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Overview Over the last decade, considerable media attention and public discussion have
focused on the varied roles that grandparents play in family life.  Much of this public 
attention has centered on grandparents who assume parental responsibilities for their 

grandchildren.1 Similarly, grandparents are recognized for the active but temporary roles they
assume during times of crisis or special need, such as in cases of a parental divorce or military
deployment.2 Yet child care provided in such contexts constitutes only a small proportion of all child
care assistance provided by grandparents. The more typical pattern is for grandparents to baby-sit
over the weekend or during the evening, look after grandchildren when parents are at work, or take
care of grandkids under other, more routine, circumstances. 

Using data from two large national surveys, this Research Brief presents a statistical snapshot of 
grandparental child care in American families. The brief sheds light on who provides this care, what
type and how much is provided, and considers some of the financial benefits of this care for the families
involved. While most research on grandparents has focused almost exclusively on grandmothers,3 this
brief considers child care provided by both grandmothers and grandfathers.4

Analyses reveal that many grandparents provide some type of child care to their grandchildren, an
important type of ongoing assistance to their adult children that reflects the lifelong patterns of 
support between parents, children, and grandchildren.5 Although grandmothers are more likely to
provide child care, many grandfathers do so as well. The data also suggest that, while some 
grandparents provide child care for only a few hours a week, many are providing substantial
amounts of this assistance, and, in fact, may be juggling child care responsibilities with their own
work schedules.6 Another, perhaps surprising finding, was that although most grandparental child
care is unpaid, a small but significant percentage of families with young children report paying
grandparents for the child care they provide. 
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WHO PROVIDES GRANDPARENTAL
CHILD CARE?
In this section, data from the National Survey of
Families and Households(NSFH, see Box, page 2)
are used to explore the prevalence of grand-
parental child care and characteristics of grand-
parents who provide some type of child care. 

Close to one-half of all grandparents provide
child care assistance. Forty-seven percent of
grandparents with young grandchildren 
living nearby reported providing some type of 
child care assistance to their adult children 
(see Figure 1).   

Figure 1
Percentage of grandparents

providing child care*

Source: National Survey of Families and Households, 1992-94.
*Among grandparents living near grandchildren under age 13.
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The relatively high prevalence of grandparental
child care likely reflects both a desire among
grandparents to participate in their grandchil-
dren’s lives and a preference among some par-
ents for this type of care.12 Parents who prefer
grandparental child care may do so because
they perceive it as providing a trustworthy, safe,
and emotionally nurturing environment.13 For
others, however, grandparental child care may
represent the only affordable or available child
care option.  For example, single-parents, low-
income families, and those working nights,
weekends, or other nontraditional hours are
more likely to use grandparental child care. 14

Although grandmothers are more likely to
provide child care than grandfathers, 

a considerable percentage of grandfa-
thers do so as well.15 More than one-half of
grandmothers (54 percent) and more than one-
third (38 percent) of grandfathers with young
grandchildren living nearby reported they pro-
vide child care (see Figure 1). These findings
echo those of prior research that finds that care
given by grandfathers constitutes a small 
but significant amount of all grandparental
child care.16

A higher percentage of employed grand-
parents provide child care than those who
are not employed or are retired. Fifty-four
percent of employed grandparents with young
grandchildren living nearby reported providing
child care, compared with 42 percent of those
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About the Research Sources for this Brief
The National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH) is a nationally representative sur-
vey of U.S. adults that follows its participants over time.  The NSFH was first conducted in
1987-88 with 13,017 adults.7 Respondents were re-interviewed in 1992-1994, and, most
recently, in 2002-03.  Data from the NSFH can be used to learn about aid, such as child care,
that grandparents provide, as well as the characteristics of family members receiving and pro-
viding support. The author analyzed data from the 1992-94 wave of the NSFH for a sample of
1,406 grandparents whose oldest grandchild was under the age of 13. The sample of grandpar-
ents was further restricted to those who lived within 50 miles of a grandchild (i.e., those living
close enough to be able to provide routine day-to-day child care).8

To examine the number of hours that families receive child care from grandparents and the
extent to which families pay for grandparental child care, the author used data from the 2001
National Household Education Survey (NHES), Early Childhood Program Participation com-
ponent. The NHES is sponsored by the National Center for Education Statistics to describe
Americans’ educational experiences, including child care and pre-kindergarten. The analyses
reported in this brief using NHES data are based on a sample of 6,749 children age six 
and younger.9

It is important to note that while both data sets provide information about grandparental
child care, they do so from different perspectives.  The NSFH provides data on grandparental
child care from the perspective of grandparents, while the NHES tells us about the experi-
ences of young children and their families with grandparental child care, as reported by par-
ents. Moreover, while analyses based on the NSFH sample are limited to grandparents living
near grandchildren under the age of 13, the NHES sample includes only grandchildren age six
and younger and is not limited by geographic proximity to grandparents.   

In addition, variation in question wording across the two surveys may result in differences in
the types of grandparental child care captured by the two data sets.  Specifically, while the
NSFH asks grandparents to report child care assistance they provided to their adult children
in the last month, the NHES asks parents whether their child is receiving care from a grand-
parent on a regular basis.  Consequently, parents in the NHES may be more likely to report
grandparental child care that is part of a regular or routine arrangement, and underreport
occasional or nonwork-related grandparental child care.10 Nevertheless, although specific
estimates differ, general patterns and findings are comparable across the two data bases and
to prior research.11



who are not employed or who are retired 
(see Figure 2).  While this finding may reflect
age or health differences between employed and
nonemployed grandparents and retirees, it sug-
gests willingness on the part of grandparents,
in particular grandmothers, to combine both
work and child care.17 Sixty-four percent of
employed grandmothers and 43 percent of
employed grandfathers reported providing
some type of child care assistance to their adult
children.  

Grandparents of preschool-aged grand-
children are especially likely to provide
child care.18 Roughly one-half (49 percent) of
grandparents with grandchildren under the age
of three, as well as grandparents with grand-
children between the ages of three and 
five, reported that they provide child care, 
compared with 28 percent of grandparents with

grandchildren aged 10 to 12 (see Figure 3).  It is
worth noting that although grandparental child
care is most prevalent in the preschool years, a
significant percentage of grandparents are pro-
viding child care as their grandchildren
approach and enter adolescence – a period dur-
ing which research suggests that having an
adult mentor (other than a parent) is beneficial
to child well-being.19

Not surprisingly, grandparents who live
nearby are more likely to provide child
care than those who live farther away.20

An important consideration in all child care
decisions is convenience.  All else being equal,
the greater the travel time between the homes
of parents and grandparents, the less likely
grandparents will be called upon to provide
child care.  And, the data bear this out. The
majority (64 percent) of grandparents who live
within five miles of their adult children and
grandchildren reported providing child care;
this percentage decreased to 40 percent among
grandparents who live between 16 and 50 miles
of their adult children. While large distances
clearly preclude the provision of routine day-to-
day child care, even among grandparents who
lived 300 or more miles from their adult chil-
dren, 20 percent reported providing some type
of child care assistance. This care likely takes
place during family or holiday visits and 
children’s summer vacations. 

WHAT TYPE OF CHILD CARE DO
GRANDPARENTS PROVIDE?
While past studies have focused typically on
child care that grandparents provide during
parents’ work hours, this type of child care rep-
resents only one facet of grandparental care.
Many grandparents help out by taking care of
children on the weekends and evenings or other
times when a parent is not working. Data from
the NSFH are used to examine how much of
grandparental child care centers around par-
ents’ work hours and how much of it takes
place during parents’ nonwork hours.21

Grandparental child care serves varied
purposes. Relatively few grandparents (11
percent) provide child care solely during par-
ents’ work hours (see Figure 4). Approximately,
one in five (19 percent) grandparents reported
that they provide child care during parents’
work and nonwork hours; a similar percentage
(18 percent) reported they provide child care
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Figure 2 Percentage of grandparents
providing child care, by

employment status*

Source: National Survey of Families and Households, 1992-94.
*Among grandparents living near grandchildren under age 13.

Figure 3
Percentage of grandparents
providing child care, by age 

of grandchild*

Source: National Survey of Families and Households, 1992-94.
*Among grandparents living near grandchildren under age 13.
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strictly during nonwork hours. These patterns
suggest that in addition to meeting the child
care needs of working parents, grandparental
child serves a variety of other purposes as well.
For example, grandparental child care gives
parents time in which to pursue leisure and
social activities, run errands, keep doctors’
appointments, or simply relax. In addition,
grandparental child care can provide a unique
opportunity for grandparents and grandchil-
dren to share time together and engage in
mutually satisfying activities that are largely
outside the sphere of influence and authority of
the middle generation (i.e., the adult child).
This kind of grandparent-grandchild time may,
in fact, be the primary motivation for many
grandparents to provide child care.  Past
research indicates that much of the influence
that grandparents have on grandchildren is
dependent on the grandparent-parent relation-
ship.22 The amount of time that grandchildren
spend with grandparents, for example, is relat-
ed to the quality of the grandparent-parent
relationship.23

The type of child care that grandmothers
provide differs in some key respects from
that provided by grandfathers. Among
grandmothers, 20 percent reported that they
provide child care only during parents’ non-
work hours, compared with 15 percent of
grandfathers; similar proportions reported they
provide both work- and nonwork- related child
care – 21 percent of grandmothers versus 
18 percent of grandfathers (see Figure 4). 

However, close to 14 percent of grandmothers –
double the percentage of grandfathers (7 per-
cent) – reported that they provide child care
solely during the hours when parents are work-
ing.  The extent to which grandparental child
care differs by gender is explored further in the 
section below.

HOW MUCH CHILD CARE DO
GRANDPARENTS PROVIDE?
While the type of child care informs us about
the function or functions that grandparental
child care may serve, it sheds little light on the
amount of aid grandparents provide.

In this section, data from the NHES are used to
gain a better understanding of the amount of
child care that grandparents provide. Note,
again, that the NHES provides data on the
child care arrangements of children age six and
younger; thus, in contrast to the data presented
thus far, the estimates below are derived from
the perspective of children, not from the 
perspective of grandparents (see Box, page 2). 

Grandparents provide considerable child
care.24 According to the NHES, among those
receiving grandparental child care on a regular
basis, children age six and younger received an
average of 23 hours of care a week from grand-
parents.25

To provide a fuller picture of the amount of
grandparental child care children receive, the
distribution of the number of hours in grand-
parental care is presented.  Just under one-
third (31 percent) of grandchildren age six and
younger received 10 or fewer hours of care from
grandparents a week; 21 percent received 11 to
20 hours of care; 15 percent received 21 to 30
hours of care; 20 percent received between 31
and 40 hours of care; and 13 percent received
41 hours or more of care a week (see Figure 5).  

The results presented thus far suggest that
many grandparents are taking on large
amounts of child care responsibility, and that
some may be combining child care with paid
employment.  For some, this added responsibili-
ty may have unintended consequences.26 A
recent study, for example, found that grand-
mothers who provide child care for nine or
more hours a week had higher rates of heart
disease than those who provided no care, net of
the other factors. 27
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Figure 4 Type of child care provided 
by grandparents*

Source: National Survey of Families and Households, 1992-94.
*Among grandparents with employed adult children living near grandchildren under age 13.



Grandmothers provide more hours of
child care than grandfathers do. Parents
reported that young children who were cared
for by grandparents received an average of 23
hours of care a week from grandmothers,28

compared with 16 hours from grandfathers.29

These data, along with the analyses presented
above on type of child care, suggest that while
grandfathers are indeed providing child care,
the child care role that they play likely differs
from that provided by grandmothers. 

ARE THERE FINANCIAL BENEFITS
TO GRANDPARENTAL CHILD CARE?
Grandparental child care may have important
economic value for both parents and grandpar-
ents.30 From the perspective of parents, money
not spent on child care can be redistributed to
meet other family needs; this may be particu-
larly important for low-income families who
spend a greater portion of family income on
child care.  For example, in 1999, employed
mothers of children under the age of 14 living
below the poverty line spent one-third of family
income on child care, compared with 6 percent
among those living above the poverty line.31

Recent research also suggests that grandpar-
ents, particularly low-income grandmothers,
may use child care as a means to supplement
their incomes.32 Data from the NHES are used
to investigate the degree to which grandparents
receive monetary compensation for the child
care they provide.

Nineteen percent of families with chil-
dren age six and younger who receive
grandparental child care pay grandpar-
ents for this care. Though estimates of the
amount families pay for grandparental care are
beyond the scope of the present study, prior
research indicates that families pay less for
grandparental child care than for other forms
of child care.33 Thus, even among those families
who pay for it, grandparental child care 
may offer an inexpensive alternative to formal
market care. 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Despite concerns about the decline and alien-
ation of the American family, grandparents con-
tinue to provide assistance to their adult chil-
dren, even after they have left the “nest,” and
many of these grandparents play active roles in
the lives of their grandchildren. The analyses
presented here indicate that grandparental
child care is quite prevalent in American fami-
lies, with close to one-half of grandparents who
live within 50 miles of a grandchild providing
some type of child care assistance.

That much of grandparental child care takes
place outside of parents’ work hours indicates
that this care is more than just an inexpensive
and trustworthy child care option for working
parents. Indeed, grandparental child care may
provide a vehicle through which grandparents
and grandchildren can develop and foster rela-
tionships and an opportunity for traditions,
family history, skills, and values to be
exchanged across three generations of family
members.  Some research suggests that early
involvement with grandparents helps to foster
enduring family bonds and may provide 
a model of intergenerational relations that
grandchildren can later emulate.34

The findings reported in this brief also speak to
the importance of bringing men into the equa-
tion when studying family behaviors. Though
grandmothers are more likely to provide grand-
parental child care, one-third of grandfathers
do so as well. Nevertheless, the data presented
here suggest that grandfathers provide fewer
hours of child care than grandmothers, and
grandfather care is less likely to be centered
around parents’ work hours.  Related research
from the NSFH (not presented in this brief)
also suggests that grandfathers are most likely
to provide child care when their wives are also
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Figure 5 Number of hours children spend 
in grandparental child care*

Source: National Household Education Survey, 2001.
*Among children age six and under who receive grandparental child care on a regular basis.



providing it.35 Further research is needed to
explore differences in the type, meaning, 
and motivation between grandmother and
grandfather child care. 

In addition, the results reported in this 
brief indicate that grandparental child care
may represent an important economic trans-
fer for parents and grandparents. Analyses
showing that almost one in five families pro-
vide monetary compensation for the care
grandparents provide is consistent with a
growing body of research that suggests that
child care functions as a family currency,
especially among low-income families.36 One
such study, for example, found that providing
child care to relatives allowed older and less
skilled women an opportunity to earn money,
while avoiding physically menial and
demanding labor.37

IMPLICATIONS FOR PUBLIC POLICY

While the use of grandparental child care
may reflect parental preferences toward rela-
tive care,38 it may also reflect the mismatch
between what the child care industry offers
parents and the needs of working parents.39

Although many parents are now employed in
jobs that require them to work hours and
days outside of the standard 9-to-5, Monday-
to-Friday workweek,40 many child care facili-
ties and providers continue to offer services
only during standard work hours.41 Conse-
quently, many parents are faced with fewer
child care options or a gap in their child care
schedules. To close this gap, working parents
may need to turn increasingly to relatives, in
particular, grandparents.42

Even though grandparental child care may
offer a convenient and trustworthy child care
option, the provision of this care may be tax-
ing for grandparents who provide child care
on a full-time basis or who combine child
care with work. But assuming this responsi-
bility, while tiring at times, can also mean
delight for grandparents and grandchildren
alike. 

This Research Brief draws heavily from the
author’s Ph.D. dissertation “Love and Investment.
The Continual Bond: Grandparents’ Care for
Children.”  The author is indebted to her disser-
tation advisor, Elizabeth Thomson, for her

insightful comments and advice, and expresses
appreciation to Larry Bumpass, Gary Sandefur,
Lynet Uttal, and Karen Swallen for their careful
review of and helpful suggestions on that work.
The author also thanks her Child Trends col-
leagues Akemi Kinukawa and Greg Matthews
for their assistance in finalizing this brief and
Kristin Anderson Moore and Laura Lippman for
their valuable review.
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