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Studiea of grandparenthood are usually focused on the grandparent and hia
views of the grandparental role. In this. stidy grandparenthood was
examined from the perspective of the other partner in the yolc relationship,
the grandehild. The changing meaning of the grandparent for children of
different ages (4-5, 89, 11-12) was explored. Children's views of grand-
parentts paraileled developmental ¢ognitive changes ranging from concrete
perceptions of physical characteristics by the youngest children, through
functional views of behaviors in the middle group, and finally to the
‘emergence of an abstract interpersoasl orientation among the oldest children.
Major differences in quality of perception occtirred between the youngest
and middle-age. groups. Young children valued grandparents majoly for
their indulgent qualities, the middle group preferred the fun-sharing active
grandparent, and the oldest group reflected distance from their grand.
parents. Tt i3 suggested by the findings that the meaning of the grand-
parental rolé for the aging grandparent must be wnderstood in the contaxt
of the changing needy of the developing yrandchild.

The purpose of this study was to examine
differcnces in perceptions of grandparents
and their sigpificance for children of dif-
ferent ages and different levels of cognitive
development.. The child's percaptions of
aduit figures and especially -of grandparents
have seldom been studied as a function of
developmental stages, Yet his changing per-
ceptions of significant adults are essendal
factors which determine his relationships to
the adult world. In addition, they serve as
the basig for forming attitudes and stereo-
types about adults and the aged, Since nega-
tive stercotypes toward the aged have been
commonly observed (Becker & Taylor, 1966;
Tuckman & Lorge, 1953), the development
of such attitudes represents a significant

1 This study was supported [n part by the Mid-
west Council for Social Research in Aging and by’
the Medical Care Research Center, Qrant No.
CH-00024. The authors wish to thank Roberta
Kahana and John Layton for their assistance in

collecting and analyzing ihe data.

* Requests for reprints should be sent to Boaz
Kahana, Department of Paychology, Washington
University, 5t. Lovis, Missouri 63130, .
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problem. The child’s perceptions of the
clderly are also important since it has been
argued that “perceptions of roles entered
into in maturity are based on early leamn-
ing regarding these roles [Hickey, Hickey,
& Kalish, 1968, p. 221"

Children’s perceptions of age differences
have been studied by Stephens, Hawthorne,
and Kagan (1959) and more recently by
Britton and Britton (1968). In these studies
the young child's ability to discriminate age
differences accurately was examined aud re-
lated to social and aesthetic values abomnt
people of varying ages. In both of these
studies preschool children (ages 4-6) were
the subjects. Stephens et al. (1959), in his
study of middleclass high IQ children,
showed that about 50% of 4-year-olds were
capable of fairly accurate age discrimina-
tions based on physiognomic information,
that is, judging ages of individuals in pie-
tures. Subjects who were old enough to
discriminate age accurately were also found
to be much more favorably disposed to
younger than 1o older persons. Based on this
finding it appears that an important rela-

Ing.
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- tionship exists between the development of
age discriminations and the development of
attitudes regarding age differences.

Britton and Britton (1968) indicated in
their study that young children are more
able to judge younger than older persons
correctly. Children were found to place all
persons past the young adult level in one
big category, Only 20% of children in the
4-G-age group were able to place older
udults accurately in a specific age category,
Both of the aforementioned investigations
were based on preschool children. In
Hickey, Hickey, and Kalish's (1968) study,
social characteristics of older children (so-
ciocconomic clazs, religion, family organiza-
tion) were related to perceptions of the
elderly. However, developmental studies of
children’s perceptions of and attitudes
toward the aged could not be found in the
literature, ‘

The child’s perceptions of those specific:

oider adults who may be most directly in-
volved in the formation of his perceptions
and attitudes of the aged, that is, his grand-

parents, have alsa received Limle attention,.

A notable exception is Pihlblad and Maben-
stein’s (1965) study. Those studies, touch-
ing upon the nature of the grandparent-
grandchild relationship have examined the
problem from grandparents’ perspective,
focusing on the- significance of the grand-
. parental role for the aged (Kahana, 1969;
Neugarten & Weinstein, 1964). The impor-
tance of grandparents for the grandchild has
been emphasized in psychoanalytie literature
and in case studies of the grandparent-grand-
child relationship (Abraham, 1955; Fer-
enczi, 1927; Hader, 1965). The focus of
these clinical investigations is on the poten-
tally pathogenic as well as the potentially
beneficial effects of contact with grand-
parents from the child's perspective,

The child’s relationship to his grandpa-
rents may be conceptualized as a function of
several factors, These include the extent of
his contact with them, the grandparents’
behavior toward him, the parents' relation-
ship with the grandparents, the child’s per-
ceptions of old people in peneral, and of
his grandparents in particular. The greater
the congruence between the childs needs
and those of the grandparent, the more re-

warding on¢ may expect the relationship to-

be. Thus, if very young children enjoy
receiving favors. and gifts and being given
candy and other signs of affection, it is likely
that the aged grandparent whose own affec-
tional needs or passive indulgent qualities
make him shower love and presents on the
grandchild will have good rapport with

young grandchildren, As the child gets .

older, however, concrete gifts and signs of
affection may be valued less and he may
enjoy a grandparent who will share his ac-
tivities and have “fun” with him far more.
If the grandparent retains bis old styles of
relating, rapport may decrease and distance
may grow, - ‘
Neugarten and Weinstein, in their 1964

study of grandparenthood, found  several -

styles of performing the grandpareatal role
among middle-class grandparents in the
United States. The role was found to vary
from formal to fun seeking, parent surrogate,
rezervoir of family wisdom, and to distant
figure. It is possible that different styles of
grandparenthood fit in best with the child's
needs at different stages in his development.

The present study represents a guaatifi-
able inquiry into the changing meaning ' of
the grandparent as a function of normal de-
velopmental stages of the grandchild. Ques-
tions were also raised about the relative
importance of various styles of grand-
parent-grandchild relationships for children
of different ages.

Method
Subjects

The sample consisted of 19 children aged 4.5,
33 children aged 8-9, and 33 children aged 11-12
divided about cqually on sex. All of the children
were white, of middis-sociceconomic-clasy ack-
ground and attended a coeducational suburban
nursery and elementary school.

Procedures

The youngest children (nges 4-5) wers inter-
viewed individually in their homes, Questions were
administered in groups during a class period to the
older children, These children were closely super-
vised and. given individual help in vnderstanding
questions and in filling out questionnaires so as 1o
make individual and group administrations of
questionnaices as comparable as possible. It s
recognized, nevertheless, that the two administra-
tions were not strictly similar.

The questionnaire included open-ended and pre-
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coded questions regarding frequency of contact
with ench onc of the grandparents, activities done
with each grandparent, faverite grandparént, rea-
sons for preference of a grandparent and concepis
about characteristics of the aged.
Questionnaires and interviews were coded and/or
rated along the following dimensions,

1. Concepts of old age (i.e., How can you teil
wher someone i3 0ld?) were rated with regard to
(a) structural azpects of thought (concrete, func-
tional, abstract). Theie ratings were based on
Rapaport’s (1945) conceptual system, and (&)
content cajepories jn perceptions of the aged
{specific physical characteristics, behaviors, pay-
chological or social characteristics).

2. Relationship with grandparents were coded
in terms of {(a) frequency of contact with grand-
parents (ranging from weekly or more often to
cnce @ year of less frequently), () favorite
grandparent (mother's mother, mother's father,
father's mother, father's father), (¢) age of grand-
parent, and (4Y rezsona for preferring a particular
grandparent (value or significance of grandparent)
in terms of egoceniric versus mutually ariented
reasons and styles of grandpareniing (indulgent,
intimate, fun sharing, familiar, instructive).

Reliabilities of vatings were computed for those
items requining judgment. Twenly records were
independently rated by two investigators. Per-
centages of exact agreement were: 95% in rating
thought processes (see Table 1), 909 in rating sig-
pificance of grandperent (see Table 4} and B5%
clacxifying reasons for favering a particular
grandpacent (sce Table 5). In data analyses, fre-
quencice of different categorics of reapomse for each
viriable were compared far children in the three
age groups. Chi-square statistics were computad to
detertnine the degree of association between ages
of children and frequency of different response
categories. ;

‘ Results
Age-related  differences appear consis-
tently both in perceptions of the aged and

in the characteristics and significance of the

grandparent-grandchild relationship.
Although there is evidence from other

studies (Stephens ot al, 1959) that by

about age 5, children are able to discrimi<

nate age-related differences, 70% of the
children in the youngest age group were
unable to place the age of their grand-
parents in the appropriate decade, These
results are consistent with Britton and Brit-
ton’s (1968) findings which indicated that
young children find it especially difficult to
accurately discriminate older apes, Among
the youngest children, 83% could not report
any criteria or signs of old age. Tn contrast,
older children (8 years and up) estimated
grandparents' ages realistically. Significantly
mere of the older children than younger
ones ‘were able to state reasons for viewing
someone as old (see Table 1).

For the two, older age pgroups, specific
perceptual physical characteristics reflect-
ing concrete forms of reasoning comprised
the majority of responses. Wrinkles, white
hair, and other specific physical signs were
offered as the major indexes of old age in all
age groups. Although the majority of re-
sponses were concrete evem among older
children, higher levels of thought propres-
sively emerged with age; that is, functional
and abstract responses were found to be
more frequent among older children. Func-
tional responses, that is, behaviors or activi-
ties signifying old age, were mentioned by
5.6% of the youngest group, 10.7% of the
8-9-year-olds and by 25% of the oldest age
group. Such functional responses usually

. TABLE 1 ‘
ACE-RELATED DIFFERENCEY TN CHILDREN'S CONCEFTE oF OLD AGE
Concepts of old Ages 4 & 5 Apez 8 & 9 Ages 11 & 12 ‘
L N = 1B N =28 Na2 %
Wrong answer and
I don't know 312 M. 14,2 74 6R*

Concrete H | 46, 4 46.4 :
Functional 5.6 10.7 5.0
Abstract 0.0 3.6 14.2

“Total 100.0 100.0 9.8

Mots.— All viulues are TETLENLLES hut ¢t
*p o< AN

¥
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centered around declining abilities, for ex-
ample, “To be old means to it around,”
“They cannot hear and see you," “Qld peo-
ple don't play with you.” Abstract responses
referring to generic characteristics or con-

structs regarding physical, psychological, or

social characteristics were relatively infre.
quent among this sample, Nonetheless, the
emergence of abstract responses at the
oldest ages is clearly present (sce Table 1),
Abstract responses typically referred to
generic physical or personality characteris-
tics, for example, “Older people are weak,
sick, experienced, friendly, nice to children,
ete.” Data from other studies (Coe, 1968)
point to adults’ use of combinations of
physical, social, and psychological charac-
teristics as indicators of old age.

Age-related differences were also appa-
rent in descriptions of the relationship be-
tween grandparent and grandchild and
ia the significance of the grandparent for the
prowing child.

Frequency of contact with grandparents
was ascertained separately for e¢ach living
grandparent: mother's mother, mother's
father, father's mother, and father's father.
Older children tended to report more fre-
quent contact with all four groups of grand-
pareats than did the youngest group, How-
cver, age-relate] differcnces in reported
frequency of contact were significant only
for paternal grandfathers (se¢c Table 2).

It is also interesting to note that more
frequent contact was reported by all age
groups with maternal rather than paternal
grandparents. These findings may refiect an
actual increase in contact with grandparents
as the child gains independence and mobility
with increasing age. It is also possible, how-
ever, that younger children perceive elaps-
ing time periods as longer and, hence, er-
roncously report less frequent contact. Data
from grandparents regarding contact with
grandchildren of various ages may elucidate
this problem.

Systematic differences between younger
and older groups also appeared in the rea-
sons for valuing a patticular grandparent.
The youngest children found it difficult to
verbalize any reason for their preferences,
although they overwhelmingly chose a
favorite (see Tabls 3),

TABLE 2

AGE-RELATED DiFFERENCES IN FREQUENCY oF REPORTED CONTACT WITH GAANDPARENTS
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Among the oldest children, 48% declined
a preference for any particular grandparent.
In expiaining their reluctance to choose a
favorite, these children usuaily gave moral-
istic reasons, for example, “You have to
love all your grandparents the same,” or, “It
is mot right to pick a favorite,” or "I love
them all the same.” Whenever older chil-
dren indicated a preference, they were
usually able to verbalize the reasons for
their choice,

It is interesting to note that the maternal
grandmother was most frequently favored
by the children of all ages (see Table 3).
This finding is coasistent with thase of
several anthropological and sociological
studies which point to a close and warm
relationship between mothers, daughters,
and grandchildren (Kahapa, 1969; Wilmott,
1960) and suggest that the grandparent’s
place in the kinship system is an important
determinant of their relationship with their
grandchildren,

Reasons for preferences for particular
grandparents were catcgorized in terms of
their mutual or reciprocal versus their ego-
centric nature. Young children (ages 4-35)
view the preferred grandparent almost ex-
clusively in egocentric and concrete terms,
that is, what the grandparent gives to the
child in the forms of love, food, and presents.
Their responses indicated no mutuality in
the relationship (see Table 4). In contrast,
responses of 8- and 9-year-olds focused on
mutuality in the relationship, with some
focus on grandparental characteristics and

some ecgocentric- responses, Mutual re-
sponses usually involved shared activities,
for example, “We go to the ball game
together,” “We play cards.” Grandpareat-
oriented responses focused on some quality
of the grandparent which was independent
of his grandchild, for cxample, “He i a
good man,” “I look up to him because he
is g0 smart,” These responses Were com-
pletely absent among the youngest children
and increased linearly with age although
they continued to represent the small mi-
nority of responses, The major difference
in reasons for valuing prandpatenis ap-
peared between the younpest and middle
groups, The oldest group did not differ from
8- and 9-year-olds in proportion of ego-
centric responses and gave somewhat fewer
mutual responses, This may, in part, be due
to their low response frequency in express-
ing preferences,

In describing their interaction with their
favorite grandparent, children referred to
styles of grandparenting which overlap the
styles of grandparenting deacribed by
Meugarten end Weinstein (1964) (see
Table 5). Young children preferred in-
dulgent grandparents who buy them teats
and gifts. This fits in with the “formal”
grandparenting style portrayed by 32% of
Neugarten and Weinstein's sample of grand-
parcats. Children in the 8- and 9-year-old
groups  expressed preferences. for “fun-
sharing” grandparents, who join them in
playlul leisure activities, Interestingly, in the
oldest group (11- and 12-yearclds) a

TABLE 3
Favorime GRANDPARENT
— T = — e — — . r———————
, Agea 4 & 5 Apa 8 &9 Apall X 12
Fwo;iu.'. grandparent N = 1% N=31 N =1} x
Mather's mother 42.1 5.4 21.2 15.40*
Mother's father 15.8 15.2 6.0
Father's mother 15.8 3.0 6.0
Father's father ‘5.3 6.0 6.0
Nao preferenca 15.8 18.2 a8, 5
Mo information 5.3 21.2 121
Total 103.1 100.0 99.3

Moig~+All valuss are percancagss but 37,
- "F'.Oﬁ.

.

B TL: N

[
2TITNG

e g e
R



GRANDPARENTHOOD FROM PERSPECTIVE OF GRANDCHILD 103

TABLE 4
SIOMIFICANCE OF GRANDPAREMT

——————————————————————— .
Significance of Apd & 5 Ageai &y Ages 11 & 12
grandparent N =16 N= N=1 x!
Egocentric 37.3 10.7 10,7 19.95=
Mutual 0.0 1.4 T4
Grandparent directed 0.0 7.1 14.3
Mo favorie or only
one living 6.3 23,0 15.7
. Mo information 55.3 357 321
Total 9.9 "9 9.9

Note—All valuca are perceatagss but xd.
*p o 0L

prefercoce for the indulgent grandparent
emerged once again with less emphasis on
the mutual aspects of the relationship.
Other specific categories of grandparent-
ing style included references to physical
expressions of affection (intimate-affective),
references to the teaching functions of
grandparents (instructive), and references
to frequency of visiting or contact (fami-
liar). These response categories appeared
mirequently in all ages, An additional non-
gpecific response category (global re-
sponses) was incleded to classily highly
general, global, or poorly articulated re-
sponsea for choosing a favorite grandparent,
for example, “He is pice,” “I Like her,” Such
global responses occurred requently among
both the youngest and the oldest children.

It appears, however, that their meaning was
different for the different age groups. Global
tesponses given by very young children may
represent undifferentiated forms of thinking
which is characteristic of them. On the other
hand, among the oldest group, plobal re-
sponses may imply an attitude of distance
which iz complementary to Neugarten and
Weinstein's “distant” grandparents. There is
evidence from other studies (Kahaoa & Coe,
1969) that grandparents feel increasingly
distant from their grandchildren as the
graadchildren grow older.

Discussion

In considering age-related differences in
children's comcepts and attitudes toward
grandparents, major differences appeared

TABLE §
Ruasans ok FAVORITE-STYLES OF GRANDPARENTING

Stylea of Apad & 5 Ages B & G Ages 11 & 12
gendparenting N =19 N =131 N=131 x!
Indulgent 42.1 18.2 3.2 45,75
Intimate-affoctive 5.3 i0 6.1
Fun sharing 5.3 30.3 9.1
Tnstouctive 0.0 3.0 0.0
Familiar 10.6 3.0 12.1
Glabal nonspecific 10.4 0.0 21,2
Mo information or

preftrence 26.1 42.4 18.2
Total 100.2 09.9 100.0

Note,—~+All valust are psrcenwpss cxoept xi,
" p < 001,
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between children in the youngest {4-5) and

"middle (8-9) age proups. These results may

be explained by the cognitive stages charac-

teristic of these age groups {Piaget, 1954).

Whereas the youngest children are just
approaching the important shift to the age
of concrete operations and thinking, chil-
dren in the middle group have already mas-
tered concrete opcrations and  ¢xhibit
thought processes which are characteristic
of 2 higher developmental stage. The oldest
children, on the other hand, manifest think-
ing which is not qualitatively superior to
the 8 and 9-year-olds, since children in this
group have not yet undergome the latest
shift in thinking, but were just approaching
the critieal point of tramsition to the stapge
of formal operations in thinking. Findings
of thig study call attention to the importance
of considering differential peeds of children
as well as differences in their level of cogni-
tive maturity in determining their percep-
tions of significant others,

In this study, some pilot data were re-
ported in the much negleeted area of the
developmental aspeets of grandparent-grand-
child relationships. The focus was on the
grandchild's changing perceptions of his
grandparents. Such data are valuable in their
own right since perceptions of significant
others are crucial in shaping one’s behavior
toward them. In future studies, however,
independent data from paremts and grand-
parents regarding ' the overt nature of
grandparent-grandchild retationships would
provide important information for under-
standing the potential influence of grand-
parents on personality development of chil-
dren of - ditferent apes. Such  information
would also be.helpful in determining to
what extent grandparental styles reported by
grandchildren are actually experienced. A
most fruitful approach of future investiga-
tions would be a simultancous considera-
tion of the changing needs of grandchildren
and of their grandparents and their percep-
tions of one another. Data from such a
study would yield information reparding

. potential areas of conflict or misunderstand-
_ ing and would lead to a better understand-

ing of the generation gap.
The sample for the present investigation
consisted of middle-clasg, white suburban

children, Studies of children of other social
class, cuitural, and ethnic groups, with pre-
sumably different family constellations,
would provide most interesting data about
the extent to which observed developmental
differences in perception of grandparents
are invariant in different cultures, Findings
of the present study regarding differences in
children’s perceptions and attitudes toward
paternal and maternal grandparents could
aiso be followed up in different social and
cultural groups.

Children's views of and relationships to
their grandparents may change as they grow
older for many different reasons. Their per-
ceptions of signs of aging are indications of
maturational differences paralleling general
cognitive shifts. It is possible, however, that
differences between children of different
ages are also affected by factors such as dif-
ferential contaet with grandparents, chang-
ing characteristics of the grandparent as the
child gets older, changing equilibrium be-
tween needs of the grandparent and the
grandchild, In the present study, the relative
contributions of these factors could not be
specified but attention was called to their
presence, The importance of considering the
complex set of factors which determine the
nature of the relationship of the aging
grandparent and his developing grandchild
was underscored,
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