
COVID-19 and the pivotal role of grandparents: childcare and income support in the UK
and South Africa
Cantillon, Sara; Moore, Elena; Teasdale, Nina

Published in:
Feminist Economics

DOI:
10.1080/13545701.2020.1860246

Publication date:
2021

Document Version
Author accepted manuscript

Link to publication in ResearchOnline

Citation for published version (Harvard):
Cantillon, S, Moore, E & Teasdale, N 2021, 'COVID-19 and the pivotal role of grandparents: childcare and
income support in the UK and South Africa', Feminist Economics, vol. 27, no. 1-2, pp. 188-202.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13545701.2020.1860246

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please view our takedown policy at https://edshare.gcu.ac.uk/id/eprint/5179 for details
of how to contact us.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1080/13545701.2020.1860246
https://researchonline.gcu.ac.uk/en/publications/434d6aa7-863a-409f-8ed7-c3b151bf933b
https://doi.org/10.1080/13545701.2020.1860246


1 
 

Covid-19 and the pivotal role of grandparents:  childcare and income support 

in South Africa and the UK  

 

Abstract 

The Covid-19 global crisis and the “stay home” response taken by most governments has 

starkly exposed the dependence of formal economies on the invisible and unpaid care 

labour of women - a dependence which has intensified during the pandemic as public 

childcare provision and schools are shut and parents work from home.  In this article, we 

focus specifically on the childcare and income support provided by grandparents in the UK 

and South Africa. In undertaking this comparative analysis we demonstrate the universality 

of intergenerational interdependence and the contextual specificity of grandparental 

childcare and income provision, as well as the differential impacts of suspending, or risking, 

such supports during the pandemic. Grandparents, within and across households make 

substantial contributions to our economic, social and affective lives and we argue for 

greater recognition of these crucial contributions and the development of a more 

intersectional understanding of the provision of care work.   

 

Introduction 

Central to many government responses to the COVID-19 pandemic has been the ‘stay at 

home’ message (WHO, 2020).  However, assumptions around ‘home’ and the ‘family’ and 

who is part of those units has tended to be taken for granted. Further, despite the narrative 

of ‘being in this together’ which has featured in countries such as the UK and South Africa, 
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the crisis is having gender, class, race, (dis)ability and age implications. There are 

approximately 703 million people over 65s (UN 2019), and older people are one group 

identified as most at risk of being severely affected by the virus. As such, they have been 

advised by some governments (especially in the global north) not only to stay home and 

socially distant but also to stay away from their grandchildren and from younger people 

(Glazer, 2020).   Stereotypical assumptions around older people as vulnerable, frail and 

‘recipients rather than providers of care’ have pervaded both government communications 

and media reporting. There was also public discussion at the start of the pandemic around 

whether older people were worth trading or sacrificing to help save the economy (Costa-

Front, 2020; WHO, 2020). This narrow lens of older people as ‘acceptable collateral damage’ 

not only reinforces ageism as ‘one of the last socially sanctioned biases’ (Misztal, 2020), but 

fails to recognise the complexity of both older people’s lives and the significance of 

intergenerational relationships (Share and Kerrins, 2009).  

 While we recognise that not all older people are grandparents and that not all grandparents 

are caregivers, our specific focus in this article is on grandparents who provide support with 

childcare and income provision. Globally, grandparents’ representation is growing. 

Currently, grandparents constitute 20% of the world’s population and with greater life 

expectancy, the length of time of grandparenthood is also increasing (Chamie, 2018). We 

argue that far from being non-productive members of society, grandparents make concrete 

contributions to our social, economic and affective lives through financial, practical and 

emotional support. Although traditionally neglected in mainstream economics, feminist 

economists have long analysed the gendering of unpaid care and domestic work and the 

role women’s income plays within the household, and have shown how unpaid care work is 

systematically undervalued (Folbre 1994; Author A). Such unpaid work has been critical to 
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the Covid-19 stay at home response from governments in the global north and south, with 

the need for care within the home having intensified not only for those within the 

household who are contracting the virus, but while crèches, public childcare provision and 

schools are shut, and parents work from home.    

Indeed, the Covid-19 global crisis has starkly exposed the dependence of formal economies, 

and the daily functioning of families and communities, on the invisible and unpaid care 

labour of women.  In this article, we examine the invisibility of unpaid care focusing 

specifically on the informal childcare contributions made by grandparents and the impact of 

the temporary suspension, or stopping, of such support since the start of the pandemic. In 

undertaking comparative analysis of grandparents’ childcare provision and income support 

in South Africa and the UK, we highlight the contextual specificity of grandparents’ 

contributions. The two countries are markedly different in terms of poverty and 

unemployment; multi-generational living arrangements; the level of grandparental support 

for childcare and financial provision; and within these contexts, Covid-19 lockdown 

measures are having differing implications.    

In the UK, for example, the cocooning or shielding of older people has temporarily 

suspended the informal childcare grandparents crucially provide. Being overlooked in the 

UK government Covid-19 policy response, however, is how the informal childcare 

grandparents provide, is going to be re-configured and the ongoing cost of this for both 

families and the economy.  In contrast, in South Africa, grandparents as part of 

multigenerational households remain key child caregivers both in the absence and presence 

of parents, and where parents are essential workers and are permitted to continue 

employment. Grandparents in such cases are thus playing an essential and active role in 
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helping to support care during the pandemic. Their income through the state Old Age Grant 

(hereafter referred to as OAG) is also proving pivotal to pay for food and household bills, 

especially when family members are being made unemployed. However, the real health 

risks posed to older people as key carers, and the tensions around sharing and stretching 

the OAG further are not being discussed by policymakers and remain unaccounted for in the 

economic response. We argue that it is time to re-evaluate grandparents’ contributions to 

wider economic and social life, to develop a more intersectional understanding of how 

unpaid care work is shaped, including by age, and ensure that public expenditure is 

reprioritised to allocate more funding to social care infrastructure as part of Covid-19 

recovery planning. 

Childcare Provision by Grandparents: an overview   

Around the world, whether part of the household or not, grandparents as providers of 

childcare is a common and significant form of intergenerational family support. While the 

prevalence and intensity of childcare provided by grandparents varies, they are nonetheless 

a big part of a ‘jigsaw’ of childcare arrangements, constituting a large percentage of informal 

provision (Share and Kerrins, 2009). Figures for the United States and some European 

countries show that prior to the Covid-19 pandemic more than one-quarter of families had 

grandparents who undertake childcare, while in China over 50% of people aged between 45 

and 57 provide such care (Feng and Zhang, 2018: 240).  According to the UN report on 

Changing Families (2019) the proportion of grandparents who provide regular childcare in 

Europe is much lower in Northern European countries than it is in Southern ones where 

state-provided services are less generous. Nevertheless, a study of ten European countries, 

excluding the UK, showed a high prevalence of grandparents’ providing childcare even in 
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countries where it was least expected such as Sweden, Denmark and France and there is a 

good level of formal provision of childcare (Kanji, 2018). While state childcare is limited in 

South Africa, with childcare generally provided for children younger than five by the market 

or kin, in the UK free part-time childcare places for children aged three to four have been 

available since 1998. However, the cost of formal childcare in both countries is expensive, 

particularly for low-income employees. Several significant points can be made from these 

studies – namely, that the delegation of childcare to grandparents is not limited to those 

living in multigenerational households. Further, while grandfathers are active in providing 

childcare, grandmothers have tended to be at the forefront of provision in most countries, 

with 68% of grandmothers in Europe compared to 50% of grandfathers providing childcare 

for their grandchildren (Kanji, 2018).   

Two competing explanations, based on exchange and altruism, are often drawn upon to 

explain why grandparents provide care. Bourdieu’s gift exchange theory (1977), for 

example, suggests such reciprocity is enacted over time with childcare provided by 

grandparents in exchange for future elder care by parents and grandchildren (see Kanji, 

2018). Alternatively, economists argue that grandparents invest altruistically because their 

grandchildren’s utility enhances their own utility (Becker and Tomes, 1986). This can be 

regarded as a form of unconditional solidarity and in many southern African countries to 

neglect these obligations of support is argued not only to be “morally outrageous but 

tantamount to the denial of the very kinship relationships itself” (Sagner and Mtati, 1999: 

405). Interdependence and mutual obligation remain fundamental to the norms of kinship 

in Southern Africa, and is underpinned by the cultural ethos of ‘ubuntu’ which emphasises 

the well-being of the collective over the individual (Sagner and Mtati, 1999; Author B). 
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Moreover, the need to rely on kin for childcare was historically shaped by specific social 

conditions including housing and labour policies under apartheid.  

Especially relevant in some countries pre-Covid-19 has been the impact of the care burden 

placed on grandparents in the absence of a ‘middle’ generation due to migration, 

incarceration, illness or death. In Thailand, where rural-urban migration is a livelihood 

strategy for many families, close to 21% of children live in skipped-generation households 

without their parents. In Sub-Saharan Africa, the HIV and AIDS pandemic induced significant 

changes in families as the older generation took on an intense and prolonged caregiving role 

under traumatic conditions for both their sick adult children as well as their surviving 

grandchildren (UN, 2019). However, the successful roll out of Antiretroviral drugs has meant 

that maternal or paternal orphaning tends now only to be a contributing factor for children 

living away from their parents. For example, figures for South Africa indicate that nearly 5 

million children do not have a co-resident mother, but only 22% of these are maternally 

orphaned, while 78% (3.7 million) have a mother living elsewhere (Hall and Mokomane, 

2018: 39).  

 

Evidence from both China and South Africa also suggests that the availability of a pension 

increases the grandmothers’ likelihood of taking care of a grandchild. In South Africa the 

state-financed OAG plays a critical role in supporting not only households but grandparents 

in their caring roles. However, age is a key factor as this payment is only available to those 

over sixty years of age and not available to the substantial proportion of younger 

grandparents who are in their forties and fifties (Hall and Mokomane, 2018).  
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The impact of Covid19 for grandparents’ provision of childcare and the Old Age Grant 

The outbreak of COVID-19 was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization on 

the 11 March 2020. Across the world, lockdown measures requiring people to ‘stay home’ 

have been used by governments to try to slow the spread of the virus and help prevent 

health services being overrun. Lockdown measures were imposed almost simultaneously in 

the UK and South Africa - on the 26th and 27th of March respectively. In both South Africa 

and the UK, all but essential or key workers were told to work from home where possible 

and schools and childcare settings were closed. The specific effects, however, of the 

lockdowns and government responses and the impact on the informal support provided by 

grandparents’ play out differently in the two countries.  

 

The Impact of Covid-19 for grandparents’ provision of childcare: the UK 

In the UK, as part of the Covid-19 measures imposed by government, schools and childcare 

settings were closed to all but vulnerable children and key workers (42% have at least one 

child 16 or below) who were either lone parents (16%) or where both parents were key 

workers (28%) (Farquharson, Rasul and Sibieta, 2020). Grandparents, friends and family 

members were told not to provide informal childcare. Childcare responsibilities and home-

schooling were thus left solely to parents and this has impacted the UK’s 13 million parents 

in a number of ways (Toppings, 2020). Data from the Sutton Trust indicates that overall 45% 

of parents reported working full or part-time at home, although there were differences 

according to socio-economic class, with middle class parents more likely to report this (57%) 

than working class parents (25%) (Pascal et al., 2020).  

A survey carried out by the UK charity “Pregnant then Screwed” of nearly 20,000 working 

women in July 2020 has revealed that since lockdown 60% of those surveyed have struggled 
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with childcare provision. It also revealed that despite the UK government requiring schools 

and early years’ settings to remain open for key workers and vulnerable children, 67% of key 

workers reported that they had been forced to reduce their working hours because of a lack 

of access to childcare. There are two possible reasons for this: namely, closures - two thirds 

of formal childcare providers have had to temporarily close during lockdown (Pascal et al. 

2020) and workers reliance on informal childcare arrangements to fill the gaps in formal 

childcare provision and its lack of affordability (Farquharson, Rasul and Sibieta, 2020). 

Between 2017-2018, for example, one in five UK parents found it difficult to meet their 

childcare costs (Trade Union Congress, 2020).  

 

According to 2017 figures from Age UK of the 14 million grandparents in the UK, five million 

were reported to provide some form of childcare pre-Covid-19, with 89% of grandparents 

doing so at least once a week, 38% taking on childcare responsibilities two to three times a 

week and 18% four-six times a week. Age UK (2017) estimated that the childcare provided 

by grandparents in the UK is worth approximately £3.9 billion a year to the economy. Of 

grandparents providing childcare, 57% did so to allow parents to work (AgeUK, 2017) and 

such support was often used by those working irregular hours, in the evenings and at 

weekends, as well as during school holidays or when children are ill, when formal childcare 

is typically unavailable or too inflexible. This has particularly hit key workers during the 

Covid-19 pandemic and those in low income jobs where grandparents represented a mostly 

free alterative to formal care (Gray, 2005). Figures from the Institute of Fiscal Studies 

indicate that one in five key workers rely on informal care by grandparents as part of their 

childcare arrangements, with research undertaken by the Sutton Trust revealing that formal 
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providers are now struggling to replace the wraparound care usually provided by 

grandparents (Pascal et al., 2020; Farquharson, Rasul and Sibieta, 2020).  

 

At the start of the UK lockdown, the government offered a range of financial support for the 

childcare sector, including access to the UK’s furlough scheme and business rate holidays. 

However, such support while welcomed must be situated within the context childcare 

providers were facing pre-Covid-19. As Pascal et al. (2020) point out, “the childcare sector is 

a complex, mixed economy of maintained, private, voluntary and self-employed providers, 

many operating as small businesses which … were [already] struggling in the face of rising 

costs, an unstable workforce supply and insufficient government funding” (2020: 2).  

 

Since lockdown, childcare providers are experiencing financial and logistical struggles and it 

is reported that 67% of early years have had to temporarily close (Pascal et al., 2020).  This 

has had implications for key workers being able to access formal childcare and while 

childcare providers in England have been allowed to reopen since 1 June, many report that 

they are operating at 37% capacity to comply with social distancing guidelines, meaning 

most children have continued to stay at home. A third of settings in the most deprived areas 

also reported to the Sutton Trust that they were unlikely to still be operating next year 

(compared to 24% of those in the least deprived areas), and 69% of providers anticipated 

that they will be operating at a loss over the next six months (Pascal et al., 2020). However, 

the UK government strategy for exiting lockdown published on 11 May made little, if any 

mention of childcare.  
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The failure to put access to childcare at the heart of government Covid-19 recovery policy is 

risking backsliding in terms of gender equality.  Indeed, some have argued that as the UK 

economy contracts, women are being treated as “sacrificial lambs” (Topping, 2020).  Data 

shows that while men have taken on more childcare responsibility since lockdown began, 

women have been doing most - two-thirds more childcare each day than men, and have 

been experiencing a greater reduction in uninterrupted work hours than men (Women’s 

Budget Group, 2020). This has impacted on mothers’ jobs and incomes, many being forced 

to reduce their hours, take unpaid leave, to request furlough or to leave their job in order to 

manage work and caring responsibilities (Trade Union Congress, 2020). A report from the 

Office for National Statistics (2020) indicates that parents were nearly twice as likely to be 

furloughed (13.6%) as those without children (7.2%) (Trade Union Congress, 2020). This is 

particularly affecting those working in retail, hospitality, restaurants, leisure, and travel and 

tourism, many of whom are women.  Women are also more likely to be low-paid workers 

(69%) and are seven times as likely to work in a sector that has shut down (Women’s Budget 

Group, 2020). Survey data reveals that 33% of employed mothers and 44% of self-employed 

had forfeited a childcare space because of costs since March (Pregnant then Screwed, 

2020).  

 

According to the UK Charity Working Families, affordable childcare working parents can 

depend on to play their part in the recovery is essential “[and] ….quite simply, childcare 

needs to be considered as economic infrastructure, with the investment to match” 

(Toppings, 2020).  The contribution of grandparents to the jigsaw of formal and informal 

care requires much greater recognition by policymakers in their recovery planning.  Indeed, 

as more people return to work over the next few months’ problems with access to childcare 
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provision may grow if formal childcare providers close or already high prices increase 

further, and the role grandparents play as informal carers in filling childcare gaps and 

enabling parents to work will become even more crucial. 

 

The impact of Covid-19 for grandparents Childcare and Income Provision: South Africa  

Similarly to the UK, all schools, early childhood development centres and other childcare 

facilities in South Africa were closed in the early stages of lockdown.  Most children returned 

to school in June but a second round of school closures started in late July for all public 

schools due to the increase in number of infection cases across the country. Unlike the UK, 

however, there was no provision offered by the South African government for essential 

workers in the strict lockdown or during subsequent stages of lockdown.  This has had a 

number of effects on paid employment and unpaid care work, which are being experienced 

differently and unevenly by women and men, and grandparents and older people as care 

and income providers.  

In particular, the effects must be situated within the context of household arrangements, 

where multigenerational living is widespread in South Africa. More than two-thirds of black 

African elderly and 54 per cent of the coloured1 elderly live in multigenerational families 

(Statistics South Africa, 2017). If we think of it in terms of residential arrangements for 

children, approximately two thirds of all children live in extended families (Hall and 

Mokomane, 2018). Within this group of multigenerational family living arrangements, at 

least 21% of children live with neither parent whilst almost all of the 4.1 million children 

                                                           
1 Both under and after apartheid, South African governments have classified people as either white 
(to refer to settlers and immigrants of European origin), Indian (to refer to immigrants of South Asian 
origin), African (to refer to most of the indigenous population) and ‘coloured’ (with each label 
changing over time). This last category encompassed the indigenous Khoi and San populations of the 
Western Cape, slaves brought to the Cape from South-East Asia and people of mixed racial descent. 
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who did not have co-resident parents were living with kin and around 2.7 million children 

live with grandparents (Hall and Mokomane, 2018:38).  

The effects of the lockdown must also be situated with the context of formal childcare and 

the limited provision provided by the state. In the early 2000s a preschool year at primary 

school, was introduced, alongside means-tested subsidies for registered early childhood 

development centres. But for children younger than five, childcare remains provided 

through the market or by kin (Author B), with grandparents often assuming responsibility 

for meeting the care needs of their younger relatives (Sagner and Mtati, 1999), especially in 

the case of the 2.1 million children where parents are not co-resident and grandparents are 

heads of households.  Pre Covid-19 older adult person households spent more time in 

primary production and household maintenance than those in younger adult households 

and spent approximately 75% of their time on care of persons compared to younger adult 

households (Statistics South Africa, 2017: 11). 

The Coronavirus Rapid Mobile Survey reveals a clear disparity between men and women in 

terms of extra unpaid care work during the lockdown (Casale and Posel, 2020). While the 

majority of both men and women living with children reported doing large amounts of extra 

childcare (up to 4 hrs), nearly 80% of women were spending more than four extra hours a 

day on it, compared to 65% of men.  Further, grandparents and great grandparents who are 

key caregivers for children not living with their parents (20% of children) are likely to have 

spent more time during lockdown looking after and caring for family members (Casale and 

Posel, 2020). For example, when Covid-19 enters a household, higher levels of sanitary 

standards have to be maintained to prevent the spread of infection. But for many in South 

Africa there is limited access to clean water, refuse disposal and sanitation and thus is 
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causing additional household work (Statistics South Africa, 2017).  Yet the government 

guidelines on how to ‘protect’ older persons and self-isolate in multigenerational 

households is surprisingly vague. The South African guidelines for quarantine and isolation, 

specifically in relation to older person’s state that: 

 … older people and vulnerable people (those who are immune-compromised or 

have pre-existing conditions like cardiovascular disease, diabetes or hypertension) 

are more at risk for COVID-19 transmission, morbidity and mortality. Particular care 

should be taken to reduce close contact with such persons. Avoid visiting the elderly 

if you are in self-isolation at home (Department of Health, South Africa, 2020).  

Findings from the survey also show that three million jobs were lost during the first stage of 

lockdown (between February and April 2020), and of those, two million (66%) were women 

(Casale and Posel, 2020).  According to Casale and Posel (2020), men and women unable to 

work due to childcare responsibilities or as a result of losing their jobs may find it difficult to 

get them back, running “the risk of …reversals to some of the hard-earned improvements in 

gender equality documented over the last 25 years in South Africa’” (2020: 17).  Indeed, 

while parents are starting to return to work, with many childcare providers remaining 

closed, it is likely that kin and grandparents will take on the additional childcare. 

As part of its response to the pandemic, the South African government announced a Covid-

19 social relief and economic support package of R500 billion on 21 April 2020.  Although 

well-designed, drawing on a patchwork of programmes to provide social protection for 

many, it is nevertheless difficult to see how it will protect the economic and social 

contributions of OAG recipients in South Africa. Approximately 8% of the SA population (4.5 

million) are 60 years or older, 60% of whom are women (Statistics South Africa, 2017).  Nine 
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out ten older persons receive the OAG (R1,780 per month), with 80% of households headed 

by an elderly person pre-Covid-19 indicating that grants were their main source of income 

(Statistics South Africa, 2017; Author B  While it is still too early to measure the precise 

impact of Covid-19 on multi-generational households, as South Africa has not yet reached 

the peak of the pandemic, it is safe to expect that older persons are at higher risk of 

developing a more serious illness should they contract the virus (Casale and Posel, 2020). 

This trend is clear across other countries (WHO, 2020a), but is compounded in the South 

African case because one of the three health conditions most common amongst older 

people is diabetes, and is more likely to affect women than men (Statistics South Africa, 

2017). Indeed, figures show that there were 6769 deaths recorded in South Africa on 27 July 

2020 and approximately two thirds of the deaths (3200 of 4844) were among the age range 

50-79 years (Casale and Posel, 2020). With fatalities among older persons, the loss of the 

OAG, as one of the highest paying state grants, and a vital source of income in three million 

households could be catastrophic. While the Covid-19 relief budget increased the Old Age 

Grant by R250 (approx. 13%) for a six-month period (May – October), it did not make any 

provisions regarding the number of ceased applications through death or the delay in new 

applications being processed. 

The significance of the OAG has been compounded in the context of Covid-19 related 

unemployment (Casale and Posel, 2020). With more people in both the formal and informal 

South African economy losing an income or job, more family members have had to rely on 

the OAG. Research prior to the pandemic suggested that in the context of poverty and 

unemployment, women use the OAG to support their younger relatives; that is, they are 

‘financial caregivers’ in their families. Covid-19 related unemployment is likely to have led to 

an increase in the number of people living in a household potentially putting older people, 
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including grandparents at risk, especially as the lockdown regulations are eased and family 

members try to seek employment and children return to school. 

Given the crucial social and economic contribution of older persons to South African 

households in relation to caregiving and financial provision, the government would do well 

to consider and re-prioritise how the pandemic threat, with all its specificities, is 

heightening the caring and financial needs of grandparents, great grandparents and old age 

grant receiving households and the implications if these are lost. Grandparents 

contributions are crucial to filling the glaring gaps in the safety nets in response to the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Without specific support or interventions, they are being increasingly 

stretched at a time when their vulnerabilities are seriously exposed.  

Conclusions 

Our focus on grandparents who provide childcare and financial support in the UK and South 

Africa draws attention to the ways in which the COVID-19 pandemic has brought the 

gendered nature of unpaid care work into stark relief while highlighting the generational 

nature of care provision through the crucial contributions of many grandparents to 

childcare, household income and to wider social and economic life. We have demonstrated 

that grandparents, many of whom may be older people, are far from being simply 

‘recipients of care’ but rather provide a crucial and active contribution to society as part of 

intergenerational family support.  This intergenerational support while typically 

unrecognised and taken for granted, is significant in both countries, albeit in both differing 

ways.   

In the case of the UK, the temporary and indefinite suspension of grandparent’s informal 

childcare by government in response to the Covid-19 pandemic is particularly exposing the 
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huge gaps in formal childcare provision, and grandparents as key contributors to the jigsaw 

of childcare provision. It is also making visible the significance of intergenerational 

interdependence and the crucial role of grandparents to the economy by enabling parents 

to participate in the labour market. This is especially significant for low paid workers and 

lone parents (the majority of whom are mothers) in the context of high childcare prices in 

the UK and for those working long hours or non-core hours, nights or weekends, where 

wraparound care is limited. Despite the UK government requiring schools and early years’ 

childcare to remain opened to key workers during lockdown, many key workers struggled 

with access to childcare and were forced to reduce their hours due to the temporary closure 

of some providers through staff shortages and financial struggles and no access to informal 

support from grandparents and other family members. While grandparents have been kept 

apart from grandchildren and younger people in the UK as part of the government response 

to Covid-19, in South Africa the role of grandparents as caregivers in multigenerational 

households is continuing and has indeed proved essential in enabling family members to 

carry out their work, and with schools, nurseries and early years centres closed.  They are 

also pivotal to sustaining households through the OAG when other household members’ 

incomes are being lost as a result of unemployment.  

Overlooked by the two countries government responses to the pandemic, however, is that 

such provision is not infinitely elastic. The health risks of grandparents ongoing provision of 

childcare in South Africa (in terms of contact with the virus) and the suspension of 

grandparent caregiving in the UK (through social distancing and isolation) has huge 

implications going forward.  Also unrecognised was the huge pre-Covid-19 gaps in social and 

economic policies that grandparents were filling or ‘cushioning’ (Chazan, 2008).  

Understanding the crucial role grandparents play in maintaining economic life for large 
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portions of the population underscores the speciousness of the premise of ‘sacrificing older 

people to save the economy’ and its homogenising of ‘older’ people.  Indeed, it could be 

suggested that assumptions and social stigma around older people as a burden and as 

‘recipients of care’, coupled with the lack of value associated with unpaid caring work, 

engenders a ‘double invisibility’. The cost of not paying attention to the increasingly 

indispensable contributions grandparents make is already being felt by individuals, families, 

society and the economy.  
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