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Abstract
Grandparent kinship caregivers may experience increased parenting stress andmental distress during the COVID-19 pandemic. It
may lead to risky parenting behaviors, such as psychological aggression, corporal punishment, and neglectful behaviors towards
their grandchildren. This study aims to examine (1) the relationships between parenting stress, mental health, and grandparent
kinship caregivers’ risky parenting practices, such as psychological aggression, corporal punishment, and neglectful behaviors
towards their grandchildren during the COVID-19 pandemic, and (2) whether grandparent kinship caregivers’mental health is a
potential mediator between parenting stress and caregivers’ psychological aggression, corporal punishment, and neglectful
behaviors. A cross-sectional survey among grandparent kinship caregivers (N = 362) was conducted in June 2020 in the
United States. Descriptive analyses, negative binomial regression analyses, and mediation analyses were conducted using
STATA 15.0. We found that (1) grandparent kinship caregivers’ high parenting stress and low mental health were associated
with more psychological aggression, corporal punishment, and neglectful parenting behaviors during COVID-19; and (2)
grandparent kinship caregivers’mental health partially mediated the relationships between parenting stress and their psycholog-
ical aggression, corporal punishment, and neglectful behaviors. Results suggest that decreasing grandparent kinship caregivers’
parenting stress and improving their mental health are important for reducing child maltreatment risk during COVID-19.
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Introduction

COVID-19 and its consequences (e.g., sheltering in place,
quarantine, child care and school closures, financial instabili-
ty, and lack of social connections), have produced high levels
of parenting stress and psychological distress on caregivers
who take care of children across the world (Brooks et al.
2020; World Health Organization 2020). In the United

States, data from National Parent Helpline reported that there
was a 30% increase in calls about childcare, food and other
virus-related stressors since the onset of COVID-19 (Hurt
et al. 2020). Prior research has found that economic hardship,
lack of social support, increased parenting stress, and mental
illness are risk factors for child abuse and neglect (Folger and
Wright 2013; Kelley 1992; Mullick et al. 2001; Yang 2015).
However, the number of substantiated child abuse and neglect
cases reported to the child protective services has decreased
during the pandemic due to school closures and interruptions
in social services (Bhopal et al. 2020; Martinkevich et al.
2020). Reduced child maltreatment reporting during the pan-
demic does not indicate children are safe at home (Baron et al.
2020). Risk factors (e.g., economic instability, parenting
stress, mental distress) associated with risky parenting behav-
iors and child maltreatment risk have been identified as being
exacerbated by COVID-19 (Jonson-Reid et al. 2020;
Humphreys et al. 2020; Wu and Xu 2020). Previous studies
conducted during the economic recession and other disasters,
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such as Hurricanes, suggest child maltreatment risk may be
triggered by contextual stressors, particularly among vulnera-
ble and low-income families (Brooks-Gunn et al. 2013; Self-
Brown et al. 2013). Grandparent-headed kinship families are
unevenly affected by COVID-19 due to their pre-existing vul-
nerabilities in socioeconomic status and health conditions (Xu
et al. 2020), which may increase risk factors associated with
child maltreatment risk. Therefore, the current study aims to
examine relationships between parenting stress, mental health,
and risky parenting behaviors (i.e., psychological aggression,
corporal punishment, and neglectful behaviors) among grand-
parent kinship caregivers during COVID-19.

Grandparent-Headed Kinship Families

Kinship care is the full-time care of children by relatives or
close family friends when their biological parents are unable
to take care of their children, and most kinship caregivers are
grandparents (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2014).
These grandchildren are placed with grandparents when they
are maltreated by their biological parents, or when their par-
ents experience some significant life events, such as incarcer-
ation, substance abuse, mental illness, intimate partner vio-
lence (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2014). In the
United States, approximately 2.5 million grandparents, known
as grandparent kinship caregivers, are fully responsible for
their grandchildren (United States Census Bureau,
2012–2016). Grandparent-headed kinship families are often
characterized by low economic status, poor physical and men-
tal health, inadequate housing, and high levels of parenting
stress and psychological distress (Lee et al. 2016; Xu et al.
2020).

Parenting Stress among Grandparent Kinship
Caregivers

Parenting stress is conceptualized as an “aversive psycholog-
ical reaction to the demands of being a parent” (Deater-
Deckard 1998; p. 315). Several studies have examined parent-
ing stress in kinship care. It is documented that grandparent
kinship caregivers experience a high level of parenting stress
due to parenting demands and other unique challenges in rais-
ing grandchildren during their late adulthood (Kelley et al.
2000; Lee et al. 2016). Prior research has indicated that mate-
rial hardship, financial stress, physical and mental health prob-
lems, lack of social support, and conflicts with biological par-
ents contribute to parenting stress among kinship caregivers
(Kelley et al. 2000; Lee et al. 2016; Xu et al. 2020; Waldrop
and Weber 2001). Moreover, children’s characteristics, such
as younger age, physical illness, behavioral problems, and
disabilities, have also been associated with kinship caregivers’
increased parenting stress (Kelley et al. 2011).

Parenting Stress and Psychological Aggression,
Corporal Punishment, and Neglectful Behaviors

Parenting stress significantly increases caregivers’ risky par-
enting behaviors, including psychological aggression, corpo-
ral punishment, and neglectful behaviors (Crouch and Behl
2001; Holden and Banez 1996; Lee et al. 2011).
Psychological aggression is defined as delivering information
to a child that is worthless, unloved, unwanted, or threatened
with psychological violence (Hart et al. 1996). Corporal pun-
ishment refers to the use of physical punishment that causes a
child pain in order to correct or control the child’s behavior
(Straus and Donnelly 1993). Neglectful behaviors are defined
as those that do not meet a child’s basic needs or rights, and
which result in harm to the well-being of the child (Proctor
and Dubowitz 2014).

To our knowledge, only one study has examined grandpar-
ent kinship caregivers’ risky parenting behaviors. Kaminski
et al. (2008) found grandparent kinship caregivers were at a
higher risk of using risky parenting behaviors than biological
parents when facing parenting challenges. Given the limited
understanding of parenting behaviors among grandparent kin-
ship caregivers, we reviewed studies conducted among bio-
logical parents. For instance, Crouch and Behl (2001) found a
positive correlation between parenting stress and corporal
punishment, with the relationship being stronger among
parents who believed in the value of corporal punishment.
Niu et al. (2018) suggested that parenting stress would inten-
sify caregivers’ corporal punishment and psychological
aggression. In terms of neglectful parenting behaviors, Slack
et al. (2011) suggested parenting stress was a significant pre-
dictor of child neglect risk across studies using different
datasets in addition to low family economic status. As evi-
dence indicates that parenting stress increases risky parenting
behaviors, and that grandparent kinship caregivers experience
significantly higher parenting stress, an understanding of how
grandparent kinship caregivers’ parenting stress is associated
with their risky parenting behaviors is warranted, especially
during COVID-19.

Mental Health and Psychological Aggression,
Corporal Punishment, and Neglectful Behaviors

Being grandparent kinship caregivers also increases the risk of
mental distress (Whitley et al. 2016). Prior research has found
that approximately 40% of grandparent kinship caregivers re-
port clinically significant depressive symptoms (Kelley et al.
2013; Lee and Jang 2019). Although we know grandparent
kinship caregivers experience mental distress, the relationship
between their mental health status and risky parenting behav-
iors remains less clear. Among studies conducted in biological
parents, research indicates that caregivers’ mental illness is a
risk factor for risky parenting behaviors and child
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maltreatment risk (Doidge et al. 2017; Stith et al. 2009).
Walsh et al. (2002) found that parents who had mental illness
history, such as depression, schizophrenia, antisocial behav-
iors were more likely to conduct child abuse. Similarly, par-
ents’ depression has been found to contribute to corporal pun-
ishment of their children (Lee et al. 2011; Shin and Stein
2008). Likewise, Conron et al. (2009) found that maternal
depression was positively associated with mothers’ use of
psychological aggression in high-risk families. Slack et al.
(2011) also identified parental depression as associated with
increased risk for child neglect during early childhood. In the
face of COVID-19, grandparent kinship caregivers face ele-
vated mental distress in addition to economic instability and
parenting stress (Xu et al. 2020), which may increase the po-
tential to use risky parenting behaviors during this stressful
time. Thus, it is critical to examine how grandparent kinship
caregivers’ mental health is associated with risky parenting
behaviors to ensure child safety during COVID-19.

Theoretical Frameworks

The ecological and transactional model suggests risk for child
maltreatment is an interactive result of characteristics of the
individual, the family, and the context (Belsky 1993).
Applying Belsky’s model, at the individual level, children’s
(e.g., child’s age, physical and mental health) and caregivers’
attributes (e.g., caregivers’ child maltreatment history, person-
ality, psychological resources) would trigger risky parenting
behaviors. At the family level, Belsky’s (1993) model would
emphasize the parenting and parent-child interactional pro-
cesses between caregivers and children. And according to this
model, context would be the COVID-19 pandemic. Belsky’s
(1993) model provides us an overarching understanding of
risk and protective factors contributing to risky parenting be-
haviors and child maltreatment risk. Family stress theory fur-
ther illustrates family stressors, such as increased parenting
stress during COVID-19, and its association with risky par-
enting practice via caregivers’ mental distress (Hill 1949). In
this study, COVID-19 is treated as a contextual stressor that
increases both grandparent kinship caregivers’ parenting
stress and mental distress, with parenting stress and mental
distress further influencing their risky parenting behaviors to-
wards their grandchildren.

Research Questions and Hypotheses

Guided by these theoretical frameworks, this study aims to
answer two research questions: (1) what are relationships be-
tween parenting stress and mental health with grandparent
kinship caregivers’ risky parenting behaviors, including psy-
chological aggression, corporal punishment, and neglect,
when controlling for other factors?; and (2) is the relationship
between parenting stress and risky parenting behaviors

mediated by grandparent kinship caregivers’ mental health?
Research hypotheses include (1a) increased parenting stress is
positively associated with grandparent kinship caregivers’
risky parenting behaviors (i.e., psychological aggression, cor-
poral punishment, and neglectful behaviors); (1b) better men-
tal health status is negatively associated with grandparent kin-
ship caregivers’ psychological aggression, corporal punish-
ment, and neglectful behaviors; and (2) grandparent kinship
caregivers’ mental health mediates the relationships between
parenting stress and psychological aggression, corporal pun-
ishment, and neglectful behaviors, respectively.

Methods

Study Procedure

We used an online panel (Qualtrics n.d.), to collect cross-
sectional data from grandparent kinship caregivers. Qualtrics
panels includes millions of U.S. residents who have agreed to
participate in regular research surveys. First, participants were
screened to ensure a sample of eligible grandparent kinship
caregivers, to determine whether they were currently the pri-
mary caregiver of one or more grandchildren. If they
responded “Yes,” they were then asked whether at least one
of their grandchild’s biological parents lived in the same
household with them most of the time. If they replied “No,”
they were eligible to continue the survey. Additional inclusion
criteria included living in the U.S., born before 1985, and
having at least one child residing in the household. If grand-
parents had more than one grandchild in their household, they
were asked to answer questions as applied to their oldest
grandchild. A total of 1908 participants answered this survey,
but only 19% (N = 362) met our inclusion criteria. Participants
who completed surveys were financially compensated by
Qualtrics, with the rate (under $14) determined by the
Qualtrics team. The data were collected in June 2020. The
study was approved by the University Institutional Review
Board.

Measures

Dependent Variables

Psychological Aggression, Corporal Punishment, and
Neglectful Behaviors Psychological aggression, corporal pun-
ishment, and neglectful behaviors were measured by the three
subscales of the Conflict Tactics Scales Parent-Child (CTS-
PC; Straus et al. 1998). Psychological aggression included
items like “I threatened to hit or throw something at him/
her” and “I insulted or swore at him/her.” Sample corporal
punishment items included “I threatened to spank or hit him/
her but did not actually do it” and “I shouted, yelled, or
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screamed at him/her.” Examples of neglectful behaviors in-
cluded “I had to leave your child home alone, even when I
thought some adult should be with him/her” and “I was not
able tomake suremy child got the food he/she needed.” In this
study, grandparents were asked to recall whether they had
engaged in these behaviors towards their grandchildren during
the past month. We changed one response option “not in the
past year, but it happened before” to “not during COVID-19,
but it has happened” to match our study’s context. Thus, fol-
lowing Straus et al.’s (1998) response options, each subscale
contained: “never,” “not during COVID-19, but it has hap-
pened,” “1 time,” “2 times,” “3–5 times,” “6–10 times,”
“11–20 times,” and “more than 20 times.” We added mid-
points of response categories answered by participants. In oth-
er words, 1 time was counted as 1, 2 times were counted as 2,
3–5 times were counted as 4 times, 6–10 times were counted
as 8 times and so forth (Straus et al. 1998). Responses of “not
during the pandemic but it happened” were recoded to 0. We
used summative scores of these midpoints to count the total
numbers of psychological aggression, corporal punishment,
and neglectful behaviors towards grandchildren in
May 2020, respectively.

Independent Variable

Parenting Stress Parent Stress Index was used to assess par-
enting stress among kinship grandparent caregivers during
COVID-19. Abidin (1995) originally developed this scale
for parents, but we changed “parents” to “grandparents” and
“child” to “grandchild” to fit the present study. The shortened
scale included four items, including “Being a grandparent is
harder than I thought it would be,” “I feel trapped by my
responsibilities as a grandparent,” “I find that taking care of
my grandchild/ren is much more work than pleasure,” and “I
often feel tired, worn out, or exhausted from raising my
grandchildren.” The scale ranged from 1 (Strongly disagree)
to 4 (Strongly agree) with a reliability of 0.85 in this sample.
The average score of these items was used with a higher score
indicating more parenting stress.

Mediator

Mental Health Grandparents’ mental health was measured by
the Mental Health Inventory-5 (MHI-5) scale, a shorter ver-
sion of Veit and Ware’s (1983) original scale, which included
38-items. The five items in the shortened version included:
“How much of the time during the last month have you (a)
been a very nervous person?; (b) felt downhearted and blue?;
(c) felt calm and peaceful?; (d) felt so down in the dumps that
nothing could cheer you up?; and (e) been a happy person?”.
The scale ranged from 1 (None of the time) to 6 (All of the
time). Three items (a, b, and d) were reverse coded, and an
average score was used with a higher score indicating better

mental health. The MHI-5 has been used in previous studies
among older adults with good reliability (e.g., Trainor et al.
2013; α = 0.78), but the Cronbach’s alpha was 0.59 in this
sample.

Control Variables

Child Characteristics Control variables at the child level in-
cluded child age (a continuous variable measured by year),
child gender (1 = Female and 0 =Male), and child physical
(1 = Poor and 5 = Excellent) and mental health (1 = Poor and
5 = Excellent), as reported by the caregiver.

Grandparent Kinship Caregivers’ CharacteristicsEight dummy
coded variables (i.e., child abuse and neglect, parental incar-
ceration, parental mental illness, parental death, parental sub-
stance abuse, parental intimate partner violence, parental eco-
nomic needs, and other) were included to describe the reason
why the child stayed with grandparent kinship caregivers.
Grandparents’ characteristics included their race (1 = Non-
White and 0 =White), gender (1 = Female and 0 =Male), mar-
ital status (1 =Not married and 0 =Married), household in-
come in 2019 (1 = Less than $ 30,000, 2 = Between $ 30,000
and $ 60,000, and 3 =More than $ 60,000, with Less than $
30,000 as reference group), education (1 = Below college and
0 =College and above), number of children in the household
(1 =One child and 0 =More than one child), years of caring
for grandchildren (1 =More than one year and 0 =One year
or less), licensed kinship caregivers (1 = Yes and 0 =No), and
labor force status (1 = Full-time, 2 = Part-time, and 3 =Don’t
work because of retirement, with working full time as refer-
ence group). For grandparents who worked full-time or part-
time prior to COVID-19, losing jobs during COVID-19 was
coded as 1; for grandparents who did not lose jobs or did not
work because of retirement prior to COVID-19, it was coded
as 0. Grandparent’s age was measured by year as a continuous
variable, with their physical health (1 = Poor and 5 =
Excellent) treated as a continuous variable. Grandparents’
household material hardship was measured by seven dichoto-
mous questions (1 = Yes and 0 =No) asking about their food
insecurity, housing instability, inability to pay the mortgage,
disconnected telephone services and internet services, and
medical hardship during COVID-19 (The Bendheim-
Thoman Center for Research on Child Wellbeing 2018). We
used a summative score (ranging from 0 to 7; Cronbach’s
alpha = 0.74) of the seven types of material hardships as a
continuous variable with a higher score indicating more ma-
terial hardship during COVID-19. Grandparent kinship care-
givers’ social support was measured by eight questions with a
5-point Likert-type scale (1 = I get much less than I would like
and 5 = I get as much as I like) using the Duke-UNC
Functional Social Support Questionnaire (Broadhead et al.
1989). An average score was used with higher scores
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indicating more social support, and the reliability for this scale
was 0.93 in this study.

Data Analysis

Descriptive analyses, negative binomial regression analyses,
and mediation analyses were conducted using STATA 15.0
(StataCorp 2017). Negative binomial regression analyses
were performed because psychological aggression, corporal
punishment, and neglectful behaviors were of a count nature
and over dispersed at the left tail of the distribution. We did
not use Poisson regression because our data did not meet the
assumptions of Poisson regression to have an equal mean and
variance (Gardner et al. 1995). A series of negative binomial
regression models were performed to examine associations
between parenting stress, mental health, and grandparent kin-
ship caregivers’ risky parenting behaviors.

To examine the mediating role of grandparent’s mental
health, three mediation analyses were conducted for psycho-
logical aggression, corporal punishment, and neglectful be-
haviors, respectively. Following Baron and Kenny (1986),
we conducted mediation models using PARAMED package
in STATA, which accommodated the nature of count depen-
dent variables and a continuous mediator (Emsley and Liu
2013). Bootstrapping estimation was used to further examine
the mediational effect of grandparent kinship caregivers’men-
tal health on these relationships.

Results

Descriptive Results

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics of the sample. The sam-
ple included 362 grandparent caregivers. The average scores
for grandparents’ psychological aggression, corporal punish-
ment, neglectful behaviors, parenting stress and mental health
were 10.96 (SD = 20.10) out of 100, 7.87 (SD = 19.43) out of
98, 8.05 (SD = 19.39) out of 95, 2.30 (SD = 0.82) out of 4 and
3.97(SD = 1.01) out of 6, respectively. The most common
reason for grandparents to take care of their grandchildren
was parental economic needs (33%), followed by parental
substance abuse (17%), parental death (9%), parental mental
illness (8%), child abuse and neglect (7%; see Table 1 for
other trigger events).

In terms of grandparents’ demographic characteristics, the
average age of grandparents was 56.5 (SD = 7.75) years old.
Among the grandparents, about 70% were White, more than
two-thirds (70%) were married, and 60% had an educational
level below college. In terms of their household income in
2019, 29% had income less than $30,000, 37% had income
between $30,000 to $60,000, and 34% had income more than
$60,000. Most grandparents took care of more than one child

Table 1 Descriptive results (N = 362)

N %/Mean (SD) Range

Dependent variables

Psychological aggression 362 10.96 (20.10) 0–100

Corporal punishment 362 7.87 (19.43) 0–98

Neglect 362 8.05 (19.39) 0–95

Independent variable

Parenting stress 362 2.30 (0.82) 1–4

Mediator

Mental health 362 3.97 (1.01) 1.4–6

Control variables

Trigger event

Child abuse and neglect 26 7.18%

Parental incarceration 18 4.97%

Parental mental illness 29 8.01%

Parental death 34 9.39%

Parental substance abuse 62 17.13%

Parental intimate partner violence 20 5.52%

Parental economic needs 122 33.70%

Other 51 14.09%

Grandparent race

White 246 68.72%

Non-White 112 31.28%

Grandparent gender

Male 136 37.57%

Female 226 62.43%

Grandparent age 362 56.5 (7.75) 42–90

Grandparent marital status

Married 252 69.61%

Other 110 30.39%

Grandparent household income in 2019

≤30,000 103 29.28%

30,000 - ≤60,000 135 37.29%

>60,000 121 33.43%

Material hardship 362 1.62 0–7

Grandparent education

Below college 218 60.22%

College and above 144 39.78%

Grandparent physical health 361 3.48 (1.01) 1–5

Number of children in the household

One child 64 17.68%

More than one child 298 82.32%

Years of care

One year or less than one year 77 19.15%

More than one year 325 80.85%

Licensed kinship caregivers

Yes 143 39.61%

No 218 60.39%

Labor force status

Full time 157 43.37%

Part time 83 22.93%
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(82%), and about 80% of them had provided care for more
than one year. About 67% of grandparents worked full-time or
part-time prior to COVID-19, and almost a quarter (23%) lost
their jobs during the pandemic. On average, they experienced
1.62 types of material hardship out of 7, and the average score
for social support was 3.36 out of 5. In terms of child charac-
teristics, the average age was 9.53 (SD = 4.68) years old.More
than half (54%) were male, and the average scores for child
physical health and mental health were 4.45 and 4.25 out of 5,
respectively.

Factors Associated with Psychological Aggression,
Corporal Punishment, and Neglectful Behaviors

Table 2 presents six negative binomial regression models
predicting psychological aggression, corporal punishment,
and neglectful behaviors during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Models 1, 3, and 5 did not include grandparents’mental health
variable, while models 2, 4, and 6 included grandparents’
mental health as a predictor. Results with grandparents’ men-
tal health were only interpreted (Models 2, 4, and 6). Across
all models, parenting stress was positively associated with
increased psychological aggression (B = 0.99, p < 0.001), cor-
poral punishment (B = 1.23, p < 0.001), and neglectful behav-
iors (B = 0.93, p < 0.001). Similarly, grandparent kinship care-
givers’ better mental health status was negatively associated
with psychological aggression (B = −0.47, p < 0.01), corporal
punishment (B = −0.54, p < 0.01) and neglectful behaviors
(B = −0.67, p < 0.001).

Across models 2, 4, and 6, several significant covariates
were associated with grandparents’ risky parenting behaviors,
including: parental intimate partner violence compared to
child abuse and neglect (psychological aggression: B =
−1.42, p < 0.05; corporal punishment: B = −2.62, p < 0.01; ne-
glect: B = −2.60, p < 0.01), working part time compared to full
time (psychological aggression: B = −1.29, p < 0.05; corporal

punishment: B = −1.49, p < 0.01; neglect: B = −0.99,
p < 0.05), and child age (psychological aggression: B =
−0.14, p < 0.001; corporal punishment: B = −0.21, p < 0.001;
neglect: B = −0.15, p < 0.01).

However, some factors were significantly associated with
different parenting behaviors. Several significant covariates
were only associated with psychological aggression (see
Model 2), including parental mental illness (B = −1.36,
p < 0.05), parental death (B = −0.92, p < 0.05), other trigger
(B = −0.88, p < 0.05), and grandparent’s older age (B = 0.05,
p < 0.01). In terms of corporal punishment, results showed
that parental substance abuse (B = −1.46, p < 0.05), having
household income > $ 60,000 (B = −1.00, p < 0.05), licensure
status (B = 1.38, p < 0.01), not in the labor force (B = −1.39,
p < 0.05) were associated with corporal punishment (see
Model 4). Results showed that material hardship was solely
associated with neglectful behaviors (B = 0.34, p < 0.01; see
Model 6), but not with psychological aggression and corporal
punishment. Among different trigger events, a number of trig-
ger events were less likely to be associated with grandparents’
neglectful behaviors compared to child maltreatment. These
trigger events included parental incarceration (B = −1.92,
p < 0.05), parental mental illness (B = −2.27, p < 0.01), paren-
tal death (B = −1.81, p < 0.05), parental substance abuse (B =
−2.30, p < 0.01), parental economic needs (B = −1.32,
p < 0.05), and other (B = −1.92, p < 0.01). Differently, grand-
parents’ kinship licensure status (B = 1.75, p < 0.001) was
positively associated with increased neglectful behaviors.

Mediation by Mental Health

Our results indicated that mental health partially mediated
relationships between parenting stress and psychological ag-
gression, corporal punishment, and neglect behaviors, respec-
tively. Figures 1, 2, and 3 present the results of the mediational
models. Parenting stress was a significant predictor of grand-
parents’ mental health (B = −0.27, p < 0.001; see path a in
Figures 1, 2, and 3) with the same coefficient across three
mediational models. Other coefficients were different across
models, which are presented separately as follows.

Psychological Aggression Figure 1 shows parenting stress was
a significant predictor of grandparent kinship caregivers’ psy-
chological aggression (B = 1.17, p < 0.001) (path c, Fig. 1),
and grandparents’ mental health was found to be a significant
predictor for psychological aggression (B = −0.47, p < 0.01)
(path b, Fig. 1), controlling for parenting stress. When grand-
parents’ mental health was included as a control variable, the
strength of the relationship between parenting stress and psy-
chological aggression was reduced (B = 0.99, p < 0.001), in-
dicating that grandparents’ mental health was a partial medi-
ator (path c’, Fig. 1). Bootstrapping results confirmed a sig-
nificant indirect effect of mental health on this relationship

Table 1 (continued)

N %/Mean (SD) Range

Don’t work 122 33.70%

Lost job

Yes 82 22.71%

No 279 77.29%

Social support 362 3.36 (1.11) 1–5

Child age 358 9.53 (4.68) 0–19

Child gender

Male 195 54.02%

Female 166 45.98%

Child physical health 362 4.45 (0.74) 1–5

Child mental health 362 4.25 (0.96) 1–5
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Table 2 Negative binomial regression results (N = 350)

Psychological aggression Corporal punishment Neglect

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

B B B B B B

Independent variable

Parenting stress 1.17*** 0.99*** 1.39*** 1.23*** 1.18*** 0.93***

Mediator

Mental health – −0.47** – −0.54** – −0.67***
Control variables

Trigger event (ref. child abuse and neglect)

Parental incarceration −0.35 −0.15 −1.78 −1.69 −2.20* −1.92*
Parental mental illness −1.19* −1.36* −1.18 −1.27 −2.12* −2.27**
Parental death −1.02 −0.92* −1.08 −0.85 −1.33 −1.81*
Parental substance abuse −0.73 −0.86 −1.49* −1.46* −2.00** −2.30**
Parental intimate partner violence −1.36* −1.42* −2.54** −2.62** −2.20** −2.60**
Parental economic needs −0.79 −0.79 −0.91 −0.90 −1.19 −1.32*
Other −0.75 −0.88* −0.81 −0.91 −1.59* −1.92**
Grandparent race (ref. White)

Non-White 0.39 0.46 0.25 0.31 −0.24 −0.06
Grandparent gender (ref. Male)

Female 0.34 0.37 0.70 0.56 0.23 0.14

Grandparent age 0.04* 0.05** 0.02 0.03 −0.01 0.01

Grandparent marital status (ref. Married)

Not married 0.09 0.06 −0.79 −0.82 −0.42 −0.41
Grandparent household income (ref. ≤30,000)
30,000 - ≤60,000 −0.07 −0.26 −0.44 −0.54 0.26 0.20

>60,000 −0.45 −0.47 −1.05* −1.00* −0.07 −0.09
Material hardship −0.01 −0.07 0.09 −0.01 0.39*** 0.34**

Grandparent education (ref. College and above)

Below college 0.15 0.14 −0.49 −0.41 −0.80* −0.65
Grandparent physical health −0.11 −0.02 −0.05 −0.06 −0.04 0.01

Number of children in the household (ref. one child)

More than one child −0.14 −0.09 0.07 0.19 −0.12 −0.23
Years of care (ref. ≤ one year)

More than one year 0.16 0.30 0.19 0.35 −0.12 0.01

Licensed kinship caregivers (ref. No)

Yes 0.60** 0.50 1.47*** 1.38** 2.12*** 1.75***

Labor force status (ref. Full time)

Part time −1.20*** −1.29* −1.40** −1.49** −1.08* −0.99*
Don’t work −0.43 −0.49 −1.43* −1.39* −0.30 −0.30
Lost job (ref. No)

Yes −0.18 −0.30 −0.27 −0.17 −0.14 −0.07
Social support −0.25* −0.09 −0.19 0.01 −0.18 0.08

Child age −0.11** −0.14*** −0.19*** −0.21*** −0.12* −0.15**
Child gender (ref. Male)

Female 0.06 0.02 −0.71 −0.64 0.14 0.17

Child physical health −0.04 −0.03 −0.25 −0.32 −0.03 −0.02
Child mental health −0.01 −0.01 −0.25 −0.20 −0.10 0.04

Model fit

AIC 1902.25 2036.98 1301.67 1417.12 1262.06 1212.50
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(p = 0.007), and 39.50% of the relationship was mediated by
grandparent kinship caregivers’ mental health.

Corporal Punishment Similar mediation results were found in
the relationships between parenting stress, mental health, and
corporal punishment (See Fig. 2). Parenting stress was a sig-
nificant predictor of grandparents’ corporal punishment (B =
1.39, p < 0.001) (path c, Fig. 2), and grandparents’ mental
health was also a significant predictor of corporal punishment
(B = −0.54, p < 0.01), controlling for parenting stress (path b,
Fig. 2). When grandparents’ mental health was included as a
control variable, the strength of the relationship between par-
enting stress and corporal punishment was reduced (B = 1.23,
p < 0.001), indicating that grandparents’ mental health was a
partial mediator (path c, Fig. 2). Bootstrapping results con-
firmed a significant indirect effect of mental health on this
relationship (p = 0.044), and 44.13% of the relationship was
mediated by grandparent kinship caregivers’ mental health.

Neglectful Behaviors Not surprisingly, similar mediation ef-
fects were identified, as shown in Fig. 3. Parenting stress was a
significant predictor of neglect (B = 1.18, p < 0.001) (path c,
Fig. 3), and grandparents’ mental health was a significant
predictor of neglect (B = −0.67, p < 0.001) (path b, Fig. 3),
controlling for parenting stress. The strength of the relation-
ship between parenting stress and neglect also was reduced
(B = 0.93, p < 0.001) when grandparents’ mental health was
included as a control variable, which indicates that grandpar-
ents’ mental health was a partial mediator (path c, Fig. 3).
Bootstrapping results confirmed a significant indirect effect
of mental health on this relationship (p = 0.012), and 51.67%

of the relationship was mediated by grandparent kinship care-
givers’ mental health.

Discussion

Our findings support our research hypotheses and contribute
to the literature by first examining the relationships between
parenting stress and mental health, and risky parenting behav-
iors, including psychological aggression, corporal punish-
ment, and neglectful behaviors, among grandparent kinship
caregivers, and by second, exploring the mediating role of
mental health in these relationships during COVID-19. Since
the onset of COVID-19, grandparent kinship caregivers may
have experienced job loss, have had to balance work respon-
sibilities and childcare duties, and spend more time staying in
the same household with their grandchildren. All these chal-
lenges contribute to parenting stress and mental distress (Xu
et al. 2020). Our findings also indicate that grandparent kin-
ship caregivers’ parenting stress and mental distress are asso-
ciated with elevated psychological aggression, corporal pun-
ishment, and neglect towards their grandchildren, which is in
line with previous findings among biological parents (Casady
and Lee 2002; Holden and Banez 1996; Lee 2013; Liu and
Wang 2015; Slack et al. 2011).

Our study also highlights the mediating role of grandparent
kinship caregivers’ mental health in relationships between
parenting stress and psychological aggression, corporal pun-
ishment, and neglectful behaviors. This mechanism is aligned
with the family stress theory (Hill 1949), which posits that in
the face of stressful situations, grandparent kinship caregivers

Fig. 1 Mental health mediates the
relationship between parenting
stress and psychological
aggression. Note: path a =
Independent variable (IV) to
Mediator (M), path b = direct ef-
fect of M on dependent variable
(DV) while controlling for X,
path c = total effect of IV on DV,
path c’ = direct effect of IV onDV
while controlling for M. All the
covariates were controlled in this
model. *: p < 0.05; **: p < 0.01;
***: p < 0.001

Table 2 (continued)

Psychological aggression Corporal punishment Neglect

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6

BIC 2017.98 2044.67 1417.67 1424.84 1377.79 1328.33

Models 1, 3, 5 did not include mental health as a predictor. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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might assess stressors first and then interpret stressful events
(Hill 1949). If they feel anxious, depressed, and frustrated,
their mental well-being would affect their abilities to cope
with stressful events appropriately (Kwok and Wong 2000),
which may result in risky parenting behaviors towards their
grandchildren (Hill 1949; Taylor and Stanton 2007).

Furthermore, our findings identify different factors associ-
ated with psychological aggression, corporal punishment, and
neglectful behaviors. Our results suggest that older grandpar-
ents are more likely to use psychological aggression. This may
be because the COVID-19 pandemic may bring additional
stress to older grandparents in dealing with economic, mental,
and physical challenges, and these challenges contribute to
increased use of psychological aggression. In addition, results
indicate that licensed grandparent kinship caregivers are more
likely to use corporal punishment and neglectful behaviors
towards their grandchildren compared to their unlicensed
counterparts. It is very likely that licensed grandparent kinship
caregivers have involvement with the public child welfare
system, and might be more vulnerable in socioeconomic sta-
tus than those who are not involved in the public system as
social services target the most vulnerable population (Swann
and Sylvester 2006). This vulnerability could increase parent-
ing stress and mental distress, which contributes to risky par-
enting behaviors. The other possible explanation is that chil-
dren with licensed caregivers may havemore behavioral prob-
lems than those in the care of unlicensed caregivers due to

severe childhood traumatic experiences (Starr et al. 1999),
which might trigger risky parenting practice. We also found
that family economic hardship (e.g., low household income,
experiencingmaterial hardship) was associated with the use of
corporal punishment or neglectful behaviors, which is consis-
tent with previous literature (Cuartas et al. 2019; Kobulsky
et al. 2019; Slack et al. 2011; Yang 2015). But even when
families experience economic hardship, we cannot overlook
the importance of parental well-being in preventing child
physical abuse and neglect.

Our study also found that certain predictors, including trig-
ger events, grandparent kinship caregivers’ labor force status,
and child age, similarly predict all three types of risky parent-
ing behaviors. Results show that the trigger event for children
raised by grandparents due to child abuse and neglect is asso-
ciated with their grandparents’ higher likelihood to practice
parenting inappropriately than other trigger events. It is pos-
sible that there is an intergenerational transmission of parent-
ing attitudes and practices in families with child maltreatment
history (Niu et al. 2018). In addition, compared to grandparent
kinship caregivers who work full-time, grandparents working
part-time are less likely to use psychological aggression, cor-
poral punishment, and neglect children, which suggests that
working full-time and meeting family needs during the pan-
demic adds parenting stress and mental distress to grandparent
kinship caregivers. Child age is another significant factor that
is associated with all three types of grandparent kinship

Fig. 2 Mental health mediates the
relationship between parenting
stress and corporal punishment.
Note: path a = Independent
variable (IV) to Mediator (M),
path b = direct effect of M on de-
pendent variable (DV) while
controlling for X, path c = total
effect of IV on DV, path c’ = di-
rect effect of IV on DV while
controlling for M. All the covari-
ates were controlled in this model.
*: p < 0.05; **: p < 0.01; ***: p <
0.001

Fig. 3 Mental health mediates the
relationship between parenting
stress and neglect. Note: path a =
Independent variable (IV) to
Mediator (M), path b = direct ef-
fect of M on dependent variable
(DV) while controlling for X,
path c = total effect of IV on DV,
path c’ = direct effect of IV onDV
while controlling for M. All the
covariates were controlled in this
model. *: p < 0.05; **: p < 0.01;
***: p < 0.001
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caregivers’ parenting behaviors. The results suggest that
grandparents who raised older children have fewer risky par-
enting behaviors than those who raised younger children. The
developmental stage of younger children requires grandpar-
ents’ intensive mental and physical involvement. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, younger children may need more
grandparents’ involvement in meeting their basic needs (e.g.,
food, clothes, sleeping) and facilitating daily activities (e.g.,
reading, playing) than that for older children. Given that on-
line learning has become a primary learning mode for children
during the pandemic, younger children need more technical
assistance (e.g., using computers to log in and log off different
online courses) from grandparents than that for older children.
All these challenges and parenting demands contribute to
stress that grandparent kinship caregivers may experience,
which further leads to their risky parenting practice.

Limitations

This study advances our knowledge of grandparent kinship
caregivers’ parenting behaviors during COVID-19, but sever-
al limitations should be noted when interpreting findings.
First, this study used a convenience sampling strategy via
Qualtrics panels to collect data from grandparent kinship care-
givers. Thus, the generalizability of the findings is limited
because results may not be able to generalize to those grand-
parents who were not included in Qualtrics panels database
and had limited access to the internet. Furthermore, grandpar-
ents who experienced high levels of stress and poor mental
health might not participate in this study. Second, this study
used cross-sectional data; therefore, no causal inferences
among relationships between parenting stress, mental health,
and parenting behaviors can be made. Third, we replied on
grandparent kinship caregivers’ self-report data of parenting
stress, mental health, and parenting behaviors. Due to social
desirability, caregivers might underestimate their parenting
stress, mental distress, and risky parenting behaviors. Also,
data were collected during the pandemic time, and no previous
data were available to examine the effect of the COVID-19 on
parenting behaviors. Lastly, MHI-5 had relatively low reliabil-
ity in this study, which might affect the accuracy in capturing
grandparent kinship caregivers’ mental well-being.

Implications for Practice and Research

Despite limitations, the study has important implications for
improving grandparent kinship caregivers’ parenting practice
and mental well-being, and for ensuring child safety. First,
brief interventions that address parenting stress and mental
health issues could be provided to grandparent kinship care-
givers during the COVID-19 pandemic. As we are practicing
social distancing during the pandemic, we should deliver in-
terventions creatively. For example, interventions can be

provided through the internet, phone calls, or other apps, but
technical assistance should be provided given grandparent
kinship caregivers may have low digital l i teracy
(Charalambides 2019). It would also be beneficial to provide
self-care guidance to keep mentally healthy and to provide
coping strategies to manage stress. Also, positive parenting
strategies should be promoted widely through television pro-
grams, social media, schools, and social services agencies
during the pandemic. To prevent child neglect, extra financial
supports should be provided to grandparents to address eco-
nomic hardship in addition to parenting stress and mental
distress during the pandemic. Providing financial supports to
needy grandparents through fundraising, building family and
friends support groups, and helping grandparents navigate or
access social services and additional resources would be nec-
essary. Easily accessible educational programs should be de-
veloped and provided to grandparents to help them understand
COVID-19 better and cope with COVID-19 related stressors
effectively. Given the mediating role of mental health in the
relationship between parenting stress and risky parenting be-
haviors, quick mental health screening should be implement-
ed. More accessible mental health services (e.g., counseling)
should be offered to grandparent kinship caregivers. The time-
ly treatment of grandparents’ mental distress could help de-
crease parenting stress and increase effectiveness of parenting
practice. Our findings also suggest we should target more
vulnerable grandparent kinship caregivers who need more
support, such as those who are female, licensed, full-time or
part-time workers, of low-income, and raising younger chil-
dren. In the long-term, more evidence-based and tailored par-
enting programs should be provided to grandparent kinship
caregivers (Kirby 2015; Kirby and Sanders 2014). As child
maltreatment has negative effects on children, child welfare
workers could conduct home visiting programs virtually or in-
person with safety measures to ensure child safety at home. If
suspected child maltreatment is detected, services could be
provided to grandparents and children virtually or in-person
with safety measures.

In terms of future studies, researchers could collect multi-
ple wave data to examine long-term effects of COVID-19 on
grandparent kinship caregivers’ parenting stress and their par-
enting behaviors. Future research could use qualitative
methods to gain a deeper understanding of grandparents’ par-
enting stress and behaviors by race/ethnicity, gender, age, and
licensure status. Our nuanced understanding of licensure sta-
tus suggests that more research is needed to understand the
relationship of licensure status with parenting behaviors and
the well-being of grandparents and their grandchildren. Future
studies could also investigate whether grandparent kinship
caregivers’ coping strategies, family resources, social support,
and the availability of and access to social services would
moderate the relationships between parenting stress, mental
health, and parenting behaviors. Also, it would be valuable
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to examine the effects of parenting practices on
grandchildren’s outcomes (e.g., educational, physical and
mental health outcomes) during the pandemic. The effective-
ness of various interventions to support grandparent kinship
caregivers, if implemented, should also be evaluated.

Funding This work was supported by the University of South Carolina
College of Social Work.
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