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Abstract
Relations between grandmothers and their grandchildren following the loss of the
son/father have not been studied to date. The present article focuses on this experience,
as reflected in the stories of grandmothers (bereaved mothers) and spouses (widows)
after the loss, and explores the perception of grandparenthood following the loss of the
son/husband. Twenty semi-structured interviews were conducted with ten grandmothers
(bereaved mothers) and spouses (widows) who were recruited as a convenience sample.
Data were subjected to thematic analysis. The findings revealed three key patterns of
the grandmother–grandchild relations, as perceived by the two groups of women. The
patterns indicate complex relations between widows and bereaved mothers, which have
implications for the access of the grandmothers to their grandchildren and for their
perception of grandparenthood. The study sheds light on the patterns of relations in fam-
ilies that have lost the son/husband/father. The change in power balance between family
members and the asymmetry in the family structure created by the absence of the
son/husband affect grandparenthood relations. The study emphasises the role of the
widows, as the middle generation, in shaping or mediating relationships following
the loss. The findings stress the importance of clinical intervention with both the bereaved
mothers and the widows.
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Introduction
The dramatic increase in life expectancy has affected family relations, which are
becoming multigenerational. It has been recognised that, as part of these relations,
the role of grandparents is meaningful to the family and serves as a source of inter-
generational solidarity. Most studies of grandparenting have described grandpar-
ent–grandchild relations as significant for both generations and as being part of
developmental roles across the lifecycle (Hank et al., 2018). Gerontological research
disagrees with the contribution of this function to the psychological wellbeing of
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grandparents. Research evidence shows that the fact that grandparenting plays a
central role in the lives of people does not necessarily improve their psychological
wellbeing (Muller and Litwin, 2011). Other researchers have suggested that good
grandparent–grandchild relations contribute to the grandparents’ personal well-
being (Mahne and Huxhold, 2014; Thomas et al., 2017), claiming that the interge-
nerational relations are a main source of support, social integration and
intergenerational solidarity.

Intergenerational solidarity theory (Bengtson and Schrader, 1982) provides a
conceptual framework for understanding the relations between generations. The
theory proposes six dimensions of family solidarity: association, affect, consensus,
functional, normative, and family structure. Further analyses by Bengtson and
Roberts (1991) suggest that the six dimensions reflect two underlying dimensions:
(a) structural-behavioural (comprising association, function and structure), and (b)
affective-cognitive (affect, consensus and normative).

Family solidarity is reflected in the behaviour of family members over the course
of changing circumstances of life, stresses and losses experienced by the family. The
death of a family member is a significant loss to the entire family and affects all
generations. The loss reshapes family structure, puts family solidarity to the test
and demands the reorganisation of the roles of the various generations in the fam-
ily, including grandparents. The loss affects family members wherever they happen
to be in the lifecycle, and each generation copes with the various roles and tasks that
require reorganisation, producing different personal responses (Walsh and
McGoldrick, 2013).

Losing a son who had his own family creates an intergenerational asymmetry
and upsets the balance in the family. The absence of the deceased results in the
loss of his roles as spouse and father. The loss of a significant figure undermines
the boundaries of the family and upsets the balance of roles in it, requiring family
members to adapt to new roles and to old ones that assume a new form (Bowen,
1978; Bowlby-West, 1983). In multigenerational families, loss of the parent in the
middle generation challenges the grandparents, who are required or expected to
take on some of the parent’s functions. Multigenerational relations become more
significant precisely in crisis situations because of the need for practical and emo-
tional support, which is significant and often essential for the grieving spouse, the
grandchildren and the grandparents (Mahne and Huxhold, 2014). The death of a
family member is followed by changes in the family routine, uncertainty about
the new family roles, and a sense of stress and isolation (Holmes et al., 2013;
Kaplow et al., 2013; Das et al., 2017).

The literature deals extensively with grandparenthood and in-laws relations, but
less is known about the effect of loss on the role of grandparents as a result of
change in family relations and of the absence of the son/husband/father (Gewirtz
and Youssef, 2016). The implications of the relationship between bereaved mothers
(mothers-in-law) and widows (daughters-in-law) on the relationship between
bereaved mothers and their grandchildren in the wake of the loss has not been
studied to date; in particular, there have been no studies about changes in the
access of bereaved mothers to their grandchildren after the loss of the son/husband.
Thus, the purpose of the present study is to examine the perception of the relation-
ship between grandmothers (bereaved mothers, mothers-in-law) with their
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grandchildren (orphans), by widows (daughters-in-law) and grandmothers, after
the loss of their husband/son.

The effect of losing a son and husband on multigenerational relations

A great portion of the research dealing with questions related to the family coping
with loss falls under the conceptual framework of stress management research. Two
key theories addressing this issue are the Family Stress Model (FSM) and the critical
role transition theory.

The FSM deals with the threat that stress poses to family members’ mental well-
being. The tension and loss associated with stressful events such as divorce, illness
or death affect relations within the family and impair its ability to cope with these
situations. According to this theory, a stressful event experienced by one family
member affects all the other members, upsets the family balance, and affects the
members’ functioning in the family and how they continue to fulfil previous
roles and take on new ones. This is a period of disequilibrium characterised by con-
fusion, helplessness and a sense of disorientation. The results may be reflected in a
change in the family structure and in the interaction patterns between family members
(Patterson, 2002). The significance of the stressful event (death of the son, husband,
father) serves as a framework for understanding grandparent–grandchild relations in
a situation of loss (Mahne and Huxhold, 2014; Allen and Henderson, 2017).

Role transition theory deals with family relations following dramatic life events,
such as divorce or death. The theory emphasises the manner in which families
respond to the loss in the early stages of its occurrence, and on the way in which
the initial response shapes family relations later. Shortly after the event, members
of the family are looking for ways to deal with the situation and are pondering a
new division of roles, adopting new behaviours. This is a critical time, in which
emotional and instrumental support provided by the extended family is of import-
ance, shaping the relations between the generations in the present and the future
(Doyle et al., 2010). Grandparents play an important role at such times and can
be a stabilising force for parents. The emerging need for help increases the grand-
parents’ sense of commitment and involvement in supporting the multigener-
ational family (Mahne and Huxhold, 2014). When grandparent–parent relations
are described as positive, family adaptation to the state of change is better.
Furthermore, positive relations between the grandparents’ and the parents’ genera-
tions were found to have a positive effect on the quality of the relations with the
grandchildren (Doyle et al., 2010).

By contrast, there is research evidence that a stress event, such as divorce or
death, may trigger conflicts in multigenerational relations, and at times it has led
to a breakdown in grandparent–grandchild relations. In the case of grandparents,
damage to the relations with the grandchildren following the stressful event has
caused harm to their sense of wellbeing and has led to manifestations of distress,
anxiety and confusion (Becker and Steinbach, 2012; Sims and Rofail, 2013).

Grandparent–grandchild relations occur in a multigenerational context. Parents
play a central role as mediators in the relations between grandparents and grand-
children. Some studies have found that the quality of the relations between parents
and their children and between parents-in-law and daughters-in-law has a crucial

Ageing & Society 627

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X21000969 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X21000969


effect on the type, extent and quality of relations of grandparents with their grand-
children, both in childhood and in adulthood (Doyle et al., 2010; Westphal et al.,
2015).

Grandparent–grandchild relations in light of the relations with the generation of the
parents: the parent as mediator

One of the main theories to address the relations between grandparents and grand-
children is the parent-as-mediator theory, which emphasises the role of parents (the
middle generation or G2) as mediators of the relations between grandparents and
grandchildren. According to this theory, parents are facilitators who promote
opportunities to connect grandparents with their grandchildren, but can also
limit these opportunities (Doyle et al., 2010; Westphal et al., 2015). When parents
encourage interaction between grandparents and grandchildren, the relations take
on a supportive, positive and rewarding character, the frequency of interaction
increases, and the range of activities becomes wider and richer (Xu et al., 2018).

The bridging function of the middle generation is exercised as a function of their
perception of the desired or preferred role for the grandparents. According to the
research literature, the desired model of grandparenting and the desired style of
relations between grandparents and grandchildren are shaped by the women in
the family, and the matrilineal lineage takes precedence over the patrilineal one.
This preference is based on women being the facilitators and advancers of interge-
nerational relations, because they are traditionally closer to their family of origin
than men are (Fingerman, 2004; Doyle et al., 2010; Westphal et al., 2015). This ten-
dency strengthens the relations between grandchildren and the mother’s parents, as
opposed to the father’s parents. Note that from the grandparents’ point of view as
well, the emotional connection with their own children is stronger than that with
their sons- and daughters-in-law. This family dynamic influences the type, extent
and nature of the relations with grandchildren (Fingerman and Hay, 2004). At
the same time, if the relations between the mother-in-law and the daughter-in-law
are close and positive, the relations between the grandmother and her grandchil-
dren will be similar to the relationship between the grandchildren and their grand-
mother on the mother’s side (Monserud, 2010).

There are only a few studies of widowers raising their children after the loss of
their partner, and limited research on parental gender differences following the
death of a spouse (Yopp and Rosenstein, 2013; Yopp et al., 2015). Even fewer stud-
ies have focused on relations with the in-laws (grandparents) after the loss.
Researchers claim that following divorce, the access to grandchildren of paternal
grandfathers and their side of the family is limited (Harper and Ruicheva, 2010).
One explanation is that in the past, when their wives were alive, men were depend-
ent on their wives in shared parental responsibilities, and after the loss hesitate to
ask for help and perceive receiving help from others as a sign of weakness (Yopp
et al., 2015).

Research shows that the history of the relations between grandparents and the
middle generation has implications for grandparent–grandchild relations. The
nature and quality of these dyadic relations affect the readiness of parents to receive
assistance from the grandparents, which influences and shapes the quality and
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frequency of interactions between the grandparents and grandchildren, so that
when the dyadic relations between the grandparents and parents are good, the
grandparents are more involved in their grandchildren’s lives (Becker and
Steinbach, 2012). Note that studies on the relations between mothers-in-law and
daughters-in-law also confirm that past relations between the two greatly affect
their relations after the death of the son/husband (Barnett et al., 2010; Segev
et al., 2021).

Following the death of the husband, widows (daughters-in-law) serve as the
bridge between the generations. The relations between bereaved mothers and
widows are described in the research literature as complex and ambivalent, involv-
ing stress and conflict alongside support, love and acceptance (Allendorf, 2017;
Segev et al., 2021).

The implications of this relationship for grandparent–grandchild relations have
been investigated to date within the framework of studies of family relations follow-
ing divorce or illness. The studies explored the role of the parent, of the middle gen-
eration, as mediator between the grandparents and grandchildren. The bridging
function takes on a unique form when one of the spouses is absent from the family
structure or when there is a substantive change in the relations in the family. For
example, it has been found that a dramatic change in family structure following
a divorce or the death of one of the parents affects the relations between the grand-
parents’ and the parents’ generations, G1 and G2 (Westphal et al., 2015; Jappens
and Van Bavel, 2016, Jappens, 2018). It has also been found that following divorce,
the relations between the parents and their family of origin (their parents) become
stronger, whereas the ties with the family of the former partner are weakened. The
parent who is the primary care-giver of the child or who has custody of the child
exercises greater control over access to the child and becomes the ‘gatekeeper’ of the
contact between grandparents and grandchildren (Westphal et al., 2015). For
example, it has been found that grandparent–grandchild relations were more
severely impaired with the father’s parents, because the mother was often respon-
sible for raising the children (Jappens and Van Bavel, 2016; Jappens, 2018).

Involuntary harm to the relations between grandparents and grandchildren, due
to an event such as divorce or death, is experienced as a significant loss of relation-
ship, affecting the grandparents’ mental and emotional state. Studies have shown
that the loss of relations with grandchildren has resulted in mourning reactions
in grandparents (Drew and Silverstein, 2007). Grandparents expressed a desire
and yearning to renew the relations. The grandchild’s absence from the grandpar-
ent’s life was experienced as harmful to the grandparenting function, with the
grandchildren not physically but psychologically present in the grandparents’
mind. This is an ambiguous loss (Boss, 2010), which brings together conflicting
feelings, the hope of reuniting with the grandchild and renewing the relations,
alongside a sense of mourning. These feelings increase stress and mental pain,
and create confusion. The ambiguous loss also raises identity questions (am I
still a grandparent?) at a time when grandparents are mourning their sons, resulting
in a continuum of two simultaneous losses (Drew and Silverstein, 2007).

In sum, the professional literature sheds light on the situations of family coping
with loss: the changes in family relations, in general, and on the relations between
mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law, in particular, and on the role of the parent’s
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generation as mediators between the grandparents’ and grandchildren’s genera-
tions. Yet, the effect of these changes on the relationships between grandparents
and grandchildren, and especially on the access of grandmothers to their grandchil-
dren after the loss of their son, have not been investigated to date. The aim of the
present study is to explore the perception of bereaved mothers (grandmothers) and
of widows (daughters-in-law) of the relationships between the bereaved mothers
and their grandchildren after the loss of the son/husband/father and of the effect
these relations have on the access of grandmothers to their grandchildren.

Methods
The present study is а part of a larger one that examines the relationship between
daughters-in-law and mothers-in-law following the loss of the husband/son from
the points of view of widows (daughters-in-law) and bereaved mothers
(mothers-in-law) (Segev et al., 2021). The study of the dynamics of these relation-
ships was based on a qualitative methodology deriving from the phenomenological
tradition (Starks and Trinidad, 2007). We aimed to examine how the participating
women perceived grandparenthood following the loss of their husband/son.

The research questions were:

(1) What is the bereaved mothers’ perception of the relationship with the
grandchildren orphaned of their father? How do widows feel regarding
the relationship of bereaved mothers with their son’s children?

(2) How did the loss affect the bereaved mothers’ access to their grandchildren
and what kind of relations can be identified in the triangle consisting of the
bereaved mother (grandmother), the grandchildren and the widow?

Study population

The study sample included ten bereaved mothers and ten widows from different
families, whose sons/husbands died in various circumstances when they were serv-
ing in the Israeli military forces – the army, the police or the security forces. Of the
deceased sons/husbands, seven were killed in road accidents, six on active duty, one
in a natural disaster, four died of disease, one in combat and one in a terrorist act.
The sample population was assembled with the help of social workers in the Family
and Commemoration Department of the Ministry of Defense. The participants
were interviewed in 2018.

At the time of death of the husbands/sons, the widows’ ages ranged between 25
and 43 years, with an average of 33 years, and they were mothers of children in
elementary school or younger. The bereaved mothers’ ages ranged between 48
and 72 years, with an average of 59 years. At the time of the interviews, the widows’
ages ranged between 32 and 56 years, with an average of 45.4 years; the bereaved
mothers’ ages ranged between 56 and 87 years, with an average of 68.4 years.

Data collection

We conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews to investigate the subjective
experience of the bereaved mothers and of the widows with respect to
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grandparenting relations with the children of the deceased. We also sought to trace
the dynamics of the relations between the widow and her husband’s family over
time. We designed an interview guide, beginning with a broad question about fam-
ily relationships, with emphasis on relations between the daughter-in-law and the
mother-in-law, followed by questions on the relations of the bereaved mothers
with their grandchildren after the passing of the children’s father, for example:
‘Tell me about the relationship between you and your grandchildren since the
loss’ and ‘How did the evolving relationship between you and your daughter-in-law
affect your relationship with the children?’

Three experienced social workers (with 12–30 years of practical experience with
bereaved families, as part of their clinical work) conducted the interviews. None of
these social workers worked directly with the participants within the framework of
their job. They were trained by the authors in conducting in-depth qualitative inter-
views. The interviews took place in the homes of the respondents; on average, they
lasted from an hour to an hour and a half. Audio recordings of the interviews were
transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis

Thematic analysis of interview data was carried out in several stages (Braun and
Clarke, 2006). First, the authors read all the interviews in sequence to become
familiar with the data. Each author recorded first impressions of the interviews
and extracted the main topics from the recordings (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
Next, every interview was analysed separately by the authors. We carried out an
inductive process of open coding of the data, to derive the units of meaning
from each interview. We proceeded by identifying recurring patterns of significance
in the various interviews and combining them into categories. In the third stage, we
examined the categories and grouped them into themes, first sorted separately by
interview, then for all the interviews together. In the course of the analysis, the
authors compared and discussed their findings.

Trustworthiness of the study

The three authors analysed the transcripts separately. As a group, we discussed the
coding to identify the differences in perception and bridge the gaps, until agree-
ment was reached. In the last stages of the research process, we conducted peer
debriefing to re-examine our assumptions and interpretation of the findings
(Creswell and Miller, 2000).

Ethical considerations

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the School of Social Work at
Sapir Academic College. The interviewees received a detailed explanation about the
purpose of the research, and were briefed regarding the protection of the confiden-
tiality of their personal information. Each respondent signed an informed consent
form. All identifying details were obscured to preserve the privacy and confidenti-
ality of the participants. Information obtained in the course of the interviews was
not made available to the social workers in charge of the participants’ cases.
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Findings
The purpose of this study was to examine the meaning and nature of the relations
between the bereaved mothers (grandmothers) and their grandchildren from the
perspective of the bereaved mothers and of the widows, in light of the relationship
between the two women after the loss of the son/husband, and to examine whether
it affected the access to their grandchildren. Participants stated that the grand-
mother–grandchild relation was central to the dynamic of the relations between
the bereaved mother and the widow after the loss of the son/husband.
Grandmother–grandchild relations were related to the systemic change that took
place in the family following the loss, and which brought together various ele-
ments of power relations, feelings and motivations of the women. The interviews
revealed three key patterns of the grandmother–grandchild relations, as perceived
by the women, in light of the relations between bereaved mothers and widows
following the loss. For each of the patterns, we present the dynamics of the rela-
tions between the three parties – grandmothers (mothers-in-law), mothers
(daughters-in-law) and grandchildren – from the perspectives of the bereaved
mothers and of the widows.

First pattern: ‘three monkeys’ communication style (not seeing, not hearing, not
talking)

The central feature of this pattern is that in order to maintain family cohesion and
contact with grandchildren, communication between bereaved mothers and widows
is limited, cautious and hesitant. This pattern was present mainly in the bereaved
mothers’ accounts, which depict hesitancy in direct communication and a penchant
towards silencing disagreements and discrepancies to maintain their important
relations with the grandchildren. This caution was also reflected in the accounts
of some of the widows, as illustrated below.

The bereaved mothers described the great effort they invested in maintaining
contact with grandchildren, and the fact that maintaining the relations depended
on their understanding that they should exercise caution in their relations with
their daughters-in-law, show restraint, stifle feelings of anger, and absorb criticism
and insults. Here is how Lea (60), a bereaved mother, described the situation: ‘I feel
like I’m racing against time to maintain the relations with her and the children. I
invested a lot in this connection, I didn’t follow her lead, I didn’t judge even
when I was angry.’ Rachel (62), another bereaved mother, elaborated as follows:

I set everything aside for my granddaughters, so that at least we stay on good terms
with these girls … I can keep silent to keep the peace between us.

It is evident that the intense yearning of the bereaved mothers for contact with the
grandchildren is inextricably linked to silence, restraint, anger regulation and the
ability to overlook offences in their relations with their daughters-in-law.

The widows also described the importance of restraint for maintaining relations
between their mothers-in-law and children. For example, Sharon (37), one of the
widows, described her need for patience and restraint in her relations with her
mother-in-law, even when she was angry:

632 I Regev et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X21000969 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X21000969


What options do I have right now? Break relations? I try not to break it off. I need
more patience. Pretty soon they [the grandchildren] will do it by themselves.
Whoever [of the grandchildren] wants will go, and whoever doesn’t won’t.

Lora (42), another widow, described her restraint and understanding of the grand-
mother’s emotional state, when her mother-in-law tried to interfere in the grand-
children’s education. This is what she told her mother-in-law:

I choose not to answer, I choose not to answer you right now. I think you’re in a
bit of an emotional state. I think it surprises me what you say and we’ll discuss it
on another occasion.

This pattern of silence and restraint can be found both in the widows and in the
bereaved mothers, but it was more pronounced for bereaved mothers, where it
was present in the statements of seven bereaved mothers, as opposed to only
three widows.

The ‘three monkeys’ pattern of communication attests to the price and sacrifices
that bereaved mothers and widows are willing to pay, and to the importance of
bereaved mothers’ connection with their grandchildren, both for them and for
the widows, so that they consciously adopt a unique communication pattern to
maintain this relationship by any possible means.

Second pattern: dynamics of conflict, breakdown in relations and power struggles –
opening the Pandora’s box

This relationship pattern revealed the encounter between the various forces, emo-
tions and motivations of the bereaved mothers and widows. The process of family
change following the loss created a dynamic of overt and covert power struggles
between the bereaved mothers and the widows regarding the grandchildren. It
was evident that the different perceptions and positions of the two women in the
lifecycle, together with the history of family relations, in general, and of the two
women, in particular, gave rise to a dynamic of account settling and struggles
that shaped family relations after the loss. In this dynamic, the voice of the widows
was more prominent than that of the bereaved mothers, although the latter also
reported on the power struggles, but to a lesser extent.

The widows’ remarks revealed that the power struggles and conflicts were both
covert and overt, and that some of the widows had even gone to court over the rela-
tionship of the grandmother with the grandchildren. Eva (41, widow) described:

There is no connection today. It takes two to tango. The other side needs to want it
too. The kids are already big. They’re not small kids to tell them what to do.

Yael (34, widow) described: ‘Someone else would have cut off relations altogether,
and yet I let them see the kids…’ The bereaved mothers described conflicting events
in which they felt victims of the situation, as noted by Rebecca (68): ‘She started
going around saying that we took the orphans’ money.’ Lily (55, bereaved mother)
described:
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There’s no contact … She said that we are bad people who take the children’s
money … She told me: ‘If you come to the child’s graduation party in the kinder-
garten, I’ll call the police.’ When I came, she shouted it to the kids. I kissed the
children and said: ‘When you’re big, come.’

The power struggles and conflicts were reflected in struggles over money, inherit-
ance, grants from the Ministry of Defense and the right to see the children:

There was a fear regarding the inheritance among my husband’s brothers. They
heard that the grandfather included my sons as well in his will … The judge
told me: ‘Don’t let the children lose their grandmother.’ (Anat, 38, widow)

The differences in content and style between bereaved mothers and widows suggest
a shift in the power structure in post-loss family relations, and are explained in
some of the interviews as a result of the change in family composition: the absence
of the husband/son who was a significant figure in maintaining contact between
generations. His absence places great responsibility on the widows, who are
required to cope with the complex matter of child rearing. They feel that the chil-
dren are their sole responsibility, and therefore the decisions concerning them are at
their discretion. Eva (29), one of the widows, explained: ‘They [the grandparents]
always wanted to see her [the granddaughter] and I said: “she grows up she’ll
make her own decisions.”’ Sharon (37), another widow, said:

I brought a lawyer and told my father-in-law: ‘Do you want to see your grandchil-
dren? Do you want them to visit you?’ I need a house. They can’t take my house
away. So he signed everything.

The change in the balance of family power is reflected in the relations between the
bereaved mothers and their grandchildren, as it is evident in the reports of both
groups: the weakening of the bereaved mothers in the balance of power and the
increased feeling of power of the widows which affect their access to their grand-
children. In some of the interviews, the widows’ statements regarding the relations
with the mothers-in-law ranged from belligerence, manifest as a sense of power,
including punishment of their mothers-in-law for behaviours perceived as abusive
or discriminatory, to the realisation that the grandmothers’ function is important
for their children. But even the widows who expressed understanding and a desire
to maintain close relations with their mothers-in-law expressed their ability to
shape relations and control the communication between the children and their
grandmothers.

In some cases, the tension between the bereaved mothers and widows was
rooted, according to their statements, in unresolved conflicts from the past,
which at times opened the Pandora’s box. In cases where there were past conflicts
in the family relations or conflicts following the loss, a multigenerational triangle
was formed that included the bereaved mother, the widow and the grandchildren.
Some of the widows and bereaved mothers described situations in which there were
tensions at the beginning of the relationship.
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Anat (38, widow) described a conflictual past relationship in which she felt that
her mother-in-law was domineering. Anat went on to describe the relations after
her husband’s death, when her mother-in-law continued in the same vein and
tried to manage Anat’s life and relations with her daughter. The struggle for control
seems to have begun even before the marriage, but was manifest over the years and
has affected the multigenerational family ties:

When we met, I saw that they were very primitive … Sometimes they interfered
with me, and I didn’t like it. Especially my mother-in-law was very bossy. After
David [the husband] passed away … she’d call me three times, four times,
‘What’s going on?’ What’s wrong with once a day? Once a week? Twice a week.
Sorry, I can’t talk to you every day! I really started to set them right. When I
was with them when he was alive, I was more pleasant. Now I became assertive.
I said I won’t let them walk all over me. No way. To make a long story short,
they always wanted to see the granddaughter, see the granddaughter, see the
granddaughter.

The bereaved mothers also reminisced about the beginning of the relationship with
their daughters-in-law, and at times made the connection between the history of
this relationship and the relations with the grandchildren after the loss. Miriam
(70) described the thread linking the past and the present: ‘She didn’t want the
girl to be brought to us. Relations with her were not good already before.’ When
relations in the past were perceived as positive, it was manifest and affected relations
also in the present. Both parties made the connection between past relations and
the present, and some of them thought that past relations were the reason for con-
flicts and a cause to limit the access of grandmothers to the grandchildren.

In conclusion, this pattern emphasises the critical role of the widow in the
grandmother’s access to the grandchildren and suggests that a relationship charac-
terised by conflicts and tensions between the bereaved mother and the widow
blocks the bereaved mother’s access to the grandchildren. These conflicts are related
both to the history of the relationship between the two women and to the issues that
arise following the loss.

Third pattern: dynamics of split loyalty

Some bereaved mothers and widows noted the sensitive position of children who
were torn between loyalty to their mothers and to their grandmothers. They indi-
cated that the grandchildren were a tool in the power struggle between the women.
Some of the interviews suggest that the children were used as a tool in the conflict
through incitement and defamation. It is possible to glean from the interviews that
this situation has implications for the interaction between grandparents and grandchil-
dren, and the emotional state of the grandchildren. Often, the bereaved mothers showed
awareness of the position of the children, and some of them renounced the relations to
protect the grandchildren, despite the heavy price they felt that they were paying.

For example, one of the bereaved mothers, Rebecca (68), described how the
widow deliberately prevented her relationship with the grandchildren: ‘I understood
that she doesn’t let the children come near, talk…’ Miriam (70), another bereaved
mother, said:
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I haven’t seen the girl for a whole month. She said, I can’t give her to you. She said
to the kindergarten teacher, don’t let her see the children.

Some situations were even more extreme, with the grandchild expressing intense
anger towards the grandparent. For example, Annette (49), one of the bereaved
mothers, related that her grandson told her: ‘You are my enemies.’

Some bereaved mothers were aware of the heavy price the grandchildren paid for
the conflicts of loyalty they experienced. For example, Annette related:
‘Grandparents have rights, but if the mother doesn’t agree, I won’t exercise them
by force … and will not cause harm to the girl.’ Awareness of the conflict of loyalty,
which exacts a price of severed relations, was at times accompanied by pain for not
being able to see the grandchildren. Lea (60, bereaved mother) said: ‘The girl is in
the middle. I’m in pain because of the loss, and because I cannot see the girl.’

Bereaved mothers pointed out the complex situation in which the grandchildren
found themselves, being forced to choose sides. Siding with their mother meant
going against the grandmother, and indirectly against the memory of the father,
who is no longer alive. This is illustrated in the following excerpt, in which
Rachel (62, bereaved mother) told her five-year-old grandson not to say that he
loved her, adding that this was the reason the grandchildren were afraid of coming
to see her:

Once when there were disputes, I took him for a walk around the house and told
him, Yanivchik, if they ask whether you love me, don’t say [that you love me]. He
looked at me, and he’s five years old. That’s why they’re scared of coming.

The widows also described the dynamics that cause their children to identify with
them. In some interviews, the widows provided a rational explanation for the
refusal of their children to be in contact with the grandmother, laying the blame
on the behaviour of the grandmothers, who were depicted as cold, lacking love
or sensitivity. Anat (38, widow) said: ‘When they were little they didn’t want to
go to see the grandparents at all, they felt that something was not right, they are
not treated with love…’ She explained the grandchildren’s reluctance to associate
with the grandparents by the inappropriate behaviour of the grandparents, which
resulted in broken relations or anger. The widows’ statements indicated under-
standing and even support for the children distancing themselves from their grand-
mothers. For example, Sharon (37, widow) said: ‘Their [the grandparents’]
comments were always biting. Today the children are very angry with them.
They’re not willing to see them.’

Split loyalty was present in the accounts of both groups of women, but in the
case of the bereaved mothers (grandmothers) it was accompanied by expressions
of pain and a feeling of missing out, and hints at the understanding of the split loy-
alty conflict in which the grandchildren find themselves. In the statements of the
widows, the main motif was that of understanding the physical and emotional dis-
tance created between their children and grandmothers.

In this relationship pattern, the price paid by the children/grandchildren as a
result of the dynamics of the relationship between their widowed mothers and
their bereaved grandparents is evident. It is clear that the use of the children by
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both parties as a tool of balance in the struggle that serves the interests of each
party, is a destructive pattern that harms the children/grandchildren.

In sum, the findings suggest that the central themes of the two groups of women
attest to the key function of the multigenerational relationship in bereaved families.
Both bereaved mothers and widows addressed extensively the central place of the
relationship with the grandchildren as shaping the dynamic of the relations
between the bereaved mothers and the widows. The three main patterns that
were described above reveal the complexity in managing the relationships after
the loss in the face of conflicting interests and different motivations of the two par-
ties, which shaped the relationships between the three generations. Both groups of
women depict the complexity and ambivalence of multigenerational relations. The
perception of relations ranged from the desire to preserve and strengthen them to
anger and disappointment in them. The state of relations with the grandchildren
was reflected in the communication between the women and in expressions attest-
ing to the change in the balance of power in the family following the loss.

Discussion
The aim of the present article was to examine the patterns of relationships in the
multigenerational family with regard to the relations between bereaved mothers,
widows–children/grandchildren following the loss of a son/husband/father. The
focus of the investigation was the relations between bereaved mothers and their
grandchildren, as they emerge from the perspective of two groups of women: the
bereaved mothers and the widows. The study drew on approaches and understand-
ings that have been confirmed over many years in the gerontological research
regarding the centrality of the grandparent’s role for older people and its contribu-
tion to their personal sense of wellbeing (Hank et al., 2018; Hayslip and Fruhauf,
2019). The findings of the present study lend support to the research trend that
places great importance on the meaning of the grandparent’s role in life-changing
situations, including situations of loss.

The literature review revealed scarce and partial studies concerning the relations
between bereaved mothers and grandchildren following the loss of the son/father.
The few studies that dealt with the consequences of loss for multigenerational rela-
tions have not addressed the relationships between bereaved mothers and widows,
and their implications for the relations between bereaved mothers and grandchil-
dren. The innovation of the present study was to address these questions. We
believe that although the study examined the relationships in bereaved families of
military personnel, the findings may reflect dynamic processes in bereaved families
in the general population as well.

The findings of the study indicate the importance of the relations between
bereaved mothers and grandchildren, and reveal the complex and ambivalent
nature of these relations after the loss of the son/father, as well as the pivotal
role of the widows in shaping these relations. The findings show that both bereaved
mothers and widows attach importance to these relations, which reinforces what is
already known from the gerontological literature about the centrality of relations
with the grandmothers in multigenerational family life (Mahne and Huxhold,
2014; Gewirtz and Youssef, 2016; Hank et al., 2018).
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The research findings shed light on the multi-faceted dynamics of the relation-
ship between bereaved mothers and their grandchildren, and the patterns of rela-
tions formed in the grieving multigenerational family after the loss. The
asymmetry in the multigenerational family structure resulting from the death of
the son/husband appears to upset the existing balance and to produce a change
in family relations, with consequences for the relations between bereaved mothers,
widows and children/grandchildren.

Intergenerational solidarity theory (Bengtson and Roberts, 1991) suggests that
the death of the spouse/son harms family solidarity. Based on the women’s stories,
the patterns presented in the article demonstrate harm or change in all six dimen-
sions of family solidarity: association, affect, consensus, functional, normative and
family structure (Bengtson and Schrader, 1982).

In the families surveyed, the opportunities for family interaction between the
bereaved mothers and their grandchildren decreased, and the sense of belonging
and the connection between the bereaved mothers and the widows, the degree of
agreement on various issues, especially regarding raising the grandchildren, and
the relationship style were harmed. All of these affected the system of connections
between the three generations. Bengtson and Roberts’s theory (1991) serves as the
framework that explains the degree of solidarity or conflict within the family.

The critical role transition theory (Doyle et al., 2010; Mahne and Huxhold,
2014) regards the role of grandparents in times of crisis as significant and critical
because of the need of the family for parental help during this period. These argu-
ments were not supported by the present study. Based on what both bereaved
mothers and the widows stated, these relations did not play an influential or stabi-
lising role, and it is possible that the grandparents’ bereavement makes this function
more difficult. Nevertheless, the interviews with the bereaved mothers revealed a
desire to maintain relations with their grandchildren, but no new and meaningful
role was described, attesting to the fact that the bereaved mothers’ function as
grandmothers was not as central as expected. Patterns of silence and avoidance,
as well as of conflicts in multigenerational families following the loss, are two
sides of the same coin, and they suggest the presence of dynamic processes in
the multigenerational family. On one hand, there is a pattern manifest in silence
and restraint on the part of the bereaved mothers (grandmothers), suggesting a
strong desire for connection with the grandchildren, possibly as a way of maintain-
ing contact with the son who is no longer alive. On the other hand, patterns of con-
flict, disagreement and even break-up were also present in the responses of both
parties. The bereaved mothers perceived the grandchildren as an extension of the
son and as a way of preserving his memory. These expressions appear to indicate
dynamic processes, together with a fear of conflict and anxiety over abandonment
of the grandparents by their grandchildren. This theme is present in the interviews
with most bereaved mothers, and it includes the need to turn a blind eye, not to
speak up, to give in, to absorb criticism in order not to lose contact with grandchil-
dren, to appease and to maintain the family ties.

Alongside this pattern, conflicts were revealed in the relations between the
bereaved mothers and widows that affected relations with the grandchildren. The
mutual criticism of the two groups of women is an expression of the ambivalence
of their relationship. Vulnerability is evident in the statements of both bereaved
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mothers and widows. The mutual criticism was often in the open, and it was mani-
fest in limiting the contact between grandmothers and grandchildren, and in threats
to sever the ties. According to the theory of the parent as a mediator (Doyle et al.,
2010; Westphal et al., 2015), the bridging function between grandparents and their
grandchildren is usually fulfilled by the mother. Studies concerning the theory of
the parent as a mediator have found that the middle generation can encourage
interaction between grandchildren and grandparents but also limit it. This theory
points out that the women (in our case, the widows) have greater influence on
the relations, and notes that in the case of divorce, for example, relations become
stronger with the wife’s family than with the husband’s, because the women gener-
ally have custody of the children (Fingerman, 2004; Monserud, 2010; Jappens and
Van Bavel, 2016). The findings of the present study reinforce these claims and shed
light on the central role of the widow in the intergenerational relations after the loss
of the son/husband. The influence of the widows also appears to be reinforced by
the asymmetric relations when the son/husband is absent. It is important to clarify
that the children in this study were at the age of elementary or nursery school – not
old enough to have an independent relationship with the grandparents, which
strengthened the vital role of the widows as gatekeepers. The widows indeed
became the gatekeepers, and as such were able to open the gate completely, partially
or close it altogether.

The three patterns of relationship described in our findings demonstrate the
growing power of the widows, especially the two patterns characterised by the
silence and restraint of the bereaved mothers, and the conflictual pattern. With
regard to the latter pattern, the study also examined the implications of past rela-
tions between bereaved mothers and widows for the relations between grand-
mothers and grandchildren. The patterns of the past were mentioned in the
stories of both groups of women in a way that reflects both positive and negative
aspects of past relationships. These findings strengthen the conclusions of earlier
studies investigating the relations between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law,
and showing that past relations between the two greatly affect their relations
after the death of the son/husband (Barnett et al., 2010; Segev et al., 2021). In
some cases of bereaved mothers and widows, a Pandora’s box of negative memories
and claims was opened, leading to distancing and separation between grand-
mothers and grandchildren. Yet in some other cases, a toolbox of resources with
positive memories was opened, contributing to ongoing relations between bereaved
mothers, widows and children/grandchildren following the loss. The literature con-
tains similar findings on the ambivalence that characterises relations between
mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law and on the influence of past relations (Kim
and Kim, 2015; Shih and Pyke, 2016).

The last pattern presented identified a dynamic of split loyalty of the grandchil-
dren in response to the relationship between bereaved mothers and widows. The
findings show that grandchildren are often used as tools in the power struggles
between the two women and are exposed to mutual slander. This dynamic of
split loyalty and the consequences for intergenerational relations is related to the
term ‘relational ethics’, coined by Boszormenyi-Nagy (1987). Mutual respect, fair-
ness and loyalty play a central role in family relations. When members of the family
feel that these qualities are injured, tension and even breakdown in the relations can
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occur. The difficulties the women experienced in communicating directly with each
other seem to have placed the grandchild into the relationship triangle between
them. The projection process described here is consistent with the family projection
processes described by Bowen (1978). The bereaved mothers and the widows
painted a complex multi-dimensional picture of the vulnerable emotional state of
the children, and they were aware of the emotional cost that children may pay
because of the conflict of loyalties of which they are part. These findings are con-
sistent with the body of research showing that conflicts between the grandparents’
and the parents’ generations are a stress factor that affects the mental health of the
grandchildren’s generation (Cummings and Schatz, 2012). The bereaved mothers’
and the widows’ stories depicted the use of the grandchildren as a tool in interge-
nerational conflict, mentioning at the same time an understanding of the harm
caused to the children, and at times even renouncing the relationship altogether,
so as not to harm the children. The children’s exposure to the opposing interests
and involvement in the dynamic of split loyalty may have both short- and long-
term consequences, not only for the relations of the grandmothers with the grand-
children, but also for the children’s mental health.

Summary

The study reinforces what we already know from the literature about the import-
ance of grandmother–grandchild relations in old age, and the central place these
relations occupy in the life of the multigenerational family. The study sheds light
on the special place of these relations in families that have lost the son/husband,
and the consequences of disrupting the family balance and of the asymmetry cre-
ated by the absence of the son/husband in the relations between bereaved mothers
(grandmothers) and their grandchildren. The present study adds a new dimension
to this issue, which has been scarcely investigated to date, by shedding light on the
implications of the fabric of relations between bereaved mothers and widows on the
patterns of relations between bereaved mothers (grandmothers) and their grand-
children. The change in the family relationships affects also the types of relations
created in the family, emphasising the role of the widows as the middle generation
in shaping relationships in situations of loss. The findings highlight the importance
of clinical interventions that focus on relations between bereaved mothers and
widows after the passing of their son and husband.

Limitations and recommendations for further research

The present study sheds light on relations in the multigenerational family from the
retrospective point of view of bereaved mothers and widows and on the relations
between grandparents and their grandchildren after the death of the son/father.
The grandchildren’s perspective on the relationship is brought here through the
eyes of the two groups of women. Future research is needed to examine the perspec-
tive and the story of the grandchildren at the heart of this research. Another limi-
tation of the study is that it does not include dyads of bereaved mothers and widows
from the same family. Future research on the subject should focus on dyads within
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the same family and shed light on the relationship within a particular family unit
following the loss.
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