which the children are being raised temporarily or permanently by one or 

more grandparents is an increasing phenomenon in the United States, altering many family 

dynamics. Research has shown that as grandparents take on primary caregiving responsibilities, 

they are likely to experience stress. The purpose of this phenomenological qualitative analysis 

was to increase understanding of the unique grandparent experience of raising grandchildren and 

distinguish and identify protective, buffering factors to stress. A small sample size of four 

grandparents were identified, who were currently or had previously raised their grandchildren for 

at least one year. These grandparents were interviewed about their individual experiences and 

interviews were analyzed. Specific themes emerged from the data as stress-buffering factors: 

child factors, community resources, family resources, financial resources, and personal growth. 

One of the main findings identified the relationship between grandparent and grandchild to be a 

major buffering factor for grandparent stress. Implications regarding community and 

professional awareness are discussed as are future research directions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Introduction 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2014), 10% of children live with or are dependent 

on a grandparent as a primary caregiver, for a total of 4.9 million grandparents. These families, 

known as grandfamilies, are unique in their structure and function. This does not account for 

grandparents who care for their grandchildren temporarily and/or do not legally claim their 

grandchildren, which would likely increase these numbers dramatically. Reasons for the 

custodial status of grandparents include but are not limited to parental factors including death, 

substance abuse, incarceration, physical or mental illness, divorce, economic hardship, 

abandonment, teen pregnancy, and domestic violence (Waldrop, 2003; Ruben, 2013). Consistent 

with family ecological theory , a change in one part of the family’s context affects individual and 

familial functioning (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). In these instances, parental factors disrupt the 

grandparents’ foreseeable futures as they become primary caregivers for their grandchildren.  

As grandparents take on primary caregiving responsibilities, they are likely to experience 

stress due to aging, limited mobility, retirement and reliance on Social Security, lack of steady 

income, and other health complications that limit physical abilities. Social support, in contrast, is 

a resource that acts as a buffer between grandparent caregiver stress and overall well-being 

(Crowther & Rodriquez, 2003; Miller, Townsend, Carpenter, Montomery, Stull, & Young, 

2001). Because social support can be a protective factor for these families in terms of stress and 

well-being, it is important that researchers within the family science field continue to understand 

more about these families’ and grandparents’ experiences with social support as well as identify 

other stress-buffering factors. While social support is well supported in the literature as a stress-

mitigating factor, there are likely other factors that function similarly to buffer stress for 

grandparents raising their grandchildren.  



Stress 

 For grandfamilies, a major area of stress identified in the existing literature is a lack of 

resources (Landry-Meyer, Gerard, & Guzell, 2005). Grandparents becoming primary caregivers 

for their grandchildren are often thrust into this role suddenly, putting them in a situation where 

they are unprepared to care for one or more children full-time. Resources of need include 

clothing, school supplies, transportation, food, money, etc. Another commonly identified factor 

of stress in grandfamilies is role ambiguity, as grandparents struggle to absorb a parental role to 

their grandchild as well as note the life course change in comparison to their peers, further 

estranging and isolating them (Landry-Meyer, Gerard, & Guzell, 2005).  

 An additional area of interest in regards to grandparent caregiver stress is the 

grandchild’s behavioral/emotional, cognitive, or health problems. Grandchildren are susceptible 

to experiencing depression, anxiety, behavior problems, academic difficulties, aggression, and 

mixed feelings after transitioning into their new housing situations (Doblin-Macnab, 2006). It is 

also likely that these behavioral/emotional, cognitive, or health problems existed before the 

transition to living with their grandparent(s), but regardless, these are added stressors for the 

grandparent caregiver to adapt. The stigma around mental health among older individuals should 

also be taken into account for grandchildren being diagnosed with mental or behavioral health 

problems. In a study analyzing the relationship between demographic factors and attitudes 

toward mental health services, it was found that young adults (18-24) and older adults (65+) 

were the least likely groups to be receptive towards mental health care (Leaf, Bruce, Tischler, & 

Holzer, 1987). The study also found that older adults were especially concerned about the 

reactions of family members if professional mental health services were utilized (Leaf et al., 

1987).  



 Decreasing grandparent caregiver stress is extremely important for overall well-being 

(Kelley, Whitley, Sipe, & Yorker, 2000). Stress, particularly chronic, has many known adverse 

effects on health and wellness. Stress is linked to fatigue, sleep disturbances, depression, drug or 

alcohol use, social withdrawal, high blood pressure, heart disease, and obesity (Mayo Clinic, 

2017). As many older adults have existing health issues, stress and its adverse effects imply a 

risk of comorbidity and/or a worsening of existing health conditions.  

 Most of the existing literature on grandparents raising their grandchildren consists of 

analyses of stress on grandparents in a comparative manner to other grandparents, single-parent 

families, and other non-traditional families (Pilkauskas & Dunifon, 2016). Similarly, the existing 

literature measures stress most often with the parental stress scale (Landry-Meyer, Gerard, & 

Guzell, 2005; Rubin, 2013). While the previous research about stress in grandfamilies has 

provided important findings that have benefitted this population, it is worthwhile to explore 

individualized experiences with stress and social support in order to enrich understanding of a 

multifaceted issue. Accordingly, the present study aims to understand the unique and 

multifaceted problems and stressors that arise in grandfamilies in a non-comparative manner, 

utilizing personal narrative. 

Buffering Factors 

Grandparent caregiving is correlated with several negative outcomes, such as decreased 

peer networks and interactions, social isolation, and lowered life satisfaction (Burton, 1992; 

Caputo, 2000; Fuller-Thomson & Minkler, 2000; Jendrek, 1993; Kelley, et al., 2000). However, 

social support of any kind has a beneficial influence on stress outcomes, regardless the amount of 

stress experienced (Landry-Meyer, Gerald, & Guzell, 2005).  



The buffering hypothesis, as explained by Cohen and Wills (1985), posits that social 

support may intervene and “buffer” the stress felt in a situation at the time of the appraisal 

process and/or when emotionally linked physiological responses or behavioral adaptations are 

beginning, to effectively diminish or prevent an illness or illness behavior. This negative 

outcome is avoided or buffered through social support by experiencing a lesser reaction to the 

stress or by substituting a healthy behavioral change in response to the stressor (House, 1981).  

In terms of grandfamilies this buffering hypothesis can be applied to grandparents who 

use their existing social support systems to aid in their life-course change, as well as to 

grandparents who seek out new forms of social support (i.e., support groups, formal 

organizations, etc.).  

Theoretical Framework 

 According to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1992), 

understanding the different components of one’s environment helps facilitate understanding of 

development. While typically used to explain the growth and development of a child in the 

various sub-contexts of his environment, it will instead be applied here in terms of understanding 

the life change of grandparents who became the primary caregiver for their grandchildren.  

 Essentially the theory presents a model for the different enmeshed ecosystems one 

interacts with from a small scale to a larger environment encompassing society and culture 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1992). A person interacts with each of these five systems that invariably shapes 

him. The first and innermost system in the ecological systems theory is the microsystem 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1992). The microsystem is the immediate environment in which one lives. For 

grandparents, this would include: home, work (if applicable), school, church, friends, etc. 

Interactions in the microsystem involve personal relationships.  



 The next layer in the ecological systems theory, moving outward is the mesosystem 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1992). The mesosystem contains the interactions between the different 

microsystems in which one encounters. For grandparents, this could include connections 

between work and their grandchild’s school, family and friends, etc. I hypothesize that the 

mesosystem will identify and emerge sources of stress-buffering for grandparents raising their 

grandchildren. While I think some stress-buffering factors exist in the microsystem themselves, I 

posit that it is through the interactions in the mesosystem that present new opportunities and 

resources for grandparents to utilize through their broadened awareness of their community.  

 The proceeding system in Bronfenbrenner’s theory is the exosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 

1992). The exosystem is a system in which one does not interact with directly, but which affects 

him nonetheless. For grandparents this could include a spouse’s work or retirement status, 

extended family, etc. It is the case for many that a grandparent’s child exists in the exosystem 

and when they can no longer care for their grandchild the duty is handed to grandparents, 

moving their interaction with their grandchild from the exosystem to their microsystem.  

 Following the exosystem is the macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). The macrosystem 

encompasses the largest ecosystem an individual encounters and is comprised of cultural norms 

patterns, and political systems. For grandparents in this study that would include living in the 

United States, in an individualistic culture.  

 Lastly, Bronfenbrenner notes the chronosystem, which is the added layer of time 

((Bronfenbrenner, 1992). This not only includes significant societal or historical events that 

occurred in the timeline of the individual, but also includes significant personal events that shape 

who one is as a person. In regards to grandparents, this could involve the time they became a 

primary caregiver for their grandchild, our current president, etc.  



 In sum, these five ecosystems interact with the individual to shape his development and 

growth. For the purposes of this study we will examine each layer of the ecological systems 

theory to identify where stress-buffering factors exist for grandparents raising their 

grandchildren. Identifying the layer of these sources will help better reveal further sources and 

help increase understanding and promote awareness of the recognized stress relieving sources for 

other grandparents.  

Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to gather detailed information from the unique 

stories and experiences grandparents have as the primary caregivers of their grandchildren as 

related to stress-buffering factors. We will explore these grandparents’ stories about the 

challenges stress poses in their lives as well as identify themes identifying protective factors for 

grandparents.  

Because we know the positive impact support can have on a person in terms of stress 

outcomes, it is important to gather more detailed information on the different types and 

composition of these supportive or stress-buffering sources to better serve and provide to 

grandfamilies (Landry-Meyer, Gerald, & Guzell, 2005). Many previous studies have identified 

stress factors for grandparents raising their grandchildren, but few have identified buffers for 

grandparent stress. Therefore, this study will focus on identifying and further understanding the 

stress-buffering factors for grandparents.  

In response to the growing number of children being raised by grandparents and the 

implied strain impacting caregivers, we aim to examine protective factors, from a strengths-

based perspective. My research question is thus: what factors are meaningful buffers of 

individual stress for grandparents raising their grandchildren? By conducting a 



phenomenological exploration of this issue with grandparents who have experienced these issues 

firsthand, we were able to identify themes in response to our research question.  

Method 

Because there is limited information on stress-buffering factors for the specific 

phenomenon of grandparents raising their grandchildren, a qualitative approach was taken to 

gather rich data and stories from these grandparents to fill the gaps in the literature and identify 

positive, reinforcing factors for grandparents. A phenomenological approach was used in data 

collection and analysis to focus on the shared experience of grandparents raising their 

grandchildren. Participants were recruited through various mediums including e-mail, phone 

calls, and flyers. A small sample size of four participants was identified. Participants included 

grandparents who were current or previous caregivers for their grandchild or grandchildren, all 

of whom were under 60 years of age. Three out of four participants identified as grandmothers 

while the fourth identified as a grandfather. Three out of four participants were the paternal 

grandparents for their grandchild, while one was a maternal grandparent. Participants ranged 

from having one grandchild in their care to five grandchildren, from ages 4-18. One out of four 

participants was employed at the time in which she became a primary caregiver for her 

grandchild, while the rest were unemployed or retired. Participants ranged in income level and 

education level. All participants indicated having at least one other person (i.e., spouse, partner, 

other family member) living in their house while raising their grandchildren. Three out of four 

grandparents indicated their grandchild had behavioral/emotional or health problems.  

Participants were interviewed individually by the principle investigator using a semi-

structured open-ended interview. Interviews were conducted both in-person and over the phone 

to accommodate grandparents. Each interview took approximately 30 minutes, ranging from 30 

minutes to 65 minutes. Interviews were conducted individually, with the exception of one 



interview which consisted of a couple (grandmother and grandfather) who were interviewed 

together. An interview guide was used to gather information about sources of stress and 

resources used to mitigate stress as well as understand the whole story of the grandparent 

becoming a primary caregiver for his/her grandchild. As a part of the interview, participants were 

asked to fill out a demographic survey to gain insight into background factors. Participants given 

the option of providing a pseudonym to be used in reporting research findings, and if declined 

one was assigned to them to maintain privacy (pseudonyms are used throughout this study). All 

interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim to use for analysis.  Audio recordings, 

transcriptions, and digital files were stored via secure drive to ensure and maintain participant 

confidentiality. Audio files and transcriptions were de-identified to ensure confidentiality, with 

participant number and pseudonym the only identifying information of participant files.  

Transcripts were analyzed by the principle investigator and advisor, first through reading 

and re-reading transcriptions individually until fully immersed and able to identify themes and 

interpret findings. During this phase, the principle investigator and advisor kept individual lists 

of potential themes in an open coding process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Next, the principle 

investigator and advisor individually identified which of those themes appeared across 

interviews or seemed significant, and designated specific themes and subthemes. Then, the 

principle investigator and advisor coded for these themes across all interviews. This focused 

coding technique (Charmaz, 2006) was used to identify specific quotes from participants that 

matched themes identified in previous open coding analysis. Once focused coding was 

completed, the principle investigator and advisor reconvened to discuss themes that could be 

collapsed, interwoven, or dismissed. Once themes were clearly identified, they were named and 

the principle investigator and advisor individually reanalyzed transcripts to verify the validity of 



themes. Once completed, both parties confirmed and solidified final results from the analysis, 

confirming that the results accurately reflected the lived experience of participants.  

Results 

 Through the process of open coding and focused coding, several distinct themes arose 

from the data that answered the research question of this study. The themes function to answer 

the question of identifying stress-buffering sources or factors for grandparents raising their 

grandchildren. One theme encompassed various subthemes which addressed the research 

question proposed. The themes are: 1) child factors and 2) resources, which includes the sub-

themes of community, family, financial, and 3) personal growth. These themes provide a 

collective narrative to the question: what factors are meaningful buffers of individual stress for 

grandparents raising grandchildren? 

Child Factors 

 An analysis of transcriptions found that participants identified a substantial source of 

stress mitigation from the relationship the grandparent and grandchild fostered while cohabiting. 

All participants noted this relationship in a positive regard in one form or another. This was a 

surprising finding as no literature collected and analyzed mentioned the relationship between 

grandparent and grandchild in a positive regard and therefore as a positive source for stress-

buffering. Mary mentioned her relationship raising her multiple grandchildren and speaks to the 

ways in which those relationships uplift her and make her optimistic for the future by stating: 

I’m enjoying the kids- the way that they’re growing, their different personalities, how 

everybody is so different and I’m just enjoying it right now even though some days I’m 

like – what did I do? But I also have to look forward to the accomplishments that the kids, 

you know, do on their own. Like when they’re up there at the school program, when 

they’re singing or – the youngest one likes to play violin or they like to goof around and 



they come and sing to me in my bedroom and they do a play for me. So those are the 

moments I really cherish and you know even my fourteen-year-old grandson, he can be a 

little tough, little man, but he also comes in and wants a hug from grandma. And he tells 

me, ‘grandma I appreciate everything you do.’ So those are the moments that I really, you 

know, love because they are getting it a little bit at a time… 

Mary highlighted the ways in which raising her grandchildren brings her family closer together 

both physically and emotionally and uplifts her. She noted: 

But it’s just that loving, caring person that you can become yourself, that you can give that 

to another human being. And I live by that. It’s like yeah we might have these days that are 

horrible, but I also have my days that ... at the end of the day, they’re all right there with 

me in my room all together.  

Sue mentioned a similar experience with her granddaughter. When prompted with the question 

of the challenges that arose while raising her granddaughter, she mentioned a lack of privacy. 

When probed further as to how this affected her she articulated: 

Actually, I think it brought [Hannah] and I much closer. Because you know, we wake up in 

the morning and we tickle and talk and she could get a cuddle, so she had that physical 

contact and um, because I knew she was missing her mom and dad and stuff so, I think that 

part of it helped her. You know when you give love and you get love, it’s very rewarding. 

You’re willing to give up almost anything for that kind of unconditional love and support. 

Mary conveyed the reciprocity of the relationship she fostered with her grandchildren: 

Everything that has just changed so much in my life since I’ve had them. Since the kids 

came into my life. And the hopefulness in the future, you know, to see them graduate, to 

see them successful adults, and so learn from what I am teaching them. I guess… that 



would be something. Just to learn something... that I’m contributing to these children that 

I’m changing their lives as much as they’re changing my life now.  

Participants recalled stories of family celebrations and holidays, of sports games and school 

dances, all of which they spoke of with fondness and pride toward their grandchildren. They 

noted the joy and happiness these simple events brought them. Mary went as far to say that these 

small moments made all the “hard days” worth it and at the end of the day everything negative 

she experienced was all worth it for those relationships she nurtured. In sum, these interactions 

fostered a positive relationship between grandparent and grandchild, effectively serving as a 

buffer of stress for grandparents.  

Resources 

 This broad theme encompasses four subthemes: community, family, and financial, all of 

which are expanded upon further. The term “resources” refers to both formal (e.g., structured) 

and informal (e.g., non-structured) sources utilized by grandparents as stress-buffering factors 

throughout their experiences.  

 Community. This theme encompasses the community resources participants reported 

utilizing while raising their grandchildren. They range from sources such as support groups, 

churches, therapy, other parents, lawyers, and programs for their grandchildren, and even yoga, 

all of which were accessed in their community. These community resources were identified as 

stress-buffering factors in the different forms of support they provided grandparents, ranging 

from social support, indirect support for the grandparent (through structured support for the 

grandchild), and support in the form of tangible resources for the grandfamily.  

Clyde noted being introduced to an organization in the Tucson community called KARE 

(Kinship and Adoption Resources and Education), in which they helped him navigate further 



resources to support him raising his grandchild. He describes his encounter with the organization 

by saying:  

And they were there and they provided the, what I want to call, in terms of their support, 

they provided the information we needed. Where we needed to go, services available, and 

all of that…and then they had groups that you could attend, you know, to get support from 

other parents – other grandparents. Now first we realized, number one, we’re not alone.  

This quote is salient as after becoming a primary caregiver for a grandchild, grandparents 

became aware of other grandparents in their grandchild’s school and community who were also 

caring for their grandchildren. All grandparents had some sense of support for that emotional 

facet, which is further expanded upon in the subtheme, family.  

Mary also mentioned her involvement with the KARE group, specifically with the support 

groups. She noted: 

You know, being in a group with other women, other men that are having the same 

situations. You know, they are going through different situations but still just having that 

backup group and being able to go and talk to somebody. So there is a lot – we get together 

and we talk about what is going on with each one of us. We laugh, we cry, but it is 

something that I am really involved in. The groups that I can get into, I get into it.  

Mary spoke to her experience gleaning tangible resources for her grandchildren: 

I like to have the support system there to show me how do I do this, how do I do this other 

thing. And I always go out there if I need something for kids, because there is times that it 

is really hard to struggle for clothing and things like that, but I will go out there and I know 

all the places. If I don’t want to cook I can go out to churches and get dinner there.  



She also stated, “There was times that I would go walking to the church to go feed my kiddos 

because I didn’t know where I was going to get food.” These community resources functioned to 

ease the stress of food security for Mary.  

On a different note, Clyde points out the resource of his lawyer who helped him and his 

wife gain custody and adopt their grandson. He said, “We were fortunate enough to have a 

lawyer, that is specialized in adoptions and this kind of thing so he did 99% of the work in that 

area. All we had to do was deal with the emotional issues out there and that was… very 

useful….” Clyde’s lawyer was able to mitigate the stress of the legal process, which helped him 

focus on grandson. Sue reiterated the above sentiments for the necessity of the proper 

community resources for all grandparents raising grandchildren, proposing, “[You need] that 

kind of support for the grandparent in that – you know, here are some resources, here are similar 

people in similar situations, here’s some legal advice about dealing with the parents who may or 

may not be supportive of you taking their child.”  

Sue mentioned the benefits of her community in the activities that were available for her 

granddaughter to become involved in: 

There were multitudes of activities for [Hannah] to participate in. So she did gymnastics 

class, she played soccer, she did softball, she did, you know all those – she did surf class, to 

learn to surf, we went to the beach often. So I think the environment that we lived in was 

very supportive of having a young child.  

Sue also recognized the small effect of other parents in her community: 

I did get kudos from the other parents of her softball team and you know, parents of her 

friends, ‘this is a good thing you’re doing,’ and, ‘I know [Hannah’s] happy.’ Those things 

always help a little. 



The sub-theme community resources encompasses a wide breadth of components. Whether it 

was through an interpersonal interaction or a source to be tapped into, the result for grandparents 

was a stress buffer. In their involvement in the community, grandparents were able to receive 

support through professional help, structured activities for themselves or grandchildren, or 

assistance in the form of physical resources. All of these were noted as being helpful in 

mitigating grandparent stress. 

 Family. This sub-theme underscores the collective narrative of the helpfulness of familial 

involvement for grandparents raising their grandchildren. Although it was noted across three out 

of four interviews that parental involvement was viewed as an unhelpful and a stress-inducing 

source, familial involvement separate from parents was seen as advantageous.  

Mary notes an overall appreciation for her extended family: 

Um, my husband’s side of the family, they were very supportive…you know, coming over 

once a week or coming over just to see like, the kids’ birthday parties. We always made 

sure that they had their birthday parties and they would invite the family over so they 

would come and see the kids as the kids were growing up. So they were very supportive in 

that area, on their birthdays.  

Sue mentions a similar involvement with her extended family: 

Everyone in the family was very supportive of me taking [Hannah]. My other children 

were very supportive. My husband was very supportive, he was like ‘thank you for taking 

her.’ But the rest of the family was very supportive and gave me everything I needed. My 

daughter lived in California at the time, and she and her husband would come down and 

visit often. 

Sue noted a fond memory of her extended family’s involvement with her granddaughter: 



And on Christmas, this was the Christmas her dad was there, and came in sober and 

everything, and the rest of the family came to my house for Christmas that year, and they 

bought one of those giant bags of Styrofoam peanuts, and it ‘snowed’ in my living room 

that Christmas morning. And that was a great memory because she and her dad, and my 

other son, and my daughter and her husband, and my mom and I, everybody, just had a 

blast playing in the ‘snow.’ Because it never snows in [location].  

Interestingly, all participants noted having another family member living in their house at the 

time they raised or were raising their grandchildren; this included a spouse, a mother, and a son. 

For the couple Bonnie and Clyde, they expressed sharing duties of child rearing and noted that 

having a partner share those duties was resourceful. Citing similar experience, Sue stated, “My 

mother took her to school and picked her up every day, because I worked – I was a teacher.” 

Sue’s mother allowed her to continue working at the time she raised her grandchild, alleviating 

the stress of transporting her granddaughter and granting Sue the means to continue providing 

financially for her family. Mary said, “I have a son that’s still supporting us, right now. He lives 

with us, so he’s the one that sees me going through this process every day. So he’s my support 

system, he sees the kids day-to-day and what I’m having to go through.” Mary notes her son’s 

financial support of her and her grandchildren as well as the emotional support he provides her 

daily in fully understanding her undertakings. These forms of support lessen the amount of stress 

for grandparents in all of the aforementioned ways.  

 Financial. All participants referenced finances as either being a stress buffer or 

mentioned that adequate or that abundant financial resources would be a stress-buffering factor. 

For all participants interviewed, becoming a primary caregiver for their grandchildren occurred 

without much warning, disrupting their normative life plan. Only one of the four participants was 



employed at the time she became the primary caregiver for her grandchild. The others were 

unemployed or retired. Rearing a child, let alone multiple children is an expensive endeavor, and 

all participants spoke of the financial impact their grandfamily experienced. For example, Mary 

stated that she found herself in need of financial support from external sources:  

I do get adoption subsidy for raising the children, which is enough, you know, to get us by. 

[If I had unlimited resources] it would just be a house, you know, money to raise them and 

you know just make sure everything is comfortable for them. But you know money doesn’t 

buy you happiness. So just enough to ... I worry a lot about their food... you know the food. 

I just make sure that the kids have enough food, have enough clothing, you know, and 

money if they would ask. Because they’re always asking me to go here, to go there, and 

there’s times that I can’t do it because we don’t have enough money for that.  

Clyde emphasized his retirement from the military years prior to becoming a primary caregiver 

for his grandchild, and offered, “Um, you have to deal, you know the financial aspect, you have 

to sacrifice, you know what we saved for retirement, or whatever and use that.”  

 Mary mentioned her unfortunate encounters with Child Protective Services and their 

inability to provide her with more financial aid for her five grandchildren. She noted the 

helpfulness of the short-term financial assistance from the organization, KARE, and how that 

alleviated the immediate stress at that time of food security.  

 These four participants included a wide range in annual income, but even so, all noted 

financial resources to be a major help in raising their grandchildren. Sue recalled living in a 

fairly wealthy area at the time she was a primary caregiver for her grandchild. She offered, “…as 

far as physical support or monetary support or even support from… you know, I got no money 

for it. I didn’t get any of that.” This again reiterates the collective narrative that adequate 



financial resources either was or would be a stress buffer for grandparents raising their 

grandchildren.  

Personal Growth 

 The final theme emerging from the collective data as a stress-buffering factor is personal 

growth. Grandparents described an overall feeling of resilience, strength, flexibility, and growth 

as a person. They found this change in themselves to be a buffer for stress in itself. Mary became 

emotional when offering: 

But now it’s like I’m getting all the services that I do need to become a better parent than 

what I was my first time around. And even my kids notice it. I have a son that’s hearing 

impaired that he even tells me, ‘mom you’re doing a great job and I don’t know how you 

do it.’ And even my granddaughter tells me, ‘I don’t know how you do it Nana,’ ‘cause you 

know they see all these kids around but I’m just able to breathe in and we’re just going to 

go with the flow guys and you know, just enjoy it.  

She further expanded: 

It’s exciting because I’m learning new things – how do I approach with this kid and it 

works for this kid or you know just learning from them. What their needs are and what can 

I do to make their life a lot more better. Understanding parent, you know, um I play with 

them and all that stuff. Just learning... new techniques how do we do this, guys? And 

asking for their opinion because kids are – they need to be heard also…Yeah, it’s like I see 

myself because I didn’t have this kind of education when I was growing up. What do you 

do as a parent? And now I am learning all these things, these techniques and everything 

that you learn... because at the KARE group seminars in there, it makes so much sense on 



the development of a child. So it just, it’s like a connection that I just enjoy learning stuff 

like that. And how do I apply this to my kids, to myself?  

Mary underscored her personal growth and the transformation of her parenting style and tactics 

as a result of increased understanding from parenting classes she attended. She affirmed, “I am 

going to be the grandparent that has changed my... I guess my family circle of dysfunction.”  

Clyde offered a different outlook on his personal growth. When asked how becoming a primary 

caregiver for his grandchild affected him, he responded: 

Personally, from my standpoint, it just made me, you know realize that I’ve got to adapt. 

Uh...it’s just something you have to do. You have to step up and take it and accept it and 

then uh, just keep on going. You just have to be very... the one thing I have to say is, to 

anything or anybody, you have to be very flexible.  

Bonnie noted her growth through her increased knowledge of her grandchild’s generation: 

You have to be more aware of it, there’s more information pouring in from all directions 

and all forms of media, and you as a grandparent have to keep up to speed about everything 

that’s going on. And understand what Snapchat and Instagram and Facebook, and all the 

social media and all the things that go on that can get into a child’s life at this stage and be 

prepared to understand it and to control it. In other words, be a parent. 

All four grandparents noted the difference between rearing their own children and raising their 

grandchildren. These changes included: physical limitations due to older age, generational 

differences with other parents, schools, and the children themselves, dealing with and learning 

about emotional/behavioral and physical health issues that didn’t afflict their children, and 

simply taking different tactics for different children. While noting these changes in raising 

children for the first time versus the second time all participants referenced adapting and learning 



to better serve their grandchildren. This personal growth was identified as a stress mitigating 

factor, without which they would have felt or been unsuccessful in adjusting to their custodial 

status for their grandchild.  

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to glean information identifying stress-buffering factors for 

grandparents raising their grandchildren to combat caregiver stress often identified with this 

phenomenon. In-depth information was gathered from grandparents who were currently raising 

or had previously raised their grandchildren for longer than six months, providing unique data 

from which definitive themes emerged from the lived experience of the phenomenon of 

grandparents raising their grandchildren.  

  We used Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1992) as the theoretical 

framework for our study. The model offers that there are five spheres of influence that an 

individual has contact with that shape development and growth (Bronfenbrenner, 1992). The five 

spheres include: the microsystem (or immediate close interactions), the mesosystem (interactions 

between microsystems), the exosystem (sources of influence in one’s life one doesn’t interact 

with directly, but affect the individual nonetheless), the macrosystem (greater societal norms, 

values that shape the individual), and finally the chronosystem (the timeframe and influence of 

historical changes). We posited that identifying the specific ecological system that serves as the 

source for buffering factors would aid in further identifying buffering factors. We hypothesized 

that the mesosystem would contain a majority of the buffering factors because they likely are not 

in the immediate sphere of contact, or grandparents wouldn’t be experiencing the degree of stress 

attributed to this specific group. Rather, we believed that these sources exist within their 



community and once made aware of through interactions in the mesosystem, are utilized to 

mitigate grandparent stress.  

 Our findings identified stress-buffers for grandparents raising their grandchildren as: the 

relationship between grandparent and grandchild (theme child factors); resources from a variety 

of supports that provided assistance during their experiences (theme resources, with sub-themes 

of community, financial, and family), and finding personal meaning as individual change 

occurred in terms of self-view or skills (theme personal growth). Pertaining to the ecological 

systems model, the theme child factors falls under the microsystem, involving immediate daily 

contact with a personal relationship. The theme of resources encompassed a few different 

spheres as community resources fell either in the microsystem or mesosystem depending on each 

specific form (e.g., therapy, church, support groups, etc.). Family resources corresponds with the 

exosystem as extended family and their perceived support was found to be helpful despite not 

having immediate consistent contact with family members. Lastly, personal growth isn’t easily 

classified through the ecological systems theory. One could argue that personal growth arose to 

cope with and adapt to the changes in the interactions in the microsystem, however it seems to 

come from within the individual rather than existing separate from the individual.  

 In addition to the theoretical support, our findings reinforced the literature in terms of 

social support acting as an overall alleviating factor for stress (Landry-Meyer, Gerald, & Guzell, 

2005). Participants mentioned support groups, family members, and all participants reported 

having a family member living in their house while raising their grandchild. These are all forms 

of social support utilized by grandparents and serve as stress-buffering factors. In terms of 

contributions to the literature, two themes emerged that were relatively unforeseen. The theme 

child factors was a stress-buffering factor not mentioned in the literature. The concept that the 



relationship between the grandparent and grandchild could function as a stress-buffering factor is 

a meaningful contribution to note for this phenomenon. Similarly, the theme personal growth 

went unmentioned in the literature, but was underscored by each participant in the study as a 

form of stress-buffering. Grandparents noted adapting and becoming a better parent than they 

were the first time around and that was helpful both to their grandchildren and to decrease 

overall stress.  

 An important note to highlight in this section is a pattern that arose from the data that 

wasn’t pertaining directly to our research question. Two grandparents divulged they had 

previously been a caregiver for another grandchild for a substantial period of time. For one 

participant this was the second time they were serving as a primary caregiver for their 

grandchild, and for another participant she is currently raising her third separate grandchild, all at 

different periods of time. Future research could explore the phenomenon of the likelihood of 

becoming a primary caregiver for multiple grandchildren and what factors contribute to that for 

grandparents.  

 A unique finding arose from the data within the subtheme community resources. Mary 

articulated that she never said no to services when offered to her, which seemed like a positive 

attribute at first glance. She later went on to say:  

It came to a point where I stopped those services and MST family groups that would 

come to the house. I was having people at my house 2-3 times a week to come and help. 

And I just got so fed up with it I was just like ‘no I don’t want to do this anymore.’ And it 

can get overwhelming when you have a lot of people coming in to try and help you… 

We found this to be noteworthy, in that too many services in place can be counterintuitive for 

grandparents raising grandchildren. Instead, care should be taken when assisting grandparents to 



resources as to not overwhelm or overburden. This may also be a possible future direction for 

researchers to explore. 

 Lastly, a trend found across several participants’ data was that while many extended 

family members were supportive of these grandparents raising their grandchildren, some 

extended family members were unsupportive or non-understanding. Mary shared her experience 

with her side of the family’s sentiments: 

They thought I was crazy. And they still, to this day, ‘why don’t you get rid of them?’ 

Because of all the stuff we go through, but I mean, um, there was a lot of backlashing 

where they didn’t understand why I would do this, to take care of these kids. Just get rid 

of them. 

Clyde mentioned his brother’s lack of support and how that was difficult for him in the 

beginning phases of raising his grandchild. These negative familial sentiments coupled with 

grandparents’ sometimes negative regard toward parents likely lead to feelings of hurt and stress. 

While emphasis was placed on the helpfulness of positive extended familial support, that does 

not devalue the flip side, or the hurtfulness of negative familial regard.  

Strengths and Limitations 

 For the purposes of this study a small sample size of participants was gathered due to 

time constraints and research team size. Despite the small sample size, participants included a 

diverse range of individuals from various socioeconomic backgrounds who provided rich data 

through interviews and expanded upon the phenomenon of grandparents as primary caregivers 

for their grandchildren in their personal narrative. Participants also held a wide range of parental 

status ranging from: temporary guardian, legal adoption from infancy, and legal adoption from 

mid-childhood. An additional strength was the use of triangulation in data analysis (i.e., open 



coding and focused coding separately), which bolsters the validity of the findings and mitigates 

researcher bias.  

 The limitations of this study include the aforementioned small sample size. Participants 

were all residents of the Tucson/Phoenix area, implying the sample size and results are not 

generalizable. A specific limitation includes that two participants, a husband and wife, were 

interviewed together for convenience, which led to less participation from one and more from the 

other. Results would have been more rich and unique if participants were interviewed separately 

about their individual experience raising their grandchild. Overall, a larger research team, longer 

time frame, and possibly funds to provide incentive for participation could have yielded greater 

amounts of data.  

Implications 

 The implications for this study are directed towards social service agencies, clinicians, 

and educators working with grandfamilies. Specifically, clinicians are encouraged to work with 

grandparents and their grandchildren together to foster a positive and healthy relationship. The 

same is suggested for extended family members of grandparents. Our results indicate that 

grandparents identified these relationships as significant sources of stress mitigation. Clinicians 

are also urged to work individually with grandparents to help foster a positive adaption to their 

situation in order to achieve personal growth. This could be through encouraged introspection, 

teaching the grandparent new child-rearing tactics specific to the child, or other clinical tactics 

used to increase positive adaptation.  

Social service agencies and educators are suggested to increase awareness of community 

resources and continue to promote their usage to grandparents raising their grandchildren. 

However, as mentioned, care should be taken not to overwhelm the grandparent with too many 



intensive resources at once. Open collaboration between service providers and caregivers may be 

one approach to ensuring that support is given without being overbearing.  

Conclusion 

 Grandfamiles are an increasing phenomenon in the United States. Just as it is important 

to support new parents raising children, it is just as important, if not more so, to support 

grandparents raising their grandchildren as they are likely to experience additional stressors due 

to age-related factors. The purpose of this study was to identify meaningful individual stress-

buffering factors for grandparents who are the primary caregiver to their grandchildren. This 

question was addressed through analysis of individual narratives from interviews to focus on the 

shared elements among the lived experience of grandparents who are the primary caregiver for 

their grandchildren.  

 Our results identified five major sources of support for grandparents raising their 

grandchildren. These include: child factors, community resources, family resources, financial 

resources, and personal growth. These findings provided deeper insight into understanding 

protective factors for grandparents and afforded implications for clinicians, educators, and social 

services who work closely with this niche demographic.  
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