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Low social support has been identified as a risk factor for maternal perinatal 
mental health problems. However, previous studies have predominantly focused 
on general social support or support from the partner, often overlooking the roles 
of grandparents. This mini review discusses recent developments in perinatal health 
research showing that supportive grandparents may constitute a protective factor 
against the development of maternal perinatal mental health problems. In addition, 
we will discuss how grandparental support may promote fetal and child health. The 
mini review concludes with a call for more research on the role of grandparents 
in perinatal health. Recognizing grandmothers as collaborators in maternal and 
child health may afford more effective perinatal health programs and clinical 
practice, thereby reducing the risk of adaptational and developmental problems.
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1 Introduction

The traditional African proverb “It takes a village to raise a child” may express an underlying 
truth. Mothers, or fathers, do not rear children on their own, but across many cultures around 
the world, they share childcare with co-parents, grandparents, older siblings, aunts, and 
communities. These substantial contributions from “allomothers” to childcare can be explained 
from an evolutionary approach in which humans are characterized as cooperative breeders, 
meaning that parents do not raise their children on their own but are assisted by members of 
their social group (Crittenden and Marlowe, 2008; Hawkes, 2004; Hrdy, 2009; Kramer, 2010; 
Meehan et al., 2014). According to anthropology research, allomothers who assist the mother–
child dyad are especially important during the intensive first years after birth when new mothers 
are most in need of support (Hrdy, 2009). Stern’s theory on the ‘motherhood constellation’ also 
suggests that mothers-to-be experience an attentional shift during pregnancy, with a new focus 
on the all-consuming role of mother and the support systems that are needed to meet the needs 
of motherhood responsibilities (Stern, 1995). In particular grandparents, most importantly the 
maternal grandmother (Coall et al., 2018; Perry and Daly, 2017; Riem et al., 2023), are a source 
of emotional and practical support during pregnancy and the postpartum period (Aubel, 2021; 
Coall et al., 2018). After child birth, grandmothers may provide advice on infant care (Aubel, 
2021), breastfeeding (Negin et al., 2016) or practical assistance with childcare when mothers 
return to work (Kanji, 2018), thereby promoting adjustment to motherhood.

Although beneficial influences of partner support are well-documented (Yim et al., 2015), 
the role of supportive grandparents in preventing perinatal mental health problems has received 
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less attention. Despite the important role of grandmothers in providing 
support to new mothers, perinatal health research has neglected the 
role of grandparents in maternal mental health. This mini review aims 
to address this ‘grandparent gap’ in perinatal health research. The 
review discusses how grandparents promote maternal perinatal mental 
health by offering emotional and practical support during pregnancy 
and the postpartum period. Additionally, we discuss how grandparental 
support directed toward the pregnant woman may beneficially impact 
fetal development. As conflicts with grandparents may compromise 
maternal mental health, the review also addresses a controverse by 
discussing both the challenges and the benefits of grandparental 
support. Importantly, resolving intergenerational conflict and 
promoting high-quality support from grandparents by involving them 
in treatment may add to the effectiveness of existing perinatal mental 
health interventions. This mini review therefore concludes with a call 
for more research on the role of grandparents in perinatal health.

2 The grandmother as a valuable 
allomother

Human parenting is intensive. Human infants are helpless after 
birth, fully dependent on their caregivers, and they require large parental 
investments during a long period of childhood. Evolutionary theorists 
suggest that such intensive investment is only possible because childcare 
is shared among multiple caregivers, the allomothers (Crittenden and 
Marlowe, 2008; Hawkes, 2004; Hrdy, 2009; Kramer, 2010; Meehan et al., 
2014). Grandmothers, in particular, have been described as highly 
valuable allomothers due to their reproductive experience and expertise 
(Knorr and Fox, 2023). They assist mothers in various ways, such as 
during childbirth, the weaning period (Rosenberg and Trevathan, 2002), 
or with breastfeeding (Scelza and Hinde, 2019). Research on 
pre-industrialized societies indeed suggests that grandmaternal support 
‘lightens the reproductive load’ and allows parents to reproduce earlier, 
more frequently and more successfully. More specifically, using complete 
multi-generational demographic records of pre-modern populations of 
both Finns and Canadians, Lahdenperä et  al. (2004) showed that 
women with a prolonged post-reproductive lifespan have more 
grandchildren and hence greater fitness. Other studies also indicate an 
association between presence of the maternal grandmother and 
improved child survival (Fox et al., 2010; Sear and Mace, 2008).

Grandparental support should not be considered a “relic of the 
past” (Coall and Hertwig, 2011). In modern societies, where life 
expectancy and rates of single motherhood and female employment 
are increasing, grandparents continue to play a crucial role in the 
caregiving puzzle. Research even shows that more grandparents are 
involved in care for grandchildren than at any other time in recent 
history (Buchanan and Rotkirch, 2018). The likelihood that a child 
lives with grandparents has nearly quadrupled from 7% in 2011 to 26% 
in 2021 in the Unites States.1 Although both grandparents contribute 
to childcare, grandmothers are more likely to provide care, in 
particular the maternal grandmother (Danielsbacka et al., 2011; Fuller-
Thomson and Minkler, 2001; Minkler and Fuller-Thomson, 2005; 
Wheelock and Jones, 2002). A study of 10 European countries showed 

1 https://www.gu.org/

that 58% of grandmothers looked after a grandchild (Hank and Buber, 
2009). Grandmothers may not only offer help with childcare, but may 
also provide new mothers with emotional, financial, and informational 
support during the perinatal period (Aubel, 2021; Burgess, 2015; 
Zartler et al., 2021), thereby enhancing the mother’s mental health and 
energy balance, promoting the bond between mother and infant, and 
improving the child’s nutritional outcomes (Scelza and Hinde, 2019). 
These important grandmaternal support roles substantiate the claim 
in anthropology literature that humans have evolved in an adaptive 
sociocultural perinatal complex in which grandmothers have a unique 
role and provide crucial contributions to the well-being of their 
daughters and grandchildren (Scelza and Hinde, 2019).

3 Grandparents as a source of 
postpartum support for mothers

Pregnancy and the first months after birth is a period of 
vulnerability for the onset of maternal affective disorders, particularly 
depression affecting 10–15% of all mothers in Western societies (Gavin 
et al., 2005; Pop et al., 2019). Lack of support from a partner, family and 
friends has been shown to increase risk for maternal affective disorders, 
in particular postpartum depression (Cho et al., 2022; Hetherington 
et al., 2018; Leahy-Warren et al., 2012). According to the adaptationist 
hypothesis for postpartum depression (PPD), PPD may be  even a 
strategic adaptation to a lack of a support system for mothers (Hagen, 
1999), meaning that receiving insufficient support necessary for raising 
a child may trigger a depressive state in mothers and consequently low 
maternal investment in the child. This low investment, in turn, elicits 
greater levels of support and investment from partners, grandmothers, 
and/or other relatives. Indeed, it has been shown that grandparents step 
in and take on child caregiving responsibilities in response to maternal 
mental illness or other family problems (Fuller-Thomson and Minkler, 
2001; Hayslip et al., 2014; Jackson et al., 2023; Riem et al., 2025).

Although the role of the support system in postpartum mental 
health is well-documented, less attention has been devoted to support 
provided by grandparents during the first year postpartum. The results 
of studies examining the association between grandparental presence or 
co-residence and maternal mental health in the first year postpartum are 
somewhat mixed. For instance, Arnold et al. (2011) found that sharing 
childcare with multiple family members, including grandparents, 
promotes maternal mental health. Mothers felt more supported when 
grandparents are involved in childcare. However, the authors reported 
no differences in parenting stress between mothers who received 
practical childcare support from grandparents and those who did not. 
Other studies examining the association between maternal mental 
health and grandparental co-residence indicate lower levels of depressive 
symptoms at 6  months postpartum in mothers with co-residing 
grandparents, although dependent on the family cohesion (Kalil et al., 
1998), while findings from Way and Leadbeater (1999) observed no 
significant association. Interestingly, living with parents-in-law may 
even increase risk of PPD for mothers, as indicated by Wang et al. (2017) 
in a Chinese sample. Hence, childcare assistance from grandparents 
seems to promote maternal mental health, although the genetic 
relationship with grandparent and the quality of the relationship matters.

Several studies have examined how quantity and/or quality of 
grandparental care is related to maternal postpartum mental health. In 
a sample of adolescent mothers, Borcherding et al. (2005) found that 
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mothers who received high quality grandparental support experienced 
fewer depressive symptoms. Another study showed that support from 
the maternal grandmother was significantly related to better maternal 
mental health among Israeli mothers with preterm twins, but not among 
mothers with full-term twins (Findler et al., 2007). In a sample that 
partially overlapped with the previous study and was overrepresented 
with mothers of twins or (singleton) preterm infants, the authors (Noy 
et al., 2015) found that both grandmother’s instrumental and emotional 
support were significantly related to better maternal postpartum mental 
health. Leadbeater and Linares (1992) also showed that higher quality 
of the grandmother-daughter relationship was negatively related to 
mothers’ depressive symptoms in a sample of adolescent mothers. 
Similarly, Lee et  al. (2020) showed a negative association between 
emotional support from grandparents and parenting stress in African-
American mothers. In the study conducted by Leung and Lam (2012), 
effects of grandparental involvement on maternal mental health were 
examined with a randomized controlled trial. An antenatal group 
intervention targeting intergenerational conflicts with grandparents 
resulted in a reduction of depressive symptoms over time, indicating 
that resolving conflicts about childcare with grandparents reduces stress 
and depressive symptoms in mothers. Hence, emotional and practical 
grandparental support may have beneficial effects for mothers’ mental 
health, although quality of support seems to matter.

In a recent meta-analysis, including 11 empirical studies 
(N  = 3,381 participants), we  examined the association between 
grandparental support and maternal mental health during the first 
year postpartum (Riem et al., 2023). We found that a higher level of 
grandparental support, in particular from the maternal grandmother, 
is related to better maternal postpartum mental health. In another 
recent study, we examined how grandparental support is related to 
depressive symptoms in a clinical sample of mothers diagnosed with 
major depression (Riem et al., 2024). The results suggested that higher 
perceived grandparental support was related to less severe maternal 
depressive symptoms at 12 months postpartum. This indicates that 
supportive grandparents may prevent the development of more severe 
PPD in mothers experiencing mental health problems. Interestingly, 
our study also showed that practical grandparental support with 
childcare was not related to severity of PPD, possibly because the 
quality of the intergenerational relationship matters for mothers. 
Intergenerational conflicts may add to family stress, thereby negatively 
impacting on maternal mental health (Lau and Keung Wong, 2008).

4 Prenatal grandparent effects on the 
mother and the developing child

The majority of grandparenting studies have focused on 
grandparents as a source of support during the postpartum period. 
However, less is known about the role of grandparents during 
pregnancy. Pregnancy represents a period of plasticity and 
vulnerability during which a high-quality social support network can 
have beneficial influences on offspring health. Environmental 
influences on fetal development during pregnancy have been described 
in the Developmental Origins of Health and Disease model (DOHaD) 
(Langley-Evans and McMullen, 2010), which posits that environmental 
exposers early in life, in particular during the prenatal period, may 
lead to fetal adaptations that have long-term health implications. 
Supporting the DOHaD model, a large number of studies suggest that 

maternal psychological distress during and after pregnancy predicts 
poor neurodevelopmental outcomes in children (Girchenko et al., 
2018; Manzari et al., 2019; Pearson et al., 2016; Van den Bergh et al., 
2020). Other studies indicate that maternal psychological distress is 
related to maternal biomarkers, including higher levels of cortisol, 
C-reactive protein, homocysteine, interleukin-6, and lower levels of 
vitamin D, zinc, and anti-inflammatory markers (Serati et al., 2016), 
possibly underlying the association between maternal prenatal distress 
and poor infant outcomes. Although protective factors have received 
less attention in the DOHaD model, recent research indicates that 
general perceived social support (not specifically from grandparents) 
during pregnancy is associated with better child cognitive ability 
(Lähdepuro et al., 2024). Hence, support networks may buffer both 
mother and fetus from adaptational and developmental problems.

In contrast to the grandparental roles in providing postpartum 
support, few studies examined the influences of grandparents during 
pregnancy. Under the DOHaD framework, grandparents may invest in 
the prenatal period, offering support to the new mother-to-be, in order 
to increase their inclusive fitness. Grandparents may offer emotional 
support for the mother-to-be or offer practical support and diminish 
mother’s physical labor by relieving her of household chores or care for 
other children. In a recent study, Knorr and Fox (2023) were one of the 
first to examine how grandparental support relates to maternal prenatal 
mental health. They found that greater communication with and social 
support from the maternal grandmother was associated with less 
depressive symptoms in a sample of pregnant (majority in third 
trimesters) Latina women in the US. Interestingly, support from the 
paternal grandmother was not related to maternal mental health. This 
is in line with our meta-analysis showing that in particular support from 
the maternal grandmother is related to better maternal postpartum 
mental health (Riem et  al., 2023). Perhaps, maternal grandmothers 
invest more because they are more certain about their genetic 
relationship with the grandchild or because they feel more emotionally 
connected to mother. Research suggests that the quality of attachment 
relationships is relatively stable across generations, e.g., from 
grandmothers to mothers to grandchildren (Hautamaki et al., 2010). 
Hence, grandmothers may continue their role as secure base for their 
adult daughters, particularly in times of need.

In another study, Fox et  al. (2023) examined the endocrine 
mechanism by which prenatal grandmother effects may be enacted. 
They found that mothers who received more support from the 
maternal grandparental had lower cortisol levels during pregnancy. 
More specifically, the quality of the relationship between the 
grandmother and the mother-to-be, social support received from 
grandmother, and frequency of seeing grandmother were negatively 
associated mother’s urinary cortisol levels. Again, when comparing 
paternal versus maternal grandmothers, effects of the maternal 
grandmother were more pronounced. Other studies have shown that 
higher cortisol levels are associated with greater risk of preterm birth 
(Giurgescu, 2009) and correlate with fetal cortisol (Gitau et al., 2004). 
Hence, under the DOHad framework, lower cortisol may be  one 
mechanism underlying grandmother intergenerational effects on child 
developmental outcomes (Sadruddin et al., 2019). However, it should 
be noted that no causal conclusions can be drawn with regard to the 
direction of the association between grandparental support and 
maternal cortisol as this study was cross-sectional. It is plausible to 
assert that low grandmaternal support increases maternal distress and 
cortisol, however, associations could be bi-directional, with worse 
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mental health and higher cortisol causing pregnant women to perceive 
their grandmother relationship in a more negative way. Moreover, 
maternal mental health problems may hinder mothers in mobilizing 
caregiving support (Feinberg, 2003; Negron et  al., 2013). Hence, 
although these pioneering studies on grandparent effects during 
pregnancy point to associations between grandparental support and 
maternal prenatal health and possibly fetal development, longitudinal 
studies or interventions manipulating quality of grandparental 
involvement are needed to test the direction of the association between 
grandparental support and maternal and child outcomes.

5 Grandmothers buffering effects of 
postpartum depression on child 
development

During the postpartum period, grandmothers may continue their 
safeguarding role and prevent or diminish the adverse effects of 
maternal mental health problems on the developing child. PPD can 
disrupt maternal sensitivity (Bernard et  al., 2018), defined as the 
ability to respond to and interpret child signals in a correct way and 
respond adequately and promptly (Ainsworth, 1978). In turn, this 
increases risk for child attachment insecurity and poor socio-
emotional development (De Wolff and van Ijzendoorn, 1997; Deans, 
2020). Grandparents may, however, temper the threat of impaired 
parenting of depressed mothers. For instance, our recent study showed 
that higher perceived grandparental support is related to less parenting 
stress 1 year after childbirth in mothers with PPD (Riem et al., 2024), 
indicating that supportive grandparents might protect against 
parenting difficulties in depressed mothers. Silverstein and Ruiz 
(2006) also showed that grandparents function as compensatory 
family resources who safeguard their grandchildren from adverse risks 
associated with maternal depression. More specifically, grandchildren 
who were least integrated with their grandparents resembled their 
mothers in the severity of depressive symptoms as young adults.

Grandparental promotive effects on child development may 
be indirect, mediated by a higher-quality of maternal care and lowered 
parenting stress, or direct, resulting from interactions in which 
grandparents serve as secondary caregivers. Grandparents may take 
on important roles such as attachment figure (Liang et al., 2021) or 
offering emotional support resources to the child, thereby promoting 
child development. This may be particularly important for children 
who grow up under adverse circumstances, such as maternal mental 
illness. Indeed, studies examining the effects of cumulative adverse 
early life events beyond the postpartum period point to protective 
effects of grandparents on child development (Flouri et al., 2010; Riem 
et al., 2025), in particular when children receive support from the 
maternal grandmother (Helle et al., 2024). Together, these studies 
underscore the important role of grandparents in buffering negative 
effects of perinatal depression on child development and indicate that 
the current exclusive focus on parental caregiving roles in perinatal 
health research and parenting studies is insufficient.

6 Discussion

This mini review summarized findings showing that supportive 
grandparents may constitute a protective factor against the development 

of maternal perinatal mental health problems. By applying the DOHaD 
framework, the review discussed how grandparental support beneficially 
affects fetal and child development. Although there is a lack of attention 
to the role of grandparents in perinatal health research, studies 
conducted so far suggest that grandparents can directly promote better 
child development in the case of maternal mental illness, by offering love 
and support to the child, or indirectly, through reduced maternal prenatal 
and postnatal caregiving stress. In particular, support from the maternal 
grandmother is a protective factor against the development of perinatal 
depression, and associated parenting difficulties and risks for the 
developing child. However, research conducted so far is mostly cross-
sectional. Longitudinal designs and/or interventions manipulating 
quality of grandparental care are urgently needed to test causal 
grandparent effects on maternal mental health. Moreover, more research 
is needed on the role of type of grandparent (paternal versus maternal 
grandparents and grandfathers versus grandmothers).

Despite the protective effects of grandmothers, the quality of the 
intergenerational relationship may matter, as conflicts may diminish 
benefits of grandmaternal support. Future studies should therefore 
examine whether resolving conflicts and stimulating high-quality support 
from grandmothers, for example by involving grandmothers in treatment, 
adds to the effectiveness of existing perinatal mental health interventions. 
Previous studies have shown that involving the mother’s partner in 
treatment for perinatal mood problems brings benefits for mother’s 
recovery (for a review see Pilkington et al., 2015). However, there is a lack 
of intergenerational perinatal mental health interventions and it is 
unknown whether involving grandparents in treatment offers benefits. 
Given recent reports on the rise of maternal mental health problems in 
Western societies (Pop et al., 2019), an intervention enhancing quality of 
grandparental support could be a new and urgently needed avenue for 
enhancing maternal perinatal mental health and child development.

Author contributions

MR: Conceptualization, Writing – original draft, Investigation. 
MS: Writing – review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that financial support was received for the 
research, authorship, and/or publication of this article. This research 
was supported by the Dutch Research Council, grant number 406.
XS.24.01.016 awarded to Madelon M. E. Riem.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the 
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could 
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

Generative AI statement

The author(s) declare that no Generative AI was used in the 
creation of this manuscript.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1521335
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Riem and van der Straaten 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1521335

Frontiers in Psychology 05 frontiersin.org

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated 

organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the 
reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or 
claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or 
endorsed by the publisher.

References
Ainsworth, M. D. S. (1978). The Bowlby-Ainsworth attachment theory. Behavioral and 

Brain Sciences, 1, 436–438. doi: 10.1017/S0140525X00075828

Arnold, A., Lewis, J., Maximovich, A., Ickovics, J., and Kershaw, T. (2011). Antecedents 
and consequences of caregiving structure on young mothers and their infants. J. Matern. 
Child Health 15, 1037–1045. doi: 10.1007/s10995-010-0650-3

Aubel, J. (2021). Grandmothers — a neglected family resource for saving newborn 
lives. BMJ Glob. Health 6:e003808. doi: 10.1136/bmjgh-2020-003808

Bernard, K., Nissim, G., Vaccaro, S., Harris, J. L., and Lindhiem, O. (2018). Association 
between maternal depression and maternal sensitivity from birth to 12 months: a meta-
analysis. Attach Hum. Dev. 20, 578–599. doi: 10.1080/14616734.2018.1430839

Borcherding, K., SmithBattle, L., and Schneider, J. K. (2005). A preliminary 
investigation of the grandparent support scale for teenage mothers. J. Fam. Nurs. 11, 
289–306. doi: 10.1177/1074840705278582

Buchanan, A., and Rotkirch, A. (2018). Twenty-first century grandparents: global 
perspectives on changing roles and consequences. Contemp. Soc. Sci. 13, 131–144. doi: 
10.1080/21582041.2018.1467034

Burgess, A. (2015). The grandparents role in childbearing and parenting. Int. J. 
Childbirth Educ. 30, 68–73.

Cho, H., Lee, K., Choi, E., Cho, H. H., Park, B., Suh, M., et al. (2022). Association 
between social support and postpartum depression. Sci. Rep. 12:3128. doi: 10.1038/
s41598-022-07248-7

Coall, D. A., and Hertwig, R. (2011). Grandparental Investment. Curr. Dir. Psychol. 
Sci. 20, 93–98. doi: 10.1177/0963721411403269

Coall, D. A., Hilbrand, S., Sear, R., and Hertwig, R. (2018). Interdisciplinary 
perspectives on grandparental investment: a journey towards causality. Contemp. Soc. 
Sci. 13, 159–174. doi: 10.1080/21582041.2018.1433317

Crittenden, A. N., and Marlowe, F. W. (2008). Allomaternal care among the Hadza of 
Tanzania. Hum. Nat. 19, 249–262. doi: 10.1007/s12110-008-9043-3

Danielsbacka, M., Tanskanen, A. O., Jokela, M., and Rotkirch, A. (2011). 
Grandparental child care in Europe: evidence for preferential investment in more certain 
kin. Evol. Psychol. 9, 3–24. doi: 10.1177/147470491100900102

De Wolff, M. S., and van Ijzendoorn, M. H. (1997). Sensitivity and attachment: a meta-
analysis on parental antecedents of infant attachment. Child Dev. 68, 571–591. doi: 
10.1111/j.1467-8624.1997.tb04218.x

Deans, C. L. (2020). Maternal sensitivity, its relationship with child outcomes, and 
interventions that address it: a systematic literature review. Early Child Dev. Care 190, 
252–275. doi: 10.1080/03004430.2018.1465415

Feinberg, M. E. (2003). The internal structure and ecological context of coparenting: 
a framework for research and intervention. Parent. Sci. Pract. 3, 95–131. doi: 10.1207/
S15327922PAR0302_01

Findler, L., Taubman-Ben-Ari, O., and Jacob, K. (2007). Internal and external 
contributors to maternal mental health and marital adaptation one year after birth: 
comparisons of mothers of pre-term and full-term twins. Women Health 46, 39–60. doi: 
10.1300/j013v46n04_03

Flouri, E., Buchanan, A., Tan, J. P., Griggs, J., and Attar-Schwartz, S. (2010). Adverse 
life events, area socio-economic disadvantage, and adolescent psychopathology: the role 
of closeness to grandparents in moderating the effect of contextual stress. Stress 13, 
402–412. doi: 10.3109/10253891003671690

Fox, M. M., Knorr, D. A., Kwon, D., Wiley, K. S., and Parrish, M. H. (2023). How 
prenatal cortisol levels relate to grandmother-mother relationships among a cohort of 
Latina women. Am. J. Hum. Biol. 35:e23883. doi: 10.1002/ajhb.23883

Fox, M., Sear, R., Beise, J., Ragsdale, G., Voland, E., and Knapp, L. A. (2010). Grandma 
plays favourites: X-chromosome relatedness and sex-specific childhood mortality. Biol. 
Sci. 277, 567–573. doi: 10.1098/rspb.2009.1660

Fuller-Thomson, E., and Minkler, M. (2001). American grandparents providing 
extensive child care to their grandchildren: prevalence and profile. The Gerontologist 41, 
201–209. doi: 10.1093/geront/41.2.201

Gavin, N. I., Gaynes, B. N., Lohr, K. N., Meltzer-Brody, S., Gartlehner, G., and 
Swinson, T. (2005). Perinatal Depression. Obstet. Gynecol. 106, 1071–1083. doi: 
10.1097/01.AOG.0000183597.31630.db

Girchenko, P., Tuovinen, S., Lahti-Pulkkinen, M., Lahti, J., Savolainen, K., 
Heinonen, K., et al. (2018). Maternal early pregnancy obesity and related pregnancy 
and pre-pregnancy disorders: associations with child developmental milestones in the 
prospective PREDO study. Int. J. Obes. 42, 995–1007. doi: 10.1038/s41366-018-0061-x

Gitau, R., Fisk, N. M., and Glover, V. (2004). Human fetal and maternal corticotrophin 
releasing hormone responses to acute stress. Fetal Neonatal Ed. 89, 29F–232F. doi: 
10.1136/fn.89.1.f29

Giurgescu, C. (2009). Are maternal cortisol levels related to preterm birth? J Obstet 
Gynecol Neonatal Nurs 38, 377–390. doi: 10.1111/j.1552-6909.2009.01034.x

Hagen, E. H. (1999). The functions of postpartum depression. Evol. Hum. Behav. 20, 
325–359. doi: 10.1016/S1090-5138(99)00016-1

Hank, K., and Buber, I. (2009). Grandparents caring for their grandchildren. J. Fam. 
Issues 30, 53–73. doi: 10.1177/0192513X08322627

Hautamaki, A., Hautamaki, L., Neuvonen, L., and Maliniemi-Piispanen, S. (2010). 
Transmission of attachment across three generations: continuity and reversal. Clin. Child 
Psychol. Psychiatry 15, 347–354. doi: 10.1177/1359104510365451

Hawkes, K. (2004). The grandmother effect. Nature 428, 128–129. doi: 10.1038/428128a

Hayslip, B., Blumenthal, H., and Garner, A. (2014). Health and grandparent–
grandchild well-being. J. Aging Health 26, 559–582. doi: 10.1177/0898264314525664

Helle, S., Tanskanen, A. O., Coall, D. A., Perry, G., Daly, M., and Danielsbacka, M. 
(2024). Investment by maternal grandmother buffers children against the impacts of 
adverse early life experiences. Sci. Rep. 14:6815. doi: 10.1038/s41598-024-56760-5

Hetherington, E., McDonald, S., Williamson, T., Patten, S. B., and Tough, S. C. (2018). 
Social support and maternal mental health at 4 months and 1 year postpartum: analysis 
from the all our families cohort. J. Epidemiol. Community Health 72, 933–939. doi: 
10.1136/jech-2017-210274

Hrdy, S. B. (2009). Mothers and others: The evolutionary origins of mutual 
understanding. Cambridge, MA, US: Harvard University Press.

Jackson, D. B., Testa, A., and Vaughn, M. G. (2023). Parental incarceration and 
children’s living arrangements in the United  States. Child Adolesc. Soc. Work J. 40, 
695–711. doi: 10.1007/s10560-021-00794-5

Kalil, A., Spencer, M. S., Spieker, S. J., and Gilchrist, L. D. (1998). Effects of 
grandmother coresidence and quality of family relationships on depressive symptoms 
in adolescent mothers. Fam. Relat. 47, 433–441. doi: 10.2307/585274

Kanji, S. (2018). Grandparent care: a key factor in mothers’ labour force participation 
in the UK. J. Soc. Policy 47, 523–542. doi: 10.1017/S004727941700071X

Knorr, D. A., and Fox, M. (2023). An evolutionary perspective on the association 
between grandmother-mother relationships and maternal mental health among a cohort 
of pregnant Latina women. Ethol. Sociobiol. 44, 30–38. doi: 10.1016/j.
evolhumbehav.2022.10.005

Kramer, K. L. (2010). Cooperative breeding and its significance to the demographic 
success of humans. Annu. Rev. Anthropol. 39, 417–436. doi: 10.1146/annurev.
anthro.012809.105054

Lahdenperä, M., Lummaa, V., Helle, S., Tremblay, M., and Russell, A. F. (2004). Fitness 
benefits of prolonged post-reproductive lifespan in women. Nature 428, 178–181. doi: 
10.1038/nature02367

Lähdepuro, K., Räikkönen, H., Pham, T., Thompson-Felix, R. S., Eid, T. G., 
O'Connor, V., et al. (2024). Maternal social support during and after pregnancy and child 
cognitive ability: examining timing effects in two cohorts. Psychol. Med. 54, 1661–1670. 
doi: 10.1017/s0033291723003550

Langley-Evans, S. C., and McMullen, S. (2010). Developmental origins of adult 
disease. Med. Princ. Pract. 19, 87–98. doi: 10.1159/000273066

Lau, Y., and Keung Wong, D. F. (2008). The role of social support in helping Chinese 
women with perinatal depressive symptoms cope with family conflict. J. Obstet. Gynecol. 
Neonatal. Nurs. 37, 556–571. doi: 10.1111/j.1552-6909.2008.00273.x

Leadbeater, B. J., and Linares, O. (1992). Depressive symptoms in black and Puerto 
Rican adolescent mothers in the first 3 years postpartum. Dev. Psychopathol. 4, 451–468. 
doi: 10.1017/s0954579400000894

Leahy-Warren, P., McCarthy, G., and Corcoran, P. (2012). First-time mothers: social 
support, maternal parental self-efficacy and postnatal depression. J. Clin. Nurs. 21, 
388–397. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2702.2011.03701.x

Lee, H. Y., Edwards, R. C., and Hans, S. L. (2020). Young first-time mothers’ parenting 
of infants: the role of depression and social support. Matern. Child Health J. 24, 575–586. 
doi: 10.1007/s10995-019-02849-7

Leung, S. S., and Lam, T. H. (2012). Group antenatal intervention to reduce perinatal 
stress and depressive symptoms related to intergenerational conflicts: a randomized 
controlled trial. Int. J. Nurs. Stud. 49, 1391–1402. doi: 10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2012.06.014

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1521335
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0140525X00075828
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-010-0650-3
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2020-003808
https://doi.org/10.1080/14616734.2018.1430839
https://doi.org/10.1177/1074840705278582
https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2018.1467034
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-07248-7
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-022-07248-7
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721411403269
https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2018.1433317
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12110-008-9043-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/147470491100900102
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.1997.tb04218.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2018.1465415
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327922PAR0302_01
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327922PAR0302_01
https://doi.org/10.1300/j013v46n04_03
https://doi.org/10.3109/10253891003671690
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajhb.23883
https://doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2009.1660
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/41.2.201
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.AOG.0000183597.31630.db
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41366-018-0061-x
https://doi.org/10.1136/fn.89.1.f29
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1552-6909.2009.01034.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-5138(99)00016-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X08322627
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359104510365451
https://doi.org/10.1038/428128a
https://doi.org/10.1177/0898264314525664
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-024-56760-5
https://doi.org/10.1136/jech-2017-210274
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10560-021-00794-5
https://doi.org/10.2307/585274
https://doi.org/10.1017/S004727941700071X
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2022.10.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2022.10.005
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.anthro.012809.105054
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.anthro.012809.105054
https://doi.org/10.1038/nature02367
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0033291723003550
https://doi.org/10.1159/000273066
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1552-6909.2008.00273.x
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579400000894
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2702.2011.03701.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-019-02849-7
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnurstu.2012.06.014


Riem and van der Straaten 10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1521335

Frontiers in Psychology 06 frontiersin.org

Liang, X., Lin, Y., van IJzendoorn, M. H., and Wang, Z. (2021). Grandmothers are part 
of the parenting network, too! A longitudinal study on coparenting, maternal sensitivity, 
child attachment and behavior problems in a Chinese sample. New Dir. Child Adolesc. 
Dev. 2021, 95–116. doi: 10.1002/cad.20442

Manzari, N., Matvienko-Sikar, K., Baldoni, F., O'Keeffe, G. W., and Khashan, A. S. 
(2019). Prenatal maternal stress and risk of neurodevelopmental disorders in the 
offspring: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Soc. Psychiatry Psychiatr. Epidemiol. 
54, 1299–1309. doi: 10.1007/s00127-019-01745-3

Meehan, C. L., Helfrecht, C., and Quinlan, R. J. (2014). Cooperative breeding and Aka 
Children's nutritional status: is flexibility key? Am. J. Phys. Anthropol. 153, 513–525. doi: 
10.1002/ajpa.22415

Minkler, M., and Fuller-Thomson, E. (2005). African American grandparents raising 
grandchildren: a National Study Using the census 2000 American community survey. 
J. Gerontol. 60, S82–S92. doi: 10.1093/geronb/60.2.S82

Negin, J., Coffman, J., Vizintin, P., and Raynes-Greenow, C. (2016). The influence of 
grandmothers on breastfeeding rates: a systematic review. BMC Pregnancy Childbirth 
16:91. doi: 10.1186/s12884-016-0880-5

Negron, R., Martin, A., Almog, M., Balbierz, A., and Howell, E. A. (2013). Social 
support during the postpartum period: mothers' views on needs, expectations, and 
mobilization of support. Matern. Child Health J. 17, 616–623. doi: 10.1007/
s10995-012-1037-4

Noy, A., Taubman – Ben-Ari, O., and Kuint, J. (2015). Well-being and personal growth 
in mothers of full-term and pre-term singletons and twins. Stress. Health 31, 365–372. 
doi: 10.1002/smi.2560

Pearson, R. M., Bornstein, M. H., Cordero, M., Scerif, G., Mahedy, L., Evans, J., et al. 
(2016). Maternal perinatal mental health and offspring academic achievement at age 16: 
the mediating role of childhood executive function. J. Child Psychol. Psychiatry 57, 
491–501. doi: 10.1111/jcpp.12483

Perry, G., and Daly, M. (2017). A model explaining the matrilateral bias in alloparental 
investment. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 114, 9290–9295. doi: 10.1073/pnas.17059 
10114

Pilkington, P. D., Whelan, T. A., and Milne, L. C. (2015). A review of partner-inclusive 
interventions for preventing postnatal depression and anxiety. Clin. Psychol. 19, 63–75. 
doi: 10.1111/cp.12054

Pop, V., van Son, M., Wijnen, H., Spek, V., Denollet, J., and Bergink, V. (2019). 
Increase of depressive symptomatology during pregnancy over 25 years' time in four 
population based cohorts. J. Affect. Disord. 259, 175–179. doi: 10.1016/j.
jad.2019.08.062

Riem, M. M. E., Bakermans-Kranenburg, M. J., Cima, M., and van IJzendoorn, M. H. 
(2023). Grandparental support and maternal postpartum mental health. Hum. Nat. 34, 
25–45. doi: 10.1007/s12110-023-09440-8

Riem, M. M. E., Hasselman, F., Psillou, C., Van Harmelen, A., Pearce, A., 
Minnis, H., et al. (2025). More than just treats? Effects of grandparental support for 
children growing up in adversity. Dev. Sci. 1:e13577. doi: 10.1111/desc. 
13577 (in press).

Riem, M. M. E., Perrykkad, K., Watson, S., Wynter, K., van IJzendoorn, M. H., and 
Galbally, M. (2024). The role of lack of grandparental support in perinatal depression. J. 
Affect. Disord. 360, 198–205. doi: 10.1016/j.jad.2024.05.104

Rosenberg, K., and Trevathan, W. (2002). Birth, obstetrics and human evolution. 
BJOG an International Journal of Obstetrics & Gynaecology, 109, 1199–1206. doi: 
10.1016/s1470-0328(02)00410-x

Sadruddin, A. F. A., Ponguta, L. A., Zonderman, A. L., Wiley, K. S., Grimshaw, A., 
and Panter-Brick, C. (2019). How do grandparents influence child health and 
development? A systematic review. Soc. Sci. Med. 239:112476. doi: 10.1016/j.
socscimed.2019.112476

Scelza, B. A., and Hinde, K. (2019). Crucial contributions: a biocultural study of 
grandmothering during the perinatal period. Hum. Nat. 30, 371–397. doi: 10.1007/
s12110-019-09356-2

Sear, K., and Mace, R. (2008). Who keeps children alive? A review of the effects of kin 
on child survival. Evol. Hum. Behav. 29, 1–18. doi: 10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2007.10.001

Serati, M., Redaelli, M., Buoli, M., and Altamura, A. C. (2016). Perinatal major 
depression biomarkers: a systematic review. J. Affect. Disord. 193, 391–404. doi: 
10.1016/j.jad.2016.01.027

Silverstein, M., and Ruiz, S. (2006). Breaking the chain: how grandparents moderate 
the transmission of maternal depression to their grandchildren. Fam. Relat. 55, 601–612. 
doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3729.2006.00429.x

Stern, D. N. (1995). The motherhood constellation: a unified view of parent–infant 
psychotherapy. New York: Basic Books.

van den Bergh, B. R. H., van den Heuvel, M. I., Lahti, M., Braeken, M., de Rooij, S. R., 
Entringer, S., et al. (2020). Prenatal developmental origins of behavior and mental 
health: the influence of maternal stress in pregnancy. Biobehav. Rev. 117, 26–64. doi: 
10.1016/j.neubiorev.2017.07.003

Wang, Y. Y., Li, H., Wang, Y. J., Wang, H., Zhang, Y. R., Gong, L., et al. (2017). Living 
with parents or with parents-in-law and postpartum depression: a preliminary 
investigation in China. J. Affect. Disord. 218, 335–338. doi: 10.1016/j.jad.2017.04.052

Way, N., and Leadbeater, B. J. (1999). Pathways toward educational achievement 
among African American and Puerto Rican adolescent mothers: reexamining the role 
of social support from families. Dev. Psychopathol. 11, 349–364. doi: 10.1017/
s0954579499002096

Wheelock, J., and Jones, K. (2002). Grandparents are the next best thing’: informal 
childcare for working parents in urban Britain. J. Soc. Policy 31, 441–463. doi: 10.1017/
S0047279402006657

Yim, I. S., Tanner Stapleton, L. R., Guardino, C. M., Hahn-Holbrook, J., and Dunkel 
Schetter, C. (2015). Biological and psychosocial predictors of postpartum depression: 
systematic review and call for integration. Annu. Rev. Clin. Psychol. 11, 99–137. doi: 
10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-101414-020426

Zartler, U., Schmidt, E.-M., Schadler, C., Rieder, I., and Richter, R. (2021). “A blessing 
and a curse” couples dealing with ambivalence concerning grandparental involvement 
during the transition to parenthood—a longitudinal study. J. Fam. Issues 42, 958–983. 
doi: 10.1177/0192513x20950786

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1521335
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://doi.org/10.1002/cad.20442
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-019-01745-3
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajpa.22415
https://doi.org/10.1093/geronb/60.2.S82
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12884-016-0880-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-012-1037-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10995-012-1037-4
https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.2560
https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.12483
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1705910114
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1705910114
https://doi.org/10.1111/cp.12054
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2019.08.062
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2019.08.062
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12110-023-09440-8
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.13577
https://doi.org/10.1111/desc.13577
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2024.05.104
https://doi.org/10.1016/s1470-0328(02)00410-x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.112476
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2019.112476
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12110-019-09356-2
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12110-019-09356-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2007.10.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2016.01.027
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2006.00429.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2017.07.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2017.04.052
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579499002096
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579499002096
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279402006657
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279402006657
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-clinpsy-101414-020426
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513x20950786

	Grandmothers matter: how grandmothers promote maternal perinatal mental health and child development
	1 Introduction
	2 The grandmother as a valuable allomother
	3 Grandparents as a source of postpartum support for mothers
	4 Prenatal grandparent effects on the mother and the developing child
	5 Grandmothers buffering effects of postpartum depression on child development
	6 Discussion

	References

