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Abstract

The objective of this brief report was to outline the demographic, economic, household, and health 

profile of “grandparents responsible for grandchildren” (GRfGs) in the United States (US). Public 

Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) from the 2009-2011 American Community Survey (ACS) 3-year 

file was used to investigate characteristics of GRfGs by race-ethnic groups and the geographical 

distribution over the US mainland (contiguous states). The 9,177 actual units in the microdata are 

estimated to represent about 306,122 GRfGs. Population profiles are presented in tables for 

GRfGs of any age and the characteristics for those aged 65 and over are discussed. Amongst 

GRfGs aged 65 and over (n=33,168): 27% have ambulatory difficulty; 33% own their home free 

and clear; 77% have resided in their current residence for more than four years; 41% care for 

grandchild(ren) with the parent being absent; 61% are married; 36% have a college education; 

77% are not in the labor force; and the majority (55%) are Non-Latino-Whites. Qualitative 

comparisons from descriptive statistics suggest race-ethnic minority GRfGs may be more 

economically and socially vulnerable than Non-Latino-Whites. Research on GRfGs and efforts on 

understanding how best to assist them should continue.
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Introduction

When the Adoption Assistance and Child Welfare Act of 1980 was enacted, “relative 

caregivers” became the most desirable option for the placement of children in need of 

alternate caregivers (Goodman and Silverstein, 2002). Prior to this law, the placement of 

children entering the custody of Child Protective Services (CPS) was sought from available 

foster care parents. The 1980 law was extended and narrowed in on grandparents as the 

preferred relative caregivers with the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 

Reconciliation Act of 1996—Grandparents Responsible for Grandchildren (GRfGs) became 

a special population of interest with this law. In order to understand the fiscal and social cost 

of grandparents as alternate caregivers, the 1996 legal act mandated the United States (US) 

Census Bureau to collect information on GRfG prevalence in the US population (Mutchler 

and Baker, 2004). As a response, the US Census Bureau developed questions for quantifying 

the prevalence of GRfGs living in the same household as the grandchild(ren) and included 
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the questions in the 2000 decennial census questionnaire. Following legal acts in the 1980s 

and 1990s, the National Family Caregiver Support Act of 2000 reauthorized the Older 

American Act which created the National Family Caregiver Support Program (NFCSP). 

Under the latter, US states are legally permitted to utilize 10% of their NFCSP federal funds 

in the assistance of GRfGs—where priority can be given to those deemed with the greatest 

social and fiscal need (see Minkler and Fuller-Thomson, 2005). More generally, legislation 

by the 104th US Congress initiated the collection of GRfGs to help the US Department of 

Health and Human Services (DHHS), under the Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 

(TANF) Program, determine the yearly allocation of $200 million dollars to top 10 

performing states under the High Performance Bonus Awards Program.

Since the American Community Survey (ACS) entered full implementation in 2005—as a 

replacement to the “long form” previously administered during decennial censuses—the 

timely assessment of GRfGs prevalence has been possible using larger scale and more 

generalizable data than that available from alternate sources like the National Survey of 

Families and Households or the Health and Retirement Study. The ACS is the main source 

of information on GRfGs in the US and influences the distribution of billions of dollars each 

year. For example, in 2008, data from the ACS was used to determine the allocation of 

$261.1 billion to the DHHS for the Medical Assistance Program (Reamer, 2010). In addition 

to informing on the prevalence of GRfGs, population estimates derived from the ACS 

sample are used to inform which governmental entities are eligible for funds and how much 

should be allocated to them. This implies that population estimates derived from the ACS 

sample have the potential to exert significant policy, social, and economic impacts at the 

structural- and individual-level.

The specific aim of this brief report is to investigate the racial-ethnic-specific demographic, 

economic, household, and disability profiles of GRfGs during the 2009-2011 survey-period 

using ACS microdata—as it is the primary source for the estimation of GRfG prevalence. 

The GRfG profile of those aged 65 and over is also provided for contrast to the ‘any age 

GRfG estimates’ provided in the tables below. The main goal of the project, discussing the 

profile of any age and older adult GRfGs, is complimented by highlighting why their small 

sample size should prohibit any attempt to investigate the statistical significance of 

difference by race-ethnic group without regard to the potentially large confidence intervals 

around prevalence estimates. In agreement with others (Mutchler and Baker, 2004), the 

argument here is that inferring statistical significance from their small sample size requires 

great caution. We now turn our attention to how ACS derived GRfG race-ethnic-specific 

profiles can help us paint a blurry but informative picture of their population in the US.

Method

Participants

The sample of GRfGs in this analysis comes from the Public Use Microdata Sample 

(PUMS) 3-year (2009-2011) ACS file. It includes any GRfGs at or over the age of 21 and 

who reside in the US mainland (contiguous states). A total of 9,177 actual survey 

respondents (“unweighted count”) are used in the analysis. When the population weight is 

applied to them (“weighted count”), it is said that the 9,177 individuals represent 306,122 
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GRfGs in the US mainland over the age of 21 during the 2009-2011 ACS survey-period. 

The tables provide the unweighted and weighted counts of each race-ethnic group and only 

present weighted estimates across the groups to create their profiles. Please note advice on 

the careful use of ACS derived population estimates is not an argument for the high 

fallibility of ACS data—the data source is transparent, high quality, large scale, and the most 

readily available information source on the GRfG population.

Procedures

The ACS is a population-based survey administered by the US Census Bureau headquarters 

in Suitland, MD, USA. Data from the ACS helps the US federal government determine how 

hundreds of billions of dollars are distributed each year (Siordia, 2014a). As explained 

elsewhere, ACS PUMS files are available to anyone with an internet connection (Siordia, 

2014b). The ACS has been previously argued to be a high quality and transparent data 

source (Siordia, 2014c). Technical details on the collection of data for the ACS are readily 

available through the internet. The use of this secondary and de-identified data source does 

not require IRB approval.

Measures

GRfG refers to anyone who responded with a “yes” to the following question: Is this 

grandparent currently responsible for most of the basic needs of any grandchild(ren) under 

the age of 18 who live(s) in this house or apartment? The question has some limitations. In 

the eloquent words of Mutchler and Baker (2004): “indicators involving the reporting of 

responsibility for grandchildren may be highly subjective… reports are subject to a higher 

level of reporting variability than occurs for more objective indicators” (Pg. 364). In 

particular, the phrase ‘responsible for most basic needs’ may introduce considerable 

differences between respondents in that it allows individuals to self-define the meaning of 

“responsible” and leisurely interpret what qualifies as “basic needs.” Because laws requiring 

the US Census Bureau to collect data on the prevalence of GRfGs do not specify that a 

spouse-GRfG-dyad be treated as a caregiving unit, this analysis estimates the prevalence of 

GRfGs without aggregating these dyads—an approach seen by others as “double-counting” 

(Mutchler and Baker, 2004). The fact that both individuals in a spouse-GRfG-dyad claim 

responsibility for the basic needs of a grandchild(ren) has implications for legal and funding 

matters. The “double-counting” approach is important as almost 7 out of 10 GRfGs are 

married (shown in Table 1). If the concern is to not multi-count individuals responsible for a 

grandchild(ren), then a more complex logic and set of variables would be required to 

determine when a grandparent is truly responsible in the presence of the parent in the same 

home on an alternate grandparent also claiming responsibility for meeting the basic needs of 

a grandchild(ren). This too is important since 8 out of 10 GRfGs reside in a house where at 

least one of the child's parents is present.

GRfGs' home ownership status is captured with the following: paying mortgage; owns free 

and clear; renting; and resides in a ‘rent free’ place. To capture their residential stability, 

their ‘length of residence’ at the current address is broken down into 7 month-and year-

categories. To understand the composition of the family unit in the household, the number of 

GRfG homes with parent present is also provided (Mutchler and Baker, 2004). Because the 
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person population prevalence of GRfGs is the focus, house population weights are not used 

to estimate these counts.

GRfGs are divided into the following racial-ethnic groups: Non-Latino-White (NLW: the 

racial-ethnic majority group in the US); Non-Latino-Black (NLB); Non-Latino-Others 

(NLO); Mexican-Latino/a (MEX); and Non-Mexican-Latino/a (NML). NLWs are treated as 

the reference group. Tabulations, stratified over these five racial-ethnic groups, include: age 

(if ≥ 65 then =1); sex (female=1); nativity (native born=1); educational attainment (some 

college or more=1); language spoken at home (only speaks English, “mono English”=1); 

marital status (3 groups).

Several economic factors are included. Labor force participation is broken down into: 

civilian or armed forces “employed and at work” (works=1); unemployed; and not in labor 

force. To account for the overall economic status of the family unit, the GRfG's poverty 

status is measured as those “in-poverty” (poverty score from 0 to 100) and those “near-

poverty” (poverty score from 101 to 150). The poverty measure is created by the US federal 

government—varies by year but not by geography. For example, in 2011, a family of three 

that includes a child under 18 would be under the poverty threshold if the family reported a 

yearly income ≤ $18,123. The poverty scores ranging from 0 to 500 in the ACS PUMS data 

are ratios that provide a simple measure of economic vulnerability.

All the six disability items in the ACS are included. They refer to individuals reporting 

having difficulty with: self-care; independent-living; ambulatory; cognitive; hearing; and 

vision. The report refers to these items as measuring “disability” because the ACS refers to 

them as such. Detailed disability questions are displayed in Appendix A.

ACS PUMS data allows individual units to be geographically referenced to Public Use 

Microdata Area (PUMA). Although not shown here, the prevalence of GRfGs was examined 

at the PUMA level and across all the US mainland states. This report provides the 20 states 

with the highest GRfG concentrations and identifies the two counties containing the two 

highest GRfG concentrated PUMAs.

Data Analyses

The main goal is to discuss racial-ethnic-specific profiles. Race-ethnicity-specific weighted 

and unweighted counts of the sample are presented at the top of each table. Please note 

PUMS data slightly differ from internal files at the US Census Bureau because public 

microdata are a sub-sample of the internal ACS file (see Keathley, Navarro, & Asiala, 

2010). Weighted numbers are used to display demographic characteristics. Percentages are 

calculated as follows: (Wc
ij ÷ TWc

j); where Wc
ij is the weighted count of “ith” demographic 

factor for “jth” race-ethnic group and TWcj is the weighted total count of “jth” race-ethnic 

group. The average number of GRfGs represented by each actual respondent is represented 

by the Person Inflation Ratio (PIR): (Wc
j ÷ uWc

j); where Wc
j is the weighted count for “jth” 

race-ethnic group and uWc
j is the unweighted count for “jth” race-ethnic group. Please note 

only qualitative comparisons between race-ethnic groups are made. The small number 

(9,177) of GRfGs being used to infer the characteristics of 306,122 GRfGs, stratified by 

racial-ethnicity, suggest the potential for the confidence intervals around population 
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estimates to be heterogeneous, large, and geographically unstable. Quantitative comparisons 

are avoided under the assumption that population estimates may differ in their precision for 

capturing the ‘true’ GRfG population characteristic and that inferring statistical significance 

is not required to inform social policy.

Results

Within GRfGs, only 11% (n=33,168) are aged 65 and over. From Table 1, we see that when 

compared to NLWs and NLOs (where PIR=31) the following have a larger PIR: NMLs (39); 

MEXs (38); and NLBs (36). We also see about 50% of NLW GRfGs participated with the 

survey via mail and that all other groups (except NLO) had lower rates of mail participation. 

NLW GRfGs have the largest (57%) number who owns home free and clear— while both 

NLB and NML GRfGs have the highest rates of renting (51% and 49% respectively). For 

those aged 65 and over, about 33% own their home free and clear. With regards to 

residential stability, NLW GRfGs have about 48% of their group with 10 or more years at 

current residence, compared to: NLBs at 38%; NLOs and MEXs at 36%; and NML at 35%. 

About 77% have resided in their current residence for more than four years in the sub-

population of GRfGs aged 65 and over. Skipped-generation households (no parent present) 

are most prevalent amongst NLWs (25%) than the other racial-ethnic groups: NLBs at 24%; 

NLOs at 17%; and MEXs and NMLs at 12%. Amongst those aged 65 and over, 41% belong 

to skipped-generation households.

From Table 2, we see that most GRfGs are females—particularly amongst NLBs (72%). 

Within racial-ethnic groups, older adult GRfGs are most prevalent amongst NLOs (19%) 

followed by: NLWs at 12%; NLBs and NMLs at 9%; and then MEXs at 8%. Foreign-born 

GRfGs are most frequent amongst MEXs (62%). Amongst those aged 65 and over, 78% are 

native. With regards to educational attainment, MEX GRfGs have the lowest rates of college 

educated followed by NLMs. Almost one-fourth (36%) have a college education amongst 

those age ≥ 65. The lowest rates of only-English speaking households are found amongst 

NMLs (13%), MEXs (14%), and NLOs (38%). Please note the rates of married GRfGs: 

NLWs and MEXs at 72%; NLOs at 67%; NMLs at 58%; and NLBs at 47%. About 61% are 

married in the older adult GRfG sup-population. More than half of all GRfGs work and only 

NLOs have 47% of their GRfGs not in the labor force. In those aged 65 and over, 77% are 

not in the labor force. Poverty rates are highest in MEXs and NLBs (30%) followed by 

NMLs (29%), NLOs (23%), and NLWs (16%). Where age ≥ 65: 30% of NLWs; 33% of 

NLOs; 39% of MEXs; 44% of NLOs; and 47% of NLBs are in- or near-poverty.

Table 3 displays the prevalence of disability. Ambulatory difficulty has the highest rates 

(e.g., NLBs at 17%) and self-care difficulties the lowest (e.g., NLWs, NLOs, and MEX at 

3%). Within those aged 65 and over: 27% have ambulatory difficulties; 16% have difficulty 

with hearing; 13% have difficulty with independence; 9% have cognitive difficulties; 7% 

have difficulty with vision; and 6% have difficulty with self-care. Most of the disable older 

adults are concentrated amongst the racial-ethnic minority groups.

Table 4 shows the top 20 states with the highest concentrations of GRfGs (sorted on the 

“total” column). Texas and California have the highest concentrations of GRfGs. For most 
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states, NLWs are the predominant group. For example, they make up about 84% of GRfGs 

in Indiana. In contrast, MEXs have the highest concentrations in Texas and California (47% 

and 45% respectively). Although not shown here, a list of PUMAs was also explored to 

identify highly concentrated sub-state geographical areas. From this analysis, the two most 

highly GRfG-concentrate PUMAs are found in Ector County, Texas and Riverside County, 

California. Creating race-ethnicity stratified demographic profiles for GRfGs at anything 

lower than the national level should be avoided. State and sub-state counts should only be 

used to give some indication on the geographical distribution of the GRfG population. Less 

than 50 racial-ethnic-minority actual survey participants may be used for some states to 

create population estimates. Splitting these small size sub-GRfG-groups by demographic 

characteristics could produce tabulations where some table cells are informed by the 

characteristics of one or two people. For example, there are only 492 NML GRfGs in the US 

mainland and only one for the whole state of Louisiana. State-specific profiles for older 

adult GRfGs should be used with great caution.

Discussion

This brief report outlines the demographic, economic, household, and disability profile of 

GRfGs over the age of 21 who resided in the US mainland during the 2009-2011 survey-

period of the ACS. The profile of GRfGs suggest racial-ethnic minorities may be more 

economically and socially vulnerable than their NLW counterparts. Policy should continue 

to advance the collection of high quality data on GRfGs and target efforts in the formation 

of transitional family units for children needing adult care. The proper treatment of sample 

derived population estimates for the formation of social policy has real consequences for 

future generations.
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