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Abstract 

The role of an untraditional, gerontological caregiver is examined to identify causes and 

preventative measures of psychological stress, prepare caregivers for the transition of 

responsibility, and educate new adoptive grandparents on the rights and limitations of their 

custodial responsibilities. The educational process of positive health and discovery of financial 

and supportive aid programs may result in improved quality of life for new kinship parents. The 

management of this process through education administration by nursing staff is crucial to 

decrease the negative emotional and physical responses to the new, overwhelming role of 

primary caregiver.  
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Adoption Education of Grandparents as Parents 

There are a number of reasons why a child may be adopted by his grandparents, and 

having a close bond with a caregiver when the parent is not available is important in the 

developmental needs of the child. Recent United States Census Bureau data shows 5% of all 

children in the United States live in households where the grandparent is the primary caregiver, 

and grandparents as parents are the fastest growing demographic of the population (Cooper 

2012; Van Etten, D., & Gautam, R., 2012). This portion of our society represents a significant 

minority which may experience added difficulties in finding kinship-directed aid and educational 

resources. In many cases the transition of the caregiver adds psychological stress, physiological 

obstacles, and confusion in the rights and role of nontraditional care. The purpose of this paper is 

to explain the importance of how nurse-to-patient education may manage the overwhelming 

aspects of kinship parenting. 

Management 

Kinship adoption aims to keep the child out of governmental foster programs and as close 

to the biological family as possible. Research shows that kinship surrogate parenting may be the 

best option in child care arrangements due to reduced psychological damage to the child, the 

possibility of maintaining a relationship with biological parents, and the ability to retain 

culturally similar practices (Cooper 2012).  In protecting the child, the caregiver may become 

psychologically compromised over a long period of time (Neely-Barnes, Graft, Washington, 

2010). Studies have shown that increased stress as a result of kinship parenthood directly 

correlates to to an increased risk of clinical depression and is more prevalent in unmarried 

caregivers (Neely-Barnes, Graft, Washington, 2010). Grandmothers have been shown to often 

falsely downplay the impact of the parental role on their personal health, although they often 
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display an increase in alcohol and tobacco consumption (Erbert, L. A., & Alemán, M. W., 2008). 

In many cases, impaired social functioning has resulted in low coping status, negative self-

esteem, and decreased financial stability (Neely-Barnes, Graft, Washington, 2010). Quality of 

life related to health as assessed by Drs. Neely-Barnes, Graff, and Washington concluded that 

75% of surrogate grandparents cared for children who experienced health or behavioral 

problems; this increased the financial and emotional strain on the personal and interpersonal 

relationships. Positive coping mechanisms are required to decrease risk for negative health side 

effects brought on by -- once again -- becoming a primary caregiver.  

The physical role of a parent is also demanding on the body. Custodial grandparents have 

reported higher rates of negative overall health than traditional, non-parental grandparents 

(Neely-Barnes, Graft, Washington, 2010). The negative physical side effects include insomnia 

and hypertension, which over long periods can lead to more severe complications (Erbert, L. A., 

& Alemán, M. W., 2008). Older kinship caregivers are also an increased risk for diabetes, 

cardiovascular disease, and general activity limitations (Van Etten, D., & Gautam, R., 2012). The 

increased risk of disease and physical limitations of older caregivers are related to personal self-

esteem and may interfere with the ability to fully meet all the required needs of the child. An 

understanding of these physical limitations placed on older primary caregivers from a nursing 

standpoint can aid in the positive acceptance of self, which may lead to a higher quality of care 

for the child. (Erbert, L. A., & Alemán, M. W., 2008). 

Grandparents transitioning to primary caregivers may not understand the legal and 

custodial issues that could arise or the availability of governmental programs set up to provide 

financial and supportive aid. Legal kinship caregivers may be eligible to apply for financial 

assistance though the government program Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) 
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(Cooper 2012); however, only 6% of eligible families receive aid from TANF (Van Etten, D., & 

Gautam, R., 2012). To become eligible for assistance programs, a caregiver must first receive a 

foster care license (Van Etten, D., & Gautam, R., 2012). This process is intensive which may 

hinder caregivers from being aware of the services available. Obstacles also exist in receiving 

proper health insurance for the child. Children are eligible for Medicaid without needing legal 

grandparental custody, but only 45% of those eligible apply for insurance due to lack of 

knowledge about existing services (Van Etten, D., & Gautam, R., 2012).  The role of the nurse in 

the education of newly adoptive grandparents on the custodial status of their grandchildren may 

also alleviate unnecessary stress. Grandparents who administer foster care often experience 

increased fear associated with the risk of having their grandchildren taken from them (Van Etten, 

D., & Gautam, R., 2012). Nurses in the adoption field should strive to educate themselves about 

the perceptions of grandparent responsibility, concern, and all available local and governmental 

outreach programs. In many cases where legal custody is nonexistent, medical and educational 

consent is obstructed, and the needs of the child cannot be met (Raphael, S., 2008). Sensitivity to 

grandparents’ perspectives can improve the access and delivery of services, in turn increasing 

overall well-being of new parents. 

Summary 

Facilitating a healthy grandparent-to-child relationship is important in maintaining a 

positive quality of life for both caregiver and child. The added stresses that come with being a 

primary caregiver can be managed through a nurse educator. The nurse’s level of awareness of 

the psychological and physiological impacts of gerontological parenting and caregiver perception 

of aid can heavily impact the quality of care received by a patient. By understanding and 
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educating surrogate parents, nurses can help with the reduction of adverse health effects and be 

aware of high risk situations. 
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