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VABSTRAC'I.'
The purpose of this exploratory study was tosexamine_,b
positive and negatlve emotional, psychologlcal
"phy81ologlcal and phy51cal effects on grandmothers who
have been at least partially'responsible'forva
grandchildor'grandchildren‘living ihvtheir homes‘and
then experiencing being separatedafrem that child. This
sthdy USedVan*epeneended'interview»questiOn”inviting
grandmothers to share thelr p031t1ve and negatlve
reactlons to the separatlon Thls study dlscovered
'that1grandmothers experiehce Streng'emetional:affects
and depressieh upen separatien,'vFindingshsuggest
further research is warranted to help social workers
better understand the}experiences grandparehts facer
‘when separated from grandchildren'who haVe-lived with

' them."
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PROBLEM s‘TATEMENT o

Studieé‘héve‘been cqnduéted to look at'thévStress:and
}problems‘grandpafeﬁté have while living with and/or |
,caretaking‘theirigrandghildrenQand_at'grandparéhts,lOSihg,
grandchiidtehfto death,;but iiftle ié‘said‘abbutWthé‘
grandparent who is left in a preCatiousssituation when the
‘ granﬁdhild'ieaveé-thé‘hoﬁe to live élsewhere.”.Smith (1988)
-points.out»that thé fimé~wheﬁmatﬁre_aduifs no.iénger have
~ dependent children in‘the‘home focuées on an‘important
‘turning point. This is the time in life when adults expect
a substantial reduétion of responsibilities for dépendents
 and‘is_the most expected transition an adult faces. This
transaction is generally‘valuéd'and looked at as a time of
increased freedom (Smith, 1988) .  Women often‘return or
‘entér the wotk force and thé couple faces less financial
~obligation. However, when a gréndchild moves into the
home, even in cases when one or both parents’of the child
move‘in with them; the financial obligation increases. Thé
grandmother usually is unable to return to work or may need
to'@uit‘a career éhe has had for sometime. This éan éaUse
the grandparents to miss the enjdyment of financial freédom
they may have looked forward to and dip into theif
Rretirement funds.

This is also the develépmental period in which people |
can look forward to béing ffee tovdiscover and participate
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in activities and events that they enjdy. fhey build a
social network of friends. with whom they”can participate
and with whom they can share this pattlof their lives.
People look forward to the time in their lives when they
are free to come and go without the worry of dependents.
-However, when grendchildren live in the heme, peopie
experience the stage differently’than‘expected. Then, when
the grandchildren move out of the home, the grandparents |
are left to recover what;s left of their'livesf' This study
was designed tQ discover how the grandparents arevaffected
by the separation When'the grandchild leavee the home to
live elsewhere. |

The literature offers very little about this
particular aspect of the grandparentkgrandchild
relatiohship. This study was designed to discoyer the
reaétiens,‘symptoms; and emotions that grandparents
experience without presenting.speeific ideas to the
participants in the form'of a questionnairebor an interview
with directive questione; Rathet, the study was designed |
to allow the participante the opportunity to express in |
their own words what they have experienced end their
reactions to the experiences.’.

In studies involving the actual loss of a grandchild
threugh death) the grandparents oftenvgrieve th the parent
of the grendchild, also. But‘when the grandchild is

2



removed from the home by the parent, this‘is‘not the case.
Some of the grieyingsymptoms the author expected‘to be
repliCated in this study were physical symptoms such as
insomnia or otherhsleep‘disturbances; seeing and/or hearing
the grandchild in‘dreams or in the home when the child is
not actuallybthere; lack of interest in social actiVities
: and outSide involvement, intense feelings of separation and
loss; and intense longing for the grandchild as discussed
by Ponzetti'& Johnson'(l991) and Ponzetti (1992)

This study was not being compared to any other study
It was exploratory and the purpose was to determine whether
or-not further research or intervention was warranted.

LITERATURE REVIEW

In 1986, seventy-eight percent of adults aged 55 and
older were grandparents (Purnell & Bagby, 1993l; According
to the 1990 CenSus Bureau, almost 1 million grandparents
are raiSing grandchildren by themselves and another 1.5
million have a son or daughter w1th the child’s children
liVing in the’home.flThis represents approx1mately 5
percent of American families (Yorkey, 1994) | National data
indicate that from 1990 to 1995, there was a 56 percent
increase in the number of children who were,liv1ng in-the

home of a grandparent‘with no parent'present (Heath, 1997).

Kelley (1993) found that 56 percent of the
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giandparents‘in:het study on grandparents raising
..grahdchildrenvcited the primary_life stressor encountered
tobbe]finapcialidifficultieé;related‘toaraising their o
‘graﬁdéhildfén. ’Qne’grandmother étafed,v“l‘gavéyup‘a_j&E‘L 
:making'$30,QOO>a yéar and am now receiving AFDC. I receive
no Support.frbm eithér parent.vMy déu@hter dﬁained me
‘emotionally and financially because of her drug habit.
vae used all my savings” (Kelley, 1993). Often times, the
grandparehts'receive no outside financial help and are
unable to claim £he grandchildren on their téxes because
;thé parent still élaims the children. Many grandparents
have no.legal rights.becéuse they are not the custodial
care giver.v When the grandchild leaves the home, the
grandparents are often left in financial diéfress with no
- where to. turn for help. They have often depleted'their
retirement funds, have given’upfa‘bareer, and/or possibly
used’allbtheir savings and}othef resources. vJennifér Heath
(1997) quotes Muriel Banquet, coordinator of a support
program fér grahdparents in Connecticut, “It’svin the
cities and'it’s in the suburbs. It’'s everywhére. They're
dipping into their retirement. They’re doing without. And
theﬁe’s no respite care...Théy’re very brave. Many‘of them
‘are doing this against great odds.”
When‘thevgrahdchild moveé‘in,_the freédom theﬁ

grandparents may have had is no longer available,‘ They are
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~unable to pick up and go whenever they want because now
they mustbthink of the child. This lack of freedom also
affeets the grandparehts' friendship network.  Grandparents
begin to lose contact with friends (Jendrek, i993). | In
Jendrek’s 1993 study, one grandmother said, “...We can’'t
“have them [friends] over for dinner by ourselves;'there’s
always the children here...” Jendrek also found that
“child‘free” friends may not wish to speﬁd time  with e
family that_has children and many of the invifatidns the
-grandparents receive are for “no children” activities. A
‘grandmother,in.Kelley’s 1993 study states, “I am too old
for the young mothers and the people I grew old with do not
have grandchildren with,them all of the time,‘ We have
nothing inlCOmmen:aﬁymore.»This situation makes me feel
like a misfit....” vShe should_be‘goingito,senior citizen
'activities,nbut insteed, is going to parent-teacher
meetings..

'These individuals are not only “off—time,” but also
feel the disjuncture betweenvthe antieipated grandparent
role and the caretaking grandparent role’(Jendrick, 1993).
Many subjects in Kelly;s (1993) study reflected a sense of
loss related to their inability to function as a .
“traditional” grandparent. In many instances, the
‘biological pareht enjoys the traditional_grandperent role
in that they visit on special chasionsvand they have few
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df the caretakinqi;ﬁinancial or disciplinary
reépbnsibiiities. When the grandchild leaves the home, the
grandparehts are left'without the nefﬁbrk‘of friends that
is the first line of defensé for most‘people‘in times of

stress (Jendrick, 1993);» They no longer have anything in
‘common with the parents df the grandchild’s friends, yet
they'have lost contact and/or‘commonality with most of
their cohorts.

Grandparents do report that they are concerned about
‘the grandchildren going back to live with the parents
(Kelley, 1993; Jendrik, 1993; Jendrik & Johnson, 1993). In
the study by Kelly, 17.5% reported concern that the
grandchild might go back to an unfit parent. Jendrek
reports that many'of the grandparents faced the concern
that they never know when the grandchild’s parents would
take the grandchild back or move away and the concern that
this was an unstable condition for the child. However,
these concerns have not been ansWered or explored with
‘research.

Research has determined that grandparents who have a
grandchild in the home do suffer from higher levels of
psychoiOgical distress, loneliness, stress, and financial
difficulties. Harel’s (1988) study, reports‘that high
levels of stress can cause a‘wide range'of physiological
disorders, diseases, mental disorders, deviant behavior,
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~ans social pathology. Harel-quotes other studies that
indicate that eXtreme‘stress can cause symptoms‘such as
depression( startle responses, anxiety, hyper}arousability,
intrusive imagery and sleep disturbanCes for decades after
the stressful experience. He further states that clients
under these conditions_are particularly»vulnerable to loss
and separation. |
| Emik and Hayslip (1996) state that the research
suggests that theldemands of custodial’grandparentinglmay
be harmfultto the grandparentS’ psychological adjustment,
especially if they,are caring for problem grandchildren and
that these persons may be particularly in‘need of mental
health Services. These grandparents are under stress due to
‘the situation which placed the grandchild in the home. The
parent of the grandchild usually had problems which led to
the child moving in with the grandparent. Yorkey (1994)
defines the four most common reasons for a grandchild to
move in with the grandparents as the four D’s: drugs,
divorce, desertion and death.
METHOD

This study used data collected from participants from
the general population, using the snowball sampling
approach. The author made inquires of people she knew in
the community who had experiences having a grandchild move
out‘of the home and found grandmothers who were interested
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in taking part in the present study. The author got further
referrals from those who_participated and frbm some who did
not participate.

The participants.were asked to read and sign an
ihfgrmed_consent‘befofe the interview jAppendix AJ./They e
‘wefé'aske&:one open-ended, explotétory type éf intérview
question: How were you affected when your grandchild moved
out of your hémé? ‘This Waslthe only‘diréCt'pfeconstructed
question used in thefinterview, The participants weré_v
encouragéd to exp;éss freely hdw they‘felt; reacted ahd
responded. In‘dase‘the participant Couldn’tithink of
somethihg to get.staffed; thé author used the following
 questions to probe for more information: Were you socially
affectéd? Physically?vFiﬁanciélly? Were your family
relétionships affected? Most of the grandmothers spoke
freely and did not néed to be probed for information.

Each-grandmothei Was also asked some demographic
questions:'Age of 'grandmother, age of grandchild, how long
the grandchildeas in the home, whether the parents were in
the home also and whetherVOr not the grandparent had full,
‘partial or legal cuStody.‘ |

. Each participant wés given a Debriefihg Statement
(Appendix B) specifying_resources for support or in the
event that the participant should be caused any stress or
psychological discomfort due to the interview. Each
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participant wasvalso given a list'Of local resources
dreiated to grandparenting (Appendix'C). |
| . RESULTS

Tneive'grandmotners WhO‘had:at.least one grandchild'
living in her heme and,then mevelout were interviewed
regarding the ‘effects on her when the'bgrandchild moved out
of the home.'_The'length'efdtime that‘the_grandchild lived
in the home ranged from 3 months'to ld years. Three of the
grandmorhers had full custody of the'grandcnild, with
x'neither“parent of the child‘liVing in ‘the home.:SiX of the
- mothers lived witn the child in_the grandmether’s home and
in three of the cases, both parents lived in the heme. The . -
grandchildren ranged from infants to teenagers{‘The ages of
the grandmothers ranged frOm 43 yeara,old to 63 years old.
The grandmothers were from the localvcommunity at large.

_Out of the 12 grandmothers that were interviewed,
eignt used strong words such’as devastated, tranmatie,
“felt_like‘death” and horrible to describe their feelings
»after their grandchild/grandchildren‘lefr their the;v One
.grandmother srated,i“They become yourbown_anddthen they’are
pulled away.” “Theiloneiiness; vI’d'go-tovtuck_him»in.at
- night and remember ne wasn’t.there.‘.lt was bad. I'd been
his mother_for 5 years. It was like giving up my own
child.& One grandmother described it as béing eqnalfte
losing the child tO'death only there is no end; the pain
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Contindes., Another stated,v“I thoﬁght I would die!” These
grandmothers had become éttached/bdnded to the children aﬁd
the loss caused them to experience grief issues. The five
who did not use these étrong words to describe their
emotions had their grandchildren close by énd were able to
maintain a close relationéhib with them.

Seven grandmdthers eﬁperienéed depréssionvto some
degree. “I went into a depression. Didn’t‘want to eat or
. go to church; cried all thertime.ﬁ Another stated, I was‘
very emotional and_sad.ﬁ “Lots of crying, couldn’t eat or
sleep.}Couldn’t do anything.” Only 2 of the grandmother
stated'they>experienced ahy physical affects: stomach
‘problems and headaches. Five‘of the twelve,expressgd_that
they spént_éfloﬁ éf‘timévcrying'and shé@~many'tea£s.* Mds£
of these women were not éxpecting to become depressed when
the grandéhildren moved out. Most of them stated that they
didn’t know}thére wére}othet women who felt the same'way
they did; vThéy thdught that they were experiencing
somefhing others had not experienced.

Seven of’the women stated that they experienced a |
great'deal of loneliness when the children moved out. “Our
schedule eﬁolVed around them.” “Something is‘missing."
There is an “emptiness,” ‘These women felt “a ioss” when
‘their grandchildren moved out. They found it “hard to get
uséd to” the grandchild being gone; “hard'tb get used to
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living withput her.ﬂ"one woman stated, "1 almqst became a
shop-aholic. T didn’t wént’fe‘go hdme.. I felt empty.”

The loneliness at home was too much for her_to endure, so
she avoided going home, "I was very, very lonely. Ivlost
my companion. It helped to talk to other people.” Another
woman also stated that she lost her companion.

Part of the loneliness was due to the loss of social
contacts with the grandparents' peers. Siiycommented on the
fact that they had lost social contacts throughout the time
their grandchildren were in the home and now had no contact
with peers and also did not have the grandchildren to spend
time with. YT was left with few sociai contacts.” “When he
started living with us, I gave up school. .I lost teuch
with my friends because I didn’t have them to do the things
we had done, I’m juSt now getting back to that again.” “I
had to quitvmyljob when»they moved in. I lost touch with
my friends. Now I feel isolated.” “I\have hed to rebuild
friendships and social contacts.” One grandmother
expressed loss of contact with grandchild’s scthl and
school involvement. |

They'were/are worried. _“Worrying’about his well-
being,f'was the stefement made,by two of the,grandmothers.
Athher was concerned about the‘mother keeping the
granddaughter in school. Five"grandmothers mentioned being
worried, and one stated she was “obsessedkwith thoughts
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and worries about her grandchildren."

Eight grandmothers stated that they were better off
finanCially‘when the grandchild moved out. They had been
supporting them while they were living with them'so they
now “have more money” and “less expenses.”‘ One grandmother
stated that she and her husband were left in the hole
financially. Two are still spending the same amount of
money supporting the grandchild so there is no difference
in their financ1al 81tuation Only-one‘grandparent stated
that they lost money when the grandchildren moved out and
that was because the parents had been contributing to the
rent, |

' DTSCUSSTON : “

In this exploratory study, data were assessed
regarding the affectsvgrandmothers eXperienced when their
grandchildren moved out of the home after a bond was
formed. Social workers should be interested in grandparents
who are‘suffering.from the loss of a grandchild becauSe
this loss can disrupt family and‘social functioning and can
lead to depression This population needs support to help
them deal w1th the "grief" they must deal with, but
1nstead, they get little understanding from society. Their
grief is not seen by those who have not experienced the

situation. Those who view the situation see the
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grandparents as having been cut loose fron'the
responsibility that was not theirs in the first place; The
grandparents are berceiﬁed as being "set free" from a
burden. They are now free to live their life as
grandparents. They'are not seen as a population who has to
deai with feeiingé tnatfdovnor:ﬁfit"vtheenormalfdeVelopment
of iife. They are not'seen as people who have formed a
special bond Witn their grandchild;'after>all,:they are '
,bjUSt the grandparents, not the parents;a This population is
not seen by society as‘a pepuiation wneineeds support and
education to learn how to live without the grandchild, how
to live without guilt and grief, to rebuild a social
network, or even to deternine~what their lives mean to
themselves. This group ef people have to re-discover how
to live with the new empty nest. |

The grandparents who didn't experience such a
" desperate loss’are‘the ones whose grandchildren are still
seendregularly and are still in the local area. Some of the
grandmothers had maintained their social contacts while the
grandchild wae in the home. Though this didn't prevent the
'emotionalbtrauma, it gave the them some social support ﬁhat
these th gave up their friends did not have.

Findings from thie study,indicate:that grandparents
wili be better able to deal withvthe‘separafien,if they
maintain personal aetivities and a social network of -

13



friends while the,grahdchiid is in the home and if they are
able to maintain a cieserrelatithhip'With the child when
the child moves‘oﬁt.' Sociai'werkers wiil bebeffective‘if
' they‘Can reaeh_the'grandparents while-the grandchiid is
still in fhe hoﬁe and begin tojwork with them before the
separation oecuréi A aeparafien wiliimostrlikel§ occur at
some point in time and the érandparent’can benefit from
social work intervention to be prepared when it does occur.

These grandparents'are not getting the'Supportive
serrice they need. They arevnot reached by service
providers in the same placee that other elder adults are
reached. They will not be feund‘at senior centers, but may
be reached at preschools, PTA meetihgs, parks( and
churches. Social workers are more likely to reach these"
grandparents by contaeting agenCies where children are
served. Social workers working with pediatricians,
teachers and ministers wiil have a better chance of
reaching this population.

Some kind of financial allowance or tax break should
‘be implemented for this population. None of the current»
tax laWS pertains to this siﬁuation. These grandparents
are saving‘government-monies by their emotional and
financial SUpport to these children, but most of them are
left with financial aifficulties and are unable to_recover
bany_of the financial burden.
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Research is still needed in the areas of grandparents
and their new roles. Specific issues needing‘further'study
include family dynamics for grandparents raising and losing
"grandchildren, developmental issues for the grandparents'
age group, grieving issués; separstidn issues and the
repeating of the emptybnest syndfome. This studysihdicates
thaﬁ this populaﬁion needs attention, services aﬁd‘further
research ts esplore types of services sbcial workers can

provide for them.
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. Appendix A: INFORMED CONSENT FORM

INFORMED CONSENT .

The study in whlch you are about to partrcrpate is desrgned to explore how |

grandparents who have been caretakers or partial caretakers of grandchildren living in the -

- grandparents’ home feel when the grandchlldren are removed from the home for any

- reason. The purpose of the study is to discover positive and negative reactions,
experiences and feelings grandparents face when they are separated from their grandchlld
after having developed a close bond with the child.

- This study is being conducted by Bonnie Weathersby from approx1mately August
1997 through May 1998 under the supervision of the Social Work Department, California
~ State University, San Bernardino. This study has been approved by the Umversrty S
Institutional Review Board, California State University, San Bernardino.

Please be assured that any information you provide will be held in strict

, conﬁdence by the researcher. At no time will your name be reported along with your
' Tesponses. All data will be reported in group form only. - At the conclusion of this study,
- you may get the results or if you have any questions contact Dr. Rosemary McCaslin at -
CSUSB at (909)880-5507.

I acknowledge that I have been informed of and understand the nature and
purpose of this study, and I freely consent to participate. I acknowledge that T am over 18
years of age. Iunderstand that I can w1thdraw frorn the study at any trme for any reason '
1f Iso desne ' ; :

- Participant’s signature - S »  Date

16



AppenleBDEBRIEFING STATEMENT Ler

L k DEBRIEFING STATEMENT el ‘
Thank you for partrcrpatmg in the study examining the eﬁ’ects on grandparents

- who have been separated from their grandchlld after havrng been caretakers or partlal

: 'caretakers for a period of at least six months. e o o
- Previous research has focused on the relatlonshrp whﬂe the grandchlld is. st111 in
L ‘:the home this research is explorlng the grandparents llves after the grandchﬂd are -

~ removed from the home. - e

If your parﬂcrpatmn in th1s research ralsed any issues you would hke to dlscuss A

= further there are resources avallable for you to talk to someone A hst of resources has

o been attached. -

RS If you would hke more 1nformatron ”vr the results of the study, please contact Dr,t" 5
L '-'Rosemary McCaslin, Department of Soclal Work, Cahforma State Umversrty, San

o Bernardlno at 909 880 5507




Appendix C: LIST OF RESOURCES

- Brhngual Farmly Counsellng Serv1ces -
313 West F St. :
‘Ontario, CA 91762

S (909) 986-7111

’ CSUSB Commumty Counsehng Center
5500 University Parkway . «
- San Bernardino, CA 92407

) ”,'(909) 880 5569

Grandparents As Parents (GAP)
Sylvie deToledo -

1150 E4th St.
‘Long Beach, CA 90802
© (310) 983-6555

Grandparents Oﬁ‘ermg Love and Dlrectlon (GOLD)
700 N. Johnson Suite O - -~

El Cajon CA 92020
(619) 447-7349

: Grandparents Support Group of Los Angeles
Tiney Harris ‘
1887 Cordova #4
 Los Angeles, CA 90007
) (213) 733-9312 :

" West End Family Counsehng Servrce
855 N. Euclid

- Ontario, CA 91764“

(909) 983-2020

or 10630 Town Centet Dr. ‘
Rancho Cucamonga, CA 91730
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