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Key Terms and Abbreviations  

In this report, we use the following definitions:  
 

¶ Formal (statutory) grandparent carers  are those who are raising 
grandchildren as a result of orders from the Australian Family Court or 
Federal Magistrates court or a state or territory Childrenôs Court, Youth Court 
or Magistrateôs Court.  

 

¶ Informal grandp arent carers  are those who do not have a federal, state or 
territory order in place. Typically, their arrangements have been made through 
private family negotiations. They may or may not be known to state or territory 
child protection authorities.  

 
In this report the terms óformalô and óstatutoryô are used synonymously. The terms 
órelativeô and ókinshipô are also used synonymously.  
 
We the term ógrandparent carerô to describe those who are raising a child (or 
children) with or without a disability. We acknowledge that in some contexts the term 
ócarerô denotes only those who are caring for people with a disability or impairment 
due to frailty or illness.  
 
Glossary  

 
ABS   Australian Bureau of Statistics 
ACT   Australian Capital Territory 
ARC  Australian Research Council 
CALD   Culturally and Linguistically Diverse 
Census Census of Population and Housing 
FaHCSIA Department of Families, Housing, Community Services & Indigenous Affairs 
HREC  Human Research Ethics Committee 
NGO  Non-Government Organisation 
NSW   New South Wales 
QLD   Queensland 
SA   South Australia 
SPRC  Social Policy Research Centre 
SDAC  Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers 
NSW   New South Wales 
NT   Northern Territory 
Tas  Tasmania 
UNSW University of New South Wales 
UK  United Kingdom 
US  United States 
Vic   Victoria 
WA   Western Australia 
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1 Executive Summary  

Grandparents have long played a major role in the lives of their children and 

grandchildren, with some providing extensive emotional, material and practical 

support (Timonen and Arber, 2012; Grandparents Plus, 2010; Herlofson and 

Hagestad, 2012). Since the last quarter of the 20th century in Australia as in many 

other countries, grandparent carersðthe focus of this studyðhave become both 

politically organised and a focus of policy attention. The growing public visibility of 

grandparent carers reflects not only their political mobilisation but also the 

increasing reliance of child protection authorities on kinship care (mainly 

grandparent care). In 2012, almost 41,000 children and young people across 

Australia were the subject of care and protection orders issued by child protection 

authorities (AIHW 2013) and more than half of those placed in home-based care 

are with relatives or kinðmainly grandparentsðrather than with non-related foster 

carers (AIHW 2013, Table A15). Thousands more grandparents are raising their 

grandchildren as a result of private family arrangements that may or may not be 

known to child protection authorities. Still another group of grandparents assume 

responsibility for their grandchildren following orders of the Family Court or Federal 

Magistrates Court. Children are placed with grandparents because their parents are 

unwilling or unable to adequately care for their children. The reasons for placement 

include substantiated abuse or neglect, often associated with domestic violence 

and parental substance misuse and mental illness; and irretrievable breakdown in 

the relationship between children and parents.  

This study of grandparents raising grandchildren draws on multiple sources of data. 

These include a literature review, analysis of ABS statistics including Census 2006, 

a survey of grandparent carers, interviews with Indigenous grandparents, and focus 

groups and interviews with policy makers and service providers. Grandparents from 

every Australian state and territory participated in the research: the 335 

grandparents who participated in the survey were drawn from every state and the 

ACT; the twenty Indigenous grandparents who took part in interviews came from 

New South Wales, South Australia and the Northern Territory. The fifty-five policy 

makers (drawn from Commonwealth, state and territory agencies) and service 

providers who participated in focus groups were from New South Wales, South 

Australia, the ACT and the Northern Territory.  

Identifying and enumerating grandparent carers is methodologically and 

conceptually complex, particularly because of the range of formal and informal 

arrangements that characterise grandparent care. Existing data on the number of 

grandparent carers, their characteristics and circumstances have resulted in 

divergent and fluctuating estimates. An important reason for these differences and 

fluctuations is that the surveys they are based upon are not actually designed to 
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capture grandparentsô responsibility for grandchildren. In producing Census 

estimates of different family types, for example, the Australian Bureau of Statistics 

(ABS) categorises families on the basis of the relationship of each household 

member to the person designated as the óhousehold headô, rather than identifying 

the actual relationships of care and responsibility. Similar limitations with Census 

data have been identified in the UK.  

The analysis presented in this report shows that there were between 8,050 and 

63,520 grandparent families at the 2006 Census. The narrow definition that results 

in 8,050 families refers to families in which there are one or more grandparents and 

one or more grandchildren under 15 years and no other family member is present. 

The broad definition resulting in 63,520 grandparent families includes families that 

have one or more grandparents, one or more grandchildren under 15 years, and 

other family member(s) are present. This very large range points to the inadequacy 

of existing data and statistical collections for policy and planning and the need for 

new conceptualisations of family relationships as well as new statistical and data 

collections.  

The survey of grandparents raising grandchildren reported here is one of the 

largest surveys of its kind conducted in Australia. Drawing on responses from 335 

grandparent carers from almost every state and territory, it provides insight into the 

demographic and social characteristics of grandparent carers and many aspects of 

their experiences. These include: the reasons for children coming into the care of 

grandparents; relationships with the middle generation (parents of the 

grandchildren); access to government income support at the Commonwealth level 

and other forms of financial support at state/territory level; changes in 

grandparentsô employment, housing arrangements and residential location; the 

health of grandparents and grandchildren; and the impacts of raising grandchildren 

on family relationships and social life. Although many grandparents experience 

stress and hardship as a result of their care responsibilities, the survey provided 

powerful evidence of the joy and pride that many grandparents take in caring for 

their grandchildren. Key findings include: 

Income and financial support: The economic circumstances of most 

grandparents in the survey fitted the pattern described in national and 

international research showing that grandparent-headed families are 

financially disadvantaged in comparison with other families raising children. 

This does not prove a causal connection between low-income and raising 

grandchildren; it could simply reflect the fact that grandparents are older and 

less likely to be engaged in waged work. However, many grandparents 

commented on the serious financial impacts of raising their grandchildren 

and the difficulties they experienced managing on a low income.  
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Accessing government financial assistance: The majority of 

grandparents in the survey had been able to access government financial 

assistance. This may reflect the fact that many respondents to the survey 

were recruited through grandparent support groups and thus might be 

expected to have more access to information and support than grandparent 

carers not linked in to support groups. Despite the overall positive picture, 

over one-third (37 per cent) reported difficulties in getting payments from 

Centrelink, from state/territory governments, or both. The process of 

applying for benefits was further complicated by the complexities of family 

relationships and by the informal care status of some grandparents.  

Employment: Many grandparents changed their employment arrangements 

as a result of assuming the care of grandchildren. The most common 

change was for grandparents to reduce their work commitments or to cease 

work altogether. In these circumstances, the reduction in income added to 

household stress. In a few cases, grandparents increased their hours of 

employment or deferred or reversed plans to retire in order to earn sufficient 

income to meet the additional costs of raising grandchildren.  

Housing:  Grandparents frequently made changes to their housing 

arrangements as a result of assuming the care of grandchildren. Changes 

included: moving to a bigger house or building new bedrooms to 

accommodate grandchildren; erecting fences; modifying dwellings to 

accommodate children with disability; and moving suburb to enable children 

to stay at a familiar school or to avoid contact with other family members. 

Significant costs were often associated with these changes to housing 

arrangements.  

Health:  Health presented a significant problem for grandparent-headed 

families, with almost half of all grandparents reporting they had a long-term 

illness or disability. In addition, a high proportion (62 per cent) perceived that 

their health had deteriorated due to raising their grandchildren. Younger 

grandparents tended to be healthier than the middle and older age groups, 

although more than one-quarter of those aged under 55 years had a long-

term illness or disability. 

Health and wellbeing of grandchildren : More than 50 per cent of survey 

respondents reported that at least one of their grandchildren had physical 

problems, and more than 80 per cent had emotional or behavioural 

problems. Often there was clustering, where a grandchild had both physical 

and emotional/behavioural issues, or where multiple grandchildren in the 

family had health problems. Abuse and abandonment by the parents were 

described by the grandparents as the cause of many psychological 

symptoms and physical injuries. 
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Contact with the childrenôs parents: The nature and extent of contact with 

birth parents varied widely among respondents. Most commonly, 

grandchildren had either infrequent or no contact with their birth parents.  

Relationships and social life:  Social isolation and disrupted friendships 

were one of the strongest themes to emerge from the survey. The extent to 

which grandparentsô social life was impacted varied with ageðthe largest 

effects being felt by younger grandparents. 

In addition to conducting a nation-wide survey in which approximately 5% of 

respondents identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, our study included 

twenty in-depth interviews with Indigenous grandparents. Although Indigenous 

children are significantly overrepresented in out-of-home care in Australia, concepts 

such as ógrandparent carersô or ógrandparent headed familiesô do not necessarily 

have cultural relevance for Indigenous communities; grandparents and other 

relatives are, and always have been, integrally involved in raising the coming 

generations. At the 2006 Census, families with at least one Indigenous grandparent 

comprised 15% of one grandparent families, 11% of couple grandparent families 

and 6% of one-parent families with grandchildren present. As with the national 

statistics of grandparent carers, caution needs to be exercised when estimating 

grandparent families in Indigenous communities. 

The Indigenous grandparents interviewed for this study believed that continuity of 

cultural and kinship knowledge was of paramount importance for them and their 

grandchildren. They strongly valued the importance of Indigenous kinship systems 

and the opportunity to instil traditional Indigenous values. Many reported that they 

and their grandchildren took part in cultural and community activities together. 

Although several participants noted the importance of support from their extended 

family in raising their grandchildren, some reported that they had little support from 

family or friends. 

Like the grandparents who took part in the survey, the Indigenous grandparent 

interviewees demonstrated high levels of resilience. They provided stability, love 

and care to their grandchildren, often in the face of considerable challenges. 

However, many noted the lack of support services and commented on perceived 

gaps in the information, support and services they received. Several who were not 

receiving any financial or other supports for which they might have been eligible 

were unaware of available services or sources of information. Others simply 

assumed that they would not qualify for services or respite care.  

Focus groups with a total of fifty-five state/territory and Commonwealth policy 

makers, non-government services providers and community organisations including 

grandparent support groups provided additional valuable insights into the 

characteristics and needs of grandparent carers. There was a high level of 
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consistency in the issues raised in these discussions and no notable disparities in 

the perspectives of the various groups: 

Relationship support : Grandparents need support in a number of areas 

including negotiating family relationships across generations and parenting 

after a break. Some are dealing with profound grief about their familyôs 

disruption and have deep concerns about maintaining relationships with their 

own children while caring for grandchildren. Others are in conflictual, 

sometimes potentially violent, relationships with their adult children and/or 

the (ex) partners of those adult children.  

Parenting programs : Grandparents need information, support and 

programs to assist them to adapt to contemporary parenting practices 

ranging from infant sleeping and feeding routines to educational and 

homework practices. Approaches to education and schooling are likely to be 

very different from those experienced by grandparents when they were 

parents. Contemporary social and friendship norms, especially amongst 

upper primary school age children and teenagers, may be difficult for 

grandparents to navigate. New information and communication technologies 

(especially mobile phones and social media) and issues such as cyber-

bullying pose additional challenges. 

Childrenôs health and education: Many children in the care of 

grandparents have suffered serious abuse, neglect and trauma and require 

specialist interventions. Support in gaining access to these is available to 

some but not all grandparents. Access to allied health services such as 

speech therapy is very difficult in many areas. Problems in accessing such 

services may be compounded if grandparents lack a means of officially 

establishing their authority with health providers.  

Respite and crisis support: The need for respite was identified by policy 

makers and service providers as a pressing issue. The gap in entitlement to 

respite and crisis support between foster and informal kinship carers was 

seen as significant.  

Access to pay ments, services and support: NGO service providers 

identified shame and fear of intervention as barriers to payments and 

services for some grandparents. Another strong theme was the reluctance of 

some grandparents to claim family payments such as Family Tax Benefit or 

Parenting Payment because they feared intimidation or violence from the 

middle generation if the latter cease to receive these payments. Although 

there are no data on how many grandparents are affected by these 

situations, the implications were thought to be significant both for the 
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wellbeing of grandparents and their grandchildren, and for the accuracy of 

Commonwealth payment data on the number of grandparent carers.  

Case management and other individualised services: In keeping with 

broader trends towards individualisation and personalisation in social policy, 

consideration should be given to supportive case management services for 

grandparent families, enabling simpler sharing of information.  

Building on strengths: Service providers emphasised the strengths and 

capabilities of grandparent carers and urged that these be built upon.  

1.1  Issues for policy debate, data collection and research  

This study has brought together the perspectives and insights of grandparents, 

service providers, policy makers and researchers from all parts of the country.1  

Grandparent carers, whether formal or informal, need to be recognised and 

respected and rewarded for the valuable and often demanding work they perform.  

1.1.1  Payments, Services and Support  

¶ The issue of greatest significance to grandparent carers in our study was 

access to payments, services and supports. These complex matters are not 

amenable to simple solutions. For example, some grandparents experience 

shame about their family situation, and this can be a barrier to approaching 

government agencies. Fear of intervention by child protection authorities and 

concern to maintain family privacy deter some grandparents from seeking 

support and assistance.  

¶ There is a widely held perception (shared by many grandparents, service 

providers and policy makers) that significant numbers of grandparent carers 

do not claim, and are not supported to claim, payments and benefits to 

which they are entitled. Future research might examine access to 

Commonwealth government payments through Centrelink.  

¶ Changes to, and simplification of, the application processes for a range of 

family-related payments are required.  

¶ Application processes need to be structured in such a way that intra-family 

conflict is minimised or avoided and the special role of grandparents and 

other kin carers is recognised. 

                                                

1 Regrettably, due to resource constraints, children in grandparent care were not included 

in this study, although their participation had been part of the original research design. 
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¶ Services and supports need to be made more accessible through 

widespread availability of appropriate information, ensuring better knowledge 

and access to state/territory and Commonwealth sources of payment and 

support. 

¶ The relative treatment of grandparents and foster carers was raised on 

numerous occasions during this study. Many grandparents perceive there 

are differences in the nature and level of support provided to foster and 

kinship carers, and this is often a source of deep resentment. Different 

practices are in force in different states and territories across Australia 

(McHugh and valentine 2011), but different practices are only part of the 

story.  

¶ Developing structures, mechanisms, communication strategies and 

information services that maximise the opportunities for grandparents to 

receive the benefits, supports and financial assistance to which they are 

entitled.  

¶ Reviewing policies that unduly or arbitrarily restrict access to benefits and 

services (e.g. distinctions between formal and informal grandparent carers).  

¶ Ensuring that staff in government agencies are trained to recognise and 

understand the role of grandparent carers and to be aware of the sensitive 

intra-family issues that may surround grandparent care. 

¶ Ensuring that education providers at all levels (preschool and child care, 

primary schools, secondary schools and further education) and government 

agencies are fully informed about the different circumstances of 

grandparents and grandchildren and the ways in which resource 

disadvantages and additional responsibilities may impact on childrenôs 

health and wellbeing, and on educational progression and attainment.  

¶ Resourcing grandparent support groups and community organisations to 

provide support, information, knowledge-sharing, and referrals to services. 

¶ Establishing systemic ways in which grandparent carers and grandparent 

groups can liaise and consult with government agencies at state/territory and 

Commonwealth levels. 

¶ Health and education providers need to recognise the consequences of low 

material resources and traumatic and disrupted family histories on the 

physical and mental health of grandparents and mental health and 

educational performance of grandchildren.  
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1.1.2  Access to Information  

¶ Access to consistent, accurate and clear information from government 

agencies and non-government organisations is essential for grandparent 

caregivers. 

¶ Governments need to provide consistent, clear and accurate information, 

acknowledging and respecting the diverse circumstances and needs of 

grandparents. 

¶ Funding for information brokers needs to be considered to provide 

appropriate knowledge and support required for negotiations with 

government agencies.  

¶ Information should be available in a range of languages and formats and be 

provided at crucial points in the lives of grandparents and their 

grandchildren. 

¶ Written information may not be adequate for all situations or target groups. 

Information needs to be available at places where grandparents are likely to 

access it (not only on the internet). 

¶ At times of major stress (e.g. when children first come into the care of 

grandparents) information may need to be complemented by personal 

support. 

¶ Information specific to the needs of grandparent carers is needed when 

children are experiencing important transitions, such as moving from 

preschool to primary school or from primary to secondary school or from 

secondary school to the labour market or further education. Grandparents 

need information on schools and starting work, and the possible impact on 

their grandchildren of moving to live with their grandparents. 

¶ Adequately resource community organisations to provide support, 

information, knowledge-sharing and referrals to services. 

1.1.3  Data Collection  

¶ Reliable and up-to-date data provide the foundation for sound policy and 

practice. New approaches to gathering data on the number of grandparents 

are needed. In the absence of such data, neither governments nor non-

government organisations can develop appropriate policies or plan and 

deliver the necessary services.  

¶ New conceptualisations of family and household types are needed in order 

to recognise the complexity of contemporary family relationships.  
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¶ Additional Census questions eliciting information about grandparent care 

responsibilities and/or dedicated surveys identifying grandparent carers are 

possible directions for reform. 

1.1.4  Research  

¶ Understanding the experiences, circumstances, perceptions and needs of 

children and young people in grandparent care is of the utmost priority. 

Research into these issues needs to consider the perspectives of children 

and young people in relation to both their grandparents, their families of 

origin (including parents and siblings) as well as their experiences at school, 

in their friendship groups and in the local neighbourhood.  

¶ Given the challenging economic circumstances of many grandparent carers, 

research is required to explore the depletion of grandparentsô savings and 

superannuation payments by the costs of raising grandchildren. 

¶ In regard to future planning, issues for grandparents include what will 

happen to their grandchildren if grandparents become ill or develop a 

disability and what will happen when they die. Analysis is required on how 

grandparents plan for the future and what services and supports are 

available to assist with such planning.  
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2 Introduction  

This report outlines the key findings of Grandparents as Primary Carers of their 

Grandchildren (LP0776662) a three-year study funded by the Australian Research 

Council (ARC). Ethics approval was provided by the University of NSW Human 

Research Ethics Committee (HREC 07312).  

The Chief Investigators on the project were: 

¶ Professor Bettina Cass 

¶ Professor Deb Brennan 

¶ Associate Professor Sue Green 

The Partner Investigators were: 

¶ Anne Hampshire (Mission Australia) 

¶ Kathryn di Nicola (Mission Australia) 

¶ Dr. Bronwen Dalton (Mission Australia) 

The following SPRC researchers made substantial contributions to the study: 

¶ Dr Trish Hill 

¶ Dr Christiane Purcal 

¶ Dr kylie valentine 

¶ Dr Marilyn McHugh 

¶ Dr Megan Blaxland 

¶ Saul Flaxman 

¶ Bridget Jenkins 

2.1  Background to the study and research objectives  

In 2005, Dr. Marie Leech and Anne Hampshire (both then employed at Mission 

Australia) approached Professors Bettina Cass and Deb Brennan to discuss the 

possibility of a joint research project on grandparents raising grandchildren. Mission 

Australiaôs field staff were increasingly aware of the practice implications of this 

issue and policy makers were aware that more grandparents were assuming 

primary responsibility for their grandchildren (Backhouse, 2003; Parliament of 

Tasmania, 2003; Fitzpatrick and Reeve, 2003; COTA, 2003; Ellison et al, 2004; 

ABS, 2005), but there was little research to shed light either on the prevalence of 

the trend or on the legal, financial and health circumstances of the grandparents.  
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The research project that emerged from these early discussions aimed to:  

1. Contribute to the literature on ósocial careô which is largely silent on 

grandparent care of grandchildren, exploring how this form of care is located 

at the intersections of state/family, public/private and formal/informal care 

provision.  

2. Develop a deep understanding of the characteristics and processes of three 

modes of grandparent care relationships (a) formal care arrangements 

established as an out-of-home care placement by a state/territory child 

protection jurisdiction (b) a formal parenting order established under 

Commonwealth family law (c) informal care arrangements between 

grandparents and grandchildren. 

3. Identify and analyse the associations between formal and informal 

grandparent care and socio-demographic variables: family composition and 

family history; the pathways into and out of informal and formal grandparent 

care and the duration of care; ages, labour force status, income level, and 

principal income sources for grandparents and parents; housing status and 

location of the grandparentôs family residence and geographic distance from 

the parental residence; cultural and linguistic background of grandparent-

headed families (i.e. CALD status); health and disability status of 

grandparents, parents and children; availability and strength of informal 

social networks supporting grandparent care; access to and usage of family 

and childrenôs services; eligibility for receipt of the range of family payments 

and care allowances at Commonwealth and State/Territory levels. 

4. Identify and analyse informal and formal grandparental care circumstances 

in Indigenous grandparent-headed families. 

5. Identify policy and practice implications of the research findings in 

collaboration with government and non-government policymakers and 

service providers at State and Commonwealth levels.  

Originally, we aimed to explore the circumstances and experiences of children in 

grandparent care and to develop a comprehensive audit of Commonwealth and 

state/territory policies impacting on the circumstances and wellbeing of 

grandparents and on the wellbeing of their grandchildren. However, as the grant 

received from the ARC was less than requested, we were unable to proceed with 

these elements of the project. 
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2.2  Research design and structure of the report  

The project comprised five strands of research, as reflected in this report. 

Strand 1: Literature review. In this phase of the project, national and international 

literature on grandparent care was analysed to identify the socio-demographic 

circumstances and policy settings relevant to grandparent care, the diverse 

experiences of grandparent carers, the associations between taking on their caring 

responsibilities and their employment, income, housing, relationships in their social 

and family networks, and their physical and mental health.  

Strand 2: Analysis of statistical data . Understanding the incidence of 

grandparent care and the characteristics of households and families in which it 

takes place is essential for sound policy making in this field. Detailed analysis of 

ABS population and sample surveys was conducted in order to provide more robust 

assessments of the incidence and characteristics of grandparents raising 

grandchildren. In this draft report, preliminary findings based on analysis of Census 

2006 are provided. 

Strand 3: Focus groups . Early in the project, focus groups and semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with 55 policy makers, NGO service providers and 

community organisations, including grandparent groups. The aim of the focus 

groups was to gain an understanding of the policy and practice issues which 

service providers and policy makers saw as significant for grandparents, 

grandchildren, and parents. Interviews and focus group were held in Canberra and 

in metropolitan and rural areas of New South Wales, South Australia and the 

Northern Territory. The findings of the focus groups were used to inform the 

methodologies used and topics covered in the national survey and the semi-

structured interviews with grandparents. 

Strand 4: National survey of grandparent s raising grandchildren . A survey of 

335 grandparents raising their grandchildren formed a central element of this 

project. With respondents drawn from all States and Territories except the Northern 

Territory, this is the largest Australia-wide survey of grandparents raising their 

grandchildren, to date. The analysis presented in this section draws not only on 

quantitative information but on extensive comments generously provided by many 

grandparents. Together, the quantitative and qualitative findings provide 

comprehensive insights into grandparentsô experiences in raising grandchildren.  

Strand 5: Interviews with Indigenous grandparents . One-third of all children in 

grandparent care are Indigenous children. For this reason, as well as seeking to 

include Indigenous grandparents in the survey, in-depth interviews were conducted 

with 20 Indigenous grandparents in six locations in NSW, South Australia and the 

Northern Territory. The data derived from interviews with grandparents living in the 

Northern Territory is particularly important as very little published research has 



 

 

Social Policy Research Centre                                                                                                                          13 

 

been conducted with grandparents raising their grandchildren in this jurisdiction and 

no-one from the Northern Territory participated in our survey.  

Indigenous researchers and community workers were consulted when planning the 

interviews to ensure that the methods and interview questions were sensitive to the 

kinship and cultural practices and other circumstances of Indigenous participants. A 

semi-structured format was used to allow interviewers to follow the flow of 

conversations, while ensuring that all relevant topics were discussed. 
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3 We are the jewels of society, not the old stones: The 
circumstances of grandparent kinship carers in 
Australia  

Bridget Jenkins  

 

3.1  Introduction  

In Australia and internationally grandparents play a very important role as 

relative/kinship carers for children who for a variety of reasons are not able to live 

with their birth parents. Grandparent carers are a sub-category of relative/kinship 

carers who are defined by the Australian Institute for Health and Welfare (AIHW, 

2012: 131) as persons with responsibility for the care of children who are ófamily 

members other than parents, or a person well known to the child and/or family 

(based on a pre-existing relationship)ô. Kinship care is a growing trend in Australia. 

Looking only at formally recognised out-of-home care placements, in Australia in 

2001, about 38 per cent (n=6,940) of Australian children in out-of-home care were 

placed with relatives or kin, while by 2011 this had risen to more than half, 55 per 

cent (n=10,407) of all out-of-home care placements (AIHW, 2012: 40). Much of this 

growth in kinship care represents an increase in the prevalence of grandparent-

headed families (McHugh, 2004; Nandy and Selwyn, 2011; Smyth and Eardley, 

2008; Worrall, 2009a). However, these figures are based on kinship care (and 

within that category grandparent care) relationships, which are formally recognised 

by a variety of statutory processes at Commonwealth and state/territory levels. 

There is an additional number of kinship care (including grandparent care) 

arrangements which are informal, i.e. based on inter-family or inter-kin 

arrangements, which to varying degrees do not enter the formal or statutory out-

home-care systems in the state and territory child protection systems. 

To begin with some definitions which are relevant to this study of grandparent 

carers:  

Statutory or formal carers are carers who are raising children as a result of either 

care and protection orders from the Childrenôs Court, Youth Court or Magistrateôs 

Court (depending on the State or Territory the child or young person resides in). 

Statutory or formal carers may include relative or kinship carers (usually but not 

always grandparents) or óstrangerô foster carers.  

Informal carers are usually but not always relative carers, and most relative carers 

are grandparents. óInformal carersô refers to those carers who do not have a state 

or territory childrenôs court order in place. These arrangements may or may not be 

known to state or territory child welfare agencies.  
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Other kinship carers (the majority of whom are grandparents) may have a parenting 

order or consent order from the Family Court of Australia or Federal Magistrates 

Court (definitions drawn from McHugh and valentine, 2011: 1). 

There is a growing literature on policy analysis in Australia on out-of-home care and 

kinship care, including grandparent care (Cashmore and Ainsworth, 2004; Mason 

et al., 2002; McHugh, 2009; Yardley, Mason and Watson, 2009; McHugh and 

valentine, 2011), as well as much international research (e.g. Cuddeback, 2004; 

Wellard, 2010; Worrall, 2009; Kelley et al., 2000In addition, there is some local 

research enabling the voices of grandparent caregivers to be heard. Much of this 

research is based on relatively small-scale studies (e.g. Backhouse, 2006; Baldock, 

2007; COTA, 2010; Orb and Davey, 2005; Spence, 2004), and there are large-

scale studies, notably the Council on the Ageing research into grandparent kinship 

carers (COTA, 2003) and the work of Yardley, Mason and Watson (2009) on 

kinship and foster carers in NSW.  

This section of the report summarises the main findings of this literature, using 

themes and issues identified in the research on grandparent kinship care. The 

literature review drew upon academic databases such as Social Abstracts, with the 

aim of identifying relevant journal articles and research reports on grandparent 

kinship care. Most of research informing this review was Australian, but where 

there are gaps in the literature we have drawn on the findings from international 

studies, and particularly those conducted in the United States, the United Kingdom 

and New Zealand. This literature review is limited to English-language publications 

only.  

3.2  Legal status  

As noted above, kinship care is the fastest growing form of out-of-home care in all 

Australian jurisdictions (AIHW, 2012: 40). The increasing formalisation of kinship 

care as the ófirst choiceô for children within the out-of-home care system (Mason et 

al., 2002; Yardley et al., 2009) is indicative partly of increasing sensitivity to 

maintaining childrenôs familial, ethnic and cultural ties (Ainsworth and Maluccio, 

1998; Mason et al., 2002; Paxman, 2007). However, the increasing difficulty in 

recruiting and retaining foster carers cannot be ignored as a motivation for the 

increase in kinship care placements in Australia (McHugh, 2004), compounded by 

rising numbers of children entering the out-of-home care system over the last 

twenty years (Bath, 1997; Bromfield and Osborn, 2007; Horner et al., 2007; 

Paxman, 2007).  

There are three major ways in which grandchildren may come to be in the care of 

their grandparents. The first is through state and territory child protection services 

making a statutory out-home care kinship care placement.  
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The second route is via Parenting Orders, which can be made by the Family Court 

of Australia or the Federal Magistrates Court. Backhouse (2008) has identified 

three reasons why Parenting Orders might be a ólast resortô for grandparent kinship 

carers. Firstly, taking out a Parenting Order may lead to significant family conflictð

it is, after all, the initiation of legal proceedings against oneôs own child. Secondly, 

there are high costs involved in initiating such legal proceedings, particularly as 

research has shown that grandparents tend to have trouble meeting the income 

and assets eligibility criteria for legal aid (COTA, 2003). The third reason is that the 

outcome of legal proceedings is rarely guaranteed (Backhouse, 2008).  

The third route by which grandparents come to exercise parental responsibility for a 

grandchild is informally; that is, as a result of familial discussion and decision 

making. Children may be placed with grandparents by parents, or grandparents 

may feel the need to step in and take parental responsibility in situations where 

they believe the child is being abused, neglected or mistreated. It has been 

estimated that the ratio of informal to formal kinship carers in Australia is roughly 

about three to one (Smyth and Eardley, 2008). 

The distinction between statutory and non-statutory status is important in mediating 

grandparentsô differential access to supports, services, payments and benefits. 

Grandparents who have assumed responsibility for children on a formal basis are 

more likely to be able to access appropriate supports and services to assist them in 

their caregiving responsibilities, whilst informal kinship carers are generally less 

likely to be able to access such supports and services (McHugh and valentine, 

2011). Where grandparents fall on the statutory/non-statutory divide, therefore, may 

affect the resources for the day-to-day functioning of the family.  

3.3  Characteristics of grandparent headed f amilies  

3.3.1  Gender  

Paralleling many other forms of care, grandparent kinship care is highly gendered. 

A 2000 Victorian audit of 537 kinship carers, for example, found that the majority of 

carers were women, and many were single carers (Department of Human Services 

Victoria, 2000). More recently, Yardley, Mason and Watson (2009), in their study of 

out-of-home care in NSW, reported that both foster carers and kinship carersð

most of whom were grandparentsðwere more likely to be female. These findings 

are consistent with the international literature, which has found that most kinship 

care is undertaken by women, whether partnered or single. For example, in a study 

of 102 grandparent kinship carers in the United States, some 95 per cent of 

respondents were women (Kelley et al., 2000). A more recent study of 32 

grandparents aged over 65 in the UK found that 74 per cent were women (Wellard, 

2010).  
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3.3.2  Age  

Grandparents raising their grandchildren span a large age-range; some are aged in 

their 30s, others in their 80s and even 90s. For example, Kelley and colleaguesô 

study of 102 grandparent and great-grandparent kinship carers in the United States 

found an age range of 40 years, with respondents ranging from 38 through to 78 

(2000: 317; see also Yardley, Mason and Watson, 2009).  

Despite this, the research shows that the majority of grandparents raising their 

grandchildren tend to be aged in their 50s and 60s. The ABS (2005) Family 

Characteristics Survey reported that in 2003, in 61 per cent of grandparent headed 

families, the youngest grandparent was aged 55 or over, though in 39 per cent of 

these families the youngest grandparent was aged 35ï54 years. A 2000 Victorian 

audit of kinship carers found that half were aged 50 or more (Department of Human 

Services Victoria, 2000), while the Council on the Ageing (2003), in their study of 

499 grandparent kinship carers, found that 68 per cent of grandparents were aged 

55 or over.  

3.3.3  Education  

Some studies indicate that grandparents, when compared to foster carers, are less 

likely to have completed higher levels of education. Yardley, Mason and Ainsworth 

(2009), for example, in their sample of kinship carers and foster carers in NSW, 

found that while 59 per cent of foster carers reported having post-secondary 

qualifications, only 17 per cent of kinship carers, many of whom were grandparents, 

reported the same. Indeed, for those who had not completed year nine, the 

differences were even more pronounced: 42 per cent of kinship carers, compared 

to only 8 per cent of foster carers. Overall, the study by Yardley, Mason and 

Watson (2009) of both kinship carers and foster carers found that kinship carers 

were older than the foster carers, more likely to have lower incomes, and less likely 

than foster carers to be employed. These results are similar to those reported in the 

UK (Farmer and Moyers, 2008) and in many US studies, which have found that 

kinship carers are older, have completed less education, and have lower levels of 

income than non-kinship carers (Kelley et al. 2000). 

3.3.4  Location  

In 2003 the Australian Bureau of Statistics found that grandparent headed families 

were more prevalent in regional areas, compared with urban areas. Forty-eight per 

cent of grandparent families lived in major cities, compared with 65 per cent of 

other family types; and for regional areas the proportion was 45 per cent compared 

with 33 per cent for other family types (ABS, 2005). Similarly Yardley and 

colleagues (2009) found that 34 per cent of their kinship carer sample - the majority 
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of whom were grandparents - lived in major cities; 61 per cent lived in regional 

areas2; and 6 per cent in rural or remote locations.  

3.4  Housing  

3.4.1  Housing a rrangements  

Housing arrangements are a key element in kinship care, as issues like housing 

costs, including private rental or mortgage payments, and number of bedrooms can 

greatly affect the resources available for grandparent-headed families, in particular 

those where the grandparent/s are not in the labour force and reliant on 

government income support. The study by Yardley and colleagues (2009) of 

kinship carers and foster carers in NSW found that kinship carers were more likely 

than foster carers to own their own homeð39 per cent (n=28) compared with 23 

per cent (n=11) of foster carers, of whom 53 per cent (n=26), were paying off a 

mortgage. The higher rates of outright home ownership by kin carers (the majority 

of whom were grandparents) is related to their older age, since rates of home 

ownership tend to increase with age in Australia (Kendig and Bridge, 2007). 

Nevertheless, a significant minority of kinship carers, 42 per cent (n=30) lived in 

rental accommodation.  

Despite findings that kinship carers were more likely to be caring for older children, 

and for significantly longer periods, kinship carers also lived in homes with fewer 

bedrooms on average than those of foster carers (Yardley, Mason and Watson, 

2009: 33). Overcrowding has been reported in other studies also as a serious issue 

which affects the circumstances of grandparent-headed families and thus warrants 

further policy attention (COTA, 2003; Worrall, 2005). 

3.4.2  Household c omposition  

The rate of living without a partner (being single) is higher for grandparent carers 

than for adults in other household types. For instance, in 2003 the Australian 

Bureau of Statistics found that almost half (47 per cent) of grandparent families 

consisted of lone grandparents, predominantly grandmothers (ABS, 2005). Yardley 

and colleagues (2009) found that around 36 per cent of the kinship carers in their 

sample were single, and 59 per cent married or partnered. In contrast, 25 per cent 

of the foster carers included in their study were single, and some 74 per cent were 

married or partnered. 

These findings are consistent with other surveys of grandparent carers. Kelley and 

colleaguesô study of 102 U.S. grandparent families found that 82 per cent were not 

                                                

2  Regional includes: regional centres, small rural/regional towns, and large and small 

coastal towns 
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living with a partnerðthat is, they were ówidowedô, ósingle, never marriedô or 

óseparated/divorcedôðat the time of the interview (2000: 317). Worrallôs (2009) 

large-scale survey of grandparent caregivers in New Zealand also makes this 

finding. Worrall found that 37 per cent of the sample (n=73) grandparents were 

single, due to divorce (22 per cent), death of a partner (10 per cent) or separation 

(5 per cent).  

Intergenerational co-residence is important for some grandparent carers. The ABS 

reported that in 2002-03, 33 per cent of lone grandparents shared their home with 

another adult who was usually related to the grandchild, as did one-quarter of 

couple grandparent families (ABS, 2005). Though three-generation households 

may exist where grandparents, parents and grandchildren co-reside, these families 

can be quite fluid: family members can move in and out of households, and 

parental responsibility can be shared between two or more family members. In 

addition, though parents may be present, grandparents may still effectively exercise 

full or partial parental responsibility and care for the grandchild or grandchildren 

(Hull, 1992; Smith, 2000).  

Grandparent households may contain a number of co-residing family members. 

Yardley, Mason and Watson (2009: 91) note that beyond partners, grandparents 

could also reside with their sons (12 per cent, n=7) or daughters (3 per cent, n=2), 

their sisters (5 per cent, n=3) and, in a small minority of cases, their own mothers (3 

per cent, n=2).  

3.4.3  Changes to h ousing  

A number of studies show that grandparent carers often have to bear the financial 

cost of establishing a suitable and stable care environment for the child. This can 

mean anything from furnishing a bedroom or buying the child suitable provisions, to 

renovating a room, or even having to move house (McHugh, 2009; Parliament of 

Tasmania, 2003; Yardley, Mason and Watson, 2009). As Yardley and colleagues, 

in their study of kinship carers, note: 

Some carers reported needing to move out of homes they owned because 

they were too small and upsize into rental accommodation. Some carers 

who were already renting reported having to move to cheaper rental areas 

away from social networks in order to afford houses with more bedrooms 

(Yardley, Mason and Watson, 2009: 42).  

Changes to housing may involve considerable lifestyle changes, and are therefore 

likely to entail not only substantial financial costs, but social costs for grandparents 

and grandchildren alike.  
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3.5  Grandchildren and their p arents  

3.5.1  Grandchildren  

The Australian Bureau of Statistics reported that in 2003 15 per cent of 

grandchildren in grandparent-headed families were aged 0-4 years, 37 per cent 5-

11 years, 36 per cent 12-14 years, and 12 per cent were aged 15-17 years. 

Compared to children in other family units, children in kinship care are more likely 

to be older (ABS, 2005; for an international comparison see also Nandy and 

Selwyn, 2011).  

The ABS has also reported that grandparent families tend to have fewer children in 

their care than other family types in Australia. In 2003, 89 per cent of grandparent 

headed families had one or two children in care, and 11 per cent three or more. 

This compares with 81 per cent and 19 per cent respectively in other families with 

children in Australia (ABS, 2005). Whilst on average grandparents may be taking 

care of fewer children, it should be noted that some grandparents can be caring for 

large numbers of grandchildren. Australian research has found grandparents caring 

for up to six grandchildren at one time (COTA, 2003).  

3.5.2  Reasons for c are  

There are no national data pertaining to the official reasons why children are placed 

in relative care, as distinguished from other forms of non-parental care. The official 

child protection statistics differentiate between physical abuse, sexual abuse, 

emotional abuse and/or neglect of children with respect to substantiated reports of 

abuse or neglect which might lead to child protection placements. Nationally, the 

most common type of substantiated abuse is emotional (36 per cent) followed by 

neglect (29 per cent) while the proportion of substantiations that relate to sexual 

abuse is much smaller (14 per cent) nationally and in most jurisdictions (AIHW, 

2012: 8). The Australian literature shows that grandparents may be motivated or 

required to provide kinship care for a variety of reasons, including substance abuse 

by parents, risk of child abuse or neglect, death of the parent(s), parental 

incarceration, parentsô mental health problems, and disability of grandchildren 

(Backhouse, 2006; Families Australia, 2007; Kelley et al., 2000; Libesman, 2004; 

Spence, 2004). Whilst these and other issues may all be contributing factors, much 

of the local and international literature indicates that parental substance abuse 

underlies much of the growth in kinship care in recent years (Baldock, 2007; 

Families Australia, 2007; Pruchno, 1999; Wellard, 2011; Worrall, 2009; Selwyn et 

al., 2013).  

Thus, while there are many reasons why grandparents might assume parental 

responsibility for a grandchild, the literature shows that these are often related to 

issues connected with the parentsô capacity to provide suitable and adequate care 

for their children (Pruchno, 1999), highlighting the importance of intergenerational 
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relationships in understanding and analysing patterns of grandparent care. 

Additionally, many grandparents, acting under a strongly held view that the family 

provides the best quality care, cite keeping the children out of the foster care 

system as a major motivation (COTA, 2003; Elarde and Tilbury, 2007; Orb and 

Davey, 2005; Spence, 2004). It is also important to keep in mind that there may be 

significant overlap between the various issues affecting parentsô capacity to care for 

their children, and thus grandparentsô motivation for kinship care may not be solely 

attributable to one particular issue or source. 

3.5.3  Contact arrangements with p arents  

The contact which children in grandparent families have with their birth parents 

varies considerably. The ABS 2003 study of grandparent headed families found 

that nearly three-quarters (74 per cent) of children living with a grandparent had 

face-to-face contact with a parent at least once a year. Of these children, over one-

third (37 per cent) had face-to-face contact with a parent at least fortnightly, one-

quarter monthly or quarterly, and some 12 per cent of children saw at least one of 

their parents every six months to once a year. However, a substantial proportion of 

children living with their grandparents, 26 per cent of children, did not have any 

contact with either birth parent in a typical year (ABS, 2005). 

The variability in contact arrangements has also been reported in relatively small-

scale studies. For example, Dolbin-MacNab and Keiley (2009) surveyed 41 North 

American grandchildren living with their grandparents regarding their family 

relationships. Contact with biological parents was found to vary considerably:  

In total, 24 grandchildren described ongoing relationships with one or both of their 

parents. Contact with parents was highly variable and consisted of complex 

combinations of visits, telephone calls, prison visits, and overnights. Some 

grandchildren had regular daily or weekly contact, whereas others had regular 

monthly or annual contact. Still others had parental contact that was unpredictable 

or erratic. (Dolbin-MacNab and Keiley, 2009: 169; see also Selwyn et al., 2013; 

Kiraly, Humphreys and Hoadley, 2012) 

3.6  Income, employment and  financial s tress  

3.6.1  Household i ncome  

Compared to other family types in Australia, grandparent-headed families are 

significantly more likely to experience financial disadvantage. Brandonôs 2004 

analysis of the HILDA survey for families headed by grandparents shows that the 

average yearly income was $20,752 (or $399 per week). By comparison, the 

average annual income of married couples with children was three times that of 

grandparent-headed families, at $61,833 ($1189 per week) (Brandon, 2004). This 
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is indicative of relative financial disadvantage for a significant proportion of 

grandparent-headed families in Australia.  

Yardley and colleaguesô (2009) study showed similar results, with kinship carers 

reporting significantly lower average incomes than foster carers. For instance, while 

35 per cent of kinship carers reported incomes of under $500 a week, 18 per cent 

of foster carers did so. Some 39 per cent of kinship carers reported incomes of 

$500 to $999, compared to 27 per cent of foster carers. In the highest surveyed 

income bracket, a gross weekly household income of $1000 or more, foster carers 

significantly outstripped kinship carers: 53 per cent of foster carers were in this 

category, compared with 17 per cent of kinship carers (Yardley, Mason and 

Watson, 2009: 33). These findings are consistent with the wide body of kinship care 

literature, which indicates that grandparent carers are relatively disadvantaged with 

respect to their financial circumstances (Dunne and Kettler, 2006; Higgins, 

Bromfield and Richardson, 2005). 

3.6.2  Income s ources  

Part of grandparents' economic disadvantage stems from the fact that they are 

significantly less likely to be employed than either foster carers or the general 

population of parents with children. The Australian Bureau of Statistics data for 

2003 show that a grandparent was employed in a little over one-third of 

grandparent-headed families. As a result, almost two-thirds of grandparent carers 

were identified as being in receipt of a government benefit, pension or allowance as 

their main source of income. In contrast, in the general population only 19 per cent 

of families were reliant on these sources for their primary source of income (ABS, 

2005). 

Grandparents may utilise a number of sources of income. Selling assets, notably 

the family home, is a common finding in the kinship care literature (Wellard, 2010). 

Another common finding is grandparents drawing from retirement savings and 

investments to pay for the grandchildren care needs. For example, McHughôs focus 

groups with 36 kinship carersð32 of whom were grandparentsðfound that 

retirement income was the main source of household income for half of the 

participants (McHugh, 2009).  

3.6.3  Financial s tress  

In 2003 the Council on the Ageing (COTA) report on the situation of 499 

grandparent carers in Australia showed that many grandparents lived in a 

precarious financial position, and provided insights into the experiences of 

grandparents who care for grandchildren in circumstances of financial difficulty: 

Grandparents worry about the high cost of educationðfees, uniforms, and 

books. They often find that their grandchildren are not eligible for State 
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education allowances or óschool cardsô because a means test is applied to 

the grandparentsô income and/or assets (2003: 30).  

Similarly, Orb and Davey, in their interviews with 17 kinship care grandparents in 

Australia described some of the activities involved in living on a óshoe string 

budgetô: 

Grandparents reported that one of the major financial struggles was when 

things needed repair or they needed to change their car. A few of them 

indicated that they looked for opportunities in second-hand shops and cheap 

food shops...often, grandparents reported that they were ówith the hand in 

the pocketô all the time and could not afford simple pleasures such as going 

out for a cheap meal in a restaurant on the odd occasion. (Orb and Davey, 

2005: 165).  

A significant, consistently identified source of financial stress for grandparents is 

the legal costs involved in seeking custody of grandchildren. The COTA (2003) 

report found that legal costs were one of the most difficult issues for grandparents, 

especially as parents of grandchildren were often able to qualify for legal aid while 

grandparentsðexcluded by assets accumulated across the life course, particularly 

home ownershipðwere not.  

Another common source of financial stress is the unexpected costs involved with 

establishing appropriate living environments for children. Bedding, furniture and 

clothing for grandchildren may need to be purchased quickly, especially if children 

arrive in unexpected or crises situations, such as in the middle of the night, and this 

can cause financial stress for grandparents (COTA, 2003; McHugh, 2009; 

Parliament of Tasmania, 2003; Worrall, 2009).  

3.6.4  Employment  

Generally, employment of any type is less likely for kinship carers than foster carers 

in Australia (McHugh and valentine, 2011). For example, comparing the 

employment status of foster carers and kinship carers in NSW, Yardley and 

colleagues found that grandparents were less likely to be working full time than 

foster carers (11 per cent compared with 18 per cent), and considerably less likely 

to be in casual or part-time employment (13 per cent compared with 29 per cent). 

Dunne and Kettlerôs (2007) comparison of 52 grandparents raising their 

grandchildren with 45 non-caregiving grandparents found that only 13  per cent of 

the grandparents caring for their grandchildren were in fulltime employment 

compared to 30  per cent of their non-caregiving peers. Beyond loss of wages, the 

financial circumstances of families may deteriorate further due to loss of 

superannuation and workplace entitlements, such as sick leave or long service 

leave. 
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3.6.5  Changes to  employment  

Caring for grandchildren can be a labour-intensive task. Although some 

grandparents may already be retired or in part-time work when their grandchildren 

arrive, the Australian literature indicates that many kinship carers leave work or 

significantly scale back employment commitments in order to care for their 

grandchildren. Yardley, Mason and Watson (2009) found that nearly half (46 per 

cent) of the kinship carers in their study rated their financial situation as having 

ósomewhatô or ógreatlyô deteriorated since taking on care for grandchildren, 

suggesting that at least some of these carers had needed to leave employment. 

Similarly, Worrall (2009) notes that 57 per cent of her sample (n=106) of New 

Zealand grandparents indicated that they had to change employment commitments 

due to their caregiving responsibilities. Many grandparents in her sample scaled 

back work commitments: 25 per cent transitioned from full to part-time work, while 

another 21 per cent took early retirement. Others, however, had to assume 

additional work commitments: 9 per cent went from part to full-time work; 8 per cent 

from retirement to part-time employment; and 2 per cent from retirement to full-time 

employment. In sum, intergenerational caregiving can often have a major impact on 

the employment commitments of grandparents, though this can work in different 

directions depending on the circumstances of individual families (see also COTA, 

2003; McHugh, 2009; Pruchno and McKenney, 2000).  

3.7  Access to supports and s ervices  

Access to timely and appropriate supports and services for grandparents and 

grandchildren has been identified as a critical issue in the kinship care literature, 

both in Australia and overseas. Such supports and services include respite, 

childcare, formal and informal support groups, legal assistance, caseworkers, 

training and education for parenting again as a grandparent.  

One of the most important issues for grandparents is access to appropriate and 

adequate financial support to help them meet the costs of raising their 

grandchildren. The research has found consistently that many grandparents remain 

unaware of their potential eligibility for support payments (COTA, 2003; McHugh, 

2009). McHugh (2009) found that grandparents who are able to access support 

payments, such as the State/Territory Supported Care Allowance, are likely to 

report that these payments help them greatly in undertaking their care 

responsibilities. However there have also been reports that payments are 

insufficient to cover items such as childrenôs extra-curricular activities, or household 

setting up costs (McHugh, 2009).  

Grandparent carers also indicate that they need access to a range of non-financial 

supports: for instance, timely, appropriate, and up-to-date information, as a critical 

element in assisting them to access services and supports (Jenkins et al., 2010; 
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valentine et al., 2013). A study of 55 service providers and policy makers in New 

South Wales, South Australia and the Northern Territory found that grandparents 

face a number of challenges in accessing appropriate information suitable for their 

age and their particular circumstances (Jenkins et al., 2010).  

Access to support groups is also a key concern of many grandparent carers, since 

taking on the care of grandchildren may lead to social isolation. Their peer groups 

may not be sympathetic to their circumstances of raising children in older age 

(Backhouse, 2008; COTA, 2003; Families Australia, 2008). Support groups have 

also been identified as a key information source for grandparent carers, allowing 

them to receive, share and understand information (Jenkins et al., 2010).  

Access to respite is a third key concern for grandparent caregivers. Generally, 

respite services such as holiday camps can deliver significant social benefits for 

both grandparents and grandchildren - enabling grandparents to have a break 

whilst grandchildren develop relationships with children in similar circumstances. 

However, there is concern that grandparents may not be aware of their eligibility for 

respite, or may be otherwise prevented from utilising this support. For example, 

McHugh (2009) reported that access to respite was not only highly variable, but 

greatly influenced by familial factors such as other intergenerational caring 

obligations. In addition, studies report that grandparents are adamant that respite 

must be appropriate and preferably provided by someone known to the child so as 

to ensure that there is minimal distress (COTA, 2003; McHugh, 2009). 

Informative, accessible and caring caseworkers are also an important component in 

supporting grandparents (Backhouse, 2008; Gibbons and Mason, 2003; Parliament 

of Tasmania, 2003; Yardley, Mason and Watson, 2009). In a survey of 50 statutory 

kinship carers undertaken by the Department of Victorian Services, it was found 

that carers desired maturity, experience, understanding and respect from 

caseworkers, as well as help in negotiating familial relationships and parentsô 

drug/alcohol misuse (Department of Human Services Victoria, 2007).  

Grandparent carers are a heterogeneous group; therefore, the available supports 

and services may not be appropriate for all. While some grandparents wish to have 

the same services and supports as foster carers, others may need supports and 

services tailored to their specific familial needs, and still others may view supports 

and services as intrusive and inappropriate (Jenkins et al., 2010; McHugh, 2009; 

Janicki et al., 2000). Much of the Australian and international literature has found 

that grandparents generally view training, such as the Triple P Program, quite 

favourably, particularly as such training allows them to óupdateô parenting skills 

appropriately for the new generation (McHugh, 2009). However, some 

grandparents may be reluctant to ask for help, out of fear that child 

welfare/protection authorities will remove grandchildren on the assumption that the 

grandparents are unable to cope (COTA, 2003; Wellard, 2010).  
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3.8  Health and w ellbeing  

3.8.1  Grandparentsô health  

A wide range of research has shown that taking on the care of grandchildren is 

often deleterious to grandparentsô physical health (Minkler and Roe, 1993; Orb and 

Davey, 2005). This should be understood in the context of grandparentsô relatively 

older ages compared with others caring for children, such as foster carers and 

parents. Grandparents therefore are more likely than other carers to suffer from a 

long-term illness or disability (Nandy and Selwyn, 2011). Accordingly, grandparents 

tend to report age-related health issues such as high blood pressure, arthritis, 

physical exhaustion and stress (Wellard, 2010; Dunne and Kettler, 2006; Yardley et 

al., 2009).  

Grandparents may also suffer from a decline in mental health and wellbeing as a 

result of their caregiving (Dunne and Kettler, 2008; Horner et al., 2007; Kelley et al., 

2000; Parliament of Tasmania, 2003). In a pertinent finding, Kelley et al. (2000: 

319) noted that 30 per cent of their sample of 102 grandparents in the USA 

experienced psychological distress requiring clinical services (see also Horner et 

al., 2007). Similarly, Dunne and Kettler (2007) comparing the mental health and 

wellbeing of caregiving and non-caregiving Australian grandparents, found a link 

between grandchild health and behaviour, and higher levels of psychological stress 

and anxiety for grandparent carers. Grandparentsô mental health and wellbeing 

appear to be influenced by a number of factors, including family resources, social 

support, physical health, and grief over the actions of birth parents (Dunne and 

Kettler, 2007; Kelley et al., 2000; Wellard, 2010).  

Some studies have shown that rather than addressing their health issues, 

grandparents may seek to downplay or ignore them. For some, this may be done in 

an attempt to maintain caring responsibilities or not to worry the grandchildren; 

other grandparents, however, have cited fear of child welfare authorities removing 

the grandchild as their reason for hiding or downplaying the nature of their physical 

and mental ill health (Minkler, Roe and Price, 1992; Wellard, 2010).  

3.8.2  Grandchildrenôs health 

Grandchildren in kinship care often have complex needs, which may include 

psychological issues, physical disabilities and challenging behaviours (Smyth and 

Eardley, 2008; Rubin et al., 2008). The complex needs of grandchildren in kinship 

care may be the result of a variety of factors, including parental substance abuse 

and family breakdown, among others (McHugh and valentine, 2011). Dunne and 
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Kettlerôs (2006) literature review of Australian and international literature3 on the 

physical and mental health of children in kinship care found that these children 

experience significant social and emotional issues, though this is attributed to óearly 

exposure to high risk backgroundsô rather than the kinship care placement per se 

(2006: 23). These factors encompass both mental health (e.g. depression, anxiety) 

and behavioural challenges which can affect childrenôs peer relationships and 

schooling. Children in kinship care may also experience physical disabilities and ill 

health (COTA, 2003; Yardley, Mason and Watson, 2009; Backhouse, 2008; 

Wellard, 2010).  

However, as Dunne and Kettler (2006) note, children in kinship care may have poor 

access to appropriate supports and services to assist with mental health and 

behavioural issues. The COTA study reinforced this finding: grandparents reported 

that speciality therapist services and supports were ólimited or non-existentô. This 

was a particularly important matter for grandparents living in rural and regional 

areas (COTA, 2003: 31).  

3.9  Relationships and social l i fe  

3.9.1  Relationships  

Relationship breakdown with childrenôs parents may be an ongoing source of 

tension and stress (Wellard, 2010). Other studies report relationships between 

grandparents and birth parents characterised by the grandparentsô fear that the 

parents would take grandchildren back (McHugh, 2009). Many grandparents also 

discuss the difficulties of mediating relationships between birth parents and 

grandchildren. Managing the expectations and emotions of children, guiding the 

middle generation in their parenting behaviour, supervising visits and contact and 

dealing with parent-child estrangement can take their toll on grandparentsô 

wellbeing (McHugh, 2009; Spence, 2004; Wellard, 2010; Kiraly, Humphreys and 

Hoadley, 2012). The COTA study found that grandparents often feel torn between 

the generations: óThey do not want to alienate the parents, their own adult children, 

but they see the effects of the parentsô behaviour on the grandchildrenô (2003: 24; 

see also Spence, 2004; Kiraly, Humphreys and Hoadley, 2012).  

It should be noted, however, that contact and relationships between grandparents 

and the middle generation are not always negative. McHugh (2009: 97) noted that 

proximity appeared to have a great influence, since ówhen parents lived locally, 

contact was regular and the carers were satisfied with the arrangementsô. Even 

when birth parents did not live nearby, however, some parents and grandparents 

travelled significant distances in order to keep up contact.  

                                                

3 Restricted to English speaking countries 
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Although relationships with childrenôs parents are often the main source of familial 

stress, relations with other family members may also shift and transform. Yardley, 

Mason and Watson (2009) found that in some cases carers can experience 

multiple sources of conflict and tension in their relations with other family members, 

such as parents, children and siblings, who may disapprove of the grandparent 

taking responsibility of a grandchild. There is however a variety of responses from 

other family members to a kinship care arrangement. Dunne and Kettler (2007), 

focusing on the reaction of other adult children, reported that some grandparents 

may experience tension and conflict with their children; whilst others may be 

emotionally and materially supported by them. 

Marital relationships may also undergo strain following the arrival of grandchildren 

in the household. Marriage strain, breakdown and divorce have not attracted much 

scholarly attention, though some small-scale studies indicate that the arrival of 

grandchildren, often unexpectedly, can put a strain on grandparentsô marriage 

(COTA, 2003; Worrall, 2009; Yardley, Mason and Watson, 2009). Overall, family 

dynamics and relationships in grandparenting arrangements can differ significantly. 

Some families may enjoy close relations and a high level of accord regarding care 

for grandchildren; others may be characterised by relatively high levels of tension 

and conflict over caregiving arrangements; and others may result in grandparents 

and other family members becoming estranged (Department of Human Services 

Victoria, 2000; Dunne and Kettler, 2008).  

3.9.2  Social i solation  

Social isolation from peers is a common finding in the grandparent care literature 

(Backhouse, 2006; COTA, 2003; Orb and Davey, 2005; Worrall, 2008). 

Grandparents who take parental responsibility of their grandchildren often find 

themselves óout of stepô with their peers who are free to pursue a social life free of 

child care responsibilities. Accordingly, they may be unable to attend those social 

activities, such as holidays or day trips, which do not take into account caring for 

grandchildren. In addition, they may be restricted in pursuing spontaneous 

recreational activities. Yardley and colleagues (2009) found that time for kinship 

carersô own interests had declined for over 60 per cent of their respondents since 

taking on care of children, whilst contact with friends had deteriorated for 45 per 

cent. The COTA report noted that: 

Having the grandchildren living with them restricts the grandparentsô social life 

and often they find they can no longer enjoy privacy and social outings with 

their partners...They often experience isolation from their peer group, perhaps 

arising from their shame at having a dysfunctional family but largely because 

their friends are no longer interested in having children present in their social 

activities. (COTA, 2003: 33-4) 
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3.10  Indigenous g randparents  

Grandparent care of their grandchildren, as a major component of kinship care, is 

of vital significance in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families and 

communities. In 2011 the rate for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children 

living in out-of-home care was 51.7 per 1,000 children, 10 times the rate for non-

Indigenous children (AIHW, 2012: 35). Under the terms of the Aboriginal Child 

Placement Principle, which is included in legislation and policy in all Australian 

jurisdictions, an order of preference has been drawn up for the placement of 

Indigenous children who are moved from their family as protection from abuse or 

neglect. The order is that children should preferably be placed with their own 

extended family; and if this is not possible, within their own community; or in 

another Indigenous community (Lock, 1997: 50). Kinship care, such as grandparent 

care, is enshrined in legislation and policy to enable children to maintain links with 

their kin network, cultural heritage and communities. The purpose of the Aboriginal 

Child Placement Principle is to enhance and preserve Indigenous children's sense 

of identity, by ensuring that Indigenous children and young people are maintained 

within their own extended family, local community, or wider community and their 

culture. This is endorsed in the context of the documented social problems in 

Indigenous communities, including intergenerational traumas and the lasting effect 

of a long policy history of child removal (Libesman, 2004).  

Accordingly, kinship care is now the primary form of out-of-home placement for 

Indigenous children nationally (Smyth and Eardley, 2008). It is argued by some 

researchers that the history and experiences associated with past child welfare 

policies of child removal from their families influence Indigenous grandparentsô 

decision to provide care to grandchildren, in order to keep them out of non-

Indigenous care placements (Jenkins and Sieth, 2004; McHugh, 2003; Richardson 

et al., 2005). A number of scholars working in the area of Indigenous child 

protection observe that conventional models of child protection are inadequate for 

addressing the issues experienced by Indigenous carers. Libesman and Cunneen 

(2002) believe that individually-focused models of child placement fail to take into 

account differences in Indigenous communal and personal identities; in this light, a 

ówhole communityô approach is most appropriate. Furthermore, the authors 

advocate that child welfare officials must take into account issues of history, 

citizenship, cultural identity and sovereignty when working with Indigenous families 

and kin networks.  

In light of these issues, it is evident that Indigenous grandparents and other carers 

and the children in their care have a need for tailored, culturally sensitive supports 

and services. In this vein the National Framework for Protecting Australiaôs Children 

2009-2020 (COAG, 2009) puts forward a number of initiatives to support 

Indigenous families and communities. It has been stated that the implementation 
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and effectiveness of such initiatives depend on a mutually supportive partnership 

between Indigenous families and communities, and child welfare agencies, policy 

makers and service providers (McHugh and valentine, 2011).  

3.11  Strength, resil ience and d edication  

Much of the literature surveyed has detailed the significant challenges and 

disadvantages grandparents face in caring for their grandchildren. Yet it is 

important to note that there are also great rewards associated with caring for 

grandchildren: the Australian and overseas literature is consistent in presenting 

evidence of grandparent carers who are steadfastly committed to the care and 

nurturance of their grandchildren (Dunne and Kettler, 2007; Minkler and Roe, 1993; 

Yardley, Mason and Watson, 2009; Selwyn et al., 2013). Grandparents stress their 

deep love for their grandchildren, and their strong sense of duty and responsibility 

in ensuring that their grandchildren are kept safe and well.  

It ties you down a lot but when you think back [to] what it could have been if 

we didnôt take them...you just think well, they might not be here now...It gives 

your life love. (quoted in COTA, 2010: 12). 

...Besides the love, support and care of the children, it was the safety of 

them...(quoted in Yardley, Mason and Watson, 2009: 38) 

Wouldnôt be without her, would we? We often think when we said weôd take 

her for 12 months, how could we have ever done that and then handed her 

back. Thereôs no way, thereôs no way. We love her to bits, donôt we? (quoted 

in Backhouse, 2008: 135) 

Love for their grandchildren and concern for their wellbeing are the pertinent 

factors in sustaining grandparents in their caregiving role (Jenkins, 2011).  

Considering the voices of grandparents suggests adopting a nuanced approach in 

studying grandparent caregiving, as simultaneously a source of great strength as 

well as stress and challenges. The COTA report sums up this point: 

Despite the hardships they face, they hastened to say that they love their 

grandchildren and would do anything to protect and nurture them. Their 

grandchildren bring them joy and keep them active. Grandparentsô stories are 

about endurance, great hardship and great love. (COTA, 2003: 8)  

It is important to emphasise that grandparents are motivated by the love of and 

dedication to grandchildren; and that despite the challenges of the caregiving role, 

there are also significant rewards for grandparent carers. 
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3.12  Conclusion  

The literature reviewed in this chapter has examined grandparent caregiver 

experiences and situations in Australia. It has demonstrated that grandparents face 

many challenges in providing care for their grandchildren: financial stress, 

challenges to their mental and physical health and wellbeing, and may have to bear 

negative impacts on familial and other social relationships. In the context of such 

challenges, grandparents often speak of their need for further supports and 

services from governments, both for themselves as carers and for the 

grandchildren for whom they care. They also remain steadfastly committed to 

supporting and caring for their grandchildren, often in situations of considerable 

hardship and adversity.  
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4 óFamiliesô beyond categories: identifying grandparent 
and grandchild relationships  

Trish Hill  

 

4.1  Background  

How many grandparents in Australia are raising grandchildren? This seemingly 

straightforward question is, in fact, complex both methodologically and 

conceptually. Throughout the period of this project there has been controversy 

about the numbers involved. Data on grandparents raising grandchildren in 

Australia were collected in the ABS Family Characteristics Survey (FCS) 2003 and 

the ABS Family Characteristics and Transitions Survey (FCTS) 2006-07 (ABS, 

2008a). These surveys suggest that, in the first half of the decade, there were 

22,500 (ABS, 2005: 44) or 23,000 (ABS, 2008a: 8) families with children aged 0-17 

years headed by around 32 000 grandparents (ABS, 2004a). In 2006-07, by 

contrast, the Family Characteristics and Transitions Survey identified only 14,000 

such families (ABS, 2008a: 8), headed by around 23,000 grandparents (ABS, 

2008b).  

How can this discrepancy be explained? There are a number of reasons why the 

estimates of the numbers of grandparents could have changed between these two 

surveys and caution must be used when interpreting the numbers in the data. First, 

these estimates are based on very small numbers (ABS 2004a, 2008b) thus the 

standard errors of the estimates are fairly large.4 Second, there were differences in 

survey sample size and survey methodology. The 2003 FCS was conducted as a 

supplement to the ABS Monthly Labour Force Survey (LFS) in June 2003, whereas 

the FCTS 2006-07 was conducted as part of the Multi-Purpose Household Survey 

(MPHS) in 2006-07 (ABS 2004b, 2008c). Both were surveys of usual residents in 

private dwelling in all areas of Australia, except for very remote areas. Data on all 

family members in each household were collected from one person per household 

via telephone or face to face interviews. The samples size for the FCS was 61,859 

persons, whereas the sample size for the FCTS was 31,300 (ABS 2004b, 2008c). 

In both surveys, grandparent families are defined as families in which the 

guardian(s) of the children aged 0-17 years is the grandparent or grandparents 

(ABS 2004b: 21). A guardian is defined as óa person aged 15 years or over who is 

reported as being the guardian or main carer of any child(ren) aged 0ï17 years, 

regardless of the existence of any legal arrangementô (ABS 2004b: 21). Children in 

                                                

4 For example, tables provided by the ABS suggest that for an estimate of 20 000 families 

for Australia in the FCS 2003, the relative standard error was around 13 per cent. 
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these surveys may be natural, adopted, step or foster children and are family 

members who form a parent-child relationship with another member of the 

household (ABS, 2004b: 19). Thus, these surveys reflect the perspective of one 

person in the household about the nature of the relationship between the 

grandparent and grandchild. While in most cases where the grandparent/s are 

living only with the grandchildren, the view of the relationship may be the 

grandparentôs perspective, it is possible that, in cases where the parent(s) are living 

with the grandparent and grandchild, the perspective is likely to be that of the 

parent only. Given the potentially shifting nature of family relationships and the 

resident status of all members within the household, such a snapshot perspective 

from one household member may fail to encompass the complex relationships of 

care and responsibility within families.  

Despite the above caveats, FCS 2003 provided important insights into the 

characteristics of grandparent families. The analysis of the FCS 2003 data in ABS 

(2005) reports that: 

¶ The majority (61 per cent) of families in which grandparents provided the 

main care to grandchildren aged 0-17 years were older (youngest 

grandparent aged 55 years and over) than other families. 

¶ The children being cared for by grandparents also tended to be older and 

there were fewer of them in each grandparent family compared to other 

families.  

¶ Around 47 per cent of grandparent families were lone grandparent families, 

mainly lone grandmother families.  

¶ One third of grandparent families had a grandparent who was employed and 

two thirds relied on government benefits as their main source of financial 

support.  

¶ Grandparent families were more likely than other families to live in regional 

Australia and less likely to live in major cities.  

¶ Over one quarter (26 per cent) of the children in grandparent families had 

infrequent (less than yearly) or no contact with their parents, while 37 per 

cent had face-to-face contact with a parent at least fortnightly. 

Surveys which gather information from more than one family member or which 

gather information about relationships between a range of household members 

provide more complex information about family arrangements and care of children. 

Longitudinal surveys may also provide data on transitions between family 

arrangements over time. In Australia, the HILDA Survey is one such survey. It 

contains a grid for each households that provides information on the relationships 
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between all members of the household. Thus it is possible to identify a 

grandparent-grandchild relationship within a household even when a parent is 

present on an annual basis. The survey also asks all respondents aged over 15 

years if they have parental responsibility for childrenðthus potentially 

encompassing a care and responsibility relationship that may exist even in the 

presence of one or more parents or other adults. Such data enable researchers to 

move beyond simply understanding families as categories on the basis of 

relationships between all members of the family and one person designated as a 

family head (Brandon, 2004). 

Analysing the circumstances of children aged under 15 years in the HILDA Survey, 

Brandon (2004) estimated that 27,718 children lived in households with 

grandparents only, representing 0.71 per cent of children (Brandon, 2004: 183). A 

further 60,017 children, or 1.55 per cent of children, lived with a parent and at least 

one grandparent (Brandon, 2004: 183). This research shed new light on the 

diversity of living arrangements of children in Australia, but is a little limited for the 

analysis of the circumstances of grandparent households as it focused on children 

as the unit of analysis, rather than grandparents themselves. In addition, the HILDA 

Survey also has some limitations due to sample size.  

Population surveys, such as the Census, provide an opportunity to identify the 

number of particular family types (such as grandparent families) without the 

sampling error associated with smaller sample surveys.  

In 2006, for the first time, the Census identified grandparent - grandchildren 

relationships for children aged under 15 years. Elliot (2007) found that there were: 

¶ 8,050 families made up of grandparents plus grandchildren under 15 years 

(including 3,270 lone grandparent households and 4,780 couple grandparent 

households) but with no middle generation present 

¶ 574 families with grandparents and grandchildren as well as other children 

under 15 years but with no middle generation present 

¶ 995 households with grandchildren under 15 years and non-dependent 

grandchildren aged 15-24 years but with no middle generation present.  

As Elliot (2007) points out, the Census captures statistical relationships but not care 

relationships. In the case of non-dependent children aged 15-24 years (who are 

defined as those not in full-time education and without a partner or child in the 

household (ABS, 2006a), the direction of care may flow either way. In other words, 

it could be that the grandchild is providing care for the grandparent, particularly if 

the grandparent has a core activity limitation and is in need of assistance, or the 

grandparent could be caring for the grandchildren.  
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In addition, various assumptions are used by the ABS to map the relationships 

between family members in the Census. These assumptions reflect notions about 

family structure and composition. Under the ABS coding system, for example, 

óevery child under 15 years must have a parentô (ABS, 2006b: 4). Thus, if siblings 

aged 14 years and 17 years live in a household without the presence of an adult, 

the 17 year old will be classified as parent to the 14 year old (ABS, 2006c: 4). Prior 

to 2006, such assumptions were extended to grandparents. Thus, if a grandparent 

were the primary carer of a child under 15 years, the relationship would have been 

coded as parent to child. Since 2006, if no parent is present, a 

grandparent״grandchild relationship would be recorded for this dyad.  

Elliot (2007) also identified a number of household types where grandparents and 

grandchildren are present in addition to other relatives. In these cases no parent-

child relationship would be established for the grandchild, but it would be unknown 

as to whether the grandparent had a primary carer role for the grandchild or 

whether that role is taken on by other relatives. These households included: 

¶ 4,803 lone grandparent households with other relatives present. 

¶ 12,600 couple grandparent households with other relatives present. 

Analysis of the 2006 Census has focused on the circumstances of children rather 

than grandparents. The data suggest that around 24,000 children were living with 

grandparents only and that around 42 per cent of these children lived in one 

grandparent families (ABS 2006c: 75).  

In the USA, grandparents with main responsibility for grandchildren are specifically 

identified in the Census 2000 ólong formô (administered to one-sixth of households) 

and in the annual American Community Survey. Both ask whether there are any 

grandchildren of any person co-resident in the household, whether the grandparent 

is currently responsible for most of the basic needs of the grandchild/ren in the 

household and for how long the grandparent has had such responsibility (Simmons 

and Lawler Dye, 2003). In the US in 2000, 3.6 million people aged 30 years and 

over were found to be co-resident grandparents, of which 2.4 million (42 per cent) 

had primary responsibility for co-resident grandchildren under the age of 18 years 

(Simmons and Lawler Dye, 2003). Of the grandparents in the Census 2000 with 

parental responsibility for the grandchild, only 34 per cent did not live with a parent 

of the grandchild, or the middle generation (Simmons and Lawler Dye, 2003: 8). 

The American Community Survey of around 3 million households in the USA in 
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2009 estimated that there were 2.7 million grandparents who were primary 

caregivers, 1.7 million of whom were grandmothers (US Census Bureau, 2011)5.  

These US findings suggest a number of important points to consider with respect to 

the gathering of Australian data. First, surveys that identify a single household 

óheadô and focus exclusively upon the relationships between that person and other 

members of the household may miss important grandparent care relationships. In 

order to identify grandparent families, it is important to ask direct questions about 

grandparent care of all persons within a household as happens in the US surveys 

discussed above. Second, many grandparents who have parental responsibility for 

grandchildren may also live with the middle generation. And third, grandparents 

with disability themselves may still have parental responsibility for grandchildren. 

They should not be assumed to be the objects of care. Many possibilities arise: 

grandparents with disability may both provide and receive care and supportðthis is 

a question for research, not a relationship to be assumed.  

In the UK, re-analysis of the Census has been undertaken by Nandy and Selwyn 

(2011) in order to identify the number of children being brought up by relatives.  

Bearing such issues in mind the following analysis explores the number and 

characteristics of grandparent families as they are able to be identified in the 

Australian Census 2006.  

4.2  Number of grandparent families in the Au stralian Census 
2006 

4.2.1  Data and Limitations  

The analysis below is based on data from the whole Census purchased from the 

ABS in the form of customised Supertables. The study considers the potential 

number of grandparent families based on the different classifications and then the 

characteristics of grandparent families. Data are analysed for grandparent families 

of different types when considering family characteristics and also for number of 

grandparents within grandparent families when considering individual 

characteristics. óNot statedô responses have been excluded from calculations in this 

analysis. This approach assumes that the distribution of the not stated response is 

similar to the distribution of the stated response.  

A number of important caveats about the data from the Census should be stated: 

                                                

5 Of these grandparents, 8% lived in poverty, 1 million had cared for their grandchild/ren for 

more than 4 years, and 700,000 had a disability themselves (US Census Bureau, 2011). 
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¶ Census data are not designed to capture relationships of responsibility and 

care for grandchildren, but rather to identify household and family 

composition and relationships based on statistical coding procedures. Thus 

we cannot assume that all families with grandparent-grandchild relationships 

are families in which grandparent(s) have full responsibility for the 

grandchildren. This point is further discussed in the description of the 

families below. A separate question such as that in the US Census would be 

required to explore this important issue. 

¶ Census data from remote areas of Australia should be interpreted with 

particular caution for a number of reasons. These reasons include the 

challenges of the Census collection process in Indigenous communities and 

the limited relevance of the categories of ñfamiliesò and ñhouseholdsò 

employed by the Census coding to the lived experience of Indigenous 

peoples. For discussions of the ABS Indigenous Enumeration Strategy and 

the Census data with respect to Indigenous communities (see for example: 

Morphy, 2007a; Morphy, 2007b; Morphy, Sanders and Taylor, 2007; Rowse, 

2010). Given these cautions about interpretations of the statistical data, 

policy implications should be drawn from such analyses only after further 

qualitative research with Indigenous communities. 

4.2.2  Number of grandparent famil ies  

Table 4-1 shows the number of families in the Census with identified grandparent 

and grandchild relationships by age of children and presence of other relatives. The 

definition of each of these families is provided in Appendix A. As noted by Elliot 

(2007)ðat a minimum there would appear to be 8,050 grandparent families where 

grandparents are raising grandchildren under 15 years as there are no other family 

members aged 15 years and over present. (This represents 3,271 lone 

grandparents and 4,779 grandparent couples with grandchildren under 15 years 

only.) There are a further 35,926 families which include grandparents and 

grandchildren but in which no parent-child relationship was identified. These could 

be families where grandparents have responsibilities for grandchildren.  

Of these 35,926 families, 8,903 are families with ónon-dependentô grandchildrenð

that is, young people aged 15-24 years who are not in full-time study and do not 

have a partner or child within the household. For this group, the care relationship 

may be reversed in that the grandchild is caring for a grandparent. However, 

overall, the rate of need for assistance with core activities among grandparents in 

lone grandparent families is relatively low, which suggests that in the majority of 

these families the relationship might be at least one of mutual support. Given also 

the extended dependency of children who might be attending higher education 

part-time or working part-time in casual or relatively precarious employment, it is 
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plausible that these families are ones in which grandparents play a parental role in 

supporting the grandchildren. Further analysis of the need for assistance, 

education, employment and individual income characteristics of the non-dependent 

children and the grandparents in these families might assist in understanding 

relationships of support within these families.  

A further 27,594 families identified in the Census included a lone parent living with 

a grandparent of their child. We have not identified couple families with 

grandparents present as we consider that it is less likely, although not implausible, 

that with two parents present, the grandparent would have  parental responsibility.  

The following analysis considers the characteristics of these grandparent families, 

and the grandparents within these families, grouped according to whether they are 

lone grandparent families, couple grandparent families or lone parent with 

grandparent present families. 
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Table  4-1 Number of families with grandparent and grandchild 

relationships in the Census  

Type of family  
 

Number  

  

Lone grandparent family with:  
grandchildren under 15 years only 3271 
grandchildren and any children under 15 only 233 
grandchildren under 15 and over 15 only  502 
  
other relatives  4,801 

non-dependent grandchildren  8,903 

Total  17,710 

  

Couple grandparent family with:  
grandchildren under 15 years only 4,779 
grandchildren and other children under 15 only 339 
grandchildren under 15 and over 15 only  495 
 

other relatives  

 

12,603 

Total  18,216 

  

Total grandparent families with no identified parent-
child relationship for the grandchild 

35,926 

  
One parent families with grandparent/s present  27,594 
Total (potential) grandparent families  63,520 
  

Other one parent families  786,843 
Other couple families with children 2,351,194 
Other couple families without children  1,936,821 
Other families  80,784 
Total families 5,219,162 

 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables,  

Authorôs calculations 
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4.3  Demographic characteristics of grandparents: Census  

This section considers the demographic characteristics of grandparents. Previous 

research using the Census 2006 has considered the characteristics of 

grandchildren. The Census data also showed that 80 per cent of these children 

lived in households with low or very low incomes (ABS 2006c: 76) and only 42 per 

cent lived with an employed grandparent (ABS 2006c: 79). Around two-thirds of the 

children living in lone grandparent households lived in rented dwellings (ABS 

2006c: 77). Similar to the HILDA study noted above, the analysis of the Census 

also indicated that a relatively high proportion, or 32 per cent, of children living with 

their grandparents were Indigenous, a total of 7,300 Indigenous grandchildren 

(ABS 2006c: 78). Twenty-nine per cent of the grandchildren lived in outer regional, 

remote or very remote areas (ABS 2006c: 79).  

4.3.1  Gender  

The literature review indicated that in Australia, and internationally, taking on 

responsibility for grandchildren is most often done by grandmothers (see section 

3.3). In the Census data, 88 per cent of one grandparent families were 

grandmother families. In families with one parent and a grandparent, 80 per cent of 

the grandparents were female. The couple grandparent families had around 50 per 

cent of male and female grandparents, but this statistic does not provide an 

indication of which grandparent in these families provided most of the care. As 

noted in the literature review, the international literature suggests that kinship care 

is most often undertaken by women, even if they have a partner.  
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Figure 4-1 Gender of grandparents  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables,  

Authorôs calculations 

4.3.2  Age  

Grandparents in the grandparent families identified in the Census were aged 

across a wide spectrumðfrom the 25-35 years age range up to over 75 years. 

Grandparents in one grandparent families and one parent families tended to be 

slightly older than grandparents in the couple grandparent families (Table 4-2) 

between 30-40 per cent of grandparents in the former families were aged 75 years 

and over compared with 8-15 per cent of grandparents in couple families. Around 

45 per cent of grandparents in one grandparent and one parent families were of 

workforce age (under 65 years) compared with 54 per cent of male grandparents 

and 65 per cent of female grandparents in the couple grandparent families.  
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Table 4-2 Age of grandparents by sex and by family type  

 

One grandparent 

families  

Couple 

grandparent 

families  

One parent families with 

grandparent present  

 Male Female Male Female Male Female 

25 - 34 
years 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.1 0.0 
35 - 44 
years 1.9 3.4 3.7 5.0 2.2 2.7 
45 - 54 
years 10.1 14.6 16.5 21.8 15.6 15.7 
55 - 64 
years 21.7 26.2 33.6 38.1 25.7 25.8 
65 - 74 
years 26.5 26.4 30.7 26.6 25.1 25.7 
75 years 
and over 39.8 29.3 15.3 8.3 31.4 30.1 

Total % 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

       

N 2,179 15,459 17,731 18,010 5,418 22,376 

 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables, 

Authorôs calculations 

 

4.3.3  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander origin  

Child protection legislation in all Australian jurisdictions aims to ensure that 

Indigenous children are placed with members of their extended family or 

community. As noted before, estimates of the number of grandparent families in 

Indigenous communities, particularly in remote parts of Australia, need to be 

treated with care due to the nature of Census collection methods and uncertainty 

about the relevance of the Census categories to relationships in Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander communities (see Morphy, 2007a; Morphy, 2007b; Morphy, 

Sanders and Taylor, 2007; Rowse, 2010). Bearing these caveats in mind, the 

following data on grandparent families are provided in the Census.  

Families with at least one grandparent who was of Aboriginal or Torres Strait 

Islander origin comprised 15 per cent of one grandparent families, 11 per cent of 

couple grandparent families and 6 per cent of one parent families with 

grandparents present. Overall, among one grandparent families, the proportion with 

Indigenous grandchildren was 19.0 per cent, 15.0 per cent for couple grandparent 

families and 9 per cent for the one parent families. Some grandparent families 

headed by non-Indigenous grandparents only also had Indigenous grandchildren 
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present - 6 per cent of one grandparent families and 4 per cent of couple grand 

parent families and one parent families with grandparents present. The experiences 

of Indigenous grandparents are explored in a later section of this report.  
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Table 4-3 Families with Indigenous grandchildren by Indigenous status of grandparent/s and family type  

Family type  

Number of 
Indigenous 

grandparents in 
family  

Families with 
Indigenous 

grandchildren  

 
 

Families with 
Indigenous 

grandchildren  Total families  

  
 

% N N 

     
One grandparent families 0 5.7 867 15,118 

 
 
 

97.4 2491 2,557 

Total one grandparent families 1 19.0 3358 17,675 
     
Couple grandparent families 0 3.9 617 16,001 
 1 87.2 573 657 
 2 99.4 1543 1,553 
Total couple grandparent families  15.0 2733 18,211 
     
One parent families with grandparent present 0 3.8 993 25,958 
 1 95.8 1517 1584 
 2 100.0 56 56 
Total one parent families  9.3 2566 27,598 

Total families  
  

13.6 
 

8 657 
 

63,484 

 
Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables, Authorôs calculation
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4.3.4  Language spoken at home  

In around 80 per cent of all grandparent family types, English was the 

main language spoken at home  ( 

Figure 4-2). An Australian Indigenous languages was the main language spoken at 

home in a small proportion of grandparent families (less than 4 per cent) but this 

was higher than other family types. Nearly 21 per cent of one parent families with 

grandparents present were families in which languages other than English were 

spoken at home compared with around 15-16 per cent of other grandparent 

families. These figures compared to 16 per cent of other one parent families and 20 

per cent of other couple families with children who spoke languages other than 

English at home.  

 

Figure 4-2 Main  language spoke  at home by family typ e 

 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables, 

Authorôs calculations 

4.3.5  Education  

The majority of grandparents in grandparent families had Year 10 or less as their 

level of highest educational attainment. Seventy-two per cent of grandparents in 

one grandparent families, 62 per cent of couple grandparent families and 69 per 

cent of grandparents in one parent families had either no educational attainment or 

had completed Year 10 or less. Fewer than 11 per cent of any group had obtained 

a Diploma or higher qualification.  
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Table 4-4 Highest educational attainment of grandparents by 

grandparent family type  

 

One 
grandparent 

families  

Couple 
grandparent 

families  

One parent 
families with 
grandparent 

present  

No educational 
attainment 6.2 4.0 6.8 

Year 10 or below 65.3 57.6 61.8 

Year 11 or 12 12.3 13.0 12.1 

Certificate 7.3 15.8 8.8 

Diploma or above 8.9 9.7 10.5 

    

Total  100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables, 

Authorôs calculations 

 

4.4  Housing  

4.4.1  Housing tenure  

Previous analysis of the Census data has shown that grandchildren (aged under 15 

years) living with their grandparents had relatively high rates of living in a home that 

was owned without a mortgage, although grandchildren living in lone grandparent 

families had the highest rate of living in rented accommodation (ABS, 2006c). This 

analysis focuses on grandparent families rather than grandchildren. The data show 

that one grandparent families and couple grandparent families have relatively high 

rates of outright ownership compared with other families with children (44 per cent 

and 50 per cent respectively). As home ownership increases with age, this finding 

is likely to be due to the relatively older age of the grandparents. One grandparent 

families were more likely than couple grandparent or one parent with grandparent 

present families to be living in rental accommodation (41 per cent compared with 

36 per cent of one parent with grandparent present families and 25 per cent of 

couple grandparent families).  
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Figure 4-3 Housing tenure by family type 

 

 

 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables, 

Authorôs calculations 

4.4.2  Region of residence  

Like most Australian families, the majority of grandparent families lived in major 

cities. However, compared to other families, one grandparent families and couple 

grandparent families were less likely to live in major cities and more likely to live in 

remote or very remote areas (Figure 4-4).  

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

One 
grandparent 

families

Couple 
grandparent 

families 

One parent 
families with 
grandparent 

present

Other one 
parent 
families

Other couple 
families with 

childfren

Other couple 
families 
without 

childfren

Other 
Families

Other tenure 
type

Rented

Being 
purchased

Fully owned

%



 

 

Social Policy Research Centre                                                                                                                          48 

 

Figure 4-4 Grandparent families by remoteness  

 

 

 

 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables, 

Authorôs calculations 

 

4.4.3  Geographical distribution of grandparent famil ies  

The Census data provide an opportunity to consider the geographical distribution of 

grandparent families across Australia by small areas. The geographical areas used 

in this analysis are Statistical Local Areas (SLAs). The Census data on the 

distribution of grandparent families should be interpreted with some caution for a 

number of reasons. First, as noted before, there are questions about Census data 

collection methods in remote areas of Australia and also about the appropriateness 

of Census family and household categories for specific parts of the Australian 

population, particularly Indigenous peoples. Second, due to the randomising 

undertaken by the ABS to ensure the confidentiality of the data, cells with small 

numbers are likely to be unreliable.  

Figures 5.3 to 5.8 below provide an overview of the geographical distribution of 

grandparent families in Australia and more detailed images of New South Wales, 

South Australia and the Northern Territoryðthe key study sites for this research 
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relationship was established in the Census 2006 data, so they exclude the one 

parent families with grandparent/s present.  

SLA regions with the highest number of grandparent families (over 200) are 

predominantly found in NSW with one additional SLA in QueenslandðIpswich 

Central.  

In NSW, regions with over 200 grandparent families in the SLA were Canterbury, 

Fairfield East, Liverpool East, Penrith East, Blacktown South-East, Blacktown 

South-West, Wollongong Inner and Wollongong Balance.  

As noted above, Census data for remote and regional areas should be interpreted 

with great care. Based on the Census data for 2006, no SLAs in South Australia 

had more than 100 grandparent families, although 13 SLAôs had between 50 and 

100 grandparent families: Playford ï Elizabeth, Playford - West Central, Port 

Adelaide Enfield ï East, Salisbury ï Central, Salisbury - Inner North, Salisbury - 

South-East, Charles Sturt - Inner West, Charles Sturt - North-East, Marion ï 

Central, Onkaparinga ï Morphett, Onkaparinga - South Coast, Whyalla and Port 

Augusta. In Northern Territory, SLAs with higher numbers of grandparent families 

were West Arnhem, East Arnhem balance and Tanami. Due to the concerns about 

the reliability of the census data for small areas, further qualitative research is 

required before any policy implications could be drawn from the regional Census 

data on grandparent families. 
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Figure 4-5 Number of grandparent families by Statistical Local Area 

(SLA), Australia  

 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables, 

Authorôs calculations 
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Figure 4-6 Number of grandparent f amilies by SLA, New South Wales  

 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables, 

Authorôs calculations 
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Figure 4-7 Number of grandparent families by SLA, Sydney Region  

 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables, 

Authorôs calculations 
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Figure 4-8 Number of grandparent families by SLA, South Australia  

 

Source: ABS Census of Population and Housing 2006, Customised Supertables, 

Authorôs calculations 
























































































































































































































































































