
HELPFUL HINTS FOR  
CHILD SPECIFIC CAREGIVERS 

 
•FROM SPOILING TO PARENTING:  Kin parents must transform themselves from individuals 
that have enjoyed a relaxed relationship with the child to one in which they are the 
primary parents.  Grandparents, aunts/uncles, cousins, godparents, older siblings, who once 
indulged or spoiled the child, must now enforce limits and rules, make sure homework gets done 
and see that the child is in bed on time.  It can be confusing for the child, who may not 
understand the change in relationship.  But, it is also stressful for the kin parent who 
longs for the "good old days".   Some caregivers may find themselves vacillating between the 
"nice grandma" and "mean grandma".  
 
Others may become short-tempered or feel guilty.  Some kin parents "feel sorry" for the 
children and make concessions, which can lead to increasing problems with discipline. 
 
•LOSS OF FREEDOM AND ROUTINE:  Kin parents, particularly those who were previously 
"child-free", the demands of parenting radically alter lifestyle and social patterns.  Past 
routines such as a later wake-up time, quiet meals, daily workouts, weekly card games and bingo 
are now gone in favor of doctor appointments, teacher conferences, soccer games, homework 
and bedtime rituals. Spontaneity is a thing of the past.  Family life now revolves around a tight 
schedule and the needs of children.   
 
The previously childless kin parent must now "childproof" the home, share the TV and phone. 
Some caregivers report that they feel "trapped" and feel that they have lost control of 
their lives.  One kin parent described a "vicious circle of anger-guilt-anger".  She stated that 
she was angry at all of the losses and changes but then felt guilty because she realized it 
wasn't the child's fault and then became angry at herself for feeling that way. 
 
 
•CHANGING RELATIONSHIPS WITH SPOUSE, FAMILY AND FRIENDS:  When kin parents 
take on the role of the permanent parent, it is likely to alter long-standing relationships with 
family and friends.  In some instances, the relationships can grow stronger and more positive.  
Family and friends may offer support or help with caregiving tasks leading to a "shared 
parenting" situation.  However, relationships can also be negatively impacted.  For example, 
tension between family members, who may not have agreed to the placement plan for the child, 
can cause a schism in the family.  
 
The marriage and spousal relationship is likely to be strained for a number of reasons:  the 
spouse may not be as invested in the placement plan, the addition of children into the home 
disrupts long-standing patterns and relationships, financial strain may accompany the placement 
and there is less time for the marital relationship.  It is not surprising that these factors will 
place stress and strain on even the steadiest of marriages. 



 
For the single kin parent, dating is difficult.  Particularly for grandparents or older relatives 
who find that their dates have nothing in common with them.   Meeting a new person and 
developing a relationship is a challenge when faced with the competing priorities of child care. 
 
Friends may also distance themselves from the kin caregiver.  The children may not be 
welcome at social activities or the friends may find that they no longer have anything in common 
with the kin caregiver, who is now actively parenting.  This creates a gap in the friendship.  
 
   
•ALTERATIONS IN FINANCES AND WORK LIFE--Many kin caregivers find themselves in 
a financial pinch, as the cost of raising children is high.  Even with assistance from the agency, 
the expenses of food, clothing, school expenses, daycare/babysitting, personal care items, 
recreation, haircuts, exceeds the subsidy.  This means that the kin parent must dip into their 
own pockets to meet the children's needs.  For the kin parent who is on a "fixed income" such as 
social security, the parent is often faced with choices about which bill to pay this month and 
which to ignore. 
 
Life "on the job" can also be impacted.  School meetings, appointments and sick children can 
use up limited sick, comp and vacation time.  Calls to the job regarding school issues or 
behavioral problems can interfere with performance.  The kin parent may need to decline the 
opportunity for extra hours or overtime due to the lack of childcare at a time when s/he is in 
dire need of the extra income. 
 
Kin parents who have retired, may find themselves re-entering the workforce again due to the 
financial strain parenting has placed on their fixed budget.  Returning to work is complicated by 
the demands of parenting--locating daycare, transportation, sick children. 
 
 
•MULTIPLE LOSSES AND LAYERS OF GRIEF--As discussed above, the kinship parent is 
likely to experience a variety of losses: family, friends, lifestyle, routine, freedom, financial 
stability (Jones and Kennedy,  1996).  In short, the caregiver has lost "life as s/he knew it" 
and the plans for the future have also changed.  One kin parent described being within days 
of retirement from a job of 30 years when she took on the care of 4 grandchildren.  She must 
now look for a part-time job. 
 
Like any situation where loss is involved, the individual will experience a grief reaction.  With 
so many different losses occurring at varying points in the placement process, there will be 
layers of grief. 
 
For grandparents, The loss of the "adult child" can be particularly devastating.  No parent 
hopes or expects their child to fail as a parent.  Likewise, siblings and other relatives of the 
child's birth parent have lost a significant person in their lives.   



 
When the kin parent takes on the role of parent, s/he has also lost the capacity to enjoy the 
role of grandparent, aunt/uncle, cousin, older sibling, etc. to the child.  
 
 
•AN AVALANCE OF EMOTIONS--It is not surprising that kin parents will experience a wide 
variety of emotions regarding the placement, the children, their situation, the birth parents, 
etc. (Woodworth, 1996, Jones and Kennedy, 1996).  Different emotions may be felt at varying 
points and some parents are likely to struggle with one emotion while another kin caregiver will 
feel another.  Here are some of the typical emotions experienced by kin parents: 
 
--ISOLATION--the sense that the caregiver is "all alone" can be overwhelming.  With the 
withdrawal of friends or family, changing patterns of socialization and the demands of 
unexpected parenthood, it is not surprising that the kin parent often feels isolated or 
detached from their previous life.  This is particularly true for the single parent who finds 
that she must now limit dating and social activities to care for the children.  This can lead to 
depression and anger. 
 
--ANGER--the kin parent may be angry for many reasons--at the birth parent for not 
adequately parenting the children, at their newfound situation which has created critical losses, 
at the "system" for the barriers and hurdles they may face in accessing services for the 
children. The kin parent finds herself unusually short-tempered, grouchy and less patient with 
the children. 
 
The kin parent may also be angry at the birth parent for "letting the children down".  When 
the birth parent fails to come for visits, remember the child's birthday or bring promised 
holiday gift, it is natural to be upset at the birth parent and disappointed for the child. 
 
--GUILT--some kin parents may feel guilty for not "being there" for the children's birth 
parents.  Often, a feeling of "what if I'd done this or done that…would it have made a 
difference?"  Grandparents may "second guess" their own parenting of the children's birth 
parents.  There may be a sense of regret for not intervening sooner to prevent the removal of 
the children. 
 
Kin parents who are also still actively parenting their own birth children may feel guilty 
about the impact of "adding" children to their home.  Less time with mom and dad, less money, 
loss of privacy, displacement in the birth order can be stressful to the birth children.  The 
birth children can become angry, oppositional or act out to gain attention. 
 
Culture plays a significant role in kin parenting.  Many cultures feel it is a duty or obligation to 
care for the family's children.  One grandparent spoke of the feeling obligated to care for her 
grandchildren, being resentful and angry about caregiving.  This led her to then feeling guilty 
about her negative thoughts. 



 
In addition, the kin parent may also lose the ability to be a "real" grandparent, great aunt, 
etc. to other children in the family as s/he is now consumed with parenting the children placed 
in their home. 
 
--FEAR--fear of the unknown, fear of what the future may bring can haunt the kin parent.  
Parenting a child with exceptional needs may cause the kin caregiver to worry about the child's 
prognosis, the ability to care for the child and the family's long term financial outlook.   
 
The kin parent may notice similarities between the child and his birth parent and worry that the 
child will "follow in their footsteps". This increased anxiety can lead to stress and burnout. 
 
--DOUBT--caring for children with difficult developmental, behavioral and emotional issues can 
cause the kin parent to doubt their capacity to meet the child's needs-now and in the future.  
It may be difficult to get out of bed to face the next day.  In serious situations, the kin parent 
is so overwhelmed, s/e may feel that they simply "can't go on". 
 
--JEALOUSY--it is not surprising that the kin parent may find themselves jealous at 
times….envious of others without children who can be spontaneous  Or resentful of those whose 
life has been unchanged. One kin parent said that, in some ways, she found herself jealous of 
the birth parent who would visit, enjoy the children and leave. 
 Likewise, if birth children are also in the home, the children may be jealous of their kin 
siblings due to changes in the home environment, loss of time with parents, loss of space, even 
competition for the bathroom! 
 
SUMMARY 
Kin parents often feel that that they are the "only ones who feel this way".  The issues 
discussed above are common to the kin parenting experience.   Therefore, kin parents must seek 
and employ strategies to combat these issues in order to ensure healthy relationships with 
other family members, a positive attitude towards parenting and avoid burnout. 
 
 


