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Abstract 

Several studies have reported an average positive association between older people’s 

involvement in grandparental childcare and their cognitive outcomes, recognising this activity 

within the active ageing framework, bearing an intellectually stimulating component. 

However, does it matter what do older people do with their grandchildren when they look after 

them? We aim to shed light on the mechanisms through which grandchild care affects 

grandparents’ cognitive functioning, considering for the first time the activities that 

grandparents undertake with and for their grandchildren. To do so, unique data from waves 8-

10 of the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA) will be used in a longitudinal approach 

that considers covariates and cognition at baseline (wave 7). Regression models are so far run 

on the sample of grandmothers and grandfathers up to wave 9 (data from wave 10 will be 

shortly available) to explore the role of a variety of activities and their frequency on levels of 

three cognitive dimensions (fluency, immediate recall, and delayed recall). A positive effect of 

grandchild care is found on all outcomes. Such an effect is however driven by “highly-

cognitive” activities. Results do not provide evidence for a role of frequency of grandchild care 

in shaping grandparents’ cognitive functioning. The findings highlight the need to consider the 

activities done within care relationships and, among social- and policy-implications, they 

encourage intergenerational activities to age well. 
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Introduction 

The engagement of grandparents within the family as providers of care to grandchildren has 

become a central piece to the puzzle of the many challenges in ageing societies. Within the 

active ageing framework, which promotes activity engagement to foster health and wellbeing 

over the life course through to older age, grandchild care provision has been recognised as a 
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social activity with an intellectually stimulating component (e.g., Ahn & Choi, 2019 in China; 

Arpino & Bordone, 2014 in Europe; Sneed & Schulz, 2019 in the USA; Zuo & Silverstein, 

2018 in Korea). In England, similarly to continental Europe, this relates to more than half of 

the grandparents (Di Gessa et al., 2020; Hank & Buber, 2009). 

This study aims to address an important lacuna in our understanding of the link between 

grandchild care and cognition, accounting for the activities that grandparents undertake with 

and for their grandchildren. To do so, we draw on theoretical insights from the scaffolding 

theory of ageing and cognition (Park & Reuter-Lorenz 2009; Reuter-Lorenz & Park, 2014), 

suggesting that individuals who are engaged in cognitively stimulating activities fare better 

cognitively than their less engaged counterparts because of both a direct neural enrichment that 

preserves brain structure and function and an indirect life course enrichment pathway. This 

holds especially for “purposeful engagement”, i.e., if that activity practices, involves, or 

reinforces those processes that overlap with the processing required to perform on cognitive 

tasks. 

Arpino and Bordone (2014) found for the first time a positive effect of grandchild care 

on preserving cognitive abilities of grandparents in Europe. More recently, these results have 

been confirmed on Korean (Ahn & Choi, 2019) and USA data (Sneed & Schulz, 2019). 

Empirical findings have however provided evidence for compensatory processes in the face of 

structural decline, depending upon the nature of the enrichment variable. Accordingly, active 

engagement in activities with grandchildren is expected to benefit cognitive functions, 

depending on the type of activities in which grandparents engage. 

In line with Zhang and colleagues (2019), we consider doing leisure activities (i.e., 

played with grandchild[ren] and/or took part in leisure activities with them) and homework 

(i.e., helped grandchild[ren] with their homework) with grandchildren as highly-cognitive 

activities. Activities like whether grandchild[ren] stayed overnight without parents; looking 

after grandchild[ren] when they are ill; preparing meals for the grandchild[ren]; taking the 

grandchild[ren] to, or collecting them from nursery, playgroup or school; just being around in 

case they needed anything are categorised as less-cognitive activities. We thus advance our 

first hypothesis (H1) that grandparents will receive greater benefit to their cognitive health if 

they engage in highly-cognitive activities, such as helping their grandchildren with homework 

and engaging in leisure activities with them. 

In line with the role enhancement theory assumption that social roles come along with 

privileges and resources (Sieber, 1974), grandparents’ wellbeing might be increased by the 

recognition of care provision to grandchildren and caring for a grandchild can give the 
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grandparents an increased purpose for living (Silverstein & Giarrusso, 2013), stimulating 

engagement in (new) activities, and in turn benefit their cognitive health. However, it also 

proposes more benefits gain with more frequent engagement (Thoits, 1983). Although we 

entertain the possibility of a role strain resulting from heavy investments in high frequency 

grandchild care (e.g., coresiding/primary caregivers), our focus is on secondary caregiving. We 

thus formulate our second hypothesis (H2) that the more frequent the engagement in grandchild 

care, the larger the benefits for grandparents’ cognitive functioning. 

 

Materials and method 

Data and sample selection 

Our analyses are based on waves 7-10 of the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), a 

multidisciplinary longitudinal survey, representative of the noninstitutionalized population age 

50 and over in England (Steptoe et al., 2013). We retained respondents interviewed in at least 

two waves. As in Arpino and Bordone (2014), we restricted our sample to women and men 

who had at least one child and one grandchild at wave 7. The final sample was composed of 

1,863 women and 1,332 men in the preliminary analyses up to wave 8. Data from waves 9 and 

10 will be added as soon as the latter will be released. 

Cognitive functioning is measured using three cognitive tests: in the test of verbal 

fluency, respondents were asked to name as many animals as they could think of within one 

minute. By drawing on knowledge and representing products of processing carried out in the 

past, it captures crystallised abilities. In the tests of recall, which measured verbal memory (i.e., 

fluid abilities), the interviewer first read a list of 10 common words to the respondent and then 

asked the respondent to recall aloud as many words as possible from the list in any order 

(immediate recall). Up to one minute was allowed for recall. The test was repeated at the end 

of the cognitive function module without the words being read again (delayed recall). Although 

knowledge plays a critical role in all cognitive tests (Hertzog, 2008), the delayed recall measure 

mainly taps on recently stored information. Moreover, both recall measures involve learning 

new information (i.e., a list of objects). 

The first independent variable of interest is whether the respondent has provided 

grandchild care to any of their grandchildren in the 12 months before the interview (yes or no). 

Second, we consider the type of activities carried out by grandparents with their grandchildren: 

no care; only less-cognitive activities; and highly-cognitive activities, which we distinguish 

between leisure (played with grandchild[ren] and/or took part in leisure activities with them) 

and leisure and homework (played with grandchild[ren] and/or took part in leisure activities 
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with them; or helped grandchild[ren] with their homework). Almost all grandparents helping 

grandchildren with homework in our sample do also leisure activities with them, while the 

opposite is not true. Third, we account for the frequency of involvement (no care; occasional 

care; frequent care) and fourth for both type and frequency of engagement: no care; only less-

cognitive activities; at least one activity between leisure and homework done occasionally; at 

least one activity between leisure and homework done frequently. 

The choice of control variables was motivated by evidence regarding the determinants of 

older adults’ cognition and their provision of grandchild care, that is, potential confounding 

variables. 

 

Analytical strategy 

Grandparents who provide childcare could be different from other grandparents in observable 

and unobservable ways. In the presence of unobserved factors and/or reverse causality, an 

ordinary least squares (OLS) regression produces biased estimates. As ELSA asks about the 

activities done together by grandparents and grandchildren from wave 8, we exploit its panel 

dimension and, following other studies (Arpino & Gómez-León, 2020; Tosi & Grundy, 2019), 

we account for both unobserved factors and reverse causality by considering the controls and 

cognitive functioning at baseline (wave 7) while measuring the outcome at follow-up. 

 

Preliminary results and discussion 

We found a general overall positive effect of grandchild care on all outcomes (H1). Such an 

effect is largest for verbal fluency. Such an effect of grandchild care provision is however more 

evident when highly-cognitive activities are done. Differently from what expected (H2), the 

frequency of caregiving does not result to be relevant in order to shape cognitive functioning. 

Indeed, where significant, both occasional and frequent care show similar associations with 

cognition. While the results point at a larger beneficial effect when highly-cognitive activities 

are done more frequently, none of the differences between frequent and occasional care were 

statistically significant. 

We could add to the literature a long-waited analysis accounting for the different 

activities that grandparents do with and for their grandchildren while looking after them. The 

lack of such information in large surveys so far had been often recognized as a limitation of 

studies on grandchild care. We however acknowledge that the results of this study may still be 

partly a signal of endogeneity. Indeed, despite controlling for past cognitive performance, those 

grandparents involved more frequently in grandchild care but doing only less-cognitive 
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activities might lack ability to engage in highly-cognitive activities, e.g., because of poor 

mental, cognitive and/or physical health. However, grandparents who only marginally engage 

in grandchild care (being this occasionally or by taking on less-cognitive activities), might do 

so as they (also) engage in other (non-grandparenting-related) activities that potentially 

contribute to their cognitive stimulation too. These activities could not be fully captured by our 

control variables. Future steps will include robustness checks and within-individual models 

once the longer panel (waves 7-10) will be available). 

 

References 

Ahn, T., & Choi, K.D. (2019). Grandparent caregiving and cognitive functioning among older 

people: Evidence from Korea. Review of Economics of the Household, 17(2), 553–586. Doi: 

10.1007/s11150-018-9413-5 

Antonucci, T.C., Ajrouch, K.J., & Birditt, K.S. (2014). The Convoy Model: Explaining social 

relations from a multidisciplinary perspective. The Gerontologist, 54(1), 82–92. Doi: 

10.1093/geront/gnt118 

Arpino, B., & Bordone, V. (2014). Does grandparenting pay off? The effect of child care on 

grandparents’ cognitive functioning. Journal of Marriage and Family, 76(2), 337–351. Doi: 

10.1111/jomf.12096 

Arpino, B., Bordone, V., & Balbo, N. (2018). Grandparenting, education and subjective well-

being of older Europeans. European Journal of Ageing, 15(3), 251–263. Doi: 

10.1007/s10433-018-0467-2 

Arpino, B., & Gómez-León, M. (2020). Consequences on depression of combining 

grandparental childcare with other caregiving roles. Aging & Mental Health, 24(8), 1263–

1270. Doi: 10.1080/13607863.2019.1584788 

Ates, M., Bordone, V., & Arpino, B. (2021). Does grandparental child-care provision affect 

number, satisfaction and with whom leisure activities are done? Ageing & Society, published 

online 8 March 2021. Doi: 10.1017/S0144686X2100009X 

Ball, K., Edwards, J.D., & Ross, L.A. (2007). The impact of speed of processing training on 

cognitive and everyday functions. The Journals of Gerontology: Series B, 62(special issue 

1), 19–31. Doi: 10.1093/geronb/62.special_issue_1.19 

Cattell, R.B. (1943). The measurement of adult intelligence. Psychological Bulletin, 40(3), 

153–193. Doi: 10.1037/h0059973 



6 

Chen, F., & Liu, G. (2012). The health implications of grandparents caring for grandchildren 

in China. The Journals of Gerontology: Series B, 67(1), 99–112. Doi: 

10.1093/geronb/gbr132 

Clouston, S.A.P., Brewster, P., Kuh, D., Richards, M., Cooper, R., Hardy, R., Rubin, M.S., & 

Hofer, S.M. (2013). The dynamic relationship between physical function and cognition in 

longitudinal aging cohorts. Epidemiologic Reviews, 35(1), 33–50. Doi: 

10.1093/epirev/mxs004 

Coall, D.A., & Hertwig, R. (2010). Grandparental investment: Past, present and future. 

Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 33(1), 1–19. 

Coall, D.A., & Hertwig, R. (2011). Grandparental investment: A relic of the past or a resource 

for the future? Current Directions in Psychological Science, 20(2), 93–98. Doi: 

10.1177/0963721411403269 

Di Gessa, G., Glaser, K. & Zaninotto, P. (2022). Is grandparental childcare socio-economically 

patterned? Evidence from the English longitudinal study of ageing. European Journal of 

Ageing, published online 21 January 2022. Doi: 10.1007/s10433-021-00675-x 

Di Gessa, G., Zaninotto, P., & Glaser, K. (2020). Looking after grandchildren: Gender 

differences in when, ‘what,’ and ‘why’: Evidence from the English Longitudinal Study of 

Ageing. Demographic Research, 43(53), 1545–1562. Doi: 10.4054/DemRes.2020.43.53 

Dong, X., Li, Y., & Simon, M.A. (2014). Social engagement among U.S. Chinese older 

adults—Findings from the PINE study. The Journals of Gerontology: Series A, 69(suppl 2), 

S82–S89. Doi: 10.1093/gerona/glu152 

Engelhardt, H., Buber, I., Skirbekk, V., & Prskawetz, A. (2010). Social involvement, 

behavioural risks and cognitive functioning among older people. Ageing & Society, 30(5), 

779–809. Doi: 10.1017/S0144686X09990626 

Fratiglioni, L., Paillard-Borg, S., & Winblad, B. (2004). An active and socially integrated 

lifestyle in late life might protect against dementia. The Lancet Neurology, 3(6), 343–353. 

Doi: 10.1016/S1474-4422(04)00767-7 

Ganguli, M., Ratcliff, G., Huff, F.J., Belle, S., Kancel, M.J., Fischer, L., & Kuller, L.H. (1990). 

Serial sevens versus world backwards: A comparison of the two measures of attention from 

the MMSE. Topics in Geriatrics, 3(4), 203–207. Doi: 10.1177/089198879000300405 

Glaser, K., Stuchbury, R., Price, D., Di Gessa, G., Ribe, E., & Tinker, A. (2018). Trends in the 

prevalence of grandparents living with grandchild(ren) in selected European countries and 

the United States. European Journal of Ageing, 15(3), 237–250. Doi: 10.1007/s10433-018-

0474-3 



7 

Gold, D.P., Andres, D., Etezadi, J., Arbuckle, T., Schwartzman, A., & Chaikelson, J. (1995). 

Structural equation model of intellectual change and continuity and predictors of 

intelligence in older men. Psychology and Aging, 10(2), 294–303. Doi: 10.1037/0882-

7974.10.2.294 

Goode, W.J. (1960). A theory of role strain. American Sociological Review, 25(4), 483–496. 

Doi: 10.2307/2092933 

Hank, K., & Buber, I. (2009). Grandparents caring for their grandchildren: Findings from the 

2004 Survey of Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe. Journal of Family Issues, 30(1), 

53–73. Doi: 10.1177/0192513X08322627 

Hank, K., Cavrini, G., Di Gessa, G., & Tomassini, C. (2018). What do we know about 

grandparents? Insights from current quantitative data and identification of future data needs. 

European Journal of Ageing, 15(3), 225–235. Doi: 10.1007/s10433-018-0468-1 

Hauser, R.M., & Weir, D. (2010). Recent developments in longitudinal studies of aging in the 

United States. Demography, 47, S111–S130. Doi: 10.1353/dem.2010.0012 

Hayat, S. A., Luben, R., Dalzell, N., Moore, S., Hogervorst, E., Matthews, F.E., Wareham, N., 

Brayne, C., & Khaw, K.-T. (2018). Understanding the relationship between cognition and 

death: A within cohort examination of cognitive measures and mortality. European Journal 

of Epidemiology, 33(11), 1049–1062. Doi: 10.1007/s10654-018-0439-z 

Hershfield, H.E., Scheibe, S., Sims, T.L., & Carstensen, L.L. (2013). When feeling bad can be 

good: Mixed emotions benefit physical health across adulthood. Social Psychological and 

Personality Science, 4(1), 54–61. Doi: 10.1177/1948550612444616 

Hertzog, C. (2008). Theoretical approaches to the study of cognitive aging: An individual-

differences perspective. In S.M. Hofer, & D.F. Alwin (Eds) Handbook of cognitive aging: 

Interdisciplinary perspectives, 34-49. SAGE Publications. Doi: 

10.4135/9781412976589.n2 

Hertzog, C., Kramer, A.F., Wilson, R.S., & Lindenberger, U. (2008). Enrichment effects on 

adult cognitive development: Can the functional capacity of older adults be preserved and 

enhanced? Psychological Science in the Public Interest: A Journal of the American 

Psychological Society, 9(1), 1–65. Doi: 10.1111/j.1539-6053.2009.01034.x 

Hultsch, D.F., Hertzog, C., Small, B.J., & Dixon, R.A. (1999). Use it or lose it: Engaged 

lifestyle as a buffer of cognitive decline in aging? Psychology and Aging, 14(2), 245–263. 

Jennings, E.A., Farrell, M.T., & Kobayashi, L.C. (2021). Grandchild caregiving and cognitive 

halth among grandparents in rural South Africa. Journal of Aging and Health, 33(9), 661–

673. Doi: 10.1177/08982643211006592 



8 

Leuner, B., Glasper, E.R., & Gould, E. (2010). Parenting and plasticity. Trends in 

Neurosciences, 33(10), 465–473. Doi: 10.1016/j.tins.2010.07.003 

Moen, P., Robison, J., & Dempster-McClain, D. (1995). Caregiving and women’s well-being: 

A life course approach. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 36(3), 259–273. 

Pan, X., Luo, Y., & Bishop, N.J. (2021). Cognitive function among noncustodial grandparents 

in China and the United States: A cross-national perspective. The International Journal of 

Aging and Human Development, 92(1), 18-41. Doi: 10.1177/00914150211050877 

Park, D.C., Lodi-Smith, J., Drew, L., Haber, S., Hebrank, A., Bischof, G.N., & Aamodt, W. 

(2014). The impact of sustained engagement on cognitive function in older adults: The 

Synapse Project. Psychological Science, 25(1), 103–112. Doi: 10.1177/0956797613499592 

Park, D.C., & Reuter-Lorenz, P. (2009). The Adaptive Brain: Aging and Neurocognitive 

Scaffolding. Annual Review of Psychology, 60, 173–196. Doi: 

10.1146/annurev.psych.59.103006.093656 

Rafael, A., Sousa, L., Martins, S., & Fernandes, L. (2021). Cognitive impairment in 

grandparents: A systematic review. Psychiatry Investigation, 18(7), 593–602. Doi: 

10.30773/pi.2021.0034 

Reuter-Lorenz, P.A., & Park, D. C. (2014). How does it STAC Up? Revisiting the Scaffolding 

Theory of Aging and Cognition. Neuropsychology Review, 24(3), 355–370. Doi: 

10.1007/s11065-014-9270-9 

Salthouse, T.A. (2006). Mental exercise and mental aging. Perspectives on Psychological 

Science : A Journal of the Association for Psychological Science, 1(1), 68-87. Doi: 

10.1111/j.1745-6916.2006.00005.x 

Salthouse, T.A. (2010). Selective review of cognitive aging. Journal of the International 

Neuropsychological Society, 16(5), 754–760. Doi: 10.1017/S1355617710000706 

Scarmeas, N., & Stern, Y. (2003). Cognitive reserve and lifestyle. Journal of Clinical and 

Experimental Neuropsychology, 25(5), 625–633. Doi: 10.1076/jcen.25.5.625.14576 

Sieber, S.D. (1974). Toward a theory of role accumulation. American Sociological Review, 

39(4), 567–578. Doi: 10.2307/2094422 

Silverstein, M., & Giarrusso, R. (Eds.). (2013). Kinship and cohort in an aging society: From 

generation to generation (1 edition). Johns Hopkins University Press. 

Silverstein, M., & Zuo, D. (2021). Grandparents caring for grandchildren in rural China: 

Consequences for emotional and cognitive health in later life. Aging & Mental Health, 

25(11), 2042–2052. Doi: 10.1080/13607863.2020.1852175 



9 

Skirbekk, V., Loichinger, E., & Weber, D. (2012). Variation in cognitive functioning as a 

refined approach to comparing aging across countries. Proceedings of the National Academy 

of Sciences, 109(3), 770–774. Doi: 10.1073/pnas.1112173109 

Sneed, R.S., & Schulz, R. (2019). Grandparent caregiving, race, and cognitive functioning in 

a population-based sample of older adults. Journal of Aging and Health, 31(3), 415–438. 

Doi: 10.1177/0898264317733362 

Steptoe, A., Breeze, E., Banks, J., & Nazroo, J. (2013). Cohort profile: The English longitudinal 

study of ageing. International Journal of Epidemiology, 42(6), 1640–1648. Doi: 

10.1093/ije/dys168 

Thoits, P.A. (1983). Multiple identities and psychological well-being: A reformulation and test 

of the social isolation hypothesis. American Sociological Review, 48(2), 174–187. Doi: 

10.2307/2095103 

Tosi, M., & Grundy, E. (2019). Intergenerational contacts and depressive symptoms among 

older parents in Eastern Europe. Aging & Mental Health, 23(6), 686–692. Doi: 

10.1080/13607863.2018.1442412 

WHO. (2002). Active ageing: A policy framework. WHO. 

http://www.who.int/ageing/publications/active_ageing/en/ 

Zeng, Y., Chen, Y.-C., & Lum, T.Y.S. (2021). Longitudinal impacts of grandparent caregiving 

on cognitive, mental, and physical health in China. Aging & Mental Health, 25(11), 2053–

2060. Doi: 10.1080/13607863.2020.1856779 

Zhang, W., Tang, F., Chen, Y., Silverstein, M., Liu, S., & Dong, X. (2019). Education, activity 

engagement, and cognitive function in US Chinese older adults. Journal of the American 

Geriatrics Society, 67(S3), S525–S531. Doi: 10.1111/jgs.15560 

Zuo, D., & Silverstein, M. (2018). Caring for grandchildren in rural China: Consequences for 

grandparents’ mental and cognitive health. Innovation in Aging, 2(suppl 1), 228. Doi: 

10.1093/geroni/igy023.848 

 

 



10 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics on all variables used in the multivariable analyses (percentages 

for categorical variables; mean (M) and standard deviations (sd) for numerical variables) 

Variables Men Women 

Outcomes         

Verbal fluency (M; sd) 21.4 (6.4) 20.8 (6.6) 

Immediate recall (M; sd) 6.0 (1.6) 6.3 (1.6) 

Delayed recall (M; sd) 4.5 (2.0) 5.0 (2.1) 

Explanatory variables     

Provision of grandchild care (Yes vs No)   57.6   62.3 

Types of grandchild care activities a         

   less-cognitive 7.4   8.3   

   leisure 28.6   26.1   

   leisure & homework 21.6   27.9   

Frequency of grandchild care a     

   occasionally 27.1  23.0  

   frequently 30.5  39.3  

Types and frequency of grandchild care activitiesb         

   at least one between leisure & homework – occasionally 27.4   25.1   

   at least one between leisure & homework – frequently 22.8   28.9   

Controls         

Age (M; sd) 67.8 (6.6) 67.3 (7.1) 

Education         

   low 17.4   24.8   

   medium 61.9   63.1   

   high 20.7   12.2   

In a partnership 66.7   54.6   

Activity status         

   employed 30.6   25.6   

   retired 66.2   65.9   

   other 3.2   8.5   

Volunteering 25.8   26.8   

Caregiving 11.2   18.7   

ADL (M; sd) 0.18  (0.6) 0.19  (0.6) 

IADL (M; sd) 0.17  (0.6) 0.21  (0.6) 

Smoking 11.5   9.2   

No vigourous physical activities 62.0   72.1   

Verbal fluency at wave 7 (M; sd) 21.9 (6.5) 22.0 (6.1) 

Immediate recall at wave 7 (M; sd) 6.4 (1.5) 6.2 (1.6) 

Delayed recall at wave 7 (M; sd) 5.2 (1.8) 4.9 (1.9) 

N 1,332   1,863   

Note: a) The category “no care” is not repeated to save space. b) The categories “no care” and “only less-cognitive” 

are not repeated to save space. Source: ELSA, waves 7-8. 


