
7/31/2019 Why More Grandparents Are Raising Children | The Pew Charitable Trusts

https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/blogs/stateline/2016/11/02/why-more-grandparents-are-raising-children 1/6

Stateline

Why More Grandparents Are
Raising Children
STATELINE
ARTICLE

November 2, 2016 By: Teresa Wiltz  Topics: Demographics, Social Issues  & Safety Net  Read
�me: 5 min

Bill Pendleton with granddaughter Audrey at their home in Draper, Utah. More grandparents are
raising grandchildren because their parents are unable to.
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The number of grandparents who are raising their grandchildren is going up and increasingly
it’s because their own kids are addicted to heroin or prescrip�on drugs, or have died from an
overdose. For some, it’s a challenge with li�le help available.

In 2005, 2.5 million children were living with grandparents who were responsible for their
care. By 2015, that number had risen to 2.9 million.
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Child welfare officials say drug addic�on, especially to opioids, is behind much of the rise in
the number of grandparents raising their grandchildren, just as it was during the crack
cocaine epidemic of the 1980s and ’90s. An es�mated 2.4 million people were addicted to
opioids at last count.

Caseworkers in many states say a growing number of children are neglected or abandoned
by parents who are addicted. That has forced them to take emergency steps to handle a
growing crisis in foster care — and o�en to turn first to grandparents for help.

“Obviously, the numbers have grown because of the current na�onal opioid epidemic,” said
Maria Moissades, who heads Massachuse�s’ Office of the Child Advocate. “You’ve got
grandparents who thought they were going to spend their re�rement fishing and traveling.
Now they’re raising [as many as] five grandkids.”

Federal law requires that states consider placing children with rela�ves in order to receive
foster care and adop�on assistance. And grandmothers and grandfathers o�en are the first
— and best — choice when state and local caseworkers have to take a child out of a home
and find someone else to take custody, said Angela Sausser, execu�ve director of the Public
Children Services Associa�on of Ohio, a coali�on of public child safety agencies in the state.

“When we are seeking caregivers for a child, you want to see who that child has
rela�onships with,” Sausser said. “You’re removing them from their [nuclear] family. To
minimize the trauma and help them feel some normalcy, you obviously want to seek out
whoever is closest to that child.”

In some instances, caseworkers say, grandparents are also struggling with addic�ons.

In Ohio, for instance, the opioid epidemic has grown so large that caseworkers some�mes
have a hard �me finding any rela�ves who can step up, said Kim Wilhelm, protec�ve services
administrator for Licking County (Ohio) Department of Job and Family Services.

For every child in foster care who has been placed with a rela�ve, another 20 children are
being raised by rela�ves outside the system, said Jaia Lent, deputy execu�ve director of
Genera�ons United, a Washington, D.C.-based family research and advocacy group.

Many grandparents face a host of emo�onal and financial challenges in their renewed
paren�ng role. And there are o�en few state or local resources to draw on for help.

Twenty-one percent of grandparents caring for grandchildren live below the poverty line,
according to Genera�ons United. About 39 percent are over 60 and 26 percent have a
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disability. And because many are not licensed in the system, they are not eligible for the
same services and financial support as licensed foster parents.

“Can’t y’all make it easier for grandparents? That’s my request,” said Dot Thibodeaux,
president and founder of the grassroots support group Grandparents Raising Grandchildren
Informa�on Center of Louisiana.

“Most of us are on Social Security,” she said. “When the family grows, the Social Security
does not. You have to make do with whatever you were ge�ng, and that’s kind of hard.”

State Help
 

A handful of states are trying to help. In Louisiana, state lawmakers in June voted to establish
a grandparents’ council in the governor’s office to study remedies for those tasked with
raising grandchildren.

In New Mexico, lawmakers voted in February to set up a task force to study the issue and
recommend concrete policy changes that could help grandparents, from legal and financial
help to food and housing assistance.

A bill lingering in the Massachuse�s Legislature would provide grandparents caring for their
grandchildren with property tax relief. And Georgia lawmakers considered bills that would
make it easier for grandparents to take grandchildren in their custody to the doctor or to
enroll them in school, but failed to pass them.

The growing trend and the problems it can cause are being no�ced by Congress too. In May,
U.S. Rep. Danny Davis, Illinois Democrat, introduced a bill that would, among other things,
make it easier for grandparents caring for children to receive Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families. It’s lingering in commi�ee.

In September, U.S. Senate inac�on effec�vely killed a bill that would have provided federal
funding for substance abuse programs for families with children at imminent risk of entering
foster care. The bill also would have allowed states to waive foster care licensing standards
for grandparents and other rela�ves.

Barriers to Help
 

https://legiscan.com/LA/research/SB313/2016
https://www.nmlegis.gov/Sessions/16%20Regular/memorials/senate/SM001.HTML
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/189/House/H2637
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/5354
http://www.lutheranservices.org/FFPSA
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/5456
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Grandparents — especially those who don’t become licensed foster parents or legal
guardians of their grandchildren — face a host of emo�onal and legal challenges in ge�ng
help.

Many of them o�en don’t want to apply for legal custody because that would mean taking
their own children to court. Or if they apply for welfare, the state could try to make their
own children, who may already be struggling with addic�on, pay child support.

Licensed foster parents have access to services and can get financial assistance with
everything from medical care to a clothing allowance. But to qualify, grandparents would
have to go through a lengthy process and meet certain requirements.

To be a licensed foster parent, for instance, states have specific requirements about square
footage and bedrooms for each child. This makes sense if a child is being placed with a
stranger, but creates barriers for grandparents who may need to accommodate mul�ple
grandchildren in their homes, Lent said.

Although Louisiana offers financial subsidies to help grandparents with the costs of raising
children, few apply because they are unaware of the help. Others don’t qualify because they
make too much money — even if they earn very li�le, Thibodeaux said.

“You almost have to be on the streets,” said Thibodeaux, who serves on the governor’s
grandparents’ council.

Some child welfare advocates say that what’s needed is more help for “kinship care” —
rela�ves taking in and raising the children who’ve been neglected.

“Everyone agrees that kinship care is the right thing, but there’s no money to pay for it,” said
Moissades, the Massachuse�s child advocacy official.

But there could be a payoff if some help was provided grandparents who aren’t part of the
foster care system. According to analysis of foster care payments by Genera�ons United,
grandparents and other rela�ves raising children save taxpayers $4 billion each year by
keeping the children out of the foster care system.

A Mul�genera�onal Problem?
 

Back in the 2000s, some states passed legisla�on establishing “kinship navigator” programs
that serve as one-stop shops linking grandparents and other rela�ves with services such as
counseling, housing assistance and short-term financial help.
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With these programs, other grandparents raising children o�en served as the “navigators” to
advise on how to get help with everything from legal advice to paren�ng skills.

But in some states, budget crunches have made funding for some of these programs
unstable, Lent said. In 2008, Congress passed the Fostering Connec�ons to Success and
Increasing Adop�ons Act, which included compe��ve grants for kinship navigator programs.
Some states used the money to create new programs, but not all are available statewide.
Some states, including Florida and Ohio, have federally funded navigator programs that
cover part of the state.

Today Connec�cut, Delaware, New Jersey, New York and Washington state s�ll have
statewide, state-funded programs.

Child welfare workers say that more federal funding is needed if every state is to have a
navigator program and offer services statewide.

Isabel Barreiro, of the Children’s Home Society of New Jersey, which is contracted by the
state to serve as a kinship navigator in Central New Jersey, said she’s o�en limited in how
much she can do to help her clients.

For example, she said, many of her clients live in public housing. Some�mes mul�ple
grandchildren can be dumped on a grandparent’s doorstep, which forces her to try to find a
bigger place to live. Barreiro said she doesn’t have the ability to make a bigger apartment
magically appear.

State child welfare agencies have some power to intervene with housing, she said.

“Child protec�on services needs to do a be�er job of really stabilizing these families,” Barreio
said. “Don’t place a child with a 60-year-old grandmother who’s in Sec�on 8 housing, and
not help her.”
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