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BACKGROUND

Grandparent-grandchild relationships play an important
role in the lives of young adults. The aim of the current
study was to examine young adult grandchildren’s percep-
tions of the predictors of grandparental influence, includ-
ing the quality of the intergenerational relationship and
perceived grandparent’s empathy.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE

The sample consisted of 363 young adults (55.9% female).
The participants were surveyed about the quality of rela-
tionship with their closest grandparent (i.e., the frequency
of contact, geographical proximity and relational close-
ness), grandparental empathy, and perception of grandpa-
rental influence.

RESULTS

The maternal grandmother was most often indicated as
the closest grandparent. The perception of grandparental
influence was predicted by the quality of intergenerational
relationships and grandparental empathy after controlling
for sociodemographic variables, moderated by grand-

child’s gender. Particularly, both for granddaughters and
grandsons the relational closeness with the closest grand-
parent and perceived empathy were significant predictors
of grandparental influence, but perceived grandparental
empathy was a stronger predictor for granddaughters,
whereas the relational closeness was a stronger predictor
for grandsons.

CONCLUSIONS

The role of the quality of grandparent-grandchild relation-
ships and grandparental empathy in young adults’ percep-
tions of grandparents’ influence was confirmed and gen-
der differences in determinants of grandparental influence
were found. These findings may be helpful in developing
intergenerational programs targeted at improving the
quality of the relationship with grandparents and their
role in young adult grandchildren’s lives.
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Grandparental influence on young adult grandchildren

BACKGROUND

The interest in the relationship between grandpar-
ents and young adult grandchildren has been grow-
ing in recent years due to the increase in lifespan in
many cultural contexts (Boon, Shaw, & MacKinnon,
2008; Geurts, Poortman, van Tilburg, & Dykstra, 2009;
Gruijters, 2017). Therefore, the lives of grandparents
and grandchildren overlap for a longer period of
time (Geurts et al., 2009). Although the importance
of grandparental involvement during childhood and
adolescence has been well documented (Pulgaron,
Marchante, Agosto, Lebron, & Delamater, 2016; Sa-
druddin et al., 2019), far less is known about the role
of grandparent-grandchild relationships during the
grandchildren’s adulthood.

The transition to adulthood is often linked with
important life changes, including greater responsi-
bility and independence, which influence the quality
of grandparent-grandchild relationships. In general,
young adult grandchildren re-establish relationships
with their grandparents on their own terms (not
parental terms as during childhood) (Geurts et al.,
2009). Previous research has indicated that young
adult grandchildren may have less frequent contact
with their grandparents, but on the other hand, they
emphasize that these intergenerational relationships
are perceived as important and satisfying (Brussoni
& Boon, 1998; Taylor, Robila, & Lee, 2005). Research
has suggested that close relationships during child-
hood might continue into adulthood and could be
beneficial for both the grandparent and grandchild
(Sciplino & Kinshott, 2019).

Young adult grandchildren are generally of the
opinion that interactions with their grandparents are
important and valuable (Brown & Roodin, 2002). Based
on the theory of symbolic interactionism, which posits
that “individuals assign meaning to the symbolic roles
played by themselves and others with whom they
have relationships” (Taylor et al., 2005, p. 34), both in-
strumental and emotional aspects of the roles played
by grandparents can be identified (Taylor et al., 2005).
Above all, grandparents are symbolic figures who act
as a link between the past, present, and future (Brown
& Roodin, 2002) and influence the transmission of val-
ues, beliefs, knowledge and skills (Kornhaber, 1996;
Pienikos, 2015; Rostowska, 2019; Taylor et al., 2005).
According to the literature, a grandparent plays vari-
ous roles in the grandchildren’s lives, including that of
a historian, mentor, role model or nurturer (Kornha-
ber, 1996; Pienkos, 2015). However, not all grandpar-
ent-grandchild relationships exert an equal impact on
the grandchildren’s lives. Grandparents who establish
strong ties and are emotionally close to their grand-
children are more likely to wield a greater influence
(Brussoni & Boon, 1998).

The quality of grandparent-grandchild relation-
ships should be examined in evaluations of young
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adult grandchildren’s perceptions of grandparental in-
fluence (Taylor et al., 2005). Recent studies have indi-
cated that from the perspective of a young adult grand-
child, intergenerational relationships are determined
by a wide range of factors, mostly sociodemographic,
including the grandparent’s and the grandchild’s gen-
der, grandparent’s lineage and frequency of contact,
as well as the distance between the grandparent’s and
the grandchild’s place of residence, the grandparent’s
age and health (Davey, Savla, Janke, & Anderson, 2009;
MaloneBeach, Hakoyama, & Arnold, 2018; Monserud,
2008; Taylor et al., 2005). Parental influences can also
play an important role in the relationship between
grandparents and young adult grandchildren (Sciplino
& Kinshott, 2019). The quality of this intergenerational
relationship tends to be higher when the grandchild’s
parents are close to their parents (young adult’s grand-
parents) (Mueller & Elder, 2003).

Far less is known about the extent to which
a grandparent’s character traits can influence the
quality of the relationship with grandchildren and
young adult grandchildren’s perceptions of grand-
parents’ role in their lives (MaloneBeach et al., 2018).
Research focusing on grandparental investment from
the grandparent’s perspective has shown that empa-
thy is an important determinant of grandparental in-
vestment (Coall & Hertwig, 2010) which contributes
to healthy and satisfying family relations (Paleari,
Tagliabue, & Lanz, 2011). Empathic grandparents are
aware of their grandchildren’s needs and can identify
emotionally with them. As a result, grandparents de-
rive psychological benefits from giving support (Coall
& Hertwig, 2010).

Many previous studies have emphasized the posi-
tive role of perceived other’s empathy for the function-
ing of interpersonal relationships (Busby & Gardner,
2008; Cahill, MaloufT, Little, & Schutte, 2020; Kazmier-
czak, Kietbratowska, & Karasiewicz, 2015), and indi-
vidual’s psychological outcomes (Michalek-Kwiecien
& Kazmierczak, 2020; Trumpeter, Watson, O’Leary,
& Weathington, 2008). However, to the author’s
knowledge, there is a lack of studies exploring the role
of grandparent’s empathy in the interactions with
grandchildren, including young adult grandchildren.
In general, many previous studies have indicated that
females empathy is more expected and valued when
compared to males, which is caused by the social and
cultural influences (Lennon & Eisenberg, 1987). Thus,
the grandparental empathy may be a stronger predic-
tor of grandparental influence among grandmother-
granddaughter dyads compared to other gender con-
figurations (Min, Silverstein, & Lendon, 2012).

THE PRESENT STUDY

The relationships between grandparents and young
adult grandchildren constitute an important but rela-
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tively underexplored area of research. The aim of the
present study was to investigate the relationships be-
tween grandparents and young adult grandchildren,
and to determine the extent to which grandchildren’s
perceptions of the role played by the closest living
grandparent are predicted by perceived grandparen-
tal empathy and the quality of grandparent-grand-
child relationships (Taylor et al., 2005).

Based on earlier studies, it was expected that the
young adult grandchildren, both granddaughters
and grandsons, would be closer to their grandmoth-
ers (Chen & Elder, 2000; MaloneBeach et al., 2018).
Moreover, the following research hypotheses were
postulated: the perceived empathy of the closest
grandparent is positively correlated with the quality
of the relationship as well as general perceptions of
grandparents’ role (H1); the perceptions of grand-
parental role are predicted by the perceived empa-
thy of the closest grandparent and the quality of the
relationship with a grandparent in view of sociode-
mographic variables, moderated by the grandchild’s
gender (H2). Particularly, it was assumed that the
role of grandparental empathy would be stronger for
granddaughters than grandsons.

PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE
PARTICIPANTS

A total of 363 young adults aged 18-30 (55.9% female)
took part in the study. The mean age was 21.39 years
(SD = 2.35). The participants were informed about
the general aim of the study, which was to investi-
gate the role of the grandparent-grandchild relation-
ship from young adult grandchildren’s perspective,
and they gave their informed consent to participate
in the study. The respondents completed a series of
measures. The participants remained anonymous
throughout the study.

MEASURES

The closest grandparent. The participants were asked
to identify the closest grandparent and to refer to
that grandparent when completing the question-
naires, similarly to some previous studies examining
the relationship with the closest grandparent (e.g.,
Attar-Schwartz, 2015; Profe & Wild, 2017). It was
not required to choose the living grandparent; par-
ticipants could answer the questions keeping in mind
how they remembered their closest grandparent
when she or he was alive (Boon & Brussoni, 1996).
The quality of the grandparent-grandchild relation-
ship. Three indicators of the quality of grandparent-
grandchild relationships were assessed: 1) frequency
of contact, 2) geographic proximity, and 3) relational

closeness (Boon et al., 2008; Ruiz & Silverstein, 2007).
The participants used a five-point response scale —
ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (daily) - to rate the
frequency of contact with their grandparents in per-
son (1% item — face-to-face contact) and by phone,
e-mail, etc. (2" item — remote contact). As the scales
were ordinal, the answers were recoded to the ap-
proximate number of contacts per year (i.e., not at
all - 0 days, daily — 365 days). Additionally, because
the distributions were right skewed, the natural loga-
rithm transformations were applied (Geurts et al.,
2009; Osborne, 2002). The higher the score, the more
frequent was the contact (separately for each type of
contact). To assess geographic proximity, the partici-
pants were asked to indicate how far their grandpar-
ents lived (1 — abroad, 2 — another province, 3 — an-
other region in the same province, 4 — in the same city/
town/village, 5 — in the same home) (Gruijters, 2017).
Since this variable is also ordinal and the information
about distance in miles/kilometers was not collected,
a dummy variable was used to performed the regres-
sion analysis (0 — the same home/city, 1 — farther than
the same home/city) (see Danielsbacka & Tanskanen,
2012; Lawton, Silverstein, & Bengtson, 1994). The re-
lational closeness with grandparents was measured
by asking the participants to rate the overall emo-
tional quality of the relationship with their grand-
parents on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all close) to
5 (extremely close) (Boon et al., 2008). Demographic
data, including the participants’ and the grandpar-
ents’ age, gender, and lineage, were also collected.

Perceived grandparental empathy. The modified
version of a measure of other-oriented empathy
(Kazmierczak, 2008, 2013) was used. The measure
was originally developed to examine the perception
of partner’s empathy in romantic relationships. The
structure of this scale is unidimensional and consists
of 20 adjectives as well as adjectival participles. The
scale includes perspective-taking and empathic con-
cern as important components which are related to
higher quality of interpersonal relationships (see
Bakker & Demerouti, 2009; Davis, 2006; KaZzmier-
czak, 2008); thus the instruction can be modified to
assess other close persons, e.g., the scale was suc-
cessfully used to measure the perception of parental
empathy (Michalek-Kwiecien & Kazmierczak, 2020).
Therefore, in the current study the participants in-
dicated how well each term described their closest
grandparent on a 5-point Likert response scale (e.g.,
“sensitive”, “sympathetic”). The higher the score, the
higher was the perception of grandparental empathy.
Cronbach’s a coefficient in the study was .91, and
McDonald’s o was .92.

Grandparental influence. Thirteen items were
used to assess young adults’ perceptions of the
strength of grandparental influence in their lives.
These items were identified in prior research, in-
cluding family history, sense of patriotism, religion,
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moral principles, or practical skills (e.g., “To what
extant do you owe knowledge about your family his-
tory to your grandparent?”) (Brussoni & Boon, 1998;
Pienkos, 2015). The participants rated the influence
of the closest grandparent on a 5-point response
scale. The total score represented the strength of
perceived grandparental influence (in the current
study: o = .84, ® = .88).

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS

Descriptive information about the closest grand-
parent was analyzed with the chi-square test to
determine the distribution of the closest grandpar-
ents in view of the grandchild’s gender, grandpar-
ent’s gender, and lineage. The chi-square test was
also used to examine the choice of the closest liv-
ing grandparent taking into account the number of
living grandparents. The correlations between the
analyzed variables were calculated. The best pre-
dictors of grandparental influence were determined
in a multiple hierarchical regression analysis after
controlling for demographic factors (participant’s
age, grandparent’s age, gender and lineage). In or-
der to test whether there were gender differences,
this model was run separately for granddaughters
and grandsons and the differences in the coefficients
in the linear regression models were examined us-
ing the Chow test (Chow, 1960). An analysis of the
variance inflation factor (VIF) and tolerance did not
reveal multicollinearity problems in the regression
analysis (all VIFs < 1.7, tolerances > .50). Statistical
analyses were performed in IBM SPSS 25.

RESULTS

Classification of the participants according to the
number of living grandparents resulted in the fol-
lowing distribution: 45 participants reported having
four living grandparents (12.4%), 99 had three living
grandparents (27.3%), 113 had two living grandpar-
ents (31.1%), 75 had a one living grandparent (20.7%),
and 31 had no living grandparents (8.5%). The mater-
nal grandmother was identified as the closest grand-
parent by 55.9% of the participants (n = 203), followed
by the paternal grandmother (24.2%, n = 88), the ma-
ternal grandfather (11.8%, n = 43), and the paternal
grandfather (8.0%, n = 29). These results reveal that
grandmothers were recognized as closer grandpar-
ents more often than grandfathers. However, the as-
sociation between the grandchild’s gender and the
closest grandparent’s gender and lineage was not
significant (x*= (3, N=363) = 4.59, p = .204).

In the analysis of the current relationships be-
tween young adult grandchildren and grandparents,
the living grandparent was indicated as the closest
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grandparent by 274 participants. The grandmoth-
er was reported as the closest living grandparent
by 135 granddaughters (49.3%) and 94 grandsons
(34.3%), whereas the grandfather was indicated by
21 granddaughters (8.4%), and 23 grandsons (8.4%).
The mean age of the closest living grandparent was
74.39 years (SD = 7.18), in the range of 57 to 95 years.
Thus, to examine the current grandparent-grandchild
relationships, the participants with the closest living
grandparent were included in further analyses'. In
addition, the chi-square test was performed to de-
termine whether the number of living grandparents
was associated with the choice of closest grandpar-
ent. The result indicated no significant relationship
(x*= (9, N=274) = 9.82, p = .365).

The bivariate relationships between the analyzed
variables were tested in the next stage of the study
(Table 1). The relationships with grandmothers gen-
erally scored higher for relational closeness, empa-
thy, and influence than the relationships with grand-
fathers. The frequency of remote contact (by phone,
email, etc.) with the closest living grandparent was
negatively associated with the grandparent’s age. Fe-
male young adult grandchildren reported more fre-
quent remote contact than male grandchildren. The
participants also maintained more frequent remote
contact with grandmothers than with grandfathers.
Face-to-face contact was negatively significantly as-
sociated with geographic proximity. Both types of
contact were positively correlated with perceptions
of relational closeness with the closest grandparent
and grandparental influence, whereas only remote
contact was associated with grandparental empathy.
Finally, perceptions of grandparental empathy were
positively correlated with relational closeness and
grandparental influence. Thus, research hypothesis 1
was confirmed.

A hierarchical multiple regression analysis was
performed to examine the predictors of grandparen-
tal influence (Table 2). First, to test the relative impor-
tance of study variables, the regression analysis was
conducted on the entire sample. The participant’s
age and the grandparent’s age, gender, and lineage
were considered in the first step. The second step in-
volved an analysis of the perceptions of the quality
of grandparent-grandchild relationships, including
frequency of face-to-face contact and remote con-
tact, geographic proximity, and relational closeness.
In the third step, perceived grandparental empathy
was incorporated into the model. The final model
was significant (9, 252) = 22.94, p < .001). Next, to
examine whether granddaughters and grandsons
differed in the way the independent variables pre-
dicted the grandparental influence, the two regres-
sion analyses were performed, separately for females
and males. The calculated value of the Chow test
(Chow, 1960) indicated that the model’s coefficients
were not the same for granddaughters and grandsons



Justyna Michatek-Kwiecien

Table 1

Correlations between analyzed variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
1. GC’s age -
2. GC’s gender? 11 -
3. Closest GP’s age 297 .04 -
4. Closest GP’s -.06 .08 .04 -
gender?
5. Closest GP’s -.03 .08 .03 .10 -
lineage®
6. Face-to-face -.08 .03 -.06 -.10 .02 -
contact
7. Remote contact ~ —.12 -.15% -.14* =15  -11 .05 -
8. Geographic .07 .10 .03 .03 04 —54""" -.06 -
proximity*
9. Relational .01 .02 -.02 -.18"* .05 BT 347 — 11 -
closeness
10. Grandparental -.08 .02 -03 -.22""* -05 .08 347702 517 -
empathy
11. Perception of -.05 -.05 -.02 -.17"" -.03 217 35%%% —.05 57*F* 55%*F

GP’s influence

Note. GC - grandchild, GP - grandparent; ® 0 — female, 1 — male; * 0 — maternal, 1 - paternal; © 0 — the same home/city, 1 - farther
than the same home/city; “p < .05,**p < .01,*"*p < .001. GC’s age: M = 21.34, SD = 2.36; Closest GP’s age: M = 74.39, SD = 7.19;
Face-to-face contact (in days): M = 69.65, SD = 110.93 (the transformed scores were used in analyses); Remote contact (in days):
M =35.08, SD = 63.05 (the transformed scores were used in analyses); Relational closeness: M = 3.80, SD = 1.14; Grandparental
empathy: M = 82.75, SD = 11.55; Perception of GP’s influence: M = 44.24, SD = 10.04.

(K10, 242) = 2.37, p < .05). Thus, Table 2 presents the
results of the separate models for granddaughters
and grandsons.

In general, the overall adjusted R? was higher for
granddaughters than grandsons (49% and 41% of the
variance explained, respectively). The first step was
significant only for granddaughters, where the clos-
est grandparent’s gender was a significant predic-
tor of the perception of grandparental influence, i.e.,
granddaughters who reported their grandmother as
their closest grandparent declared greater grandpa-
rental influence. The predictors added in the second
step, including frequency of face-to-face and remote
contact, geographic proximity, and relational close-
ness, explained an additional 31% of variance in the
granddaughters model and 36% in the grandsons
model; both models were significant. The grand-
child’s age was negatively related to perception of
grandparental influence, whereas the frequency of
remote contact was a positive predictor, but only for
males. The relational closeness was positively associ-
ated with grandparental influence in both models. In
the third step, perceived grandparental empathy was
incorporated into the model, and it explained an ad-
ditional 13% of variance for the granddaughters mod-

el, and 5% of variance for the grandsons model. In
the final model for granddaughters, grandchild’s age,
relational closeness and grandparental empathy were
significant predictors of greater grandparental influ-
ence. In the final model for grandsons, the grandpar-
ent’s age and the frequency of remote contact (by
phone, e-mail, etc.) were significantly positively re-
lated to grandparental influence. Similarly to grand-
daughters, also for grandsons the relational close-
ness and perception of grandparental empathy were
significantly related to the grandparental influence.
However, the effects of these two predictors were
different for females and males, i.e., for granddaugh-
ters grandparental empathy was a stronger predictor,
and for grandsons relational closeness was a stron-
ger predictor. Additionally, the obtained results sug-
gested suppression effects (Tzelgov & Henik, 1991),
i.e., when the quality of intergenerational relation-
ship and grandparental empathy were included in
the model, the grandchild’s age became a significant
positive predictor of granddaughter’s perception of
grandparent’s influence, whereas the grandparent’s
age became a significant predictor of grandson’s
perception of grandparental influence. Therefore, re-
search hypothesis 2 was confirmed.
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Table 2

Hierarchical multiple regression analyses of grandparental influence on young adult grandchildren

Grandparental influence

Granddaughters Grandsons
B SEB § AR B SEB § AR?
Step 1 .09% .05
GC’s age 0.51 0.41 .10 -0.76 0.33 -.23"
Closest GP’s age 0.00 0.11 .00 0.07 0.13 .05
Closest GP’s gender? -7.17 227 -25%F -0.23 223 -.01
Closest GP’s lineage® -1.53 172 -.07 0.86 1.84 .05
Step 2 317 36%+*
GC’s age 0.51 0.34 .10 -0.62 0.27 -.19%
Closest GP’s age -0.03 0.09  -.02 0.21 0.11 .16
Closest GP’s gender® -2.78 199 -.10 1.52 1.83 .07
Closest GP’s lineage® -1.69 1.45  -.08 0.59 1.50 .03
Face-to-face contact 0.49 0.57 .07 0.10 0.61 .02
Remote contact 0.88 0.50 .14 1.22 0.48 217
Geographic proximity® 2.36 1.55 12 -0.96 1.69 -.05
Relational closeness 4.08 0.65 4977 4.76 0.73 53T
Step 3 137 .05**
GC’s age 0.70 0.30 14 -0.51 0.26 -.16
Closest GP’s age -0.04 0.08  -.03 0.23 0.10 .18%
Closest GP’s gender® 0.10 1.83 .00 1.75 1.76 .08
Closest GP’s lineage® -2.35 129 -.11 1.82 1.49 .09
Face-to-face contact 0.65 0.50 .10 0.17 0.59 .03
Remote contact 0.41 0.45 .06 1.02 0.47 A7%
Geographic proximity® 1.02 1.39 .05 -0.72 1.62 -.04
Relational closeness 2.13 0.65 26™* 3.85 0.75 437
Grandparental empathy 0.38 0.06 A48%7* 0.23 0.07 277
Model R? .52 46
Adjusted R? 49 41
F 17.03**% 9.65%*"
df 9, 140 9, 102

Note. GC - grandchild, GP — grandparent; * 0 — female, 1 — male; * 0 — maternal, 1 - paternal; © 0 — the same home/city, 1 - farther

than the same home/city; “p < .05,**p < .01,***p < .001.

DISCUSSION

Intergenerational relationships within the family
system are important for the functioning of the en-
tire family as well as individual family members (Ro-
stowska, 2019). At present, most young adults have at
least one living grandparent; therefore, based on the
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theory of symbolic interactionism, grandparents as
significant others could also influence grandchildren
during adulthood (Brussoni & Boon, 1998; Geurts
et al., 2009). Moreover, as previous research indicated,
young adult grandchildren reported many expecta-
tions for grandparents, including teaching values,
leaving a legacy, being a friend, mentor, or author-
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ity (MaloneBeach et al., 2018). The aim of the present
study was to fill in the knowledge gaps concerning
the predictors of grandparental influence on young
adults. This is the first study to examine the extent
to which perceptions of grandparental empathy and
the quality of grandparent-grandchild relationships
predict grandparents’ influence on the lives of young
adult grandchildren.

In general, maternal grandmothers were most of-
ten indicated as the closest grandparent, and similar
results have been reported in other studies (Dubas,
2001; Davey et al., 2009). The grandparent’s gender
played an important role in the quality of grandpar-
ent-grandchild relationships. Young adult grandchil-
dren were generally closer to their grandmothers
than grandfathers. These findings are consistent with
the traditional kin-keeper theories of family relations
that emphasize that women usually are kin keepers
and have the main responsibility of holding family
together. In addition, mothers usually serve as medi-
ators between grandchildren and grandparents; thus
maternal grandmothers are closer to their grandchil-
dren (Chen & Elder, 2000; Dubas, 2001). Based on an
evolutionary analysis, these results may also be ex-
plained by the fact that the reproductive investment
of females is much greater than males’ investment;
thus grandmothers support their daughters’ efforts
to raise their children more than grandfathers (Malo-
neBeach et al., 2018).

Considering other aspects of the quality of the in-
tergenerational relationship, an analysis of different
types of communication highlighted the role of re-
mote contact (by phone, e-mail, etc.). Female grand-
children reported more frequent remote contact than
male grandchildren. Remote contact was also more
often prevalent in relationships with grandmothers
than with grandfathers (Davey et al., 2009). Both
types of contact were positively correlated with
perceptions of relational closeness with the closest
grandparent. The frequency of remote contact with
the closest living grandparent was negatively corre-
lated with the grandparent’s age. This result may sug-
gest that less frequent contact with older grandpar-
ents could be influenced by their health and changes
in physical, cognitive and psychological functioning
(Boon & Shaw, 2007).

Overall, young adult grandchildren perceived
their grandmothers as more empathic than grandfa-
thers. Other studies also revealed gender differences
in empathy (Lennon & Eisenberg, 1987; Michalek-
Kwiecien & Kazmierczak, 2020). The perceptions of
grandparental empathy were positively associated
with selected qualitative aspects of grandparent-
grandchild relationships, including remote contact
and relational closeness. Because grandparental em-
pathy is an important determinant of grandparental
investment, as expected, also from the young adult
grandchildren’s perspective the more empathic the

grandparent, the greater is the perceived grandpa-
rental influence (Coall & Hertwig, 2010).

In the last stage of the study, the predictors of
the closest grandparent’s influence on young adults’
lives, taking into account the grandchild’s gender,
were examined. The tested model included sociode-
mographic variables, the quality of grandparent-
grandchild relationships and perceptions of grand-
parental empathy. As expected, there were gender
differences in the predictors that affected the grand-
parental influence. The preliminary analysis had
demonstrated that grandmothers were perceived as
more influential than grandfathers (MaloneBeach
et al., 2018), but sociodemographic predictors were
significant only in the first step of the tested model
for granddaughters. Particularly, the closest grand-
parent’s gender was a significant predictor of grand-
parental influence among granddaughters. This
finding is consistent with the expectation that grand-
mother-granddaughter dyads are the most influential
(Min et al., 2012).

The final models for granddaughters and grand-
sons, similarly to previous findings, confirmed the
importance of the quality of intergenerational re-
lationships (Brussoni & Boon, 1998) and grandpa-
rental empathy (Coall & Hertwig, 2010). Both for
granddaughters and grandsons the relational close-
ness with the closest grandparent and perceived em-
pathy were significant predictors of grandparental
influence, but gender differences occurred, i.e., em-
pathy was a stronger predictor for granddaughters,
whereas relational closeness was a stronger predic-
tor for grandsons. Additionally, for grandsons more
frequent remote contact with the closest grandpar-
ent and the grandparent’s age were associated with
greater grandparental influence. The findings also
indicated that, on its own, the grandparent’s and
the grandchild’s age did not predict grandparental
influence, but these variables assisted in predicting
grandparental influence once quality of intergenera-
tional relationships and grandparental empathy were
accounted for, i.e., grandchild’s age predicted grand-
parental influence among granddaughters, whereas
grandparent’s age was a significant predictor of
grandson’s perception of grandparent’s influence.

To conclude, these gender differences in deter-
minants of grandparental influence (but not in the
reported level) may be explained by the different pat-
terns of grandparent-grandchild relationships as well
as different expectations for grandparents held by
granddaughters and grandsons (MaloneBeach et al.,
2018), in line with symbolic interaction theory, which
states that gender plays an important role in framing
interactions (Carter & Fuller, 2016; Reitzes & Mutran,
2004). Moreover, because females are socialized to
focus on relationships and reciprocity (Laible, Carlo,
& Roesch, 2004), the perceived grandparental empa-
thy may be more important for granddaughters.
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The current study helps in understanding how
grandparents may function as significant others in
young adults’ lives (Vedder, Berry, Sabatier, & Sam,
2009). As young adults more often indicated a grand-
mother as the closest grandparent, the role of rela-
tions with the grandmother should be emphasized.
This study provides novel evidence that grandparen-
tal empathy contributes to the grandparents’ influ-
ence on the lives of young adult grandchildren, but
differently for granddaughters and grandsons. In
general, the relationships with grandparents may
be perceived as important in contributing to the po-
tential demise or continued resilience and intergen-
erational solidarity of the family (Albert & Ferring,
2012). Focusing on the process of passing on the so-
cial and cultural heritage from one generation to the
next is relevant in the context of social change (Ved-
der et al., 2009; Albert & Ferring, 2012).

The present findings have important implications.
In view of the number of young adult grandchildren
who have relationships with their living grandpar-
ents (Geurts et al.,, 2009; Gruijters, 2017), further re-
search is needed to investigate the grandparents’ role
in the lives of young adult grandchildren, such as the
transmission of specific values or beliefs (Rostowska,
2019). Therefore, grandchildren’s experiences can
expand our knowledge of intergenerational relation-
ships. The results of this study could also have im-
portant implications for clinical practitioners work-
ing with young adults, their living grandparents and
other family members. The awareness that grandpar-
ent-grandchild relationships can influence the lives
of young adult grandchildren could be particularly
useful for developing therapeutic and intergenera-
tional programs (Hebblethwaite & Norris, 2011), de-
signed to improve the quality of functioning of young
adults and their families. It seems to be important for
practitioners to understand young adults consider-
ing the broader context of the intergenerational re-
lationships, taking into account the different role of
the perceived grandparental empathy and the quality
of the intergenerational relationship for granddaugh-
ters and grandsons.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

The present study has several limitations. Firstly, the
study had a correlational design, which is why reli-
able conclusions about the directions of the identi-
fied associations cannot be drawn. Therefore, grand-
parent-grandchild relationships should be further
explored in studies with a longitudinal design. Sec-
ondly, in the current study data regarding grandpar-
ents’ health as well as the overall family functioning
were not collected. Thus, as the grandparent’s health
or the family structure might affect the contact with
their grandchildren, future research should examine
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the role of these variables for the grandparental in-
fluence. Thirdly, the limitation regarding the measure
of perceived grandparental empathy should be taken
into account when assessing the results. As there is
diversity in approaches to defining and measuring
empathy, i.e., taking into account the complex and
multifaced nature of empathy, it could be important
to assess empathy using other questionnaires or ap-
proaches (e.g., observational assessment of grandpa-
rental empathy, self-report by grandparent). Thus,
the dyadic perspective could also contribute valuable
findings. Regarding the measures used in the current
study, also geographical proximity could be assessed
using additional information, e.g., distance measured
in kilometers/miles. The future study should also ex-
amine whether there are any differences in grandpa-
rental influence taking into account the perception of
all living grandparents. It would also be interesting
to investigate which character traits influence young
adults’ relationships with their grandparents.

CONCLUSIONS

This study demonstrated that grandparent-grand-
child relationships play an important symbolic role
in the lives of young adult grandchildren, particular-
ly because the greater longevity of people is related
to longer intergenerational relationships. Grandpar-
ents who act as a mentor, authority or friend might
be relevant in young adults’ lives, when individuals
make important decisions and life choices. The pres-
ent results contribute to a better understanding of
grandparents’ influence on young adult granddaugh-
ters and grandsons based on the perceived quality of
grandparent-grandchild relationships and grandpa-
rental empathy. Further research is needed to exam-
ine the importance of grandparent-grandchild rela-
tionships for the health and psychological well-being
of young adult grandchildren in view of the grand-
parents’ and the grandchildren’s character traits.

ENDNOTE

1 A t-test for independent groups was additionally
performed to identify differences in the studied
variables between assessments of current and past
relationships with the closest grandparent. The re-
sults demonstrated that grandchildren who were
closest to a living grandparent maintained face-
to-face contact less frequently, were more likely
to maintain remote contact and experienced less
relational closeness than grandchildren who were
closest to a deceased grandparent. No significant
differences were observed in perceptions of grand-
parental empathy and influence (detailed results
can be obtained from the author upon request).
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