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Abstract
Globally older people are increasingly providing care for their grandchildren. A per-
tinent question across world regions is the extent to which providing care for grand-
children intersects with the ageing process and the implications for grandparents’ 
wellbeing. This paper examines the relationship between caring for grandchildren 
and the self-rated health of older African women (n = 1,397) in South Africa, draw-
ing on data from the National Income Dynamics Study. This is a population which 
faces significant socio-economic challenges and stresses from the legacy of the HIV 
epidemic but benefit from a supportive social protection system and strong norms of 
extended family care. The findings show that prior self-rated health is not associated 
with assuming primary caregiving responsibilities for grandchildren, suggesting 
there is no selection effect into caring responsibilities. However, after controlling 
for prior characteristics, older women who take on primary caring responsibilities 
for grandchildren have significantly lower odds of reporting poorer self-rated health. 
Thus, in contrast to the frequent conclusions of negative impacts of custodial grand-
parenting on grandparent health in the US, this paper indicates that in some cultural 
contexts grandparents taking on the primary responsibility for grandchildren can be 
protective for health. Policymakers need to recognise the important caregiving role 
of grandparents and support them to flourish.
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Introduction

The twenty-first century has been dubbed the “grandparents’ century” (Timonen, 
2019, p.271), as longer life expectancies mean more people than ever before will 
become grandparents and will occupy this role for a longer period of their lives 
(Sadruddin et al., 2019). Further, grandparents are playing an increasingly impor-
tant role in caring for their grandchildren, driven by a variety of factors including 
migration of adult children, rising female labour force participation and chang-
ing family and household structures (Bordone et  al., 2017; Glaser et  al., 2018; 
Knodel & Nguyen, 2014; Settles et al., 2009). A pertinent question across world 
regions is the extent to which providing care for grandchildren intersects with 
the ageing process – with the potential for both positive and negative impacts 
for older people’s wellbeing reflected in heterogeneous findings in the empirical 
literature (for example, Chen et al., 2015; Goodman & Silverstein, 2001; Grundy 
et al., 2012; Leder et al., 2007). This has implications both for the growing num-
ber of older adults assuming caregiving responsibilities for grandchildren, and for 
their grandchildren they care for, as the impact of stress on grandparent health 
can affect the caregiving practices adopted (Smith et al., 2008) and ability to meet 
the physical demands of childrearing (Hipple & Hipple, 2008). This study pro-
vides a longitudinal analysis of the impact of providing full-time care to grand-
children on the self-rated health of older African women in South Africa– a con-
text where despite significant socio-economic challenges and the legacy of the 
HIV epidemic, there is a supportive social protection system and strong norms of 
extended family care.

Literature Review

Successful ageing is a widely used concept in social gerontology research. The orig-
inal definition introduced by Rowe and Kahn (1987) is biomedical in nature and 
uses objective measurements. In 1997, Rowe and Kahn refined their definition of 
successful ageing as consisting of three elements: the absence of disease and dis-
ease-related disability, high cognitive and physical function, and active engagement 
with life. This focus on objective measurements has, however, been the main cri-
tique of the concept with commentators and researchers arguing it fails to consider 
individuals’ own views of what makes ageing successful (Martinson & Berridge, 
2015). For example, Gu’s (2015) analysis of older adults in the Chinese Longitudi-
nal Healthy Longevity Survey found that objective measures of successful ageing 
(absence of chronic disease and no functional disability of cognitive impairment) 
do not always correspond with subjective measures (life satisfaction, self-reported 
health, and distress). Indeed, there was discordance between objective and subjec-
tive measures among 23% of women and 29% of men. This has led researchers such 
as Annele et al. (2019) to argue that successful ageing is a multidimensional con-
cept, and that the consideration of subjective measurements in research is essential.
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The concept of successful ageing has roots in activity theory (Tartler, 1961 as 
cited in Tavel, 2008). This perspective argues that the continuation of social roles, 
and the adoption of new roles, in later life is core to ageing well. These roles can 
be in a number of spheres including economic (e.g. a worker), the family (e.g. a 
parent; grandparent, partner and sibling) or community (e.g. a friend, neighbour, 
volunteer, church member, member of a club, activist). In Teater and Chonody’s 
(2020) scoping review of research of how older adults across the globe define 
successful ageing, the theme identified across most studies was ‘social relation-
ships and interactions’ which included participation in society. Similarly, in Oka-
lie et al.’s (2023) qualitative interviews among women aged 65 and older in rural 
Nigeria, participants emphasized social roles in terms of family and neighbours 
as a core component of successful ageing. This body of research supports activ-
ity theory, and the importance of the maintenance and adaptation of new roles in 
later life to ageing well.

The continuation or adaptation of certain roles, however, may not always result 
in successful ageing. In Okalie et  al.’s (2023) research in rural Nigeria there was 
disagreement among participants as to whether participation in economic activity in 
later life was a determinant of successful ageing. This highlights individual differ-
ence and preference, and the importance of choice. Agency in later life is reflected 
in Baltes and Baltes’ (1990) selective optimization compensation theory that posits 
that individuals are able to age well when they are able to define their own goals 
(selection), have the resources to achieve these goals (optimization) and put in mech-
anisms to adjust and adapt their activities to deal with any consequences of loss of 
function or disease (compensation). This reflects the theme ‘of being healthy’ that 
Tatler et  al. (2019) identified in their scoping review which they described as not 
necessarily being disease or disability free, but being able to accept and adapt to 
changes.

Grandparenthood is one role that individuals may take on in later life and thus 
may help or hinder successful ageing. However, social expectations of grandparents 
vary between cultures (Hossain et al., 2018). This is influenced by norms and val-
ues around intergenerational relations. Izuhara (2010) defines intergenerational rela-
tions as the relationship between different generations and views a core component 
of this as the provision of support between generations. In individualistic cultures, 
such as the US and Northern Europe, emphasis is placed on autonomy and inde-
pendence. This is reflected in the living arrangement of older people. In Europe, 
North America and Australia and New Zealand, living alone or with a spouse is the 
most common residential arrangement of people aged 65 years and over (UN, 2019). 
Philipson (2010) notes that in Western countries grandparents began to take on more 
prominent roles in providing childcare for grandchildren after the 1950s when retire-
ment became a more commonplace part of the life course. However, Buchanan and 
Rotkirch (2018) argue that whilst notions of ‘being there’ in terms of grandparents 
caring for grandchildren or providing financial support is widespread in Western 
countries, there is a greater emphasis on parents being independent in terms of over-
all raising of children.

The largest number of studies on grandparental wellbeing comes from the US, 
where due to societal perceptions of the role of grandparents a key theme in the 
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interpretation of assuming primary caregiving responsibilities for grandchildren 
is of ‘off time’ (Landry-Meyer & Newman, 2004, p. 1106), whereby this par-
enting is incongruent with grandparents’ life-stage. In these circumstances these 
grandparents are often viewed as ‘child-savers’ (Arber & Timonen, 2012 p.6), 
stepping in unexpectedly when parents have been unable to provide care due to 
negative circumstances such as parent mortality and long-term morbidity, incar-
ceration, and child abuse and neglect. This literature has often reported negative 
consequences for grandparents’ self-reported physical and mental wellbeing (see 
Hayslip & Kaminski, 2005; Hadfield, 2014; Danielsbacka et al., 2022 for reviews 
of the literature). These consequences may in part be linked to other disadvan-
tages grandparents who assume these responsibilities face, for example grief or 
strain resulting from their adult child’s situation, rather than the grandparenting 
per se (Hayslip & Kaminski, 2005).

In collectivist societies there is an emphasis on interpersonal kin relation-
ships. Interdependence between generations is reflected in the living arrange-
ments of older people. In sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and Latin American living 
with children or with extended family is the most common residential arrange-
ment among those aged 65 years and over (UN, 2019). A growing literature over 
the last decade has documented the wellbeing of grandparents who assume pri-
mary caregiving responsibilities for grandchildren in East and South-East Asia. 
In Confucianism a norm is filial piety which is concerned with respect and care of 
one’s parents and older people are given high status and authority within the fam-
ily. The principle of familism in Confucianism promotes intergenerational bonds 
between grandparents and grandchildren and the provision of care to grandchil-
dren by grandparents. However, increases in parental labour economic migration 
since the 1980s has resulted in the situation whereby children in rural areas are 
‘left’ in the care of grandparents has become more common. In this economic 
context, grandparental caregivers may be perceived as ‘family maximisers’ – ena-
bling their adult children to succeed economically (Arber & Timonen, 2012, 
p.13), and thus a different perception to US grandparents in disadvantaged fami-
lies playing the role of ‘child savers’. There are nuances to this, for example Chen 
and Liu (2011) find that the health benefits of co-residing with grandchildren 
for paternal grandparents in China is higher than that for maternal grandparents, 
which the authors relate to patrilineal norms.

In sub-Saharan Africa, the value of “ubuntu” emphasises interdependence and 
solidarity (Jecker, 2021). The extended family describes the network of relations 
outside the immediate family characterised by duties, obligations and responsibil-
ities (Nukunyam, 2003). In sub-Saharan Africa the extended family has long been  
involved in childcare and childrearing. For example, in West Africa fostering, the 
childrearing of children outside the natal household has evolved from the claim 
of extended kin on children and their obligations in the childrearing process 
(Goody, 1978). Grandmothers have been highlighted as important providers of 
care to grandchildren (for example, Fouts & Brookshire, 2009; Sear et al., 2002; 
Waterhouse et al., 2017). Grandparents, especially grandmothers, have long been 
heavily involved in childcare in the region thus the concept of ‘off time’ may be 
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less relevant, although the HIV epidemic created new stressors (Hoffman, 2019; 
Schatz et al., 2018).

The Context of South Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa is the word region where the lowest proportion of children live 
with both biological parents (DeRose et al., 2017). The pattern of non-co-residence 
between children and parents is exceptionally pronounced in South Africa, where 
a minority of children under 18 years live with both biological parents (32%) and 
an almost equivalent share (33%) live with neither biological parent (DeRose et al., 
2017). Variations in living arrangements, however, exist by racial background with 
the most common residential pattern among the White and Asian population being 
the nuclear family (Amoateng et al., 2007). Skipped generation households are most 
prominent among Africans living in rural areas (Amoateng et al., 2007). Patterns in 
co-residency between children and parents can be linked to family and socio-eco-
nomic differences among South Africans.

South Africa has a very long and established history of adult temporary labour 
migration. In the colonial and apartheid periods, segregative legislation controlled the 
place of residence of the population. The Black South African population were forci-
bly contained in and removed to ten self-governing homelands, or Bantustans, located 
in rural areas and characterised by ecologically unproductive land (Bob, 2001). Defi-
ciency of employment opportunities in these areas, combined with restrictions on 
permanent family migration, encouraged circular migration of adults for work (Jones, 
1993). The effect of apartheid continues to shape residency patterns in South Africa 
today. Whilst removal of prohibits to internal migration has enabled the movement of 
non-White families to urban centres, the former homelands remain disproportionately 
populated by the African population (Harrison & Todes, 2015). Migration continues 
to be an important livelihood strategy, and migration patterns in the post-apartheid era 
has been characterised by increasing numbers of women migrating and a persistence of 
temporary forms of migration (Camlin et al., 2014). Longitudinal data from the Africa 
Centre Demographic Information System in northern rural KwaZulu-Natal indicates 
that children move with their migrant parents to their destination community in the 
minority of cases (Bennett et al., 2014).

In addition to parental migration, other common reasons for non-co-residence of 
children with their parents are extra-marital childbearing and non-martial cohabi-
tation. The 1960s saw the start of changing patterns of marriage and cohabitation 
among Africans in South Africa, resulting in widening disparities in martial sta-
tus compared to the White population (Posel & Rudwick, 2013). Childbearing for 
young African women largely takes place outside of marriage or cohabitation (Ben-
nett & Waterhouse, 2018), and levels of marriage and cohabitation remains rela-
tively low (Posel & Rudwick, 2013). Orphanhood is a third factor that can cause 
non-residency between children and parents. 14% of children are estimated to be 
either single or double orphans in South Africa, in part linked to the legacy of the 
HIV epidemic (Hall, 2023). Rates of double orphanhood are highest in the African 
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population (Hall, 2023) and in the former homelands, particularly in KwaZula-Natal 
and in the Eastern Cape (Bridgman & von Fintel, 2022).

Becoming a grandparent reflects a transition in an individual’s life course and 
can bring new roles and identities (Hutchinson, 2018). Role expectations are highly 
gendered in South Africa. For example Grapsa and Posel (2016) analysis of time use 
data collected from adults aged 60 years and older reveals that women spend longer 
on average on caring activities compared to men. The life course theory emphasises 
diversity, and that grandparenthood is a social construct that is the outcome of the 
interplay of human lives and historical time (Hutchinson, 2018). The expectation of 
grandmothers to take on the role of custodial caregivers varies by population group. 
Data collected as part of the National Income Dynamic Survey indicates for a large 
proportion of children their primary caregiver is their biological mother (Hatch & 
Posel, 2018). However, where mothers are not identified as the primary caregiver, 
this role is most likely to be taken on by fathers in non-African population groups 
but grandmothers in African families (Hatch & Posel, 2018). ‘Other males’, which 
include grandfathers, are only identified as the primary caregiver in a small minority 
of cases across population groups. In qualitative research with African grandmoth-
ers in KwuZulu-Natal, rearing grandchildren was described as their ‘duty’ reveal-
ing these women saw it as their obligation when circumstances demand it (Chazan, 
2008). Primary caregiving of African grandmothers has roots in the patterns of 
labour migrations, childbearing and orphanhood reflecting the life course theme of 
‘linked lives’ (Hutchinson, 2018) where the life course of older African women is 
shaped by the life course of the parents of their grandchildren.

South Africa is characterised by relatively high levels of income and wealth 
inequality (International Monetary Fund, 2020). Data from the National Income 
Dynamics Survey reveals whilst inequality between racial groups persist, there is 
also growing inequality within the African population (Orthofer, 2016). Persistent 
income inequality between the non-White and White population reflects racial dif-
ferences in unemployment (Statista, 2023) and occupational segregation (Gradín, 
2018). One means through which the government has attempted to reduce inequality 
is through targeted government transfers. South Africa has a social protection regime 
which explicitly supports both older people and children’s primary caregivers. The 
Old Age Pension Programme (OAPP) is a non-contributory means-tested social pen-
sion available to South African aged 60 years and older. Given its target of the poor-
est households, and its relatively high value compared to the median income in South 
Africa (Woolard & Leibbrandt, 2013), the OAPP has the potential to contribute sig-
nificantly to household income and support grandparents financially in providing care 
to grandchildren. Grandparents who are the primary caregivers to their grandchildren 
may also be eligible for the Children Support Grant (CSG). The CSG is a means-
tested cash transfer programme available to children’s co-resident primary caregivers. 
Whilst relatively small in monetary value, the CSG has been cited by grandmothers 
as important in assisting them raise grandchildren (Dolbin-Macnab et al., 2016).

Whilst there is an established literature on grandmothers caring for children 
orphaned by AIDS, there has been a substanial decline in HIV/AIDS mortality in South 
Africa since 2006 with the increased rollout of antiretroviral treatment (Pillay-van Wyk 
et al., 2016). Recent research of 2,668 Black South African grandparents resident in 
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the Agincourt Health and Socio-Demographic Survillance System suggests that assum-
ing primary caregiving responsibilties for grandchildren in contemporary South Africa 
might be protective for older people’s health. Controlling for socio-demographic char-
acteristics, older people who reported providing any care to grandchildren had higher 
cognitive scores (Jennings et al., 2021). Whilst this study was not restricted to grand-
parents who identified as primary care-givers, intensity of caregiving in the sample was 
high with those providing care reporting to provide it on average for 52 weeks a years, 
and on average 7 days a week. Jennings et al.’s (2021) study is nonetheless, limited, by 
it’s cross-sectional nature and regional rather than national focus.

The current study aims to explore impacts of providing care for grandchildren among 
African grandmothers in South Africa – a middle income country with a supportive 
social protection sysem and extended family caregiving norms. The specific research 
question is: does taking on the primary care-giving responsibility for grandchildren cor-
relate with the self-rated health of older African women in South Africa?

Methods

Data

This paper draws on secondary data from waves 4 (2014/15) and 5 (2017) of the 
National Income Dynamics Survey (NIDS) coordinated by the Southern Africa 
Labour and Development Research Unit (SALDRU) at the University of Cape 
Town. NIDS is an ongoing nationally representative panel survey which to date has 
followed households and individuals up from 2008 (wave 1) to 2017 (wave 5). At 
Wave 1 a stratified two-stage sample design was used to randomly select approxi-
mately 7,300 households from 400 primary sampling units (Leibbrandt et al., 2009). 
All adults residing in selected households were eligible to be interviewed. In subse-
quent interviews these individuals (continuing sample members) have been traced 
to take part in further waves of the survey. In addition, adults belonging to the same 
household of the continuing sample members at the time of interview, have also 
been interviewed. Waves 4 and 5 were selected in order to conduct a longitudinal 
analysis using the most recent data.

Analytical Sample

The analytical sample was restricted to women who defined their race as African, 
were aged 50 years and older at wave 4, who were not primary caregivers to any 
grandchildren, and for whom complete data was available on all variables of interest 
at waves 4 and 5. When the sample was initially restricted to women aged 50 years 
and older who became primary caregivers between wave 4 and 5, approximately 
89% reported being of African race. The numbers reporting being White, colored or 
other race were too small to make comparisons. A lack of consensus exists around 
the cut-off to define older adults. We use age 50 years and older for several reasons. 
The first is life expectancy at birth in South Africa (64  years in 2020) is shorter 
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than the world average (72 years in 2020) (World Bank, 2022). Therefore, it seemed 
suitable to use a lower cut-off than age 60 or 65 years which is commonly used to 
define older adults in research in high-income countries. Secondly, the age range 
of 50 years and older to define older adults in sub-Saharan Africa for research pur-
poses was recommended by The Minimum Data Set project on Ageing (Kowal & 
Peachey, 2001), and has been adopted as a cut-off by the World Health Organisa-
tion’s Global Study on Ageing and Health (WHO, 2022). We restricted the analyti-
cal sample to women who were not primary caregivers to any grandchildren at the 
time of the wave 4 interview so that at baseline none of the sample were providing 
care to grandchildren and we could clearly assess the association between becoming 
a caregiver for grandchildren and self-rated health by wave 5.

At wave 4 there were 1,830 older women who met this requirement for whom 
complete socio-economic and demographic data was available. Of these older 
women, 1,486 (81%) were followed to wave 5. Related to the fact the sample focuses 
on an older demographic, 34% of older women lost to follow up (118 of 344) were 
reported to be deceased by wave 5. Women who participated in both waves were 
significantly younger and more likely to be married or cohabiting and report higher 
self-rated health and level of education than women lost to follow up. In contrast, 
household income quintile and type of area of residence were not associated with 
attrition. This is important context to the sample to note when interpreting the find-
ings and these variables are all controlled for in the analytic model and explained 
in the ‘measures’ section below. Amongst older women who participated in both 
waves with complete relevant data for wave 4, 94% responded to the wave 5 self-
rated health question, thus the final sample included 1397 older women.

Measures

Self-reported health at wave 5 was used as the outcome measure. Self-rated health 
is indictor of current wellbeing but also a robust predictor of future morbidity and 
mortality (Jylha, 2009). Respondents were asked to describe their present health as 
excellent, very good, good, fair or poor. Small group sizes meant ratings were col-
lapsed to create a dichotomous variable. This variable, ‘poorer self-rated health’, 
was coded 0 for older women who rated their health as excellent, very good or good 
and 1 for those who rated their health as fair or poor.

The independent variable of interest was whether the respondent was the primary 
caregiver of any grandchildren in the household at wave 5. Information on women’s 
caregiving responsibility was derived from the wave 4 and 5 child files. At wave 4 and 
5 the Child Questionnaire was administrated to collect data on any resident members 
of the household who were 14 years or younger. The questionnaire is administrated 
to the mother/caregiver of the child or another household member who is knowledge-
able about the child. The child questionnaire asks ‘Who is the person that is currently 
responsible for this child?’ [personal identifier recorded] and ‘What is the relationship 
of this person to the child?’. At wave 4 the analytical sample was restricted to women 
who were not reported as being responsible for any grandchildren in the household.
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Covariates included as controls in the analysis of women’s change in caregiving 
status by wave 5 were age, partnership status, highest level of education, household 
income quintile, area of residence, illness/disability status and self-rated health at 
wave 4. Total household income was derived by the NIDS team using variables from 
the adult, proxy and household datasets. It reflects the regular income received by 
the household on a monthly basis, net of taxes, as well as imputed rental income 
from owner-occupied housing (Brophy et  al., 2018). For ease of interpretation 
and reflecting the approach of similar studies using this dataset (see, for example, 
Lau and Ataguba (2015)) we split household income into quintile based on the 
whole sample of African women aged 50 years plus who were not caregivers and 
responded in wave 4. Illness/disability status was derived from a series of questions 
asking whether the respondent currently had TB, high blood pressure, diabetes, 
stroke, asthma or another major illness or disability. The variable was coded 0 if the 
participant responded negatively to each question and 1 if they answered positively 
to one or more of the questions.

Over 93% of age-eligible (60 + years) women in the sample receive the state pen-
sion. This is higher than the national average of 73% (Statistics South Africa, 2022) 
reflecting the fact that women and those who identify as African race disproportion-
ally fall under the income threshold which determines which older people can claim 
the pension. The number of age-eligible women who do not receive the pension was 
too small (n = 40) to warrant an additional variable on pension receipt. However, 
age was categorised as 50–59 years and 60 + years which divides the sample by age-
eligibility for the pension. Support grants were received for at least one grandchild 
in the care of 84% of women who reported caring for grandchildren by wave 5. The 
number of women with caregiving responsibilities for children that support grants 
were not claimed for was too small to consider this separately (n = 42).

Statistical Analysis

Chi-squared tests for independence were used to assess the significance of the bivar-
iate associations between the individual and household characteristics of the sample 
at wave 4 and becoming a primary caregiver for grandchildren by wave 5 and the 
bivariate association between becoming a primary caregiver for grandchildren and 
self-rated health at wave 5. Multiple logistic regression was used to analyse the asso-
ciation between women’s grandchild caregiving status and self-reported health at 
wave 5, after controlling for individual characteristics and household characteristics 
at wave 4. This approach is referred to as lagged regression as it models the outcome 
variable after controlling for an earlier measurement of the outcome (in this case 
self-rated health at wave 5, controlling for self-rated health at wave 4) as well as 
additional predictors. It is advocated for when assessing an ‘intervention’ between 
time points (in this case becoming a primary caregiver for grandchildren). See 
Valente et al. (2017) for arguments in favour of this approach. Odds Ratios (ORs) 
are presented with 95% confidence intervals. All statistical analyses were conducted 
using STATA software version 14 (Stata Corp, Inc, TX, USA).
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Results

Individual and Household Characteristics of Older Women in wave 4 
by Caregiving Status in wave 5

Table 1 displays the individual and household characteristics of the sample in wave 4 
by women’s caregiving status for grandchildren in wave 5. Just under half the sample 

Table 1  Individual & household characteristics amongst older African women by caregiving status

Non-Caregivers
[Older African 
women who do not 
become caregivers 
for grandchildren 
by wave 5]

Caregivers
[Older African 
women who 
become caregivers 
for grandchildren 
by w5]

Total p-value

Individual Characteristics at wave 4
  Age category (years)  < 0.001
    50–59 44.5 57.3 47.0
    60 + 55.5 42.8 53.0
  Partnership status 0.655
    Widowed, never married, divorced or 

separated
66.5 65.1 66.2

    Married or cohabiting 33.5 34.9 33.8
  Highest level of education 0.379
    Primary school or lower 34.4 32.0 33.9
    Some secondary school 58.0 58.0 58.0
    Completed secondary school or higher 7.6 10.0 8.1
  Illness/disability status 0.395
    No reported illness/disability 81.0 83.3 81.5
    At least one reported illness/disability 19.0 16.7 18.5
  Self-rated health 0.091
    Excellent, very good or good 66.8 72.1 67.8
    Fair or very poor 33.2 27.9 32.2

Household Characteristics at wave 4
  Household income quintile 0.298
    Poorest 18.4 13.8 17.5
    Poor 21.8 19.7 21.4
    Middle 22.4 25.3 23.0
    Rich 19.7 22.7 20.3
    Richest 17.7 18.6 17.9
  Type of area 0.082
    Rural 62.0 67.7 63.1
    Urban 38.0 32.3 36.9

Total
(N)

100.0
(1,128)

100.0
(269)

100.0 
(1397)
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(47.0%) were aged 50–59  years, and the other half (53.0%) aged 60  years or older. 
Two-thirds (66.2%) of the sample were widowed, never married, divorced or separated. 
Just over half of the sample (58%) had some secondary school education, and only the 
minority (8.1%) had completed secondary school or had higher education. One third 
reported their health as fair or very poor and approximately one in five (18.5%) reported 
at least one illness or disability. Two thirds of the sample live in rural areas.

Approximately one in five (19.3%) older women had assumed primary caregiv-
ing responsibilities for at least one grandchild by wave 5 – confirming that this is a 
commonplace role for older African women in South Africa. Younger-old women 
(50–59  years) are significantly more likely to assume caregiving responsibilities 
for grandchildren than those aged 60 years or older (p < 0.001). However, none of 
the other individual or household characteristics were significantly associated with 
becoming primary caregiver for grandchildren, indicating that older African women 
across a breadth of characteristics assume this role. Notably, this includes self-rated 
health and illness/disability status at wave 4, indicating that this is not a health selec-
tion effect into assuming primary caregiving responsibilities for grandchildren.

Women’s Caregiving Status and Self‑Rated Health at wave 5

Figure 1 shows that older African women who assume caregiving responsibilities 
are approximately one third less likely to have fair or poor self-rated health at wave 5 
than other older African women: 27% compared to 36% (p = 0.003).

Table 2 displays the results of a multiple logistic regression assessing the asso-
ciation between older women’s grandchild caregiving status and self-reported 
health at wave 5. It is evident that after controlling for individual and household 
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No Grandchild Care Responsibilities Primary Caregiver for Grandchildren

Fair or Poor Health at wave 5 Excellent, Good or Very Good Health at wave 5

Fig. 1  Self-rated health amongst older African women at wave 5 by grandchild caregiver status
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characteristics at wave 4, women who became caregivers for children between waves 
have lower odds of reporting fair or poor health at wave 5 than their contemporaries 
(OR 0.725, 95% CI 0.533 – 0.985).

Discussion

Grandparents are playing an increasingly important role in providing care for their 
grandchildren and policymakers need to support all generations of families to 
thrive in this arrangement. The association between custodial grandparenting and 

Table 2  Multiple logistic regressions for the association between older Black women’s grandchild car-
egiving status and self-rated heath in wave 5

Odds Ratio 95% Confidence 
Interval

p-value

Caregiving status by wave 5
  No grandchild care responsibilities (ref)
  Primary caregiver for grandchildren 0.725 0.533 0.985 0.040

Age category (years) in wave 4
  50–59 (ref)
  60 + 2.078 1.610 2.682  < 0.001

Partnership status in wave 4
  Widowed, never married, divorced or separated (ref)
  Married or cohabiting 0.874 0.673 1.135 0.313

Highest level of education in wave 4
  Primary school or lower (ref)
  Some secondary school 1.052 0.812 1.365 0.700
  Completed secondary school or higher 0.642 0.369 1.116 0.116

Illness/disability status in wave 4
  No reported illness/disability (ref)
  At least one reported illness/disability 1.286 0.960 1.721 0.092

Self-rated health in wave 4
  Excellent, very good, good (ref)
  Fair or very poor 1.758 1.375 2.248  < 0.001

Household income quintile in wave 4
  Poorest (ref)
  Poor 1.005 0.696 1.450 0.980
  Middle 1.015 0.704 1.463 0.936
  Rich 0.737 0.502 1.082 0.120
  Richest 0.886 0.586 1.341 0.568

Type of area in wave 4
  Rural (ref)
  Urban 0.946 0.733 1.221 0.670
  Constant 0.334 0.229 0.486  < 0.001
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grandparents’ wellbeing has been studied most intensely in the US and has often 
been found to have a negative correlation. The key contribution of our paper is to 
highlight the importance of context to this relationship. In South Africa, a middle 
income country which alongside significant socio-economic challenges has a sup-
portive social protection system and strong norms of extended family support, the 
analysis shows that taking on primary caregiving responsibilites for grandchildren is 
positively associated with the self-rated health of older African women.

This finding suggests taking on caregiving responsibility for grandchildren con-
tributes to successful ageing in this context. It is supported by Jennings et  al.’s 
(2021) regional cross-sectional study which found a positive association between 
caregiving for grandchildren and cognitive scores and builds on results from qualita-
tive research which highlights that despite the challenges associated with caregiving 
for grandchildren there are opportunities for wellbeing in South Africa. For example, 
African grandmothers who have taken on the primary caregiver role have reported 
feelings of pride (Casale, 2011) and the importance of focusing on the purpose of 
their caregiving role for their resilience (Dolbin-Macnab et al., 2016). Through con-
tributing to older women’s identity, primary caregiving may be a source of wellbe-
ing, and this effect may buffer some of the negative consequences of the caregiver 
role. Further, studies of the social protection regime highlight how older women use 
these funds to support their grandchildren (see, for example, Schatz, 2007), which 
may reduce the stressors felt by grandparents in other similar contexts.

A strength of this paper is its longitudinal nature that allowed us to control for 
self-rated health and illness/disability status at baseline. However, there are limi-
tations associated with the data. By looking at the change in caregiving status 
between two time points, two years apart, we were unable to explore the poten-
tially dynamic nature of primary caregiving by grandmothers and how this might 
be associated with older women’s health. One reason that grandmothers may take 
on primary responsibility for grandchildren is due to labour migration of moth-
ers, however this can be temporary or seasonal in nature (Camlin et al., 2014). The 
NIDS did not contain information that would allow for a more nuanced measure 
of caregiving dynamics. By only using two waves of the NIDS we were unable 
to explore the cumulative impact of primary caregiving to grandchildren on older 
women’s health. Whilst five waves of NIDS were available at the time of analy-
sis, drop out over the course of the five waves was too high to make the analysis 
feasible.

Implications

This paper has demonstrated that providing care for grandchildren can be positively 
associated with older people’s wellbeing. Positive wellbeing amongst grandparents 
is in turn is likely to be positive for the grandchildren they care for and for the adult 
children who entrust them with their care of their children. A key transferable fea-
ture of the South African context is the progressive social protection system with 
wide coverage, as demonstrated by the high uptake of the pension and child support 
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grants amongst the sample analysed in this paper. Other countries seeking to sup-
port intergenerational care arrangements should consider inclusive social protection 
schemes in order to support wellbeing across the generations.

On a broader level, recognising families as ‘enabling agents’ for achieving the 
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (UNICEF, 2018) must extend 
beyond parent–child dyads to acknowledge the important role grandparents can play 
in the success of their families and communities and create the contextual conditions 
for them to flourish. It is only recently that ageing and older people have become a 
focus of development agendas. The 2002 Madrid International Plan of Action on 
Ageing was one of the first international documents framing ageing as a human 
rights concern (United Nations, 2002). More recently, the 2030 Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals has a commitment to ‘leave no one behind’ including a more explicit 
focus on people of all ages and later life (United Nations, 2023). Our research high-
lights the important roles and contribution that grandmothers can play in grandchil-
dren lives, and therefore the significance of including older people in initiatives at 
the local level.
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