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ABSTRACT 

This study utilized a phenomenological approach to describe the experience of 

living in a three-generation household after an adult daughter's divorce for members of 

each generation — divorcing mothers, grandparents, and grandchildren. Topics addressed 

included: characterizations of divorcing mother-parent relationships and grandparent-

grandchild relationships, redefinition of relationship boundaries, and positives and 

negatives associated with this living arrangement. Divorcing custodial mothers in three-

generation households were recruited from a mandated parent education program for 

divorcing parents in southeastern Arizona. At least one member from each generation in 

the household participated. Interviews were conducted with 25 individuals in eight 

families (eight divorcing mothers, nine grandparents, eight grandchildren). Data analysis 

followed Giorgi's (1985) technique. 

Results suggested that the redefinition of relationship roles and boundaries 

(intimacy issues) and the resolution of power issues led to positive relationships and 

experiences. In the one family doing poorly, numerous instances illustrated the divorcing 

mother's lack of power within the household. The divorcing mother-parent relationship 

boundaries had become more hierarchical since coresiding, and the grandparents had 

overstepped the boimdary between "parent" and "grandparent." The resulting tension 

caused stress for all generations. In the four families who fell between doing poorly and 

well, the renegotiation of intimacy boundaries had positive effects in terms of improved 

relationships since coresiding. Power boundaries were still being renegotiated. Again, 

divorcing mother-parent relationships had hierarchical boundaries, and grandparents had 
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crossed the line between parenting and grandparenting. However, in these families, this 

may have been due to the divorcing mothers' negative reactions to their separations. In 

such situations, having grandparents temporarily take on parenting functions for some 

period of time may be beneficial. These grandparents did express a desire to return to 

less hierarchical relationships and become more of a "grandparent" than "parent."' In the 

three families doing well, intimacy boundaries did not require renegotiation because the 

relationships had always been close and supportive. These families were the only ones to 

describe the value of extended families and family activities. When power issues did 

arise, family members handled them quickly. Although there was some grandparental 

interference in discipline, these grandparents were viewed as "stereotypical" 

grandparents. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Families have been described as a unity of interacting personalities (Burgess, 

1926). This notion of interdependence or mutual influence means that any change will 

impact everyone in the family system (Whitchurch «fe Constantine, 1993). Such is the 

case with divorce ~ one of the most stressful life changes a person can experience, 

second only to death of a spouse among adults (Hobnes & Rahe, 1976) and second to 

death or serious injury of a parent among children (Dise-Lewis, 1988). Although it is 

quite obvious that divorce requires a reorganization of relationships within the divorcing 

family, its impact on the extended family may be less conspicuous. However, family 

members are a source of enduring social support for most individuals and are willing to 

intervene when help is needed (Aldous, 1987; Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Greenberg &. 

Becker, 1988; Hamon, 1995; Jendrek, 1993; Johnson, 1988a; Pilisuk& Parks, 1983; 

Spanier & Hanson, 1981; Spitze & Logan, 1992; Troll, 1983). While grandparents may 

not be as closely involved with their adult children and grandchildren in times of 

noncrises, their latent support does become active when a crisis arises (Wemer, 1991). 

Divorce is one such crisis. 

Grandparents often play a major role in providing a supportive family network 

during the divorce of an adult child. This support can be very important in easing the 

difficulties which typically accompany divorce. Grandmothers often share childcare 

responsibilities and household chores and provide emotional and financial assistance to 

their children and grandchildren after divorce (Gladstone, 1988; Myers & Perrin, 1993). 
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Approximately one-third of grandparents serve in a surrogate parenting role for their 

grandchildren for at least some time after an adult child's divorce (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 

1986; Johnson, 1988a). Additionally, between 22% and 44% of newly divorced custodial 

mothers actually reside with their own mothers, creating in a three-generation household 

(Hernandez, 1988; Lawton, Silverstein, & Bengtson, 1994). 

Although custodial mothers would rather establish their own household and avoid 

feelings of dependency and conflicts over childrearing issues with their parents 

(Hetherington, 1989), this may not be possible due to the economic consequences of 

divorce. While support and assistance from family may help alleviate some of the 

negative consequences which result from divorce and be viewed in a positive light, it may 

also lead to confusion over what roles everyone will play. Therefore, parents and 

grandparents must determine what types of assistance are appropriate, helpful, and 

appreciated. This may be more critical in three-generation households simply because 

everyone is living under one roof — there may be no "'escape" when conflicts arise over 

these issues. The goal of the present study is to describe the phenomenon of living in a 

three-generation household after an adult daughter's divorce as perceived by members of 

each generation — divorcing mothers, grandparents, and grandchildren. 

Consequences of Divorce 

Because divorce impacts both the immediate and extended family systems, 

icnowledge of the consequences of and stressors accompanying divorce for each of the 

generations may aid in understanding the various dynamics present in a three-generation 

household after divorce. The difficulties encountered by family members after divorce 
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may provide clues as to what types of and when support may be perceived as beneficial or 

problematic. For example, research indicates that divorcing mothers often experience 

feelings of depression. Initially, mothers may feel that it is acceptable for grandparents to 

take on a parenting role toward their grandchildren for a period of time. However, if this 

parenting role continues when a mother is no longer depressed, fiiction may develop 

between a mother and her parents. 

Consequences of Divorce for Adults 

Studies have shown that separated and divorced individuals experience more 

physical health problems than married, never-married, and widowed individuals 

(Raschke, 1987). For example, divorced individuals are more likely than other marital 

status groups to experience motor vehicle accidents, alcoholism, suicide, homicide, and 

disease mortality (Bloom, Asher, & White, 1978; Smith, Mercy, &, Conn, 1988). They 

also report more psychological distress as exhibited by feelings of incompetence, 

loneliness, helplessness, unattractiveness, isolation, guilt, anxiety, and depression (e.g.. 

Bloom et al., 1978; Bloom, Hodges, & Caldwell, 1983; Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1982; 

Kitson, 1992; Weiss, 1975). 

Divorced women often have difficulty adjusting to divorce. They experience 

frequent and persistent physical and mental health problems such as mild depression, 

feelings of incompetence, and lower life satisfaction. These adjustment difficulties can 

be attributed not only to the divorce itself and the loss of the spousal relationship, but also 

to the accompanying stresses. Divorce-related stressors are often divided into three 
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categories: social/interpersonal, parenting, and economic/practical (Berman & Turk, 

1981; Pearlin & Johnson, 1977). 

Social/Interpersonal Stressors 

Social stressors include: changes in relationships with family members and 

friends; feelings of attachment to the former spouse; difficulties in family redefinition or 

reorganization; the formation of new social relationships; and a lack of norms, rituals, and 

role models for divorce and the divorce process (Price & McKenry, 1988). During 

marriage, spousal and parental roles are fused with no clear boundaries between them 

(Ahrons, 1980). After divorce, family reorganization occurs; ail spouses need to end their 

spousal relationship, while those with children must also redefine their coparenting 

relationship. In other words, the spouses must formulate structural rules to guide their 

interactions — who contacts whom, how, when, and why. This boundary clarification 

often creates distress (Ahrons, 1983). 

One factor which may impact family reorganization is continued attachment to the 

former spouse. The concept of postdivorce attachment (Weiss, 1975) is based on 

Bowlby's theory of attachment (1969, 1973). Weiss (1975) defined attachment as "a 

bonding to the other that gives rise to feelings of at-homeness and ease when the other is 

present, or, if not actually present, is felt to be accessible" (p. 39). The end of a marriage 

and therefore, inaccessibility of the attachment figure results in "separation distress" in 

the couples. The responses accompanying this sense of loss are usually negative and may 

include unhappiness, loneliness, pining, apprehension, anxiety, fear, panic, and tension 

(Weiss, 1975). Continued feelings of attachment are related to psychological distress and 
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adjustment problems (Herman, 1988; Kitson, 1982; Tschaim, Johnston, & Wallerstein, 

1989). 

Divorce not only leads to the reorganization of relationships within the immediate 

family, but also to reorganization of relationships outside the marriage. This includes a 

loss or change of friends, disrupted socializing, and decreased contact and interaction 

with in-laws (e.g., Ahrons & Bowman, 1981; Ambert, 1988; Anspach, 1976; Arendell. 

1986; Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Furstenberg & Spanier, 1984; Johnson, 1988b; 

Matthews & Sprey, 1984; Spanier & Thompson, 1984; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989; 

Weiss, 1975). 

In comparing married and divorced couples, Hetherington, Cox. and Cox (1978) 

found that social life is more restricted for divorced individuals during the first two years 

after divorce, with divorced women suffering the most. Two months after divorce, 

married friends were a source of support and companionship, but this interaction rapidly 

declined. Divorced women reported feeling "locked into a child's world" due to their 

decreased contact with other adults. Weiss (1975) reported that divorce often leads to a 

total loss of relationships in which the spouse was the critical link. Friends may "take 

sides" with one spouse and consequently reject the other. Many divorced individuals feel 

like they are no longer part of "the group," and therefore, cut themselves off from friends 

(Spanier & Casto, 1979b). On the other hand, some friends may see a divorced person as 

a threat to their own marriage, a sexual competitor, or a reminder of possible marital 

failure, and thus, may end the friendship (Arendell, 1986). Additionally, friends may 

withdraw because the poor economic situation of the divorced friend limits the activities 
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which can be shared (ArendelL 1986). This loss of existing friendships means a divorced 

individual has to find new ones. In fact. Rands (1988) argues that the development of 

new friendships is central to the adjustment process. Yet, the formation of new 

relationships is a slow process which does not lessen the pain of losing existing friends 

during a critical period (Arendell, 1986). 

Parenting Stressors 

The two most pronounced problems for single parents are energy and economics 

(Hodges, 1991). Single parents lack the 'personnel' to fill the various family roles (Hill. 

1986). A single mother must fulfill expressive and instrumental roles; in addition to 

managing her home and children and caring for their emotional and social needs, she is 

also the major family breadwinner (Burden, 1986; Horowitz, 1995; Wallerstein & Kelly, 

1980). She must balance her employee and parent roles (or lack of employment and 

meager financial resources); she has to provide for the family while still conserving 

enough energy, time, and skill to parent her children (Horowitz, 1995). Although one 

may expect various types of assistance from a noncustodial parent, contact between 

children and noncustodial parents decreases over time (e.g., Amato, 1988; Furstenberg & 

Nord, 1985; Furstenberg, Nord, Peterson, & Zill, 1983; Seltzer & Bianchi, 1988), and 

child support payments, if awarded and received, are often inadequate. Thus, single 

mothers are often faced with a shortage of resources. 

Research has indicated that parenting behavior is different among single parents 

when compared to parents in intact families. There are changes in childrearing practices 

that likely result from the loss of one parent, the limited time and energy of a single 



20 

parent, and the lack of financial resources (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Duncan, 1994). 

Single parents display greater inconsistency in their parenting styles, with some parents 

becoming more permissive and others more authoritarian than they were in the past 

(Hetherington et al., 1978). Parents make fewer demands, show less affection, exert 

weaker control, communicate less well, provide less time and attention, and discipline 

less effectively than married parents (e.g., Amato, 1987; Astone & McLanahan, 1991; 

Dombusch et al., 1985; Furstenberg & Nord, 1985; Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1976. 

1982; Thomson, McLanahan, & Curtin, 1992; Wyman, Cowen. Hightower, & Pedro-

Carroll, 1985). 

Economic/Practical Stressors 

An abundance of research has demonstrated that divorce has more detrimental 

economic effects on women than on men; women experience a significant drop in living 

standards, economic status, and income, while men may actually experience an increase 

(e.g., Albrecht, 1980; Arendell, 1986; Day & Bahr, 1986; Doherty, Su, & Needle, 1989; 

Dtmcan & Hoffinan, 1985; Espenshade, 1979; Hoffinan, 1977; Hoffinan & Duncan, 

1988; Weiss, 1984). Consequently, many divorced women live in poverty for some 

period of time. For example, Dimcan and Morgan (1981) found that one-third of women 

with a family income above the poverty line before divorce lived in poverty after divorce. 

McLanahan and Booth (1989) reported that the majority of single mothers become poor 

as a result of divorce, with one of every two single mothers overall living below the 

poverty level. Unfortunately, these women often remain in poverty for several years. 

Arendell (1986) reported that 90% of a sample of divorced women fell below the poverty 
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line after divorce, and most had not recovered four years later. They had no savings and 

lived from paycheck to paycheck. Interestingly, while there is a large income discrepancy 

between white and African-American women during marriage, the income difference is 

greatly reduced following divorce due to the larger standard of living decline experienced 

by white women (Morgan, 1991). In a sample of divorced women who had remained 

single since their 1986 divorce, Dixon and Rettig (1994) found that 24% of these women 

had a household income-to-needs ratio below the poverty level, while an additional 40% 

had a ratio at the poverty level or slightly above. Thus, nearly two-thirds of these women 

were living in or near poverty. In 1995, according to the U. S. Census Bureau, the 

poverty rate for mothers of children under age 18 with no father present was 41.5%, while 

it was only 7.5% for married families, and 19.7% for fathers when no mother was present 

(U. S. Bureau of the Census, 1996). Research has demonstrated that falls into or near 

poverty, low income, financial insecurity, and limited potential for economic recovery are 

strongly related to stress and depression in divorced women (Arendell, 1986; Peterson, 

1989; Pett, 1982; Pett & Vaughn-Cole, 1986; Spanier & Thompson, 1984). 

Why does divorce have such detrimental economic consequences for women? 

Separation and divorce typically require the division of property and/or money and the 

establishment of a new residence (Day & Bahr, 1986). In 66% of cases, a judge orders 

the family residence to be sold (Weitzman, 1985), resulting in a move for all involved. 

Additionally, because approximately 90% of children are in the custody of their divorced 

mothers (Furstenberg, 1990), mothers have the primary responsibility for both 

childrearing and economic support (Maccoby, Buchanan, Mnookin, & Dombusch, 1993). 
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Some of the expenses related to maintaining a family (e.g., utility bills, house payments 

or rent) change very little when one person leaves a family, while other costs (e.g., food 

and clothing) do not decrease significantly (Arendell, 1986). If a mother works outside 

the home, her income will be reduced by childcare and transportation expenses. 

Although one would expect the payment of child support to help boost a divorced 

mother's income, it is typically inadequate. In 1991, child support was awarded to only 

54% of all custodial parents (U. S. Bureau of the Census, 1996). More specifically, 64% 

of White custodial mothers, 36% of Black custodial mothers, and 35% of Hispanic 

custodial mothers were awarded child support. Of the women due child support 51% 

received the full amount, 24% received less than the full amount, and 25% received no 

payment. Even when fathers do pay, the amount averages $3,011 annually and makes up 

only 17% of a custodial mother's income (U. S. Bureau of the Census, 1996). For 

custodial mothers with incomes below the poverty level in 1991, the average amount of 

child support received was $ 1,922, accounting for 34% of a poor woman's income. 

Thus, many mothers must start working or increase their work hours (Day & Bahr, 

1986; Dvincan & Hofi6nan, 1985; Espenshade, 1979; Hofiftnan, 1977; Moen, Downey, & 

Bolger, 1990; Stirling, 1989). For example, one study found that the proportion of 

mothers employed one thousand hours or more a year increased from 51% to 73% 

following divorce (Duncan & Hoffinan, 1985). In fact, various smdies have shown that 

one of the most predictive factors of economic well-being for both poor and nonpoor 

custodial mothers after divorce is employment (Buehler, Hogan, Robinson, & Levy, 

1985; Dixon & Rettig, 1996; Mauldin, 1991). Unfortunately, even with the increase in 



work hours, most divorced mothers caimot make up for the loss of their former spouse's 

income. Single mothers earn approximately one-third as much as married fathers (U. S. 

Bureau of the Census, 1996). Their lower incomes are likely a result of women, in 

general, earning less than men and single mothers working fewer hours because of the 

need to care for children (Garfinkel & McLanahan, 1986; Maccoby et al., 1993). 

Consequences of Divorce for Children 

Divorce does not have the same consequences for all children (Cherlin, 1992). 

However, by describing the negative consequences associated with divorce, one can see 

where to direct supportive efforts. Due to the financial changes for women following 

divorce, families are often forced to move. Moving to a new home may increase a child's 

social isolation and expose him or her to less desirable neighborhoods, less adequate 

schools, fewer cultural opportunities, higher delinquency rates, and more limited contacts 

for gaining access to desirable higher education and good jobs (Furstenberg, 1990; 

Wyman et al., 1985). Divorce also disrupts family routines and introduces major changes 

in parent-child relationships, such as less consistent parenting behavior, less affection, 

and weaker disciplinary control (Wyman et al., 1985). Therefore, it is common for most 

children to live with their mothers under more difficult conditions than they experienced 

before divorce. 

Variability exists within children's responses to parental divorce ~ some have 

difficulty adjusting, while others do well or even show improvement in well-being 

(Amato & Keith, 1991; Cherlin, 1992; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980). Although on average, 

the differences between children from divorced families and children from intact families 
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are moderate, children of divorce tend to score lower than children from intact homes in 

various areas of well-being ~ conduct, psychological adjustment, self-concept, school 

achievement, and social adjustment (Amato & Keith, 1991). These difficulties may be 

short-term or long-term and may be immediate or delayed based on a child's gender, 

temperament, age, and circumstances such as involvement with the noncustodial parent 

and parental conflict (Kitson, 1992; Raschke, 1987). 

In general, children from divorced families show more antisocial behaviors, 

impulsive acting out disorders, more problem behaviors in school, more deviant 

behaviors, and more aggression and noncompliance than children from intact families 

(Dombusch et al., 1985; Guidubaldi & Perry, 1985; Hetherington, Cox, & Cox, 1985; 

Kalter, Riemer, Brickman, & Chen, 1985; Peterson & Zill, 1986; Price & McKenry, 

1988; Spigelman, Spigelman, & Engelsson, 1991). They report higher levels of anxiety, 

unhappiness, and depression (Guidubaldi, Perry, & Nastasi, 1987; Hetherington, Cox, & 

Cox, 1979; Hoyt, Cowen, Pedro-Carroll, & Alpert-Gillis, 1990; Kalter, Kloner, Schreier, 

& Okla, 1989 [for boys, not girls]; Peterson & Zill, 1986; Spigelman et al., 1991; 

Stolberg & Anker, 1983; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980; Wyman et al., 1985). It also seems 

that children in divorced families have a lower self-concept and sense of self-esteem than 

children in intact families (Demo & Acock, 1988; Kurtz, 1994; Parish, 1987). More 

specifically, these children have reported lower perceived cognitive and social 

competence than those from intact homes (Devall, Stoneman, & Brody, 1986; Wyman et 

al., 1985). 
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Children from divorced families also tend to have lower English and mathematics 

grades and achievement test scores than those in intact families, even after statistical 

controls for IQ, socioeconomic status, parents' educational and occupational levels, and 

scholastic aptitude (Featherstone, Cundick, & Jensen, 1992; Guidubaldi, Cleminshaw. 

Perry, & McLoughlin, 1983; Kaye, 1988/1989; Mulholland, Watt, Philpott, & Sarlin, 

1991). Adolescents also had more absences and tardies, and received fewer positive and 

more negative behavior ratings from teachers. In general, children not living with both 

parents at age 14, regardless of family type, were less likely to graduate from high school 

even after controlling for income and various individual attributes (Sandeflir, 

McLanahan, & Wojtkiewicz, 1992). 

Children who experience parental divorce tend to have difficulties in their peer 

relations (e.g.. Baker, Barthelemy, & Kurdek, 1993; Cohn, Patterson, & Christopoulos. 

1991). Kurtz (1994) found that children of divorce had less effective coping styles than 

their peers from nondivorced families. Teachers have reported lower ratings of social 

skills and communication (Guidubaldi et al., 1987), lower scholastic motivation, and less 

effort and achievement among children of divorce (Mulholland et al., 1991). Children 

from divorced families were also considered less orderly, organized, reliable, and mature 

than those from intact families (Mulholland et al., 1991). 

Consequences of Divorce for Grandparents 

From the above discussion, it is clear that divorce can be a stressful time for 

everyone involved. Numerous studies have demonstrated the consequences of divorce for 

parents and their children. However, another group of individuals which is often 
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significantly impacted by divorce has largely been ignored by researchers until recently — 

grandparents. 

When an adult child divorces, both problems and opportunities are created for 

grandparents (Myers & Perrin, 1993). One major problem for grandparents is the 

restriction of relationships due to child custody awards. Research indicates that contact 

between grandchildren and their noncustodial grandparents (i.e., the noncustodial parent's 

parents) decreases substantially after divorce (Ahrons & Bowman, 1981; Cherlin & 

Furstenberg, 1986; Furstenberg& Spanier, 1984; Hetherington, 1989; Johnson, 1988b; 

Matthews & Sprey, 1984; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989). For example, Matthews and 

Sprey (1984) found that almost half of grandparents lost contact with their former child-

in-law after divorce. Jaskowski and Dellasega (1993) reported that most grandparents 

experienced a decline in the quality of their relationships with their grandchildren after 

divorce. The custody award had a significant impact — a majority of grandparents whose 

own child received custody were very satisfied (81%), as compared to only one-third of 

those grandparents whose former child-in-law received custody. Grandparents were, 

however, able to maintain relationships by offering help and emotional support and by 

remaining nonjudgmental about the divorce (Matthews & Sprey, 1984). When positive 

relations were maintained with children, former children-in-laws, and grandchildren, 

grandparents' well-being was enhanced (Hamon & Cobb, 1993). 

On the other hand, contact between custodial grandparents and their grandchildren 

typically stays the same or increases following a child's divorce (Ahrons & Bowman, 

1981; Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Furstenberg & Spanier, 1984; Hetherington, 1989; 
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Johnson, 1988b; Matthews & Sprey, 1984; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1989). Thus, 

opportunities may arise for grandparents after a child's divorce in the form of provision of 

material assistance, child care, advice, and other types of support (Myers & Perrin, 1993). 

For example, a grandparent may serve as a surrogate parent for grandchildren and may 

even take a divorcing child and the grandchildren into his or her own home (Cherlin & 

Furstenberg, 1986; Hetherington, 1989; Johnson, 1988a). Grandparents do mention a 

great deal of concern over the well-being of their divorcing children and the 

grandchildren (Hamon & Cobb, 1993), yet they express confusion over how to maintain 

these relationships. This lack of clarity is likely to be compounded in a three-generation 

household after divorce. 

The Present Study 

Purpose 

The goal of the present study is to describe the phenomenon of living in a three-

generation household after an adult daughter's divorce as experienced by members of 

each generation ~ divorcing mothers, grandparents, and grandchildren. The difficulties 

faced by divorcing mothers, their children, and grandparents help set the stage for 

understanding this phenomenon. These issues may provide clues as to wiiat types of and 

when support may or may not be perceived as beneficial. In general, divorcing mothers 

must deal with changes in their social or interpersonal interactions, changes in parenting 

behaviors, the need to fulfill both instrumental and expressive roles, and a reduction in 

income and living standards. These stressors may also be disruptive for the children as 
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evidenced by difficulties in school achievement and peer relations, problem behaviors, 

and poor psychological adjustment and self-concepts. 

Fortimately, grandparents often intervene when family members need help. They 

may even open their homes to their divorcing adult daughter and her children. However, 

when a divorcing mother and her children move in with her own parents, they bring 

postdivorce problems with them. While all grandparents likely deal with the difficulties 

facing their divorcing children and grandchildren and their own confusion over what their 

roles should now be, these issues will likely be magnified when everyone is living under 

one roof Thus, family members will have to determine how relationships and assistance 

will work. 

While we may expect that a three-generation household would be a positive 

experience for members in each of the generations in that it would help ease the 

difficulties resulting from divorce, we must be cognizant that there may also be negative 

aspects to this arrangement. In other words, we must examine both the positive and 

negative or supportive and interfering aspects of relationships (House & Kahn, 1985; 

Milardo, 1988). 

Justification for the Studv 

Studies of relationships after divorce have typically focused on the interactions 

between divorcing parents and their children or between the divorcing adults themselves. 

Little research exists on the relationships among individuals in the divorcing family and 

their extended families. It is only during the last 15 years that the impact of divorce on 

grandparents has received attention. Therefore, because a great deal of research has 
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examined divorcing parent-child relationships after divorce, the present study focused on 

the more unique relationships — those between divorcing adult daughters and their 

parents and between grandparents and grandchildren. Specifically, this study describes 

these relationships within the context of a three-generation household after divorce. 

In general, studies of parent-adult child coresidence have typically focused on 

younger adult children who have returned to live at home after college, military service, 

or other transitional role. Little research has examined parent-adult child coresidence 

after divorce. When divorced individuals are included in a study's sample, they are 

usually combined with those who have never been married or are simply eliminated from 

analyses. Therefore, there is a lack of understanding about this family configuration 

when it results from divorce. 

It is likely that coresidence would naturally increase nearly all types of interaction 

among individuals living in the same household; however, few studies have examined 

this (White, 1994). Although the support and assistance from family may help alleviate 

some of the negative consequences which result from divorce, and thus, be a positive 

experience, there may also be difficulties associated with coresidence. Adult children 

must deal with their desire to be independent, while currently being dependent on their 

parents. Grandparents must leam how to balance their sense of obligation toward their 

children and grandchildren with the norm of grandparent noninterference. As a result, 

there may be confusion over what roles everyone will play. 

Divorcing mothers and grandparents will also need to determine what types of 

assistance are appropriate, helpful, and appreciated. Support may be needed to deal with 
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social, economic, and parenting stressors. For example, do grandparents serve as a buffer 

in the relationship between the divorcing parents? Are grandparents "allowed" to 

discipline their grandchildren or do they have to "stay out of it?" How involved do the 

grandparents want to be? Should grandparents take on the role of a parent to their 

grandchildren, or should they continue in the stereotypical grandparent role -- simply to 

love, have fun with, and spoil their grandchildren? What about finances? Is the 

divorcing mother expected to contribute something financially to the household, or does 

she contribute services, such as housework, in exchange for living space? What would 

the divorcing mother prefer? How do grandparents directly support their grandchildren? 

The manner in which this assistance is provided and the various roles that family 

members play will be important to the quality of family relationships. These are the types 

of issues that were addressed in this study. 

A Phenomenological Approach 

Since there has been no systematic focus on three-generation households formed 

afler an adult daughter's divorce, we do not have an understanding of this phenomenon. 

Therefore, a phenomenological approach was taken. The purpose of phenomenological 

research is "to produce a deep, clear, and accurate understanding of the experiences of 

participants and of the meanings found in or assigned to those experiences" (Boss, Dahl, 

& Kaplan, 1996, p. 98). In other words, the focus is on understanding an individual's 

experience from his or her own perspective. Moustakas (1994) notes that, "In 

phenomenology, perception is regarded as the primary source of knowledge, the source 

that caimot be doubted" (p. 52). Consequently, researchers following this tradition prefer 



to ask participants to define and describe the phenomenon being studied rather than 

defining it for them. Imposing existing constructs on the experience restricts what 

participants discuss, and as a result, limits understanding. The lack of knowledge 

pertaining to three-generation households after divorce requires being open to the way 

family members describe their experience. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVEW 

Grandparents often provide support for their adult children and grandchildren 

when it is needed. One form of support which may be offered to divorcing adult children 

is housing; between 22% and 44% of newly divorced custodial mothers reside with their 

own mothers for at least some period of time, forming a three-generation household 

(Hernandez, 1988; Lawton et al., 1994). Although the support exchanged within the 

household could be expected to alleviate some of the negative consequences which 

accompany divorce, it is also likely that difficulties will be associated with the assistance. 

For example, there may be confusion over the roles that family members play. Therefore, 

it is important for divorcing parents and grandparents to determine what types of 

assistance are appropriate, helpful, and appreciated. 

Very little research has considered the phenomenon of living in a three-generation 

household after a divorce in the middle generation. Consequently, the literature reviewed 

in this chapter covers related areas as an attempt to hint at some of the salient issues in 

these households. Topics addressed include: parent-adult child coresidence, the types of 

support and assistance grandparents provide to their divorcing adult children and 

grandchildren, the roles of grandparents, parent-divorcing adult relationships, and the 

positive and negative experiences associated with living in three-generation households. 

Finally, weaknesses of past research involving the grandparent generation and limitations 

in our knowledge of three-generation households after divorce are presented. 



33 

Parent-Adult Child Coresidence 

Various studies have examined factors related to parent-adult child coresidence. 

The decision to share a household can either be based on parental or adult child needs. In 

the past, researchers typically assumed that most coresidence was a response to pzirents' 

needs. Thus, many studies have focused on adult children who serve as caregivers for 

their aging parents. 

But, research also shows that it is often an adult child's needs or circumstances 

which lead to coresidence. Higher divorce rates, births to unmarried mothers, completion 

of school, unemployment, financial problems, housing costs, and slow economic growth 

have been implicated in this trend (Barber, 1989; Crimmins & Ingegneri, 1990; Glick & 

Lin, 1986; Shehan, Berardo, & Berardo, 1984; Treas & Bengtson, 1987; Ward & Spitze, 

1996b). Home is seen as a safe base to which to return after completing transitional roles, 

such as student or military service, or after problems in other roles, such as marriage or 

work (DaVanzo & Goldscheider, 1990; Lewis, Volk, & Dimcan, 1989). 

In fact, using data from the National Survey of Families and Households, 

Aquilino (1990) found that parental dependency was not the main cause of coresidence 

during any time in the life course. Parents were much more likely to provide a home for 

adult children than children were for parents — nearly all (93%) coresiding parents and 

adult children lived in the parent's home. Ward and Spitze (1992) argue that the lifetime 

prevalence of coresidence (i.e., the proportion of parents who have a coresiding adult 

child at some time in their lives) is higher than cross-sectional estimates suggest. 
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Ward and Spitze (1996b) examined the reasons coresident adult children gave for 

their return home. The top three reasons included finishing school (29%), financial 

problems (26%), and divorce/breakup (17%). As one might expect, those citing 

completion of school as the reason for return coresidence decreased significantly by age. 

while those citing divorce/breakup increased significantly by age. Returns home due to 

financial difficulties were consistent across age groups. Adult child return coresidents 

over age 30 were more likely to be divorced or separated than never married. Those still 

in their 30s were most likely to return with a child of their own. 

Although studies of return coresidence may have divorced or separated 

individuals in their samples, they typically comprise a very small proportion. 

Consequently, they are either lumped together with other unmarried individuals or 

dropped fi-om the group for analyses. Considering the proportion of adult children who 

return home to live with their parents for some period of time after a divorce, studies need 

to examine this family configuration. 

As discussed previously, research suggests that divorce can be stressful and 

confusing for everyone in a family. When divorcing mothers, their children, and their 

parents are living under one roof, it is likely that a great deal of support will be 

exchanged. Specifically, shared households may involve a variety of supportive 

exchanges, including housing and economic assistance, companionship and emotional 

support, and help with household tasks and child care (Ward & Spitze, 1992). 
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Grandparent Provision of Support and Assistance to a Divorcing Adult Child 

Family members are a source of enduring social support for most individuals and 

are willing to intervene when help is needed (Aldous, 1987; Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; 

Greenberg & Becker, 1988; Hamon, 1995; Jendrek, 1993; Johnson, 1988a; Pilisuk & 

Parks, 1983; Spanier & Hanson, 1981; Spitze & Logan, 1992; Troll, 1983). For example. 

Spanier and Casto (1979a, 1979b) foimd that 84% of their subjects reported their families 

had been sympathetic and supportive since their divorce or separation. CoIIetta (1979) 

found that the family of origin was the main source of assistance for divorcing mothers 

and that three-fourths had received some type of assistance from their families. Kitson, 

Moir, and Mason (1982) reported that those individuals who felt more distressed were 

more likely to report assistance from family members. Specifically, because women are 

more likely to have custody of their children and have fewer economic resources than 

men after divorce, they receive more help from parents and relatives (McKenry & Price, 

1991), friends, acquaintances, and their children (Cargan & Whitehurst, 1990) than do 

men. In general, most studies find that interaction with and support from family members 

are related to better divorce adjustment (e.g., Anspach, 1976; CoIIetta, 1979; Emery, 

Hetherington, & DiLalla, 1984; Kitson & Raschke, 1981; Spicer & Hampe, i975). In 

general, the types of help provided by family members to divorcing aduit children 

include: emotional support, informational support, and instrumental support. 

Emotional Support 

Parents and other family members of divorcing adults may provide emotional 

support. Hamon (1995) reported that emotional support was seen as one of the ways 
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parents could be most helpful to divorcing individuals. Messages of acceptance and 

unconditional love were especially valued. Divorced mothers often receive a sense of 

personal worth from family members (McLanahan, Wedemeyer, & Adelberg, 1981). The 

family also is a source of security (McLanahan et al., 1981), stability (Hamon, 1995), and 

moral support (Spanier & Thompson, 1984). 

Informational Support 

Family members also offer informational support or advice to divorcing 

individuals. Parents are often hesitant to serve as advisors to their divorcing adult 

children, because they feel they may be preventing their children from assuming 

responsibility for their own choices (Hamon, 1995). Thus, most parents feel advice 

should only be given if the child requests it. 

Instrumental Support 

Many divorcing women receive some form of financial assistance from their 

families of origin. Spicer and Hampe (1975) reported that 71.4% of divorced females 

were receiving financial support from their parents. Johnson (1988c) reported that 75% 

of grandmothers gave financial help to their divorcing children, while Greenberg and 

Becker (1988) foimd that parents often provided loans to their daughters with custody of 

young children. Colletta (1979) reported that 17% of divorced mothers with moderate 

incomes and 29% of those with low incomes received financial assistance and/or housing 

from their families of origin. Spanier and Thompson (1984) foimd that with regard to 

financial help, women relied primarily on parents, with about half of the women receiving 

money. 
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Parents can provide other types of instrumental assistance. Financial aid from 

parents for basic needs, property taxes, attomey fees, mortgage payments, or automobiles 

is quite common (Hamon, 1995; Hamon & Cobb, 1993). In fact, many parents even 

sacrifice their own financial security to assist their divorcing children. Although studies 

typically do not tie the receipt of practical assistance to the economic well-being or 

financial adequacy of divorced individuals, it is important to consider the fact that this 

assistance may ease some of the economic burden they face by reducing the goods and 

services needing to be purchased (Draughn, LeBoeuf, Wozniak, Lawrence, & Welch, 

1994). Draughn et al. (1994) found that 24.3% of respondents reported receiving goods. 

Clothing was received most frequently (22.7%). Money was received by 16.2% of 

respondents, food by 15.4%, and household necessities by 8.8% of the respondents. 

Parents may provide housing for their divorcing adult children (Greenberg & 

Becker, 1988; Hamon, 1995; Spanier & Thompson, 1984). Studies report that between 

22% and 44% of newly divorced custodial mothers reside with their own mothers for 

some period of time (Hernandez, 1988; Lawton et al., 1994). It has also been reported 

that approximately one-third of grandparents take grandchildren into their homes or serve 

as surrogate parents for some period of time during the divorce process (Cherlin & 

Furstenberg, 1986; Johnson, 1988a). When income was considered, Colletta (1979) 

found that 25% of low-income divorced mothers and 4% of moderate-income divorced 

mothers reported living with relatives. However, 86% of these women were displeased 

with the arrangement. Nonetheless, Hamon (1995) foimd that divorcing children often 

seek help with housing from their parents. In 1992, 38.1% of divorced mothers and 33% 
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of separated mothers had an additional related adult living in the household (Saluter, 

1993). While it seems clear that families may provide housing if it is needed, most 

parents and their divorced adult children would prefer to live separately if it is feasible 

(Colletta, 1979; Hetherington, 1989; Treas & Bengtson, 1987). 

Services are also provided by family members. Johnson (1988c) reported that 

89% of mothers assisted their divorcing children with childcare or another service. 

Spanier and Thompson (1984) found that half of divorced women received assistance 

from parents and siblings. The presence of children increased the likelihood of service 

receipt. In fact, childcare is the primary service rendered to divorced parents by their 

families (Draughn et al., 1994; Greenberg & Becker, 1988; Hamon, 1995). For example, 

Colletta (1979) reported that 65% of divorced mothers received childcare assistance, with 

most indicating that the main source of this help was their family. Some grandparents 

even reduce their daily activities to care for grandchildren (Hamon, 1995). Other services 

provided include chauffeuring of the divorcing adult child and grandchild, help with 

household chores, transportation assistance, and acquiring external resources or services, 

such as counseling or legal aid (Draughn et al., 1994; Hamon, 1995). 

When a divorced mother and her children live under the same roof as 

grandparents, the exchange of support and assistance are likely to be magnified. 

However, research has not adequately examined three-generation households after an 

adult daughter's divorce. Thus, it would be important to understand the types of help and 

support experienced as a result of this arrangement and how divorcing adults and their 

parents feel about the provision of assistance. 
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Grandparent Provision of Support and Assistance to Grandchildren 

Grandparents can also serve as a source of support for grandchildren. In situations 

where grandparents are highly involved and grandchildren are confronted with adversity, 

grandparents can serve as protective buffers that contribute to the resiliency of their 

grandchildren (Werner, 1991). This has been found for children from a variety of ethnic 

groups living in different regions of the United States. For example, Farber and Egeland 

(1987) reported that young offspring of abusive mothers grew into securely attached 

toddlers when they had grandmothers who provided them with emotional support. 

Furstenberg (1980) found that low-income black teenage mothers tended to have 

preschool children with higher scores on tests of cognitive development if they were 

cared for by more than one adult; this adult was usually the maternal grandmother. 

Kellam, Ensminger, and Turner (1977) studied poor, African American elementary 

school children in Chicago and found that grandmothers made a positive contribution to 

the school achievement and adaptation of their grandchildren in grades one and three. In 

fact, mother-grandmother families were nearly as effective as two-parent families in 

assuring that the children had positive relationships with peers and teachers, paid 

attention in class, and had achievements commensurate with their abilities. These 

children also showed fewer symptoms of distress, nervousness, and sadness than children 

being raised by single mothers or in mother-stepfather families. Werner and Smith 

(1982) studied 700 Japanese, Hawaiian, and Filipino youths living on the island of Kauai 

who were bom and reared in chronic poverty by parents who were semi- or unskilled 

plantation workers. At ages 18 and 30, many of the resilient individuals credited the 
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nurturance they had received from their grandparents during childhood and the structure 

and guidance their grandparents provided in adolescence. 

Studies have shown that support for parents is related to a child's postdivorce 

adjustment (Cowen, Pedro-Carroll, & Alpert-Gillis, 1990; Kurdek & Berg, 1983), but the 

direct cormection between social support and children's adjustment to divorce has been 

less extensively studied (Hughes, 1988; Wyman et al., 1985). However, studies specific 

to divorce do demonstrate a positive impact of grandparents on their grandchildren. 

Grandparents can be a source of stability for children whose parents are divorcing 

(Diinger-Tallraan & Pasley, 1987). One study reported that over half of adolescents 

mentioned grandparents as members of their support network (Stinson, 1991). 

Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) found that regardless of age, youngsters who coped well in 

school and maintained good relationships with peers and teachers during a parental 

breakup tended to have ongoing relationships with grandparents who lived nearby and 

who were attentive to their needs. Grandfathers can play a particularly important role in 

skills training and the provision of activities for younger grandsons in divorced families 

(Hetherington, 1985). Sons living with their mothers displayed fewer behavior problems 

when they had an involved and supportive grandfather than when no such father figure 

was available. 

Research has not adequately examined the support grandchildren receive from 

grandparents after parental divorce. Neither have studies focused on the assistance 

provided when grandchildren live in a three-generation household. Therefore, this gap in 

knowledge needs to be addressed. It is likely that the degree of support and assistance 
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grandparents provide to grandchildren and divorcing adult children will be influenced by 

family members' perceptions of the grandparent role. 

The Grandparent Role 

In general, the role of grandparent is a tenuous and ambiguous role (Rosow, 1985; 

Wood, 1982). Although the symbolic nature of the role is specified, there seems to be a 

lack of normative expectations about appropriate behavior. Thus, the nature of the role is 

individually defined; the appropriate type and level of involvement by grandparents is a 

matter of negotiation (Silverstein, Giarrusso, & Bengtson, 1998). Some grandparents feel 

roleless — they are grandparents in title only with no actual role or fimction (Komhaber & 

Woodward, 1981). This is a change from the role of grandparents in the past. In a 

preindustrial U. S., grandparents typically had authority and power over both their adult 

children and grandchildren (Barranti, 1985). Thus, their relationships with grandchildren 

involved discipline and advice. Over time, relationships between grandparents and 

grandchildren changed and now tend to involve more warmth, closeness, and indulgence 

than discipline and guidance (Barranti, 1985; Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986). 

Overview of Grandparent Roles 

Several studies have examined the various roles played by grandparents (e.g., 

Baranowski, 1982; Hader, 1965; Hagestad, 1985; Komhaber & Woodward, 1981). 

Grandparents have been described as historians, mentors, role models, wizards who can 

enliven a child's world with imaginative stories, nurturers, caregivers, moderators who 

soften the intensity of modem life, safety valves who serve as back-up when things go 

wrong, and mediators, interpreters, and/or conflict arbitrators between parents and 



grandchildren. Clavan (1978) has suggested that the role of grandparent differs in 

functional centrality in middle and lower class families, hi middle class families, the role 

is more ideological — although there is a position of grandparents, there are no normative 

rights and obligations attached to it. On the other hand, in lower class families, the role is 

more real — grandparents are more integrated into family life and perform various valued 

and needed parenting activities. Komhaber and Woodward (1981) reported that 

grandparents are the primary caretakers of grandchildren when parents are absent and are 

the chief adjxmcts to parents at all times. This role of caregiver may be the most studied 

grandparent role. 

Grandparents as Caregivers 

Cherlin and Furstenberg (1986) argue that the influence of grandparents in most 

families is modest, and the prospects for increasing that influence are slim. However, 

many grandparents have become surrogate parents (i.e., primary caregivers) to 

grandchildren as a result of divorce, teen parenthood, drug or alcohol use, AIDS, 

homelessness, child abuse and neglect, poverty, or incarceration of the adult child 

(Bengtson, Rosenthal, «& Burton, 1996; Komhaber, 1996). In 1993, 3.4 million 

grandchildren lived in grandparent-headed households; in one-third of these households, 

neither parent resided (Komhaber, 1996). These family crises will likely create a more 

functional role for grandparents (Komhaber, 1996). Hirshom (1998) indicated that 

"grandparent caregiving stretches, reorganizes, and redefines the relationships between 

family members; redraws the boundaries of family and, often, of household units; and 

redirects the transfer of resources within the family" (p. 200). 
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Studies have begun to examine the effect of being a surrogate parent on 

grandparents. For example, Jendrek (1993) found that the provision of daily care to 

grandchildren impacts grandparents' lives in four areas: lifestyle, relationships with 

friends, relationships with family, and relationships with spouses. Grandparents had to 

alter routines and plans. They reported feeling more physically tired and having less 

privacy, less time for self, and less time to get everything done. However, they also stated 

they had more purpose for living. Grandparents indicated that contact with friends 

declined, while other friendships were formed with grandparents in similar situations. 

Tension and problems with other family members increased. Finally, less attention was 

given to spouses, while changes in marital satisfaction were positive for some 

grandparents and negative for others. 

Teen Parenthood 

Findings from studies on grandparenting in households with teen mothers may be 

relevant to the discussion of three-generation households after an adult daughter's 

divorce, as some of the same concerns may arise in both situations. However, it is 

important to be cautious when applying these findings to three-generation households 

after divorce. Most teen mothers have likely never lived apart from their parents, while 

divorcing mothers are return coresidents — they have returned to live with their parents 

after living on their own. These divorcing mothers are used to leading an adult lifestyle 

and making their own rules. They have worked to create a household for their husbands 

and children that is independent from their extended families and have been raising their 

children as they choose. But now that these divorcing mothers have moved in with their 
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parents, they no longer have the independence and privacy to which they are accustomed. 

This is similar to teen mothers. Both groups live under "the watchful eyes" of their 

parents in their parents' households. Additionally, in most cases, both groups are at least 

partially financially dependent upon their parents. Thus, grandparents are in a position to 

exert a great deal of influence on both divorcing and teen mothers. 

A large amount of research has examined "coresidential grandparenting" in 

AMcan American families of teen mothers (Hunter & Taylor, 1998). In general, African 

American grandparents typically have an "authoritative" or "influential" grandparenting 

style consisting of high levels of support and parent-like influence (Burton, 1990; Cherlin 

& Furstenberg, 1986; Hogan, Hao, & Parish, 1990; Pearson, Hunter, Ensminger, & 

Kellam, 1990; Pearson, Hunter, Cook, lalongo, & Kellam, 1997; Wilson, Tolson, Hinton, 

& Kieman, 1990). In fact, a teen mother's primary source of support is her family 

(Rickel, 1989). Grandmothers provide childcare, parenting advice, other information, 

nurturance, and financial and housing assistance (Dellmann-Jenkins, Sattler, & 

Richardson, 1993; Stevens, 1985; Tolson & Wilson, 1990; linger & Cooley, 1992; 

Wasserman, Brunelli, & Rauth, 1990). Colletta and Lee (1983) reported that 66% of 

African American teen mothers they interviewed noted that their mothers were the 

primary caretakers of their children. 

Most teen mothers live at home with their parents for the first few years of their 

children's lives (Miller & Moore, 1990). Coresidential grandparents are more likely to be 

involved in key childrearing activities such as rule setting, discipline, behavior 

monitoring, and routine child management than are noncoresidential grandparents 
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(Chase-Lansdale, Brooks-Gunn, & Zamsky, 1994; Hogan et al., 1990; Pearson et al., 

1990; Timberlake & Chipungu, 1992; Wilson, 1984). Although the support that 

grandparents provide for these teen mothers has been associated with positive outcomes 

for the mothers and their children (Furstenberg, 1980; Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, & 

Morgan, 1987; Kellam et al., 1977; Pearson et al., 1990; linger & Cooley, 1992), findings 

from other studies have been inconclusive or have had mixed findings (Astone & 

Washington, 1994; Burton, 1990; Chase-Lansdale et al., 1994; Cooley & Unger, 1991; 

East & Felice, 1996; Solomon & Marx, 1995; Unger & Cooley, 1992; Vaden-Kieman, 

lalongo, Pearson, & Kellam, 1995). 

Adult Child's Divorce 

Few studies have examined the grandparent role in the context of the divorce of 

an adult child. The role of a grandparent after divorce is especially unclear. This is likely 

due to at least two reasons (Stephens & Clark, 1996). First, because grandparents do not 

automatically have full legal rights regarding their grandchildren, grandparents may not 

be able to continue to interact with their grandchildren after divorce. Second, although 

divorce is more common today than in the past, there still are no established norms for 

what family members should do when a divorce occurs. Gladstone (1987) found that 

contact between grandmothers and grandchildren after divorce is decreased when there is 

difficulty renegotiating relationships due to unclear expectations about how to act. 

Johnson (1988b) asked grandmothers what they should do when a child divorced. 

The most common responses included: 1) be the grandchild's advocate and intervene as a 

mediator with the parent; 2) simply "be there" to love the child, provide security, and 
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sustain a sense of family and its continuity; 3) be someone who is "fun to be with;" 4) do 

not interfere, give too much advice, nor discipline the grandchild; 5) do not overprotect, 

spoil, or attempt to buy the grandchild's love; and 6) do not be old-fashioned, outdated, 

nagging, or judgmental. Grandparenting was seen as a voluntary, part-time role 

specialized in social and emotional functions rather than instrumental ones (Johnson, 

1988a). These grandmothers did not want to repeat the parental role, except for the right 

to discipline their grandchildren. In other words, most grandparents prefer a "friendship" 

with their grandchildren rather than a hierarchical intergenerational relationship (Werner, 

1991). They draw clear boundaries between parenting and grandparenting and become 

dissatisfied with their roles if they are forced to perform parenting functions over 

extended periods of time (Johnson, 1988b; Kissman & Allen, 1993; Werner, 1991). 

Yet studies have indicated that approximately one-third of grandparents serve as 

surrogate parents for their grandchildren for some period of time after their adult child's 

divorce (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Johnson, 1988a). When grandchildren and a 

divorced parent are living with grandparents, it may be very difficult to follow the 

guidelines proposed by grandmothers in Johnson's (1988b) study. Grandparents are 

involved in the day-to-day activities of their adult children and grandchildren. 

Consequently, it may be especially difficult for grandparents in this setting to know where 

to draw the line between parenting and grandparenting. Research also indicates that 

grandparents face uncertainty as they try to determine appropriate roles and levels of 

involvement in the lives of their divorced children (Hamon, 1995). Thus, it is likely that 

the role a grandparent takes in his or her grandchildren's lives is dependent upon the adult 
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child's and grandchildren's life circumstances and wishes concerning the grandparent-

grandchild relationship (Johnson, 1998; Stephens & Clark, 1996). In other words, the 

role of grandparent must be actively shaped in order to have meaning (Shore & Hayslip, 

1994). However, studies have yet to describe this process. 

The Relationship Between Divorcing Mothers and Their Parents 

Reorganization After Divorce 

With divorce, various relationships must be renegotiated. This may also be true 

of the divorcing adult child-parent relationship (Johnson, 1988b). However, few studies 

have examined this. In a longitudinal study, Johnson (1988b) recniited 50 divorcing 

individuals with a mother living in the same area. Both individuals were interviewed two 

or three times over a period of 40 months. Johnson characterized three types of 

reorganization in the adult child-parent relationship after divorce: 1) the generational 

bond; 2) the private, bounded, nucleated unit; and 3) loose-knit social networks. 

The Generational Bond 

Thirty-eight percent of divorcing adults made their first priority the solidarity of 

the intergenerational bond with their parents and children. This group was more likely to 

have economic problems and be receiving financial assistance fi*om their parents than the 

other groups. They were more dependent on their parents for most of their needs than 

their counterparts were. Divorcing women in this group indicated that their mothers 

influenced their actions. Most individuals described a positive relationship with both 

parents. Relationships with their mothers were seen as egalitarian; mothers were called 

"best friends" and "sisters," possibly as a way to hide their dependency and the resulting 
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asymmetry. Adult children also had high expectations for their mothers - most of which 

were fulfilled. In other words, "these parent-adult child dyads illustrate a traditional 

relationship that is close and interdependent - one where parents, in the process of 

extending aid, can exert influence over their children" (Johnson, 1988c, pp. 226-227). It 

is important to note that most of these families again reorganized approximately two 

years later to form the private, boimded, nucleated unit discussed next. 

The Private. Bounded. Nucleated Unit 

Twenty-seven percent of individuals in Johnson's study attempted to maintain the 

privacy of their nuclear household. They reported problematic, conflictual, and distant 

relationships with parents. Divorcing individuals had little contact with their parents and 

indicated that their parents had little influence over them. Both adult children and their 

parents valued independence, with the adult children being more likely to promote 

individual interests over family interests. 

Loose-Knit Social Networks 

Thirty-five percent of divorcing individuals preferred alternate lifestyles over 

conventional family relationships (Johnson, 1988c). They described distant, 

nonsupportive, and neutral or negative relationships with their parents. Few were 

dependent on their parents for financial or emotional support. Their relationships were 

based on personal attraction and sociability instead of instrumental support. 

Expectations 

Expectations about relationships must also be revised (Johnson, 1988b). 

However, if the expectations of adult children and their parents are not compatible. 
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failure to meet those expectations may result in conflict. For example, if a divorcing 

mother expects her parents to watch her children while she is at work and her parents do 

not agree, tension may develop in the relationship. Johnson (1988b) found that slightly 

less than half the adult children and fewer parents reported that the other generation 

fulfilled their expectations. Thus, it is important for divorcing mothers and their parents 

to determine what types of assistance are appropriate, helpfiil, and appreciated. 

Positive Experiences Associated with Three-Generation Households 

Coresidence is usually a positive experience for both parents and adult children 

(e.g., Aquilino & Supple, 1991; Mitchell & Gee, 1996; Suitor & Pillemer, 1987, 1991; 

Ward & Spitze, 1996b). Economic advantages have been the most frequently identified 

benefit for all individuals living in a three-generation household (deLasky-Smith, 1985; 

Mindel & Wright, 1982; Stoller, 1985). Emotional advantages also exist. Family 

members can discuss their personal lives with someone in the household (Stoller, 1985), 

have more opportunities for companionship (Mindel & Wright, 1982), and experience 

family closeness (Harrigan, 1992). 

Shehan et al. (1984) found that living in their childhood homes offers a sense of 

security to young adults. If problems should arise, family members can help provide 

support when needed. Additionally, if the yoimg adult returns with a child of his or her 

own, there will be more people to assist in raising the child. Parents of young adults who 

return home may also receive support during times of need. They may feel a sense of 

accomplishment in helping these young adults achieve their own sense of security. If a 

grandchild is present, these parents (i.e., grandparents) will have the opportunity to play a 
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role in this young child's life. Finally, these parents may receive help from their children 

in later life. Therefore, because research on three-generation households is limited, one 

must look to existing research on the effects of social support and family relationships to 

build a more detailed picture of the phenomenon of living in a three-generation 

household. 

Benefits for the Divorcing Adult Child 

Several researchers have described the importance of social support in promoting 

adjustment to divorce (e.g., Brandwein, Brown, & Fox, 1974; Colletta, 1979; 

Daniels-Mohring & Berger, 1984; Hamon, 1995; Hughes, Good, & Candell, 1993; Isaacs 

& Leon, 1986; McLanahan et al., 1981; Pett, 1982; Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980; Zastowny 

& Lewis, 1989). As previously suggested, the support and assistance divorcing mothers 

receive is likely to be magnified when living in a three-generation household. However, 

because studies have shown that not all support is effective, it may be better to say that 

some types of support, for some individuals, at particular points in time, will have a 

positive impact on postdivorce adjustment (Lin, Woeffel, & Light, 1985). Thus, it is 

important to understand how divorcing parents and grandparents determine what types of 

assistance are appropriate, helpfiil, and appreciated. 

The two most pronovmced problems for single parents are economics and energy 

(Hodges, 1991). Divorce has detrimental economic effects for women (Albrecht, 1980; 

Arendell, 1986; Day & Bahr, 1986; Doherty et al., 1989; Dimcan & Hoffinan, 1985; 

Espenshade, 1979; Hoffinan, 1977; Hoffinan & Dimcan, 1988; Weiss, 1984). Thus, 

when divorcing mothers receive financial assistance, their stress should be reduced, they 
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should be better able to obtain concrete support, and they should be more available to 

address children's concerns (Horowitz, 1995). 

Divorce also affects parenting behaviors (Amato, 1987; Astone & McLanahan, 

1991; Dombusch et al., 1985; Duncan, 1994; Furstenberg & Nord, 1985; Hetherington et 

al., 1976, 1978, 1982; Thomson et al., 1992). Changes in childrearing practices may 

result from the loss of one parent, the limited time and energy of a single parent, and the 

lack of financial resources (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Duncan, 1994). It is assumed 

that children in single parent families are disadvantaged because they do not have access 

to two parents who provide support, control, and supervision (Stolba & Amato, 1993). 

Thus, one would predict that when another involved adult assumes some of the fimctions 

of the missing parent, some of the stresses faced by the divorcing custodial parent should 

be eased, and grandchildren's well-being should be enhanced (Amato, 1993). 

However, only a handful of studies have examined this additional adult hypothesis 

in the context of divorce (e.g., Cochran & Riley, 1990; Dombusch et al., 1985; Santrock 

& Warshak, 1979; Stolba & Amato, 1993; Thomson et al., 1992). Santrock and Warshak 

(1979) found that when divorced parents relied on additional caretakers for their children 

(e.g., the noncustodial parent, relatives, babysitters, daycare centers, and friends), their 

children displayed greater warmth, sociability, and social conformity in their laboratory 

setting. Cochran and Riley (1990) reported that the number of adult male relatives who 

interacted with the children in task activities such as gardening, shopping, or washing the 

car, was strongly associated with children's success in school as determined by grades 

and cognitive motivation. 
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Three studies have considered the influence of an additional adult who actually 

lives in the same household. Dombusch et al. (1985) reported that the presence of 

another adult decreased adolescent deviance. Thomson et al. (1992) found that single 

parents living with another adult exerted more control and made more demands on their 

children. The additional adult led to greater supervision and stricter rules for children. 

Stolba and Amato (1993), using data from the National Survey of Families and 

Households, suggested that the consequences of having an additional adult in the 

household depended on the sex and identity of that adult. Adolescents benefitted from 

another adult of the same sex and exhibited more positive behavior when a grandparent 

was the additional adult. On the other hand, for children in middle childhood, the 

presence of a grandparent led to negative behavior. Stolba and Amato (1993) postulated 

that this latter finding is due to the fact that grandparents are more likely to interfere with 

a mother's childrearing practices when the children are young. 

Living in a three-generation household should provide divorcing mothers with 

needed economic and parenting support. While the assistance received by these 

divorcing mothers will likely ease the stresses accompanying divorce, and thus, be a 

positive experience, it must also be acknowledged that there may be negative aspects to 

the support. These potential negative experiences will be discussed in a later section. 

Benefits for the Grandchild 

Studies have shown that grandparents can serve as a source of support for their 

grandchildren. Support from nonparental adults may reduce the negative impact of 

divorce for children. First, supportive interactions with these adults may alleviate fears of 
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abandonment or worries about who will care for the child's basic needs now that one 

parent is not a part of the child's daily life (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980). Second, these 

adults may provide positive experiences that enhance the child's self-esteem and 

consequently, facilitate coping by stepping into the educational and recreational roles 

previously held by the parents (Hetherington & Camara, 1984). Finally, these individuals 

may help the children accurately interpret various aspects of the divorce (e.g., who is 

responsible for the divorce), thereby lessening the threat of divorce-related stressors 

(Thoits, 1986). 

Komhaber (1985) found differences between children with close relationships to 

at least one grandparent and children with intermittent or infrequent contact with a 

grandparent. Specifically, children with close relationships had a sense of belonging to a 

family and community. They were not ageist because of their contact with older people 

who loved them. The children were not sexist because they saw grandfathers and 

grandmothers with similar activities and did not fear old age because their grandparents 

served as positive role models. They felt deeply connected to their families and were 

highly socialized. These children also had a sense of shame, i.e., they knew that their 

behavior reflected upon their families. They lived in a loving and emotionally secure 

world. Additionally, the grandparents offered these children an emotional atmosphere of 

acceptance. 

The grandparent-grandchild bond can serve as a resource for the entire family 

system (Barranti, 1985). Several researchers have described various benefits of the 

grandparent-grandchild relationship (Barranti, 1985; Blau, 1984; Derdeyn, 1985; E^imell 
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& Bagby, 1993). First, grandparents provide unconditional love to grandchildren without 

feeling the need that parents do to correct shortcomings. These positive emotional 

attachments can result in a sense of positive self-esteem and self-effectiveness which 

enables enabling risk taking behavior and creative adventuring throughout life. Second, 

grandparents bridge the past, present, and future for the younger generation, giving a 

sense of security, aiding in ego development, and offering a vision of the future. Third, 

grandparents help grandchildren with their relationship with parents. They act as 

confidants, provide an outlet for fhistrations, and supply stories and information about 

parents. Fourth, grandparents can help grandchildren develop positive attitudes about 

aging and older adults. This may lead to the improvement of general societal attitudes 

and an improved social status and quality of life for aging individuals. Fifth, 

grandparents contribute to grandchildren's development in several ways. They parent and 

socialize with grandchildren; provide financial and emotional support; pass history, 

values, and traditions to grandchildren; and provide models of childrearing and advice to 

parents. Sixth, the presence of grandparents adds qualitative and quantitative dimensions 

to the pool of adult role models available to children. Seventh, grandparents can provide 

a sense of continuity in relations. Finally, the bonding that occurs across the three 

generations can lead to a network of supportive relationships. 

When grandparents live under the same roof as their divorcing adult daughter and 

her children, they will likely be involved in the day-to-day activities of their 

grandchildren, and thus, have the potential to have a significant impact on grandchildren. 

Although it has been suggested that this living arrangement may be more optimal for the 
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grandchildren than the grandparents or parents (Aldous, 1995), research has not 

adequately examined this issue. 

Benefits for Grandparents 

Beckman (1981) found that older parents who provide support to their adult 

children, in general, experience a greater sense of well-being than those who do not. 

Specifically, the more support a grandmother provided to her divorcing adult child, the 

more satisfied she was with the relationship with her child and grandchildren (Johnson. 

1988a). Grandparents receive special meaning from being a grandparent and the roles 

which accompany it (Link, 1987; Neugarten & Weinstein, 1964; Wilcoxon, 1987). First, 

grandparenthood serves as a source of biological renewal and/or biological continuity. 

Grandparents report feeling young again through grandchildren and seeing the family line 

continuing into the future. Second, grandparenthood provides emotional self-fulfillment. 

Grandparenting offers a chance to succeed in a new role and even to be a better 

grandparent than parent. For example, grandparents have stated that they can now do 

things for their grandchildren that they could not do for their own children. Third, the 

additional new role of teacher or resource person provides a sense of satisfaction from 

contributing to a child's welfare. Finally, grandparenthood allows for vicarious 

accomplishments; in other words, the grandchild will be able to achieve what the 

grandparent or parent could not. 

Being a grandparent has a significant influence on their life satisfaction. Forsyth, 

Roberts, and Robin (1992) examined the sources of life satisfaction among grandparents 

and found that time spent with grandchildren was the most important factor. Having 
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grandchildren present in the household will mean that grandparents will be involved in 

their day-to-day activities. However, research has not examined grandparents' 

perceptions of the positive experiences associated with living in a three-generation 

household after an adult child's divorce. 

Negative Experiences Associated with Three-Generation Households 

Research suggests that when children return to live at home due to divorce or 

separation, unemployment, and when grandchildren are also present, the experience of 

coresidence is less satisfactory than when they return home for other reasons and do not 

bring their own children (Aquilino, 1991; Aquilino & Supple, 1991). Many studies have 

focused on the negative aspects of three-generation households. For example, 

disadvantages of this arrangement include: 1) increased crowding (Shehan et al., 1984; 

Stoller, 1985); 2) loss of privacy (Feinauer, Lund, & Miller, 1987; Harrigan, 1992; 

Mindel & Wright, 1982; Shehan et al., 1984); and 3) intrahousehold relationship stress 

(Harrigan, 1992; Shehan et al., 1984; Ward & Spitze, 1996a). 

Two norms which can impact the perceptions various family members have about 

the helpfulness of support are a norm of independence for the divorcing adult and a norm 

of noninterference for the grandparent (Hamon, 1995; Johnson, 1988a, 1988b; LaGaipa, 

1990). These typically refer to a family system in which the nuclear family lives apart 

from kin and in which relatives are linked by ties of affection and mutual interest 

(Johnson, 1988a). When these norms are upheld, grandparents and divorcing adults may 

feel that assistance should only be offered when requested. However, when a divorcing 

adult child returns home to live with his or her parents and support is being exchanged. 
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these issues may actually be eunplified in the three-generation household. 

An additional issue which may arise in three-generation households is boundary 

ambiguity. Boundary ambiguity is defined as not knowing who is in or out of the family 

system and who is performing what roles and tasks within the family system (Boss & 

Greenberg, 1984). Confusion may arise over the roles that individuals are playing when a 

divorcing mother moves in with her parents. For example, is the divorcing mother to be 

treated as a child or as an equal adult? Are her children under her control or her parents' 

control? This confusion may lead to conflict between the divorcing mother and her 

parents. 

Literature on teen mothers indicating that coresidence with parents can have 

negative consequences may be relevant to the discussion of three-generation households 

after divorce. Although the circumstances surrounding coresidence differ, in both 

situations, grandparents are in a position to become overly involved in the day-to-day 

fimctioning of their children and grandchildren, particularly where parenting issues are 

concerned. While it seems that initial help with childcare is beneficial for teen mothers, 

problems may arise when the teen or her mother decide to renegotiate family 

responsibilities (Furstenberg et al., 1987). Studies suggest that the longer a teen mother 

lives at home, the greater the tension over childrearing responsibilities, the less 

stimulating the home environment, and the lower the teen mother's responsiveness to her 

child (Burton, 1990; Chase-Lansdale et al., 1994; Cooley & Unger, 1991; linger & 

Cooley, 1992). Chase-Lansdale et al. (1994) found that African American mothers and 

grandmothers were less supportive and authoritative, and more negative and disengaged 
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in their parenting practices when older teen mothers and their own mothers coresided. 

They suggested two alternative explanations for this. First, teen mothers may find living 

with their mothers stressful, and the shared childrearing may lead to conflict that 

interferes with the teens' parenting. In fact. Pressor (1989) found that prolonged 

assistance with childcare often becomes an extra emotional and financial burden in the 

lives of these grandmothers. On the other hand, Chase-Lansdale et al. (1994) also 

proposed that when parenting is spread across teen mothers and their own mothers, each 

may assume that the other has primary responsibility for the child; thus, parenting quality 

is reduced. 

Compared to these teen mother-grandmother households, tensions surrounding 

childrearing issues may actually be magnified in three-generation households after 

divorce. The parents of teen mothers have likely been involved with childrearing from 

day one of their grandchild's birth. However, divorcing mothers have been used to living 

independently from their parents and making decisions regarding their children. Thus, 

when they return home to live with their parents during the process of divorce, they may 

perceive their parents' participation in childrearing as overstepping the line between 

grandparenting and parenting. This perception could lead to conflict. 

Independence vs. Dependence 

Although the receipt of support often has positive consequences, it is also 

accompanied by negatives. One of the issues faced by divorced adults living in their 

parents' homes is the issue of independence versus dependence. Adults have been 

socialized to be independent; thus, receiving assistance may lead to negative reactions 
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(Draughn et al., 1994). This may be magnified in three-generation households. Research 

has indicated that custodial mothers prefer to establish their own households to avoid 

feelings of dependency and conflicts over childrearing issues with their parents 

(Hetherington, 1989). However, due to the detrimental economic consequences of 

divorce, this may not be possible for some. Thus, while returning to live with parents and 

accepting financial support and advice can be comforting, it can also place a strain on 

relationships (Spanier & Thompson, 1984). Divorced adults, in general, may become 

increasingly dependent on their parents (Duffy, 1982). 

LaGaipa (1990) refers to this as a tension of autonomy vs. dependence. 

Autonomy refers to the freedom of an individual to make decisions, develop long-range 

goals, and determine life priorities and commitments. At times, the need for 

mdependence may conflict with the need for assistance. Lost autonomy leads to lost 

individuality and freedom. Thus, dependency is often seen in the form of practical or 

physical helplessness. Family members offering support face the predicament of wanting 

each member to be self-supporting, but needing to help because the person cannot be self-

supporting. Thus, in the case of a divorced individual living with his or her parents, the 

economic security limits efforts to be independent. Of adult children who turned to 

parents for assistance after the divorce, over half became dependent upon them (Johnson, 

1988b). This dependence may lead to more hierarchical and asymmetrical relationships 

between parents and their adult children (Emerson, 1976). In other words, adult children 

are no longer in an egalitarian relationship with their parents that developed when they 

reached maturity (Johnson, 1988b). Parents tended to have more power over their adult 
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children because they were providing more to the children than would be expected. On 

the other hand, this dependence may be positive in that divorcing parents who had 

involved grandmothers reported fewer problems with their children (Johnson, 1988b). 

Additionally, when adult children and their mothers have a satisfactory relationship, 

morale was higher. 

Johnson (1988b) described three ways individuals handle ambivalent adult child-

parent relationships. First, some redefine their relationship to emphasize characteristics 

commonly found in friendships. This helps hide the status differences and dependency in 

the relationship. Second, some maintain their relationship despite the conflict, but 

mutually agree to tolerate the conflict and ambivalence. Third, some accept the 

dependency as a normal and inevitable aspect of divorce which is in the best interest of 

the divorcing adult. In this situation, the dependency is often perpetuated. 

Support is rarely perfectly matched to needs, thus, there will always be a negative 

side to receiving support (LaGaipa, 1990). The negative consequences of giving and 

receiving support can be short-term or long-term and will impact both the individuals and 

their relationship. Short-term effects include feeling smothered and controlled, feeling 

obligated to conform, and a sense of inadequacy. Long-term effects may include low 

self-esteem and identity problems, resentment, and depression. 

Obligation vs. Noninterference 

Parents of divorcing adults must also deal with the contradictory norms of 

obligation and noninterference (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Hamon, 1995; Johnson, 

1988b). Most parents stay out of their adult children's lives and offer assistance only 
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when it is requested, but they also feel obligated to help when their children are in trouble 

and need it. Additionally, being able to turn to one's family during times of need is a 

normative expectation (LaGaipa, 1990). However, there are sometimes negative attitudes 

toward the support received from family. 

Isaacs and Leon (1986) examined the various types of help parents provided to 

their divorcing adult daughters. The first pattem, called the local network pattern, was 

characterized by a close residential proximity of the divorcing mother and her parents and 

frequent interaction -- almost too frequent. These parents provided a great deal of help, 

but were most helpful with babysitting. The divorcing mothers felt that their parents were 

trying to be helpful, but were overwhelmed by their parents' active role in the daily 

management of the family. The second pattern, the helpful network pattem, was 

characterized by a strong degree of acceptance of the separation by the divorcing mother's 

parents and the provision of a high degree of financial and emotional support. These 

parents were perceived as being very helpful. The secret to this pattem is the provision of 

help that does not infringe upon the divorcing mother's role and her sense of control over 

the family. The third pattern, the directing pattem, was characterized by parents who 

were likely to let the divorcing mother live with them, and from whom advice was sought 

and given. These parents did not provide any other forms of help. The fourth pattem 

refers to detached parents. The pattem was characterized by the absence of all types of 

support except babysitting. 

Thomas (1990) suggested that parents of separated and divorced mothers face a 

double bind — mothers greatly appreciate the grandparental support, but also dislike the 
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interference. As a result, identical behaviors could be perceived in different ways by the 

divorcing mothers. Although these mothers may know precisely what behaviors are 

considered interfering, their parents may have no idea and simply try to be helpful. 

Thus, research seems to suggest that although family support is often perceived as 

helpful, it must not cross the line of perceived interference. As grandparents are involved 

in the day-to-day lives of their children and grandchildren in three-generation households, 

this may be difficult. When grandparents provide assistance to a divorcing adult child 

and grandchildren in any living situation, the norm of privacy surrounding that child's life 

is lowered ~ in the grandparents' eyes, the spousal and parental roles no longer take 

precedence over the adult child-grandparent relationship role as they did when the adult 

child was married (Johnson, 1988b). Thus, the generational boundaries become more 

permeable and grandparents can observe their adult child's activities and comment on 

childrearing practices and household management. Additionally, parents may become 

friends or confidants to their adult children and leam about areas of their children's lives 

in which they previously were not involved. However, many grandparents may try to 

maintain the norm of noninterference and, in doing so, provide indirect comments and 

advice to their child to preserve a harmonious relationship. Thus, it could be expected 

that grandparents will have the fewest problems when their levels of involvement and 

support are determined situationally (Hamon, 1995; Johnson, 1983). This suggests that it 

will be important for divorcing parents and grandparents to determine what types of 

support are appropriate, helpful, and appreciated. 
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Boundary Ambiguity 

Related to the issue of obligation ys. noninterference is boundary ambiguity. 

Boundaries are family rules determining who will participate in the family and its 

subsystems and how they will participate (Minuchin, 1974). If family members are to 

know how to relate to one another and the world, these boundaries must be clear. When 

boundaries are unclear, ambiguity may result. 

The degree of ambiguity is determined by the congruence between an individual's 

psychological perception and the physical reality of who is in and who is out of the family 

system (Boss, 1987). When there is low boundary ambiguity, the boundaries of the 

system are clearly identified. When there is high ambiguity, the boundaries are unclear 

and dysflmction may result. High boundary ambiguity can occur when a physically 

present family member is perceived as psychologically absent. The family is intact, but 

one member is emotionally unavailable to the family. This may be the case in a three-

generation household after divorce. For example, a divorcing mother may be depressed 

and withdraw from her children. When the grandparents in the household see that this is 

happening, they may step in to take over the care of their grandchildren and may begin to 

treat their daughter as a child again. This may be functional until the mother is feeling 

better. However, when the mother tries to resume her role as "the parent" to her children 

and an equal adult in the household, there may be confusion and conflict over the roles 

that everyone will now play. The resolution of these issues will be important to the 

quality of family relationships in three-generation households. 
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Weaknesses of Past Research hivolving the Grandparent Generation 

Research involving grandparents is a new phenomenon. It was not until the early 

1980s that the topic began to receive systematic attention. Various reasons have been 

forwarded for the earlier absence of research on grandparents and their relationships. 

First, researchers have typically characterized the American family as an isolated nuclear 

unit (Tinsley & Parke, 1984). Now however, we understand that while structural 

isolation may be common, the functional isolation of nuclear families from their relatives 

is not. For example, Cherlin and Furstenberg (1986) found that most grandparents live 

within 30 minutes of at least one of their children and have regular contact v^th them and 

their grandchildren. Additionally, several studies have described the importance of 

extended families among African-Americans (e.g.. Burton & Bengtson, 1985; Burton & 

Dilworth-Anderson, 1991; Wilson, 1986, 1989). 

Second, child developmentalists assumed the mother-child dyad was the most 

important relationship in a child's development (Tinsley & Parke, 1984). This led to a 

lack of interest in the impact of fathers, siblings, peers, and extended family members on 

development. Fortunately, during the early 1970s, fathers began to be recognized as 

active contributors to a child's development, and since then the influence of these other 

individuals on a child's development has been studied. However, more research is still 

needed on the impact that extended family members, such as grandparents, have on 

children's development. 

Third, demographic characteristics of families in the past often precluded older 

individuals from getting to know their grandchildren (Tinsley & Parke, 1984). Now, 
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adults are living long enough to become grandparents, and more years are spent in the 

grandparent role because most people become grandparents in their 40s or 50s (Cherlin & 

Furstenberg, 1986; Hagestad, 1985). It has been estimated that approximately half of all 

grandparents are under age 60, one-third are under age 55, and only one-fifth are over age 

70 (Schwartz & Waldrop, 1992). In fact, over three-fourths of adults can expect to be 

grandparents (Barranti, 1985; Hagestad, 1985). Accompanying this increase in life 

expectancy is a decrease in fertility rates (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986). These structural 

changes have created a verticalization of the family in which there is an increase in the 

number of generations, but a decrease in the breadth of each generation (Hagestad, 1986). 

This new extended family is called a beanpole family. Thus, because there are fewer 

grandchildren, and grandparents spend more years in retirement than previously, 

grandparents can devote more time to each grandchild. 

Fourth, there was a lack of a life-span perspective in developmental research; it 

was assumed that adults, in general, and grandparents, in particular, did not grow and 

develop (Tinsley & Parke, 1984). Now the life-span perspective points out how adiolts 

may change over time, and we can see how the grandparent-grandchild relationship can 

change over time (e.g., Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Tinsley & Parke, 1984). 

Finally, there were numerous methodological limitations that made the study of 

grandparents difficult (Tinsley & Parke, 1984). For example, any research involving 

older adults was difficult to due their high morbidity and mortality rates as compared to 

younger individuals. Also, there was an absence of theoretical models and statistical 

techniques that would allow for a meaningful evaluation of relationships beyond a dyad 
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and that could distinguish direct and indirect patterns of influence on children's 

development. One methodological limitation still remains today — a complete picture of 

the grandparent-grandchild relationship and its impact on development can only be 

obtained by collecting information from the grandparent, parent, and grandchild and 

although this is now possible, it is difficult and rarely done. 

Much of the past research involving any aspect of the grandparent-grandchild 

relationship has two major weaknesses. First, researchers have failed to collect 

information simultaneously from grandparents, grandchildren, and parents (Shore & 

Hayslip, 1994). If studies include more than one generation in their sample, the 

grandparent and grandchild generations are typically the focus. However, it is important 

to include the middle generation. Parents serve as bridges or gatekeepers in the 

relationship between grandparents and grandchildren (Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; 

Denham & Smith, 1989; Tinsley &. Parke, 1984), thus, parents' attitudes toward 

grandparents are important. For example, the more importance the parents place on a 

grandparent-grandchild relationship and/or when a good relationship exists between the 

adult generations, the more likely it is that the grandparent will play an influential role in 

the family (Kennedy, 1992; Werner, 1991). Additionally, roles enacted by members of 

one generation influence the roles enacted by others; roles are not played independently 

(Giarrusso, Silverstein, & Bengtson, 1996). Thus, including members from all 

generations would aid in a richer description of relationships. Finally, individuals view 

relationships through different lenses (Giarrusso et al., 1996). Therefore, to get a more 

complete picture of the phenomenon of living in a three-generation household after 
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divorce, the perspectives of all three generations must be considered. The present study 

attempted to remedy this situation by including grandparents, divorcing adult parents, and 

grandchildren in the sample. 

A second flaw in research on grandparents is that studies have tended to focus on 

the grandmother only; grjmdfathers are frequently ignored (Tinsley & Parke, 1988). 

Although some individuals argue that there is a great deal of similarity in the roles of 

grandmothers and grandfathers, others suggest that there are differences in the roles 

(Tinsley & Parke, 1988). In general, research tends to find that grandmothers focus on 

the emotional aspects of the grandparent-grandchild relationship, while grandfathers 

focus on the instrumental aspects (Bengtson, 1985; Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Kivett, 

1991). Thus, in the case of three-generation households after divorce, inclusion of both 

grandmothers and grandfathers, when possible, would be important. 

Limitations in Our Knowledge of Three-Generation Households 

after an Adult Daughter's Divorce 

Studies of relationships after divorce have typically focused on the interactions 

between divorcing parents and their children or between the divorcing adults themselves. 

Little research exists on the relationships among individuals in the divorcing family and 

their extended families, and what does tends to focus on contact between the generations 

and the provision of support to those who are divorcing. There is a lack of consideration 

of the more qualitative dimensions of these relationships. In fact, it is only during the last 

15 years that the impact of divorce on grandparents has received attention. While 

research has examined grandparent-grandchild relationships in general and in the context 
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of divorce specifically, little is known about these relationships in the context of three-

generation households. Therefore, because a great deal of research has examined 

divorcing parent-child relationships after divorce, the present study focused on 

relationships between divorcing adult daughters and their parents and between 

grandparents and grandchildren in the context of a three-generation household after 

divorce. 

Many studies of parent-adult child coresidence have assumed that it is a response 

to parents' needs. Thus, there has been a major focus on adult children serving as a 

caregivers to their aging parents. Much of this research discusses the burdens faced by 

these adult child caregivers. More recently, studies have begun to examine parent-adult 

child coresidence among younger adult children who have returned to live at home after 

college, military service, or other transitional role. This research has typically focused on 

sociological descriptions of the arrangement, such as prevalence and reasons for doing so. 

Recently, studies have begun to examine how the arrangement impacts the parents' 

marital relationship and parent-adtilt child conflict. However, little research has 

examined this type of coresidence after an adult child's divorce. When divorced 

individuals are included in a study's sample, they are usually combined with those who 

have never been married or are simply eliminated from analyses. Therefore, there is a 

lack of understanding about the dynamics of this family configuration in general and 

particularly when it results from divorce. 

Studies of multigeneration households have examined them in the context of teen 

parenthood. In other words, the focus is on relationships between the teen mothers who 
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have never lived on their own, their children, and their own parents. There has been 

consideration of the family dynamics in this context. Thus, findings from these studies 

may be relevant to three-generation households after divorce. However, one should not 

just assume that these findings will apply. Teen mothers have likely never lived apart 

from their parents nor with the father of their children and so have never developed a 

coparenting relationship with anyone other than their own parents. Additionally, these 

teen mothers are still children themselves; they are still being parented. On the other 

hand, divorcing mothers are return coresidents ~ they have lived on their own and are 

used to leading an adult lifestyle, making their own rules, being independent from their 

extended families, and raising their children as they choose. Yet at the very least, the 

results from studies of multigeneration households due to teen parenthood should point to 

important areas for study in other contexts. 

It is likely that coresidence would naturally increase nearly all types of interaction 

among individuals living in the same household; however, few studies have examined 

this (White, 1994). Although the support and assistance from family may help alleviate 

some of the negative consequences which result from divorce, and thus, be a positive 

experience, there may also be difficulties associated with coresidence. Adult children 

must deal with their desire to be independent, while currently being dependent on their 

parents. Grandparents must leam how to balance their sense of obligation toward their 

children and grandchildren with the norm of grandparent noninterference. As a result, 

there may be confusion over what roles everyone will play. Divorcing mothers and 

grandparents will also need to determine what types of assistance are appropriate, helpful. 



and appreciated. Support may be needed to deal with social, economic, and parenting 

stressors. For example, do grandparents serve as a buffer in the relationship between the 

divorcing parents? Are grandparents "allowed" to discipline their grandchildren or do 

they have to "stay out of it?" How involved do the grandparents want to be? Should 

grandparents take on the role of a parent to their grandchildren, or should they continue in 

the stereotypical grandparent role — simply to love, have fim with, and spoil their 

grandchildren? What about finances? Is the divorcing mother expected to contribute 

something financially to the household, or does she contribute services, such as 

housework, in exchange for living space? What would the divorcing mother prefer? 

How do grandparents directly support their grandchildren? The manner in which this 

assistance is provided and the various roles that family members play will be important to 

the quality of family relationships. 

Past research has examined the support provided to divorcing individuals by 

family members; grandparent-grandchild relationships both in general and after divorce; 

parent-adult child coresidence; and three-generation households consisting of a teenage 

mother, her child, and her parent(s). However, it would be careless to simply assume that 

findings from other contexts will have the same implications in three-generation 

households after divorce because the nature of the relationships are different. It is likely 

that in three-generation households, relationship dynamics will be magnified. For 

example, studies of support for divorcing adults are unidirectional; there is no 

consideration of the potential bidirectional nature of support. While studies of teen 

parenthood have looked at some relationship dynamics, there is a fundamental difference 
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in the parent-child relationship hierarchy — divorcing mothers have been independent for 

some period of time, while teen mothers have likely always been dependent upon their 

parents. The nature of grandparent-grandchild relationships and grandparent roles are 

likely to be different as the grandparents may take on more of a parental role than a 

grandparental role in this situation. Studies of parent-adult child coresidence have 

typically taken a sociological view - an outside-structural view, rather than a 

psychological view - an inside-dynamic view. Thus, since there has been no systematic 

focus on three-generation households formed after an adult daughter's divorce, we do not 

have an understanding of this phenomenon. Thus, a phenomenological approach which 

"involves a return to experience in order to obtain comprehensive descriptions that 

provide the basis for a reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of the 

experience" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 13) is needed. 

The Present Study 

Grandparents often intervene when family members need help and may even open 

their homes to a divorcing adult child and grandchildren. It is likely that coresidence 

would naturally increase nearly all types of interaction among individuals living in the 

same household; however, few studies have examined this (White, 1994). Consequently, 

we may expect that living in a three-generation household would primarily be a positive 

experience in that it would help ease the difficulties associated with divorce. However, 

we must be cognizant that there may also be negative aspects to this arrangement and 

consider both the positive and negative or supportive and interfering aspects of 

relationships (House & Kahn, 1985; Milardo, 1988). Because a large body of literature 
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exists on divorcing parent-child relationships after divorce, the present study focused on 

the more unique relationships in a three-generation household ~ those between divorcing 

adult daughters and their parents and between grandparents and grandchildren. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of the present study is to describe the phenomenon of living in a 

three-generation household after an adult daughter's divorce for members of each 

generation. Specific research questions include: 

1. How do divorcing adult daughters and their parents living in a three-generation 

household after divorce characterize their relationship? 

2. How do grandparents and their grandchildren living in a three-generation 

household after divorce characterize their relationship? 

3. How do grandparents, divorcing adult daughters, and grandchildren redefine 

relationship boundaries when living in a three-generation household after divorce? 

4. What experiences best illustrate the negatives associated with living in a three-

generation household after divorce for divorcing mothers, grandparents, and 

grandchildren? 

5. What experiences best illustrate the positives associated with living in a three-

generation household after divorce for divorcing mothers, grandparents, and 

grandchildren? 
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CHAPTERS 

METHOD 

Several issues important to understanding the present study are discussed in this 

chapter. Topics include: qualitative research methods, phenomenology, the sampling 

procedure, a description of the participants, the data collection procedure, data analysis, 

and quality standards. 

Qualitative Research Methods 

Qualitative research refers to "any kind of research that produces findings not 

arrived at by means of statistical procedures or other means of quantification" (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990, p. 17). In other words, qualitative research refers to methods used to 

understand data represented by words or pictures rather than by numbers (Gilgun, 1992). 

Interviews were the method of qualitative research used in the present study to gain an 

understanding of the phenomenon of living in a three-generation household after an adult 

daughter's divorce. 

Various researchers have described the strengths and weaknesses of qualitative 

research methods (Rank, 1988; Reichardt & Cook, 1979; Rosenblatt & Fischer, 1993). 

Qualitative methods yield valid data. The degree of depth and richness that can be 

obtained through the use of qualitative methods allows for an in-depth understanding of a 

particular topic from the actor's own frame of reference. Thus, participants are able to 

speak for themselves rather than being required to limit their responses to a 

predetermined range. The flexibility of this type of data collection enables quick 

adaptations to changes or insights and the ability to probe for more details aids in getting 
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at the "gestalt" or the whole of what is happening. Qualitative research is good for 

examining an area where little is known and for generating new hypotheses. It also 

allows for the examination of process issues. However, because of the detailed 

information obtained through qualitative methods, this type of research is very labor 

intensive and tends to limit sample size, generalizability, and statistical analyses. 

Qualitative research fits well with the characteristics of families (Daly, 1992). 

This type of research can: 1) acconraiodate multiple perspectives, 2) better deal with 

families, marriages, or sibling relationships as units, and 3) enable richer accounts and 

closer approximations of lived family experiences. Thus, the focus can be on the 

composite family picture with all of its natural contradictions and corroborations. 

Qualitative family research can be used for various purposes: I) to answer 

theoretical questions about meanings, understandings, perceptions, and other 

subjectivities in and about families; 2) to understand family systems phenomena by 

enabling sensitive exploration of multiple viewpoints of family members, thus, the 

system can be characterized in terms of patterns of congruence and incongruence among 

family members; 3) to investigate sensitive topics, such as feelings, thoughts, meanings, 

and accounts that are complex, qualified, ambivalent, situational, or different at different 

times; 4) to allow extensive probing into areas that have not been fully studied or where 

there is a lack of theory; and 5) to examine family processes in which patterns of 

interaction and the continual negotiations of family roles and relationships can be seen 

(Daly, 1992; Gilgun, 1992; Rosenblatt & Fischer, 1993). 
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There are three basic assumptions in qualitative family research (Rosenblatt & 

Fischer, 1993). First, the focus of research should be the family and not the individual --

no matter how "family" is defined. Second, the meanings people come to as they act, 

speak, feel, and think in and about their families are crucial data. Finally, qualitative 

family data consist of the details and idiosyncrasies that people disclose about their 

families and themselves in their families. The analysis of this idiosyncratic material 

enables researchers to understand the complexity and variability of family experiences 

and to generate theory. Thus, the goal of qualitative family research is "to understand 

how some families give insight into the meanings of their experience" (Daly, 1992, p. 4). 

There are different philosophies and/or theoretical perspectives that underlie 

various qualitative research methods (Kvale, 1996). Some of these include grounded 

theory, ethnography, postmodernism, and dialectics. A phenomenological perspective 

was utilized in the present study. 

Phenomenology 

The purpose of phenomenological research is "to produce a deep, clear, and 

accurate understanding of the experiences of participants and of the meanings found in or 

assigned to those experiences" (Boss et al., 1996, p. 98). Phenomenology strives to 

understand "social phenomena from actors' own perspectives, describing the world as 

experienced by the subjects, and with the assumption that the important reality is what 

people perceive it to be" (Kvale, 1996, p. 52). Thus, in phenomenological research, the 

focus is on understanding an individual's experience from his/her own perspective. This 

enables the researcher to see the world as the participants do (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975). 
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Phenomenological research can be distinguished from traditional research 

methods (Karlsson, 1993). First, it is qualitative instead of quantitative. The data is of a 

qualitative nature -- a text (e.g., written descriptions of an experience, interview 

transcripts), data analysis is of a qualitative-interpretive kind, and results are presented in 

a qualitative format. Second, it is descriptive rather than explanatory. The goal is to 

answer what and how something is, rather than why it is. Third, the search is for 

meaning, not fact. Although descriptions of the experience will include facts, the focus is 

not on the facts per se, but instead on the meaning of the facts. Fourth, one aim is 

discovery, rather than hypothesis testing. In other words, phenomenologists are "to be as 

open and as free from presuppositions as possible" (Karlsson, 1993, p. 16). Fifth, it takes 

an inside versus an outside perspective. The experience is analyzed in terms of the 

experience itself, rather than using concepts outside the experience to explain it. Sixth, 

phenomenology views consciousness as intentionality instead of something "'thing-like." 

In other words, individuals determine the meaning of their own worlds, rather than simply 

being a passive receiver of stimuli. Seventh, phenomenology is concerned with real life 

experiences rather than laboratory set-ups. Finally, it is hermeneutical instead of 

technical. The goal is to deepen understanding of an experience, rather than 

manipulation, control of conditions, and prediction of outcomes. 

A phenomenological approach was taken in this study. Because litde research has 

focused on three-generation households after a divorce in the middle generation, it was 

important to remain open to the way multiple family members described the experience. 

According to Moustakas (1994), "Phenomenology is concerned with wholeness, with 
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examining entities from many sides, angles, and perspectives until a unified vision of the 

essences of a phenomenon or experience is achieved" (p. 58). In phenomenology, 

imposing existing constructs on the phenomenon restricts what participants discuss, and 

as a result, limits understanding. However, it is important to develop a set of questions or 

topics to guide the interview process (Moustakas, 1994). These questions aid in 

clarification and fuller descriptions of the phenomenon under study. 

There are seven basic assumptions to which researchers utili2dng a 

phenomenological approach must adhere (Boss et al., 1996). First, knowledge is socially 

constructed, and therefore, inherently tentative and incomplete; truth is relative. Second, 

researchers are not separate from the phenomena they study. An investigator's beliefs and 

values will enter into the entire research from the selection of questions to the 

interpretation of data. Third, knowledge can be gained from art as well as science and 

research. Fourth, bias is inherent in all research regardless of the method utilized. 

Therefore, it is important for a researcher to describe his or her own beliefs and values. 

Fifth, common, everyday knowledge about family worlds is epistemologically important. 

Sixth, language and meaning of everyday life are significant. Thus, for a true 

understanding of how families work, the study of everyday experiences and special times 

are needed. Seventh, objects, events, or situations can mean a variety of things to a 

variety of people in the family. Consequently, multiple perceptions of the same 

experience are required. 

These assumptions shape phenomenological research (Boss et al., 1996). First, 

because truth is relative, the researcher cannot remain an objective outsider. A 
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researcher's feelings, beliefs, values, and responses need to be explicitly reported. 

Second, the family members being interviewed are also considered experts — they have 

the answers to the research questions. Third, the researcher should interact with the 

family members in their own natural setting, rather than in an office or laboratory. 

Fourth, a researcher must "attempt to hear the 'family conversational voice' as a whole" 

(Boss et al., 1996, p. 87). To do this, a researcher must talk to more than one family 

member. Fifth, a researcher must ask enough questions and interview enough family 

members to obtain different perspectives, "because in the microworld of even one family, 

there is always diversity in their gendered and generational perspectives" (Boss et al., 

1996, p. 87). Sixth, "the roles of expert researcher versus subject give way to a less 

hierarchical mind-set in which people simply work together to gain meaning about a 

particular phenomenon" (Boss et al., 1996, p. 88). 

Because the purpose of phenomenological research is to describe and understand a 

phenomenon experienced by individuals, researchers following this tradition prefer to ask 

participants to define and describe the phenomenon being studied instead of defining it 

for them (Boss et al., 1996). Thus, qualitative methods which generate any form of 

descriptive data are essential. In other words, the methods must "allow participants to 

define phenomena for themselves and to describe the conditions, values, and attitudes 

they believe are relevant to that definition for their own lives" (Boss et al., 1996, p. 96). 
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Sample 

Procedure 

Due to the nature of the population of interest, convenience sampling was utilized. 

Custodial mothers currently living in three-generation households due to divorce 

proceedings were recruited from a program in Pima Coimty, Arizona, called "Children 

Cope with Divorce." Under Arizona law, all parents who are divorcing, legally 

separating, or filing other custody/access disputes and have children under 18 years of age 

are required to take this seminar before the court action can proceed. The purpose of the 

seminar is to educate parents about how children are impacted by divorce or separation, 

the restructuring of families, and judicial proceedings. In Pima County, this program is a 

4'/2-hour seminar administered through the Family Counseling Agency. It can be taken in 

a one- or two-session format on weekends and evenings and is offered in four cities. 

Divorcing parents are not required to attend the program together. Although the program 

costs $30 per person, assistance is provided to low-income parents. Therefore, because 

this is a mandatory program for all divorcing parents, it was thought that recruiting 

participants from this source would assist in obtaining a wider range of family 

experiences than would recruiting from support groups or through advertisements. 

Appendix B contains a copy of the flier distributed to interested mothers at the seminars. 

The custodial mother served as the initial contact person during recruitment. 

However, at least one member from each generation living in the household was required 

to participate. Thus, at least three members from each household were involved in the 

study ~ grandmother and/or grandfather, divorcing mother, and a school-aged grandchild. 
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To ensure that children could describe their experiences in a meaningful way, they were 

required to be at least five years old to participate. An upper limit of 12 years was placed 

on the children to narrow the range of developmental experiences they could have. 

Divorcing mothers and their children were also required to have been living in the three-

generation household for at least two months. This was done to allow families some time 

to adjust to the initial changes that accompany a move to a new location. Each household 

received $30 for participation, and each child was given a small toy after the interview. 

Because phenomenology requires a detailed description of the phenomenon 

experienced, a small number of subjects are usually studied (Boss et al., 1996). Although 

a common criticism of qualitative research which utilizes interviews is that the findings 

cannot be generalized to the larger population, the purpose of phenomenological research 

is accurate understanding of meaning rather than generalization. Additionally, obtaining 

in-depth information from a few participants enables the researcher to "concentrate on the 

relationship of a specific behavior to its context, to work out the logic of the relationship 

between the individxoal and the situation" (Kvale, 1996, p. 103). Therefore, the final 

sample size was eight households — eight divorcing custodial mothers, nine grandparents 

(seven grandmothers and two grandfathers), and eight grandchildren. 

Participants 

A general description of the characteristics of study participants follows. Each of 

the families is described in depth in the next chapter ~ Results and Discussion. Eight 

divorcing custodial mothers participated in this study. Their ages ranged firom 24 to 43 

years. Five of the mothers described themselves as Caucasian/White (non-Hispanic), 
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while three were Hispanic/Latino. The highest level of education completed by the 

mothers ranged from 11th grade to Master's degree. All but one mother had been married 

only once, with one being married twice. The mothers' current marriages had lasted 

between 4 and 10 years. The length of separation from their husbands ranged from 3 

months to S'/z years. From the marriage being terminated, four mothers had only 1 child, 

while three had 2 children, and one mother had 3 children. One mother had two 

additional children from a previous marriage. Children's ages ranged from 6 months to 

10 years. Four of the mothers had been and two were expected to be ordered to receive 

child support. Of those mothers awarded child support, one usually received the frill 

amount, one received most of the amount, and two received some of the amount. Six of 

the mothers worked fiill-time, while one worked part-time, and one was unemployed. 

Gross annual incomes for those mothers who were employed ranged from less than 

$5,000 to $24,999. Table 1 presents the mothers' demographic information by family. 



Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Divorcing Mothers 

Family Age Ethnicity 
Highest 
Level of 

Education 

Number 
of 

Children 

l.ength 
of 

Marriage 

Length 
of 

Separation 

Child 
Support 
Awarded 

Employment 
Status 

Gross 
Annual 
Income 

1 33 Caucasian College 
Freshman 

1 Wh years 3'/a years yes full-time $20,000-
$24,999 

2 28 Caucasian College 
Sophomore 

2 4 years 4 months yes full-time $15,000-
$19,999 

3 33 Caucasian 12"' Grade 3 4 years 8 months yes unemployed $0 

4 28 Caucasian M.A. 2 5 years 10 months yes part-time < $5,000 

5 43 Hispanic College 
Sophomore 

1 + 2" 10 years 2 years no full-time $15,000-
$19,999 

6 29 Caucasian College 
Freshman 

2 7 years 1 year yes full-time $20,000-
$24,999 

7 24 Hispanic 12"'Grade 1 7 years 5 months yes full-time $15,000-
$19,999 

8 29 Hispanic 11"' Grade 1 lVi years 3 months no full-time $12,000-
$14,999 

a. The first number represents the number of children from the man iage currently being terminated, while the second 
number represents the number of children from a previous marriage. 
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Eight grandchildren participated in this study — five girls and three boys. Ages of 

these children ranged fi-om 5 to 10 years. They were in pre-kindergarten through fifth 

grade. From the marriage being terminated, three of the children were only children, 

three had one younger sibling, and one had two younger siblings. One of the only 

children had two older siblings from his mother's previous marriage. Thus, all of the 

children interviewed were the oldest from the marriage currently being terminated. Table 

2 presents children's demographic information by family. 



Table 2. Demographic Characlerislics of the Children 

Family Gender Age 
School 
Grade 

Number 
of Siblings 

Gender 
of Siblings 

Age 
of Siblings 

School Grade 
of Siblings 

1 Male 9 years 4"' Grade 0 - - -

2 Female 6 years Kinder
garten 

1 Male 3 years -

3 Female 8 years 2'"' Grade 2 Female 
Female 

VA years 
3'/a years 

Preschool 
Preschool 

4 Male 5 years Pre-Kinder-
garlen 

I Male 6 months -

5 Male 10 years 5"' Grade 0 1 T Male 
Female 

22 years 
26 years _ 

6 Female 7 years 1 Grade 1 Female 4 years -

7 Female 6 years P' Grade 0 - - -

8 Female 6 years P' Grade 0 - - -

a. The first number represents the number of siblings from the marriage being terminated, while the 
second number represents the number of siblings from mother's previous marriage. 



Nine grandparents participated in the study — seven grandmothers and two 

grandfathers. Grandparents' ages ranged from 50 to 70 years. Six of the grandparents 

were Caucasian/White (non-Hispanic), while three were Hispanic/Latino. The highest 

level of education completed by grandparents ranged from 6th grade to Ph.D. All but one 

of the grandparents has only been married once, while one had been married twice. All 

were currently married, and the length of that marriage ranged from 33 to 46 years. 

Grandparents had between 1 and 5 children, and 1 and 12 grandchildren. Two 

grandparents worked full-time, one worked part-time, one was unemployed, two 

described themselves as homemakers, and three were retired. For those grandparents who 

were employed or receiving Social Security, their gross annual income ranged from less 

than $5,000 to $79,999. Gross annual family incomes (husband and wife combined) for 

all families ranged from $5,000 to over $80,000. Table 3 presents grandparents' 

demographic information by family. 



Table 3. Demographic Characteristics of the Grandparents 

Family Gender Age Ethnicity 
Highest 
Level of 

Education 

Number 
of 

Children 

Number 
of 

Grand
children 

Marital 
Status' 

Employ
ment 

Status 

Gross 
Annual 

Personal 
Income 

Gross 
Annual 
Family 
Income 

1 Female 50 Caucasian 12'" Grade 3 4 married 
34 years 

full-time $15,000-
$19,999 

$30,000-
$34,999 

2 Female 60 Caucasian 12"* Grade 2 3 married 
34 years 

unem
ployed 

$0 $25,000-
$29,999 

3 Female 61 Caucasian 9"' Grade 5 12 married 
37 years 

home-
maker 

$0 $25,000-
$29,999 

4 Male 54 Caucasian Ph.D. 2 2 married 
33 years 

full-time $60,000-
$79,999 

> $80,000 

5 Female 70 Hispanic 6"' Grade 3 9 married 
46 years 

home-
maker 

< $5,000 $5,000-
$7,999 

6 Female 57 Caucasian College 

Freshman 
3 3 married 

33 years 
retired $0 $25,000-

$29,999 

6 Male 65 Caucasian College 
Sophomore 

3 + i" 3 + 2 ' '  married 
33 years 

part-time $25,000-
$29,999 

$25,000-
$29,999 

7 Female 53 Hispanic 11*^ Grade 3 5 married 
33 years 

retired $15,000-
$19,999 

$50,000-

$59,999 

8 Female 66 Hispanic College 
Junior 

1 1 married 
34 years 

retired < $5,000 $24,000-
$29,999 

a. The first number represents the number of children from the current marriage, while the second number 

represents the number of children from a previous marriage. 
b. The first number represents the number of grandchildren from the current marriage, while the second 

represents the number of grandchildren from a previous marriage. 
c. lliis refers to the current marriage only. 
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Data Collection 

As previously mentioned, interviews were conducted to gain an understanding of 

the phenomenon of living in a three-generation household after an adult daughter's 

divorce. The interviews were semi-structured. In each of the topics discussed, a broad 

question was used to "get the participant talking." Then additional follow-up questions or 

probes were used to help clarify and/or expand what was described. In general, topics 

addressed in interviews with both the divorcing parents and grandparents included: 

consequences of the adult daughter's divorce; relationships between family members; 

provision and receipt of support by members in the three-generation household; feelings 

about this support or assistance; and positives and negatives associated with living in a 

three-generation household. See Appendix D for specific interview questions. Divorcing 

mothers and their parents completed a short questionnaire before the interview to obtain 

demographic information. This information included ages of participants, marital status, 

number of children, ethnic background, education, income, occupational status, and hours 

worked. Appendix E contains the questionnaires for divorcing mothers and for 

grandparents. 

The interview process for children was slightly different. Grandchildren were first 

asked to draw a picture of their family to help "break the ice." Brief interviews were then 

conducted with the children. Topics addressed included: likes and dislikes about living 

with grandparents, emotional closeness, discipline, activities, and relationships with 

family members. Appendix D includes specific interview questions. 
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All but one of the interviews were conducted in the participants' residences, with 

one taking place in a participant's office. Members of each generation were interviewed 

separately so they would feel more comfortable discussing their experiences. However, 

to accommodate all generations of participants in each family, multiple visits were 

required for some families. In five of the eight families, all participants were interviewed 

during the same visit. In two of the families, participants were interviewed over two 

visits, while in one family, participants were interviewed over three visits. All interviews 

were tape-recorded for transcription at a later time. An outside individual transcribed all 

interviews with adults, while the researcher transcribed the interviews with children. 

After the interviews with the adults were transcribed, the researcher listened to each taped 

interview to ensure that the transcription was accurate. Any inaccuracies were then 

corrected on the transcription. 

The study was reviewed and approved by the Human Subjects Committee at the 

University of Arizona (see Appendix A), and therefore, conformed to ethical standards 

and legal requirements. Consequently, at the beginning of each interview, the 

participants were briefed. In other words, they were told about the purpose of the 

interview, the use of the tape recorder, the confidentiality of their responses, and the 

process (e.g., skippmg questions, stopping the interview). Written informed consent and 

children's assent were also obtained. Copies of the consent and assent forms are in 

Appendix C. At the end of each interview, there was a debriefing period in which 

participants were given the opportunity to raise any additional questions or concerns. 
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Data Analysis 

Qualitative data analysis, in general, refers to a "nonmathematical analytic 

procedure that results in findings derived from data gathered by a variety of means" 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 18). For phenomenolegists, "the descriptions of experience 

form the essence of phenomenological inquiry" (Boss et al., 1996, p. 98). Qualitative 

research methods typically provide a large amount of detailed data. But, because a 

researcher cannot present all data in its entirety to the readers, the data must be reduced 

(Boss et al., 1996; Karlsson, 1993; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). However, one of the 

hermeneutical features of phenomenology emphasizes the importance of the relationship 

between a whole and its parts (Karlsson, 1993). Thus, the parts of an interview can only 

be understood in terms of the whole; "it violates the meaning of the text to treat the parts 

of the protocol as independent parts" (Karlsson, 1993, p. 85). 

In general, the process of analyzing qualitative data is to become familiar with 

each interview as a whole, break each interview down into pieces to be interpreted, and 

recombine the pieces from all interviews to present an accurate description of what was 

studied. However, various qualitative researchers have approached data analysis with 

their own unique procedures. As such, within phenomenology, different techniques for 

data analysis exist. 

Giorgi (1985) has described one way to analyze data from a phenomenological 

perspective. His technique was used in the present study. The procedure contains the 

four steps illustrated below. 
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Step 1: Acquire a General Sense of the Whole 

The first step consists of reading the entire description of an experience, a 

protocol, several times to acquire a general sense or "good grasp" of the whole. This 

general sense is not interrogated nor made explicit. Instead, it is the basis for the next 

The following is an excerpt fi*om an interview with a divorcing mother. She was 

asked to describe her parents' roles in their three-generation household: 

Ah, well, for me they've really been a support system. I can talk to them about 
stuff and, ah, my mom was there when Michael was bom and, you know, they've 
really been a really strong support system, which is good, and that's not too much 
different than the way it was before, you know, when I was still married. Ah, as 
far as the kids go, they're really helpfiil in just giving me a break, you know, ah, 
taking the baby for half an hour so I can take a shower or go for a walk or go to a 
movie for a couple hours, or whatever, ah, ah, so they've really, it's really a pretty 
cohesive extended family. I feel like we're really a tight family, it's not so much 
that I'm in their house most of the time, you know, usually it's that kind of a feel 
- that this is our house. Sometimes, like I said earlier, it doesn't feel that way. but 
most of the time it feels pretty cohesive and nice. (M04) 

Step 2: Delineate Meaning Units 

In the second step, the description is reread with the purpose of delineating 

"meaning units" of the phenomenon being studied. Because the whole text cannot be 

analyzed simultaneously, it needs to be broken down into manageable pieces. Thus, 

whenever meaning changes, a new meaning unit begins. It is important to note that the 

discrimination of these meaning units will be influenced by the researcher's own 

perspective. 

As an example of this step, the above excerpt was broken down into three 

meaning units: 
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1) Ah, well, for me they've really been a support system. I can talk to them about 
stuff and, ah, my mom was there when Michael was bom and, you know, they've 
really been a really strong support system, which is good, and that's not too much 
different than the way it was before, you know, when I was still married. 

2) Ah, as far as the kids go, they're really helpful in just giving me a break, you 
know, ah, taking the baby for half an hour so I can take a shower or go for a walk 
or go to a movie for a couple hours, or whatever 

3) ah, ah, so they've rezdly, it's really a pretty cohesive extended family. I feel 
like we're really a tight family, it's not so much that I'm in their house most of the 
time, you know, usually it's that kind of a feel - that this is our house. 
Sometimes, like I said earlier, it doesn't feel that way, but most of the time it feels 
pretty cohesive and nice. 

Step 3: Examine and Interpret Meaning Units 

In the third step, the meaning units are examined and interpreted. In other words, 

the "psychological insight" within each meaning unit is stated more directly. The 

participant's perceptions that are important to understanding the phenomenon are made 

thematic. 

The three meaning units extracted above were transformed in the following ways: 

1) M's parents have been a support system for her. That's how it was before the 
divorce, too. 

2) Her parents are also helpful in giving her a break from the children - they'll 
take them while she goes out for awhile. 

3) Most of the time, it feels like a cohesive extended family and that the house is 
her house, too. 

Appendix F contains Step 2 (Delineate Meaning Units) and Step 3 (Examine and 

Interpret Meaning Units) of the data analysis process for one entire interview. 
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Step 4: Svnthesi7:e Meaning Units to Describe the Phenomenon 

In the final step, these transformed meaning units are synthesized to form a 

consistent statement regarding the phenomenon. This can be done at different levels ~ 

for example, by individual, by family, or by the entire sample. Giorgi (1985) notes that 

this step is difficult because "more so than with traditional research, where conventions 

are already established, one has the freedom to express findings in multiple ways" (p. 20). 

The next chapter. Results and Discussion, illustrates this final step. 

Personal Experience 

While one aim of phenomenological research is discovery and remaining open 

and free from as many presuppositions as possible, it is also acknowledged that a 

researcher's preunderstanding of the phenomenon under investigation will guide data 

analysis (Karlsson, 1993; Moustakas, 1994). In fact, a researcher's understanding is a 

prerequisite for beginning a study of an experience. Thus, a balance must be maintained 

between a preunderstanding and remaining as presuppositionless as possible. 

Because my own experiences will have an influence on the way I interpret the 

experiences of participants, it is important to disclose and describe them in order to show 

my own values and biases. I was raised as an only child of a father who was also an only 

child and a mother who had five siblings. My father's mother (Grandma Peterson) died 

when I was very young, but I had a close relationship with my other grandparents 

(Grandpa Peterson, Grandma Benne, and Gnuidpa Benne) and great-grandmother 

(Grandma Ahrens) for a significant portion of my life. 
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Grandpa Peterson lived on a farm, and my dad helped him with the farming. 

Because I was his only grandchild and my dad was his only son, we were very involved in 

one another's lives and were very close. My mom did Grandpa Peterson's laundry and 

we all helped clean his house. We spent every holiday together and took a trip together at 

least once each year to see his sister. As he grew older, his mail was delivered to our 

house so we could see him every day and make sure he was ok. Grandpa Peterson played 

a significant role in my life. He supported me in everything I did. His emphasis on the 

value of an education and encouragement were influential in my decision to pursue an 

advanced degree. 

When I was young, I spent a great deal of time with Great-Grandma Ahrens. I 

would often go to her house after school. She was the grandma everyone thinks of when 

they are asked about a grandmother's role. She always had cookies and milk for me, and 

we would play games or watch television together. Grandma Ahrens moved in with 

Grandma and Grandpa Benne when she was no longer able to live on her own. Grandma 

and Grandpa Berme had several grandchildren, but we each received some type of special 

attention ~ I got to help Grandma Benne in her greenhouse and Grandpa Benne at church. 

All of my mom's siblings lived within a 20-niile radius, so my extended family interacted 

often. During the sxmimers. Grandpa Berme was the chauffeur for my cousins and I 

whenever we wanted to go anywhere. When I was in third grade, my parents and I moved 

into Grandma and Grandpa Benne's for about six months. Our old house was sold, but 

our new house was not finished when it was supposed to be. I shared a room with 

Grandma Ahrens. 1 felt lucky to get attention from all these people, but also felt like I had 
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no privacy. It seemed like someone was always in the room with me. When we moved 

into our new house, our interactions returned to the way they were before we all lived 

together, but I felt closer to my grandparents. 

My grandparents definitely had an influence in my life. I cherish the times I 

shared with them. My experience of living in a four-generation household may be similar 

in some ways to the experiences of other children living in three- or four-generation 

households, but because I was not there due to parental divorce, I did not face as many 

disruptions as these children have. One of my uncles and his two sons lived with 

Grandma and Grandpa Benne for a while after he divorced. I was quite young at the time, 

but I was able to see that my cousins had a special relationship with Grandma and 

Grandpa Benne for the rest of their lives. Thus, my bias is that supportive grandparents 

can play an important role for many children. 

My educational experiences will also influence my perception of the phenomenon 

of living in a three-generation household after divorce. My undergraduate degree was in 

psychology, while my graduate smdy has been in the field of family studies. Throughout 

graduate school, we were required to take courses on human development and family 

relations. Also, my research interests have been in the areas of divorce and 

intergenerational relationships. I was a research assistant for a project which examined 

how families reorganize their lives after a divorce. Some issues of interest included: 

postdivorce family life, parent-child relationships, ex-spousal relationships, and personal 

physical and mental health. Later, I was involved in interviewing some of these divorcing 

individuals to acquire in-depth knowledge about coparenting relationships, peirent-child 
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relationships, ex-spousal relationships, and family functioning. My master's thesis 

examined boundary ambiguity after divorce. These educational experiences and my 

personal experiences converged and led to my interest in three-generation households 

after a divorce in the middle generation, and thus, will help shape my interpretation of 

this phenomenon. 

Quality Standards 

In phenomenological research, subjective relevance and adequacy of description 

are the focus (Boss et al., 1996). The description of the data and any concepts must seem 

valid and applicable to the reader. Participants must agree that the analysis accurately 

reflects their experiences. This accurate reflection of experience is more important to 

phenomenologists than generalizing the findings to families in general. Families and 

their experiences are diverse, and phenomenology allows for descriptions of both this 

diversity and commonalities. To enhance quality standards, the researcher "must stay 

connected to those experiences of the participants and continue the back-and-forth 

movement between data collection and data analysis that is so important in 

phenomenological research" (Boss et al., 1996, p. 92). 

In qualitative research, traditional standards of objectivity, reliability, internal 

validity, and generalizability do not apply. Instead, four criteria which are more relevant 

forjudging the quality of qualitative research have been described: confirmability, 

dependability, credibility, and transferability (Guba & Lincohi, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 

1994). 
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Confirmabilitv 

Confirmability is equivalent to the traditional standard of objectivity. This 

criterion refers to ensuring that data and interpretations were grounded in the participants' 

actual descriptions and not in the researcher's imagination (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). 

Questions which apply to this issue include the following; 1) Are the study's methods 

described explicitly and in detail? 2) Can the sequence of data collection, processing, 

transforming, and conclusion drawing be followed? 3) Are the conclusions linked to 

displayed data? 4) Has the researcher been explicit about personal assumptions, values, 

biases, and affective states and how they may have played a role in the study? and 5) Are 

the data available for reanalysis by other individuals (Miles & Huberman, 1994)? 

In the present study, three steps were taken to help establish confirmability. First 

a clear and detailed description of the sample, data collection methods, interview 

transcription procedure, data analysis and interpretation, and researcher biases are 

presented. Second, Step 2 (Delineate Meaning Units) and Step 3 (Examine and Interpret 

Meaning Units) of the data analysis process for one entire interview are presented in 

Appendix F. Third, disinterested peers served as a "sounding board" during the process 

of data analysis and interpretation. This helped me remain cognizant of the personal 

values and biases I have disclosed. One disinterested peer (another graduate student) 

performed Step 3 of the data analysis procedure (Examine and Interpret Meaning Units) 

on three interviews in each generation. We then compared our interpretations, discussed 

any inconsistencies, and came to consensus. 
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Dependability 

Dependability is equivalent to the criterion of reliability or whether the data 

collection process was consistent and stable over time and across researchers and 

methods (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In traditional quantitative methods, any changes in 

methodology during the course of a study would be a significant threat to reliability 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1985). However, in qualitative research, changes are expected and are 

"hallmarks of a maturing — and successful — inquiry" (Guba & Lincoln, 1985, p. 242). 

As such, any changes must be tracked and documented so readers can examine the 

process, evaluate the decisions made, and understand why the evaluator came to his or her 

decisions and interpretations. Additional questions which can be used to assess this 

standard include: 1) Are the research questions clear and the study procedures congruent 

with them? 2) Were data collected across the full range of appropriate settings, times, 

respondents, etc., suggested by the research questions? 3) Are findings meaningfiilly 

parallel across data sources? and 4) Were any forms of peer or colleague review in place 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994)? 

In the present study, three procedures helped establish dependability. First, a five-

member committee examined the study proposal to see that the method was congruent 

with the research questions and then read the final discussion of findings. Second, at 

least one member firom each generation in the household participated. Third, 

comparisons are made within and across households when relevant to describing the 

phenomenon under study. 
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Credibility 

Credibility is equivalent to internal validity. This refers to establishing a match 

between the realities described by participants and those represented by the researcher 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1985). In other words, are the findings credible and do they present an 

accurate description of the topic being examined (Miles & Huberman, 1994)? Several 

procedures to enhance credibility have been described: 1) significant involvement of the 

researcher at the time of the study to avoid misinformation and distortion, to establish 

rapport, and to build trust, thus facilitating an understanding of the experience (Guba & 

Lincoln, 1985); 2) discussion of findings, analyses, and conclusions with a disinterested 

peer as a means of "trying out" findings with someone who is not invested in the study; 3) 

monitoring of the researcher's own biases and processes in the construction of findings; 

and 4) a return to participants to establish that interpretations are accurate. Questions to 

ask when assessing credibility include: I) How context-rich and meaningful are the 

descriptions? 2) Does the account make sense and seem convincing or plausible to the 

reader? 3) Is the account comprehensive? and 4) Did the original informants feel the 

conclusions were accurate (Miles & Huberman, 1994)? 

Credibility in the present study was established by having disinterested peers serve 

as a "sounding board" during data analysis and interpretation, and having one peer 

perform Step 3 of the data analysis procedure. 

Transferahilitv 

Transferability is equivalent to the criterion of generalizability. It refers to 

whether or not the conclusions of a study are transferable to other contexts (Miles & 
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Huberman, 1994). The main technique for ensuring transferability is thick description — 

making sure the working hypotheses for the study are clearly stated and providing a 

detailed description of the time, the place, the context, and the culture in which those 

hypotheses were salient (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). It is then up to the reader to make 

transferability judgements. Some of the questions which can be used to assess this 

standard include: 1) Are the characteristics of the original sample, settings, and methods 

described in enough detail to permit comparisons to other samples? 2) Do the findings 

include enough thick description for readers to assess the potential transferability or 

application to their own situations? 3) Does a range of readers report the findings to be 

consistent with their own experience? and 4) Are the processes and outcomes generic 

enough to apply to other settings (Miles & Huberman, 1994)? 

To contribute to the transferability of the present study, a clear and detailed 

description of the sample, data collection methods, data analysis, and presentation of 

findings is included. It is now left to the reader to decide if and how these findings relate 

to other studies. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This chapter describes the phenomenon of living in a three-generation household 

after an adult daughter's divorce as experienced by members of each generation ~ 

divorcing mothers, grandparents, and grandchildren. It is organized in the following v^^ay. 

Detailed descriptions of the families in the study are presented first. Then each research 

question is addressed. Within the discussion of each research question, the divorcing 

mothers', the grandparents', and the grandchildren's perspectives are presented. A 

discussion section is also included at the end of each research question to tie together the 

experiences of these three generations. 

The Families 

Familv 1: The Smith Family 

Mindy, age 33, is the divorcing daughter of N/Ir. and Mrs. Smith. She has one son. 

Roger, who is 9 years old. Mindy's parents have been married for 34 years. They 

married when they were very young — 18 and 16 years — and have three children and four 

grandchildren. Mindy has never had a good relationship with her parents. She and her 

parents agree that she was raised strictly. She also feels that her parents are very 

judgmental and partially attributes her marriage to the fact that she was not comfortable at 

home and saw marriage as "something else to do." She said she and her ex-husband 

"never loved each other." Mrs. Smith feels Mindy "got married too quickly." She and 

her husband never liked Mindy's ex-husband. 
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Mindy wanted to work through the problems with her husband, but he was 

"running around" and wanted a divorce. After the divorce, Mindy and Roger remained in 

the house that she and her ex-husband rented from his father until he "kicked them out." 

Mindy's mother saw that Mindy was very, very depressed, and they were concerned about 

her and her yoimg son. Since they had just built a new three-bedroom house and two 

bedrooms were not being used, they gave Mindy the option of moving in with them. 

Mindy decided to stay for "a couple months" until she was "back on her feet" because she 

had several bills from the divorce. However, at the time of the interview, she and Roger 

had been living with her parents for 3 '/z years. She feels that her parents made staying 

with them too easy initially, because they allowed her to go out often and watched Roger 

while she was away. 

Mindy rewarded Roger with toys for staying with her parents and he learned how 

to manipulate her quite well by making her feel guilty about leaving him. When they furst 

moved in with her parents after the divorce, Roger had several problems in school. He 

became a class clown and wanted attention from all of his classmates. During that first 

year, Mindy received eight to ten calls from the principal's office at Roger's school. 

However, this number has decreased every year since then. Roger is in fourth grade now, 

and Mindy has not received any calls about his bad behavior. She attributes his behavior 

change to the fact that she started going to counseling and taking parenting classes; her 

whole attitude and sense of responsibility toward Roger changed and so did his behavior. 

Her relationship with her parents has also improved since this attitude change. 
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Mr. and Mrs. Smith now both work ftill-time. Before Mrs. Smith started her 

present job, she used to pick up Roger from school and watch him until Mindy got home. 

Mindy has recently changed her hours at work so she can spend more time with Roger. 

Now she takes Roger to school four days a week and usually picks him up. One day a 

week, Mr. Smith takes Roger to school, and if Mindy is unable to get him, Mrs. Smith 

does it. Roger has a very close relationship with his grandfather and looks forward to 

spending time with him. However, Roger does not enjoy being with his grandmother as 

they disagree often. 

Mindy has full custody of Roger and her ex-husband has visitation rights. In the 

past, Roger was with him every other weekend. But approximately one year ago, he 

moved a few hours away, so Roger does not see him very often. Mindy's ex-husband 

married the woman with whom he had the affair. Even though Mindy strongly dislikes 

her ex-husband, she tries very hard to avoid saying bad things about him to Roger and 

tries to foster the father-son relationship. 

Family 2: The Adams Familv 

Laura is the 28-year-old daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Adams. She has two children -

a 6-year-old girl, Hannah, and a 3-year-old boy, Joey. Mr. and Mrs. Adams have been 

married for 34 years. They have two children and three grandchildren. Laura ha;; always 

had a close relationship with her parents. In fact, Laura and her children had lived with 

her parents off and on during her marriage because her ex-husband had a drinking 

problem. This was actually the second time Laura had filed for divorce. She went back 

to him shortly before the first divorce was final because he had stopped drinking for a 
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period of time. However, that did not last and he became abusive to her, but not the 

children, for approximately six months before she moved in with her parents this last 

time. Mrs. Adams said that "the door has always been open for her to come home." She 

moved in with her parents mainly for financial reasons — her ex-husband was not paying 

child support and she did not have enough money to live on her own. Now she feels it 

was the best decision for her because of the financial and emotional support, and child 

care that is available. She had lived with them for four months at the time of the 

interview. 

Mr. Adams has multiple sclerosis and spends a great deal of time in his room. 

Mrs. Adams is unemployed, so she cares for her husband and watches Laura's children. 

She has been caring for them since the time they were bom. Laura's daughter, Hannah, is 

in kindergarten. Because Laura goes to work very early in the morning, Mrs. Adams 

wakes up the children, makes them breakfast and lunch, and gets Hannah ready for 

school. Mr. Adams watches Laura's son, Joey, while Mrs. Adams walks Hannah to 

school every day. When Mrs. Adams returns, she takes over watching Joey. After 

school, either Mrs. Adams or Laura's sister will bring Hannah home. Mrs. Adams cares 

for both children until Laura gets home from work. The children are very close to their 

grandparents and have an "excellent" relationship with them. In fact, they typically ask 

their grandparents for permission to do things or to have things instead of asking their 

mother because they know their grandparents will allow it. Laura feels that the children 

are acting out more now than they did before they moved in here because they "have to be 

the main focus of attention more when there's more people around that they love." 
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Laura's relationship with her ex-husband is "up and down." She says they try to 

keep their problems and fights away from the children, and she tries to avoid saying 

negative things about him. She tries to involve him in any decisions regarding the 

children and encourages her daughter to write a letter to him once a week. Laura's ex-

husband is resentful that he cannot see the children when he wants and will ask her to 

cancel plans to accommodate him. However, this is difficult for the children because 

they are not prepared to see him, and thus, are hesitant and even scared to go. The 

children love their father, but have some "hard feelings toward him" because of the abuse 

they witnessed. Laura feels she will always love her ex-husband, but if there were no 

children, they would not speak. 

Familv 3: The Roberts Familv 

Sarah, age 33, is the divorcing daughter in the Roberts' three-generation 

household. She has three daughters — Jenny, who is 8 years old, and 3 '/i-year-old twins, 

Allison and Amanda. Mr. and Mrs. Roberts have been married 37 years and have five 

children and twelve grandchildren. Sarah and her family lived in another town, but 

would see her parents once a week. She and her children have always had a good 

relationship with her parents, but now there is more fighting between the generations. 

This is Sarah's second divorce. Her first marriage was very violent; in fact, she 

was nearly killed. When Sarah met her second husband, everyone liked him and thought 

he would make a good father and husband. They married when their first daughter was 

about three months old. But her second marriage was also abusive. Her ex-husband 

verbally abused the children and often threatened to hurt them. He also mentally abused 
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Sarah. She was so upset during this marriage that she was going to commit suicide, but 

then stopped at the last minute. 

Sarah and her oldest daughter were both going to counseling. Sarah's counselor 

suggested over and over that she leave her husband and her parents kept offering their 

home to her. Her mom stated, "God put us on this Earth to help our kids and if we don't 

help them, nobody is, so we've helped 2dl of our kids in any way they need help...for as 

much as we can." Sarah finally moved in with her parents and divorced her husband. At 

the time of the interview, they had been living there for eight months. 

Jenny is in second grade, and the twins are in preschool. Because Sarah is 

unemployed, she usually takes her children to school and picks them up. However, if she 

has an appointment or is unable to do so, her father or sister will. Sarah described her 

children as "little tornadoes" ~ they are very active and "can destroy a room in seconds." 

She said it takes all three adults to keep them under control. Sarah's father alternates 

between a swing shift and a graveyard shift, while her mother is imemployed. 

For the most part, Sarah has no contact with her ex-husband. She has custody of 

the children, but he is allowed supervised visitation. Sarah allows her children to call him 

anytime they ask, but they can never reach him. If they do make plans for him to see the 

children, he usually finds a reason to cancel or simply does not come. Although the 

children are somewhat afraid of their father and do not want to stay with him, they like to 

see him and are upset when this happens. If they do get to see him, it is only for a very 

short amount of time. 
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Family 4: The Dalton Family 

Debbie is the 28-year-old diyorcing daughter of the DEdtons. She has two sons — 

5-year-old Tommy and 6-month-oId Michael. The Daltons have been married for 33 

years and have two children and two grandchildren. Debbie has always been close to her 

family and her parents would often stop by on their way home from work for dirmer or 

simply to visit. She said her husband felt uncomfortable with and threatened by this 

closeness because his family was not like that. However, she really wanted a close, 

supportive relationship between her children and her parents because she had that type of 

relationship with her own grandparents. 

Debbie and her ex-husband lived together before they married. Although she had 

some doubts about the relationship and their compatibility, they married when she 

became pregnant with their first child. They had been having problems for about a year 

before the decision to divorce. He did not want to be married anymore and she was 

pregnant with their second child. Although he had an affair, she feels her pregnancy was 

the catalyst for the divorce ~ he realized all of the responsibilities that were "hanging 

over his head and he couldn't handle it." Because she was pregnant and felt it would be 

difficult to finish out her pregnancy living alone, she decided to move in with her parents. 

She had been living there for a month when her brother and his fiancee moved in for a 

short amoimt of time. At the time of the interview, Debbie had been living there for ten 

months. 

Debbie has a part-time job, and her parents both work full-time. Tommy is in pre-

kindergarten, while Michael is in day care. Because of her schedule and the fact that she 
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works at Tommy's school, Debbie is usually able to take the children and pick them up at 

the end of her day. However, if she has a meeting or appointment, she can often make 

arrangements with her parents to handle the transportation. Tommy is a very curious and 

active child and has always had a close relationship with his grandparents; they have 

always been actively involved with him. For the baby, this living arrangement is all that 

he has known. Mr. Dalton said that "once the baby was home, we really settled into a 

pattern of support in which I believe in extended families...this notion that Hillary Clinton 

has expounded about it takes a village to raise a family, or raise children, I think is right." 

Debbie has sole custody of her sons, but said that "for all practical purposes we 

have joint custody." Tommy spends two or three days and two nights a week with his 

father, while the baby spends a few hours at a time with him on the weekends. One of 

those times, he has both children, while one time he only has the baby. Tommy also talks 

to his father everyday on the phone. If Debbie sees that Tommy really needs to be with 

his father, she will do what she can to accommodate, even though it may not be "his day 

to be with daddy." Debbie's ex-hvisband is a good father ~ he is loving, committed, and 

involved. They have fairly similar parenting styles, agree on the major issues regarding 

the children, and communicate well. They are determined to avoid putting the children in 

the middle of their conflicts. 

Family 5: The Lopez Familv 

Erica, age 43, is the divorcing daughter in the Lopez family. This is her second 

divorce. She has one son, Jose, age nine, from this marriage, and two adult children from 

her previous marriage. Mr. and Mrs. Lopez have been married for 46 years. They have 
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three children and nine grandchildren. Erica and her parents have always had a good 

relationship. She and her mother are the best of friends and her father is always available 

to help her. As Erica said, "They're poor, you know, but we're poor, but we're rich in 

heart and love, you know, our family and that's more important than anything, they're 

there for us." She lived with her parents for awhile after her first divorce because it was 

very hard on her emotionally. 

Erica divorced her second husband because he had a drug problem. She was still 

in love with him, but there was too much stress for her and her son to continue the 

relationship. She had tried, and is still trying, to help him with his problem, but nothing 

seems to work. She still loves him a lot, even though they have been apart for two years. 

She tries to be a friend to him, but will not initiate conversations because she does not 

want him to think that there is hope for the relationship. 

Erica actually lives in a small trailer on her parents' property. Erica said that her 

mother asked her to come and live with them, while Mrs. Lopez said that Erica asked to 

move onto their lot. Either way, she moved in with her parents more to care for them 

rather than to receive their support. However, she does acknowledge that it helps her out 

financially and in terms of childcare for her son. So the support exchanged is more 

mutual than in the other families. Erica is going to college, so she and her son do their 

homework and sleep in the trailer; otherwise, they are typically in the house with her 

parents. Erica wants everyone to be together while they still can and make the most of 

the time they have left — she wants to give them back what they gave her as a child. 

Mrs. Lopez hopes Erica never moves from the lot. 
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Erica works full-time and takes classes in the evenings. Her father is retired, and 

her mother described herself as a homemaker. Jose is in fifth grade. He has some 

learning difficulties, so a counselor sometimes comes to the trailer to help. Jose often 

keeps to himself after school, doing homework, playing Sega, or watching TV. However. 

Mrs. Lopez is there to look out for him. When it gets dark, he goes to his grandparents' 

house until Erica comes home. Jose has a good relationship with his grandparents. He 

enjoys spending time with ±em and helping them. 

Erica has fiill custody of her son, but she allows him to see his father when his 

father is "dry." She feels she could count on him if she needed help with her son. 

Jose loves his father and understands that he has a drug problem, but he is able to get past 

that and likes to spend time with him. Erica says, "he sees beyond ail that to seeing his 

Dad's heart." Jose wishes he could see his father more often, but he is in Mexico now. 

However, they finally know his phone number, so Jose calls him to talk. 

Family 6: The Owens Familv 

Sandy, age 29, is the divorcing daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Owens. She has two 

daughters — 7-year-old Denise and 4-year-old Michelle. Mr. and Mrs. Owens have been 

married for 33 years. They have three children and three grandchildren. Mr. Owens had 

been married previously and has one child and two grandchildren from that marriage. 

Sandy has always had a good relationship with her parents. She and her mother are best 

friends and her parents have always supported her decisions. 

Sandy's decision to move in with her parents is "complex." Her ex-husband's 

mother was living with them in another town for what was supposed to be a few months 
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until she could save some money. Nearly a year later, she was still living with them and 

had become very controlling of their lives. Sandy asked her husband to talk to his mother 

about staying out of their business or leaving altogether. Sandy had gotten hurt and was 

coming to Tucson two or three times a week for physical therapy and would often stay 

overnight with her parents. She finally got to the point where she said she was not 

coming home until his mother was gone, and she stayed with her parents for a few 

months. This was the second time she had moved out temporarily because of his 

mother's living with them. They made plans to celebrate their anniversary, but before 

that could happen, her husband said he no longer loved her, had not loved her for awhile, 

and wanted a divorce. She then filed the paperwork for the divorce. Thus, this seemingly 

short-term stay with her parents became permanent for Sandy after the divorce. 

When Sandy and her children came to live with her parents, one of Sandy's sisters 

and Sandy's niece were akeady living there. They moved out after a few months. Sandy 

and her daughters have now been living with her parents for a year. It is important to 

mention that Sandy plans to remain with her parents. They, along with the sister 

mentioned above, bought a house together and were in the process of packing for the 

move at the time of the interview. Mr. Owens said, "I feel that once you're a family, 

you're always a family and that it is the responsibility as the head of the household, if it's 

the father, the grandfather or whatnot, to support that family to the best of their ability and 

that's what I've tried to do." 

Sandy works nights. Mr. Owens works part-time at the school where Denise is a 

first grader, so he drives Denise to school and back every day. Mrs. Owens is retired, so 
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she watches Michelle during the day while Sandy sleeps. The grandchildren have an 

"awesome" relationship with their grandparents. There is one serious concern, however. 

Denise has always thrown fits when she would not get her way, but now they are much 

worse, and she becomes mean to everyone in the family. Sandy partially attributes these 

tantrums to the divorce and her father's living arrangement — "she's just so full of anger 

and she's upset about the whole situation that she lets it come out in that manner." 

Sandy has custody of her daughters, and her ex-husband has visitation on 

weekends twice a month. However, Sandy's ex-husband is living with another woman 

(and her children) who has made threats against her, so she is uncomfortable with the 

children staying there because she does not know what the atmosphere is like. Sandy has 

tried to talk to him about the children in the past and still would like to, but his girlfriend 

gets in the middle, so she does not involve him in any decisions. The girls love their 

father and miss him. Although they get to visit him, they share him with his girlfriend's 

four children. Mr. Owens said the girls come back disheartened because they do not get 

to spend the time with their father that they need. This, in turn, makes things hard for 

Sandy. 

Family 7: The Hernandez Familv 

Linda is the 24-year-old divorcing daughter in the Hernandez three-generation 

household. She has one daughter, Marissa, who is six years old. Mr. and Mrs. 

Hernandez have been married 33 years. They have three children and five grandchildren. 

Linda and her parents had a close relationship before her marriage. The relationship 

deteriorated during the marriage, and she described it as "real distant" before her divorce. 
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This was due to the lies that her ex-husband would tell her parents about her. Linda 

finally decided that her ex-husband was not going to change his ways so the marriage 

would not work. She and her parents are now working to repair their relationship. 

When Linda separated from her husband, she told her parents that she could not 

afford a place of her own. Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez could not help her financially if she 

lived on her own, but they could help by providing a place for her to stay. As Mrs. 

Hernandez said, "We've always opened our home to our children." In fact, Linda had 

stayed with her parents off and on during her marriage. She told her parents she would 

like to stay with them until she could catch up on her bills and save some money. 

Linda works full-time, and her daughter just finished kindergarten. During the 

school year, Linda would take Marissa to her sister's house in the morning, and her sister 

would then take her to school. Mrs. Hernandez would pick Marissa up from school on 

her way home from work and then watch her until Linda came. However, school ended, 

and Mrs. Hernandez retired a few days before this interview, so she will be watching 

Marissa for the entire day during the summer. Marissa gets along well with her 

grandparents and is comfortable with them. However, when her mother is gone for any 

length of time, she continually asks when she is coming back. Mrs. Hemandez feels that 

Marissa is afraid her mother will leave her, just as her father did. 

Linda and her ex-husband will have joint custody. In addition to every other 

weekend, they have worked out the holidays and weeks that she will stay with him. 

Linda says it is difficult to get her ex-husband to take responsibility for Marissa right now 

because he thinks that by not having her when it is his time, he is hurting Linda. But 
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since Linda enjoys being with her daughter, he is actually hurting Marissa because she 

loves him and would like to spend more time with him. If a major decision needed to be 

made regarding Marissa, Linda would try to contact her ex-husband. However, because 

he is often difficult to reach, she would not wait. She said it has always been her 

responsibility to make the decisions for her daughter. 

Family 8: The Valencia Family 

Victoria, age 29, is the divorcing daughter of Mr. and Mrs. Valencia. Her 

daughter, Angela, is six years old. Mr. and Mrs. Valencia have been married for 34 years. 

Victoria is their only child, and Angela is their only grandchild. Victoria described her 

relationship with her parents before the divorce as "so-so," but said that they were always 

there for her when she needed help. Victoria, her husband, and Angela had lived with her 

parents ofF and on during the marriage. Victoria's relationship with her parents has been 

improving now that her husband is out of the household and the marriage. 

Victoria's husband has a serious drug problem. He frequently stole money from 

her or sold their possessions so he could buy the crack cocaine he wanted. It had even 

gotten to the point where he would hurt himself so he could go to the hospital and get 

pain medication if he could not get the crack. They were evicted from three or four 

apartments because they were unable to pay the rent — he often stole the rent money. 

Victoria finally got tired of "losing everything and having to start all over again" 

whenever they moved, so she asked her parents if she and Angela could move in with 

them. Her husband convinced her parents to let him come also. While her parents were 

on vacation, he stole from them and was not properly caring for Angela, so Mrs. Valencia 
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kicked him out. He went to a nursing home and Victoria started divorce proceedings. 

However, Victoria said that her husband does not see the divorce as a reality yet, because 

he is still asking when they will get a new place together. 

Victoria works full-time and her parents are retired. During the school year, they 

would take Angela to kindergarten, pick her up, and then watch her until Victoria came 

home. This was the arrangement even before Victoria and Angela moved in with her 

parents. Now that school is out, Mr. and Mrs. Valencia care for Angela all day. 

However, when Victoria has a day off, she cares for Angela so her parents can have some 

time off also. Angela is very close to her grandfather and has actually spent more time 

with him than with her own father. She misses her father, but is used to not having him 

around because he was in the hospital regularly or would "take off' for several days when 

he and Victoria were still married. Victoria feels that Angela does not understand the 

idea of divorce and so is not really affected by it. She simply sees it as "big news" that 

she can tell her friends. 

Victoria will have sole custody of Angela, and her ex-husband will have visitation 

rights. She does not, and probably would not, include him in any decisions pertaining to 

her daughter. As mentioned, he is currently in a nursing home due to his drug problem, 

so Victoria takes Angela to see him once a week. 

The relationships between the family members in three-generation households 

after divorce were briefly described in the previous section. However, below they are 

illustrated in more depth and the similarities and differences between families are 

highlighted. Also, the negatives and positives associated with this living arrangement are 
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discussed. Because the divorcing mother is at the center of this family system, their 

experiences are described first within each of the five research questions. The 

grandparents' and the grandchildren's perspectives are then presented in relation to the 

divorcing mothers. However, grandchildren's perspectives are only included for research 

questions two through five. Finally, a discussion section at the end of each research 

question ties together the experiences of these three generations. 

Research Question 1: 

How Do Divorcing Adult Daughters and Their Parents Living in a 

Three-Generation Household after Divorce Characterize Their Relationship? 

Three areas are addressed to characterize the relationship between divorcing adult 

daughters and their parents. First, what is the overall quality of the relationship in terms 

of closeness and supportiveness? Second, what is the nature of the relationship? Third, 

have there been changes in the relationship since the divorcing mother and her children 

moved in with her parents? 

Divorcing Mothers' Perspectives 

Five of the eight mothers indicated that they have always had a close relationship 

with their mothers and fathers. Before moving in with their parents, four of these 

mothers saw them often. In two families, grandmothers took care of the children while 

their mothers worked. For example, Laura had some type of contact with her parents on a 

daily basis because they watched her children while she worked, and she would at least 

talk to them on weekends if she did not see them. She felt that she "couldn't appreciate 

anybody anjmiore." Close and supportive relationships were important to these mothers. 
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Erica said she could not imagine her life without her parents because they are her support 

and expressed how she felt about the relationship: 

...people don't have that — not many people have a very close relationship with 
their parents, you know. They're their parents and that's it. And I think Fm 
pretty lucky that I have the parents and the relationships that I have with my 
parents and for it to flow as easy as it does and as cool as it is because from 
talking to other people that I know, they tell you, not too many people want to see 
their parents... (M05, #42) 

In terms of the nature of the divorcing mother-parent relationship, two mothers 

said that their own mothers are their best friends, while four mothers felt that they are 

seen as a child again since returning home to live. Erica, who was one of the mothers 

indicating that her mother was her best friend, said: 

My mom and I are best of friends, you know...I treat her like she's my homey girl, 
you know, but of course she's my mom, but she's always been there for me. 
(M05, #2) 

On the other hand, some of the mothers described feeling like or being treated as a child 

rather than an equal adult since they moved in with their parents. For example, Laura felt 

that: 

...maybe I've let them -1 don't know the word - become my parents again, more 
than - they're always my parents, but maybe they're a little more, you know, I've 
resorted to going back a little bit saying, having them do a little bit more for me 
that I did before. You know, kind of like I was a person out on my own with my 
own kids and my own house and all of a sudden I'm like, you know, the kid again 
going well, ask your mom, she'll do this, you know, that kind of thing. It's kind 
of gone back a little bit and they've become a little more parenting toward me 
than they ever used to be. (M02, #32) 

She also provided an explanation for why she feels she is being treated as a child rather 

than an equal adult and parent to her children: 
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I wasn't at my best those days, you know, I was kind of down and things were 
good, I, you know, I didn't ever have to ask for anything I think I let some of my 
responsibility go out the door a little bit and I wished I wouldn't have done that 
but, you know, you're kind of getting your own little thing and you got things on 
your mind and there are other people to watch them and give them what I maybe 
should have probably been giving them at the time but, I was always there for 
them but, maybe I let them do more than they should probably do, my parents do 
more than they probably should do at that point. Just as far as playing, you know, 
spending time with reading, there was a period of time right when I first moved in 
that I just really kind of would, of course, love them and give them attention but I 
would kind of, you know, go to bed real early and, (laugh) you know, withdraw a 
little bit....You let them do some things that you normally wouldn't and then you 
kind of become the kid again instead of the mom. (M02, #6, #9) 

The impact of living in a three-generation household on the relationships between 

divorcing mothers and their mothers and fathers has been positive, negative, and neutral. 

Four mothers indicated that their relationships with their mothers had improved since 

they returned home, while three said relationships with their fathers had improved. It is 

important to note that three of these mothers were those who reported that they did not 

have a close relationship with both their mothers and fathers before the divorce. This 

arrangement has given the divorcing mothers a chance to get to know their parents better 

and vice versa. Communication between the generations has also improved. For 

example, Mindy said: 

...slowly over a period of time, I'd have to say it's been probably in the last month 
or so, that my relationship with my mom and dad has just totally changed. Ah, I 
can actually talk to her, can't tell her very much, but I can talk to her and I can tell 
her things, ah, and she'll actually, we'll actually have like kind of 
conversations...right now is probably the closest I have ever been with them. 
(M01,#8, #48) 

In fact, Linda feels that her relationship with her parents would not have improved the 

way it has if she had been living on her own instead of with them: 
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...I think if I lived out on my own, ah, I probably wouldn't have much time to 
come over here. Maybe a couple times out of the week because I would need to 
spend most of my time with her [her daughter] and make sure that she understands 
how things are going to be from there on. (M07, #47) 

Two mothers felt that there was more tension in their relationships with ±eir 

mothers now, while three felt this way about their fathers. Most of this tension was a 

result of grandparents crossing the line between grandparenting and parenting. 

Disagreements over childcare and discipline issues may occur because the boundaries 

between their own and their parents' roles are blurred. 

For example, Debbie explained: 

...whether they're parents or grandparents and there are times when they sort of 
overstep that role of being a grandma and a mom. So 1 guess that's really the 
biggest way that our relationship has changed - is just where those boundaries 
clash. That they were clearer when we were in different households and now that 
we are in the same household sometimes the boundaries aren't as clear... (M04, 
#34) 

Two mothers reported no overall positive or negative changes in the quality of the 

relationships with their mothers since moving in with them, and two reported no changes 

in their relationships with their fathers. These mothers had always had both close and 

supportive relationships with their parents — there may have been no room for 

improvement. On the other hand, the fact that these relationships have been so stable 

suggests that the families have effective ways of dealing with conflict or other difficulties 

in the relationships. For example. Erica described: 

...it's still the same, you know, our relationship has never been like, like touch and 
go, come and gone, you know, it's always been there so it's pretty stable. We 
know each other pretty well. My staying here, it's just that I'm here more, 
everyday, now, you know. That's the only real difiference. (M05, #39) 
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Grandparents' Perspectives 

Seven of the nine grandparents (including two grandparents from the same family 

or six families total) felt that they have always had a close relationship with and/or 

provided some type of support to their daughters before the divorce. For example, two of 

these grandmothers cared for their grandchildren while their daughter worked, so they had 

frequent contact. Also, recall that four of the divorcing mothers had lived with their 

parents off and on during their marriage when they were having difficulties, and one lived 

with her parents for a while after her first divorce. According to Mr. Owens: 

Well, we've always been a very loving and close-knit family so, ah, we've always 
gotten along real well. Of course you always have your little spit-spats, but we've 
always done things together. I think we've always been a close family and always 
will be. (GF06,#1) 

As for the nature of the relationship, two grandparents indicated that they were 

friends with their daughters, while one grandmother said that it felt like her daughter was 

a child again. Mrs. Smith said: 

I feel like I'm always after her, their room's pretty much, I just close the door. It's 
like when she was a kid again, you know. You know, you get too irritated, you 
just close the door or just ignore it and not even close the door if it's open, just 
leave it. (GMO1, # 14) 

Four grandparents reported that this living arrangement improved their 

relationships with their daughters, while four said it did not change it at all. One 

grandmother simply said she was happy that her daughter was coresiding, while no 

grandparents felt that their relationships had gotten worse. For most of these families, the 

positive change could be attributed to the grandparents having the opportunity to get to 

know and understand their daughters better. However, in the Smith family, the 
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improvement was a result of the divorcing mother's growth as a person and as a parent. 

Mindy is more willing to listen to what her mother says and has taken back most of the 

responsibility for her son from her parents. Mrs. Smith said, "But she is a good mother, 

better than she used to be, so I think this growth is helpfiil." (MOl, #28) 

Discussion 

As the first component in understanding the phenomenon of living in a three-

generation household after an adult daughter's divorce, these divorcing mothers and their 

parents were asked to characterize their relationships with one another. All divorcing 

mothers and their parents within the same families agreed on the overall quality of their 

relationships before the divorce. In five families, both generations indicated that they had 

close relationships before the divorce, while three families indicated that they did not. 

Although many individuals reported enhanced relationships since coresidence 

began, there was not agreement on this among the generations within all families. In only 

two families did the divorcing mothers and their parents both agree that their 

relationships had improved since they had been living together. It may be that in these 

two families, the change was much more obvious as they described having poor 

relationships prior to the mothers' divorces. 

In only one family, did both the divorcing mother and grandmother agree that the 

divorcing mother was being treated like a child again. However, three other mothers felt 

this way. These hierarchical and asymmetrical relationships between parents and their 

adult children may be due to the daughters' dependence on their parents (Emerson, 1976). 

Because parents are providing more assistance to their children than would normally be 
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expected given their maturity levels, they have more power over the children (Johnson, 

1988b). Johnson (1988b) described various ways individuals handle ambivalent adult 

child-parent relationships — two seem to apply here. First, some parents and children 

mutually agree to tolerate the conflict and ambivalence in their relationships. Second, 

some accept the dependency as a normal and inevitable aspect of divorce which is in the 

best interest of the divorcing adult. 

Overall, relationships between divorcing mothers and their parents did not change 

as dramatically as might be expected. There are three potential explanations for this. 

First, five of the divorcing mothers and seven of the grandparents (in six families) 

indicated that they had close relationships prior to coresiding after their separations. 

Consequently, there may not have been much room for improvement. Second, four 

mothers had lived with their parents off and on when they were having difficulties in their 

marriages. Third, two grandmothers had taken care of their grandchildren on a daily basis 

before their daughters' divorces. It may be that those families with close adult child-

parent relationships would be more likely to coreside than those with poor relationships. 

Additionally, family members may view this three-generation household as an extension 

of the arrangements in place prior to the divorce. Thus, this living situation may have felt 

natural to these families. 

Research Question 2: 

How Do Grandparents and Their Grandchildren Living in a 

Three-Generation Household after Divorce Characterize Their Relationship? 
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Divorcing Mothers' Perspectives 

All mothers indicated that their children are close to their grandparents. Other 

words used to describe the grandparent-grandchildren relationship ranged from good to 

very good to awesome. Mothers also said that the children enjoyed spending time and 

sharing activities with their grandparents. For example, Mindy said; 

...he's [the grandfather] extremely active with him, they go ride their bikes 
together, they play ball out on the street, takes him to the park, ah, and Roger 
really looks forward to spending time with my dad. (MOl, #11) 

Two mothers felt that their children knew their grandparents as well as or were as 

close to their grandparents as to themselves. Two also indicated that their children had 

become closer to their grandparents since moving in with them. Sandy felt that: 

I think they've gotten closer to them -- especially Denise and my dad. Because 
my dad takes Denise to school everyday and brings her home everyday and they 
spend a lot of time like that and I also think Michelle has gotten closer to my mom 
because Michelle is with my mom all day long. (M06, #44) 

On the other hand, Sarah pointed out that her oldest daughter still loves her grandparents. 

but she argues a lot more with her grandmother than she has in the past. She described 

how there is more stress in the household the longer she and her children remain. 

Everyone in the household, even the children, would likely be affected by this stress. 

Laura indicated that living in a three-generation household has been easier on her 

children than she anticipated, noting that they are extremely happy living with their 

grandparents. Two additional mothers said this arrangement felt natural or normal for 

their children. In these families, the grandparents had been directly involved in the day-

to-day lives of their grandchildren before their daughter's divorce - they had been 
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babysitters, chauffeurs to school, and companions: 

...when she was going to school she was mainly staying here and on my days off I 
would take her to school and pick her up, but the rest of the times they were 
taking her to school and picking her up. (M08, #2) 

...I would be here a lot. Plus my husband would work late hours and I would be 
home all by myself all day long and I didn't like it so we'd be here. So, it's a very 
natural thing for them to be here because since they were babies we've always 
been together, all the time. Ah, in fact, for two years of our marriage we lived 
five trailers down from my parents so, it wasn't uncommon to be with grandma 
and grandpa all the time....Ah, and like I said, when my husband was working and 
sometimes he would work until 9, 10, 11 o'clock at night and I don't like to be 
alone, I'd be here. (M06, #22) 

Grandparents' Perspectives 

Only six of the grandparents specifically stated that they had a close relationship 

with their grandchildren before they began living together. However, comments from the 

other grandparents suggest that they, too, did love and have a close relationship with their 

grandchildren prior to coresiding. When grandparents were asked how their relationships 

with then: grandchildren had changed, six grandparents indicated that there had been no 

change, while one felt that they were not as close as they used to be. Mrs. Smith said: 

1 think I was closer to Roger when he was littler. It's almost, and I think, well, I 
feel I'm close to him now, but there's, I just really don't know what it is, but it's 
like something underlying. I get along better with him when Mindy's not around. 
And it almost seems to me like he resents having another female when his mother 
is around. (GMO1, # 1) 

Although the other two grandparents did not specifically describe how their relationships 

had changed, it could be inferred that the relationships had not gotten worse. However, it 

was unclear whether they remained the same or improved. 
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Grandparents described the types of activities they do with their grandchildren. 

While playing and doing fun things together, such as going out to lunch, reading, going to 

the park, and watching movies, were the most commonly mentioned activities, 

grandparents also mentioned more practical activities, such as babysitting and talcing the 

grandchildren to or picking them up from school. 

Four of the grandparents felt that their grandchildren were happy living with them. 

In some cases, they said this arrangement felt natural for the grandchildren because they 

had provided childcare for the grandchildren or because they had lived together in the 

past. For example, Mrs. Valencia indicated: 

I think this is the norm for her. Like I said, we've basically always taken care of 
her, more and more as she's gotten older and so she's used to this situation - she's 
used to being with us...I think she's happy because this is really all she's ever 
known. (GM08, #30) 

Three of the grandparents thought that the quality of their relationships with their 

grandchildren will be the same in the future as they are now. In general, they said that 

there will be no change because the relationships are so close and loving and they will 

continue to care for their grandchildren during the day. Three of the grandparents 

indicated a strong desire to remain involved in the lives of their grandchildren after their 

daughters are able to move out on their own. Mrs. Valencia said: 

...I really wouldn't want to lose Angela actually 'cioz we're so used to having her. 
I think that would be hard - that would be very hard for me. (GM08, #36) 

Mr. Dalton is already setting the stage for continued involvement and future impact on his 

grandchildren: 
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...I hope to be able to continue to be involved in the kids' schooling, personality 
growth, and so forth...! want to stay in touch with that in the future. Because, ah, 
I've become a trustee at the school were Debbie teaches and Tommy goes...I 
believe in parental involvement and, in this case, it's grandparental involvement, 
ah, in the school itself - not in the classroom mind you - but to help sort of 
manage the environment. These are all private schools and, and I think they need 
some help and I'm prepared to do that...even when Tommy is living on his own 
with his mom, I'm still sort of in the context of the school that he goes to, 
participating in his life in an indirect way as well, so I look forward to continuing 
to do that. (GF04, #43-#46) 

Grandchildren's Perspectives 

All eight grandchildren described doing ftm activities with their grandparents. 

The activities mentioned included playing games and sports, going to the park, watching 

television and movies, going shopping, playing Nintendo, building models, going out to 

lunch, and drawing pictures. Six of the grandchildren simply responded "yeah" or 

"'umhmm" when asked if they liked spending time with their grandparents. 

Four grandchildren said that their grandparents helped them. Three of die 

children indicated that their grandparents helped them with homework. Jenny explained 

how she received help with homework and other things: 

They help me with my homework if it's a little bit hard, like, hard, like with 
money, they would like help me with it. 'Cuz we're just leamin' about how to 
count money at school. So they help me with that. They like give me money, real 
money, to help on my homework so it would make it a little bit easier....[Do they 
help you with other things?]... Yeah. They help me with, ah, like if I need help 
tying my shoe, 'cuz I'm not that good at it right now, they help me tie my shoe or, 
and they help me like reach stuff off, if I can't reach it, like up on the fridge if I 
need something, there's something I want up there. They help me with that if 
stuff I can't reach... (COS, #16, #17) 

Four of these grandchildren also described helping their grandparents. For example, since 

school has ended, Marissa helps her grandmother watch her infant cousin. Hannah said: 
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I help them get out the stuff, the kind of year it is, I get out things that my grandpa 
needs and um, I help cook sometimes. (C02, #4) 

Jose, who is living with his grandparents to help care for them, also explained how he 

assists his grandparents: 

Like sometimes I'll go with my grandpa to downtown 'cuz then he has to go to the 
bank or he'll have to go pay the bills or something. I'll go with him 'cuz like, 
'cuz he had surgery, and if he falls down, who's gonna be there, so I have to go 
with him when I can...Like I help my grandma, keep her company or something so 
she can feel good that I'm there while she's there. And I'll help her out in the 
yard...I help her clean the yard... (COS, #1, #2) 

Two grandchildren specifically stated that they loved both of their grandparents, 

while one grandson said that he was not close to his grandmother, but was close to his 

grandfather. Denise, one of the children who said she loved her grandparents, described 

the affection that her grandmother shows, "...when we come home, we hug each other 

'cuz she misses me so much." (C06, #2) 

Three of the grandchildren said that they get along well with their grandparents or 

rarely fight. On the other hand, five of the grandchildren said that they fight with their 

grandparents. Denise said: 

Sometimes me and my grandma get along and sometimes we get, we get in a 
fight. My grandpa's always getting into a fight with me... [What kinds of things do 
you guys fight about?]...The dogs and what do we want to do and what we don't 
want to do. (C06, #4) 

When grandchildren were asked how they felt about living with their 

grandparents, six expressed at leeist some degree of positive sentiment. It is interesting to 

note that five of these children were those who indicated that they fight with their 

grandparents. For example, two grandchildren said that the arrangement was ok, but they 
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did not like that their grandparents told them what to do. As Jenny described: 

It's a little bit ok, but sometimes me and my mom want to move and the babies, 
'cuz my grandpa bosses my mom around and makes her cry...I warma move too 
because I'm tired of my grandma and my grandpa telling me and my mom what to 
do. (C03,#7) 

Discussion 

The second component in understanding the phenomenon of living in a three-

generation household after an adult daughter's divorce was to describe the relationship 

between grandparents and their grandchildren. Divorcing mothers and their parents 

indicated that grandparent-grandchild relationships were close before they began to 

coreside. Overall, members of all three generations within each of the families said that 

grandchildren and grandparents had good relationships now. In fact, six of the 

grandparents specifically stated that there had been no change in the relationships. 

However, in one family, members of all three generations indicated that the grandmother-

grandson relationship had deteriorated over time. The grandchildren described the 

current relationships with their grandparents in terms of the activities they do together, 

the mutual assistance which is provided, whether they do or do not fight, and their 

feelings about living with their grandparents. While most grandchildren reported positive 

relationships with most of their grandparents, the divorcing mothers and their parents 

described close grandparent-grandchild relationships. 

Children of divorce who have supportive interactions with grandparents benefit in 

a variety of ways. Fears of abandonment or concerns about who will care for their basic 

needs now that one parent is gone may be eased (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980). 
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Grandparents may provide positive experiences that enhzince the child's self-esteem and 

may facilitate coping by stepping into the educational and recreational roles previously 

held by their parents (Hetherington & Camara, 1984). They may also help the children 

accurately interpret various aspects of the divorce, thus decreasing the threat of divorce-

related stressors (Thoits, 1986). Grandparents can also be a source of stability for these 

children (Hiinger-Tallman & Pasley, 1987). Wallerstein and Kelly (1980) reported that 

regardless of age, children who coped well in school and maintained good relationships 

with peers and teachers during a parental breakup often had ongoing relationships with 

grandparents who lived nearby and who were attentive to their needs. Grandfathers can 

play an important role in skills training and the provision of activities for younger 

grandsons in divorced families; sons living with their mothers displayed fewer behavior 

problems when they had an involved and supportive grandfather (Hetherington, 1985). 

Grandparents also benefit from close relationships with their grandchildren (Link, 

1987; Neugarten & Weinstein, 1964; Wilcoxon, 1987). For example, they report feeling 

young again through the grandchildren. Being a grandparent offers a chance to succeed in 

a new role and even to be a better grandparent than parent. They also receive a sense of 

satisfaction from contributing to their grandchildren's welfare. Finally, grandparenthood 

allows for vicarious accomplishments — the grandchild may be able to achieve what the 

grandparents or parent could not. 

As with the relationships between divorcing mothers and their parents, 

grandparent-grandchild relationships did not change as much as might be expected. The 

potential explanations for this are the similar to those presented for the divorcing mother-
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parent relationship. First, members of all generations described close grandparent-

grandchild relationships prior to coresiding. Second, some of the grandchildren had lived 

with their grandparents off and on when their parents were having difficulties in their 

marriages. Third, two of the grandchildren had been cared for on a daily basis by their 

grandmothers before their parents' divorces. Thus, this living arrangement may have felt 

comfortable and natural. 

Research Question 3: 

How Do Grandparents, Divorcing Adult Daughters, and Grandchildren 

Redefine Relationship Boundaries When Living in a 

Three-Generation Household after Divorce? 

Two broad areas are relevant to a discussion of redefining relationship boundaries 

in a three-generation household. First, what are some of the issues that arise and how are 

they managed? Second, what roles do grandparents play and do these roles meet with 

everyone's expectations? If not, how are the discrepancies handled? 

Divorcing Mothers' Perspectives 

Issues 

When a family is living in a three-generation household, it is a given that issues or 

potential areas of conflict will arise. The way in which these matters are handled will 

likely be important to the quality of relationships within the household. Three issues 

were described by divorcing mothers in this study: childcare for grandchildren, discipline 

of grandchildren, and finances. Overall, these families are quite similar in the way they 

handle childcare issues, while they differ in how they deal with discipline and finances. 
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Childcare. Families are quite similar in the way they manage childcare issues. 

Six grandparents were at least partly responsible for taking the children to daycare or 

school, picking them up, and/or watching them when they get home on a day-to-day 

basis. If the children did not go to daycare or school, then the grandparents provided 

childcare during the day. As discussed previously, in two of these families, the 

grandparents were performing these tasks even before their daughters and grandchildren 

returned to live with them. For example, Laura said, "They've watched my kids while I 

work since they've been alive and then I would, of course, pick them up and take them 

home" (M02, #1). In the families where this type of childcare is not part of the normal 

routine, the grandparents will perform these tasks when needed. As Debbie described: 

...my normal routine is that, ah, is that I take Michael to the babysitter's....and then 
Tommy and I go to school, I teach at the school where he goes. And, [when 
there's an early staff meeting] he doesn't really like to be there before the actual 
academic part of the day starts because it's a little bit more chaotic and it's not as 
secure for him, ah, so what I typically try and work out is that one of my parents 
can bring Tommy down to school when school's gonna start and I take the baby 
with me to the staff meeting and that way I can nurse him and then one of them 
takes him to the babysitter and, but we don't usually plan that in stone ahead of 
time because my parents' schedules are so variable and so some weeks my dad can 
help out and sometimes he can't....we pretty much play that by ear based on what 
everybody's schedules are and when neither of them can do it then I take Tommy 
with me early and I, you know, I break away to take the baby to the sitter myself, 
so, but it is a kind of day-by-day kind of thing. (M04, #19) 

On the other hand, when childcare is needed for other reasons, such as if the divorcing 

mother wants to go out for the evening, families are more flexible. Although most 

grandparents are willing to assist, the mothers do not assume their parents will watch the 

children if they want to go out for the evening or need to run errands; instead, they ask: 
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...if I need for somebody to take care of her...my mom usually will - we always 
ask her...If I can work some kind of arrangement out with my mom first, then I do 
that (M07,#15,#16) 

Well my mom does a lot of helping out with, you know, babysitting and stuff and 
she has been really neat about that because she'll say, you know, she realizes that I 
kind of need to get out there and be with Mends and be an adult and not just a 
mom all the time, you know, so she's really cool about that so, you know, she'll 
say, you know, she'll keep the kids and let me go out. (M04, #12) 

Mothers mentioned, however, that they do not want to "take advantage of their parents. 

For example, Debbie said: 

...there are times when I feel a little guilty about using, you know, my parents for 
that child care and there are times when my mom has a lot of stuff to do, you 
know, and I feel a little guilty, but at the same time, I'm like desperate to have a 
little time to myself. (M04, #18) 

However, in two families, the grandparents are not always willing to babysit. These 

grandparents watch the children while their mother is at work. So when she has a night 

off, the grandparents want a night off also — in terms of not having to take care of the 

children. Sandy explained: 

As far as childcare, ah, my mom watches the kids when I go to work. Of course I 
have to have them in bed and hopefully sleeping before I leave and it's usually the 
same way when I go out, ah, like an off night I like to go to ICaraoke, and like last 
week I wanted to go on my night off so I could stay the whole night. I, sometimes 
if I get the kids to bed early enough my mom will say, "Okay, you can go ahead 
and leave early." And I'll go do Karaoke for about an hour and then go to work 
but, so on my nights off I like to go but...I have to ask for a babysitter and 
sometimes she'll say okay if they're sleeping but most of the time "it's my night 
off, I don't want to deal with it" so, I don't just leave or I don't just say, "Well, 
I'm going out I'll see you later." I always ask first. (M06, #14) 

Discipline. In some families, the divorcing mothers and their parents agreed on 

the way to discipline the children, while in other families, they disagreed. However, even 

if there was agreement, grandparents would interfere in the process in a variety of ways. 
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This interference was upsetting to the mothers and at times, led to tension and conflict in 

the divorcing mother's relationship with her parents. 

In three families, the mothers had no problems with their parents administering 

discipline. For example. Erica noted: 

...I allow them to reprimand him and get after him if they need to for whatever 
and, of course, I always find out what's going on and why, but I let them 
discipline him if they need to because they're taking care of him, and like I told 
my son, as long as your Tata and Nana are being responsible...they want the best 
for you, and you need to listen to what they tell you. (M05, #40) 

It is interesting to note that these three families were all Hispanic - only three Hispanic 

families participated. 

In the remainder of the families, grandparents often interfered with discipline. 

This interference takes a variety of forms. First, grandparents may not approve of the way 

a mother disciplines her children. Second, grandparents may allow their grandchildren to 

do things that their mother has already vetoed. Third, grandparents may continue to 

interfere because the mother sends mixed messages about what she will tolerate. 

In two of the families, the grandparents disagree with the way the divorcing 

mothers disciplines their children. For example, Mindy feels: 

...I can't discipline him to the full extent that I would when they're here...And it's 
only because I will say things to him -1 very rarely have to spank him - it's 
maybe happened once this year, if at all, and my parents were big spankers, now 
they watch TV and what all the new things are, you know, all the talk shows and 
stuff, so now they think spanking is the worst thing in the world. I draw a lot 
from what I've learned in Bible Study - what I've learned from the Bible and they 
know that means a lot to me, that my faith, most everything how I act stems from 
my faith, from the Bible. A lot of things that they go against are the new things 
that, you know, doctors and people have come up and they've leamed that this is 
bad for kids and that kind of thing and I try to tell mom and dad my reasons for 
the way I discipline Roger. (M01,#36) 
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In three of the families, the divorcing mothers were bothered by the fact that their 

parents would allow the children to have or to do something after she had told the 

children no. For example, Sarah said: 

...I don't want them to give them no special treatment, you know, raise them like 
they rmsed us, just because they're the grandchildren don't be more lenient on 
them because that's harder on me when I try and discipline them and they're 
letting them get by with it - they do that a lot. They go up and they hit and 1 say 
no and Grandma says yes, or that ah, I think they should follow along with my 
discipline or what I say. (MOB, #14) 

Laura explained why she feels this happens: 

I wish they wouldn't make decisions that I have already said no to and they agreed 
to, or I say, "no, you can't do that" and they say, "Well, Ma said I could" and they 
really do try to, and it's hard because of the fact that they're with them so much. 
It's hard to ask me every single time the kids want to do something and I 
understand that, the only thing that I say is that if I want them not to do 
something, don't let them do it when I'm not here... (M02, #25) 

In one of these three families, even though Debbie and her parents have discussed and 

agreed upon a style of discipline, her mother often interferes: 

...my mom will say something to Michael that I just said something either sort of 
the same or somewhat different and, you know, that's hard at times. (M04, #11) 

In one family, grandparent interference may be occurring because the divorcing 

mother, Sandy, is sending different messages to her parents about her feelings regarding 

their involvement. Sandy only gets upset when her father interferes with discipline 

issues; she does not mind if her mother gets involved because her mother respects her 

daughter's role as a mother. She feels this difference is also partly a result of the way she 

was raised: 
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What's funny is that when my mom does it, it doesn't bother me. When my dad 
does it, it does. Probably because my dad always makes empty threats. He's done 
that since I was a kid...Don't threaten for something to happen to her if you're not 
going to follow through and do it...I do get frustrated and angry like I said, 
because of how he was when we were kids. I mean if we wanted something we 
always knew, go ask dad, because dad will always say yes...So the weird thing is 
that for a long time I didn't respect my father because of that. (M06, #27) 

She is worried that her daughters will not respect their grandfather when they get older 

because of his inability to follow through with discipline; 

...she will leam to not respect him because of that and I don't want that for my 
kids. I want them to love him and I don't want him to be their disciplinarian and I 
don't want him to be their, you know what I mean, their authority figure. I want 
him to be grandpa. I want them to love him and do fun things with them and 
things like grandparents should do... (M06, #50) 

When grandparents interfere in discipline issues, it often causes tension in the 

family relationships. Mothers feel that their parents are infringing on their role as the 

mother. As a result, two mothers typically confront their parents when this happens. 

Mindy said: 

And they make comments about, you know, about Roger and stuff like that, and 1 
have to remind them that he's not their kid...it's probably a natural thing, you 
know, when they're in the house, and I'll remind them if they say something and 
I'm right here, I'll say, you know, and remind them that I'm here, I'll take care of 
it, you know, I'll deal with it. And my mom, she's kind of antagonistic and I 
don't think she does it on purpose, it's just her way, that's just the way she is, and 
I'll tell Roger to do somettog and she'll have to reiterate in her own way what 
I'm saying and I say, "Mom, you know, you're being antagonistic and, you know, 
it kind of gets Roger fired up." (MOl, #15) 

Debbie explained: 

Well, I'll tell her, you know, I'll say, "Wait a minute," you know. And she is 
pretty good about it, but, ah, the other things that she gets, that bring up tension 
between the two of us is she'll make 'helpfiil' suggestions at times when I'm not 
in the mood to hear them, you know, and usually that has to do with parenting, 
too. She'll point out to me that I'm being a little too tense with Tommy or 
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something like that and that doesn't help the tension level any, you know. And 
most of the time she's right, but she doesn't usually pick opportune moments to 
put in her two-cents...When it comes to my dad, he's much better at sort of staying 
out of my space...there are times when he does step on my toes...But for the most 
part, both of them are pretty good, you know, if I tell them, you know, *'1 really 
need you not to do that," they're pretty good at stepping back and not doing it. 
(M04, #29) 

Finances. The families manage financial issues in a variety of ways. One method 

is an agreement about the ways in which and how much the divorcing mothers will 

contribute financially. A second method involves divorcing mothers voluntarily 

contributing financially to the household, without having been asked to do so. A third 

method consists of a discussion over finances which allows for flexibility in the 

arrangement due to divorcing mothers' changing economic circumstances. A fourth 

method involves no monetary payments, but the provision of services by the divorcing 

mother instead. 

First, in two families, the mothers sat down with their parents and discussed how 

much and in what ways they would contribute financially to the household. For example. 

Erica described: 

I sat down with them, we had a little family meeting, and I sat down with them 
and I told them that we'd be going, we'd be sharing — I'd have to pay the utilities 
because we're using the utilities as well and I asked them if they wanted me to pay 
them some kind of rent for staying here or something and they told me no, that the 
utilities would help because I mean the lot's paid for and the house, you know, it's 
not like they're still paying on it or anything like that, so we made that 
arrangement of — that I would help them pay part of the utilities and then we go 
grocery shopping together and we buy stuff together, we cook together, so, it's all 
shared and it's not a problem. (M05, #18) 

Second, in two families, the mothers voluntarily contribute financially to the 

household. Their parents have never asked for any money, but the mothers have chosen 
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to pay a portion of the expenses. Laura explained: 

...whenever I get paid, I give what I can and my mom knows that — she knows 
that I give as much as I can, you know, I'll give her a couple of hundred dollars 
every two weeks or so, ah, just for food and living expenses and everything like 
that and, other than that, you know, I pay the insurance, they pay all the utilities, 
and the food and everything, so I give what I can. As soon as I plan to get the 
child support then, of course, if I ever get the child support, then I will definitely 
compensate them for it, but they haven't asked me for any money...! give as much 
as I can give and they don't ask me for it and they usually don't have to ask me for 
it, you know. (M02, #11, #12) 

Third, in three families, there has been discussion over finances, but there is 

flexibility built into the arrangement. The mothers contribute what they are asked to 

when they can. According to Debbie and Linda: 

...my dad and I, part of, when I worked out what Jeff was going to give me for, 
you know, for child care and stuff, in the svmmier and I sat down and made out a 
budget and my dad and I worked out, you know, what I was going to contribute to 
the household and, ah, I don't think I've stuck to that entirely but he is really 
flexible about that, which is nice, ah, you know, I pay for the newspaper 
subscription and I pay for groceries a couple of times a month and stuff like that 
and, ah, and that is usually good enough for him, ah, which is really nice. (M04, 
#15) 

Instead of paying rent I help them out with their light bill or their gas bill or their 
phone bill. She just usually lets me know what I have to pay and by when and then 
I mail off the check because usually I always know which paychecks I have to pay 
what for so I always tell her, let me know now what I have to pay and usually 
that's the way that we do it and then if I offer sometimes she'll say, no, it's 
already paid for, you know, just save your money or whatever. (M07, #22) 

Fourth, in one family, the divorcing mother, Sarah, is not expected to pay 

anything. Instead it is expected that she will help with the housework. 

The method selected by these families seems to be influenced by the length of 

separation, the receipt of child support, and/or employment status. In the two families 

where it was discussed and agreed upon as to how and how much the divorcing mothers 
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will contribute, the divorcing mothers had been separated and living on their own for a 

period of time before they came to live with their parents. In the two families where 

divorcing mothers voluntarily contribute, the divorcing mothers had only been separated 

for a short amount of time (three and four months) and were not yet receiving child 

support. In the three families where there is flexibility in the arrangement, the mothers 

have been separated for a longer period of time and the amount of child support received 

varies. The divorcing mother who helps with housework instead of contributing 

monetary payments is the only mother who is unemployed and the amount of child 

support she is to receive has not yet been determined. 

The Grandparents' Roles 

Divorcing mothers were asked to describe the roles of their parents. Seven 

mothers said that their parents were their support system. Below are three of their 

descriptions: 

...they'd just be my backbone, you know, they're my support - that's all that I 
have besides her but my mom and dad are what I fall back on. (M07, #34) 

My father has always been very, like I tell you, to himself and he has a very subtle 
way of being a father, you know, he's not the, like I said, macho type, the 
authority type, the pressuring type, he just got his way of just doing things, you 
know, and he comes across, you know, if something is going on and there's a 
problem or anything, he comes across and I understand and it's dealt with, you 
know, but he's also very sweet and open to help me like with school work, or talk 
to my son or any other problems I might have and his role, the father role...he's 
there for me, you know. But, like I said, he's not in my face about it (M05, #24) 

My mom does everything. She does. She does everything. She watches my two 
kids and my nephew all day long and at night and she does the cooking still, and 
does the cleaning...and she is the one when anybody in this family has a problem 
we all go to her, myself included. I mean, I still do. And I think more now that 
I'm living at home again than I would have in the past. It kind of was rooted 
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down to, you know, how I was when I was here before I even had children or got 
on my own kind of thing, kind of, "Mom, will you do this?" And she does it. 
(M02, #23) 

The mothers described being grateful for and appreciative of the support they are 

receiving from their parents. When mothers were asked how they felt about the 

assistance that their parents are providing for them and their children, Sarah said: 

Grateful. I would rather be here than in a shelter, also. It helps with the kids 'cuz 
they really look up to my mom and dad and they're there for the moral support. 
(M03, #11) 

Laura responded: 

I couldn't make it without it, I really couldn't. There is no way 1 could survive 
without it. I wouldn't have any child care I could afford, I wouldn't have a home. 
I wouldn't have anybody to pick up and take my daughter to school, you know, or 
any emotional support either if I didn't have them. I really could not survive 
without them. I'd probably be, I don't know where I'd be but, 1 wouldn't be here 
not having to worry about eating and everything else. (M02, #14) 

When mothers were asked to describe their parents as grandparents, they were 

characterized as a stereotypical grandparent, as more of a parent than a grandparent, or as 

both a parent and a grandparent. 

Three mothers indicated that their parents were serving in a stereotypical 

grandparenting role; 

...they love them, they play with them, they ~ my dad does special things with 
them all the time, my mom does too. And my mom's philosophy is, "I'm not the 
parent, you're the parent. If something needs to be done, you being the parent 
need to take over, you need to deal with it"...my parents are like, you know, that 
more or less the TV grandparents. (M06, #27, #28) 

They're doing everything I think they need to be doing as a grandparent. They're 
grandparents to my children ~ they're concerned about, you know, about what's 
going on here...they're there if they need any advice or help and coimseling. 
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talking, anything, they're willing as grandparents to talk to them of their wisdom 
and knowledge and what they know. (M05, #24) 

On the other hand, two mothers clearly described their parents, overall, as acting 

more like parents to their children than grandparents. For example, Linda answered: 

...more as another parent because they're, they're still correcting them and, you 
know, watching over them and disciplining them while we're gone so, they're 
more like a parent to her. (M07, #31) 

Three mothers indicated that their parents served as both grandparents and parents 

to the children. They played both roles because the divorcing mother was unable to take 

responsibility for the children due to work hours or distress during the divorce process. 

Although these three families were similar in this way, their unique situations deserve 

attention. One mother, Victoria, said that because of the hours she works, her parents are 

always there for her daughter and function as both a parent and a playmate. She only sees 

her daughter for a little while before she goes to work, and when she returns home, she 

puts her to bed. Another mother, Laura, described how being depressed when she first 

moved in with her parents resulted in a loss of some of her responsibility toward her 

children that her parents picked up. She also said that her parents are more like her 

coparents than her ex-husband currently is. They deal with the children everyday, 

whereas her ex-husband only sees them once a week for a few hours at a time. Laura 

discusses the everyday life of her children with her parents rather than her ex-husband. 

However, she also said: 

...there's a line, there's a difference between grandparents' rules and parents' 
rules. They have already been through the rule thing, they're just kind of like, 
let's play and have fun, you know. (M02, #19) 
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A third mother, Mindy, described how she simply did not want to take responsibility for 

her son when she moved in with her parents. She said she was immature and wanted to 

go out with friends and have ftm rather than care for her child. After IVz years of this, she 

saw the effect this lifestyle was having on her son and her relationship with her parents, 

so she decided to take parenting classes and become an active parent. Thus, the roles 

have changed over time: 

...Roger is my son. Ah, they are the grandparents. Ah, Roger has to answer to me 
and if he wants to do something with them, or they ask him to do something or if 
he wants them, like say my dad just, you know, spoils him to death, he's to come 
and ask me first — can he have something, can he go do something, what time 
does he have to be in. If the three of us are here, he is to come to me, not go to 
them. And that's something, because of the way things were when I first moved 
in, Roger didn't do that. He went to them because they were the ones who were 
always with him. I wasn't the active parent and, ah, I didn't, you know, act my 
role, and that took a lot to turn around. I had to prove to everybody, including 
myself, I'm the mom, I'm the one who's in charge, you come to me when you 
want something or you want to go somewhere. That kind of thing. And they do 
that now. They, I don't know if it's respect or they know, you know, the role that 
I have and the role that they play and it's all been, it's been working...I think they 
are finally being the grandparents. They're finally relaxing with it, they're having 
flm with it because they're not having to play the parent role anymore. (MOl, 
#29, #36) 

Grandparents' Perspectives 

Issues 

Grandparents described four issues which arise in three-generation households 

after divorce. Three of these issues were the same as the three mentioned by mothers: 

childcare, discipline, and finances. These topics are addressed only briefly below because 

their perspectives were similar to those of the mothers. However, the fourth issue that 

grandparents described, changes in way the household works, is described in depth. 
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Childcare. Ail grandparents discussed the issue of childcare. As did the mothers, 

the grandparents described childcare as both specifically organized and flexible. Seven 

grandparents (in six families) were involved in some of the day-to-day activities 

surrounding childcare, such as transportation to and fi-om school and childcare both 

during the day and/or after school. These activities had become part of their normal 

routine. Mrs. Lopez described some ways she is involved in the daily care of her 

grandson: 

I take care of Jose and I make breakfast for him, 1 make sure he eats and he's 
alright, and I play with him, we see TV, he helps me with the yard... (GM05, #17) 

Additionally, when childcare was needed, grandparents were typically willing to 

assist. This is where the flexibility was seen. For example, Mrs. Roberts said: 

And if Sarah wants to go out in the evening to get away from the kids, I'll babysit 
'em, I don't mind. And she always calls to make sure everything's OK, and she 
always lets me know where she'll go. (GM03, #45) 

Although Mr. and Mrs. Valencia wish that they could find someone to help them with 

childcare and like to have time off from this responsibility, they are often willing to 

babysit when Victoria wants to go out for the evening: 

...sometimes she'll go after work to meet some friends, have coffee or whatever, 
you know. So that's fine, I want her to have a little ftm because I don't think she 
ever has had any ftm while she was married. (GM08, #22) 

Discipline. Discipline was mentioned as an issue by seven grandparents (in six 

families). The most common theme was an acknowledgment by five of the grandparents 

that they sometimes interfere in discipline issues regarding their grandchildren. Three of 

the grandparents described how they try not to interfere, but feel it is difficult for a variety 
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of reasons. Mrs. Adams said it is difficult to not interfere because she provides childcare 

for her grandchildren and is with them most of the day. As a result, the grandchildren are 

used to coming to her when they want something. In the Owens family, Mr. Owens 

interferes because he does not agree with the way Sandy disciplines her children. He 

said: 

The kids will be playing in the front room and they'll leave their toys there and 
Sandy will come and tell the kids to pick up their toys and then she'll go back to 
what she's doing and not follow through with them and then if I yell at the kids 
and tell them that they got to do this and that, then it upsets her, and it upsets me 
because she doesn't follow through with it...it's difficult for me to sit back and 
watch - my feelings on the way the children should be raised is different from 
hers and I often interfere. It's hard. Ah, I feel that Michelle and Denise need 
better discipline and yet Sandy feels less inclined because she feels that with this 
breakup that it's hard enough on the kids and the kids have learned that they can 
easily walk all over her and sometimes 1 get so angry I just go into the bedroom 
and stay away from them. Because I feel even though they are separating and 
divorcing that they do need a certain amount of discipline and they're not getting 
it. (GF06,#8,#19) 

In the Dalton family, the interference is the result of a desire to be overly helpful and 

supportive. While Mr. Dalton said that he infrequently interferes with discipline, he 

noted that his wife does so more often: 

My wife and I each have slightly different approaches sometimes, and I think Mrs. 
Dalton is perhaps a little more, inserts herself a little more, I mean, if Debbie is in 
the home having a, you know, "discussion" with Tonuny and Tommy, you know, 
is wanting to do something and Debbie doesn't want it, I'm always very carefiil 
to, ah, avoid that, you know. It's really up to them to work this relationship and 
I'll even leave the room or I'll go about my business, ah I think Mrs. Dalton tries 
to do that, but there are times when she will, I mean, all of a sudden leap in there 
and say, well, what about this or, you know, and then Debbie will have a 
conversation with her on the side later, you know, like can you please, you know, 
let me deal with this and so, but you know, when you have people sharing the 
same space, that's bound to happen on occasion...and sometimes I'll talk to Mrs. 
Dalton...Mrs. Dalton has a very busy agenda and I think she sometimes jumps in 
because she wants to help, she has all the right intentions, but she's just come in 
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from teaching all day and she doesn't know the history that has transpired all 
during the afternoon between Debbie and Tommy, you know, so some of that 
would break the chain of consistency if you did that. (GF04, #20) 

Finances. Eight of the grandparents mentioned how their families handled the 

issue of finances. They were in agreement with the divorcing mothers on the method 

utilized in their families. Grandparents explicitly described three of the same methods as 

the divorcing mothers: discussion and agreement over contributions, voluntary 

contributions, and discussion over contributions with built-in flexibility. On the other 

hand, the fourth method, housework in exchange for no monetary contribution, was 

hinted at by one grandmother. 

Changes in the wav the household works. Four grandparents described how the 

way the household works changed when their divorcing daughter and grandchildren 

moved in. It is important to point out that the grandparents in these four families had no 

day-to-day responsibilities for their grandchildren prior to their daughter's separation and 

divorce. At the simplest level, this arrangement has required grandparents to physically 

alter the house itself. For example, Mr. Dalton described how the house had to be "child 

proofed" when his daughter returned home to live: 

We have a swimming pool in our house. We put locks on all the doors and, you 
know, we have the protocol where nobody goes out a door without coming back 
in and locking it so, for safety reasons...But that's been a big difference for us. 
There's latches on the kitchen cupboards, you know, all of those things. (GF04, 
#12) 

Additionally, because there are more individuals living in the household, there are more 

individuals to take into consideration when making decisions. As Mrs. Roberts said: 
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...doing things that you're used to doin' and you got to think about who's living 
with you, what they like to do, and what they're used to doin'. So you got to think 
both ways. (GM03, #62) 

This living situation also leads to a modification of the grandparents' normal routine. On 

a personal level, Mr. Dalton described how he has had to alter his exercise routine: 

...when we walk we take him [Tommy] with us and, you know, that's another 
adjustment. I used to like to walk very vigorously and aggressively to bum off 
some calories and to do that kind of health-related exercise and now with a 5 year-
old and a baby carriage and a dog on the leash, it's more like a parade, and you 
know, it doesn't do the aerobic, you know, and so I've taken to, when I walk, I do 
that thing and try to carve out some time later when I can use an exercise bike or 
ski machine. (GF04, #16) 

At the family level, Mr. Dalton explained how he and his wife used to work late and then 

return home to simply enjoy one another's company. But now that Debbie and her 

children are in the household, he leaves for work later in the morning and comes home 

earlier so he can help out and relieve some of the pressure on his daughter. 

The Grandparents' Roles 

Grandparents were asked about their roles in a three-generation household after 

divorce. They mentioned roles both as parents and as grandparents. As could be 

expected, grandparents described their role as a parent in much the same way as their 

daughters did, but included more functions. Grandparents described their grandparenting 

role in terms of the tasks that they perform. 

Along with nearly all the divorcing mothers, seven grandparents indicated that 

their role as a parent was to support their children. Most of these grandparents made very 

broad statements about how it is the responsibilitv of parents to support their children, 

especially when they need help. As Mrs. Adams said; "What are parents for if they're 
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not to stand by their kids" (GM02, #16). Grandparents mentioned various types of 

support that should be and are being provided: emotional, physical, and informational. 

Two grandparents also felt that it was important to let their children know that they are 

loved. For example, when Mrs. Owens was asked to describe her role as a parent, she 

responded: 

I think what I've been doing. Loving her and doing what I can - trying to be 
supportive of her and just loving her and supporting her and making sure she's 
OK. (GM06,#22) 

When asked about the grandparenting role, grandparents described the tasks that 

they perform in regards to their grandchildren. Seven grandparents indicated that they 

performed day-to-day parenting tasks, such as getting the children ready for school and 

cooking for them. It is important to mention that five of these grandparents provide 

childcare for their grandchildren for at least some portion of the day while the divorcing 

mother works, and some were doing so even before their daughter's divorce. 

Two of these grandparents described their grandparent role as "pseudo-dad" or 

"surrogate parent." The use of more powerful terms can be attributed to the phenomenon 

of living in a three-generation household after an adult daughter's divorce. Mr. Dalton 

said: 

So me as a grandfather, I've been really, ah, enjoying but also conscious of the 
need to provide in Tommy's life a role-model of a dad or, you know, a pseudo-
dad, if you will, in the sense that I'm there on a day-to-day basis pitching in, 
helping out, doing the dishes, you know, whatever, you know, the stuff that one 
does in a sharing relationship in ninning a household. (GF04, #4) 

Mrs. Hernandez responded: 
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As a grandparent, I just feel that I need to be here for my granddaughter, 
especially now that, like I say, she goes to work [the divorcing mother] and she 
feels like her mama is going to leave her, too. And I just like reassure her and I'm 
here, you know, to take care of her and she knows that whatever she wants or 
needs that, you know, she can come to me. (GM07, #16) 

On the other hand, two grandmothers indicated that they were not involved in 

parenting tasks. Mrs. Roberts described: 

I love being a grandparent because...If they come to me wanting to know 
something or wanting me to do something, I'll say, go tell your mother...she's the 
boss. And I'm the grandmother. I can love them and then send them to her. 
(GM03, #56, #57) 

Mrs. Smith simply saw her role as "babysitter." She feels that it is more important for her 

grandson to be involved with his grandfather because he needs a father figure: 

Mr. Smith is a major, it's like Roger, it's more important for Roger to have Mr. 
Smith than me. Like I'm incidental, really, it's hard and I really feel it's that way. 
He's already got his mother, he's got his mother figure, and his father, like I said, 
I don't know exactly how he's treating him, I know sometimes he'll come back 
and say his father's mean...So I just feel that it's so important for him to have a 
father figure. (GM01,#48) 

Four grandparents felt their role involved giving love and affection, while five 

said their role included playing with and doing special things for the grandchildren. For 

example, Mrs. Owens said, "...when my daughter's here I try to be the grandma, you 

know, that can spoil 'em and love 'em." (GM06, #24) 

All of the grandparents were content that they could provide these various types of 

support to their divorcing daughters and grandchildren. Phrases used to describe their 

feelings about helping included: "I don't mind helping," "There are no bad feelings about 

helping," "I don't resent it in any way," "We're just glad we can do it," "Helping makes 

me feel good," and "I enjoy it." 
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Grandparents were also asked how they perceived their daughters and 

grandchildren felt about the assistance that was being provided to them. Six grandparents 

thought that their daughters were appreciative of and grateful for the support. One 

grandparent indicated that his daughter was upset that she had been unable to contribute 

financially to the household in the way she wanted. Two grandparents felt that their 

daughters take the help for granted. For example, Mrs. Valencia said: 

Ah, occasionally she'll give me a card - Christmas or Birthday or something that 
expresses feelings about being gratefiil and stuff, but most of the time I think she 
just takes it for granted. (GM08, #27) 

Grandchildren's Perspectives 

The areas of childcare, discipline, finances, and grandparents' roles were 

described above firom the divorcing mothers' and the grandparents' perspectives. In this 

section, grandchildren's perspectives on only two of these topics will be presented -

childcare and discipline. Because the children were not asked the same questions as the 

adults, the descriptions in each of these areas are slightly different. 

Childcare 

Grandchildren were asked if they knew how their mothers and grandparents 

decided who will take them to school, help them with their homework, and take care of 

them. They were also asked if they were included in any of those decisions. Six 

grandchildren indicated they had some understanding of how decisions around their care 

were made, and four of them said that their mothers or grandparents asked for their input. 

Two grandchildren provided input on the day-to-day childcare issues. For 

example, Jose responded: 
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Well, they ask me first, "What are you gonna do when you get home from 
school?" And then I'll like tell them - "I'll get home, I'll do a little bit of 
homework and I'll watch TV for a while." (COS, #12) 

On the other hand, two grandchildren provided input on fim activities only. Marissa said: 

My mom does, she says, "Now what do you want to do, Marissa?" And 1 say, "I 
don't know, what do you want to do?" "Cuz I can't just decide by my own. It's 
just hard deciding. (C07, #10) 

Discipline 

Grandchildren were asked who disciplines them when they do something wrong. 

One grandchild, Marissa, said that only her mother disciplines her - when her mother is 

not home, she can do anything she wants, "'Cuz my mom's not gonna be here, so 1 can do 

whatever I wanna do when she's not here." (C07, #14) 

On the other hand, six grandchildren said that both their mothers and their 

grandparents discipline them. However, there are various configurations of this 

arrangement. First, four of these grandchildren said that their grandparents only 

discipline them when their mothers are not home. For example, when Tommy was asked 

who tells him what to do when he gets in trouble, he responded, "My mom 

does...Sometimes my nana or pipper do it because sometimes when I make a bad choice, 

she's not there" (C04, #8, #9). Second, two grandchildren said that only their mothers 

and grandmothers discipline them; their grandfathers never do so. Jenny said: 

My grandpa's not that much there to tell me what to do like if I get in trouble. 
He's usually like at dayshift or nightshift...But sometimes, not only my grandma 
and my mom tells me what to do if I'm in trouble. (COS, #15) 

Third, in the Lopez family, Jose's mother and grandparents both discipline him, but his 

mother has explained how he should be punished. 
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Discussion 

A third component in understanding the phenomenon of living in a three-

generation household after an adult daughter's divorce was to describe how relationship 

boundaries are redefined. The five areas addressed included childcare, discipline, 

finances, changes in the way the household works, and grandparents' roles. Children 

were asked more specific questions than adults, so their responses were limited and only 

pertained to two of the five areas mentioned above - childcare and discipline. 

First, as could be expected, all grandparents were involved in some type of 

childcare, from primary caregiver to voluntary babysitter when needed. All divorcing 

mothers and grandparents within each of the families agreed on their normal routine 

surrounding childcare. All but one of the six families agreed on the flexible nature of 

childcare when it was needed for reasons other than day-to-day care, such as when 

mothers want to go out with friends for the evening, need to run some errands, or simply 

need a break from the children. Six of the grandchildren said that they had some 

understanding of how various decisions around their care were made, such as who takes 

them to school and helps them with homework. Four of these grandchildren indicated 

that they were involved in the decisions regarding their care and play activities. It is easy 

to see that, overall, families have worked through the childcare arrangements, and they 

seem to be ruiming smoothly. 

This assistance with childcare can be beneficial for these divorcing mothers and 

their children. Research has demonstrated that divorce affects parenting behaviors 

(Amato, 1987; Astone &. McLanahan, 1991; Dombusch et al., 1985; Duncan, 1994; 
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Furstenberg & Nord, 1985; Hetherington et al., 1976, 1978, 1982; Thomson et al., 1992), 

probably because of the loss of one parent, the limited time and energy of a single parent, 

and the lack of financial resources (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; Duncan, 1994). 

Because it is assumed that children in single parent families are disadvantaged in that they 

do not have access to two parents who can provide support, control, and supervision 

(Stolba & Amato, 1993), the presence of an additional involved adult who could assume 

some of the ftmctions of the missing parent should ease some of the stresses faced by the 

divorcing parent (Amato, 1993). However, as discussed in Chapter 2, few studies have 

examined this additional adult hypothesis in the context of divorce (e.g., Cochran & 

Riley, 1990; Dombusch et al., 1985; Santrock & Warshak, 1979; Stolba & Amato, 1993; 

Thomson et al., 1992). Yet overall, these studies do suggest that an additional involved 

adult, whether or not he or she coresides in the household, leads to more positive 

outcomes for the children in the family. 

Second, five mothers and five grandparents (four families) reported grandparental 

interference in discipline issues. In those four families, divorcing mothers and 

grandparents agreed there was interference. Three of the mothers who reported 

interference also said, as indicated in Research Question 1, that there was more tension in 

their relationships with their parents. Grandchildren were not asked if their grandparents 

cross the line between parenting and grandparenting. Instead, they were asked to describe 

who disciplines them when it is needed. Within families, there was no link between who 

was responsible for discipline and whether or not the adults described grandparental 

interference. It is important to mention that regardless of how the divorcing mothers and 
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grandparents feel, the grandchildren do not seem to mind who is disciplining them. 

Overall, the grandparent-grandchild relationship has not been compromised. Stolba and 

Amato (1993) found that the only time the presence of an additional adult led to negative 

behavior was when that adult was a grandparent and the child was in middle childhood. 

They suggested that this result was due to the fact that grandparents are more likely to 

interfere with a mother's childrearing practices when children are young. However, 

although there has been grandparental interference, it has not negatively affected the 

grandchildren. 

In the majority of these families, the area of discipline requires ongoing 

negotiation. This is understandable because discipline involves complex issues, such as 

who is in charge of the children, how active should the grandparents be, whose home is it, 

and what is the preferred method of discipline. When parents provide support to a 

divorcing adult child and grandchildren, the generational boundaries become more 

permeable, and grandparents are able to observe their child's activities and comment on 

childrearing practices and household management (Johnson, 1988b). Direct comments 

on these activities may be perceived as interference by the mothers. However, Johnson 

(1988a) found that after an adult child's divorce, grandmothers did not want to repeat the 

parental role, except for reserving the right to discipline their grandchildren when they 

felt it was needed. 

Isaacs and Leon (1986) found that the type of help from parents perceived as most 

beneficial by divorcing mothers was the provision of help that does not infringe upon the 

divorcing mother's role and her sense of control over her family. That seems to be true of 
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the families in the present study. Where discipline issues have, for the most part, been 

worked out, there is less tension in the divorcing mother-parent relationships. In these 

families, the divorcing mothers are somewhat flexible in how they see the boundaries 

between grandparenting and parenting. Although these mothers may not agree with their 

parents' involvement in discipline issues, they are flexible enough to tolerate it ~ until it 

goes too far. In other words, in some of the families, when the divorcing mother felt that 

the assistance from her parents intruded on her role as parent, she would confront them. 

On the other hand, in some families, there is still a great deal of tension over 

grandparental interference in discipline. Here, it seems that there is discomfort with the 

hierarchical generational boimdaries that have been drawn. This hierarchy is manifested 

in two ways. First, divorcing mothers feel they are not viewed as an equal adult by their 

parents; instead, they feel they are being treated like children again. Second, the 

divorcing mothers feel threatened by the close relationships between their children and 

their parents; it is as if their role as a mother is being taken over by their parents. 

Chase-Lansdale et al. (1994) reported that African American teen mothers and 

grandmothers were less supportive and authoritative, and more negative and disengaged 

in their parenting practices when older teen mothers and their own mothers coresided. 

However, this does not seem to be the case in the present study. In fact, these 

grandchildren may actually be receiving extra attention because their mothers and 

grandparents are both trying to care for them. 

The third area addressed by divorcing mothers and grandparents in the present 

study was finances. Grandparents and divorcing mothers in all families were consistent 
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in their description of the method used to handle financial issues. Four methods were 

characterized: 1) agreement about how and how much the divorcing mother will 

contribute financially, 2) divorcing mothers voluntarily contribute financially to the 

household without being asked to do so, 3) discussion over finances with built-in 

flexibility due to divorcing mothers' changing economic circumstances, and 4) no 

monetary payments, but the provision of services by the divorcing mother instead. Thus, 

while there is no single way of managing finances across families, there had been 

discussion on this issue, and overall, things were running smoothly. In comparing 

responses within families, only one family disagreed about how their arrangement was 

working. While the divorcing mother felt that she was meeting her obligations, her father 

did not agree. This family relied on the third method of handling financial issues -

discussion with built-in flexibility. In this case, the disagreement between the two of 

them may be due to a lack of clarity about the specifics of the arrangement. 

Spanier and Thompson (1984) have suggested that while returning to live with 

parents after divorce and accepting financial support and advice can be comforting, it can 

also place a strain on relationships. Additionally, divorcing individuals may become 

financially dependent on their families (Johnson, 1988b). For example, Johnson (1988b) 

found that of adult children who turned to their parents for assistance after their divorces, 

over half became dependent upon them. However, in the present study, seven of the eight 

mothers are actually contributing monetary payments to the household. One mother, 

Mindy, has even recently increased the amount she pays each month so she can get a 
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better idea of what it will cost to live on her own. These contributions may help reduce 

the risk of mothers falling into a pattern of financial dependence on their parents. 

Fourth, it is important to point out that only grandparents described changes in the 

way the household works. This could be anticipated because it is the grandparents who 

are allowing additional family members to move into their established space. Most of 

these grandparents are used to living on their own; their children had been gone from the 

household. Additionally, some of these grandparents were retired and wanted to act that 

way. However, these grandparents also felt a responsibility to help their children during 

this difficult time. Although it has taken these grandparents some time to adjust to 

changes in their routines, they realize the changes are only temporary, in most cases, and 

they receive satisfaction from knowing they are helping their daughters and 

grandchildren. This is similar to what Jendrek (1993) noted in a study of grandparents 

serving as surrogate parents for their grandchildren. The provision of daily care to 

grandchildren was found to affect grandparents' lives in four areas: lifestyle, relationships 

with friends, relationships with family, and relationships with spouses. However, it is 

important to note that grandparents in the present study primarily discussed lifestyle 

changes. Interestingly, the grandparents in Jendrek's study described lifestyle changes in 

much the same way as those in the present study. For example, they stated that they had 

to alter routines and plans. They reported feeling more physically tired and having less 

privacy, less time for self, and less time to get everything done. Yet, they indicated that 

they had more purpose for living. 
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Fifth, for the most part, divorcing mothers and their parents agreed on the 

supportive ftmction of their parents' roles. Seven mothers said that their parents were 

their support system, although only six of the grandparents in these families felt that 

support was part of their role. Additionally, in five of six families, divorcing mothers and 

their parents both agreed that the mothers were grateful for this support. These findings 

were not surprising, since research has shown that family members are a source of 

enduring social support for many individuals and are willing to intervene when help is 

needed (e.g., Aldous, 1987; Cherlin & Furstenberg, 1986; Colletta, 1979; Greenberg & 

Becker, 1988; Hamon, 1995; Jendrek, 1993; Johnson, 1988a; Pilisuk & Parks, 1983; 

Spanier & Hanson, 1981; Spitze & Logan, 1992; Troll, 1983). 

However, most divorcing mothers and their parents did not agree on the "type" of 

grandparents their parents were. In only two families were mothers' and grandmothers' 

descriptions of the grandparenting role similar. In one of these families, the grandparent 

role was considered more of a parenting than grandparenting role. In the other family, the 

grandparent role had changed over time from being more "parent-like" to now being 

more "grandparent-like." Recall from Research Question 2 that all grandchildren said 

they did fun activities with their grandparents. However, only five grandparents 

described this as part of their role. On the other hand, seven grandparents indicated that 

they were involved in day-to-day parenting tasks for their grandchildren. This last finding 

is similar to what researchers have discovered in multigeneration households containing a 

teenage mother ~ coresidential grandparents are more likely to be involved in key 

childrearing activities such as rule setting, discipline, behavior monitoring, and routine 
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child management than are noncoresidential grandparents (Chase-Lansdale et al., 1994; 

Hogan et al., 1990; Pearson et al., 1990; Timberlake & Chipungn, 1992; Wilson, 1984). 

Thus, it seems that in three-generation households formed after an adult 

daughter's divorce, it indeed may be difficult for grandparents to play the stereotypical 

grandparent role — one which is a voluntary, part-time role specialized in social and 

emotional ftmctions rather than instrumental ones (Johnson, 1988a). As suggested 

previously, when grandparents are involved in day-to-day parenting tasks for their 

grandchildren, the lines between parenting and grandparenting can become blurred. This 

would make it hard for grandparents to adhere to the six guidelines proposed by 

grandmothers in Johnson's (1988b) study. 

When a three-generation household is formed, the roles of family members must 

be reestablished, and there must be agreement about these roles. When individuals do not 

agree, the chance of one family member perceiving that boundaries are being overstepped 

by another family member is likely to be higher. For example, Thomas (1990) suggested 

that grandparents in divorced families face a double bind - divorcing mothers appreciate 

the support, but dislike the interference. While a divorcing mother may know precisely 

what behaviors are considered interfering, her parents may not know, and in trying to be 

helpful, they actually upset her. As a result, family members may not feel comfortable or 

happy with their interaction patterns and the support that is being provided. This 

discomfort and tension may lead to conflict. 
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Research Question 4: 

What Experiences Best Illustrate the Negatives Associated with 

Living in a Three-Generation Household after Divorce 

for Divorcing Mothers, Grandparents, and Grandchildren? 

Divorcing Mothers' Perspectives 

Divorcing mothers described several negatives that are associated with returning 

home to live with their parents after divorce. The most commonly mentioned problem 

was grandparents interfering with parenting and discipline issues regarding the 

grandchildren. Mothers also reported a loss of independence and being treated as a child. 

Some of these mothers indicated that this arrangement was contributing to problems in 

their relationship with their ex-husbands. Additional negatives included a lack of space, a 

loss of personal time, and simply not being in their own homes. Two of these topics 

(grandparent interference and being treated as a child) have previously been addressed in 

depth. Therefore, they will only be covered briefly below. 

Grandparents Interfering with Parenting and Discipline Issues 

Five mothers indicated that one negative associated with living in a three-

generation household is grandparents interfering with parenting and discipline issues. 

Three mothers felt that this interference was the worst aspect of returning home to live. 

Debbie said, "My mom is stepping on my toes" and "she'll turn around and say 

something to him [her grandson] that totally contradicts what I've just said, you know, 

and it's just kind of ftustrating" (M04, #28). She describes: 
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...just feeling like my role as a mother kind of gets trodden on at times, you know, 
when it comes to discipline or when it comes to just basic getting the kids to eat 
dinner kind of stuff, you know, scheduling stuff. (M04, #29) 

Laura feels that she is "being locked out of some of the decision making" 

regarding her children because she has to work (M02, #27). She described how her word 

is not necessarily the final word - there are "a bunch of people they [her children] can go 

to in order to get the answer they want" (M02, #7). 

Loss of Independence 

Four mothers described a loss of independence. Mindy feels that living at home 

does not give her the opportunity to be independent, and thus, keeps her from growing: 

...it doesn't give me the opportunity to be independent and I think that my parents, 
all their lives they've done everything for me and I've never had the opportunity 
to be independent and that's the tough thing. I think it keeps someone, it keeps 
you from growing, you know, having somebody to do things for you all the time, 
they're making it too easy for you. (MO I, # 18) 

Additionally, three mothers specifically stated that they are being treated like a child 

again. For example, Victoria and Laura said: 

Sometimes I feel like my mother's treating me like a child instead of a grown-up 
and that gets very irritating. (M08, #17) 

It's kind of gone back a little bit and they've become a little more parenting 
toward me than they ever used to be...Sometimes there's things, especially with 
the divorce, that I like to deal with on my own, I don't want to have to answer 
questions, things like that, you know, "Have you called your lawyer? Or, "Have 
you done this?" It bugs me just because of the fact that I think it's a hard enough 
thing for me to go through that, let alone have to face it every time I walk in the 
door and answer questions, "What's going on with the divorce?" I think about it 
all day long, I don't need to do it when I get home. (M02, #33) 
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Mv Parents' House is Not Mv House 

Four mothers mentioned that one negative about living with their parents is that 

the house is not theirs. As a result, they cannot do some of the things that they would do 

in their own household. For example, Linda and Erica noted: 

Something for me to always remember is that I live under their house and I have 
to live by their rules and I respect that and it's something I wasn't used to because 
I was out living on my own, doing whatever I wanted to so, ah I don't think it's 
bad, it's just like, a restriction. It's just something I had to get used to and obey. 
(MOT, #39) 

I don't really have my own place which I'm used to having and friends in and out, 
coming and going, my things, whatever I need to be doing. (M05, #31) 

Debbie indicated that most of the time, her parents' house feels like her own, but: 

there have been a couple of instances where my mom is having a dinner party, you 
know, and we're trying to clean up the toys and, you know, I kind of felt like I had 
to get my stuff out of the, you know, common space in the house and that kind of. 
that, I mean, that's when it really feels like it's not my house, it's their house, you 
know. So that's, I mean, that's been one experience that was really negative. 
(M04, #27) 

Debbie also explained how she made her parents' house feel like her own: 

...it was also kind of hard because it didn't feel like my space for a long time. It 
took me a while to establish my space and it didn't occur to me right off that 
Tommy would have the same feelings and so for a while he was sleeping on the 
futon in what had been my dad's study and we hadn't really changed the furniture 
around very much so it really wasn't his space and after a few weeks or, it was 
probably the first month or so of living here, I realized that was, he needed that, 
too, he needed to have his own room and so, you know, we rearranged the 
furniture and a friend of ours donated a bunk bed for him and stuff like that and so 
now he has his own room and I have my own room and we've really created our 
own space and that helped a lot. (M04, #10) 

Lack of Space 

Three mothers saw the lack of space as a negative issue: 
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...we don't have much space right now. And it does get frustrating because 
there's so much clutter, you feel like you don't have your own space. (M06, #32) 

One of the mothers who felt this way, Sarah, has three children. The other two did not 

live in a house. Sandy's three-generation household resides in an apartment, while Erica 

and her son live in a trailer and her parents live in a small house on the same lot. 

However, Sandy's family was in the process of packing and preparing for a move to a 

house. One of Sandy's sisters and Sandy's niece will also be moving into the new house, 

so there will be seven family members living together instead of the five who are together 

now. Sandy is very optimistic that things will be better when they move into their new 

house because everyone will have their own personal space: 

...now that we're moving we can have, like I said, our own space where we can all 
go to where it's not so, I mean, you should see my room. I've got no room in my 
room. Between packing and between two children and a niece that comes over 
here all the time, I've got clothes everywhere, I've got blankets everywhere, I've 
got shoes everywhere, I've got toys, books, oh, my gosh, you can't imagine. And 
so it's not really pleasant being in my room because, you know, it's cluttered, 
cramped, more or less junked up place, it's not comfortable. The atmosphere is 
not pleasant. (M06, #19) 

Neeativelv Affects Relationship with Ex-Husband 

Three mothers described how living with their parents may have a negative impact 

on their relationships with their ex-husbands. This may have implications for their 

coparenting arrangement. For two of these mothers, Laura and Debbie, their husbands 

seem resentful or feel threatened by the living situation: 

...he probably doesn't care as much for them, resents them more, for the fact that 
they're with my kids all the time and [he] think[s] that they're trying to raise them 
and we need to be raising the kids and not your parents. (M02, #39) 
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...he was always kind of threatened by my dad and, of course, now my dad has a 
really close relationship with both the boys and he does stuff with them and, you 
icnow, that Jeff's not around to do and never was really motivated to do and my 
dad is providing the kind of role-model for the kids that I really like and Jeff can't 
be so, I would imagine that he would probably find that kind of threatening. 
(M04, #6) 

Loss of Personal Time 

Erica indicated that one negative of this arrangement is the intrusion on her 

personal time: 

...a lot of times I do find myself on weekends, I used to sleep in a lot, you know, 
that's my time to rest and do homework and stuff, and now I find myself having to 
be there to take them to the store, do things that I don't usually do which doesn't 
bother me but, that's something that's to me not a negative maybe so much that 
something different that I'm not used to doing or wasn't doing and that's fine....If 
they see me here and I'm available, it's like other times when I wasn't here I'd be 
doing something else, but since I'm here, I'm doing stuff for them... (M05, #32) 

However, recall that she became part of a three-generation household after her divorce to 

take care of her aging parents. 

Grandparents' Perspectives 

Grandparents described six negatives associated with living in a three-generation 

household after an adult daughter's divorce. It is interesting that the divorcing mothers 

and grandparents mentioned only one of the same negatives - a lack of space. Related to 

the lack of space is another negative — a messy, cluttered household. Other negatives 

identified by grandparents included a loss of privacy and a loss of freedom. Grandparents 

also indicated that this arrangement required changes in their normal routines. Finally, 

grandparents felt that living in this situation was emotionally difficult and stressfiil. 
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Lack of and Intrusion in Space 

Six grandparents described the lack of space as a negative. Grandparents 

described the household as more crowded than it used to be. They felt that everyone 

needed more space. Mrs. Veilencia said: 

Well, I wish we had a little more room so that Victoria could have her own 
bedroom because we just bought this house a year and a half ago and if we could 
have foreseen the situation, we would have bought a little bit larger house, but we 
thought we were buying a little retirement home for the two of us...she's 
[Victoria] using the den for her room, and Angela has always had her own 
bedroom. (GM08, #18) 

Two grandfathers also referred to "intrusion in my space" as a negative related to space 

concerns. Both of these grandfathers discussed this as it relates to watching television - it 

seems that someone is always watching the "best" television when they want to watch 

something. As a result, they have to go to another room or are just out of luck. For 

example, Mr. Owens said: 

...my biggest complaint is the fact that we have three TVs, three rooms with TVs, 
and I can't go to any one of them. Ah, they're all watching their things and if 
there's something that I would like to watch — that's my biggest complaint, it's 
hard for me to be able to watch something I like. I like documentaries and sports 
and things of that nature and they don't and so if the kids are in my bedroom 
watching their cartoons, Sandy's in her bedroom watching what she wants, and 
my wife's out here watching what she wants. So if I want to watch what I want, 1 
have to get here first. (GF06, #7) 

A Messv. Cluttered Household 

Four grandparents reported that their households were more messy, more 

cluttered, and harder to keep clean since their divorcing daughters and grandchildren 

returned home to live. Mr. Dalton explained: 
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I mean our house is very full right now with things, you know. Ah, you know, a 
crib, a highchair, the toys certainly are often spread about and they know, I mean 
Debbie knows that, you know, that we could do without that, but on the other 
hand, ah, it's what is right now so we'll live with it. I'm not a neat-freak in the 
sense of having everything in it's place, ah, but I also don't want to be tripping 
over things... (GF04, #26) 

Loss of Privacy 

It is interesting that only one grandparent, Mrs. Adams, mentioned loss of privacy 

as a negative associated with this living arrangement. She said; 

...naturally it's more crowded - and they don't have the privacy that she doesn't 
have with just her and the children, and we don't have the privacy with just us. 
(GM02,#11) 

Loss of Freedom 

One grandparent described loss of freedom as a negative. Mrs. Valencia said: 

We would like to be able to - my husband and I - to take o f f .  We both like to do 
things at the spur of the moment, ah, let's go somewhere, let's do something, but 
we can't. Even with her [Victoria's] hours, we can't even go out in the evening, 
you know, go to a show, go to a play, a concert, you know, because we have her 
[Angela, the granddaughter] all the time. And when she was smaller we would 
just pick her up and take her with, but now she never wants to go 
anywhere...She'd rather stay home and play. So that does cause a little stress for 
us sometimes. (GM08, #32) 

Recall that Mrs. Valencia cares for her grandchild while her daughter works. She is also 

one of the two grandparents that feels when her daughter has a day off from work, she 

and her husband should get a day off from the childcare. 

Chanpes in Normal Routines are Required 

Four grandparents indicated that the living arrangement required that they change 

their normal routines. Because this topic was previously covered in depth, only a brief 

discussion follows. Mrs. Hemandez said: 
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I like to do things, like if I want to get up early in the morning, I do. If I want to 
sleep in, I do. That was hard, ah, trying to change my whole routine of doing 
things, how I did things, and that was hard to adjust to when you have other 
people living in your home. (GM07, #8) 

Emotional Difficulties and Stressfulness 

Four grandparents indicated that this situation created emotional difficulties and 

stress. Two of the families attributed the stressfulness to the behavior of the 

grandchildren. For example, Mrs. Roberts said, "Sometimes, you know, it gets hard. 

Some days, the kids are so rowdy, and it's hard" (GM03, #18). Mrs. Smith mentioned a 

lack of respect from her daughter and grandson as creating emotional difficulties: 

She's very disrespectful. She'll answer me back all the time and she's very 
moody, so if I say anything to her and she's just not in the mood, you know, she'll 
just snap back and she'll always cut me off 'cuz I don't know anything. She'll 
keep reverting back to when she was growing up and how she feels we restricted 
her. And Roger picks up a lot of this - he hears her talking and he'll talk to me 
that way a lot of times. So that I think is the major negative. It's very upsetting. 
It's even more upsetting than them being in your space, you know, because that's 
something, you're here and you just have to leam how to get along and to share... 
(GM01,#38) 

Mr. Dalton described how thinking about "what might have been" creates some 

emotional distress. Specifically; 

...when Jeff comes over, I just can't help but think of what might have been, you 
know. I mean that's kind of a backwards way to have a negative issue, but it is 
frustrating to see this developing. You know, in every marital relationship, ah, 
you have to work at it, I mean, sometimes daily - and you compromise and, ah, 
you know that you're there as a form of commitment which is really a lifelong 
process...so once in a while when I see all of this happening [the divorce], there's 
a negative impact on me sort of emotionally, to say, well, you know, what if... 
(GF04, #38) 
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Grandchildren's Perspectives 

Six of the grandchildren described four negatives associated with living in a three-

generation household, while two said there were none. The negatives described included: 

intrusion in space, fighting with grandparents, being told what to do by grandparents, and 

living in an uncomfortable environment. None of the negatives mentioned by the 

grandchildren were described by their mothers, and only one - intrusion in space - was 

mentioned by grandparents. Therefore, because that negative was discussed above, it is 

very briefly covered here. 

Intrusion in Space 

One grandson said that the biggest negative was that his grandmother would make 

him move to another television if there was something on that she wanted to watch, even 

though he was there first. Roger described; 

...she yelled at me...she said, "Go upstairs and watch TV," because she was 
watching her soap operas. Well I was watching TV first and then she just came in 
the door and I said... "I was watching TV first," and she just said, she just tumed 
off the TV, so I went upstairs and then she tumed the TV back on and put her 
video on. (C01,#5) 

Fighting with Grandparents 

Two grandchildren mentioned fighting with their grandparents as a negative 

associated with this living arrangement. In fact, this was the only negative that Denise 

mentioned. Jenny fights with her grandparents "a little bit." She gets very upset that her 

grandmother calls her names, such as big mouth and asshole. 
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Being Told What to Do bv Grandparents 

Two grandchildren said that one of the worst things about living with their 

grandparents was being told what to do. Overall, this was a legitimate complaint; the 

children were not simply being '^vhiney." For example, Jenny explained how her 

grandfather makes her do things he could have easily done himself; 

And then he like, he tells us, he just sits there and reads the paper, the newspaper, 
and tells us to do stuff for him. One time, he, um, came in, went past the fridge, 
he sat down, and he said, 'Bring me a soda' whenever he already could, whenever 
he walked by. (C03, #34) 

Living in an Uncomfortable Environment 

One grandchild described living in an uncomfortable environment. When Jose 

was asked what the worst thing about living with his grandparents was, he responded, 

"It's real hot in the trailer...[Is there anything else?]...A lot of gangsters around here." 

(COS, #20) 

Discussion 

The fourth component in understanding the phenomenon of living in a three-

generation household after an adult daughter's divorce was a description of the negatives 

associated with the arrangement. Overall, family members listed more negatives with 

this situation than positives. The negatives described can be grouped into four categories; 

environment, changes in lifestyle, personal difficulties, and status in the family. While 

some of the negatives described by members in each generation were related, only one 

common negative was listed by all three generations - lack of or intrusion in space. 
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Family members in all three generations described the lack of or intrusion in space 

as a negative associated with living in a three-generation household. Related to this were 

some additional negatives: messy household, loss of privacy, and living in an 

uncomfortable enviromnent. This is consistent with findings firom previous studies which 

have identified increased crowding (Shehan et al., 1984; Stoller, 1985) and loss of 

privacy (Feinauer et al., 1987; Harrigan, 1992; Mindel & Wright, 1982; Shehan et al., 

1984) as negatives associated with living in a three-generation household. 

As can be seen, most of these "environmental" negatives were mentioned by the 

grandparents. This could be anticipated because it is the grandparents who are allowing 

additional family members to move into their established space. Two of the grandparents 

who recently purchased new homes said that if they could have anticipated this situation, 

they would have found a larger home to better accommodate everyone. Although it may 

be the case that the divorcing mothers and their children are also giving up a larger living 

area to share their parents' household, it is likely that these mothers would have been 

moving into a smaller residence anyway due to their reduced economic capacities. 

Another group of related negatives involved changes in lifestyle; loss of personal 

time, it's not my house, loss of freedom, and required changes in normal routines. This is 

consistent with Jendrek's (1993) finding that the provision of daily care to grandchildren 

impacts grandparents' lifestyles. However, Jendrek's study did not include three-

generation households. Thus, it is not sxirprising that in the present study, both divorcing 

mothers and grandparents described how they have had to make changes in their lifestyles 

since they began coresiding. Both groups have been used to living on their own and 
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managing their lives and their households as they choose. However, when two 

households are combined into one, changes in the way things work are inevitable. Over 

time, most families will adjust and develop new routines. When the divorcing mother 

and her children move out, grandparents can revert back to their previous lifestyles, while 

the divorcing mothers will still be faced with developing new routines now that they are 

not under the same roof with the fathers of their children or with their parents. 

A third group of negatives involved personal difficulties: negatively affects 

relationship with ex-husband, emotional difficulties and stressfiilness, and fighting with 

grandparents. This is consistent with studies that have found intrahousehold relationship 

stress to be a negative associated with three-generation households (Harrigan, 1992; 

Shehan et al., 1984; Ward & Spitze, 1996a). Divorce can be a stressful time for everyone 

involved, as can sharing a household with several family members. Additionally, when a 

divorcing mother returns home to live with her parents, her former husband may feel 

threatened by the relationship that his children and former wife has with her parents. 

Thus, some personal difficulties may be inevitable in this living arrangement. 

A fourth group of related negatives pertained to status in the family: grandparents 

interfering with discipline of grandchildren, loss of independence or being treated like a 

child, and being told what to do. These negatives involve issues of independence vs. 

dependence and obligation vs. noninterference. When the norm of independence for 

divorcing mothers and the norm of noninterference for the grandparents are upheld, 

grandparents and divorcing adults may feel that assistance should only be offered when 

requested (Johnson, 1988a). These norms typically refer to a family system in which the 
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nuclear family lives apart from kin; thus, it should be expected that these issues would be 

present and possibly even magnified in three-generation households. 

Research Question 5: 

What Experiences Best Illustrate the Positives Associated with 

Living in a Three-Generation Household after Divorce 

for Divorcing Mothers, Grandparents, and Grandchildren? 

Divorcing Mothers' Perspectives 

Mothers reported several positives that accompany living in a three-generation 

household. The most commonly mentioned benefit was financial support. Other types of 

support were also described, including emotional or moral support, informational support, 

and having someone to watch the children when needed. Mothers also felt that this 

arrangement allowed the opportunity for unique grandparent-grandchild relationships and 

enhanced divorcing mother-parent relationships. They appreciated the family activities 

and the sense of belonging that this arrangement provided. Other positives included 

being in a nice environment and knowing the children are safe, making the divorce easier 

for the children, saving the mother time, caring for her parents, and teaching children 

values. Several of these topics (support, childcare, and enhancement of relationships) 

have been discussed in previous sections, and therefore, will only be covered briefly 

below. 

Financial Support 

All eight mothers indicated that the financial support firom their parents is very 

important. Although some of the mothers contribute financially to the household by 
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paying for rent, utilities, groceries, or other items, and other mothers do not contribute in 

such ways, the general consensus is that living with their parents has allowed them to pay 

off bills or save some money for the future. For example, Mindy said: 

Saving money, that's a plus, you know...I'm really very serious about, ah, I'd like 
to buy a house, so right now I have the opportunity of putting as much that I can 
aside. (MOI, #47) 

Emotional and Moral Support 

Six mothers mentioned emotional and/or moral support as a benefit of this living 

arrangement. However, it is important to note that they indicated their parents had always 

been supportive - even before they returned home to live. For example. Erica and Sandy 

indicated: 

...the thing that I appreciate the most is the moral support, you know, they -
they're there for me, no matter what is going on. I can talk to them, they're there 
for me, you know. (M05, #21) 

And it's support, too. You know, if I'm upset or I'm angry I can always go to my 
mom. I could go to my dad, too. (M06, #37) 

Sandy also described a related positive - unconditional love: 

...you just have that support. You have someone that you're with who loves you 
unconditionally, who would do anything for you and who you would do the same 
for, you never have to worry about anything. (M06, #37) 

All but one of these mothers indicated that they had close relationships with their parents. 

Some of these mothers indicated that their children also received emotional 

support from their grandparents in this arrangement. This support was seen as helpful for 

their children's adjustment to the divorce. For example, Laura said; 

They're going through a hard time and this is making it 800 times better. It's like 
a big slumber party every night. You know, it's fun. They're with their 
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grandparents and they can just stay over at grandma and grandpa's house every 
night and that's fim for them and I think if the change would have been right from 
our house - my husband's house - to a place of our own, I think they would have 
been lonely and really missing him a lot more maybe than they do now because of 
the fact that they have so many other people to keep them entertained. And that's 
the good thing. They're not going through as hard a time as they probably would 
be if we weren't here. (M02, #30) 

Informational Support 

Two mothers described informational support as a benefit. They viewed their 

parents as advisors. For example. Erica said: 

What is good about my mom is...that she will guide you and protect you and she'll 
talk to you and she'll advise you, but, but she'll let you go on and do your thing. 
And then if you still need her, she's still there, but, you know, she'll let you 
venture out, you know, and find out for yourself these things. (M05, #6) 

Sandy indicated that this living arrangement made this process easier: 

...Another positive is never having to call mom to talk or ask her questions - "Ah. 
how do you cook this again, or what do I need to do?" (M06, #36) 

However, recall that some mothers perceive suggestions from their parents on certain 

topics, such as discipline and childrearing issues, as a negative aspect of this living 

arrangement. 

Mutual or Bidirectional Support 

Three mothers described how they provided support to their parents. Thus, in 

these families, the exchange of support was more mutual or bidirectional than one-way. 

As could be expected, when Erica, the mother who is living with her parents to care for 

them, was asked about the positives associated with living in a three-generation 

household, being with her parents because they need her was the first thing she 

mentioned. However, two other mothers implied that living with their parents allowed 
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them to provide support that their parents needed. For example, Sandy said: 

Mom says, especially when I wasn't living here and my sister wasn't living here, 
if I go and spend the weekend with my sister, my mom says "Take me along," 
because he [her father] doesn't interact with her. So, I think my mom really needs 
me here right now too. (M06, #40) 

Childcare 

Six mothers mentioned convenient childcare by their parents as a benefit of living 

in a three-generation household. During work hours, or if something suddenly comes up, 

or if they want to do something with friends, or if they just need some time away from 

their children, mothers are gratefiil when their parents are available and willing to provide 

childcare. Linda explained; 

If we have something last minute, my last resort would be her father. If I can 
work some kind of arrangement out with my mom first, then I do that because of 
the fact that he lives way out there and I won't go out way over on the west side. 
It works out better that my family comes first and my last resort is I have to ask 
him... (M07,#16) 

Allows an Oppnrmnitv for a Unique Grandparent-Grandchild Relationship 

Three mothers felt that this living arrangement provides the opportunity for their 

children and their parents to have a unique and special grandparent-grandchild 

relationship. Mindy explained: 

...the interaction that he has with his grandparents is so unique that most children 
don't ever get to know their grandparents the way Roger does...I think my mom 
and dad are in a situation that they are taking advantage of something that most 
people never get to. And Roger is, too. And, ah, that's probably the biggest plus. 
(M01,#39, #43) 

It is interesting that in these three families, the grandparents had not provided childcare 

on a daily basis for the divorcing mothers and their children before they moved home. 
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Divorcing Mother-Parent Relationship is Enhanced 

Five mothers reported that their relationships with their parents had been 

enhanced by living in a three-generation household. They have become closer, they know 

one another better, and it is now easier to talk to one another. Sandy's statement is quite 

representative of the other mothers' feelings: 

Tve gotten a lot closer with my mother. I've learned more things about my 
family, ah, but otherwise we've always been close. Like 1 said, I was always over 
here so, but I think we have gotten closer, I think we've discovered a little bit 
more about each other and I think that, ah, I've learned some valuable lessons 
since I've been here as well. (M06, #39) 

Family Activities 

Three mothers saw family activities which included all three generations as a 

benefit of this living arrangement. These activities ranged firom eating together to 

watching movies together to outside activities. Debbie said: 

Well, we'll do things together as a family, unun, which is really, you know, I'd 
say the positive times are when we really feel like a cohesive family like with the 
hiking together, you know, we'll go for walks. We just got Tommy a new bike 
and my mom and I took him down to the bike trail near the river bed and we all 
went walking down there and that was really, really fun and it really felt, you 
know, like the kind of stuff that I remember as a kid, spending time with my 

grandparents. (M04, #30) 

Family activities contribute to another benefit ~ a sense of belonging. 

A Sense of Belonging 

Two mothers, Sandy and Debbie, described a sense of belonging. This living 

arrangement can facilitate feeling like a part of a cohesive family system and the resulting 

contentment. For example: 
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You feel like you're a part of something, too. Whereas, in my marriage, you 
know, my husband was gone so much and, ah, 1 felt alone all the time because he 
was always gone. And then his mother was there and I always felt tense because 
she made herself king of the castle and I, I even told my husband, I said, "I don't 
feel like the wife and mother here. I feel like the maid, I feel like the cook, I feel 
like the nanny, you know, I feel like hired help, I don't feel that I'm a part of this." 
But here, you know, I don't even have to worry about that...! just feel so 
comfortable here, I really do. (M06, #38) 

...it's really a pretty cohesive extended family. I feel like we're really a tight 
family, it's not so much that I'm in their house most of the time, you know, 
usually it's that kind of a feel — that this is our house. Sometimes, like I said 
earlier, it doesn't feel that way, but most of the time it feels pretty cohesive and 
nice. (M04,#25) 

Phvsical Environment 

Four mothers were grateful that they were in a safe environment and not on the 

streets, on a bad side of town, in a "trashy apartment," or in a women's shelter. For 

example, when Laura was asked what the best thing about this living arrangement was, 

she said, "'Knowing that they [her children] have a safe place to be at. I never once have 

to worry about what's going on when I'm not here" (M02, #30). 

Debbie and Mindy mentioned a related benefit - living in a nice neighborhood; 

It's also nice living up here just because it's a nice house and it's a nice 
neighborhood and, you know, there's a lot of benefits to living up here that just 
have to do with the sort of physical environment which really feels good. It's nice 
to have so much space. (M04, #31) 

I have to admit 'cuz of the community that's here and there's so much money that 
the school he's in and because we're so far away from, you know, the other sides 
of town and the old, run-down schools, I think this school is like about seven or 
eight years old, and it's so new and there's so much money in this community, 
and because the moms are at home, there's so much of the families giving to 
school. (MOl) 
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Grandparents' Perspectives 

Grandparents described six positives associated with living in a three-generation 

household. Four of the positives were also mentioned in a similar way by the mothers. 

These included providing support, participating in activities as a family, enhancing 

relationships, and knowing that the divorcing mother and her children are in a safe 

environment. These topics are only addressed briefly below because they have been 

discussed in more detail previously. However, any differences in the way these positives 

are described will be highlighted. The other two positives mentioned - security and 

stability and enjoying the grandchildren - are described more fully. 

Support 

Although seven grandparents indicated that they provided support to their 

divorcing daughters and most said it was their responsibility to do so, the provision of 

support to these mothers was not seen as a positive associated with this living 

arrangement. Instead, the only form of support grandparents referred to as positive was 

"being there for the grandchildren." It was mentioned by three grandparents. For 

example, when Mrs. Adams was asked to describe positives in her three-generation 

household, she said: 

...and one thing that's really good, I think, is the fact that she [Laura, the divorcing 
mother] doesn't have to get the kids up and drag them out early in the morning -
like at 5:00 in the morning and I can take Hannah to school, walk her to school, 
then we have Joey and my husband can just stay with him and they don't have to 
be pulled out real early in the morning and taken to childcare somewhere and then 
the same thing at night. When Tammy gets home she can take a shower and, you 
know, just kind of relax, without having to drag the kids back and forth. That is 
the main positive, I think, is not having to get the kids out and drag them across 
town. (GM02,#29) 
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It is important to point out that two additional grandmothers indicated that one 

reason they allowed their divorcing daughter and her children to return home and were 

willing to put up with the changes in the household was to support the grandchildren. 

Both of these grandmothers were Hispanic. Mrs. Hernandez said: 

...with the Hispanic culture, ah, that we don't shut the doors out, you know, even 
though they're going through a divorce. Ah, we always, in my case, I think in a 
lot of parents that are going through that, they think of the children and I think this 
is one of the reasons that we allowed her back in our home. It's not so much for 
her [Linda, the divorcing daughter] because she's an adult, she can take care of 
herself, it's the little ones. And I wouldn't want to have guilt feelings if 
something were to happen that we could have provided, we could -1 could have 
taken care of her. (GM07, #23) 

Family Activities 

Five grandparents mentioned family activities as a positive associated with this 

living arrangement. However, only three of these grandparents described activities 

involving all three generations, as the divorcing mothers did. Mrs. Lopez said, "...and 

then we can stay home and rent movies and we cook outside, the four of us, and we have 

a lot of fun" (GM05, #7). When Mr. Dalton was asked to describe the positives, he said; 

Well, I think that the extended family notion...you know, you sort of do that stuff 
on a Saturday, you know, where you bundle everybody up and you go off for a 
walk and you know, stuff like that and it's very pleasant. (GF04, #39) 

The other two grandparents described activities with either their daughters or 

grandchildren, but not both, as a positive. Mrs. Adams said: 

Well, I think there's a lot of positives with the children and the grandchildren. 
And with Laura, we have a lot of flm - we cook out, you know, we do a lot of 
things together. We have a very good, very good relationship. (GM02, #28) 
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Relationships are Enhanced 

Three grandparents described enhanced relationships as a positive of this 

situation, as did the divorcing mothers. Mr. Owens said, "It gives the family a better 

chance to have closer ties to each other" (M06, #22). Mrs. Valencia specifically pointed 

to the relationship with her granddaughter: 

This is the greatest thing, we've gotten to really know her well and know what 
she's like. Other grandparents that just see their grandchildren every once in a 
while can't possibly get to know them that well. You know, can't have that close 
of a bond with them. (GM08, #33) 

Safe Environment 

Three grandparents mentioned knowing that their divorcing daughters and 

grandchildren are safe is a positive associated with this living arrangement; divorcing 

mothers described feeling safe. The grandparents do not have to worry that they are in a 

bad neighborhood or living on the streets. As a result, they also explained how this 

arrangement would prevent them from feeling guilty if something bad happened to their 

daughter or grandchildren - they know they are providing for them and keeping them 

safe. Mrs. Adams said: 

...we don't want her [Laura] to have to go on welfare or on Section 8 and we don't 
want the kids to have to live in gang-infested territories and here it is relatively 
safe...! feel that she's safe here and I feel the kids are safe. (GM02, #8) 

On the other hand, another grandmother, Mrs. Lopez, described how she felt safe 

and protected knowing that her daughter was nearby: 

I relax more now because I know, before I was afraid of the dark, and now that 
she's here, I know she's here„.You know, sometimes at night I bring the dog 
outside and I come in and I'm so glad that she's here, you know, I feel 
comfortable, I feel safe, I feel protected. (GM05, #44) 



178 

Mrs. Lopez's feelings of being safe and protected are partially a result of two factors. 

First, Erica had described how someone with a knife tried to break into her parents' house 

before she moved onto their lot. This scared everyone. Also, recall that Erica returned 

home to live primarily to care for her parents. 

Security and Stability 

Four grandparents described the sense of security that resulted from this living 

arrangement. Three of these grandparents perceived it as a positive for their divorcing 

adult daughters and grandchildren, although none of the divorcing mothers mentioned it. 

They thought the mothers felt secure knowing that they have a place to stay and do not 

have to worry about how they are going to take care of their children and pay their bills. 

On the other hand, two of the grandparents described their own sense of security that 

came out of this arrangement. In this case, it is the grandparents who are not having to 

worry about how their children and grandchildren are managing. A response from Mrs. 

Hernandez illustrates both of these situations: 

Ah, the positives probably to me would be that I don't have to worry about if the 
little one ate, or if she was able to pay her rent, or, or, you know, things like 
that...that's how I feel that by her being here I don't have that stress, that worry 
about where she's going to get money to eat or how is she going to pay her rent or 
who is going to take care of her little girl and I feel that by her being here she 
doesn't even have to worry about those things because we're able to provide those 
things for her. (GM07, #18) 

Mrs. Lopez also described her sense of security since Erica returned home, but the 

reasons for it are quite different: 

Well, the good thing it is that I know she's here. If I'm depressed or lonesome or 
sad, I know I can talk to her and she's there for me and she worries, I know she 
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worries for us, and then we need help to go to doctor, to the hospital, she's there 
for us, you know. (GM05, #37) 

Finally, Mrs. Hernandez also described the stability that accompanies this type of 

a living arrangement: 

Ah, I hope that by them being around us, ah, being here with us that they will, 
ummm, this will help them create a more stable environment when they go out on 
their own because I think by our example and by our help that, I think this is going 
to help towards that stabilizing her environment and her being able to go out on 
her own and always know that whatever she does need, we will help her. (GM07. 
#20) 

Enjoving the Grandchildren 

A final positive described by grandparents only was getting to enjoy their 

grandchildren. This may be similar to what the divorcing mothers meant when they 

mentioned that this living arrangement provided an opportunity for unique and special 

grandparent-grandchild relationships. However, these five grandparents took it a step 

farther. Three grandparents described this in a general sense, while two of them 

specifically mentioned the benefit of seeing their grandchildren grow. For example, Mr. 

Dalton said: 

...just seeing the children grow. Ah, the baby flipping over for the first time. 
Tommy learning how to read and swim and things like that, that were done, 
virtually done in our home, in our presence and often with very much our 
participation. It makes you feel pretty good about, ah, ah, you know, you hear 
about grandparents who fly off to some distant place just to be with their kids, and 
they see them three or four times a year, and we have them every day so, you 
know, that's good, it really is good. (GF04, #40) 

Grandchildren's Perspectives 

Grandchildren described four positives associated with living in a three-generation 

household after divorce: playing with grandparents, being with grandparents, getting 
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things from grandparents, and living in a nice environment. As can be seen, the benefits 

they mentioned were somewhat similar to those mentioned by their divorcing mothers 

and their grandparents. 

Playing with Grandparents 

Four grandchildren described playing with their grandparents as a positive 

associated with this arrangement. For example, when Jenny was asked to describe the 

best thing about living with her grandparents, she said, "The best thing is when we do fun 

stuff and not fight, stuff like that. That's flm" (C03, #24). Marissa said that there was 

one good thing about living with her grandparents - "That I can play with them" (C07, 

#18). It should be pointed out that three of these grandchildren did not receive daily 

childcare from their grandparents before coresiding due to their mothers' divorces. 

Being with Grandparents 

Two grandchildren described simply being with or seeing their grandparents as a 

positive — play was not mentioned. When Hannah was asked what the best thing was 

about this living arrangement, she said, "Because I have my grandma and grandpa and 

everything" (C02, #5). Jose indicated, "It's nice because I can see them everyday...'Cuz I 

like to see that they have a smile on their face" (COS, #21). 

Getting Things from Grandparents 

A third positive mentioned by one granddaughter — getting things from 

grandparents — requires little discussion. When Angela was asked what the best thing 

was about living with her grandparents, she simply said, "They buy me toys." (COS, #16) 
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Living in a Nice Environment 

Three grandchildren provided examples of this fourth benefit. Although each of 

the descriptions were different, the common underlying theme was living in a nice 

environment. Therefore, all three situations are presented. Hannah likes living with her 

grandparents because "At my old house it was all dirty and messy with cockroaches. And 

here it's nice and clean, there's no bugs" (C02, #5). Denise said the best thing about this 

arrangement was: 

It's that we get a lot of food and that I'm trying to get healthy because I'm the 
skinniest girl. I'm skinny because I was bom that way and I'm trying to eat a lot 
of food... [are there any other good things?]...getting good sleep. (C06, #16, #17) 

Finally, Tommy answered very broadly - "Everything that we have here!" (C04, #11). 

Discussion 

The fifth component in understanding the phenomenon of living in a three-

generation household after an adult daughter's divorce was a description of the positives 

associated with the arrangement. Divorcing mothers, both as a group and within families, 

listed many more positives than grandparents and their own children. In only one family 

was one similar positive listed by all three generations — living in a nice, safe 

environment. However, agreement on three of the positives was found for mothers and 

grandparents within some families. Two families mentioned the enhancement of the 

mother-grandparent relationship, one described the resulting unique grandparent-

grandchild relationships, and three agreed that family activities were a positive associated 

with this living arrangement. 
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Overall, the positives described by members of each generation (not specific to 

agreement within families) are somewhat similar and have two underlying themes — 

positive relationships and support. Many of the positives described pertained to the 

grandparent-grandchild relationship. Research has shown that close relationships 

between grandparents and grandchildren can be beneficial for both generations 

(Komhaber, 1985). For example, children, in general, with close relationships to a 

grandparent have a sense of belonging to a family and community; they feel deeply 

connected to their families and are highly socialized; they live in a loving and emotionally 

secure, and accepting environment. These bonds can lead to a network of supportive 

relationships. Grandparents can help their grandchildren with their relationships with 

their parents by acting as confidants, providing an outlet for frustrations, and supplying 

stories and information about grandparents. 

As discussed previously, grandparents also benefit from close relationships with 

their grandchildren (Link, 1987; Neugarten & Weinstein, 1964; Wilcoxon, 1987). For 

example, they report feeling young again. They have the chance to succeed in another 

role and even to be a better grandparent than parent. They also feel a sense of satisfaction 

from contributing to their grandchildren's welfare and have the opportimity for vicarious 

accomplishments through their grandchildren. In fact, Forsyth et al. (1992) found that 

time spent with grandchildren was the most important factor in life satisfaction among 

grandparents. 

In addition to the benefits derived from close relationships, research has shown 

that support from family members is related to better divorce adjustment (e.g., Colletta, 
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1979; Emery, Hetherington, & DiLalla, 1984; Kitson & Raschke, 1981). The various 

types of help provided by family members include: instrumental support, emotional 

support, and informational support. Divorcing mothers in this study listed these three 

forms of support as positives associated with living in a three-generation household. This 

should not be surprising in light of the fact that the two biggest problems for single 

parents are economics and energy (Hodges, 1991). In the present study, all divorcing 

mothers listed financial support as a positive. This is consistent with previous research 

which has shown economic advantages to be the most frequently identified benefit for 

individuals in three-generation households (deLasky-Smith, 1985; Mindel «& Wright, 

1982; Stoller, 1985). Additionally, six mothers mentioned convenient childcare as a 

positive. When divorcing mothers receive financial assistance, their stress should be 

reduced, they should be better able to obtain concrete support, and they should be more 

available to address children's concerns (Horowitz, 1995). Also, childcare assistance 

from grandparents should ease the strain on mothers' energy, as long as they do not 

overstep the boundary between grandparenting and parenting. 

Finally, research suggests that older parents who provide support to their adult 

children, in general, experience a greater sense of well-being than those who do not 

(Beckman, 1981). Johnson (1988a) found that the more support a grandmother provided 

to her divorcing adult child, the more satisfied she was with the relationship with her 

child and grandchildren. Thus, support and positive relationships are intertwined. 
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CHAPTERS 

CONCLUSIONS 

A phenomenological approach was taken in this study to describe how the 

phenomenon of living in a three-generation household after an adult daughter's divorce 

was perceived by the divorcing mother, her parents, and her children. This chapter begins 

with an overview of the study and what has been learned. Then the limitations of the 

study are discussed. Finally, directions for future research are suggested. 

Overview 

In phenomenological research, the gozd is to understand an individual's 

experience from his or her own perspective (Boss et al., 1996). Because individuals may 

view the same situation in different ways, at least one family member from each 

generation in the household was interviewed in the present study. Obtaining information 

from multiple informants contributes to a more complete understanding of a phenomenon 

and aids in establishing the dependability of the data. 

Chapter 4 presented a detailed description of the phenomenon under study both by 

generation and by family. In other words, the experience was first described for the group 

of divorcing mothers, the group of grandparents, and the group of grandchildren. Then, 

the extent to which members of each generation within a family agreed or disagreed in 

their perceptions of the situation was considered. In this section, however, earlier 

discussions are tied together to provide an overall description of the phenomenon of 

living in a three-generation household after an adult daughter's divorce. 
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Lessons Learned 

Two overall lessons have been learned from this study. First, general 

characterizations can be made to describe the ways these families have adjusted to living 

in a three-generation household. Second, while there is a bias toward viewing this living 

arrangement as a short-term solution for helping divorcing mothers and their children, 

this should not always be the case. 

r.haracteriTations of the Ways Families Adjust to this Living Arrangement 

The eight families in this study can be grouped according to how they seem to 

have adapted to this living arrangement. Three families (the Dalton family, the Lopez 

family, and the Owens family) are doing quite well. Divorcing mothers and their parents 

indicated that they had always had close and supportive relationships. The grandchildren 

described good relationships with their grandparents and were happy to be living with 

them. Since coresiding, most relationships had stayed the same or improved. Only two 

of the divorcing mother-parent relationships were described as a little more tense — one 

was between Debbie and her mother, while the other was between Sandy and her father. 

This tension arose from grandparental interference in the discipline of the grandchildren. 

However, it seemed that the grandparents were aware that they were overstepping the 

boundary between grandparenting and parenting, but felt they were doing so in an effort 

to help. Overall, the support in these families was more bidirectional than unidirectional. 

In addition to receiving support, two of these divorcing mothers were clearly providing 

some type of support to then- parents. When there were disagreements over issues in the 
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family, they always tried to work them out. Finally, the families in this group described 

more positives than negatives which resulted from living in a three-generation household. 

One family (the Roberts family) was not doing very well. Both Sarah and Mrs. 

Roberts described having close family relationships prior to coresiding and felt that their 

relationships with one another had not changed since coresiding, although Sarah indicated 

that they had been fighting a little bit recently. On the other hand, Sarah felt that her 

relationship with her father was more conflictual now. She could not explain why she felt 

her relationship vdth her father had declined, other than simply saying he now gets to see 

what her children are like instead of only hearing about it — "he actually gets to see that I 

wasn't lying about them being tornadoes" (M03, #28). Jenny said that she was also 

fighting with her grandparents more now than she had in the past and that her 

grandmother calls her names. Indeed, it does seem like the children have contributed to 

tension in the household because there is pressure from the grandparents to keep the 

house clean and chastising when it is not. Also, recall that Sarah was divorcing her 

husband due to his verbal and emotional abuse of her and her daughters. Another factor 

which may be increasing tension is Sarah's perception that her parents are treating her as 

a child again, and treating her children as their own. Thus, Sarah is uncomfortable with 

the relationship boundaries becoming more hierarchical and her parents taking over her 

role as a mother. A third factor contributing to the household tension may be the lack of 

space. Sarah and her three daughters (one 8-year-oId and 3'/2-year-old twins) have two 

bedrooms in her parents' small house. However, all four of them usually stay in one 

room because the children always want to be with her. Additionally, Sarah and her 
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mother described more negatives associated with this arrangement than positives. When 

all of these issues are considered, it is not surprising that both Sarah and Jenny indicated a 

strong desire to find a place of their own soon. 

Four families (the Smith family, the Adams family, the Hernandez family, and the 

Valencia family) fell somewhere in the middle between doing well and poorly. Although 

three of the families described poor relationships before coresiding, these three reported 

that their relationships had since improved. All but one of the families reported close 

grandparent-grandchild relationships. In this family, only the relationship between the 

grandson and his grandmother was described as not close. Two of the grandmothers in 

this group had been providing daily care for their grandchildren while the mothers 

worked prior to this living arrangement; thus, this arrangement felt natural to everyone. 

In three families, there was tension over childcare or discipline issues, while one of these 

mothers described resentment over how close her parents were becoming to her children. 

Additionally, three of these mothers felt that they were treated as children rather than 

equal adults. In other words, there is some discomfort with the current generational 

boundaries and grandparental roles. Overall, the divorcing mothers in this group listed 

more positives associated with this arrangement than negatives, while the grandmothers 

mentioned an equal number of or more negatives than positives. The positives described 

by the divorcing mothers referred to what they were receiving from their parents in this 

arrangement. On the other hand, the positives mentioned by grandparents typically 

pertained to providing support to their daughters and grandchildren. As can be seen from 
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this characterization, although this arrangement was seen in a positive light overall, there 

are some problems. In other words, these families had their ups and downs. 

Three individuals provided advice for making this living arrangement work. It is 

interesting that each individual fell into one of the groups described above. Their four 

recommendations were respect, love, trust, and compromise. Sandy said: 

...if you mutually respect one another, respect their space, respect their privacy, 
respect their possessions, then you should have no problem, you know. Ah, so it 
all depends on the type of people that you are and if you can, ah, respect one 
another in that manner, then I think you can live with someone. (M06, #28) 

Mrs. Roberts said: 

...what it takes is a lot of love and trust. When you got love and trust, you got it 
all. And that's all it is. Just love and trust. (M03, #86) 

Finally, Mrs. Smith said: 

...and you try to respect each others', like if somebody wants to watch television, 
we've got their television upstairs in our bedroom, so we'll divide something up, 
you know, if you want to watch a program, or I'll play one of my tapes from 
things during the day, I want to see them, and if Brian is eating dinner and, you 
know, he'll usually watch something or go upstairs to watch television or she will, 
you know. We just work things out. Because you can drive yourself crazy, I 
mean, if we try to be real stringent over everything. (GMO1, #21) 

Short-term vs. Long-term Arrangement 

As previously discussed, research indicates that when the norm of independence 

for divorcing adults and the norm of noninterference for grandparents are upheld, 

individuals feel that assistance should only be offered when requested. Thus, a bias exists 

toward viewing this living arrangement as a short-term solution to help divorcing mothers 

and their children through a difficult time until they are able to get back on their feet. In 
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the present study, this was the case in five of the families. Everyone agreed that this 

arrangement was only temporary. For example, Mr. Dalton said: 

...if Debbie said to me tonight, you know, I really think I need to stay her for 
another six months, I'd say fine, stay, no big deal, we'll keep at it. Now if Debbie 
says, I need to stay here for another five years, you know, I would say well, that's 
not healthy for you, Debbie, there needs to be a separation here...I think things 
were done because they needed to be done. (GF06, #41) 

On the other hand, results fi-om this study indicate that this arrangement is not 

always short-term. For three families, this arrangement had been or was expected to be 

long-term. The Smith family had been coresiding for 3'-4 years at the time of the 

interview. Although Mindy initially plaimed to stay for a short time, she said, "Two 

months lasted into three and a half years" (MOl, #3). In the other two families, it was 

assumed that the arrangement was going to last indefinitely. Erica moved in with her 

parents, Mr. and Mrs. Lopez, in order to care for them due to their age and health 

circumstances. Mrs. Lopez hopes that her daughter never moves away. She also 

indicated that when her husband dies, she would like to move in with Erica. The Owens 

family actually purchased a home together; Mrs. and Mrs. Owens, Sandy and her 

children, and one of Sandy's sisters and nieces will all be living under the same roof. 

Sandy has no plans to ever move from the new home. She said: 

We're purchasing this home together and when my parents end up passing it will 
become my house and my sister's house. I've already made up my mind, you 
know, and even if I meet someone and decide to get married, that's where we'll 
live because this is my house too...I will never move away from my parents. I 
need them too much, too, I think I'm very, very dependent on them, I really am, 
for support. (M06, #42) 
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Synthesis: The Importance of Boundaries 

Emery and Dillon (1994) have developed a conceptual model focusing on the 

renegotiation of relationships and the redefinition of boundaries in divorced family 

systems. They described how boundaries of intimacy and power must be redefined in the 

spousal and parent-child subsystems. Emery and Dillon (1994) define intimacy as "a 

continuum with distant, businesslike relationships at one pole and involved, intimate 

relationships at the opposite extreme" (p. 375). They define power as "holding special 

privileges that are rarely challenged by others...Power thus is different from causality, 

influence, or control" (p. 375). Although Emery and Dillon (1994) did not discuss 

relationships among individuals in the divorced family and their extended family, their 

model seems to hold true when a divorcing mother and her children return home to live 

with her parents. 

When an adult child marries, the new couple usually moves into a residence of 

their own, rather than into one of their parent's home. Thus, there is an obvious physical 

boundary between the spousal subsystem and the parent-adult child subsystem. However, 

when divorce occurs and grandparents begin providing assistance to a divorcing adult 

child, the norm of privacy surrounding that child's life is lowered (Johnson, 1988b). The 

generational boundaries become more permeable and grandparents can observe their adult 

child's activities and comment on childrearing practices and household management. 

Additionally, because the divorcing adult no longer has a spouse who serves as a 

confidant, their parents may become their new friends or confidants and now leam about 

and have more say in areas of their children's lives in which they previously were not 
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involved. Changes in these intimacy boundaries are likely to be magnified in a three-

generation household. While grandparents may try to maintain a norm of 

noninterference, it may be difficult for them to do so because when everyone is living 

under the same roof, the physical boundary between generations is gone. Thus, two 

outcomes are possible. First, this parental involvement in a divorcing daughter's life may 

create tension between the generations. Second, when these daughters turn to their 

parents for emotional and instrumental forms of support, they may actually develop a 

more intimate relationship with them than they had in the past. The key determinant in 

how these intimacy boundaries are redefined may be the consensus between the family 

members' expectations about the relationships and roles which will be played. 

The renegotiation of power boundaries seems to be a bigger issue in three-

generation households after divorce than the renegotiation of intimacy boundaries. 

Divorcing mothers move into their parents' space, rather than having their parents move 

in with them, or moving to neutral territory. Thus, divorcing mothers may feel like they 

are guests in their parents' homes, rather than thinking of the homes as their own. 

Additionally, because these daughters are returning home, they are, in some ways, being 

"set up" to be treated as a child again. This may especially be true when divorce is the 

reason for returning home because of its stressfiil nature. Thus, the divorce process and 

its accompanying stressors may put the divorcing mothers in a position to be overly 

reliant on their parents when living in a three-generation household. For example, 

emotionally, the divorcing mothers may have difficulty or be unable to handle the care of 

their children. Additionally, they may not have any type of coparenting relationship with 
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their former husband. As a result, in these situations, grandparents may step in and "take 

over" their daughter's parental role until she is able to effectively deal with issues on her 

own. Thus, for some amoimt of time, the divorcing mother-parent relationship may 

become more hierarchical, and the daughter may be seen as a child again. This may be 

beneficial for both the divorcing mother and her children. The mother gets time to 

recover from the initial trauma of divorce, and the children have someone who is 

available and responsive to their needs. However, over time, these relationships should 

return to being less hierarchical — the divorcing mother can "take back" her role as parent 

to her children and as an equal adult to her parents. Relationships should progress 

smoothly when this latter transition occurs. But if the grandparents are unwilling to 

relinquish the power they have had over their divorcing adult daughter and grandchildren 

and these power issues are not resolved, tensions will likely result. In fact, research has 

suggested that in three-generation households with a teen mother, problems may arise 

when the teen or her mother decide to renegotiate family responsibilities (Furstenberg et 

al., 1987). 

Duffy (1982) discussed how an adversary legal system is symptomatic of the 

struggle for power during divorce. He suggested that when established roles and rules are 

interrupted, a struggle for redistribution of power in the family occurs. Issues, such as 

children's well-being, then become the means for reestablishing power. Duffy argues that 

"while a mediation approach, encouraging the negotiation of issues, must eventually 

predominate if the power distribution is to be rebalanced, there may well be a need for a 

conflictual stage that must be experienced" (Duffy, 1982, pp. 14-15). Thus, in three-
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generation households after an adult daughter's divorce, it is the redefinition of 

relationship roles and boundaries (intimacy issues) and the resolution of power issues that 

may ultimately lead to positive relationships and experiences. 

Hoopes (1987) described how multigenerational family systems (not specific to 

multigenerational households) develop functional and dysfimctional patterns, and how 

those patterns serve fxmctional or dysfimctional purposes in the marital, family, or 

extended family systems: 

Consistent caring relationships, an ability to be direct and open about issues in the 
family, and a recognition and acceptance of individual differences in family 
members develop fimctional patterns...multigenerational systems can develop 
dysfimctional patterns based on a failure to transcend hierarchical boundaries, (p. 
204) 

The above ideas can be used to help account for the differences between the 

families in the present study who are doing well, those doing poorly, and those who fail 

somewhere in between. Recall that one family was doing poorly (the Roberts family), 

three were doing quite well (the Dalton family, the Lopez family, and the Owens family), 

and four were in the middle (the Smith family, the Adams family, the Hernandez family, 

and the Valencia family). 

As suggested earlier, power boundaries were a bigger concern than intimacy 

boundaries in the Roberts' household. Although overall, there was very little similarity in 

the ways the divorcing mother and grandparent generations described the experience of 

living in a three-generation household, they did agree on the closeness of the divorcing 

daughter-parent and grandparent-grandchild relationships both before the divorce and 

currently. However, although Sarah reported that she and her mother had been fighting 
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recently, Mrs. Roberts said there had never been any "cross words" between the two of 

them. Sarah also described a more conflictual relationship with her father since moving 

back home. Sarah said that her parents are her support system and she is appreciative of 

their help. Both Sarah and her mother felt that support was bidirectional. However, 

Sarah's provision of support is not voluntary ~ it is expected that she help out in 

exchange for making no monetary contributions to the household. This "financial" 

arrangement does not give Sarah an opportunity to assert her independence and is one 

way in which it can be seen that she does not have much power within the household. 

There are several other examples which demonstrate that Sarah is not seen as an equal 

adult by her parents. First, Sarah actually stated that her parents treat her like a child 

again and treat her children as their own. In other words, Sarah perceived her parents as 

playing more of a parental role than grandparental role towards her children, and 

indicated that they interfere in discipline issues. The fact that Sarah and her children have 

almost no relationship with her ex-husband may also make it easier for the grandparents 

to step in and take on some of the parenting of the grandchildren. Thus, not only have the 

adult child-parent relationship boundaries become more hierarchical, but the grandparents 

have also overstepped the boundary between parenting and grandparenting. On the other 

hand, Mrs. Roberts said: 

I love being a grandparent because...If they come to me wanting to know 
something or wanting me to do something, I'll say, go tell your mother...she's the 
boss. And I'm the grandmother. I can love them and then send them to her. 

This difference in perceptions regarding the grandparents' roles can also contribute to the 

tension in the household. Second, Sarah and her daughter, Jenny, both indicated that Mr. 
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and Mrs. Roberts yell at Sarah when the house is a mess. Although Mrs. Roberts said 

"my house is her house...my home is her home," Sanih does not feel that way. Mrs. 

Roberts repeated over and over how Sarah and her three children are crowded because 

they have so much stuff and not much space (only two small rooms). Third, Mrs. Roberts 

told Sarah that she had to ask for sole custody of the children because otherwise, she 

would have to consult her ex-husband when making decisions regarding the children. 

Fourth, Mrs. Roberts says that it is not safe for a girl Sarah's age to go out at night by 

herself, so Sarah often stays home — she is 33. 

Jenny's perceptions of this living arrangement were somewhat similar to her 

mother's perceptions. She is aware of the tension in the household and even described 

fighting with her grandparents more lately. She said that she is tired of them telling her 

and her mother what to do. Thus, these hierarchical adult child-parent relationship 

boundaries and resulting power issues cause stress for the children also. It may not be a 

surprise that, of the 14 negatives described overall by the three generations, the Roberts 

family mentioned 10 of them, while they only described 5 of the 14 positives. Both Sarah 

and Jermy have expressed a very strong desire to find a place of their own soon. 

Sarah feels that the divorce is making her stronger, and she wants to show her 

parents that she can get what she wants in life. However, Sarah has little power within 

the household, and the longer she remains in the situation, the more dependent she may 

become since as Hoopes (1987) noted, boundaries which do not reflect the expected stage 

of development will hinder the acquisition of skills and coping strategies. If, as Emery 

and Dillon (1994) suggested, the relationships return to being less hierarchical, the 
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tensions in the household should decrease. However, this may be a difficult process in 

the Roberts family because as Mrs. Roberts stated, "I sit on them [her children] like an 

Old Mother Hen." 

In the four families who fall somewhere between doing poorly and doing well, the 

renegotiation of intimacy boundaries has had positive effects. Members of ail four 

families indicated that the adult child-parent relationships had improved since they began 

coresiding. In fact, one mother said that her relationship with her parents would not have 

improved the way it has if she lived on her own instead of with them: 

...I think if I lived out on my own, ah, I probably wouldn't have much time to 
come over here. Maybe a couple times out of the week because I would need to 
spend most of my time with her [her daughter] and make sure that she understands 
how things are going to be from there on. 

However, power boundaries are still being renegotiated in these families. Three 

of the mothers felt that they were being treated as children rather than as equal adults, 

although things had recently been improving for one of these mothers. Related to this, 

the positives described by the divorcing mothers referred to what they were receiving 

from their parents in this arrangement, while the positives mentioned by grandparents 

typically pertained to the support they were providing for their daughters and 

grandchildren. Thus, the support in these families is unidirectional. Additionally, these 

grandparents were also acting more like parents than grandparents to the grandchildren. 

In three of the families, grandparents interfered with the mothers' disciplining their 

children. Thus, in these families, as in the family doing poorly, the adult child-parent 

relationship had hierarchical boundaries and the grandparents had overstepped the 
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boundary between parenting and grandparenting. However, this may be a result of how 

the divorcing mothers were reacting to the separation, rather than being due to personality 

traits. For example, two of the mothers were very depressed after their separations and 

were unable or unwilling to handle the responsibility of their children, while the work 

hours of one of the mothers interfered with her parenting her child. Additionally, the 

mothers in these families did not have effective coparenting relationships with their ex-

husbands. Thus, in these cases, having grandparents take on a parenting role for some 

period of time is quite fimctional because they can serve as a buffer for the grandchildren 

and help their daughters recover from the trauma of divorce. In fact, in two of these 

families, this arrangement seemed normal because the grandparents had cared for the 

grandchildren prior to their coresiding. 

The grandchildren may be feeling some of the tension that is still present in these 

families as all but one of them said they fight with their grandparents. However, they say 

it is "ok" living with their grandparents and mentioned 5 positives and only I negative 

associated with this arrangement. For the most part, they indicated that they like 

spending time with their grandparents. While the support that these grandchildren receive 

from their grandparents can help alleviate fears of abandonment or worries about who 

will care for the child's basic needs now that one parent is not a part of the child's daily 

life (Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980), provide positive experiences that enhance the child's 

self-esteem and facilitate coping by stepping into the educational and recreational roles 

previously held by the parents (Hetherington & Camara, 1984), and help the children 

accurately interpret various aspects of the divorce (Thoits, 1986), there are additional 



198 

benefits of the grandparent-grandchild relationship that these children may miss. For 

example, grandparents provide unconditional love to grandchildren without feeling the 

need that parents do to correct shortcomings. However, when grandparents take over the 

parental role, it is their "duty" to correct faults. Second, grandparents help grandchildren 

with their relationship with parents by acting as confidants, providing an outlet for 

frustrations, and supplying stories and information about parents. If grandparents are 

serving as parents, the children may not utilize the grandparents for these purposes. 

Third, grandparents can help grandchildren develop positive attitudes about aging and 

older adults. If grandchildren are upset about having their grandparents act like their 

parents and fight with them, these positive attitudes toward older adults may not evolve. 

Finally, grandparents provide models of childrearing and ad-vice to parents. If divorcing 

mothers feel their parents are interfering with their roles of mother by offering advice or 

being more directly involved in childrearing, resulting tension may impact everyone in 

the family. 

Research suggests that grandparents become dissatisfied with their role when they 

have to perform parenting flmctions for extended periods of time (Johnson, 1988b; 

Kissman & Allen, 1993; Werner, 1991). Thus, it is understandable that in all of these 

families, the grandparents wanted their children to "pull things together" so they could 

live on their own. It seems that these grandparents are willing to retum to less 

hierarchical relationships with their daughters and to become more of a grandparent than 

a parent to their grandchildren. In one family, the divorcing mother has indeed reclaimed 

her role as a mother, and doing so has led to improved relationships with her parents. So, 
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while some of these families have started to become aware and even overcome some of 

these power boundary renegotiation issues, they still have additional work to do. 

Three families are doing quite well (the Dalton family, the Lopez family, and the 

Owens family). In these families, intimacy issues did not require renegotiation. The 

divorcing mothers and their parents had always had close and supportive relationships. 

These mothers were handling their divorces and did not need to be "rescued" by their 

parents; their need for support did not drastically change after their separations. For the 

most part, relationships had stayed the same or improved since coresiding. Members of 

these families described how they value and believe in extended families. They were the 

only individuals to mention family activities as one of the positives associated with this 

living arrangement. The grandchildren also enjoyed being with their grandparents. 

It is important to point out that these mothers had space they considered "theirs." 

For example, Debbie described how she made her parents' house feel like her own: 

...it didn't feel like my space for a long time. It took me a while to establish my 
space and it didn't occur to me right off that Tommy would have the same 
feelings and so for a while he was sleeping on the futon in what had been my 
dad's study and we hadn't really changed the furniture around very much so it 
really wasn't his space and after a few weeks or, it was probably the first month or 
so of living here, I realized that was, he needed that, too, he needed to have his 
own room and so, you know, we rearranged the furniture and a friend of ours 
donated a bunk bed for him and stuff like that and so now he has his own room 
and I have my own room and we've really created our own space and that helped a 
lot. 

In fact, in two of these families, the living arrangements were going to be long-term. 

Erica studies and sleeps in a trailer on her parents' property so she can watch over them, 

while Sandy, her parents, and her sister are buying a house together. 
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The renegotiation of power boundaries never seemed to be a serious problem in 

these families, and when issues did arise, they tried to work them out. None of these 

mothers felt they were treated like children. Although both mothers and grandparents 

described some grandparental interference in discipline, these mothers viewed their 

parents as "stereotypical" grandparents. Thus, these grandchildren derive the benefits that 

accompany most close grandparent-grandchild relationships. For example, grandchildren 

experience a sense of belonging and cormection to a family and community, a sense of 

security, and a sense of continuity in relations. They live in an emotional atmosphere of 

acceptance and unconditional love, have a confidant, and have additional adult role 

models. They may develop positive attitudes toward aging and older adults. They have 

someone who will socialize with them, provide support to them, and pass along family 

history and traditions. Grandparents will also benefit. Because they do not have to serve 

in a parenting role, there is less chance that they will become dissatisfied with their roles 

as grandparents. Thus, they can experience biological renewal and/or continuity, 

emotional self-fiilfilhnent, a sense of satisfaction from contributing to a child's welfare, 

and vicarious accomplishments. 

There are three potential explanations for the lack of problems surrounding the 

renegotiation of power boundaries in these families. First, two of the divorcing mothers 

indicated that their own mothers were their best friends; their relationship was not 

hierarchical. Second, another mother had an active coparent. Thus, it may easier for her 

parents to see her as an adult and the primary parent because she is interacting frequently 

with her former spouse. Third, the support in these families is more bidirectional than 
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unidirectional. For example, one of the mothers is living with her parents so she can care 

for them. However, she also benefits because they watch her son when she is not home. 

McHale (1997) has suggested that optimal family functioning should involve the absence 

of disagreement and the presence of activities that strengthen family bonds. Additionally, 

the resolution of power issues likely contributes to these families doing well in their 

three-generation households. 

Limitations of the Study 

The present study relied on interviews to understand the phenomenon of living in 

a three-generation household after an adult daughter's divorce. As a qualitative research 

method, the use of interviews enables a researcher to gather an extensive amount of rich, 

detailed information. However, this aspect of qualitative research tends to limit sample 

size and transferability. In the present study, only eight families were interviewed ~ eight 

divorcing mothers, nine grandparents, and eight children. While several patterns were 

found within this small group, it is possible that additional insights may have been 

obtained by interviewing more individuals. 

Related to this, some demographic characteristics of the families may have limited 

an understanding of the phenomenon. Six of the eight divorcing mothers had gross 

annnal incomes ranging from $12,000 to $24,999. According to 1990 Census data, 

median per capita income in the city in which this study was completed was $11,184 

(Arizona Department of Economic Security, 1991). Thus, these mothers' incomes are 

average for this city. Because most of the mothers in this study retumed to live with their 

parents for financial reasons, there are likely to be other mothers with lower incomes who 



202 

were not represented in this study. For example, only two mothers in this study had 

incomes ranging from $0 to less than $5,000. Additionally, although mothers with higher 

incomes are more likely to be able to afford living on their own after divorce, some may 

still need the other types of support that are associated with this living arrangement. 

Six of the nine grandparents had gross family incomes between $25,000 and 

$34,999. Two others had incomes above this range, while only one had income below. 

According to 1990 Census Data, the median family income in the city in which this study 

was conducted is $27,208. Thus, most of these grandparents' incomes could also be 

considered average for this city. However, it is likely that there are more parents with 

lower or higher incomes who have not been represented. One might argue that parents 

with higher incomes would be able to financially support their divorcing children in other 

ways than having them move back home to live. Yet it is possible that mothers may need 

a great deal of emotional support or help with their children after a divorce that living 

with their parents would provide. 

Only two ethnic groups were represented in the eight families ~ five Caucasian 

families and three Hispanic families. According to 1990 Census, the ethnic breakdown of 

the city in which this study was conducted is 63% Caucasian, 29% Hispanic, 4% Black, 

2% Asian and Pacific Islander, and 1% American Indian, Eskimo, and Aleut (Arizona 

Department of Economic Security, 1991). Although the breakdown in this study is 

comparable to that of the city's breakdown, a more diverse sample may lead to the 

description of more diverse experiences. 
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The ages of the children in the study ranged from five to ten years. Thus, the 

interview questions for these children were much more concrete than those for the adults. 

This somewhat limited the depth and variety of information obtained from them. 

Furthermore, because of their young age, they may not have had the cognitive capabilities 

to describe their experiences fully. 

Seven of the nine grandparents in the study were grandmothers. Some individuals 

argue that there is a great deal of similarity in the roles of grandmothers and grandfathers, 

others suggest that there are differences in the roles (Tinsley & Parke, 1986). An attempt 

was made to interview grandfathers; however, most were not willing to participate. 

Because individuals view relationships through different lenses (Giarrusso et al., 1996), 

the most complete description of the phenomenon would have come from including all 

family members. 

In addition to limitations which arise from the demographic characteristics of the 

sample in this study, methodological hurdles needed to be overcome. Interviewing is not 

a flawless process. While having only one person (myself) conduct the interviews helped 

the process remain consistent, at times it was exhausting. For example, in some families, 

it was difficult to get the participants talking. They would respond with very brief 

answers to my questions, making the interviews feel more like a court trial than a 

conversation. Additionally, in some families, interviews with all participants were 

conducted in one visit. One evening, I spent nearly four hours with one of the families. 

One of the difficulties involved with interviewing participants in their homes is 

the distractions or interruptions which would occur. For example, children were present 
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in the home in nearly all the interviews. While it was fun, interesting, and true to 

phenomenology to see these families "in action," the interruptions sometimes resulted in 

participants losing their train of thought. When this happened, I repeated the question 

after they finished dealing with the situation, and they continued to respond. 

Data analysis was, initially, an intimidating process. Fortunately, I had served as a 

disinterested peer for another graduate student who was using a different 

phenomenological approach to data analysis and had some idea of how to proceed. 

Although Giorgi (1985) described a method for analyzing data from a phenomenological 

perspective, it was a rather general description. As a result, I looked at examples of 

research which had followed his method to gain additional understanding about data 

analysis. I finally "jumped in" and with the assistance of others, completed the analysis. 

Over time, the process became easier and went faster. 

Directions for Future Research 

Very little research has examined the phenomenon of living in a three-generation 

household after an adult daughter's divorce. Because the present study has only scratched 

the surface, several issues remain to be explored in future work. First, this study only 

included divorcing mothers in its sample. However, divorcing fathers with custody of 

their children also coreside with their parents. It would be interesting to see how these 

families describe their experiences. Second, while the present study described the 

process of financial decision-making in three-generation households, there are other 

processes which need further consideration. Some of these include coparenting between 

the divorcing individual and his or her parents and the renegotiation of relationship roles 
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and boundaries. Third, family members in the present study were interviewed only once. 

Following these family members over a period of time would provide more information 

as to family processes and how relationships change. Fourth, if family members were 

interviewed again after the divorcing daughter and her children have moved into a place 

of their own, additional insight could be gained into how their experience in the three-

generation household has affected them. Fifth, it would be interesting to see if and how 

the relationship between grandparents and grandchildren in the three-generation 

household impacts their other grandparent-grandchild relationships. Finally, although 

this would be a slightly different phenomenon, examining families in which a divorcing 

mother is living with family members other than her parents (e.g., grandparents, siblings, 

aunts) could prove useful. 

Exploration into these issues should include both grandmothers and grandfathers, 

multiple children as their age allows, and ethnically diverse families. A broader range of 

experiences will lead to a more complete imderstanding of the phenomenon of living in a 

three-generation household after a divorce in the middle generation. Additional research 

would also benefit from the application of a theoretical perspective, such as systems 

theory or symbolic interaction, both when the study is first conceived and when the data 

is analyzed and interpreted. Also, now that there is some understanding of the 

phenomenon of living in a three-generation household after an adult daughter's divorce, 

the inclusion of existing relevant surveys could be beneficial, even if the information is 

only used in a descriptive sense. However, it will still be important to rely on qualitative 

methods to leam about the various family processes in these households. 
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Oonna Peterson, M.S. 
c/o C}onna Christensen, Ph.D. 
School of Family/Consumer Resources 
Department o£ Family Studies (205) 
PO BOX 21003 3 

RE: HSC A97.X08 THE EXPERIENCE OF LIVING IN A THREE-GENERATION 
HOUSEHOLD AFTER A DIVORCE IN THE MIDDLE GENERATION 

Dear Ms. Peterson: 

We received your above cited research proposal. The procedures co 
be followed in this study pose no more than minimal risk co 
participating subjects. Regulations issued by the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services [45 CFR Part 46.110(b)] authorize 
approval of this type project through the expedited review 
procedures, with the condition(s) that subjects' anonymity be 
maintained. Although full Committee review is not required, a brief 
summary of the project procedures is stibmitted to the Committee Cor 
their endorsement and/or comment, if any, after administrative 
approval is granted. This project is approved effective 3 November 
1997 for a period of one year. 

The Human Subjects Committee (Institutional Review Board) of the 
University of Arizona has a current assurance of compliance, number 
M-1233, which is on file with the Department of Health and Human 
Services and covers this activity. 

Approval is granted with the understanding that no further changes 
or additions will be made either to the procedures followed or co 
the consent form(8) used (copies of which we have on file) without 
the )cnowledge and approval of the Human Subjects Committee and your 
College or Departmental Review Committee. Any research related 
physical or psychological harm to any subject must also be reported 
to each committee. 

A university policy requires that all signed subject consent forms 
be kept in a permanent file in an area designated Cor that purpose 
by the Department Head or comparable authority. This will assure 
their accessibility in the event that university officials require 
the information and the' principal investigator is unavailable Cor 
some reason. 

Sincerely yours. 

Williant F Denny, M.D. 
Chairman 
Human Subjects Committee 

HFD:rs 
cc: Departmental/College Review Committee 
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The Experience of Living in a Three-Generation Household 
After a Daughter's Divorce 

Divorce is one of the most stressful life changes a person can experience. 
Parents often play a major role in providing a supportive family network during 
the divorce of an adult daughter. In fact, between 22 and 44% of newly divorced 
custodial mothers live with their own parents, creating a three-generation 
household. While the support and assistance from parents may help reduce 
some of the difficulties that go along with divorce, it can also be stressful for 
everyone. To understand what it is like living in a three-generation household 
after divorce, individuals in this situation need to share their experiences. That is 
the purpose of this study - to obtain in-depth infomriation about the experience of 
living in a three-generation household after an adult daughter's divorce. This is 
where you come in. 

Divorcing custodial mothers in "Children Cope with Divorce" seminars are being 
asked if they would like to participate in this study. However, participation is 
completely voluntary and is not linked with these seminars in any way. 
Although divorcing mothers are initially being contacted, to be included in the 
project, at least one member from each generation in your household 
(grandparent, divorcing mother, child/grandchild) must be willing to participate. 
Additionally, at least one of the children/grandchildren who wants to be involved 
must be between the ages of 6 and 12 years. 

If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete a brief questionnaire 
and take part in an interview. Everyone will be interviewed separately to 
maintain privacy; your responses will not be shared with other family 
members. Interviews with adults will last approximately one hour, while 
interviews with children will last approximately 30 minutes. All Information will be 
kept confidential. The interviews will be tape-recorded (not video-recorded). 
Each household will receive compensation for its participation. 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the Human Subjects 
Committee at the University of Arizona. If you have any additional questions 
and/or would like to participate, please contact Donna Peterson at (520) 621-
7127. 



210 

APPENDIX C 

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORMS 



211 

THE EXPERIENCE OF LIVING IN A THREE-GENERATION 
HOUSEHOLD AFTER A DIVORCE IN THE MIDDLE GENERATION 

DIVORCING MOTHER'S CONSENT 

I am being asked to read the following material to ensure that I am informed of the nature 
of this research study and of how I will participate in it, if I consent to do so. Signing this 
form will indicate that I have been so informed and that I give my consent. Federal 
regulations require written informed consent prior to participation in this research study 
so that I can know the nature and the risks of my participation and can decide to 
participate or not participate in a free and informed manner. 

I am being invited to voluntarily participate in the above-titled research project. The 
purpose of this project is to describe the experience of living in a three-generation 
household (consisting of grandparents, a divorcing custodial mother, and grandchildren) 
after divorce in the middle generation. The investigator is studying how I characterize my 
relationship with my parents, and the positives and negatives associated with my living 
arrangement. 

I am being invited to participate because I am a divorcing custodial mother with at least 
one child aged 6-12 years who lives in a three-generation household due to my divorce. I 
am one of approximately ten mothers who will participate in this study. 

If I agree to participate, I will be asked to complete a brief written questionnaire 
collecting demographic information and participate in a tape-recorded interview. This 
will take approximately one hour. My household will receive $30 for participation. 

While this study entails little or no risk, I am aware that my participation is completely 
voluntary and that, if I choose, I may turn off the tape recorder or discontinue my 
participation at any time. 

The benefits of this study include gaining greater insight into my relationships with other 
members living in my three-generation household and into the experience of living in this 
setting. 

I understand that my participation in this study will be kept entirely confidential. My 
answers will not be shared with the other members of my family. No names will be 
placed on any of the data obtained, and only those persons who are conducting the study 
will be given access to the information. 

If I have any questions concerning my rights as a research participant, I may call the 
Human Subjects Committee Office at 626-6721. 
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AUTHORIZATION 

Before giving my consent by signing this form, the methods, inconveniences, risks, and 
benefits have been explained to me and my questions have been answered. I understand 
that I may ask questions at any time and that I am free to withdraw from the project at any 
time without causing bad feelings. My participation in this project may be ended by the 
investigator for reasons that would be explained. New information developed during the 
course of this study which may affect my willingness to continue in this research project 
will be given to me as it becomes available. I understand that this consent form will be 
filed in an area designated by the human subjects committee with access restricted to the 
principal investigator. Donna Peterson or authorized representative of the Division of 
Family Studies and Human Development. I understand that I do not give up any of my 
legal rights by signing this form. A copy of this signed consent form will be given to me. 

Signature of Participant (Mother) Date 

INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT 

I have carefully explained to the participzuit the nature of the above project. I hereby 
certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form 
understands clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in her participation 
and her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or educational barrier 
has not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of Investigator Date 

Donna Peterson, Project Director 
(520)621-7127 



213 

THE EXPERIENCE OF LIVING IN A THREE-GENERATION 
HOUSEHOLD AFTER A DIVORCE IN THE MIDDLE GENERATION 

GRANDPARENT'S CONSENT 

I am being asked to read the following material to ensiare that I am informed of the nature 
of this research study and of how I will participate in it, if I consent to do so. Signing this 
form will indicate that I have been so informed and that I give my consent. Federal 
regulations require written informed consent prior to participation in this research study 
so that I can know the nature and the risks of my participation and can decide to 
participate or not participate in a free and informed manner. 

I am being invited to voluntarily participate in the above-titled research project. The 
purpose of this project is to describe the experience of living in a three-generation 
household (consisting of grandparents, a divorcing custodial mother, and grandchildren) 
after divorce in the middle generation. The investigator is studying how 1 characterize my 
relationship with my daughter and grandchildren, and the positives and negatives 
associated with my living arrangement. 

I am being invited to participate because I am the parent of a divorcing custodial mother 
with at least one grandchild aged 6-12 years who lives in a three-generation household 
due to my daughter's divorce. I am one of approximately ten grandparents who will 
participate in this study. 

If I agree to participate, I will be asked to complete a brief written questionnaire 
collecting demographic information and participate in a tape-recorded interview. This 
will take approximately one hour. My household will receive $30 for participation. 

While this study entails little or no risk, I am aware that my participation is completely 
volimtary and that, if I choose, I may turn off the tape recorder or discontinue my 
participation at any time. 

The benefits of this study include gaining greater insight into my relationships with other 
members living in my three-generation household and into the experience of living in this 
setting. 

I understand that my participation in this study will be kept entirely confidential. My 
responses will not be shared with any members of my family. No names will be placed 
on any of the data obtained, and only those persons who are conducting the study will be 
given access to the information. 

If I have any questions concerning my rights as a research participant, I may call the 
Human Subjects Committee Office at 626-6721. 
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AUTHORIZATION 

Before giving my consent by signing this form, the methods, inconveniences, risks, and 
benefits have been explained to me and my questions have been answered. I understand 
that I may ask questions at any time and that I am free to withdraw from the project at any 
time without causing bad feelings. My participation in this project may be ended by the 
investigator for reasons that would be explained. New information developed during the 
course of this study which may affect my willingness to continue in this research project 
will be given to me as it becomes available. I understand that this consent form will be 
filed in an area designated by the human subjects committee with access restricted to the 
principal investigator. Donna Peterson or authorized representative of the Division of 
Family Studies and Human Development. I understand that I do not give up any of my 
legal rights by signing this form. A copy of this signed consent form will be given to me. 

Signature of Participant (Grandparent) Date 

INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT 

I have carefully explained to the participant the nature of the above project. I hereby 
certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form 
understands clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her 
participation and his/her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or 
educational barrier has not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of Investigator Date 

Donna Peterson, Project Director 
(520)621-7127 
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THE EXPERIENCE OF LIVING IN A THREE-GENERATION 
HOUSEHOLD AFTER A DIVORCE IN THE MIDDLE GENERATION 

PARENT'S CONSENT TO CHILD'S PARTICIPATION 

I have been informed of the nature of this research study and of how my child will 
participate in it, if I consent. My child will also be told about the nature and the risks of 
his or her participation and will also be given the opportimity to decide whether or not to 
participate. 

I understand that my child's participation is completely voluntary and that he or she may 
turn off the tape recorder or discontinue participation at any time without causing any bad 
feelings. 

My child's participation in this study will be kept entirely confidential. His or her 
responses will not be shared with any members of the family. No names will be placed 
on any of the data obtained, and only those persons who are conducting the study will be 
given access to the information. 

By signing below, I am agreeing to allow my child to participate in the above-titled 
research project. 

I understand that this consent form will be filed in an area designated by the human 
subjects committee with access restricted to the principal investigator. Donna Peterson or 
authorized representative of the Division of Family Studies and Human Development. I 
understand that I do not give up any of my legal rights by signing this form. A copy of 
this signed consent form will be given to me. 

Mother's Signature Date 

INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT 

I have carefully explained to this mother the nature of the above project. I hereby certify 
that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form understands 
clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in her child's participation and 
her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or educational barrier has 
not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of Investigator Date 

Donna Peterson, Project Director 
(520) 621-7127 



216 

THE EXPERIENCE OF LIVING IN A THREE-GENERATION 
HOUSEHOLD AFTER A DIVORCE IN THE MIDDLE GENERATION 

CHILD'S ASSENT 

You are being invited to participate in a research project. The purpose is to describe what 
it is like having your mom, your grandparents, and yourself living in the same house after 
your mom and dad's divorce. I want to know about your relationship with your mom and 
your grandparents, and the things that go along with everyone living in the same house. 

I want to talk to you because you are between 6 and 12 years old, and your parents are 
getting a divorce, and you live with your mom and grandparents in the same house. You 
are one of approximately ten children who will participate in this study. 

If you agree to be in the study, you will be asked to draw a picture of your family and 
answer some questions. I will tape what you say. This will take about 30 minutes. 

While nothing bad will happen to you during this study, you do not have to answer any 
questions you don't want to. It is okay for you to stop at any time or turn off the tape 
recorder without causing any bad feelings. 

The good things about this study include learning more about your relationship with your 
grandparents and about living with your mom and grandparents in the same house. 

I will not tell your parents and grandparents anything that you say. 

By signing your name on the next page, it means that this page has been read to you, that 
you understand what you have been asked to do, and that you want to participate. 

**This page was read to the child. He or she actually signed the next page. 
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THE EXPERIENCE OF LIVING IN A THREE-GENERATION 
HOUSEHOLD AFTER A DIVORCE IN THE MIDDLE GENERATION 

CHILD'S ASSENT 

Donna has told me all about what she wants me to do and what good and bad things could 
happen. Donna has answered all of my questions. I know that I can stop answering 
questions whenever I want to or turn off the tape recorder without making Donna feel 
bad. I know that Donna will not tell my parents and grandparents anything that I say. I 
want to be in the study. 

Signature of Participant (Child) Date 

INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT 

I have carefully explained to the participant the nature of the above project. I hereby 
certify that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form 
understands clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her 
participation and his/her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or 
educational barrier has not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of Investigator Date 

Donna Peterson, Project Director 
(520) 621-7127 
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Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Divorcing Mothers 

Briefly tell me about your divorce experience (e.g., nature of the divorce; social, 
parenting, and economic stressors/consequences of divorce; custody arrangement). 

What is your relationship with your former husband like? What about your coparenting 
arrangement? 

How do your children feel about their father? 

How would you characterize your relationship with your parents before your divorce. 
What about your children's relationships with them? 

How did you come to the decision to move in with your parents? 

Describe what things were like when you first moved in. 

What are they like now? How has this cheinged? 

We know that when a family is in this type of living arrangement, discussion often occurs 
over the support that is provided, child care, finances, etc. What is this process like in 
your family? How did it come about? 

Could you describe one situation that illustrates this process? (i.e.. Pick an issue that has 
come up as a result of living with your parents and describe how you resolved it.) 

How do you feel about the assistance your parents provide? How do you think your 
parents and children feel? 

How would you describe your parent/s' roles in this living arrangement (in regards to 
both you and your children)? 

Tell me about an experience that best represents the negatives associated with this living 
arrangement. 

Now describe an experience that best represents the positives associated with this living 
arrangement. 

How has your relationship with your parents changed since you moved in with them? 
What about your children's relationship with them? What do you think the relationships 
will be like in the future (e.g., characteristics)? 
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Is there anything I haven't asked that I should have? Is there something more I need to 
know? 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Grandparents 

Can you describe how your daughter's divorce has affected you? 

What is your daughter's relationship with her former husband like? What about their 
coparenting arrangement? 

How do your grandchildren feel about their father? Their mother? 

What is your relationship with your daughter's former husband like? 

How would you characterize your relationships with your daughter and her children 
before her divorce? Your spouse's? 

How did you come to the decision to have your daughter and grandchildren move in with 
you? Did you spouse agree with this? 

Describe what things were actually like when they first moved in. 

What are they like now? How has this changed? 

We know that when a family is in this type of living arrangement, families have different 
ways of working out issues related to child care, finances, and other types of support that 
will be exchanged. Some may discuss things right away or let things work themselves 
out along the way, or one person may just say "this is how it will be." What is this 
process like in your family? How did it come about? 

Could you describe one situation that illustrates this process? (i.e.. Pick an issue that has 
come up as a result of living with your parents and describe how you resolved it) 

How do you feel about the assistance you provide? How do you think your daughter and 
grandchildren feel? What would your spouse say? 

How would you describe your role as a parent in this living arrangement (e.g., coparent 
vs. less involved)? What about your role as a grandparent in this living arrangement (e.g., 
more of a parent vs. a friend)? What would your spouse say? 

Tell me about an experience that best represents the negatives associated with this living 
arrangement. 
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Now describe an experience that best represents the positives associated with this living 
arrangement. 

How has your relationship with your daughter and grandchildren changed since they 
moved in with you? What do you think the relationships will be like in the future (e.g., 
characteristics)? 

Is there anything I haven't asked that I should have? Is there something more I need to 
know? 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Children 

Tell me about your relationship with your grandparents. — What do you do together? Is 
this different from when you and your mom and dad all lived together? If so, how are 
things different? How do you feel about your grandparents? How close are you? How 
well do you get along with them? 

What is it like living with grandma and/or grandpa? Will you describe a regular day? 

When grandparents, parents, and grandchildren live together, they need to decide who 
will take you to school, help you with your homework, and take care of you when you are 
home. Do you know how they decide these things? Do you help them/do they ask what 
you want? 

Do your parents and grandparents usually agree on things, like rules, punishment, etc.? 

Do your grandparents help you with things or do things for you? Examples? How do you 
feel about the help? 

Do you and your mom or you and your grandparents disagree about things (chores, 
schoolwork, rules, etc)? How do you work things out? 

What's the worst thing about living with grandma and/or grandpa? 

What's the best thing about living with grandma and/or grandpa? 

Tell me about your relationship with your mora. — What do you and your mom do 
together? Is this different from when you and your mom and dad all lived together? If 
so, how are things different? How do you feel about your mom? How close are you? 

Tell me about your relationship with your dad. — What do you and your dad do together? 
Is this different from when you and your mom and dad all lived together? If so, how are 
things different? How do you feel about your dad? How close are you? 
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Is there anything more you want to tell me about what it's like living with your mom and 
grandparents all in the same house? 
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DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE FOR DIVORCING MOTHERS 

Please indicate the appropriate answer for each question. 

1. How many children do you have? 

2. How many stepchildren do you have? 

3. How many children do you have from your majriage currently being terminated? 

4. Please indicate the following ONLY FOR THE CHILDREN FROM YOUR 
MARRIAGE CURRENTLY BEING TERMINATED: 

Age Sex Birthday School Grade 

Oldest M F 

Second M F 

Third M F 

Fourth M F 

Fifth M F 

5. How many times have you been married? 

6. For the marriage currently being terminated, how long were you married? 

7. For the marriage currently being terminated, how long have you been separated? 

8. How long have you and your child/ren been living with your parent/s? 

9. Will the court order you to receive child support? Yes No 

10. If yes, how much child support will you be ordered to receive each month? 
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11. If you have already been receiving child support, how much of the ordered amount 
do you usually receive each month? 

The full amount (100%) 

Almost all of the amount (80 to 99%) 

Most of the amount (60 to 79%) 

About half of the amount (40 to 59%) 

Some of the amoimt (20 to 39%) 

Not much of the amount (1 to 19%) 

None of the amount (0%) 

12. If you have already been receiving child support, which of the following best 
describes the timing of the payments you receive: 

I always receive it on time. 

I often receive it on time. 

About half the time, I receive it on time. 

I sometimes receive it on time. 

I seldom or never receive it on time. 

13. Will the court order you to receive alimony? Yes No 

14. If yes, how much alimony will you be ordered to receive each month? 

15. What is your employment status? 

full-time retired other 

part-time unemployed 

16. What days of the week do you work? 

Monday Friday 

Tuesday Saturday 

Wednesday Sunday 

Thursday 
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17. What hours do you work each day? (e.g., 8-12, 9-5) 

Monday Friday 

Tuesday Saturday 

Wednesday Sunday 

Thursday 

18. What is your gross annual personal income? 

Less than $5,000 $30,000-$34,999 

$5,000-57,999 $35,000-$39,999 

$8,000-$ 11,999 $40,000-$49,999 

$12,000-$ 14,999 $50,000-$59,999 

$15,000-$19,999 $60,000-$79,999 

$20,000-$24,999 $80,000 or more 

$25,000-$29,999 

19. What is your annual gross family income? 

Less than $5,000 $30,000-$34,999 

$5.000-$7,999 $35,000-$39,999 

$8,000-$ 11,999 $40,000-$49,999 

$12,000-$ 14,999 $50,000-$59,999 

$15,000-$ 19,999 $60,000-579,999 

$20,000-$24,999 $80,000 or more 

$25,000-$29,999 

20. What is your ethnic background? 

African American/Black (non-Hispanic) 

Native American/Eskimo/Aleut 

Caucasian/White (non-Hispanic) 

Hispanic/Latino 

Other 
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21. What is your age? 

22. What is the highest grade in school that you finished? 

Seventh grade or less 

Eighth grade 

Ninth grade 

Tenth grade 

Eleventh grade 

Twelfth grade 

Freshman in college or one year of vocational training 

Sophomore in college or two years of vocational training 

Junior m college 

Senior in college/Bachelor's degree 

Graduate education beyond Bachelor's degree 

Graduate degree (please specify) 



DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 
FOR GRANDPARENTS 

Please indicate the appropriate answer for each question. 

1. What is your ethnic background? 

African American/Black (non-Hispanic) 

Native American/Eskimo/Aleut 

Caucasian/White (non-Hispanic) 

Hispanic/Latino 

Other 

2. What is your age? 

3. Please describe your current relationship status (single, living with someone, 

divorced, widowed, etc.) 

4. How long has your relationship status been as you described above? 

5. How many times have you been married? 

6. How many children do you have? 

7. How many stepchildren do you have? 

8. How many of your children are currently living with you? 

9. How many grandchildren do you have? 

10. How old is your vouneest grandchild? 

11. How old is your oldest grandchild? 
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12. What is the highest grade in school that vou finished? 

Seventh grade or less 

Eighth grade 

Ninth grade 

Tenth grade 

Eleventh grade 

Twelfth grade 

Freshman in college or one year of vocational training 

Sophomore in college or two years of vocational training 

Junior in college 

Senior in college/Bachelor's degree 

Graduate education beyond Bachelor's degree 

Graduate degree (please specify) 

13. How long have your divorcing daughter and her child/ren been living with you? 

14. What is your employment status? 

full-time retired other 

part-time unemployed 

15. What days of the week do you work? 

Monday Friday 

Tuesday Saturday 

Wednesday Sunday 

Thursday 

16. What hours do you work each day? (e.g., 8-12, 9-5) 

Monday Friday 

Tuesday Saturday 

Wednesday Sunday 

Thursday 
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17. What is your gross annual personal income? 

Less than $5,000 

$5,000-$7,999 

$8,000-$ 11,999 

$12,000-$ 14,999 

$15,000-$ 19,999 

$20,000-$24,999 

$25,000-$29,999 

$30,000-534,999 

$35,000-$39,999 

$40,000-$49,999 

$50,000-$59,999 

$60,000-$79,999 

$80,000 or more 

18. What is your annual gross family income? 

Less than $5,000 

$5,000-$7,999 

$8,000-$ 11,999 

$12,000-$ 14,999 

$15,000-$ 19,999 

$20,000-$24,999 

$25,000-$29,999 

$30,000-$34,999 

$35,000-$39,999 

$40,000-549,999 

$50,000-$59,999 

$60,000-$79,999 

$80,000 or more 
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M02 

relationship with parents before divorce 
Ah, very close, very close. I've always been 
very close to them. They've watched my kids 
while I work since they've been alive and 
then 1 would, of course, pick them up and 
take them home and I couldn't appreciate 
anybody any more — neither one of them. 

M is and always has been very 
close to her parents. She 
"couldn't appreciate anybody 
anymore." They have watched 
her children while she works 
for their entire lives. 

1 

had a lot of contact with them 
Oh, yeah, everyday....Every holiday, every 
birthday — we still have cake and ice cream 
and we do it all — the whole family, everyday 
I would talk with, see them at least twice a 
day. Of course, maybe on the weekends I 
wouldn't, but 1 would at least talk to them 
everyday. 

M has had lots of contact with 
her parents - every weekday, 
holidays, birthdays. On 
weekends, she would at least 
talk to them everyday if she 
didn't see them. 

2 

children's relationships with them 
Very good. Excellent, yeah. They are—just 
as close — probably to them as they are to me 
and their father. The kids, they ah, especially 
now that we've been living together with 
them for a few months but, they do everything 
for them and, just like I was with my 
grandma, just very, very close. 

Her children's relationships 
with them are very good also. 
They are as close to them as 
they are to her and their father. 
They are as close as M was 
with her grandma, very, very 
close. 

3 

decision to move in with oarents 
Well, the main one, of course, financial. The 
other one, you know, I was welcome to come 
here and live, you know, I needed out, I didn't 
have to ask if I could come here. And it was 
the best decision for me because of the fact 
that, you know, for money reasons and for 
child care reasons and for emotional reasons 
and the whole bit, I really wanted to be with 
them and so there was no other choice. I 
mean there was no other consideration that 1 
would give. 

The main reason M moved in 
with parents was financial. But 
she also needed to get away 
from her husband and she 
knew she was welcome. She 
feels it was the best decision 
for money, child care, and 
emotional reasons. There was 
no other consideration. 

4 

what were thines like when vou first moved 
is 
Ah, crowded. (Laugh) Very crowded. 

Things were very crowded 
when they first moved in. 

5 
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Everything was good, of course, I wasn't at 
my best those days, you know, I was kind of 
down and things were good, I, you know, I 
didn't ever have to ask for anything I think I 
let some of my responsibility go out the door 
a little bit and I wished I wouldn't have done 
that but, you know, you're kind of getting 
your own little thing and you got things on 
your mind and there are other people to watch 
them and give them what I maybe should 
have probably been giving them at the time 
but, I was always there for them but, maybe I 
let them do more than they should probably 
do, my parents do more than they probably 
should do at that point. Just as far as playing, 
you know, spending time with reading, there 
was a period of time right when I first moved 
in that I just really kind of would, of course, 
love them and give them attention but I would 
kind of, you know, go to bed real early and, 
(laugh) you know, withdraw a little bit. But, 
it's getting better. 

When they first moved in, M 
was kind of down, but things 
were good. She didn't ever 
have to ask for anything, but 
she feels she let some of her 
responsibility go out the door a 
little bit, and she wishes she 
wouldn't have, "...you got 
things on your mind and there 
are other people to watch them 
and give them what I maybe 
should have probably been 
giving them at the time but, I 
was always there for them but, 
maybe I let them do more than 
they should probably do, my 
parents do more than they 
probably should do at that 
point." She would love them 
and give them attention, but 
withdrew. 

6 

what are thines like now 
Ah, better, (laugh) Well, in a way, better. 
The only drawback I would see is that they 
have so many people they can go to now and 
maybe my word is not the final word, that's 
the big one. The big one if I say "No" there is 
always grandma and grandpa. Aunt Di, 
there's a bunch of people they can go to in 
order to get the answer they want. That's a 
hard one. 

Things are getting better. The 
only negative is that her word 
is not necessarily the final 
word - there are "a bunch of 
people they (the kids) can go to 
in order to get the answer they 
want." 

7 

And as far as there are so many dififerent — 
they try to, I would say, they really want the 
attention from everybody, you know, they 
have to be the main focus of attention more 
when there's more people around that they 
love, you know, they want everybody focused 
on them and so there is a little more acting 
out but, nothing too extreme, you know. 

The children want to be the 
center of attention so they act 
out more than they used to. 

8 
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The advantages are so much better than the 
disadvantages, you know, it's kind of hard. 
Like I said earlier, you kind of lose some of 
that. You let them do some things that you 
normally wouldn't and then you kind of 
become the kid again instead of the mom and 
the fact that they have every opportunity to 
get the right answer from other people, other 
than me, you know, I have to come across a 
little bit stronger, I have to be the discipline, 
you know, disciplinarian, because their dad is 
not here all the time and he always did that 
before and my parents' job is not to discipline 
them unless they absolutely have to, it's my 
job and so when I come home and they do 
something wrong then I have to be the one to 
enforce it, so that's a little — it makes me 
look like the bad person all the time but we 
have a good enough relationship that they 
know that I have to do that, my kids do. 

The advantages are better than 
the disadvantages, but it's kind 
of hard. M feels you become 
the kid again instead of the 
mom. And because her 
children have "every 
opportunity to get the right 
answer from other people, 
other than me," she has to 
come across stronger as a 
disciplinarian. Her husband 
used to discipline the children 
and she feels it's not her 
parent's job to do so "unless 
they absolutely have to." She 
thinks this makes her look like 
the bad person all the time, but 
she and her children have a 
good enough relationship that 
they know she has to discipline 
them. 

9 

we know that when a familv... 
Well, we really don't have any set roles as far 
as that goes, the child care was my parents, so 
that was not an issue and in fact if I wanted to 
go out or something like that and it doesn't 
happen very often. 

There are not set roles. Her 
parents do the child care during 
the day (as they always have) 
and if she wants to go out. 

10 
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but, financial reasons, I haven't received any 
money yet for child support so it makes it 
kind of hard but whenever I get paid, I give 
what I can and my mom knows that — she 
knows that I give as much as I can, you know, 
I'll give her a couple of hundred dollars every 
two weeks or so, ah, just for food and living 
expenses and everything like that and, other 
than that, you know, I pay the insurance, they 
pay all the utilities, and the food and 
everything, so I give what I can. As soon as I 
plan to get the child support then, of course, if 
I ever get the child support, then I will 
definitely compensate them for it, but they 
haven't asked me for any money. 

M contributes some money 
every two weeks or so for food 
and living expenses. She pays 
insurance, her parents pay 
everything else, so she 
contributes financially what 
she can. When she starts 
receiving child support, she 
will give them more money, 
but they have never asked her 
for anything. 

11 

It's just wide open. I give as much as I can 
give and they don't ask me for it and they 
usually don't have to ask me for it, you know. 

It's wide open. She gives as 
much as she can and they don't 
ask for anything. 

12 



example of an issue that vou have had to 
work out 
I think the main issue is like we had an 
argument a couple of nights ago because I had 
said that - I'm trying to remember what I said 
~ I remember thinking there are also some 
negative issues resulting, of course, from my 
ex-husband and I think we were arguing 
about that but, it wasn't really in front of the 
kids but I was really stressing that no matter 
what he's done or he is or what he will be 
he's still their father and we were talking 
about that but, I didn't want any kind of bad 
words spoken about him. There really 
haven't ever been but, there's been, you 
know, attitude about him and I think the kids 
pick up on it. There's never been anything 
blatant like. Oh, your dad is "blah," you 
know, but it's been noticeable and that was a 
big issue and also the fact that although he 
might not have been the best for me, they 
have to understand that I'm upset sometimes 
and that was a big thing, well, how can you be 
sad the way you guys lived or whatever, 
however he treated you and 1 remember 
arguing about that, saying, you know, you still 
have to give me time to know how bad he is 
to deal with it and that's the main thing — just 
having to hear the negativity about my 
marriage. 

The main issue that comes up 
between her and her parents is 
that they argue about her ex. 
She doesn't want anything 
negative said about him 
because the children pick up on 
it. She gets tired of "the 
negativity about my marriage." 

13 
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how do vou feel about the assistance 
Oh, I couldn't make it without it, I really 
couldn't. There is no way I could survive 
without it. I wouldn't have any child care 1 
could afford, I wouldn't have a home. I 
wouldn't have anybody to pick up and take 
my daughter to school, you know, or any 
emotional support either if I didn't have them. 
I really could not survive without them. I'd 
probably be, I don't know where I'd be but, I 
wouldn't be here not having to worry about 
eating and everything else, so I think it's hard 
when you go, you know, from two incomes 
all of a sudden to one, two kids, if I had to do 
it on my own I really would not have had a 
place that I could have stayed and had enough 
money to support my kids. 

M feels she couldn't survive 
without her parents' help. She 
wouldn't be able to afford child 
care, have a home, or get 
emotional support. "I really 
could not survive without 
them. I'd probably be, I don't 
know where I'd be but, I 
wouldn't be here not having to 
worry about eating and 
everything else....if I had to do 
it on my own I really would not 
have had a place that I could 
have stayed and had enough 
money to support my kids." 

14 

how do vour parents feel about orovidine 
assistance 
I think they're happy they do it. I know at 
least they know that me and the kids are well 
cared for and that's important to them. We're 
not somewhere on a bad side of town. 

M's parents are happy about 
providing assistance because 
they know that she and the 
children are well cared for. 

15 

I would just think that they, I'm sure that 
they're ready for me to move on, it gets 
hectic, they're with them all day long and all 
night long. And I can tell they're tired, you 
know, and that's the reason we're looking 
right now for a place to live. And that's the 
only reason. Just to give them — they would 
never ask us to leave but, just to give them a 
little peace and quiet and peace of mind at the 
end of the night. The kids, my kids are a 
handful so, yeah, so I think there's a part of 
them that would probably want us to move on 
and get our own place 

M thinks her parents are 
probably ready for them to 
move on (but would never ask 
them to leave) because it gets 
hectic being with the kids all 
the time. M realizes that 
they're tired and so she's 
looking for another place to 
live - "just to give them a little 
peace and quiet and peace of 
mind at the end of the night." 

16 

and I think there's a part of them that want to 
know that we're safe. 

M's parents want to know that 
she and her children are safe. 

17 
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do vou think vou're readv to move on 
Yeah, I'm definitely ready to move on. 
Definitely. Because of the fact that I feel 
myself losing a little more control every week 
that I'm here. My rules are kind of sliding out 
the window and that's understandable and I 
don't resent anybody for it but there is a 
certain way that I want my kids to ~ not 
behave — but I want them to listen to me and 
in the big decisions only me and their father. 
Although my parents, of course, are great and 
make good decisions for them 

M is ready to move on because 
she feels herself losing a little 
more control over her children 
every week. She doesn't resent 
her parents for that, but she 
wants to be the one that her 
children listen to. 

18 

but there's a line, there's a difference between 
grandparents' rules than parents' rules. They 
have already been through the rule thing, 
they're just kind of like, let's play and have 
flm, you know. That's the only reason I'm 
ready to move on. 

M feels "there's a line, there's 
a difference between 
grandparents' rules than 
parents' rules. They have 
already been through the rule 
thing, they're just kind of like, 
let's play and have fun, you 
know." 

19 

Plus I want to have a closer relationship with 
my kids. I'm real close to them now, of 
course, but I just want to be able to be their 
main role model and main guide in life, other 
than having all these other people giving them 
ideas. 

M also wants to move so she 
can have a closer relationship 
with her kids, so she can "be 
their main role model and main 
guide in life." 

20 
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can vou tell how vour kids feel about it 
My kids are very happy here. I think they're 
excited about getting a new place — the main 
reason having a new room and things like 
that. It's been easier on them, I think, than I 
thought it would be. They, I don't know, 
they, I just think they're extremely happy 
being here, too happy, (laugh) I don't think 
they're going to want to go with me. (Laugh) 
No they will, but they get everything here. I 
can kind of tell they ready to get their own 
space — I think it would be nice to have their 
very own room, they can put their own stuff 
in and they can have a place that they know 
they are going to be in, and an actual bedroom 
and a little bit more discipline in life than 
coming home and having everybody do 
everything for them. You know it would be 
better for them if I made them do certain 
things, clean their rooms and things like that 
they just don't do over here — they just don't 
do it. 

M's children are very happy 
living with their gps. It's been 
easier on them than M thought 
it would be. But they are 
excited about getting a new 
place and having a new room. 
M feels it will be good for 
them to have their own room 
and more discipline in their 
lives. 

21 

anv expectations when vou moved in 
No, I guess I expected my kids to react the 
same way they always have to me which is, 
"Oh, Mommy's, home", and they're very 
excited, which they always are, to a point, 
they're very happy to see me, but, then again 
there's not, "Mommy, read me a book" every 
night, or "Mommy, lay by me" it's more like, 
"Mom, will you lay by me, will you read me a 
book" which has changed a little bit. I don't 
think that we're drifting apart or anything but 
I think it's that they have other people they 
know love them and I'm not their main focus. 
I am their main focus, I'm just not their only 
focus anymore. 

The only expectation M had 
when moving in was that her 
kids would react the same way 
they always have to her - being 
excited to see her and do things 
with her. But in this situation, 
they have other people to do 
those things, so she's not their 
only focus anymore. 

22 
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oarent role 
My mom does everything. She does. She 
does everything. She watches my two kids 
and my nephew all day long and at night and 
she does the cooking still, and does the 
cleaning, and I'll do the cleaning once in a 
while too, and she is the one when anybody in 
this family has a problem we all go to her, 
myself included. I mean, I still do. And I 
think more now that I'm living at home again 
than I would have in the past. It kind of was 
rooted down to, you know, how I was when I 
was here before I even had children or got on 
my own kind of thing, kind of, "Mom, will 
you do this?" And she does it. 

M's mother does everything -
childcare, cooking, cleaning, 
emotional support. 

23 

And my dad is very, he's got MS so he's out 
here every once in a while, and he loves the 
kids and plays with them but he is usually 
very quiet and in his room and on the 
computer and once in a while he'll come out 
and play with the kids, of course, and they 
love him, too, but he provides more of an 
emotional kind of, you know, not emotional 
but like more discipliny than — even as far as 
when my dad says, "Don't do something" the 
kids don't do it. Me and my mom could yell 
at them all day long and they're gonna do it. 
They don't listen to either one of us. (Laugh) 
And so that's his role. He's very supportive 
of any decision that I might make and decide 
to do in my life, he's very supportive. 

M's father has MS, but plays 
with the children when he can. 
However, he's more of a 
disciplinarian ±an a playmate. 
He is very supportive of any 
decisions M makes. 

24 
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grandparent role 
Yeah. I guess it's a little different because 
they have always watched them. I mean 
they've babysat them everyday, or not even 
babysit, they've been with them everyday for 
five years so they treat them like I would want 
to treat them. I guess the only thing that I 
would have is that they maybe let them get 
away with a little too much. I wish they 
would be a little more disciplinary on them. 
And the fact that sometimes maybe they 
might, I think their role should be, of course, 
to set down some rules for them and play with 
them and love them and that's what they do. 
I wish they wouldn't make decisions that I 
have already said "no" to and they agreed to, 
or I say, "no, you can't do that" and they say, 
"Well, Ma said I could" and they really do try 
to, and it's hard because of the fact that 
they're with them so much. It's hard to ask 
me every single time the kids want to do 
something and I understand that, the only 
thing that I say is that if I want them not to do 
something, don't let them do it when I'm not 
here, you know, I think that there's a line 
there. 

The role of M's parents is what 
she would like it to be, except 
for the fact that she feels they 
let them get away with too 
much. She thinks their role 
should be "to set down some 
rules for them and play with 
them and love them" and that's 
what they do. She also wishes 
that they wouldn't let the 
children do things she has 
already told them they cannot 
do. 

25 

Would vou sav thev are coparents to vou 
Oh, yeah. 
more than vour ex-husband 
At this point, yeah. My ex-husband sees them 
about once every week for a few hours at a 
time and that's usually, "Let's go to the 
mountain and play in the snow" and "Let's do 
this" and "Let's go to a movie and a 
ballgame" and that's about it. My parents 
have to deal with it everyday in and out and 
they — we discuss the everyday life of my 
kids every day that I don't bring up to my 
husband but, and so they are raising them like 
he probably would have been if he was here. 

M's parents are more like her 
coparents than her ex is. They 
deal with the children 
everyday, whereas her husband 
sees them once a week for a 
few hours at a time. And she 
discusses the everyday life of 
her kids with her parents and 
not her ex. 

26 



242 

would vou think that it's mostly the fact that 
they're liyine with them and he's not? if vou 

M feels that the only thing her 
children are not getting from 
her parents that they would 
have gotten from their father is 
the discipline. Even when she 
moves out, her parents will still 
make decisions for the children 
because they will still be 
watching when M works. 

M wishes that she had more 
say in what her children do 
"because sometimes I'll feel 
like I'm being locked out of 
some of the decision making 
because of the fact that I'm at 
work." When they live on their 
own, although her parents will 
still make decisions, the 
children will have to come to 
her instead of going to her 
parents first as they do now. 

27 

were off on vour own would thev still have as 

M feels that the only thing her 
children are not getting from 
her parents that they would 
have gotten from their father is 
the discipline. Even when she 
moves out, her parents will still 
make decisions for the children 
because they will still be 
watching when M works. 

M wishes that she had more 
say in what her children do 
"because sometimes I'll feel 
like I'm being locked out of 
some of the decision making 
because of the fact that I'm at 
work." When they live on their 
own, although her parents will 
still make decisions, the 
children will have to come to 
her instead of going to her 
parents first as they do now. 

27 

much influence? 
Yeah, I think they would. I think they would. 
The only thing that the kids are not getting 
from them that they would normally have 
gotten from their father was just the 
discipline. He was very — not really strict — 
but they did what he said, and they don't have 
that any more, so that all falls on me. And so 
I think that they, regardless of where we were, 
whatever the situation, even if I move out to 
my apartment, my parents are still going to 
make decisions that I'm not going to be here 
because of work or whatever reason being, 
that they are going to make decisions that 
they have to make, I'm talking in circles here, 
but yeah, sometimes it may be a little too 
much, I wish I had a little more say in what 
the kids did. Because sometimes I'll feel like 
I'm being locked out of some of the decision 
making because of the fact that I'm at work. I 
understand that and, I think that would stay 
the same regardless except that at that point 
when we weren't living here, that's the way it 
was when I wasn't here and then I got to take 
them home and that was the way it was when 
they were with me. And now it's a constant 
all day of them making decisions of, "Ma, can 
I have this" and "Ma, can I have that" and not 
even asking me most of the time anymore. 
They usually go straight to my parents for 
anything other than the fact that, you know, 
because they know they'll get it. Like any 
kids and grandparents, you know. 

M feels that the only thing her 
children are not getting from 
her parents that they would 
have gotten from their father is 
the discipline. Even when she 
moves out, her parents will still 
make decisions for the children 
because they will still be 
watching when M works. 

M wishes that she had more 
say in what her children do 
"because sometimes I'll feel 
like I'm being locked out of 
some of the decision making 
because of the fact that I'm at 
work." When they live on their 
own, although her parents will 
still make decisions, the 
children will have to come to 
her instead of going to her 
parents first as they do now. 

27 

They do a great job. They've helped raise 
them just as much as I have and more so than 
probably their dad ever did. 

M feels that her parents have 
"helped raise them just as 
much as I have and more so 
than probably their dad ever 
did." 

28 
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neeatives 
Yeah, I guess, for example, my son sleeps 
with my mom — like every night. And that 
kind of hurts because he was always more in 
to sleep with me, before. I think the negative 
would be the fact that, I guess, it takes away 
something as far as how close me and my 
kids were to what they are now because of the 
fact that they are with them twice as long as 
they are with me and that hurts a little more. 
Yeah, they don't have that close — I mean 
they have a close bond with me, of course, 
but I don't get to spend one long individiial 
time with them. That's the worst thing. 

M feels the worst thing about 
living with her parents is that 
"it takes away something as far 
as how close me and my kids 
were to what they are now 
because of the fact that they are 
with them twice as long as they 
are with me and that hurts a 
little more." 

29 

best thine 
Knowing that they have a safe place to be at. 
I never once have to worry about what's 
going on when I'm not here. They're going 
through a hard time and this is making it 800 
times better. It's like a big slumber party 
every night. You know, it's flm. They're 
with their grandparents and they can just stay 
over at grandma and grandpa's house every 
night and that's fim for them and I think if the 
change would have been right from our house 
— my husband's house, to a place to our own, 
I think they would have been lonely and really 
missing him a lot more maybe than they do 
now because of the fact that they have so 
many other people to keep them entertained. 
And that's the good thing. They're not going 
through as hard a time as they probably would 
be if we weren't here. 

The best thing about this living 
arrangement is knowing that 
her children are at a safe place. 
Also, if they would have 
moved somewhere besides 
their grandparents' home after 
the divorce, the children would 
have been lonely and missing 
their father more than they do 
since there are so many other 
people to keep them 
entertained. Living here has 
made the divorce easier on the 
kids. 

30 
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relationship with oarents chanced since 
moving in 
Ah, no, I wouldn't say, really. Maybe I'm a 
little bit more resentfixl of how close they are 
to the kids. That sounds terrible to say 
because I always wanted them to be close but, 
you know, there's always that little, "Well, 
why don't you want to go with me" kind of 
thing (laugh) but, that's nothing compared to, 
I mean, we're extremely close and I couldn't 
thank them enough for what they've done 

M's relationship with her 
parents hasn't changed since 
moving home, other than she's 
a little resentful of how close 
they are to her children. 
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and the only thing I would think that has 
changed a little bit is that I've maybe let them 
— I don't know the word — become my 
parents again, more than — they're always my 
parents, but, maybe they're a little more, you 
know, I've resorted to going back a little bit 
saying having them do a little bit more for me 
than I did before. You know, kind of like I 
was a person out on my own with my own 
kids and my own house and all of a sudden 
I'm like, you know, the kid again going well, 
ask your mom, she'll do this, you know, that 
kind of thing. (Laugh) It's kind of gone back 
a little bit and they've become a little more 
parenting toward me than they ever used to 
be. 

Also, the other thing that has 
changed is that she has let them 
become her parents again - she 
lets them do more for her than 
they did before. "You know, 
kind of like I was a person out 
on my own with my own kids 
and my own house and all of a 
sudden I'm like, you know, the 
kid again going well, ask your 
mom, she'll do this, you know, 
that kind of thing. (Laugh) It's 
kind of gone back a little bit 
and they've become a little 
more parenting toward me than 
they ever used to be." 

32 
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does that bother vou 
Ah, it bothers me on my end. It bothers me 
that I let it happen. That I'm willing to sit 
back and let them do more of what I should 
be doing, that's what bothers me. And not 
really the fact that they try to mother me or 
anything. Sometimes there's things, 
especially with the divorce, that I like to deal 
with on my own, I don't want to have to 
answer questions things like that, you know, 
"Have you called your lawyer?" or "Have you 
done this?" it bugs me just because of the fact 
that I think that it's a hard enough thing for 
me to go through that, let alone have to face it 
every time I walk in the door and answer 
questions, "What's going on with the 
divorce?" I think about it all day long I don't 
need to do it when I get home. 

It bothers M that she is willing 
to sit back and let her parents 
do what she should be doing. 

Also, M's parents will ask her 
questions about the divorce, 
but she just wants to handle 
things on her own and not have 
to answer questions when she 
walks in the door - "I think 
about it all day long I don't 
need to do it when I get home." 
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relationshios will be like in the fiiture 
I think no matter what happens, they'll be 
extremely close which I'm very happy for. 
They will always be, as close to them as they 
will to me, in a different way. I think maybe, 
though — the relationship towards them — 
maybe they'll, I don't know, respect the fact, I 
won't say respect them more, because they do 
respect them, but maybe they'll listen to them 
more when they come over and it feels like 
it's not only their home but it's their 
grandparents' home, they might listen a little 
bit more than coming in here and running 
crazy and throwing their shoes and clothes 
and books and thinking it's their home and 
they can just be free and crazy, although they 
did that anyway, but maybe something like 
that might change, I don't know. They'll 
always be close no matter what just maybe 
just a little more reserved and more 
appreciative when they're not living around 
them all the time. 

M feels that her children will 
always be extremely close to 
her parents and will always be 
as close to them as they are to 
her. But she things the 
children may listen to their gps 
better and be more appreciative 
when they live away from 
them. 

34 
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how mav relationship with them chanee 
I'll take control again of my kids. I seem to 
have lost a little bit of that 

M feels that she will be able to 
regain control of her kids again 
when she moves out. 
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and other than that I think we'll always be 
close too. There'll never be anything really 
makes us not care for each other but, I'll be a 
little more mature and I think every month 
here I get more and more immature. I really 
do, I don't know why (laugh) but I do. So, 
that will be good 

M will always be close to her 
parents, "There'll never be 
anything really makes us not 
care for each other." But she 
feels she'll be more mature 
when she moves because she 
gets more and more immature 
every month she's with them. 
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and I can be more of an equal and have a litde 
bit more respect as a parent to my kids than I 
get now and I think sometimes they override 
some of my decisions because they think 
maybe it's not the best choice for my kids and 
I think when I decide to step in there and 
really start being the only provider for the 
kids then they will respect my wishes and my 
rules a little bit more. 

M feels that she "can be more 
of an equal and have a little bit 
more respect as a parent to my 
kids than I get now" after she 
moves out. 

37 

Other than the fact that I wish maybe I'm not 
trying to take the place of the dad, still seeing 
him as the father, although he's not around as 
much. I think that any parent would basically 
step down and say that you can do this and try 
not, and then get upset if I try to include the 
father in any decision. That may be how they 
feel, my parents feel about the ex-husband 
kind of thing. They don't like each other, by 
the way. 

M wishes she wasn't trying to 
take on the role of the father. 
She wants to include her ex-
husband, but her parents get 
upset. 

38 
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does that relationship somehow affect what 
goes on with vou guvs 
Well, I think it's just since we moved back in 
here, I think there's more hard feelings on 
both sides for each of the other parties, you 
know. My parents definitely dislike him 
more and he probably doesn't care as much 
for them, resents them more, for the fact that 
they're with my kids all the time and they 
think that they're trying to raise them and we 
need to be raising the kids and not your 
parents. And there is a lot of that going on on 
that end. It's not true because my parent's are 
great but it's hard because then it puts me in 
the middle as far as don't talk bad about their 
dad, no matter what he does he's their dad 
and it kind of like, my parents have done so 
much for us, to my husband you've got to 
understand their point too. It's like that kind 
of thing, that's the thing we usually go 
through or something to do with that. There's 
so many hard feelings on every other side that 
as the mom, you kind of have to want them to 
be with grandparents, and then you want them 
to be with their dad, and try to have to listen 
to the dad and listen to the grandparents 
they're living with and then kind of make 
everybody get along so there are no hard 
feelings in front of the kids, 

M feels that since she's moved 
back home, there are more hard 
feelings on both her parents' 
and her ex's sides towards one 
another. Her parents dislike 
him more and he resents her 
parents for being with the kids 
all the time and trying to raise 
them. As the mom, you have 
to make sure that everyone gets 
along so the children can't see 
the hard feelings. 

39 
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that's hard because I don't know what my ex-
husband says about them living here but I'm 
not sure it's not nice...I don't know if he 
would say something to the kids. I know he 
gets very hurt when the kids go over there to 
stay the night and they always cry, "I want to 
go to Ma and Pa's house" they cry more than 
they did probably if it was just me and the 
kids living together. They want to come here 
all the time and, I think, that makes him feel 
like he's being left out and in turn he shows 
up for the kids and gets very angry, "Well, if 
they don't want to see me if they want to 
spend the time with your mom and dad.. 
then, you know, I don't know if that has 
anything to do with it but I think that he's 
very resentful of the fact that I have so much, 
the kids are so happy. I think he thinks, you 
know, I was very easily replaced, kind of 
thing. 

M's ex gets angry that the kids 
want to be with their 
grandparents. He resents the 
fact that she has so much and 
that the kids are happy. 

40 

has that eotten worse over time 
It gets, it's just really bad especially like 
overnight visits. They are just really bad. 
They cry to come over to Ma and Pa's house 
and he doesn't really understand it's not really 
Ma and Pa, but it's the whole house and 
having the mommy there and, you know, that 
makes him very upset — it makes him very 
angry and it's getting better because I think 
we're accepting it more, we know that we're 
not going to be together kind of thing. 

Same as above 41 

But I think it will just be better on all ends if I 
lived with the kids and it was me and their 
dad brought them and picked them up from 
my house so it was not so he feels it's all one 
sided. It's him and then it's my entire family 
with the kids and so I think he feels like, your 
family is taking my kids over. 

M feels that this will be better 
when she lives on her own and 
her ex can pick up the kids 
from her house and not have to 
see them with her family. 

42 
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