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Long Abstract 

 

Abstract 

Objectives: To estimate variation in well-being  of european grandparents over a period of 9 years (2004-

2013) from longitudinal data and examine whether such variation is significantly different both between 

countries and from the non-grandparent population in the same time period. 

Design: Longitudinal multilevel study. Data from the waves 1,2,4 and 5 of the Survey of Health, Ageing and 

Retirement in Europe. The Share survey is a cross-national panel database of micro data of approximately 

110,000 individuals ( 73.000 grandparents) from 20 European countries aged 50 or older, and cover a period 

of 9 years (from wave 1 in 2004 to wave 5 in 2013). 

Main outcome measure:  casp12 scores of European grandparents, assessed four times over 9 years (Share 

waves 1,2,4,5) 

Results: Italian and Spanish grandmothers present significant worse paths in the change of CASP12 score 

over the time with respect to women that are not grandmothers. Males present more nuanced situation 

between countries, but bigger variation between grandfathers and not. 

Conclusions: European countries show very different paths in the longitudinal change of quality of life for 

elderly, and grandparents especially. The Italian grandmothers suffer more than others a negative effect on 

the longitudinal change of the quality of life, over the period 2004-2013. Further studies, focused on 

differences between European countries over time, are necessary to better understand the controversial 

relationship between quality of life and the new role of European grandparent. 

 

Introduction 

Over the past fifty years, western  families experimented radical changes in their structures due to social and 

demographic factors that led to the strengthening of the so-called "vertical"  kinship.  With the decreasing of 

fertility rates and at the same time the stagnation of an unprecedented low mortality rate, the so-called 

“horizontal” kinship (uncles,/aunts, nephews/nieces)  is vanishing (Laslett, 1993) instead of an increasing 

“vertical” kinship (granparents/grandchild). This process is also called as the “decline of kinship” (Solinas, 

2004)  

Grandparents have thus acquired a more central position in family relationships, especially with respect to 

the care of grandchildren, but also as financial support. Especially in Mediterranean countries with weak 

welfare-states, grandparents are becoming a family “services providers” (Chamoix e Occhiai, 2009). To this 

day, the effect of this unprecedented grandparents´ family centrality on their quality of life is not clear in 

literature, nor are clear the effects of mediating variables such as the facilities provided by the welfare state, 

the cultural background, the socioeconomic status, and finally, the severe economic crisis began in 2008.  
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There is empirical evidence that salient roles have greater impact on the mental health of individuals than 

less central ones. Drew and Silverstein (2004) investigated psychological well-being of family members, 

intergenerational role-identities and investment in family roles. They found evidence that both role hierarchy 

and finding meaning in role enactment were linked to positive well-being. Martire et al. (2000) found that 

greater centrality of four major social roles such as mother, wife, employee and parent, was associated with 

better psychological well-being. Krause (1994) found that stressors in salient roles affect well-being among 

older people much more than do stressors associated with subjectively less important roles. 

On the other hand, this new centrality of the role of grandparents inside the “vertical” families could led to 

a decrease in the levels of well-being and quality of life, due to the stress of new responsibilities, as reveals 

both some cross-sectional studies (Jendrek, 1993; Minkler e Fuller-Thompson, 2005) and longitudinal studies 

(Blustein et al., 2004; Minkler et. Al, 1997).  

A number of studies report a significant association between frequency of contact with grandchildren and 

life satisfaction among grandparents as well as positive assessment of the grandparent role (Peterson 1999). 

Reitzes and Mutran (2004) found that the centrality of the grandparent role was positively related to 

frequency of contact for grandfathers but not for grandmothers. Nevertheless it was equally positively 

related to grandparents’ role satisfaction for both genders. 

An additional study focuses on the population of grandparents that provide full time care for their 

grandchildren without the presence of the parents (Hank and Buber 2009). The study was based on the 

findings from the 2004 Survey of Health, Aging and Retirement in Europe (SHARE) and investigated cross-

national variations of grandparents’ child care in ten European countries. In addition to questions about 

frequency of provided child care, the respondents were asked how much they agree with a statement that it 

is a grandparent’s duty to help grandchildren’s parents in looking after young grandchildren. The findings of 

the study reveal high compliance with the statement in Mediterranean countries as well as in Germany and 

France, and much weaker support in Denmark and Netherlands, even among grandparents who frequently 

cared for their grandchildren. 

In contrast, the probability of providing some kind of child care was highest among Danish, Dutch, French 

and Swedish grandparents and lowest among the Mediterranean grandparents. Yet, the frequency of child 

care among grandparents who supplied this form of family support was high among Mediterranean countries 

and low among grandparents from Nordic countries and France. The investigators present a few explanations 

for this phenomenon. First is the North/South divide in the interpretation of what it means to look after 

young grandchildren. Second is the high prevalence of multigenerational co-residence as a norm of 

transferring resources between generations in Southern Europe, as opposed to Northern Europe where 

family support rarely involves co-residence and, thus, is less intense. Finally, variations in public child care 

provision and in maternal labor force participation between the North and the South are also seen as partly 

responsible for the differences in grandparents’ support. 

Healthy aging has become of the utmost importance in Europe , as a result of the aging processes. This 

process implicates new demographic and social challenges, both for the labor market, and for the welfare 

state. However, WHO define health no longer as merely the absence of disease, but as a global welfare (bio-

psycho-social) of the individual, that is, the quality of life related to health (WHO, 2008). In spite of this, many 

studies focused almost exclusively on the “classic” health condition of grandparents, without taking into 

account the broader concept of quality of life. Therefore, the aim of this study is to provide a first overview 

of the change of  grandparents’ quality of life over the last years in a longitudinal perspective, especially 

observing differences between the paths of European countries (that is between cultural and social 

backgrounds).  

 



3 
 

Data and methods 

The analysis is based on the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE). SHARE is a cross-

national panel survey collecting micro-data on health, socioeconomic status, social and family networks of 

the non-institutionalized population aged 50 and older (Boersch-Supan and Juerges, 2005). Five waves were 

implemented so far: data were collected for the first time in 2004 in 12 countries and counts now 

approximately 110.000 individuals and 20 European countries. The target population consist of all sample 

members who were interviewed in any previous wave of SHARE and their current partners or spouses. 

Eligible respondents who already participated are traced and re-interviewed.  It was done for wave 2 (2006) 

, 4 (2010) and 5 (2013). Conversely, wave 3 was built using different methods and objectives and is not used 

in the present study.  

One of the innovations of SHARE is the inclusion of a measure of quality of life in old age. SHARE approach 

assumes that quality of life should be assessed as the degree to which human needs are satisfied. In old age 

control, autonomy, self-realization and pleasure are particularly relevant (Hyde at al. 2005). The 

operationalization of these concepts was performed in a measurement approach termed CASP (C=control, 

A=Autonomy, S= self-realization, P=pleasure) (Hyde at al. 2005). 

The CASP-12 score measures quality of life and is based on four subscales on control, autonomy, pleasure 

and self-realization. The CASP score is the sum of these four subscales and ranges from 12 to 48, were higher 

scores indicating better quality of life.  

Linear mixed models were used to estimate change in CASP-12 scores over the period 2004-2013. This 

method uses all available data over the SHARE panel, takes into account the fact that repeated measures on 

the same individual are correlated with each other, and can handle missing data. In these analysis both the 

intercept and the slope were fitted as random effects, allowing individuals to have different score in CASP-

12 at baseline and different changes over time.  

Because only 10 countries of the 20 included in SHARE, participated in all the 4 waves used in this study, 

multilevel longitudinal model will be estimated only on data from the following countries: Austria, Germany, 

Sweden, Netherlands, Spain, Italy, France, Denmark and Switzerland. Sample population counts, then, 

approximately 45.000 grandparents and 42.000 not-grandparent. 

 

Results 

In table 1 and 2 are reported the values of the coefficients for some explanatory variables, estimated by a 

multilevel longitudinal model with the CASP12 score as outcome. 

With respect to only longitudinal “time” effect on change in CASP12 scores, regardless countries and age, 

there is no significant results, except a positive effect (0.5, p=0.0006) for male grandparents.  Contrariwise, 

age is always significant and negative. It seems that there is not a clear “economic crisis” effect on the quality 

of life of old Europeans, at least, not for all, regardless other socio-economic variables. 

Taking as country reference Italy, the mean effect of country on the longitudinal change in quality of life is 

always significant for grandmothers (Always p<0.0000), with Central-Nordic Countries in much better 

position than South and Mediterranean countries. Italy presents the worst score, followed by Belgium (an 

exception), France and Spain. On the other hand, Netherlands, Denmark and Sweden are at top positions.   

The situation is more blended for women are not grandmothers. Mean effect of countries is not always 

significant (France p=0.3) and the differences between countries are lower than for grandmothers.  
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For example, the difference between the mean effect of Denmark and Italy is 4.6 for grandmothers but is 2.9 

for women are not grandmothers. 

Same story for the longitudinal effect of the interaction between time and country. Slopes differences in 

change of CASP12 scores, respect to Italy, are almost always significant for grandmothers, except for Spain 

(a Mediterranean country such as Italy) and Switzerland.  Contrariwise, women that are not grandmothers 

presents differences in slope that are not significant (except for Austria, France and Denmark)  

Socioeconomic control variables are always significant and present expected values of the coefficients. 

The situation for male is different. The longitudinal effect of the interactions between time and country are 

almost always not significant, both for grandparents and for men that are not. The mean effect of country 

on quality of life presents less distances between countries, especially from Italy that is the reference. For 

example, the mean effect of country of Denmark with respect to Italy is 4.6 for grandmothers but is 3.7 for 

grandfathers. On the other hand, the differences between the mean effect of country on grandparent quality 

of life and on men are not, is bigger than for women. For example, the difference between the mean effect 

of Denmark and Italy is 3.7 for grandfathers but is 1.5 for men are not grandfathers. In effect, the differences 

between the mean effects of the countries on men that are not grandfathers, are very low with respect to 

each other group. 

Conclusion 

European countries show very different paths in the longitudinal change of quality of life for elderly, and 

grandparents especially. This study has offered just an overview on how these patterns could be.  The Italian 

and Spanish grandmothers suffer more than others a negative effect on the longitudinal change of the quality 

of life, over the period 2004-2013, while the North European seem to face much better the change. 

Further studies, focused on differences between European countries over time, are necessary to better 

understand the controversial relationship between quality of life and the new role of European grandparent. 

According to the literature, the key of the story could be the different approach to grandparenting that 

Mediterranean countries have with respect to the others. 
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