
 

Losing a grandmother can have long-lasting
mental health effects for kids and
adolescents, a new study finds
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The death of a grandmother can have severe and lasting mental health
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consequences for both her adult children and grandchildren, according to
our recently published study.

This finding may be surprising, because the death of a grandparent is a
normal, even anticipated, part of life. Yet the effects are profound.
Losing a grandparent can increase adolescents' risk of having a
depressed parent and of having higher depressive symptoms themselves.

Decades of research show that grandparents' involvement and support is
beneficial to their grandchildren. This is especially true for kids growing
up with single mothers. Maternal grandparents often act as a safety net,
providing benefits like housing stability, child care and financial and
emotional support, all of which benefit their grandchildren's health and
development.

But what happens when a grandparent dies? In our study, we used a 
national dataset on a sample of mother and adolescent pairs whom
researchers have interviewed multiple times since the child's birth. We
analyzed whether a maternal grandparent's death during later childhood
or early adolescence affected adolescents', or their mothers', depressive
symptoms, net of depressive symptoms before the loss.

Following a grandmother's death, adult daughters were more likely to
become depressed relative to other women. Adult daughters experienced
this increase in depression for up to seven years following the death.
Adolescent boys who lost their grandmother in the prior seven years also
had higher depressive symptoms than their peers. We found no
statistically significant increase in depression following a grandfather's
death.

Why it matters

Adolescent mental health has worsened in recent decades. Experts stress
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the potential for the COVID-19 pandemic to accelerate this concerning
trend, pointing to the financial hardships, school disruptions and social
isolation as prime reasons young people's mental health could decline
further.

The mental health effects of losing a loved one to COVID-19 have been
curiously overlooked. Although young people experience low
COVID-19 mortality rates, COVID-19 mortality has intimately affected
millions of young people. Tens if not hundreds of thousands of youths in
the U.S. have lost parents to COVID-19. And as of June 2022, our
statistical models suggest that approximately 4 million people in the U.S.
have lost a grandparent to COVID-19 in a mere two years—representing
a significant increase in the burden of grandparental death experienced 
prior to the pandemic.

Our study suggests that this dramatic increase in the number of grieving
adolescents will increase rates of depression in the U.S.

What still isn't known

A troubling possibility is that having a grandparent die of COVID-19 is
even harder for adolescents than the pre-pandemic losses that we
studied. COVID-19 deaths epitomize "bad deaths"—painful, frequently
sudden deaths that happen alone and often strip families of the chance to
say goodbye.

In other recent research, we found that adults who lost a spouse to
COVID-19 face higher rates of depression and loneliness than those
whose spouse died right before the pandemic. Future research can assess
whether losing a grandparent to COVID-19 has more severe or far-
reaching consequences for adolescents than our analysis of pre-pandemic
data shows.

3/4

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-020-01332-9
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/financial+hardships/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/social+isolation/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/social+isolation/
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2021.0161
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2007476117
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssmmh.2022.100100
https://doi.org/10.1080/08959420.2020.1764320
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/gbac085


 

We are also still examining the gendered nature of our study's findings.
Why does the loss of a grandmother seem to have deeper and longer-
lasting effects than that of a grandfather? Why are boys uniquely
vulnerable after losing a grandmother?

Gender socialization could explain boys' higher depressive symptoms
after a grandmother's death. Adolescent boys may feel pressure to
internalize their emotions. Additionally, a grandfather's death could
affect adolescents in other ways, such as their school performance and
grades, maintenance of healthy relationships or risk behaviors.

Even as this study offers a small window into the distress of losing a
grandparent, our findings underline the pressing need for adolescents
and their parents to have access to support services as they navigate the
cascading consequences that such a loss can set in motion—an all-too-
common experience in the COVID-19 era.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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