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Abstract
Grandparent caregivers experience a complex web of rewards and challenges
as the primary source of support for their grandchildren. Consistent with the
trend towards a more positive framing of grandparent caregiving, this paper
explores the grandparent caregiver experience through a strengths-based
approach and makes the case for Seligman’s Wellbeing Theory, or PERMA
model, being used to support research, programming, and policy. A scoping
review of 16 current empirical articles relevant to grandparent caregiver
wellbeing revealed the experience of grandparent caregivers aligns well with
the five components of Seligman’s PERMA model: positive emotions, en-
gagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment. Using this framework
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with grandparent caregivers, both in theory and in practice, can provide
relevant stakeholders with a more comprehensive picture of the needs of this
population, enabling them to more effectively support wellbeing for grand-
parent caregivers and positive developmental outcomes for the growing
number of children in their care.

Keywords
Grandparent caregiver, wellbeing, PERMA model, grandfamilies, strengths-
based

The structure of a family unit holds significant implications for both the
functioning of the family as a whole and the development of individual family
members (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Cox & Paley, 1997). While many family
units consist of parents and children, a distinct subset of families around the
world are headed by grandparent caregivers. A grandparent caregiver is an
adult who acts as a full-time primary caregiver for their grandchild or
grandchildren (Hayslip & Smith, 2013), and the resulting family structure is
often described as a “grandfamily” (Generations United, 2015). Approxi-
mately 2.7 million grandparents fill the role of primary caregiver for more than
5.7 million children and adolescents in the United States (U.S. Census Bureau,
2014). Based on trends in census-level data, this number continues to increase
at a significant rate (Dunifon et al., 2019). Full-time care of youth often
becomes a long-term responsibility, with about 40% of grandparent caregivers
taking on the role for more than 4 years (Generations United, 2015; Simmons
& Dye, 2003). These arrangements can be formal, in that they are legally
recognized by a court, or informal, in that the grandparent is not the legal
guardian of the child or adolescent but still acts as their primary caregiver and
financial provider (Generations United, 2015).

Over the last several decades, grandfamily research has tended to em-
phasize difficulties faced by grandparent caregivers due to the unique
stressors they experience that affect their wellbeing and ability to provide
optimal care to their grandchildren (Kaplan & Perez–Porter, 2014; Rapoport
et al., 2020). Five primary stressors impact grandparent caregivers: role
confusion as they balance both traditional parent and grandparent identities
(Brennan et al., 2013); financial burden associated with the unexpected cost
of raising children, especially when retired or close to retirement (Hayslip &
Smith, 2013; Raposo & Carstensen, 2015); emotional and behavioral
problems of the youth in their care as many navigate traumatic life events,
such as the death of a parent, incarceration, domestic violence, neglect, or
substance abuse, that put them in their grandparents’ care (Rapoport et al.,
2020; Smith, Hayslip, & Webster, 2019); lack of adequate institutional and
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social support (Conway et al., 2010; Dockery, 2020); and adverse physical
and mental health brought on by the accompanying stressors discussed in
this section, as well as the more advanced age of grandparent caregivers in
comparison to traditional or biological parents (Brennan et al., 2013; Sands
& Goldberg–Glen, 2000).

While acknowledging these challenges is necessary to effectively impact
programming and policy, an increasing number of scholars have called for a
strengths-based approach emphasizing resilience and optimal wellbeing (e.g.,
Dolbin–MacNab, Smith, & Hayslip, 2021; Torelli, 2020), as opposed to the
deficit perspective employed by past studies solely focused on stressors and
adverse outcomes associated with the grandparent caregiver role. Frequently
conceptualized as the antithesis of stress, wellbeing is often measured as an
outcome of interest in work related to grandparent caregivers and grand-
families (e.g., Dunifon et al., 2019; Kaplan & Perez–Porter, 2014). It is
important to consider the wellbeing of grandparent caregivers as a growing
number of youth nationally and globally are being raised primarily by their
grandparents (Generations United, 2015). Accordingly, the present study
examines facets of the grandparent caregiver experience accounted for in
current empirical work within the context of a leading theory of wellbeing:
Seligman’s PERMA model.

Seligman’s Positive Emotions, Engagement,
Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment (PERMA)
Model

Seligman (2011) Wellbeing Theory, or PERMA model, outlines factors
needed for an individual to “flourish.” With a focus on building happiness to
improve wellbeing (Seligman, 2018), the PERMAmodel asserts there are five
components that inform an individual’s wellbeing: positive emotions, en-
gagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment (Seligman, 2011).
Positive emotions refer to one’s tendency to experience contentment and joy.
Engagement is marked by existing in a state of flow, or experiencing intense
interest in an activity (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2014). Positive rela-
tionships, or feeling cherished, valued, and supported by others in one’s life, is
an additional factor that contributes to optimal wellbeing. Meaning is
achieved when one feels that their life has value and purpose. Finally, ac-
complishment refers to one’s feelings of mastery and achievement. Together,
these factors act as indicators of a fulfilling life, with the model incorporating
and valuing both hedonic and eudemonic evaluations of life satisfaction
(Foregeard et al., 2011).

The PERMA model has been broadly applied to enhance wellbeing in
spaces like the workplace (e.g., Beacham et al., 2020; Slavin et al., 2012)
and education (e.g., Norrish et al., 2013). The PERMAmodel has also been
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utilized in more specific contexts, like interventions for cancer patients
(e.g., Tu et al., 2021) and students with disabilities (e.g., Tansey et al.,
2018).

Though the PERMA model is highly regarded in positive psychology
(Wagner et al., 2020), I have not found any evidence of it being translated to
grandparent caregiving. With its emphasis on overall subjective wellbeing and
its person-centric approach, the model may prove helpful as a tool for studying
and working with grandparent caregivers.

Accordingly, the current paper has two primary aims: (1) demonstrate the
utility of framing grandparent caregiver wellbeing using the PERMA model
by examining the fit of this framework in capturing the unique experience of
grandparent caregivers, and (2) discuss the implications of using this model
on grandparent caregiver programming and policy initiatives. Through these
aims, this paper strives to provide an outline of how to embrace the messy,
intricate, and sometimes difficult circumstances grandparent caregivers face
and create a nuanced, informative picture of the complexities at play. The
goal is to embrace the PERMA model as a means of uplifting grandparent
caregivers—and grandfamilies as a whole—to promote their wellbeing.

Methods

A scoping review was selected to identify relevant work in accomplishing the
first aim. Scoping reviews are often employed when uncovering the present
state of a field of research around a specific aspect or boundary (Arksey &
O’Malley, 2005). In the case of this paper, a scoping review provides a glance
at some of the most representative empirical articles in the field. This review is
not intended to be systematic or comprehensive; instead, it captures a snapshot
of the state of grandparent caregiver research, with a specific focus on
wellbeing.

To identify relevant literature for this review, I employed a criteria-based
approach by searching for current empirical articles published in peer-
reviewed academic journals between 2015 and 2021 (Figure 1). This nar-
row date range was selected to capture the most current work and identify the
most relevant themes, as research in this field spans many decades and the
experiences of grandparent caregivers are constantly evolving as a result of
policy shifts and cultural trends (Generations United, 2015). For the collection
of relevant literature, which occurred throughout August 2021, the following
search terms were applied within Academic Search Complete, Anthropology
Plus, Family Studies Abstracts, Humanities Full Text, APA PsycArticles,
Psychology and Behavioral Sciences Collection, Social Sciences Full Text:
custodial grand* AND well*, custodial grand* AND stress, grandparent
caregiver* AND well*, grandparent caregiver* AND stress. This search
resulted in a total of 117 unique articles. For the purposes of this study, articles
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had to include information about stress or wellbeing outcomes for grandparent
caregivers with their grandchild or grandchildren falling within the age range
of newborn to 18 years. After reviewing the abstracts for relevance and
eliminating articles that were not published in English, a total of 16 articles
were selected for the current review.

The analysis of the selected articles included two phases. First, information
related to processes and methodology utilized within each study was ex-
amined. The purpose of this phase was to provide context for the findings from
each of the reviewed articles, as well as for the collective analysis. Second, the
content of the reviewed articles was analyzed using a priori codes aligned with
the PERMA model. A priori coding allows the researcher to identify themes
within and across data using a predetermined set of codes (Elliott, 2018). Each
article was read in its entirety, then re-read to extract findings that shed light on
the grandparent caregiver experience. These highlighted findings were then
sorted within the five a priori codes (positive emotions, engagement,

Figure 1. Scoping review process.
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relationships, meaning, and accomplishment). The synthesized findings from
both phases of analysis are included in the results.

Results

The presentation of results begins by highlighting basic information about the
reviewed articles, including location of the study, participant demographic
information, sample size, and methodology, most of which is included in
Table 1. Of the 16 articles, 14 studies were conducted within the United States
and two were carried out in Australia. The weighted average age of

Table 1. Reviewed Articles and Corresponding Information.

Article (Author(s), Year)
Methodological

Approach
Sample
Size Location

Bailey et al. (2019) Quantitative 144 United
States

Crowther et al. (2015) Mixed methods 22 United
States

Doley et al. (2015) Mixed methods 100 Australia
Dunfee et al. (2021) Mixed methods 26 United

States
Hillman and Anderson (2019) Qualitative 117 United

States
Kelley et al. (2019) Quantitative 549 United

States
Lee et al. (2015) Qualitative 23 United

States
Manns et al. (2017) Mixed methods 5 United

States
Mendoza et al. (2020) Quantitative 74 United

States
Musil et al. (2015) Mixed methods 12 United

States
Nadorff and Patrick (2018) Quantitative 144 United

States
Smith and Merchant et al. (2015) Quantitative 343 United

States
Smith, Hayslip, Hancock, Strieder, and
Montoro-Rodriguez (2018)

Mixed methods 343 United
States

Sprang et al. (2015) Quantitative 297 United
States

Taylor et al. (2018) Mixed methods 88 Australia
Whitley et al. (2016) Quantitative 432 United

States
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participants was 57.88 years, with a range of 33–89 years. 15 of the 16 studies
had an item related to gender; 85.85% of participants identified as female.
Twelve of the studies reported participants’ race/ethnicity, of which ap-
proximately two-thirds of the participants identified as White. Because dif-
ferent reports were used (i.e., African American and Latino/a vs. Non-White),
the broad categorization of White and Non-White is used here. While not all
studies reported information related to education and employment, a wide
range in educational attainment can be seen in the available data, with
grandparent caregivers most commonly reporting they completed high school,
its equivalent, or some college. Additionally, the majority of grandparent
caregivers in the reviewed studies were retired or worked part-time, with
fewer numbers reporting full-time employment. Two studies collected and
analyzed all data qualitatively, seven solely utilized quantitative methods, and
seven employed mixed methods data collection and analysis to answer their
research questions.

The presentation of the reviewed studies is based on an outline of the
PERMA model. Therefore, the findings are reported below as they relate to
positive emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment.
It should be noted that being a grandparent caregiver is a complex experience,
filled with a range of rewards and challenges. My intent in the section to
follow is sketching out the co-existence of some of the most prevalent rewards
and challenges in relation to one another within an existing model of
wellbeing—not to simplify or artificially segment the experience. Therefore,
both findings that seemingly support wellbeing and those that detract from
wellbeing are presented.

Positive Emotions

Acting as a grandparent caregiver can increase wellbeing by enhancing in-
stances of positive emotions. For example, in their qualitative study of 117
grandparent caregivers in the United States, Hillman and Anderson (2019)
found that caring for grandchildren on a full-time basis leads to greater
celebration of joyous occasions, such as emotional and behavioral progress or
academic success, by the new family unit as a whole. Additionally, grand-
parent caregivers can cope with negative circumstances more effectively when
they have a positive outlook on the situation. Many grandparent caregivers
draw on the unconditional love that they have for their grandchild or their
spirituality and faith to maintain a positive outlook when facing adverse
circumstances (Dunfee et al., 2021; Hillman & Anderson, 2019). Similarly,
though inversely, Mendoza et al. (2020) found effective coping is linked to
higher reported satisfaction in grandparent caregivers. Smith, Hayslip,
Hancock, Strieder, and Montoro–Rodriguez (2018) found that targeting
one aspect of the grandparent caregiving experience, such as the way in which
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grandparents conceptualize their situation, can have large-scale impacts on
their wellbeing and outcomes for their grandchildren.

However, the absence of positive emotions unsurprisingly leads to di-
minished wellbeing for grandparent caregivers. For example, grandparents
caring for grandchildren with abnormal emotional symptoms scored higher on
measures of anxiety, stress, and depression than grandparent caregivers acting
as the primary caregivers for children with average levels of emotional
stability (Doley et al., 2015). The consistently taxing role of being a
grandparent caregiver can be associated with decreased life satisfaction,
especially in instances where short-term and long-term progress seem to be
limited. Several studies of grandparent caregivers have found that just under
half of the participants in a sample experience significant depressive
symptoms related to their role as caregivers (e.g., Bailey et al., 2019; Nadorff
& Patrick, 2018). These symptoms can largely be attributed to the numerous
stressors that accompany the role of grandparent caregiver but are also re-
inforced by negative emotions and attitudes one holds about their role.

Of grave concern, grandparent and grandchild distress often occur si-
multaneously, and a reciprocal relationship exists between the fulfillment of
the needs of grandparents and grandchildren and their wellbeing (Doley et al.,
2015; Lee et al., 2015). Sprang et al. (2015) found that about 72% of children
in the care of a grandparent caregiver have previously experienced at least one
form of trauma while formerly in the care of their parent(s). The subsequent
emotional and behavioral outcomes lead to increases in the stress levels of
grandparent caregivers, resulting in a spiral of negative emotions and feelings
of being overwhelmed for both youth and grandparents (Crowther et al., 2015;
Sprang et al., 2015).

Engagement

Grandparent caregivers experiencing engagement can be more attuned to their
wellbeing and the needs of their grandchildren. In a sample of 12 grandparent
caregivers, it was found that the participants appreciated having the oppor-
tunity to take time for themselves and reflect on what was going well and what
could be improved in their daily practices, both in their role as caregivers and
as individuals (Musil et al., 2015). Being afforded a chance to sit with their
own thoughts and evaluate their cognitive processing, affect, and behaviors
contributed to a greater sense of engagement in their typical routine (Musil
et al., 2015). Additionally, grandparent caregivers were better able to engage
in their role and channel resilience by centering their current circumstance in
their cultural and spiritual beliefs (Bailey et al., 2019).

A lack of engagement was often seen with grandparent caregivers when the
task at hand became overwhelming. Caregiving responsibilities include in-
creased financial and emotional burden, both of which contribute to additional
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stress and disengagement (Hillman & Anderson, 2019; Lee et al., 2015;
Mendoza et al, 2020). Grandparent caregivers’ concerns for the future of their
grandchildren and coping with the loss of “what could have been” the alternate
path for their lives can make it difficult to enjoy the present moment (Crowther
et al., 2015; Hillman & Anderson, 2019).

Relationships

Positive, supportive relationships are essential for grandparent caregivers to
lead full, healthy lives. A study reporting on a sample of 100 grandparent
caregivers in Australia found that greater informal social supports were as-
sociated with less depressive symptoms (Doley et al., 2015). Similarly, a study
conducted to better understand resilience in grandparent-headed households
revealed that grandparent caregivers seek to fulfill the need for consistency
and security felt by their grandchildren, and therefore strive to build strong
relationships (Lee et al., 2015). This desire to create strong relationships to
bolster stability was commonly found in other samples of grandparent
caregivers (e.g., Dunfee et al., 2021;Mendoza et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2018).
Many grandparent caregivers discussed how their relationship with their
grandchildren was full of love and mutual benefit for both parties involved
(Lee et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2018).

Though relationships with their grandchildren are viewed as a source of
joy, relationships with other adults, or a lack thereof, were found to be a source
of stress for grandparent caregivers. For example, many grandparent care-
givers reported difficulty stemming from their relationship with their adult
children, or the grandchildren’s parents (Hillman & Anderson, 2019). The
adult children are often struggling with legal issues related past or current
infractions, continued addiction or substance abuse, or mental and psycho-
logical disorders; the grandparent caregiver must now define boundaries for
visitation and contact in the best interest of their grandchild(ren).

An additional concern is the perceived social isolation grandparent
caregivers experience from their peers and other adults (Hillman & Anderson,
2019; Mendoza et al., 2020). Grandparent caregivers struggle with not being
able to connect with individuals their own age or recreational grandparents
due to their full-time caregiving responsibilities; they also often have difficulty
connecting with the parents of their grandchildren’s peers due to the potential
misalignment in age (Hillman & Anderson, 2019; Lee et al., 2015; Mendoza
et al., 2020). As a result, many grandparent caregivers feel isolated from their
family and friends, a sentiment that detracts significantly from perceived
wellbeing. However, research has suggested that having a strong peer net-
work, religious community, or spouse can provide inherent support and
protect from the effects of social isolation (Dunfee et al., 2021; Kelley et al.,
2019). On a more systemic level, support systems for grandparent caregivers
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and their families are often fragmented and ineffective (Lee et al., 2015).
Grandparent caregiver stress can stem from disappointing experiences with
local agencies, health services, and schools. Social support systems are vitally
important to grandparent caregivers, as they have been found to influence
depressive symptoms, quality of life, and life satisfaction (Mendoza et al.,
2020; Whitley et al., 2016). However, the absence of positive relationships
with these organizations, or the absence of accessible forms of these supports,
diminishes the potential for enhanced grandparent caregiver wellbeing.

Custodial grandparents often struggle internally when attempting to find an
appropriate balance in their relationships with their grandchildren. Role
confusion is common as they navigate between primary caregiving respon-
sibilities and recreational grandparenting. One study found that parenting
practices and the relationship maintained during the parenting process is very
similar between biological parents and grandparent caregivers (Smith,
Merchant et al., 2015). This finding suggests that grandparent caregivers
fall more within the lines of acting as a traditional parent, though many voice
their desire to fill the traditional role of a grandparent. As discussed previously,
many children placed in the care of a grandparent have experienced some form
of trauma. One study of 297 grandparent caregivers and their grandchildren
found that the correlation between the trauma faced by the child and the stress
levels experienced by the grandparent were mediated by child-grandparent
relationship conflict (Sprang et al., 2015). In other words, a positive rela-
tionship between grandparent caregivers and their grandchildren can, to some
extent, negate the adverse outcomes associated with past trauma and lead to
more positive health and wellbeing outcomes for both the grandparents and
grandchildren.

Meaning

Unsurprisingly, many grandparent caregivers find meaning in their life as they
provide a stable, loving home to their grandchildren. An exploratory, mixed
methods study of grandparent caregivers supports this sentiment in their claim
that “certain acts of actually caring for grandchildren might be beneficial to
grandparents as it brings them pleasure” (Manns et al., 2017, p. 45). In other
studies, grandparent caregivers discussed the pleasure and purpose they re-
ceive from acting as their grandchild’s primary caregiver, with many citing the
experience as a blessing (Dunfee et al., 2021; Taylor et al., 2018). Some of the
benefits they articulated were revitalization and personal growth, as they were
given the opportunity to view themselves through a new lens.

When grandparent caregivers are unable to find meaning and purpose in
their lives, unfavorable outcomes often result. For example, physical health
limitations were found to be higher in grandparent caregivers than their non-
caregiving counterparts, leading to increased stress and diminished personal

10 Journal of Family Issues 0(0)



value (Lee et al., 2015; Nadorff & Patrick, 2018). This is likely a result of
grandparent caregivers engaging in fewer regularly scheduled self-care ac-
tivities than their recreational grandparent counterparts (Manns et al., 2017).
In caring for their grandchildren, grandparent caregivers often lose sight of
themselves and their own goals, thus diminishing the value that they find in
their personal life. This is exceedingly true for younger grandparent caregivers
(i.e., those in their thirties, forties, and fifties), who may have increased
difficulty taking on the role of caregiver as it challenges their expectations of
what they thought their life would be (Kelley et al., 2019). Altering career
trajectories and distracting from social relationships with peers can make the
position challenging and decrease the ability to find meaning in their new
circumstance, often a result of “role overload” (Kelley et al., 2019).

Accomplishment

Grandparent caregivers often feel a sense of accomplishment based on the
performance and health of their grandchildren. Feeling as though progress was
being achieved by caring for a grandchild led to an enhanced sense of
achievement (Taylor et al., 2018). Grandparent caregivers can feel a sense of
mastery around their own competence as a primary caregiver, which often stems
from their grandchildren’s accomplishments. For example, grandparent care-
givers reported feeling confident in their ability to be patient and insightful in
their relationships with their grandchildren (Hillman & Anderson, 2019). They
also believed that they were being given an opportunity to improve their
parenting skills the “second time around” by learning from past mistakes when
raising their own children (Lee et al., 2015). Characterizing the caregiving role
as challenging, yet rewarding, acknowledges the complexity of the situation
while giving grandparent caregivers the opportunity to impart knowledge and
act generatively towards the grandchildren in their care (Crowther et al., 2015).

Conversely, a lack of confidence in one’s parenting skills often leads to
stress in grandparent caregivers. Several studies reported that a lack of
knowledge and parenting wisdom, along with the hefty burden of respon-
sibility, inhibited grandparent caregivers from feeling confident and effica-
cious in their roles as caregivers (Hillman & Anderson, 2019; Mendoza et al.,
2020; Nadorff & Patrick, 2018). Additionally, grandparent caregivers often
feel both excited and apprehensive knowing they have a “second chance” at
parenting (Smith, Hayslip, Hancock, Strieder, & Montoro-Rodriguez, 2018).

Another point of stress for grandparent caregivers stemming from the
absence of mastery and accomplishment is related to the financial and legal
burdens that many grandparent caregivers bear. Financially, grandparent
caregivers and their grandchildren are at a disadvantage if the grandparent is
on a fixed income or only employed part-time (Bailey et al., 2019; Lee et al.,
2015; Nadorff & Patrick, 2018). Legal issues are also a factor for grandparent
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caregivers and their families. Informal grandparent caregivers, or those
without legal custody of their grandchildren, report less satisfaction in their
relationship with their grandchildren and their role as caregiver than formal
grandparent caregivers (Taylor et al., 2018). This is likely due to these informal
grandparent caregivers having little to no legal control over their grandchildren,
thus introducing an element of uncertainty into the relationship along with the
absence of formal recognition and governmental assistance (Taylor et al., 2018).

Discussion

With a focus on the wellbeing of grandparent caregivers, the review of articles
revealed that acting as a primary caregiver to one’s grandchildren is a
complex, unique experience. While some articles discussed grandparent
caregiving as a burden and a source of stress (e.g., Doley et al., 2015; Kelley
et al., 2019), others acknowledged both the triumphs and challenges (e.g.,
Bailey et al., 2019; Crowther et al., 2015; Mendoza et al., 2020). In addition to
spotlighting a growing division within the field, this finding highlights the
importance of using a theoretical framework as a guide and to provide ra-
tionale for the way a research team designs a study and operationalizes
significant constructs. Thus, the review provided evidence for the PERMA
model being effective in capturing this complex experience and its subsequent
impact on grandparent caregiver wellbeing.

With its five components (positive emotions, engagement, relationships,
meaning, and accomplishment), the PERMA model provides a space for the
categorization of significant factors and outcomes related to grandparent
caregiving. Using the PERMA model as a framework captured each of the
stressors highlighted in the introduction, while providing a strengths-based
lens through which to view these challenges, a stance called for by several
scholars (e.g., Dolbin–MacNab et al., 2021; Hayslip & Smith, 2013;
Montoro–Rodriguez et al., 2021). Additionally, the PERMA model seems to
adequately hold the needs of grandparent caregivers to feel fulfilled and “well”
within its components. In other words, salient factors of the grandparent
caregiver experience did not appear to fall outside of the model’s scope.

Limitations

A handful of limitations, most of which relate to sample demographics, exist
in the current literature on grandparent caregiver stress and wellbeing, making
it difficult to draw conclusions about the use of the PERMA model with all
subpopulations of grandparent caregivers. First, convenience sampling is
heavily relied upon for recruiting participants. While this sampling approach
does limit the generalizability of the results, it is often an important first step in
better understanding specific contexts. As grandparent caregivers gain
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recognition as a critical demographic in health and human development re-
search, large-scale, nationally representative samples should be surveyed.

Second, a high proportion of grandparent caregivers in the samples were
female. While this is likely an accurate portrayal of gender differences in
grandparent caregivers, a lack of research on the male population makes it
difficult to make inferences about the experience of grandfather caregivers,
which may vary from that of grandmother caregivers. To ameliorate this gap,
future work should intentionally recruit grandfather caregivers.

Third, more consistent reporting of demographic information would help
to move the field forward and allow for the design of more effective large-
scale resources for grandparent caregivers. For example, few studies collected
and analyzed information about the marital status of grandparent caregivers.
This information is important as additional adult supports and caregivers in the
home may decrease the burden of primary caregiving (Kelley et al., 2019;
Manns et al., 2017). Of the studies that collected information about marital
status, almost none compare outcomes of married grandparent caregivers to
those of single grandparent caregivers. Future work should collect potentially
enlightening demographic information, such as marital status, and run pre-
liminary analyses to understand between-group differences, as has been done
in comparisons of grandparent caregivers and non-caregiving grandparents
(e.g., Coleman–Reed & Nelson–Gardell, 2021).

Additional reporting would also be helpful in areas associated with in-
equitable opportunities and outcomes, such as racial/ethnic identity and so-
cioeconomic status. An increasing number of studies focus exclusively on
historically marginalized populations, such as African American grand-
mothers (e.g., Crowther et al., 2015; Kelley et al., 2019) and grandparent
caregivers from poor, rural areas in the United States (e.g., Dunfee et al.,
2021). A grandparent caregiver’s culture is shaped by the groups they belong
to and influences their attitudes, values, and beliefs (Rogoff, 2003). Ac-
cordingly, understanding how the grandparent caregiving experience, and
perceptions of the experience, may vary between and within various de-
mographic profiles could help to create more meaningful, supportive pro-
grams. In line with this need, the PERMAmodel allows for interventions to be
tailored to specific needs and contexts, providing the level of support nec-
essary to mitigate the impact of compounding injustices faced by many
grandparent caregivers (Fernandes et al., 2021).

Implications

The results of the current review provide potential avenues for future research
as well as practical implications for programmatic interventions and policy
decisions. These practices, programs, and policies must acknowledge the
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complexity of the grandparent caregiver role (Backhouse & Graham, 2012),
and the PERMA model provides a means of accomplishing this.

Virtually all reviewed articles identified lack of support as a primary factor
inhibiting grandparent caregiver wellbeing. Institutional and social supports
are needed for grandparent caregivers as they care for their grandchildren and
maintain relationships with their peers, with the ultimate goal of bolstering
wellbeing and life satisfaction (Coleman–Reed & Nelson–Gardell, 2021;
Mendoza et al., 2020). As stated by Lee et al. (2015), “custodial grandparents
provide important intergenerational links that can hold families together
through crises, but they need support to promote healing within the family
system” (p. 121). These supports, or interventions, can take the form of
programs or policies and could benefit from viewing the grandparent caregiver
experience through the lens of the PERMA model.

Based on conclusions provided by the authors of the reviewed studies and
in accordance with past recommendations (e.g., Kaplan & Perez–Porter,
2014), interventions must include a number of components in order to ef-
fectively serve grandparent caregivers and their grandchildren, each of which
fits within the PERMA model. For example, interventions should focus on all
facets of wellness, including psychological, cognitive, affective, behavioral,
and physiological states (Smith, Hayslip, Hancock, Strieder, & Montoro–
Rodriguez, 2018). Taking a holistic approach ensures that wellbeing is op-
timized for grandparent caregivers. Additionally, a strengths-based approach
towards grandparent caregiving should be highlighted in interventions
(Manns et al., 2017; Montoro–Rodriguez et al., 2021). Framing their role as a
primary caregiver positively, these types of interventions bolster several facets
of wellbeing highlighted in the PERMA model, including positive emotions,
engagement, and meaning.

The PERMA model also allows interventions to be culturally responsive
and relevant. The needs of grandparent caregivers vary widely, so context and
biopsychosocial factors should be taken into consideration when designing
interventions (Whitley et al., 2016). As demonstrated throughout the current
review, the grandparent caregiver population is not only unique from other
primary caregiver groups and grandparent groups, but also encompasses a
wide range demographically. Therefore, interventions should not be scaled up
without careful consideration of the contextual factors at play in all relevant
ecological systems. The PERMA model allows for these factors to be sys-
tematically considered within each of its five components.

Taken together, the PERMA model may be an effective framework for
designing interventions for grandparent caregivers, as it provides structure for
virtually all pertinent aspects of their experience while organically providing
space for a strengths-based, person-centered perspective (Dolbin–MacNab
et al., 2021; Torelli, 2020). In other words, the PERMA model acts as a
scalable framework while avoiding a “one size fits all” approach warned
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against by leaders in the field (e.g., Dolbin–MacNab, 2006). The ability to
differentiate also allows interventions to be culturally responsive and relevant
to the grandparent caregivers they are aimed at helping (Cox, 2018).

Conclusion

An increasing number of youth in the United States and across the globe will
be placed into the primary care of a grandparent at some point during their
childhood. These grandparent caregivers and the children they care for face
unique challenges. This scoping review of the literature was conducted to
better understand the impact of caretaking on the wellbeing of grandparent
caregivers as it relates to the five components of the PERMA model (positive
emotions, engagement, relationships, meaning, and accomplishment) and
provide a glimpse into the utility of the PERMA model as a framework for
supporting grandparent caregivers. Findings suggest that grandparent care-
giving is a complex experience and includes facets that both bolster and
diminish wellbeing. In the coming decades, as the number of grandfamilies
continues to increase, stakeholders across domains must come together to
advocate for and with grandparent caregivers in the development of effective
supports. Interventions that provide a positive, strengths-based, individualized
approach must be implemented to support grandparent caregivers and their
grandchildren, and the PERMA model of wellbeing (Seligman 2011) is an
effective and efficient framework for structuring this work.
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