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The family and the church have been the most important institutions in African Ameri-
can families and communities since slavery.  African American grandmothers have
played a pivotal role in both institutions.  Their role responsibilities, especially in the
extended family context, are broad and elastic.  They have performed crucial roles in
the care and welfare of grandchildren, great-grandchildren, fictive kin, and others
who may or may not be related by birth.  In addition to caregiving, African American
grandmothers have provided social and emotional support to family members, com-
municated important social values to offspring, engaged in the birth of babies, worked
in the fields along with their husbands, and engaged in important leadership positions
in the family, church, and community.  From slavery to freedom, reconstruction to
Jim Crowism, to the present, African American grandmothers have been a major force
in the socialization of children and the stabilization of black families.  The strength
and resilience of African American motherhood is embedded in the ability to with-
stand the harshness of slavery and oppression, the ability to perform multiple roles,
love of family, and strong religious beliefs.  The African American grandmother is
appropriately described by E. Franklin Frazier (l939) as the guardian of the genera-
tions.

In contemporary American society, African American grandmothers have continued
their roles as guardians and caregivers as they are faced with new and challenging
responsibilities as we approach the 21st century.  Over the past decade, there has been
an enormous amount of policy and research interest in the roles grandparents play in
raising and providing care for their grandchildren.  This interest is stimulated by the
increasing numbers of grandparent maintained households.  According to the U.S.
Bureau of the Census (1997), since l970, there has been a 77 percent increase in the
number of households headed by grandparents.  Grandparent headed households rep-
resent all socioeconomic levels and ethnic/racial groups.  However, the greatest in-
crease is among African American grandmothers in the role of surrogate parent, where
neither parent is present.  In spite of the rapid increase, policy interest, and the prolif-
eration of research on intergenerational family relationships in the l990s, very little
research has been devoted to the incidence, prevalence, and problems of grandmother
maintained households within African American communities.  This article provides
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an overview of  (1) the increase in grandparent headed households, (2) historical roles
of African American grandmothers, (3) changes in structure of African American
families, (4) new and challenging roles — with specific emphasis on the crack-co-
caine epidemic and the incarceration of young mothers—, and, (5) suggestions for
future research.

Increase in Grandparent Maintained Families

In 1970, 2.2 million or 3.2 percent of American children lived in a home maintained
by a grandparent.  This number had increased to 3.9 million or 5.5 percent by l997
(Casper & Bryson, l998; U.S. Bureau of the Census, l998; Velkoff & Lawson, 1998).
In 1998, this figure had risen to 4 million or 6 percent of all children under 18 (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, l998).  The greatest increase was among children with only one
parent in the household.  This pattern, grandchildren living in households maintained
by grandparents with only mother present, increased by 118 percent from 1970 to
1997 (Casper & Bryson, l998; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1997).  Since 1990, how-
ever, the greatest growth has been in the number of grandchildren living with their
grandparents only, with neither parent present (Casper & Bryson, l998; U.S. Bureau
of the Census, l998).

In their analysis of census data, Taylor, Tucker, Chatters, and Jayakody (1997) ob-
served that White and Hispanic children who lived in their grandparent’s home are
more likely than black children to have both parents present in the same household
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, l992).  Data show that 23 percent of White children and
26 percent of Hispanic children who lived in their grandparent’s home, had both
parents present, in comparison to only 2 percent of African American children.  Thirty-
five percent of African American children who reside with their grandparents live
there without either parent present, whereas 21 percent of White, and 21 percent of
Hispanic children live with grandparents only.  Sixty-three percent of the families
headed by White grandparents had both grandparents present, in comparison to thirty-
five percent of families headed by African American grandparents (Taylor, Tucker,
Chatters, & Jayakody, l997; U.S. Bureau of the Census, l992).  African American
children are more likely to live in the home of their grandparents than are Whites or
Hispanics.

Historical Roles of African American Grandmothers

Outstanding among the many characteristics of the African American family during
slavery was the role of older women.  The historical roles of grandmothers in ex-
tended families are intricately connected to their contemporary roles.  Older women,
usually grandmothers, gave the family its unity, coherence, wisdom, and sense of
values.  In his book, The Negro in the United States, E. Franklin Frazier noted that
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African American grandmothers “played important roles in the survival of the fam-
ily.”  Frazier describes the importance of grandmothers in the following passage:

“The Negro grandmother’s importance is due to the fact not only
that she has been the ‘oldest head’ in a maternal family organiza-
tion but also to her position as ‘granny’ or midwife among a simple
peasant folk.  As the repository of folk wisdom concerning the in-
scrutable ways of nature, the grandmother has been depended upon
by mothers to ease the pains of childbirth and ward off the dangers
of ill luck.  Children acknowledge their indebtedness to her for
assuring them, during the crisis of birth, a safe entrance into the
world.  Even grown men and women refer to her as a second mother
and sometimes show the same deference and respect for her that
they accord their own mothers” (p 117).

The wisdom and influence of the grandmother was not only familiar to the country
people, its reaches were seen in the city as well.  As Frazier notes, “the Negro grand-
mother has not ceased to watch over the destiny of the Negro families as they have
moved in increasing numbers to the cities during the past century.”  The African
American grandmother still acts as guardian and caretaker to her grandchildren more
than one century after emancipation.  Although beset by a different set of problems,
her commitment to her grandchildren and great-grandchildren has remained un-
changed.

In many ways, the grandmother has been the foundation of Black families in the face
of difficulties.  As noted by Jones (l973), “no matter what social and economic condi-
tions the Black family faced, the Black grandmother has been a steady, supporting
influence, as well as a connecting link between branches of the extended family.”
She is viewed as a source of strength and the communicator of family values; provid-
ing the religious orientation to family members, and stressing the importance of ser-
vice to others, racial pride, educational achievement, strong family ties, commitment
to children, self-respect, discipline and hard work.  The African American grand-
mother “has socialized her children and grandchildren into values and patterns essen-
tial to their survival, growth, and development” (Jones, l973), providing the founda-
tion for the resilience and endurance of the Black family.

Grandmothers are viewed as strong and resourceful figures for the stability and the
organization of family and community.  In Darkwater (l920), Du Bois writes, “even
higher than strength and art loom human sympathy and sacrifice as characteristic of
Negro womanhood” (p.177).  Her unwavering sacrifice has transcended slavery, eman-
cipation, reconstruction, Jim Crowism, the Great Migration, the Civil Rights Move-
ment, and into the Age of Technology.  Through all of these hardships, the African
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American grandmother has stayed the course as she continues to sing “swing low
sweet chariot.”  Her own strength has been nurtured by her strong religious beliefs
and her deep commitment to family values.  In spite of the drastic changes that have
taken place in the structure of Black families, these two factors have proven to be
most important.

Changes in African American Family Structure

Structural changes in society have influenced a rearrangement of nuclear families.
Within the last decade, there has been a number of structural changes in African
American family life.  In his discussion of the diversity in family structure in African
American communities, Billingsley (1992) notes that from 1865-1965 (the hundred-
year period between the end of slavery and until after World War II), the African
American family was characterized by a high degree of stability.  Meaning, the cen-
tral focus of the traditional family was the nuclear family unit, consisting of the mother,
father and their children.  The decline in two-parent families began after the l960s,
and at a time when it became difficult for Black men to maintain decent wages as blue
collar workers in the industrial sector.  At the beginning of the 1960s, 78 percent of all
Black families were headed by married couples, followed by 64 percent in l970, 48
percent in l980, and 39 percent in 1990 (Billingsley, l992).  Given the social and
structural problems faced by African Americans, this downward trend in two parent
families is likely to continue, and grandmother maintained households will likely
increase.

In l980, Billingsley (l992) notes, for the first time since slavery, a majority of African
Americans lived in single-parent families.  The nuclear as well as the extended family
forms which were adopted after slavery as an adaptive mechanism, “are in a rapid
state of decline” (Billingsley, l992).  Post-industrialization has resulted in a number
of alternative family structures, and grandmothers raising grandchildren alone is among
the most obvious.  The grandmother-headed family is an adaptive strategy for meet-
ing the basic needs of its members given the situation they face in contemporary
society (Billingsley, l992).  Technological changes since the l950s, and more recently
the crack-cocaine epidemic, the HIV/AIDS epidemic, and the incarcerations of young
mothers have all contributed to the restructuring of the African American family.
And, grandmothers have been thrust into unfamiliar and nontraditional caregiving
roles “that threaten their morale and increase their role confusion” (Hayslip, Shore,
Henderson, & Lambert, l998; Emick & Hayslip, l996).

New Roles and Challenges

African American grandmothers raising grandchildren and other family members is
not new in black communities.  However, it is the unprecedented proliferation of
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grandparents, especially grandmothers, who are taking care of large numbers of grand-
children that has gotten the nation’s attention.  Elderly persons raising grandchildren
face a myriad of challenges, such as their own declining health or the need to provide
support to the absent parent of a grandchild.  Other challenges include lack of support
and respite services, affordable housing, access to medical care, and physical, emo-
tional and family strains (AoA, 1997; Burton & DeVries, l993; Kelly, l993; Minkler
and Roe, l993; Minkler & Roe, l996).  Some may not have the financial resources to
raise another family, and may need to deplete their savings to support their grandchil-
dren.  Others do not welcome the role of grandparenthood, especially in the case of
young grandmothers who experience role conflict between work and caregiving (Bur-
ton & DeVries, l993).

Among the reasons for grandparents having to care for their grandchildren are drug
abuse, incarcerations, divorce, abandonment, death of a parent, child abuse, unem-
ployment, teenage pregnancy, and HIV/AIDS (Barnhill, l996; Brown & Monye, l995;
Barnette, l997; Burton, l992; Burton & Bengston, l985; Burton, Dilworth-Anderson
& DeVries, 1995; Caliandro & Hughes, 1998; Donaldson-Northrup, 1994; Dowdell,
1995; Dressel & Barnhill, 1994; Emick & Hayslip, 1996; Hayslip, Shore, Henderson
& Lambert, 1998; Honey, 1988; Joslin & Brouard, 1995; Kee, 1997; Ladner &
Gourdine, 1984; Larsen, 1991; LeBlanc, London & Aneshensel, l997; Lesar, Gerber
& Semmel, 1995; Longino & Earle, l996; Minkler & Roe, l993; l996; Minkler, Roe
& Price, 1992; 1994; Minkler, Roe, & Robertson-Beckley, l994; Pruchno & Johnson,
1996; Roe, Minkler, & Barnwell, 1994; Sands & Goldberg-Glen, 1996; Schable, et
al., 1995; Seamon, 1992).  The crack-cocaine epidemic and the incarceration of young
mothers are among the most challenging and devastating to the stability of African
American families, having very demanding consequences for the grandmother
caregiver.

African American Grandmothers: Caring for Children and Grandchildren
Affected by the Crack-Cocaine Epidemic

The crack-cocaine epidemic has serious consequences for African American families
and communities (Seamon, 1992).  A number of studies have cited the impact of the
crack-cocaine epidemic on African American grandmothers who are caring for their
grandchildren (Burton, 1992; Minkler, Roe, & Robertson-Beckley, 1994; Roe, Minkler
& Barnwell, 1994; Seamon, 1992).  Drug addiction is among the most recent reasons
for surrogate parenting among African American grandmothers. Burton (1992) notes
that grandparents raising children of drug-addicted parents has only recently attracted
the attention of social scientists.  Only a small number of studies have been conducted
(Seamon, 1992) concerning the magnitude of the problem.  However, substance abuse
has been cited as the most prevalent reason for the increase in the number of children
living with relatives (AARP, 1994; Minkler, Roe, & Robertson-Beckley, 1994).
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The responsibility of raising grandchildren in the midst of the drug epidemic can
cause emotional problems and hardships for the grandmother caregiver.  In a 1992
Congressional Hearing on “Grandparents as Parents: Raising a Second Generation,”
Evelyn Davis, Director of Developmental Pediatrics at Harlem Hospital Center, testi-
fied that approximately 40% of all children referred to her were cared for by grand-
parents.  She reported that grandparents caring for their drug-exposed grandchildren
had to deal with the problem of how to care for children with unique behavioral and
developmental problems with which they have no prior experience.  In a retrospective
study of 175 children in her care who were under 6 years old, and prenatally exposed
to drugs, Davis (1992) observed a number of abnormalities.  Among these were pre-
mature births (36%), language delay (90%), fine motor delay (63%), gross motor
delays (37%), delay in social skills (over 50%), hyperactivity (39%), neurological
problems requiring treatment (30%), retardation and autism (8%), cerebral palsy (8%),
and sleep problems (50%).  A majority of the children had problems with impulsive
behavior, and the inability to learn from past mistakes.

These problems are stressful for grandmothers.  Burton (1992) found that caring for
grandchildren caused considerable stress for grandparents, citing 86% of her sample
stated that they felt depressed or anxious most of the time.  Davis (1992) found that
grandparents reported feeling overwhelmed by the many clinic visits required by
their grandchildren.  Special programs for retarded or autistic children require the
weekly involvement of the primary caregiver.  It is reported that African American
grandparents often neglect their own physical problems in order to make sure their
grandchildren’s problems are treated (Davis, 1992).  In their study of instrumental
and emotional support among 71 African American grandmothers raising grandchil-
dren as a consequence of the crack-cocaine epidemic, Minkler, Roe and Robertson-
Beckley, (1994) found that many of the women reported “decreased contact with
family and friends and a decline in marital satisfaction.”  Others reported that provid-
ing care for grandchildren was complicated because they had not finished rearing
their own children.  The importance of African American grandmothers in black fami-
lies is unquestioned (Billingsley, l992; Frazier, 1939; Hill, l971; Ladner, 1971; Ladner
& Gourdine, 1984).  However, new roles and responsibilities present a challenge, if
not a threat, to the strong traditions of African American families.

The Impact of Incarcerations on African American Grandmother Caregivers

There has been a dramatic increase in the rate of incarcerations among women over
the past decade. Incarcerations among women have increased by 202% over the last
ten years (Dressel & Barnhill, 1994).  Approximately 50,000 women are in state and
federal prisons, and some 39,000 more are in jails.  Two-thirds of these women have
children under the age of 18 years, and approximately 53 percent of these children
live with their grandparents while their mother is in prison.  In most cases, the grand-
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mother is the primary caregiver.  Approximately 32,000 older women are primary
caregivers for their grandchildren whose mothers are incarcerated (Dressel & Barnhill,
l994).  It is estimated that 75,000 grandmothers will be faced with the increasing
incidence of incarcerations of their grandchildren’s mothers before the century’s end
(Barnhill, 1996).  African American grandmothers are increasingly called upon to act
as surrogate parents for their grandchildren whose mothers are incarcerated or other-
wise incapacitated because of drug abuse (Barnhill, 1996; Dressel & Barnhill, 1994).

The increasing prevalence of incarcerations among young African American mothers
create additional problems for poor and elderly African American grandmothers who
are living on fixed incomes, and who may have other child care or kin care responsi-
bilities.  In their 1994 case study, Dressel and Barnhill found that this particular popu-
lation of grandmothers had material needs in almost all basic aspects of life.  They
also found that the grandmother’s psychological needs focused on respite from and
validation for their family work, desire for a better relationship with the incarcerated
daughter, and ways to deal with the emotional needs of grandchildren and their be-
havioral disruptions at home and school (Dressel & Barnhill, 1994).  The authors also
reported problems centered around transition periods, such as when the grandmother
takes in the children after the daughter’s arrest, the conviction, and the release after
many years.  These transitions may present critical problems in family relationships
between the daughter and the grandmother caregiver.

The increase in incarcerations of young mothers is serious and requires attention
from social scientists as well as the African American community.  Little or no em-
pirical research has been done on the burden of the incarcerations of daughters on
African American grandmothers who must take care of the imprisoned daughter’s
children.  Although the numbers are not very large they are increasing rapidly (Dressel
& Barnhill, 1994).  We need to know more about the particular needs and problems of
this population of grandmother caregivers, and assess some similarities and differ-
ences to other groups.

Conclusion and a Look to the Future

Demographic and socioeconomic trends have changed the structure of the American
family.  Since 1977, there has been a rapid increase in the number of families main-
tained by grandparents.  This article has addressed the rise in grandparent headed
households and some problems associated with raising grandchildren whose parents
are incarcerated or addicted to drugs.  A number of reasons may account for the rapid
increase in households maintained by grandparents.  While functioning in the role of
surrogate parents in the case of crack-cocaine addiction and the incarceration of their
daughters, African American grandmothers experience much stress and many prob-
lems.  To date, very little systematic research is available on the incidence and preva-
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lence of African American grandmothers who have primary care responsibility for
raising their grandchildren.  Research on surrogate parenting among grandmothers is
a relatively new phenomenon and open to many diverse approaches.  The following
research questions are recommended for study: (1) What is the impact of primary
caregiving on the health and well-being of African American grandmothers?; (2) What
are the incidence and prevalence rates of grandparents who care for their grandchil-
dren in African American communities?; (3) How does the impact of  incarcerations,
drug addiction, and HIV/AIDS affect surrogate parenting among African American
grandmothers?; (4) Are there rural-urban differences in caregiving?; (5) What is the
influence of different levels of caregiving on stress and depression?; and (6) What are
the sources and types of social support received by grandmother caregivers?  It is
anticipated that this paper will motivate other social scientists to seriously explore
some of the issues involved in surrogate parenting among African American grand-
mothers.
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