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Stress and Coping in
African American
Grandparents Who Are
Raising Their Grandchildren
Mary Ellen Trail Ross
Lu Ann Aday
University of Texas Health Science Center at Houston

This study investigated the degree of stress in 50 African American grandparents
(M = 63.12 years) who are raising their grandchildren and identified the impor-
tance of caregiver characteristics, the caregiving situation, and specific coping
strategies that influence stress. Data were collected via interview at senior cen-
ters and churches in Harris County, Texas. The instruments used to measure
stress and coping were the Parenting Stress Index and the Ways of Coping
Questionnaire. Of grandparents, 94% reported a clinically significant level of
stress. Use of professional counseling, special school programs, and length
of caregiving longer than 5 years were associated with less stress. Coping strate-
gies significantly correlated with less stress included accepting responsibility,
confrontive coping, self-control, positive reappraisal, planful problem solving,
and distancing. This study adds to the limited information about custodial grand-
parents and suggests counseling, support groups, and education to help them
manage stress associated with their caregiving situation more effectively.

Keywords: caregiving; grandparenting; child rearing; family; stress

At a time when most grandparents look forward to retirement and more
leisure, many are faced with the responsibility of raising their grand-

children. Substantial increases in the number of children living in households
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maintained by grandparents have occurred, often without the presence of the
grandchildren’s parents. In 1970, the number of children younger than 18 liv-
ing in grandparent-maintained households was 2.2 million (Lugaila, 1998).
Thirty years later, this number has more than doubled to 4.5 million children
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).

The challenge to grandparents raising grandchildren cuts across race and
ethnicity. Statistics indicate that 5% of White, non-Hispanic children lived
with one or more grandparents, compared with 15% of African American and
almost 9% of Hispanic children. Neither parent was present in almost one
fourth of these homes (U.S. Census Bureau, 1996). A national study found
that African Americans had 83% higher odds of being grandparent caregivers
(Minkler & Fuller-Thomson, 1999). In addition, African American grand-
mothers were more likely to be widowed or divorced, employed, and caring
for an increased number of grandchildren (Pruchno, 1999).

Antecedents to children being raised by grandparents include neglect
related to parental substance abuse, abandonment, emotional and physical
abuse, parental death, mental and physical illness, incarceration, teen preg-
nancy, and parents’ work and/or school schedule (Dowdell, 1995; Kelley,
1993; Musil, 1998; Pruchno, 1999).

Several researchers found that grandparents raising their grandchildren
experienced increased depression, stress, and medical problems (Burnette,
1999a; Burton, 1992; Dowdell, 1995; Kelley, 1993; Minkler & Fuller-
Thomson, 1999; Minkler, Fuller-Thomson, Miller, & Driver, 1997; Minkler,
Roe, & Price, 1992; Musil, 1998; Roe, Minkler, Saunders, & Fuller-Thomson,
1996). Studies have also found that custodial grandparents tend to experi-
ence worsened emotional and physical health caused by caregiving respon-
sibilities and/or observing the deterioration of an adult child on drugs
(Minkler et al., 1992), increased financial obligations (Kelley, 1993), lack
of instrumental and emotional support (Burton, 1992), and role conflict
(Burnette, 1999b). Emick and Hayslip (1999) found that grandparents rais-
ing grandchildren with neurological, physical, emotional, or behavioral
problems exhibited the most distress, the most disruption of roles, and the
most deteriorated grandparent-grandchild relationships.

Despite increased stress, grandparents also reported rewards related
to caregiving, such as a sense of satisfaction and appreciation for helping
their grandchildren, receipt of the Lord’s blessings, reason for living, and
improvement in their emotional health because of knowing that their grand-
children are finally safe and cared for (Burton, 1992; Minkler et al., 1992;
Pruchno, 1999; Roe et al., 1996).
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Objectives

This study was intended to provide insight into stress and coping among
African American grandparents who resided in Harris County, Texas, and
were primary caregivers of their grandchildren 12 years of age or younger
in January and February 2001. The specific objectives were to (a) determine
the degree of stress in African American grandparents who are raising their
grandchildren, (b) identify coping strategies utilized, and (c) identify the
importance of the characteristics of the caregivers and the caregiving situa-
tion itself and specific coping strategies that influence the degree of stress.

Conceptual Framework

Folkman and Lazarus’s (1980) theory of stress and coping was used
as the theoretical framework for this study. According to Folkman and
Lazarus, the theory of stress and coping is transactional in that the person
and the environment are seen in an ongoing relationship of reciprocal
action, each affecting and in turn being affected by the other. Within this
framework, stress is defined as a relationship between the person and the
environment that is appraised by the person as taxing or exceeding his or
her resources and as endangering well-being. The theory identifies two
processes, appraisal and coping, as critical mediators of stressful person-
environment relationships and their immediate and long-term outcomes.

Coping efforts are made in response to stress appraisals. Coping has two
major functions: dealing with the problem that is causing the distress (problem-
focused coping) and regulating emotion (emotion-focused coping). Folkman
and Lazarus (1980, 1985) have shown that people use both forms of coping
in virtually every type of stressful encounter. Appraisal and coping continu-
ously influence each other throughout an encounter that leads to new
appraisals or reappraisals, which, in turn, engender further coping efforts.

Folkman and Lazarus’s (1980, 1985) theory of stress and coping may help
explain the involvement of grandparents in caregiving. For example, grand-
parents may find that their adult child and spouse are addicted to drugs and
subsequently improperly caring for their preschool-age child. After careful
observation of the detrimental effects the parents’ drug addiction is having on
the child, a grandparent might attempt to remove the child from this unhealthy
environment because of concern for his or her well-being (appraisal). If suc-
cessful, the grandparent might then assume a parental role. The grandparent
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may actively seek assistance to solve problems or alter the situation, such as,
obtain legal counseling or school tutorial assistance (problem-focused cop-
ing). On accepting responsibility to care for the grandchild, the grandparent
may also seek social support from family members and friends (emotion-
focused coping). In addition, the grandparent must learn to cope with the chal-
lenges and responsibilities brought on by this new role, which in turn leads to
new appraisals or reappraisals of the caregiving situation.

Method

Sample

The sample included 50 African American grandparents or great-
grandparents who attended churches or senior centers in Harris County,
Texas, in January or February 2001 and who, for the past 3 months or longer,
served as primary caregivers for their grandchildren of 12 years of age or
younger. The senior centers and churches were selected because members
were predominantly African American. Several Catholic and Baptist pastors
demonstrated support by making verbal announcements to members of the
congregation and placing written announcements with the investigator’s
phone number in the church bulletins. The principal investigator conducted
structured interviews at the churches and senior centers where the grand-
parent caregivers were affiliated. Five interviews were conducted in the
home of grandparents as requested because of inclement weather conditions
or transportation problems. Interviews lasted approximately 40 minutes.

A purposive, convenience sample comprising 50 African American
grandparents who met the inclusion criteria was completed. In all, 42 grand-
mothers, 4 great-grandmothers, and 4 grandfathers participated. Participants
identified other grandparents; therefore, snowball sampling was utilized in
obtaining some of the respondents.

Confidence interval estimation (with a 95% level of confidence) yielded
a sample size requirement of 25 cases to estimate the overall mean level
of stress and coping strategies used by African American grandparents and
25 cases per groups being compared, based on assumptions regarding
the likely mean and standard deviation for these estimates, derived from
Musil’s (1998) study of grandparent caregiving. Based on time and resource
constraints, a total of 50 cases were deemed sufficient to address the major
descriptive study objectives. Applying the convention of 10 cases being
required for each variable entered in a multiple regression analyses (Harris,
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1985), the total sample size of 50 did, however, constrain the number of
predictors that could be entered into the regression models to a maximum
of three to five variables. The selection of variables to enter in the regres-
sion models was based on those that were found to be significant through a
bivariate analysis of variance screening procedure.

Situational variables assessed were number of grandchildren in care, ages
and gender of grandchildren, legal custody, length of caregiving, and reason
for caregiving. Resource variables assessed were use of professional counsel-
ing, special school programs such as tutoring and special education, support
groups, prayer and faith in a higher power, family and friends, and day care.

Instruments

Parenting Stress Index/Short Form (PSI/SF). The 36-item PSI/SF is a deriv-
ative of the PSI/full-length test. The PSI/SF generates a score for Total Stress
(TS) and three subscales: Parental Distress (PD), Parent-Child Dysfunctional
Interaction (PCDI), and Difficult Child (DC). Parents who obtain a TS score
above a raw score of 90 (at or above the 90th percentile) are experiencing
clinically significant levels of stress (Abidin, 1995).

According to Abidin (1995), the TS score provides an “indication of the
overall level of parenting stress an individual is experiencing” (p. 55). The com-
ponent stresses associated with the PD subscale are “impaired sense of parent-
ing competence, stresses associated with the restrictions placed on other life
roles, conflict with the child’s other parent, lack of social support, and presence
of depression” (p. 56). The PCDI subscale focuses on the (grand)parent’s “per-
ception that his/her grandchild does not meet the (grand)parent’s expectations,
and the interactions with his/her (grand)child are not reinforcing to him or her
as a (grand)parent” (p. 56). The DC subscale focuses on “some of the basic
behavioral characteristics of children that make them either easy or difficult to
manage” (p. 56).

Reported coefficient alpha and test-retest reliability ranges for TS were
.84 to .95 and .68 to .92 for the subscales (Abidin, 1995; Musil, 1998;
Roggman, Moe, Hart, & Forthun, 1994). For this present study, Cronbach’s
alphas for the PSI/SF were .95 for TS and .86 to .92 for the subscales.

Ways of Coping Questionnaire (WCQ)–Shortened Version. A shortened
version of the WCQ (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) used by Judge (1998) con-
sisting of 24 items that tap coping strategies associated with ordinary stress-
ful events in day-to-day lives was utilized. Scores are calculated by summing
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the ratings for each subscale. The shortened version was used in this study
to reduce respondent burden.

For this present study using the shortened version of the WCQ,
Cronbach’s alphas for the WCQ subscales were self-control (α = .76),
accepting responsibility (α = .71), positive appraisal (α = .69), confrontive
coping (α = .64), seeking social support (α = .63), distancing (α = .61),
escape avoidance (α = .40), and planful problem solving (α = .37). With the
exception of escape avoidance and planful problem solving, the subscales
are marginally significant.

Self-control describes efforts to regulate one’s feelings and actions.
Accepting responsibility or self-blame acknowledges one’s own role in the
problem with a concomitant theme of trying to put things right. Positive reap-
praisal describes efforts to create positive meaning by focusing on personal
growth. It also has a religious or spiritual dimension. Confrontive coping
describes aggressive efforts to alter the situation and suggests some degree of
hostility and risk taking. Seeking social support describes efforts to seek
informational support, tangible support, and emotional support. Distancing
describes cognitive efforts to detach oneself and to minimize the significance
of the situation. Escape avoidance describes wishful thinking and behavioral
efforts to escape or avoid the problem. Planful problem solving describes
deliberate problem-focused efforts to alter the situation, coupled with an ana-
lytic approach to solving the problem (Folkman & Lazarus, 1988).

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were utilized to determine the measures of central
tendency and variance of both the demographic and situational character-
istics and the PSI and WCQ tools. Correlational statistics were utilized
to identify relationships between perceived stress and coping. Analysis of
variance was utilized to predict stress based on demographic and situational
variables. Multiple regression was utilized to predict stress based on vari-
ous coping strategies. The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS
Base 10.0) was utilized for data analysis.

Results

Sample Characteristics

Participants ranged in age from 44 to 87 years (M = 63.12 years,
SD = 9.65; see Table 1). Of the sample, 52% attended college or had a college
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degree, 56% were employed, and 48% reported an annual household
income of less than $25,000. The grandparents collectively (N = 50) were
caring for a total of 90 grandchildren. In all, 52% of the grandparents were

Table 1
Characteristics of the Grandparents and Caregiving Situation

Characteristic n % M

Grandparents
Grandparents—grandmother 46 92
Age of grandparents 63

Marital status of grandparents
Married or living with a partner 18 36
Widowed 17 34
Separated, divorced, or never married 15 30

Household status (who else resides in home)a

Spouse 18 36
One parent of grandchild 16 32
Other individuals 18 36

Education
Less than high school 12 24
High school graduate and/or trade school 12 24
Attended and/or earned college or graduate degree 26 52
Employment—part- or full-time 28 56

Annual household income
Less than $25,000 24 48
$25,000-$54,999 20 40
$55,000 or more 6 12
Household income adequate? No 28 56

Caregiving situation
Number of grandchildren in care 1.80
One 26 52
Two or more 24 48
Ages of grandchildren (years) 8

Gender of grandchildren
Male 51 57
Female 39 43

Legal custody of grandchildren
Grandparent(s) 28 31
Biological parent(s) 57 63

Length of caregiving
5 years or less 46 51
Longer than 5 years 44 49

Note: N = 50.
a. Not mutually exclusive.
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caring for one grandchild, with biological parents retaining custody in the
majority of cases (63%). Almost one half (49%) of the grandparents had
been caring for their grandchildren for more than 5 years.

Situational Variables

The main reasons grandparents assumed the primary role of caregiving
were neglect related to parental substance abuse (42%) and incarcera-
tion of the children’s parents (36%; data not shown). The third most
frequent reason for grandparent caregiving was to provide assistance
to the parents  who were in school, working, or had an unstable job (24%).
Of the grandparents, 18% provided caregiving because of the death of
one or both of the parents of the grandchildren, 14% reported abandon-
ment, and 10% reported other reasons. The responses were not mutually
exclusive.

All of the grandparents cited prayer and faith in a higher power as a
resource for assisting them in caring for their grandchildren. Family and
friends were relied on for assistance (84%), and almost one half (48%) used
day care during the course of caregiving. School resources, such as tutoring
or special education, were used by 34%, 32% received professional coun-
seling, and 16% were, or had been, in a support group.

The final interview question was an open-ended question that asked
about the grandparent’s greatest concern or need in caring for them-
selves and their grandchildren. The grandparents’ responses were grouped
according to three principal areas of concern: concern or needs related to
their grandchildren, the grandchildren’s parents, and themselves. For grand-
children, needs included concern that the grandchildren receive a good edu-
cation (6), hopes that the grandchildren would grow up to be well-adjusted
and independent adults (5), improvement in the behavior and conduct of
the grandchildren (5), improvement in their grandchildren’s health (3), psy-
chological or medical management for their grandchildren’s behavioral
problems (3), and appreciation of what the grandchildren had (1). For
grandchildren’s parents, needs included desire that the grandchildren’s
parents would assume responsibility and raise their own children (4). For
grandparents, needs included concern about living long enough to raise the
grandchildren (10), improvement of financial condition (8), improvement
of housing condition (3), and concern about feeling stuck in the condition
of having to raise the grandchildren, which was affecting the respondent’s
personal life (1).

Ross, Aday / Stress and Coping in Grandparent Caregivers 919
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Degree of Stress

The degree of stress reported by the grandparents in the current study is
presented in Table 2. The degree of TS reported by grandparents ranged
from 46 to 175 (M = 125, SD = 25.50), suggesting high stress. The mean
PD, PCDI, and DC scales all exceeded normal limits, suggesting increased
levels of stress in all cases. According to Abidin (1995), TS scores above 90
(90th percentile or more) indicate that grandparents are experiencing clini-
cal levels of stress. All participants except 4 (92%) had a TS score above 91.
This finding is quite extreme given that the sample was recruited from
churches and senior centers. It is quite possible that these grandparents
came forward as a cry for help.

Relationship Between Demographic
and Situational Variables and Stress

Demographic and situational variables related to caregiving that were
significantly predictive of stress levels are displayed in Table 3. In summa-
rizing this table, being married did not provide a protective effect against
stress. The mean stress level was highest for grandparents who had a higher
income level and for those who had been raising grandchildren for less than
5 years. Use of counseling, tutoring, and special education were beneficial
in reducing stress. Grandparents whose reason for caregiving was because
of neglect related to parental substance abuse had lower stress than those
who reported another reason for caregiving. On the other hand, grand-
parents whose reason for caregiving was because of death of the grandchild’s

Table 2
Sample Range, Means, and Standard Deviations

for the Parenting Stress Index

Parenting Stress Index Normal Rangea Sample Range M SD
(Total Stress and Subscale)

Total Stress 52-82 46-175 125 25.50
Parental Distress 19-31 14-56 40.04 10.19
Parent-Child Dysfunctional 13-25 17-60 74.50 9.05

Interaction
Difficult Child 18-31 14-59 37.46 10.12

a. Derived from Abidin (1995).
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parents experienced more stress than those who reported another reason for
caregiving.

Coping Strategies

A higher score on the WCQ indicates more frequent use of a given cop-
ing strategy. On the WCQ scored 0 to 9, the highest mean was found for the
Seeking Social Support subscale (M = 6.163, SD = 2.375), followed by the
Positive Reappraisal subscale (M = 4.306, SD = 2.763; data not shown).
The lowest mean was Escape/Avoidance (M = 2.163, SD = 1.864), followed
by Distancing (M = 2.388, SD = 2.405). The grandparents tended to use
social support and positive attitudes as the major ways of coping with their
situation.

Importance of Demographics and
Coping in Influencing Stress

Significant Pearson correlations for stress and coping ranging from
r = –.30 to –.48 were all negative indicating that as use of coping strategies
increases, stress decreases (Table 4). The two coping subscales that were
not significantly correlated with any of the stress variables were Escape/
Avoidance and Seeking Social Support.

Significant findings from the linear regression model will be described
according to the dependent variables: TS and the three subscales. Independent
variables (coping strategies) entered in the regression analyses (Tables 5-8) are
those variables showing initially statistically significant correlations with the
dependent variables as shown in Table 4. For TS (Table 5), confrontive cop-
ing was significant. For PD (Table 6), self-control was significant. For PCDI
(Table 7), accepting responsibility and confrontive coping were significant.
For DC (Table 8), confrontive coping was significant. Note that planful prob-
lem solving was excluded from the regression model because of an insufficient
alpha as noted above. All of the betas were negative, indicating that use of the
coping strategy resulted in less stress.

Discussion

Major Findings

Study findings suggest that the majority of grandparent caregivers were
highly stressed. Indeed, 92% were experiencing clinically significant levels
of stress (> 90th percentile) according to the PSI developed by Abidin
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Table 4
Correlations Between Perceived Stress and Coping Strategies

Measures of Stress

Ways of Coping Subscale TS PD PCDI DC

Seeking social support –.23 –.25 –.14 –.21
Positive reappraisal –.24 –.08 –.22 –.32*
Accepting responsibility –.40** –.32* –.40** –.31*
Confrontive coping –.42** –.28 –.48*** –.33*
Self-control –.43** –.44** –.22 –.45***
Planful problem-solving –.14 –.05 .02 –.30*
Distancing –.32* –.33* –.14 –.35**
Escape avoidance .22 .19 .24 .13

Note: TS = Total Stress; PD = Parental Distress; PCDI = Parent-Child Dysfunctional
Interaction; DC = Difficult Child.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 5
Multiple Regression Analysis for Prediction

of Total Stress From Coping Strategies

Variable B SE B β

WC—accepting responsibility –2.09 1.061 –.24
WC—confrontive coping –3.39 1.01 –.39**
WC—distancing –2.33 1.26 –.23
WC—self-control –1.94 1.10 –.23
R2 .43**

Note: WC = Ways of Coping.
*p < .05. **p < .01.

Table 6
Multiple Regression Analysis for Prediction
of Parental Distress From Coping Strategies

Variable B SE B β

WC—accepting responsibility –.65 .49 –.19
WC—distancing –.81 .57 –.19
WC—self-control –1.03 .50 –.30*
R2 .25**

Note: WC = Ways of Coping.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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(1995). Similarly, Kelley (1993) and Musil (1998) found that 40% and
38%, respectively, of the grandparents in their studies scored in the clinical
range on the PSI, indicating that psychological stress levels were high
enough to warrant mental health intervention. Other studies have also sug-
gested that assumption of full-time parenting responsibilities for grandchil-
dren is associated with increased psychological distress in grandparent
caregivers (Burton, 1992; Dowdell, 1995; Minkler & Roe, 1993). The care-
giving challenges and strains become even greater when grandparents are
responsible for the care of a grandchild with behavioral or emotional problems
or special needs (Hayslip, Shore, Henderson, & Lambert, 1998). Depression
in grandparent caregivers has also been reported (Burnette, 1999a; Minkler
et al., 1997; Minkler & Roe, 1993).

As reported by Kelley (1993), this study found that some grandparents
experienced role reversal with the grandchildren’s biological parents.

Table 7
Multiple Regression Analysis for Prediction of Parent-Child

Dysfunctional Interaction From Coping Strategies

Variable B SE B β

WC—accepting responsibility –1.11 .37 –.36**
WC—confrontive coping –1.43 .38 –.45**
R2 .36**

Note: WC = Ways of Coping.
*p < .05. **p < .01.

Table 8
Multiple Regression Analysis for Prediction
of Difficult Child From Coping Strategies

Variable B SE B β

WC—accepting responsibility –.38 .46 –.11
WC—confrontive coping –1.02 .43 –.29*
WC—distancing –.88 .55 –.22
WC—self-control –.91 .46 –.28
WC—positive reappraisal –.36 .49 –.10
R2 .36**

Note: WC = Ways of Coping.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Although the grandparents assume full-time parenting responsibility for
their grandchildren, in many instances the biological parents enjoy the role
experienced by traditional grandparents, which includes few, if any, care-
taking, financial, or disciplinary responsibilities. This role reversal was also
confirmed by findings in the current study that indicated that homes in
which one parent of the grandchild resided with the grandparent did not
provide a protective effect against stress for the grandparent. Studies have
found that when adult children remain in the household, tensions over child-
rearing and household rules may further contribute to grandparents’ stress
and depression (Aquilino, 1991; Caldwell, Antonucci, & Jackson, 1998;
Jendrek, 1993; Szinovacz, DeViney, & Atkinson, 1999).

The mean stress was higher for grandparents who were married when
compared to grandparents who were not currently married. The fact that
married grandparents had to share their time and attention with their spouse,
in addition to their grandchildren, may have increased their load. Some stud-
ies found that married grandmothers did not receive much assistance from
their spouses (Burnette, 1999b; Burton, 1992; Minkler & Roe, 1993), which
could have also increased the grandmother’s stress level. In addition, some
married custodial grandparent caregivers have reported poorer marital quality
and happiness since assuming the caregiver role (Minkler, Roe, & Robertson-
Beckley, 1994; Strawbridge, Wallhagen, Shema, & Kaplan, 1997) and many
divorce as child care responsibilities increase (Jendrek, 1994). Similarly,
Kramer and Lambert (1999) found that elderly caregiving husbands reported
a significantly greater decline in marital happiness and were more likely to
perceive that their marriage was in trouble when compared to husbands who
had a spouse in good health.

Findings also revealed that grandparents who had the highest level of
annual household income experienced a higher level of stress when com-
pared to grandparents who had lower levels of annual household income.
However, having a higher income level could result in greater stress
because of the demands and added responsibility of employment and rais-
ing a grandchild. Also, it is possible that high income levels lead to greater
expectation of freedom from cares that is incongruent with the situation of
having to provide primary care for a grandchild. The stressfulness posed by
financial responsibilities associated with raising grandchildren have also
been reported by other studies (Burton, 1992; Dowdell, 1995; Kelley, 1993;
Minkler & Roe, 1993). It is important to note that grandparents who assume
caregiving are faced with increased financial demands at a time when their
income may be dramatically reduced because of their decreased employ-
ment or retirement (Kelley, Yorker, Whitley, & Sipe, 2001).
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An interesting finding revealed that the perception of the adequacy of
income did not contribute significantly to stress level. Those individuals
who reported that they had adequate income had higher levels of stress than
did those individuals who reported inadequate income. This finding is con-
sistent with the income discussion above. Some grandparents may have felt
that they had adequate income but not much time to spend it, or the demand
to spend it on things not of their choice was stressful. Last, the grandpar-
ents in this study were more concerned about other issues, such as their
grandchildren’s education and managing the grandchildren’s behavioral
problems, than about income. In contrast, Minkler et al. (1992) reported
that 87% of their sample of 71 African American grandmothers raising their
grandchildren perceived themselves as not doing well financially. Burton
(1992) also reported “drains on economic resources” experienced by African
American grandparent caregivers.

An important finding was that with years of caregiving, grandparents
experienced less stress. It appears that with the passage of time, grandparents
were better able to establish a routine and to adjust and cope with the demands
of caregiving. In addition, it is possible that the grandparents accepted the
likely reality that they would serve as primary caregivers for their grand-
children until the children became independent.

This study found that the grandparent’s primary reason for caregiving
was because of neglect of the grandchild related to parental substance abuse
by one or both parents. This finding was consistent with the findings of
Burton (1992), Dowdell (1995), Kelley (1993), Minkler and Roe (1993),
Musil (1998), and Pruchno (1999). It would seem that worry about both
their children and grandchildren would be an added stress and burden.

The use of professional counseling as a resource for assisting the grand-
parents was found to have a protective effect against stress. This resource has
also been suggested by other studies (Burnette, 1998; Minkler & Roe, 1993).
In this current study, grandparents who utilized counseling had lower levels
of stress compared to grandparents who did not. It is logical to assume that
the support received by grandparents from counseling may help them better
cope with the demands of caregiving. Many of the grandparents stated that
counseling services were provided for their grandchildren as well. Again,
counseling may have benefited the grandchildren by allowing them to share
their issues and concerns, which, in many cases, possibly included the lack
of presence and support by their biological parents.

Findings also revealed that the use of school programs, such as tutoring and
special education, for the grandchildren who utilized these services provided
a protective effect against the stress perceived by these grandparents. Some
of the grandparents reported that assisting their grandchildren with school
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homework was very challenging because they have been out of school for
a long time. These special programs provide extra educational assistance
to children that, in turn, could support parental efforts and decrease their frus-
tration levels.

Findings confirm Folkman and Lazarus’s (1980, 1985) theory. The use of
both problem-focused and emotion-focused forms of coping reduces stress.
Five coping strategies were significantly correlated to lower reported stress:
positive reappraisal, accepting responsibility, confrontive coping, self-
control, and distancing. These coping strategies are very positive techniques
for handling stress. The most common modes of coping were seeking social
support (efforts to seek informational or emotional forms of support that
may be problem or emotion focused) and positive reappraisal (focus on
personal or spiritual growth that is primarily emotion focused). Both of
these may be considered emotion-focused coping and typically are used
more frequently in encounters that are appraised as unchangeable, as in the
grandparent caregiving situation. In a study of parental coping strategies
and strengths in families of young children with disabilities, Judge (1998)
found that parents used a variety of different coping strategies; however,
problem-focused coping strategies (active coping), such as seeking social
support, were utilized more frequently and tended to be predictive of
family strengths. Burnette (1998), in an intervention study of grandparents
rearing grandchildren, also found increases in seeking social support and
planful problem solving at pretest and posttest. Last, in a study to determine
whether support and coping reduced effects of stress on the physical and
mental health of grandmother caregivers, Musil and Ahmad (2002) found
that the use of active coping strategies, which is a more problem-focused
approach, reduced the effects of stress on mental and physical health.

In the present study, use of confrontive coping and accepting responsibility,
which describes aggressive efforts to alter the situation and make things right,
resulted in lower stress. Self-control was also helpful in lowering stress in
cases of a difficult grandchild.

Study Limitations

Generalizability is limited by a small, homogeneous, and nonrandom
sample. The study results are biased toward grandmothers because mostly
grandmothers responded to the invitation to participate in the study. The
possibility of a Type II error, meaning failing to find significant differences
when they exist, may be present because of the small sample size. On the
other hand, the results confirm and extend the findings of other studies
(Burton, 1992; Dowdell, 1995; Emick & Hayslip, 1999; Kelley, 1993;
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Minkler et al., 1992; Musil, 1998) by indicating the potential stressful
nature of grandparent caregiving and coping strategies that may be useful.

Although findings indicated that this sample was a highly stressed group,
the potential exists that the sites utilized (churches and senior centers) may
have provided some social support for their memberships; thus, the degree
of stress may actually be underestimated in this study. Grandparents without
these resources may experience even higher levels of stress.

Regarding the survey instruments, the WCQ required the grandparents
to think of a situation in the past month that was very stressful for them
in caring for their grandchild. Depending on the situation chosen by the
grandparent, some of the WCQ Likert-type responses may not have really
fit the situation described, and, therefore, choosing a response was awk-
ward. In this case, information bias may have resulted. Cronbach’s alphas
for a couple of the shortened WCQ subscales were quite low; nevertheless,
this shortened version of the questionnaire reduced respondent burden in
this exploratory study. Last, the PSI focuses on stress related to parents of
children age 12 years old or younger. Thus, the questions may have had less
or different relevance for problems associated with older children.

In regard to analysis, the inclusion of only variables that have bivariate
relationships may have failed to capture important multivariate relation-
ships. In addition, the small sample size did not allow for regression of
demographic and situational control variables with stress.

Implications

The results of this study emphasize the potential relationships between
various grandparental coping strategies and stress. In addition, the study pro-
vided descriptive data concerning the coping strategies that were useful, namely,
confrontive coping, accepting responsibility, and self-control. Moreover, this
study has practice implications as the information may provide profession-
als who work with families and custodial grandparents with insight on how
to handle stress resulting from caregiving responsibilities.

Results suggest the need for free or sliding-scale professional counseling
services for grandparents and the grandchildren they are rearing. Some grand-
parents expressed that the counseling services provided by their grand-
children’s parochial or public school system was more academic in nature
and did not address behavioral management. It is unclear as to whether the
grandparents did not know about the school’s counseling services or whether
the schools should be or were providing a broader range of services.
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The results of this study also suggest the need for more support groups for
grandparents who are rearing their grandchildren. Few support groups exist,
and many grandparents in the study were not aware of the availability of such
groups. Involving churches and senior centers in this intervention may help
to ensure participation or make attendance socially acceptable.

Although not verbalized as their greatest concern or need, some grand-
parents requested information on how to obtain legal custody and the pros
and cons of doing so. This topic, and other legal issues, could be addressed
by support groups or other social service agencies.

Income was associated with higher stress; nonetheless, many elderly
grandparents reported that they would benefit from financial assistance.
Many elderly grandparent caregivers are on fixed incomes and do not
receive financial support from the grandchildren’s parents. If the children
were placed in foster care, foster parents would receive reimbursement.
Should grandparents be given a subsidy? Legislation that could assist with
special funding for this population could be beneficial.

Future Research

This study should be replicated with a larger, more diverse sample utiliz-
ing a variety of recruitment sites and geographical locations. In addition, this
study should be replicated with other ethnic/racial groups. These strategies
would increase the generalizability of the findings. Further research should
investigate levels of stress in African American and other grandparent care-
givers longitudinally to highlight the challenges grandparents encounter at
various phases of child rearing and to identify critical intervention points.

Methods tailored to measuring stress and coping in grandparents rearing
grandchildren should be developed to enhance their relevance and applicability
to this population. In addition, instruments that assess stress in grand-
parents caring for grandchildren of various ages, including adolescents, should
be developed.

Almost 22% of the grandparents in this current study reported that their
greatest concern was related to improvement of their grandchildren’s
behavior or health and to psychological or medical management for behav-
ioral problems. Future research should focus on stress and coping in grand-
parents rearing grandchildren who have physical, emotional, or behavioral
problems.

Future research should be done to identify interventions that would
increase the use of coping strategies found to reduce perceived stress, namely,
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accepting responsibility, confrontive coping, self-control, distancing, and
positive reappraisal.

In conclusion, this study is among few that have extended our understanding
of the association between stress and coping in an African American grand-
parent caregiver population. Furthermore, this study has demonstrated the
need for effective approaches and interventions to decrease stress levels and
provide support for this highly stressed population.

References

Abidin, R. (1995). Parenting stress index (3rd ed.). Odessa, FL: Psychological Assessment
Resources.

Aquilino, W. (1991). Predicting parents’ experiences with coresident adult children. Journal
of Family Issues, 12, 323-342.

Burnette, D. (1998). Grandparents rearing grandchildren: A school based small group inter-
vention. Research on Social Work Practice, 8(1), 10-27.

Burnette, D. (1999a). Physical and emotional well-being of custodial grandparents in Latino
families. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 69, 305-318.

Burnette, D. (1999b). Social relationships of Latino grandparent caregivers: A role theory
perspective. The Gerontologist, 39, 49-58.

Burton, L. (1992). Black grandparents rearing children of drug-addicted parents: Stressors,
outcomes, and social service needs. The Gerontologist, 32, 744-751.

Caldwell, C., Antonucci, T., & Jackson, J. (1998). Supportive/conflicting family relations and
depressive symptomatology: Teenage mother and grandmother perspectives. Family Relations,
47, 395-402.

Dowdell, E. (1995). Caregiver burden: Grandmothers raising their high risk grandchildren.
Journal of Psychosocial Nursing, 33(3), 27-30.

Emick, M., & Hayslip, B. (1999). Custodial grandparenting: Stresses, coping skills, and rela-
tionships with grandchildren. International Journal of Aging and Human Development,
48(1), 35-61.

Folkman, S., & Lazarus, R. (1980). An analysis of coping in a middle-aged community sample.
Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 21, 219-239.

Folkman, S., & Lazarus, R. (1985). If it changes it must be a process: Study of emotion and
coping during three stages of a college examination. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 48(1), 150-170.

Folkman, S., & Lazarus, R. (1988). Coping as a mediator of emotion. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, 54, 466-475.

Harris, R. (1985). A primer of multivariate statistics (2nd ed.). Orlando, FL: Academic Press.
Hayslip, B., Shore, K., Henderson, C., & Lambert, P. (1998). Custodial grandparenting and

grandchildren with problems: Impact on role satisfaction and role meaning. Journal of
Gerontology: Social Sciences, 3, 1-10.

Jendrek, M. (1993). Grandparents who parent their grandchildren: Effects on lifestyle. Journal
of Marriage and the Family, 55, 609-621.

Jendrek, M. (1994). Grandparents who parent their grandchildren: Circumstances and deci-
sions. The Gerontologist, 34, 206-216.

 at SAGE Publications on September 28, 2009 http://jfi.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jfi.sagepub.com


Judge, S. (1998). Parental coping strategies and strengths in families of young children. Family
Relations, 47, 263-268.

Kelley, S. (1993). Caregiver stress in grandparents raising grandchildren. IMAGE: Journal of
Nursing Scholarship, 25, 331-337.

Kelley, S., Yorker, B., Whitley, D., & Sipe, T. (2001). A multimodal intervention for grand-
parents raising grandchildren: Results of an exploratory study. Child Welfare, 80(1), 27-50.

Kramer, B., & Lambert, J. (1999). Caregiving as a life course transition among older husbands:
A prospective study. The Gerontologist, 39, 658-667.

Lazarus, R., & Folkman, S. (1984). Stress, appraisal, and coping. New York: Springer.
Lugaila, T. (1998). Current population reports: Marital status and living arrangements:

March 1997. Available from U.S. Census Bureau Web site, http://www.census.gov/prod/
99pubs/p23-198.pdf

Minkler, M., & Fuller-Thomson, E. (1999). The health of grandparents raising grandchildren:
Results of a national study. American Journal of Public Health, 89, 1384-1389.

Minkler, M., Fuller-Thomson, E., Miller, D., & Driver, D. (1997). Depression in grandparents
raising grandchildren. Archives of Family Medicine, 6, 445-452.

Minkler, M., & Roe, K. (1993). Forgotten caregivers: Grandmothers raising children of the
crack cocaine epidemic. Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Minkler, M., Roe, K., & Price, M. (1992). The physical and emotional health of grandmoth-
ers raising grandchildren in the crack cocaine epidemic. The Gerontologist, 32, 752-761.

Minkler, M., Roe, K., & Robertson-Beckley, R. (1994). Raising grandchildren from crack-
cocaine households: Effects on family and friendship ties of African American women.
American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 64(1), 20-29.

Musil, C. (1998). Health, stress, coping, and social support in grandmother caregivers. Health
Care for Women International, 19, 441-455.

Musil, C., & Ahmad, A. (2002). Health of grandmothers: A comparison by caregiver status.
Journal of Aging and Health, 14(1), 96-121.

Pruchno, R. (1999). Raising grandchildren: The experiences of Black and White grandmothers.
The Gerontologist, 39, 209-221.

Roe, K., Minkler, M., Saunders, F., & Fuller-Thomson, G. (1996). Health of grandmothers
raising children of the crack cocaine epidemic. Medical Care, 34, 1072-1084.

Roggman, L., Moe, S., Hart, A., & Forthun, L. (1994). Family leisure and social support:
Relations with parenting stress and psychological well-being in Head Start parents. Early
Childhood Research Quarterly, 9, 463-480.

Strawbridge, W., Wallhagen, M., Shema, S., & Kaplan, G. (1997). New burdens or more of the
same? Comparing grandparent, spouse, and adult-child caregivers. The Gerontologist, 37,
505-510.

Szinovacz, M., DeViney, S., & Atkinson, M. (1999). Effects of surrogate parenting on grand-
parents well-being. Journal of Gerontology: Social Sciences, 54B(6), S376-S388.

U.S. Census Bureau. (1996). Current population reports: Living arrangements of children.
Washington, DC: Author.

U.S. Census Bureau. (2000). Census 2000 supplemental survey. Available from U.S. Census
Bureau Web site, http://www.census.gov/population/socdemo/hh-fam/tabCH-7.txt

932 Journal of Family Issues

 at SAGE Publications on September 28, 2009 http://jfi.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jfi.sagepub.com


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


