Young children
and their
grandparents
The relationships children have with
significant adults, including their
grandparents, are the foundation of their
development.The Growing Up in Australia
study provides new information on how
much time young children are spending
with their grandparents.

MATHEW GRAY, SEBASTIAN MISSON AND ALAN HAYES
t has been recognised for some time that
attachment relationships are vitally
important for children (Bowlby 1982;
1973) and that children are attached to
significant others, beyond their relationship with their primary caregiver (Schaffer and
Emerson 1964). While relationships with grandmothers and their contribution to child care have
been, and continue to be prominent, relationships
with grandfathers are of growing interest (Roberto,
Allen and Blieszner 2001).

I

Grandparents have always played an important role
in raising children and family life in general and various aspects of “grandparenting” are increasingly
discussed in social policy debates. On the one hand,
the role of grandparents in providing care (Goodfellow and Laverty 2003; COTA National Seniors 2003),
especially where they provide sole care for their
grandchildren (Orb and Davey 2004), is increasingly
a topic of policy interest (Poole 2005; Dench and Ogg
2002). On the other hand, the implications of
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increased life expectancy for longer workforce participation and hence for grandparents’ caring roles
have been prominent in Australia and elsewhere.
Surprisingly little is known about the nature of
grandparenting in Australia. For example, there is
relatively little data on the proportion of children
who have contact with their grandparents and on
how often children see their grandparents. While
more is known about the extent to which children
receive care from their grandparents, this is also an
area in which there is relatively little data. One of
the few Australian sources of data is the Australian
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Child Care Survey that
provides some information on the numbers of children receiving care from grandparents (ABS 2002).
Information about grandparenting is important for
several reasons. For example, grandparents’ care for
their grandchildren can enable parents to be
in paid employment. The rights of grandparents
to have contact with their grandchildren and the
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grandchild (from the grandparent’s perspective). LSAC also provides detailed
information on any other non-parental
care received by the child, allowing
comparisons between grandparent care
and other forms of care.
This paper uses the first wave of LSAC
collected during 2004, to estimate the
extent to which young children have
face-to-face contact with, and receive
regular care from, their grandparents.
Of particular interest is the impact of
children having a parent living elsewhere on the frequency of face-to-face
contact with grandparents. It also
examines the nature of the relationship
between the child and grandparent
where the grandparent provides regular care, and how this compares with
the relationship between the children
and their centre-based carers.

Face-to-face contact between
children and grandparents
Living with grandparents
While much of the recent policy debate
has been about grandparents who are
raising their grandchildren, the number of children in this situation is quite
small. According to the ABS Family
Characteristics Survey 2003, there
were about 22,500 grandparent families with children aged 0-17 years in
Australia.1 This represents around one
per cent of all families with children
aged 0-17 years.

extent to which these should be taken into account
by the Family Court of Australia and the Federal
Magistrates Court are issues of current public policy
concern. For example, a recommendation of the
House of Representatives Standing Committee
on Family and Community Affairs report, Every
Picture tells A Story, is that grandparents be
specifically mentioned in clauses of the Family Law
Act 1975 relating to contact and residence orders.
This issue has been raised as being important by families who have experienced parental separation
(Smyth 2004).
Growing Up in Australia: The Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children (LSAC) provides a new and rich
source of data on the extent to which young children
(infants and 4-5 year olds) have face-to-face contact
with their grandparents, and the factors associated
with such contact. Detailed information was collected from grandparents who provide regular care
for their grandchildren on a range of dimensions of
the relationship between the grandparent and the
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While being raised by grandparents is
quite rare, living in a household in
which grandparents reside is much
more common. Estimates from the LSAC are that
6.7 per cent of infants and 4.4 per cent of 4-5 year
olds were living with a grandparent. Of the infants
living with grandparents, 4.5 per cent were with a
maternal grandparent, and 1.9 per cent with a
paternal grandparent. For a further 0.4 per cent of
children, it could not be determined from the questionnaire response whether it was a paternal or
maternal grandparent. Of the 4-5 year olds, 2.8 per
cent were living with a maternal grandparent, 1.2
per cent with a paternal grandparent, and for 0.4
per cent it could not be determined whether they
were a paternal or maternal grandparent.

Face-to-face contact
The LSAC survey asks the parent who provides the
most care for the child (“Parent 1”) about how often
the child sees their grandparent or grandparents. The
main limitation of the LSAC data for analysing contact between children and their grandparents is that
it does not identify face-to-face contact separately
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with each grandparent so it is not possible, for example, to distinguish between maternal and paternal
grandparents. Information on face-to-face contact
between children and grandparents was gathered
using a self-complete questionnaire for Parent 1. This
questionnaire had a non-completion rate of 15 per
cent and so for this group there is no information on
face-to-face contact with grandparents.
Only a very small proportion of the children had
no grandparent alive (1 per cent of the infants and
1.2 per cent of the 4-5 year olds) (Table 1). The
most striking feature of Table 1 is that there are
very few children who have no face-to-face contact
with at least one grandparent (2.9 per cent of
infants and 2.6 per cent of 4-5 year olds). A substantial majority of grandchildren see their
grandparents at least every month or more frequently (78.9 per cent of infants and 74.9 per cent
of 4-5 year olds). Overall, infants saw their
grandparents slightly more often than 4-5 year olds,
but the differences are very small.
Table 1

Face-to-face contact between children and grandparents
by birth cohort, 2004
Infants
%

4-5
year olds
%

Every day

13.2

12.0

At least every week

48.9

44.8

At least every month

16.8

18.1

A few times a year

11.2

13.8

6.0

7.5

Rarely
No contact

2.9

2.6

Does not have any grandparents

1.0

1.2

4,223

4,138

Number

Notes: Children who lived with their parents and grandparent(s) are included in this
table. There are 2 infants and five 4-5 year olds where grandparents have custody of the
study child. These children are included in this table. Estimates are weighted to
population benchmarks.
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.

Table 2

Face-to-face contact between children and grandparents by
parental relationship status and birth cohort, 2004
Infant
Has parent
No parent
living
living
elsewhere
elsewhere
%
%

Every day

27.6

11.7

4-5 year olds
Has parent
No parent
living
living
elsewhere
elsewhere
%
%
18.6

10.7

At least every week

41.2

49.7

37.9

46.1

At least every month

14.0

17.0

15.8

18.6

A few times a year

5.1

11.8

13.9

13.8

Rarely

5.5

6.1

8.7

7.2

No contact

5.2

2.7

3.6

2.4

No grandparent

1.5

1.0

1.4

1.2

Number

387

3,833

666

3,463

Notes: Children who lived with their parents and grandparent(s) are included in this table.
There are 2 infants and five 4-5 year olds where grandparents have custody of the study
child. These children are included in this table. Estimates are weighted to population
benchmarks. Shared care is included as having a parent living elsewhere.
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.
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Children living primarily with their
mother were much more likely to have
frequent contact with their maternal
grandparents than with their
paternal grandparents.

Child-grandparent contact and parental separation
A much debated question is the impact of
parental relationship breakdown on contact
between children and their grandparents. In
particular, there are concerns about the difficulties that some grandparents have seeing
their grandchildren following relationship
breakdown (Ferguson 2004).
There is only limited Australian data on the
level and pattern of grandchild–grandparent
contact following divorce. To our knowledge
the only data on this issue is that of Weston
(1992). This study based on a survey of 511
divorced parents five to eight years after their
marriage ended was conducted by AIFS. According
to this survey the majority of children had contact
with at least one set of grandparents weekly or
monthly (over 80 per cent).
Although the proportion of children with contact
with grandparents is high following parental separation, analysis by Weston (1992) suggests that
children’s living arrangements influenced the
amount of contact they have with each set of grandparents. Children living primarily with their mother
were much more likely to have frequent contact with
their maternal grandparents than with their paternal
grandparents. Over a third of resident mothers
reported that their children rarely or never had contact with their paternal grandparents, but this was
dependent on whether or not contact between the
non-resident father and his children was occurring.
Furthermore, frequent contact with paternal grandparents was much more likely when the children
were living with the father than the mother (84 per
cent of resident fathers and only 35 per cent of resident mothers reported at least monthly contact
between their children and their paternal grandparents). In other words, paternal grandparent contact
mirrored paternal involvement in the child’s life.
Weston (1992) also asked parents a direct question
about whether the divorce affected relationships
between children and their grandparents. While the
majority of parents did not believe this to be the
case, a substantial minority (about 40 per cent) felt
that the divorce had a damaging effect on the children’s relationship with their grandparents on the
non-resident parent’s side of the family.
In a small scale qualitative study conducted in the
United Kingdom, Douglas and Ferguson (2003)
found that resident mothers were more likely to
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with their grandparent as compared to 2.7 per
cent of those with no parent living elsewhere.
For the 4-5 year old cohort, amongst those with
a parent living elsewhere 3.6 per cent had no
contact as compared to 2.4 per cent of those
with no parent living elsewhere. However, given
the relatively small numbers with no contact,
caution should be used in interpreting the
absence of contact with grandparents.
A possible explanation for the much higher
rates of seeing grandparent(s) every day
amongst children with a parent living elsewhere is that the resident parent (usually the
mother) is more likely to be living with their
parent (the grandparent of the child) than
those without a parent living elsewhere.

describe the maternal grandparent–child relationship as close and involving frequent contact. This
was less likely to be the case for the relationship
between children and their paternal grandparents.
The paternal grandparents in this study tended to
rely on fathers to facilitate contact between them
and their grandchildren.
The LSAC survey contains information on whether
the child has a parent living elsewhere. We use this
information to construct a measure of relationship
breakdown (or the parents never having lived
together). While it is possible for the parents to be
in a married or in a marriage-like relationship and
living separately, this is unusual, particularly for
parents of young children.
Children with a parent living elsewhere were more
likely to see a grandparent daily than children without a parent living elsewhere. Amongst the infant
cohort, 27.6 per cent of those with a parent living
elsewhere see a grandparent every day as compared
to 11.7 per cent of those with no parent living elsewhere (Table 2). Of the 4-5 year old cohort, 18.6 per
cent of this with a parent living elsewhere and 10.7
per cent of those with no parent living elsewhere
saw a grandparent every day. It is interesting that,
for those with a parent living elsewhere, the proportion seeing a grandparent is higher amongst the
younger age group. However, amongst those with no
parent living elsewhere, there is no difference
between the age cohorts in the proportion seeing a
grandparent everyday.
Although children with a parent living elsewhere were
more likely to see a grandparent daily, they were also
slightly more likely to have no face-to-face contact
with any grandparent than children without a parent
living elsewhere. In the infant cohort, 5.2 per cent of
those with a parent living elsewhere had no contact
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Infants with a parent living elsewhere are
much more likely to be living with their
grandparent(s) than are those without a parent living elsewhere (24.0 per cent as
compared to 4.6 per cent) (Table 3). Of the
infants with a parent living elsewhere who see
their grandparent(s) every day, 61.6 per cent
are living with a grandparent. For the 4-5 year
old cohort, 8.3 per cent of children with a
parent living elsewhere are living with a grandparent and that is higher than the 3.5 per cent of
children living with a grandparent who do not have
a parent living elsewhere. The difference is much
smaller for 4-5 year olds than for infants.
This pattern may be explained by two factors. First,
single mothers with an infant may be more likely to
return to live with their parents but this may last for
a relatively short period of time. Second, some
women will have never lived with the father of their
child and may have been living with their parents at
the time they conceived the study child. It is not
possible to distinguish between these explanations
using the LSAC data.

Caring by grandparents
Many children are regularly cared for by their
grandparents. By “care” we mean that the child was
regularly cared for by someone other than the parents (or other primary carer) during the month
prior to the survey. The LSAC data provides information on up to three types of regular care that
children may experience.
Table 3

Proportion of children living with grandparent(s) by
parental relationship status and birth cohort, 2004
Infant

Living with
grandparent(s)
Number

4-5 year olds

Has parent
living
elsewhere
%

No parent
living
elsewhere
%

Has parent
living
elsewhere
%

No parent
living
elsewhere
%

24.0

4.6

8.3

3.5

545

4,552

860

4,109

Notes: Estimates are weighted to population benchmarks. Includes two infants and five
4-5 year olds who are in the custody of their grandparents.
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004
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Table 4

Regular care by grandparents

Proportion of children regularly cared for by
grandparent(s) by birth cohort, 2004
Infants
%

4-5
year olds
%

Cared for by grandparent

18.0

17.3

Cared for grandparent and no other care

13.2

0.6

Cared for grandparent and other care
Number

4.8

16.7

5,105

4,981

Notes: Estimates are weighted to population benchmarks.
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.

Table 5

Hours and day per week by type of care and birth
cohort, 2004
4-5
year olds
%

Infants
%

Average hours per week
Grandparent care

12

11

Child care centre

19

19

Average number of days per week
Grandparent care

2.02

2.11

Child care centre

2.41

2.64

Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.

Figure 1

Hours per week of regular grandparent care by birth cohort
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Days per week of regular grandparent care by birth cohort
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For both age cohorts, grandparent care was on average for a shorter period of time than time spent in
child care centres (Table 5). For infants receiving
grandparent care, the average number of hours per
week was 12, and for 4-5 years olds it was 11 hours
per week. For both cohorts, the average number of
hours spent in child care centres was 19 hours per
week. Grandparent care was correspondingly for
fewer days per week on average than centre-based
child care.

The majority of grandparents caring for children
were not paid for the care they provided, with just
4.9 per cent of grandparents receiving remuneration for caring for an infant, and 8.3 per cent of
grandparents for caring for 4-5 year olds. For the
infants, 60.9 per cent of grandparent care arrangements involved only one adult caring for the child,
while 35.9 per cent involved two, and 3.2 per cent
involved three or more adults supervising. For the
4-5 year olds, 46.2 per cent of grandparent care
arrangements involved only one adult caring for the
child, while 47.1 per cent involved two and 6.7 per
cent involved three or more adults providing care.
Infants were more likely than 4-5 year olds to
receive this care in their own home (43.5 and 31.2
per cent respectively).

Main reason for using child care

10
0
1

2

3

4

Days/week
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.
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A similar proportion of 4-5 year olds received regular care from their grandparents (17.3 per cent).
This is interesting given that 95.6 per cent of 4-5
year olds were attending a school, pre-school,
kindergarten or child care centre. Thus, in contrast
to the infant cohort, in only 0.6 per cent of cases
was grandparent care the only type of non-parental
care received. (Unreported analysis shows that having a parent living elsewhere does not affect the
extent to which children are regularly cared for by
grandparents.)

The distribution of hours per week (Figure 1) and
days per week (Figure 2) of grandparent care are
very similar for infants and 4-5 year olds. Grandparent care arrangements typically involved care
on either 1 or 2 days/week, but occasionally
involved care on up to 7 days/week (Figure 2).

20

Figure 2

While the proportion of children having contact
with their grandparents is high, a smaller proportion of children receive regular care from a
grandparent. Slightly less than one in five infants
(18.0 per cent) received care on a regular basis from
their grandparents (Table 4).2 In 13.2 per cent of
cases the grandparent care was the only form of
non-parental care the child received and in 4.8 per
cent of cases grandparent care was combined with
other forms of care.

Family Matters No.72 Summer 2005

5

6

7

Table 6 shows the main reason parents stated for
their most frequently used child care type (main
care type). There are differences between age
cohorts in the LSAC questionnaire in the question
about the main reason for using child care. For the
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Reasons for using grandparent
care were “Parents’ sport,
shopping, social or community
activities” and to “Give parent
a break or time alone”.

infant cohort, this question is “What is the main
reason that the child is using regular child care
arrangements at present”. For the 4-5 year olds the
question about the main reason for using child care
is about non-parental care other than school, preschool or kindergarten since the majority of
children are in one of these forms of educational
institution.
For both grandparent care and centre-based child
care, the main reason given by parents for using child
care was for the parent’s work or study commitments.
Table 6

Amongst infants being cared for by a grandparent,
69.4 per cent of parents cited work or study commitments as the main reason for using the care. For 4-5
year olds being cared for by grandparents, 73.9 per
cent of parents gave this reason. These reasons were
also cited by two-thirds to three-quarters of parents
who used centre-based care.
The second and third most common reasons for
using grandparent care were “Parents” sport, shopping, social or community activities’ and to “Give
parent a break or time alone” for the parents of the

Main reason for using child care by main child care type
Infant
Grandparent

4-5 year olds
Child care
centre
%
78.6

Grandparent
%
73.9

Child care
centre
%
65.5

Parent’s work or study commitments

%
69.4

Parent’s sport, shopping, social or community activities

12.0

0.9

5.2

2.1

Give parent a break or time alone

10.0

10.1

3.7

9.1

So parent can attend to her/his own, partner’s or relatives’ health needs

0.8

0.6

0.5

0.3

Good for child’s social development

0.5

5.0

1.8

12.6

Good for child’s intellectual or language development

0.0

0.4

0.3

2.0

Respite care for the child

0.0

0.2

0.0

0.4

To mix with other children of the same age

0.0

1.8

1.0

3.9

To establish relationships grandparents

3.6

0.0

10.4

0.3

Other for parent’s benefit

1.2

0.5

0.7

0.4

Other for child’s benefit

0.7

0.3

0.7

1.4

Other unspecified

1.8

1.7

1.7

2.1

Notes: Estimates are weighted to population benchmarks. Includes two infants and five 4-5 year olds who are in the custody of their grandparents.
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004
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infant cohort. The parents of the 4-5 year old cohort
were less likely to say that they use grandparent
care for these reasons. The chance to establish relationships with grandparents was more commonly
cited for 4-5 year olds than infants (10.4 per cent
versus 3.6 per cent).
The child’s social development was less commonly
cited by those predominantly using grandparent
care than those using centre-based child care, particularly for the 4-5 year old cohort.
Parents of the infant cohort were asked to rate their
overall satisfaction with their main child care type.
Overall, parents were satisfied or very satisfied with
their child care arrangements. Parents were substantially more likely to indicate that they “very satisfied”
regarding grandparent care (92.4 per cent) than for
centre-based child care (67.7 per cent).

The nature of relationships between
children and grandparents
The quality of the relationship between children and
their grandparents can have an impact upon the
wellbeing of the grandparent as well as on the developmental outcomes for the child. In this section the
nature of the relationship between children and
grandparents is explored and compared to that
between centre-based carers and the children in their
care. We use centre-based carers as the comparison
group since they are not related to the study child.
The LSAC collects carer-report information on the
relationship between carers (including grandparents providing regular care) and the child from a
series of questions on different aspects of their relationship to the study child. The questions comprise
a short-form of the Pianta Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (Pianta 2001). For the infant cohort,
when care by a grandparent was the main type of
care and the parent of the study child gave consent
for this, the grandparent was asked to fill in a
questionnaire about the care they provided – 211
grandparents agreed to fill in the questionnaire.

Figure 3

Scores on Pianta Student-Teacher relationship scale for
grandparents and centre-based carers
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Grandparents

Centre based carers

4.5
4

Score

3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1
Warmth

Conflict/
Anger

Open
Dependency
Communication

Scale
Source: Wave 1 LSAC, 2004.
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Relationship
quality

The scale items can be categorised into four factors:
warmth, conflict/anger; dependency; and open
communication.3 The average scores for each of the
factors are presented in Figure 3.4 The detailed
results for each item of the Pianta Student-Teacher
Relationship Scale is available from the authors on
request. While both grandparents and centre-based
carers reported relatively high levels of warmth,
open communication and high relationship quality
and relatively low levels of conflict/anger and
dependency, there are some differences between
these two groups.
Overall, grandparents reported having better relationships with the infant than centre-based carers.
Grandparents reported having a warmer relationship with the infant than did centre-based carers
(Figure 3). Grandparents also reported more
open communication and a better overall relationship quality with the infant than the centrebased carers. These differences are statistically
significant
In terms of the conflict/anger and dependency
scales there were no statistically significant differences between grandparents and centre-based
carers. However, the conflict/anger scale includes
the item “Dealing with this child drains my energy”.
Given that everything else being equal, older people
are more likely to report that dealing children
drains their energy, we reconstruct the anger/conflict scale excluding this item. For the modified
scale, grandparents reported significantly lower levels of conflict/anger than the centre-based carers.
The vast majority of grandparents reported having a
good relationship with their grandchildren. While
they were willing to admit to varying degrees of
problems on the conflict/anger, dependency and
open communication items, they very strongly
endorsed the warmth items.
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Endnotes

After divorce, grandparents play
a particularly important role in
caring for infants and assisting in
raising the child.

Conclusion
The analyses of LSAC data, provided above, cast new light on
the nature of grandparenting in
Australia. They illuminate the
patterns of grandparent involvement and the nature of their
relationships with grandchildren. In addition to showing the
extent of contact, they provide
insights into the relationship of
grandparent contact, both to the
age of children and to the structure of their families. Around three-quarters of
children have at least monthly contact with their
grandparents, for children with a parent living elsewhere contact is more likely to be with the
maternal grandparents. Overall, very few children
have no contact, although parental separation substantially alters the pattern of contact.
While a minority (about 1 in 5 infants and 4-5 year
old children) are cared for by a grandparent on a
regular basis, this is still a major contribution by
grandparents to the care of children. Although work
and study are the most common reasons parents
give for the use of formal care as well as grandparent
care, there is evidence of the priority that families
place on the relationship with grandparents, in its
own right, and their recognition of its role in children’s development.
For policy makers the data reported above highlight
the salience of grandparents in the lives of young
children. They provide some valuable insights into
the ways in which family structure, separation and
divorce impact on these relationships. After divorce,
grandparents play a particularly important role in
caring for infants and assisting in raising the child.
Their role tends to reduce in such families as children get older. Future research needs to focus more
directly on the patterns of contact with grandparents
following separation and divorce. While for children
with a parent living elsewhere, the data show greater
contact with the maternal grandparents, more needs
to be known about the patterns of contact with
paternal grandparents and the factors that influence
these. With longitudinal data, we will be able to look
at the influence of grandparent care on children’s
developmental outcomes and for understanding
variation and change in key social relationships for
children, including those with their grandparents.
These will be key elements of the analysis of future
waves of this rich data set.
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1 Families in which grandparent(s) is/are the guardians of children aged 0–17 years.
2 The LSAC estimates can be benchmarked against the ABS’s
2002 Child Care Survey. Although there are differences in
the questions between LSAC and the Child Care Survey the
two surveys are broadly comparable. The main difference is
that the Child Care Survey refers to child care actually used
in the last week, whereas LSAC asks about regular arrangements in the last month. Another difference is that LSAC
explicitly excludes casual babysitting, something which is
included in the ABS Child Care Survey. However, overall the
estimates are similar with the 2002 Child Care Survey estimating that 22.1 per cent of children under one-year and 20.7
per cent of 4-5 year olds were cared for by a grandparent.
3 The items in the warmth factor are: “I share an affectionate,
warm relationship with this child”; “If upset, this child will
seek comfort from me”; “This child is uncomfortable with
physical affection or touch from me”; and “My interactions
with this child make me feel effective and confident”. The
items in the conflict/anger factor are: “ This child and I always
seem to be struggling with each other (i.e. having a hard time
getting along)”; “ This child easily becomes angry at me”;
“ Dealing with this child drains my energy”; “ When this child
is in a bad mood, I know we’re in for a long and difficult day”;
“Despite my best efforts, I’m uncomfortable with how this
child and I get along”; and “ This child whines or cries when
he/ she wants something from me”. The items in the dependency factor are: “This child reacts strongly to separation from
me”; and “This child is overly dependent on me”. The open
communication factor is a single item “It is easy to be in tune
with what child is feeling”.
4 For the full scale a=.68, warmth a=.65, conflict/anger a=.60,
dependency a=.60
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