
PROJECT 6 - INTERGENERATIONAL EXCHANGE: 
GRANDPARENTS, SOCIAL EXCLUSION AND HEALTH

This project investigated how grandparents supported and cared for their grandchildren. It is based in a 
low-income estate in the North of England, where research has been conducted since 
1999.  

Drawing on existing participants, and accessing new participants, 
researchers developed eight case studies of grandparents with whom 
they interviewed four times over a two year period.  Walking alongside 
participants for over two years of fieldwork, researchers captured 
insights into the lived experience of vulnerable and marginalised 
grandparents.  This included their role as carers in mentoring, 
supervising, and managing their grandchildren and how these roles 
changed or stayed the same.

The project sought to understand participants’ experiences of their lives, 
how this shaped their experiences of the present and possibilities for 
the future.  Insights from varied circumstance were compared, and the 
importance of home and the place in which they live in shaping their lives 
and those of their grandchildren was also investigated. 

The interest in investigating the role of mid-life grandparents (35-60yrs) 
in their grandchildren’s lives stems from observations about how family is 
absolutely central in the lives of vulnerable families. Drawing on insights 
from previous research, what grandparents purposefully do to reduce the 
vulnerability of the younger generation was examined as well as the resources 
they require in order to do what they think is best for their grandchildren; and 
when and why they are unable to provide what they would like to provide for 
their grandchildren.  

Ongoing engagement with formal and third sector workers in the area was 
established, in order to understand the contexts in which  peoples’ lives unfold 
over time, what they considered to be the most important events and, especially 
for the families studied, what their aspirations were and how they thought they 
could change their lives.  

Children and grandchildren provide a sense of purpose to these families. Traditional 
working class relationships of family support are held in high regard. There is a 
powerful morality that binds the family unit. This is a key coping strategy to deal 
with chronic and acute experiences of vulnerability. Families are held together by 
very strong bonds of sharing, support, and care, most often organised in a matrilineal 
structure, in which grandmothers (and occasionally grandfathers) are central. 

In June 2011 the Guardian Newspaper featured an article about Timescapes Project 6. For 
a full version of the article, please visit: www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/2011/jun/12/
thirtysomething-grandparents-social-services-study

“High rates of young motherhood and closely spaced generations is an increasingly common 
experience in some of the most deprived areas in the country, with grandparents often 
having children of a similar age to their own grandchildren,” said Dr Kahryn Hughes and Dr 
Nick Emmel of the University of Leeds, authors of the research.

“High rates of midlife disability, mid- to later-life illness, and early mortality rates mean that 
becoming a midlife grandparent – from 35 years onwards – is increasingly seen as the right 
time in these areas.”

The study....found that rather than conforming to the traditional “leisure and pleasure” 
ideal of grandparenting, midlife grandparents were often providing help that keeps their 
families together – and their grandchildren out of the care system....a “firefighting” form 
of grandparenting. 

“This highly vulnerable and marginalised group are sacrificing their own health, 
futures and finances to provide care that ranges from being the rock that keeps their 
grandchildren’s families together to having their grandchildren come to live with them 
full-time,” 

Hughes and Emmel also discovered, however, that social services were failing to 
adjust to families in which a grandparent was forced to take on the role of surrogate 
parent to their grandchild.

When her teenage daughter had a baby, 34-year-old Ruth found that the teenage 
pregnancy service officers who visited the family at home focused solely on her 
daughter. “At the age of 14, my daughter wasn’t capable of going down the post 
office and claiming her child benefit on her own,” Ruth said. “By not listening to 
me, services designed to help in times of need were not even able to understand 
what the needs of my family really were.”

Sue Stewart, who became a grandmother at 39 and took on full-time care for 
two of her grandchildren, agreed. “It’s hard for social services to get their heads 
around the fact that a young woman can be a grandparent,” she said. “Society’s 
changing and they’re not keeping up to speed. And it’s the children who suffer.”

Hughes and Emmel found that although formal health and social care 
providers called on grandparents in emergency situations, they were unaware 
of the crucial and highly demanding day-to-day support young grandparents 
gave to their own, often barely adult children.

“Mid-age grandparents who take on parental responsibility for their 
grandchildren struggle to access benefits and services amid complex 
relationships with health and social care providers,” Hughes and Emmel 
said.

“Young grandparents can often find themselves in conflicting situations when formal health 
and social care services become involved in their grandchildren’s lives. They can be acting as mother to two 
generations within the family but are not seen as having parental responsibilities for their grandchildren by 
service providers.”



TURNING POINTS OR MORE OF THE SAME? INVESTIGATING 
INTER-GENERATIONAL EXPERIENCES AND EXCHANGE WITH SOCIALLY 
EXCLUDED FAMILIES

The extracts (right) come from life history interviews with Josie, 
a mother of four children, who was 42 when she was recruited 
to the study.  Her youngest daughter, Naomi, has two children, 
and is now expecting her third. Josie’s experiences demonstrate 
how similar events can occur across the generations, and how 
grandparents can assume a role of ‘rescuer’ which is different 
from the perceived role of grandparents as a source of treats and 
leisure within children’s lives.

QUOTE 1: Whilst Josie broke the cycle of domestic violence during her time in prison, her children continued to suffer
...........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
“Because they, he couldn’t get at me, he was doing it to the kids.  I mean [Naomi], she went down to 5 and a half stone.  Went in, at 16 ended up going into, erm, an 
hostel for battered wives at 16.  And that’s when my mam took her.  And that’s when me and my mam sort of got together.  Cos at the end of the day she took my 
daughter.  Do you know what I mean?  
I-  But you actually managed to rebuild quite a lot of your life while you were...in prison
R1-  Oh yeah. ...I’m gonna stand up now, he can’t get me in here. Which he couldn’t get me in there.  And that’s when I went through, erm, went through divorce...”

QUOTE 3: Violent domestic situations are also seen to be replicated across the generations in the mother and daughter relationship
...........................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
I-  Yes, so in a sense, is she in a similar situation to what you were in ten years ago? 
J-  Yeah, yeah.  Definitely, and that’s what I say cos I can see that her relationship, what I was in, I mean it wasn’t as bad, but I’m not saying it, it might get worse, 
mighten it.  You just don’t know, and I can see how it’s pulling her down.

QUOTE 2: Josie reflects upon how similarities occur across the generations, i.e. examples of ‘short tempers’ are replicated from mother/
father to daughter
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
“I mean, she still loses her temper with (the kids)... but I think some of that’s down to living with their dad, but I can see there, I can see, you know, because he’s 
carrying on with her, and then walks off.  She’s upset, then the children want something, and it’s, “Get away (makes noise)” because she’s frustrated, and I can see 
that, but it’s not fair on the children, and I probably see meself, I’ve done that to them.  Do you know what I mean?”

QUOTE 4: By engagement and reflection upon her own experiences, Josie shows how she is attempting to minimise the effects of 
domestic violence within the lives of her family, discussing how she would take in her grandchildren if needed, as her own mother had 
done for her with her children
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................
“I’m not saying she’s a bad mum, cos she’s not, but sometimes I feel I need to do more, or if I...  Just, if that carries on, then I’m gonna just take ‘em out of the house.  I 
have come...  
I-  So you would, you would be willing to take them away if things got too.
J-  Yeah, definitely.  Oh, definitely, yeah”.
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