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Abstract: COVID-19 has brought about many changes for rural families, affecting their family roles, 
childcare responsibilities, financial status, and experiences of family stress. In this study, I examine 
(1) how rural grandparents and their adult children perceive family stress related to their family roles 
and responsibilities during COVID-19 and (2) how rural grandparents and their adult children have 
coped with the stress of family roles and responsibilities during COVID-19. Data comes from 44 in-depth 
interviews. The findings of this study suggest that COVID-19, a family stressor, has been the source of 
stress among rural grandparents and their adult children. The findings suggest that families adapted 
through a range of improvised strategies such as relocating, abstaining from employment, taking on 
additional childcare, and adjusting personal identities to maintain stability during uncertainty. These 
adaptations were not merely practical but often guided by moral and faith-based reasoning, allowing 
participants to maintain agency despite constraints.
Before the COVID-19 pandemic, grandparents played a significant role in childcare, sometimes to the 
point of being the primary childcare providers (Harrington Meyer 2014). COVID-19 has further compli-
cated the roles and responsibilities of rural grandparents and their adult children. COVID-19 brought 
changes to rural families, particularly in the areas of their employment, family roles and relationships, 
childcare responsibilities, and sense of hope.

Keywords:
Family Stress; Rural 
Families; COVID-19 
Pandemic; The 
Life Course; 
Intergenerational 
Caregiving

© by the author, licensee Lodz University—Lodz University Press, Lodz, Poland. 
This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribu-
tion license CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Funding Information: Not applicable. Conflicts of interest: None. Ethical Considerations: The author assures that 
no violations of publication ethics have occurred and takes full responsibility for the content of the publication. The 
percentage share of the author in the preparation of the work is: LO 100%. Declaration regarding the use of GAI 
tools: Not used. 
Received: 2024-04-15 Verified: 2024-08-05 Accepted: 2025-10-09



Qualitative Sociology Review • www.qualitativesociologyreview.org 73

Laura Obernesser is a family sociologist and graduate student instructor at the University at Buffalo, earning her Ph.D. in 

2025. Her qualitative research examines how families understand their roles, relationships, and everyday experiences within 

broader structures of inequality. She focuses on two central themes: family ideals or the goals, fears, and expectations shaping 

family life, and agency or the ways individuals navigate, adapt, and improve their circumstances. Her areas of interest include 

family inequality, intimate relationships, the sociology of children, family stress, aging and the life course, generational dy-

namics, and qualitative research methods.

 lauraobe@buffalo.edu

 https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4654-472X

The global COVID-19 
pandemic is a  sig-
nificant family 
stressor that has 

had a profound impact on the family system (Brown 
et al. 2020). Grandparents often play a  prominent 
role in the care and upbringing of children while 
their adult children, and they, juggle jobs and child-
care (Harrington Meyer 2014). According to Bailey, 
Haynes, and Letiecq (2013:671), “grandparents are 
being called upon to rear their grandchildren when 
parents are unable or unwilling to fulfill their parent-
ing role.” Bailey, Letiecq, and Porterfield’s (2009:148) 
study found that grandparents took on a surrogate 
parental role because of a familial crisis. In rural 
families, grandparents are especially needed to help 
with grandchildren because families in rural areas, 
on average, have lower incomes than those in urban 
areas (Yancura et al. 2019:267). Resources such as 
access to affordable childcare and jobs within close 
distances are more limited, leading to greater needs 
for transportation and childcare support. In addi-
tion, the geographic proximity of extended family 
members, which is common in rural areas, often fa-
cilitates this intergenerational caregiving role. This 

reality intensified since the COVID-19 pandemic 
due to the abrupt closure of in-person schools and 
childcare facilities (Cassinat et al. 2021:1598). Many 
grandparents have stepped in to take care of their 
grandchildren during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
work required for childcare can often be stressful 
(Harrington Meyer 2014). According to Bailey and 
colleagues (2009:148), “grandparents rearing grand-
children experience an array of normative and non-
normative stressors as they navigate changes in the 
family system.” The COVID-19 pandemic has ampli-
fied the demand for grandparent childcare and the 
associated family stressors. COVID-19, according to 
Prime, Wade, and Browne (2020), is a family stressor 
that has had a detrimental effect on both children 
and their caregivers. 

Family stressors have been defined by family 
scholars as circumstances in the family of major 
effect that change the family system (McCubbin et 
al. 1980:857). Examples of family stressors may in-
clude macro-level events, such as pandemics, wars, 
and large-scale events that can change the fortunes 
of families, as well as micro-level events, such as 
chronically ill family members or family members 
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losing their jobs. Family stressors such as these can 
have negative effects on families. The far-reach-
ing consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic have 
been regarded as a family stressor (Prime et al. 
2020; Eales et al. 2021). As Eales and colleagues 
(2021:1563) describe it, “many changes were sud-
denly thrust upon families overnight, including 
mandated quarantines, social distancing, school 
closures, and abrupt transitions to distance learn-
ing for children and remote work.” These changes 
that occurred could have a chain reaction in other 
areas of the family system. For example, the loss of 
jobs could lead to fights about money, which could 
then lead to the dissolution of marriages, ultimately 
resulting in divorces. Unemployment disrupts not 
only financial stability but also the everyday func-
tioning of family systems. Gough and Killewald 
(2011) demonstrate that job loss within households 
often leads to a reallocation of domestic labor, with 
family members renegotiating roles and responsi-
bilities in response to lost wages and altered rou-
tines. These shifts can challenge existing gender 
norms, sometimes increasing tension as families 
adapt to new role expectations and patterns of de-
cision-making. By focusing on how unemployment 
changes housework and caregiving arrangements, 
Gough and Killewald (2011) demonstrate that the 
effects of job loss extend beyond individual work-
ers to the entire family system, requiring adaptive 
strategies that address both practical needs and 
symbolic understandings of gender, responsibility, 
and stability.

Family stress, according to McCubbin and col-
leagues (1980:857), is “not seen as inherent in the 
events themselves, but rather as a function of the 
responses of the distressed family to the stressors 
and refers to the residue of tensions generated by 
the stressors which remains unmanaged.”

The COVID-19 pandemic is a family stressor be-
cause it has played a significant role in the changes, 
both positive and negative, that occurred within 
families. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
families has not been experienced equally across 
different social groups. For example, according to 
Prime and colleagues (2020), economic resources 
and family togetherness are pre-existing factors 
that influence family resilience and how fami-
lies respond to family stress. Bussemakers and 
Kraaykamp (2020:3) stated that resilience is inter-
connected to resources, which vary by family. In 
Bussemakers and Kraaykamp’s (2020:3) study, they 
focused on the relationship between youth adver-
sity and parental resources. Parent financial re-
sources allow children to be resilient because they 
serve as a buffer against the negative consequences 
of adversity. Adversity, according to Bussemakers 
and Kraaykamp (2020:3), is not distributed equally 
across social strata. 

Parenthood and the work of taking care of children 
involve emotional labor. Families in rural areas 
who experience family stressors often lack a com-
munity to help with the stressors. Hochschild (2012) 
describes emotional labor as the work people do to 
manage their own feelings and the feelings of oth-
ers to meet social expectations. While this idea first 
came from research on service jobs, it also helps 
explain what families do during times of crisis. For 
rural families, the COVID-19 pandemic increased 
the need to remain calm and keep children and 
other family members reassured even when jobs 
were lost, schools were closed, and health concerns 
were high. Parents and grandparents often hide 
their stress or feelings of worry so that others in 
the family, especially children, would feel stable 
and safe. This kind of emotion management often 
fell on women and was made harder by the lack 
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of childcare and support services in rural areas. 
Looking at emotion work in rural families during 
the COVID-19 pandemic shows that keeping emo-
tions steady was a crucial aspect of how families 
adapted to these challenges (Hochschild 2012).

Cooper (2014:20) described a concept referred to as 
“security projects,” which is the work that is done 
by the family to “create, maintain, and further 
their particular notion of security.” These “securi-
ty projects” vary in their meaning and are enact-
ed in ways that sometimes even harm the family 
and manifest themselves as navigating strategies, 
such as drug consumption. An example of a pos-
itive security project is grandparents rearranging 
their retirement plans to provide full-time care for 
the grandkids when schools closed. These actions 
are both consciously and unconsciously enacted 
and are a  response of the family to family stress 
and upheaval. Cooper (2014) stated that social loca-
tion (race, class, gender, rural geographic location) 
plays an important role in “security projects,” and 
the extent to which they have a positive impact on 
the family or a negative one. The ability to make 
decisions that create improvements to the fami-
ly hinges largely on resources. Cooper (2014:21) 
makes the important point that just as there are 
inequalities between different families, there are 
also inequalities within the family. According to 
Cooper (2014:21), “a  single security project may 
embrace different and even conflicting approaches 
and navigating strategies.” Moreover, “husbands 
and wives can be at odds about where they are go-
ing, how they will get there, and who is in charge.”

The COVID-19 pandemic also played a role in how 
individuals make sense of their personal identities. 
Destin and Debrosse (2017:100-101) stated that “nar-
rative identity” allows people to have purpose and 

to tell stories about their past and how their past 
brought them to their present. COVID-19 is a struc-
tural family stressor that nonetheless caused many 
individuals to feel like their lack of fortune associ-
ated with job losses, relationship difficulties, and 
other adverse events was under their control and 
reflected their individual shortcomings. As such, 
they personalized the effects of the pandemic on 
their lives when the COVID-19 stressor had a neg-
ative impact on many, perhaps most, families and 
individuals. While low-income, rural families were 
among the most severely affected by COVID-19, 
families with greater resources and security were 
also impacted. 

In this paper, I examine the effect of the COVID-19 
pandemic on families, drawing comparisons based 
on social class, place, and gender. 

I ask: How do rural grandparents and their adult 
children perceive and cope with family stress relat-
ed to their family roles and responsibilities during 
the COVID-19 pandemic? 

Life Course Perspective

The life course perspective is described by Elder, 
Kirkpatrick Johnson, and Crosnoe (2003:10) as 
“a  theoretical orientation that guides research on 
human lives within context.” According to Elder 
and colleagues (2003:10), “the life course provides 
a framework for studying phenomena at the nexus 
of social pathways, developmental trajectories, and 
social change.” The life course perspective has five 
main principles: the principle of lifespan develop-
ment, the principle of agency, the principle of time 
and place, the principle of timing, and the princi-
ple of linked lives. This study focuses on the prin-
ciples of time and place, agency, and linked lives. 
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The Principle of Time and Place

Elder and colleagues (2003:12) stated that “the life 
course of individuals is embedded and shaped by 
the historical times and places they experience over 
their lifetime.” According to them (2003:12), “indi-
viduals and birth cohorts are influenced by historical 
context and place.” Different groups experience the 
same event differently based on their relationship 
to the event and the social locations they occupy. 
The COVID-19 pandemic is an event in history com-
parable to a war or an economic depression. Such 
events are highly impactful and important to study 
using a life course perspective. Elder’s (2018 [1974]) 
study exemplified this life course principle by ana-
lyzing a cohort of 167 individuals with longitudinal 
data. Elder (2018) examined individuals who were 
children during the economic turmoil of the 1930s 
and followed them longitudinally into adulthood 
to look at how early-life hardships shaped their life 
trajectories in the context of the Great Depression. 
I am incorporating the life course principle of time 
and place in two ways. (1) I am examining family 
stress among grandparents and their adult children 
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic as a family 
stressor, and (2) I am focusing on the social location 
of the families: rural location, social class, religion, 
and gender. 

There has been limited scholarly attention to 
family stress experienced by rural families. Ru-
ral families face unique challenges, such as the 
need to travel distances to work, and challenges 
accessing food, healthcare, and childcare. Accord-
ing to Yancura and colleagues (2019:267), “rural 
populations have inadequate access to health and 
social services.” Resources, according to Yancura 
and colleagues (2019:167-277), “are often inaccessi-
ble and unaffordable,” and rural areas often lack 

formal sources of childcare. The authors (Yancu-
ra et al. 2019:267-268) stated that “support from 
grandparents may buffer families from stressors 
at multiple ecological levels that are particularly 
relevant in rural contexts, such as lack of access to 
transportation, healthy food, childcare, and insti-
tutionalized support.”

Although grandparents and their adult children 
(and, in fact, all family members) experience fam-
ily stress as a result of the COVID-19 stressor, this 
stress is experienced unequally across social class-
es. McLanahan (2004) described the “diverging des-
tinies” of children as being shaped by the charac-
teristics of the households within which they are 
raised—whether they are raised in single-mother, 
resource-poor households or in two-parent, re-
source-rich households. Divergent family trajecto-
ries, often rooted in maternal education and social 
class, have significant consequences for a family’s 
ability to afford childcare and the degree to which 
grandparents are relied upon for support. Accord-
ing to McLanahan (2004), these trajectories shaped 
economic resources and childcare options, leading 
to a greater reliance on family support systems, 
such as those provided by grandparents. The sig-
nificantly different family trajectories by social class 
have important consequences for a family’s ability 
to pay for childcare and the need for grandparents’ 
assistance. For this study, I compare middle-class 
and working-class families residing in rural upstate 
New York. 

The Principle of Agency

Elder and colleagues (2003:12) stated that “individ-
uals construct their own life course through the 
choices and actions they take within the opportu-
nities and constraints of history and social circum-
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stance.” According to Elder and colleagues (2003:12), 
“children, adolescents, and adults are not passively 
acted upon by social influence and structural con-
straints. They make choices and compromises based 
on alternatives that they perceive before them.” 
Social location, relationships with others, and life 
events influence people’s perceptions of the choic-
es and compromises available to them (Obernesser 
and Seale 2024). 

The Principle of Linked Lives 

According to Elder and colleagues (2003:13), “lives 
are lived interdependently, and socio-historical influ-
ences are expressed through this network of shared 
relationships.” The authors (Elder et al. 2003:13) ob-
serve, “because people live interdependently, transi-
tions in one person’s life often entail transitions for 
other people as well.” Consequently, I explore the 
relationships between husbands and wives, cohabit-
ing partners, grandparents and grandchildren, and 
parents and children to incorporate the life course 
principle of linked lives (Giele and Elder 1998). I as-
sess the family stress experienced by grandparents 
(grandmothers and grandfathers) and their adult 
children (mothers and fathers) related to (1) the per-
ceived effect of the COVID-19 pandemic as a family 
stressor, and (2) the perceived effect of family roles 
and responsibilities on family stress. 

Family Stressors and Family Stress

“Family stress” has been of interest to researchers 
since 1926, according to McCubbin and colleagues 
(1980:857). “The foundation for family stress re-
search may be traced to Burgess (1926), Angell 
(1936), Cavan and Ranck (1938), Koos (1949), and 
Hill’s (1949) classic research on war-induced separa-
tion and reunion” (McCubbin et al. 1980:855). 

“Stressor events” are, according to McCubbin and 
colleagues (1980), family hardships and events that 
disrupt the family, such as a wife being hospital-
ized, loss of income, or loss of a home. The impact 
of a crisis on a family varies depending on the fam-
ily’s level of resilience. Family resilience is a con-
cept that has been studied by family scholars in 
relation to the COVID-19 pandemic in the last cou-
ple of years. Family scholars who have examined 
family stress and resilience during the COVID-19 
pandemic (Prime et al. 2020; Eales et al. 2021) have 
noted that pre-existing factors, such as economic re-
sources and family togetherness, influence family 
resilience. Cooper (2014:211) stated that how fami-
lies experience family stress and family security 
can be challenging for sociologists to understand. 
“The rich don’t always feel rich and secure, and the 
poor don’t always feel poor and insecure” (Cooper 
2014:211). The same event can have a profoundly 
negative impact on one family and a negligible one 
on another, or even a positive one. While it is often 
the case that families who are privileged, for exam-
ple, may say they are happy about the pandemic be-
cause they get time off from work, whereas a less 
privileged family may say that their entire world 
has ended, it is also possible that these experienc-
es are not perceived as we expect. For example, Te-
vington (2018) found that upper-middle-class youth 
are more worried about their futures related to the 
recession than their low-income counterparts, who 
were more hopeful. Tevington (2018:212) stated that 
working-class people blamed their circumstances 
on their own personal failures rather than the re-
cession, while upper-middle-class youth attributed 
their struggles to broader structural and economic 
forces. 

According to McCubbin and colleagues (1980:856), 
“the definition the family makes of the seriousness 
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of the change(s) influences the family’s vulnera-
bility to the crisis.” As McCubbin and colleagues 
(1980:856) observe, Burr (1970) and Hansen (1965) 
describe “the variation in the family system’s abil-
ity to recover from the disruptions that result from 
a stressful event.” Hill (1949) describes “family 
stressors” as events that happen and bring chang-
es in the family. “Family stress,” on the other hand, 
is described as a response to stressors. Hill (1949) 
and Burr (1973) describe family stress as “residue 
of tensions generated by a family stressor which 
remains unmanaged” (McCubbin et al. 1980:857). 
Family stress, for example, could refer to responses 
such as family conflict in the face of family stressors 
like wars and economic downturns, as seen during 
the 2008 recession. In this study, the COVID-19 pan-
demic was identified as a family stressor, leading to 
increased family stress in the form of conflict, for 
example. 

Methods

In this study, I conducted 44 in-depth interviews 
with 12 families. I conducted ethnographic obser-
vations of 4 of those families. This study includes 
16 couples (7 grandparent couples and 9 parent cou-
ples). All of the participants were assigned pseud-
onyms to protect their identities. To obtain this sam-
ple, I began by speaking with individuals involved 
in a Catholic organization affiliated with a Catholic 
church in rural upstate New York. They provided 
me with a lot of helpful information on how to effec-
tively distribute flyers and inform people about my 
study. They referred to me a few families they knew, 
and from there, I did a combination of snowball 
sampling and responding to interest in the flyers. 
I occasionally attended mass and stood outside with 
my flyers, handing them to people who approached 
me with interest. Occasionally, someone would ask 

to do the interview right after mass or after they 
had lunch. My personal biography may play a role 
in this trust because I come from a Catholic fami-
ly and was familiar with interacting at mass, which 
gave me an inside understanding of Catholicism. 
This also made it easier to interact with the church 
community because I was allowed to stand outside 
the church to collect my interviews. The fact that the 
subject of my study pertains to children and family 
relationships was well received by the church com-
munity. 

In my sample, none of the grandparents lived 
with the grandchildren. Some grandchildren were 
brought to their grandparents’ house, while others 
came to their adult children’s house to care for them. 
At least one grandparent took care of their grand-
children physically, and occasionally, grandpar-
ents stated that their primary involvement in their 
grandchild’s care was financial, providing trans-
portation, or hosting playdates with other grand-
parents, in-laws, and friends. All grandparents and 
their adult children live in rural upstate New York 
and have at least 1 family member affiliated with 
the Roman Catholic Church. This is why this study 
does not reflect the fact that working-class couples 
are less likely to be married than middle-class fam-
ilies (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Smock, Manning, and 
Porter 2005) as neatly. The Roman Catholic faith em-
phasizes the importance of marriage before child-
bearing. These families all had at least one child 
between the ages of 5 and 10. All the participants in 
my sample identify as white and reside in rural up-
state New York. Their parents also reside in a small 
rural town in upstate New York that I am calling 
Shelville, New York. Some of the participants work 
in the closest city to Shelville. This is especially true 
for middle-class participants who could afford to 
drive long distances to commute to work. While this 
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was an inconvenience, they had working cars and 
high enough pay at their jobs to afford the gas. 

These interviews were conducted from August 2022 
to November 2023. Interviews were semi-structured 
and captured both generational perspectives and 
the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on family roles, 
caregiving, and adaptation. Separate interview 
guides were used for adult children and grandpar-
ents, ensuring that each generation’s experiences 
were explored in depth while also facilitating com-
parisons across family members and couples. Adult 
children were asked about the pandemic’s impacts 
on parenting, employment, and their reliance on 
grandparents, while grandparent interviews fo-
cused on caregiving roles and well-being. Both 
generations were asked about their relationships, 
stress, and childcare responsibilities. A full list of 
interview questions is included in the Appendix. 

The couples that were interviewed were inter-
viewed separately. Occasionally, they were in the 
same house, but not in the same room. This was 
necessary because during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
many of these family members worked from home 
or retired. Most participants were interviewed in 
their homes; however, occasionally, participants 
were unable to be interviewed in person and were 
interviewed via Zoom instead. The IRB (University 
at Buffalo) approved this project: STUDY00006521.

Data Analysis

Using Atlas.ti qualitative data analysis software, 
I coded the data for emerging themes. My coding 
method was inductive. A benefit of inductive coding 
is that it allows the researcher to get a comprehen-
sive understanding of the context of the data and to 
capture the themes that are important to the par-

ticipants (Azungah 2018). The data I analyzed con-
sisted of my memos and interview transcripts with 
44 participants. After reading the data, I did open 
coding and generated analytic codes. “Stress about 
relationship dissolution,” for example, is a code 
that emerged as a theme through inductive analy-
sis. This theme emerged from participants, partic-
ularly fathers, responding to a question about the 
stress that they experience, that they have a fear of 
divorce, being left by a spouse, or fear of a reduction 
in marital satisfaction. The code “hope” emerged 
when participants used the word “hope” when 
describing how experiences around the COVID-19 
pandemic both made them “lose hope” and “have 
hope.” I did not have any interview questions about 
“hope,” but “hope” was a theme that emerged from 
the participants. 

Findings

Many participants in this study thought of the 
COVID-19 pandemic as a family stressor. These 
participants described employment, childcare, and 
family relationships as the primary sources of stress 
in their families, which they experienced as a result 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. This was expressed 
through semi-structured in-depth interviews with 
participants. 

Employment and Family

Employment losses were widespread during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and this is also true for the 
participants in this study. Many study participants 
lost their employment, they were forced to quit their 
job for childcare reasons, they had to work from 
home, they had to rely on financial help from their 
parents when they did not feel comfortable asking 
for help, or in three extreme cases, they had to be 
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quarantined away from their family to make ends 
meet. Fears about employment and material securi-
ty haunt the minds of family members—men were 
most haunted by these fears. 

In response to a question regarding COVID-19’s 
impact on childcare, one father, whom I call Jason, 
described his experience of having to be far away 
from his family to make money. He describes how 
he lives in Shelville and has to commute an hour to 
the closest city to his town of residence. In the fol-
lowing excerpt, he described a difficult work-family 
trade-off. 

I am away from my wife and kids most of the time. 

Not because I choose to be. It would be crazy to com-

mute back and forth from the city to Shelville every 

day. I would be spending too much money on gas, 

and it would be a two-hour drive every day! It sucks, 

though, because my kids feel like strangers to me, and 

my wife is not happy with me. This has put a strain 

on our marriage. My wife wants me to get a closer job, 

but I wouldn’t be able to support the family. I went 

to school to be a software engineer, and the only job 

I could get with my degree was in the city. [father, 31]

Jason states that his employment has put a strain 
on his marriage and connection with his kids, and 
he describes a work-family trade-off decision that is 
very difficult. Jason wanted a job that utilized the 
college degree he had earned, wanted to make good 
money to best support his wife and children, but at 
a cost to his family relationships. According to Ja-
son, there were no such opportunities around Shel-
ville. Jason was engaging in identity maintenance—
he was preserving a positive self-concept when he 
described himself as a provider who sacrifices time 
with the family for financial security “for the fam-
ily.” He also told this to his wife—when it came up 

in conversations during my observations, he said to 
other family members and friends that his decision 
was the best thing for the whole family, even though 
his wife did not agree. She was friendly and accept-
ed it verbally, but inside, she did not. In a related 
interview exchange about pandemic adjustments to 
childcare, Taylor described a similar experience:

My wife is very understanding that I have to live in 

a different area than her during the week while she 

stays home with our son. I come back home to be with 

my family every weekend. That is how it is now, but 

when quarantine happened, I had to be isolated and 

did not see my family for weeks on end. It was very 

hard. I always worried deep down that she would get 

sick of waiting for me and meet someone else who 

could be there with her. [father, 36]

Taylor’s words indicated that he feels a sense of in-
security about the stability of his marriage. While 
he said that his wife is very understanding, he also 
admitted to having a fear that perhaps she would 
get tired of waiting for him and want to form a rela-
tionship with someone she can see every day, wake 
up next to, and have a more “stable” marriage with. 
He, like Jason, described a material need to work as 
a software engineer in a job not available in Shelville. 
A third father, Calan, shared a similar sentiment. 

My wife has told me that she is unhappy with me 

having this job. I have asked her about possibly mov-

ing away from Shelville and looking into living closer 

to my job, but she refuses to move because she wants 

to be near her parents. Right now, her parents’ house 

is walking distance away from our house. She wants 

this setup so that the kids can see their grandparents 

every day. I worked hard for this job and don’t want to 

leave it. I wish she would just understand and move. 

[father, 31]
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Calan’s reason for his frustration is that his wife 
does not want to move closer to his job, which he 
feels he has invested a great deal of effort in. In his 
case, COVID-19 had a less significant impact on his 
sentiment. However, when asked how the pandemic 
altered childcare arrangements, he explained: 

Quarantine was very rough. My two buddies [Jason 

and Taylor] and I had to quarantine together, so we 

got an apartment to live in, and now we all stay there 

during the week and all carpool to go home on week-

ends. We have known each other since high school, 

and all went to school together to get our college de-

grees. We all work at the same place and our wives 

are all friends. We didn’t decide to just stay out here 

during the week until quarantine happened, and now 

we just do it because it makes more sense. It’s kind of 

nice to get away and hang with the guys, you know, 

have drinks and eat chicken wings… [father, 31]

Calan identified what he perceives to be positive 
effects of the COVID-19 stressor. He pointed out 
that the pandemic was the cause of the need to live 
away from the family during the week, but sees it as 
a break and something that does not, for him, risk 
fragmenting his family to the same extent as his 
friends, who both voiced concerns about the state 
of their marriages and relations with their children. 
He described this as a convenient solution for work 
transportation, and that it was nice to have drinks 
with his friends and be away from his family for 
a while. 

Childcare

The effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on childcare 
was huge for parents. Grandparents were heavi-
ly relied on for the care of the grandchildren due 
to changes prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

During quarantine, grandparents were, for many 
parents, the only option for childcare with schools 
closed. 

Another way the COVID-19 pandemic affected 
childcare is that it shook up gender roles and re-
sponsibilities in unique ways. In two cases, partici-
pants described leaving the workforce entirely, such 
as Vicky and Kathleen’s husband, George, because 
childcare demands exceeded their capacity to man-
age both paid labor and parenting. For example, 
I interviewed a mother who, in response to a ques-
tion about pandemic-related parenting changes, 
shared that her husband lost his job and ended up 
surprising her as a very good stay-at-home dad. It 
was a side to her husband that she never thought 
she would unearth. With pride, she said:

The point when, especially when I had my last child 

out, my husband lost his job. So, he was in the house. 

And literally, he helped me to take care of my last 

child because he wasn’t working. So most of the 

time, he devoted to helping me take care of the kids. 

For now, he doesn’t have a job. So he’s mostly in the 

house. He makes homemade waffles now. He does it 

all… hahahaha! [mother, 27]

Kathleen was very happy that he made homemade 
waffles and helped her take care of the kids. With 
the prevalence of gender role expectations, she ex-
pressed surprise that he would devote himself to 
feminine-coded pursuits such as childcare and mak-
ing homemade waffles. This family was a family 
with whom I did ethnographic fieldwork. In their 
family, neither the mother nor the father had employ-
ment. They were funded by Kathleen’s father, and 
her mother was highly involved in the childcare. To-
gether, the three of them (Kathleen, her mother, and 
her husband) engaged in direct childcare. The money 
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was given to them by Kathleen’s father. On a week-
end research visit, Kathleen’s father helped George 
with yard work while the grandparents entertained 
the children inside. Afterward, George admitted to 
feeling embarrassed about needing so much assis-
tance but also relieved: “At least the kids get to see 
their grandparents every day.” This illustrated how 
changing employment roles shifted caregiving and 
maintenance responsibilities to older generations 
while also reinforcing family closeness.

In contrast, Kathleen’s husband, George, expressed 
some feelings of guilt for not working. He lost his job 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. When I asked 
him about his stressors related to fatherhood, he 
talked about how he experienced guilt about unem-
ployment. 

I feel bad that I don’t really pull my weight around 

here. I like being home with Kathleen and the kids, 

but I feel bad taking money from her dad. I think she 

likes that I am home all the time, but can’t help but 

feel insecure. [father, 33]

Even though Kathleen is proud of her husband tak-
ing direct care of the kids and helping out, it is unsat-
isfactory to George’s self-concept that he is not able 
to “pull his weight” as a man. He said that living 
in the small town in rural upstate New York where 
they reside, “there really isn’t much work.” He also 
added he would commute if the money was worth 
it, given the time it would take. He stated that his 
goal would be to either find a very high-paying job 
in the city or maybe even somewhere in Shelville, or 
to get an online job. Because he only has a commu-
nity college degree, George said that he does not see 
how it will get him a job that pays enough to make 
the commute worthwhile, given that his wife can-
not work since she has just had a newborn. 	

Hope

The COVID-19 stressor put a lot of pressure on 
the participants in this study. Many of them said 
they have lost hope, felt demoralized, and occa-
sionally even questioned the existence of God. 
This is particularly poignant given the religious 
background of most of the families in my study, 
in which at least one family member actively par-
ticipates in a  Catholic faith community. Other 
participants held out hope and engaged in what 
Hitlin and Elder (2007) refer to as “life course 
agency.” Life course agency, according to Hitlin 
and Elder (2007). occurs when individuals set 
goals for themselves and think through how they 
will make improvements in their lives. This is the 
“if I just do this, maybe this could happen” think-
ing. Through the data participants provided in 
their interviews about their positive thinking and 
planfulness, I incorporated the life course princi-
ple of “agency” into the study. 

Meryl, a grandmother who does the majority of 
childcare for her son’s children, described how she 
has occasionally lost hope because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Her son lost his job, got a DUI, lost his 
driver’s license, and his girlfriend left him; and she 
adopted most of the childcare responsibilities. 

Sometimes you just, you know, lose hope. It feels like 

there is no point in trying because another thing is 

going to happen and make it impossible to get back 

up. It’s like you get bigger ideas about what will 

happen, and then something just... stops it. [grand-

mother, 58]

When Meryl said that something just “stops it,” 
she was referring to her son’s DUI. He began driv-
ing under the influence after he lost his job. Meryl 
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described how her son felt completely defeated 
when he was laid off due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. 

I am basically raising my grandchildren. Their moth-

er told me that I would be a better person to take care 

of the kids than she is. I was very involved before with 

the kids, and she did not feel like she could provide 

the level of care that I can now that I am retired and 

have more financial security to offer them. My son 

is currently staying here, but is looking for a place. 

He is doing better, but it has been hard since he lost 

his job and his relationship with his girlfriend ended. 

[grandmother, 58]

Meryl’s son, Mark, described his loss of hope and 
desire to improve his life in the following excerpt 
about his account of his DUI, breakup, and new-
found resolve to improve his life. This was in re-
sponse to a question about the effects of the pan-
demic on how he felt as a parent:

I screwed up very bad. I got in a lot of trouble from 

the DUI and was in a very bad place. I tried to make it 

work with my job and everything, but I really screwed 

up. I lost my job, and everything kind of went down-

hill from there. I am trying to get a place to live with 

my kids so that I can be a better dad. Right now, that 

isn’t really something I can do. [father, 43]

Even though Mark describes his regret for having 
“screwed up very badly,” and expressed a loss of 
hope, he also described having a desire to get his 
own place. At best, his orientation toward his cur-
rent situation and the future is ambivalent—a mix-
ture of hopelessness and hope. Mark lost his job 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic, and then he 
got a DUI after he drank a lot. He talked about how 
he was in a bad place fiscally, and it caused him 

such stress that he spent more time at the bar the 
year after the pandemic, and in 2021, he got a DUI.

Similar to Mark, Roland described having a similar 
loss of hope from being laid off during the COVID-19 
pandemic, when asked how the pandemic had af-
fected how he felt as a parent:

I couldn’t believe it… When I got that phone call 

from my boss that I was losing my job. I somehow 

knew what would happen when I answered the 

phone. I didn’t tell my wife about it for 4 weeks be-

cause I was embarrassed. I was really lucky because 

my parents and her parents helped us, but it was still 

embarrassing to have to tell my wife that I got laid 

off. [father, 30]

Roland expressed his embarrassment about being 
laid off, despite knowing that many others had 
faced the same fate during the pandemic. He felt 
that if he were a more valuable worker, he might not 
have been chosen for layoff. Roland was engaging in 
impression management—he did not want his wife 
to know at first that he had lost his job. Even though 
he knew many were laid off during the pandemic, 
he still had that embarrassment, and he wanted to 
avoid his wife knowing until her finding out could 
no longer be stopped. 

I thought that maybe they wouldn’t lay me off because 

my boss liked me, and I thought they would never fire 

me. It must be that they laid a lot of people off. I still 

take it personally. My parents could afford to help us, 

but it’s embarrassing. [father, 30]

Even though Roland was financially secure, coming 
from a middle-class family with middle-class par-
ents who could afford to support him and his wife, 
he still experienced embarrassment for not being 
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considered “valuable enough” to keep. He described 
having a lack of hope in the following excerpt:

I just don’t know if I am going to be able to get my 

wife to believe in me again after being laid off. It’s 

embarrassing! I think she must think I am a loser who 

isn’t capable of being responsible. I just think it’s im-

possible to be seen as responsible again. [father, 30]

Roland described experiencing embarrassment, but 
also a lack of hope because he said that he thinks 
“it’s impossible to be seen as responsible again.” He 
feels that the respect he feels he has lost is possibly 
out of reach and thus hopeless. 

Rural Location

Living in a rural location was described by partici-
pants in the study as a source of stress to their fam-
ilies. Three men in the study who work as software 
engineers reported difficulties associated with 
their rural location and transportation to work, as 
well as having to live away from their wives and 
children during the week. This is an example of 
how a rural location can make life more stressful 
for families. Another example of rural location and 
family stress is exemplified by Meryl. In response 
to an interview question about how the pandem-
ic had an impact on childcare for her, Meryl de-
scribed the following:

It’s hard to find other kids to play with my grand-

son in Shelville. My grandson changed schools after 

COVID-19 because my son’s DUI caused him to have 

to move in with me before he finds a new apartment. 

My grandson doesn’t have any friends around here, 

and it isn’t like a suburb where kids just walk from 

house to house to find other children to play with. 

[grandmother, 58]

Meryl expressed disappointment in her inability to 
find other children for her grandson to play with. Ru-
ral upstate New York has a lot of areas where there are 
not a lot of children to play with as it is, but Meryl’s son 
getting the DUI caused a change in location within the 
same county that further exacerbated this problem 
because, during periods of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and online school, the experience of being a “new kid” 
meant having no one to play with. 

He’s so bored, and I wish I could do something about 

it. He does talk to his old friends on Skype, but it’s not 

the same as having physical contact. It’s not the same 

as playing outside like my son did when he was a kid. 

[grandmother, 58]

Meryl explained how times have changed and how 
much more difficult it is for kids to play with each oth-
er due to the COVID-19 stressor. 

A rural location is also a source of family stress due to 
the loneliness experienced by parents. This loneliness 
was especially prevalent for mothers. In response to 
a question about some challenges she faced in provid-
ing childcare, Rachel described her loneliness living in 
rural upstate New York. 

It’s been lonely. I feel, uh, like crap. There isn’t things to do 

around here. I just wish that I could do more than be home 

with my mom and this baby. I cry a lot because I want to 

be able to hang out with other people. [mother, 28]

I asked Rachel about how she experiences stress as 
a  parent living in rural upstate New York. She de-
scribed her experiences of stress related to her loneli-
ness and isolation.

I am super stressed all the time! I want to be able to 

hang out with other people and be myself, but I can’t 
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because I am always stuck at home with this baby. It 

feels unfair that I see people on social media doing 

other things, and I am here… with my mom and this 

baby. It’s not my mom’s fault, but sometimes I wish 

she would just not be with me for a day so I could be 

able to do my thing without her breathing down my 

neck. I’m stressed because I feel like nothing is going 

to improve, and I could be like this for the rest of my 

life. Bored… so bored. [mother, 28]

Rachel described stress related to her sense of lone-
liness, boredom, and isolation. Interestingly, she de-
scribed a scenario in which she feels lonely in the 
presence of another person. She could, for example, 
feel less lonely if she had a day without her moth-
er around her. She said informally (which I wrote 
down in my memo) that she feels like she cannot 
communicate with her friends on social media 
without her mother reading her messages and com-
menting on everything she does. In some cases, the 
help of grandparents comes at a cost to a person’s 
privacy and sense of empowerment. 

The feelings of loneliness Rachel described about 
having children in rural upstate New York were not 
unique to her. Another mother, Clara, also spoke 
about her loneliness when asked how job loss and 
rural location affected her role as a mother.

Ever since I lost my job, my husband has been the 

only one working. I am not feeling very good at home 

alone. I think I feel lonely. [mother, 34]

Clara lost her job because of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. She did not like being alone at home. The 
theme of loneliness was prevalent in the sample. 
The loneliness of motherhood and grandmother-
hood was described by women in the sample. Men 
described isolation from their families, such as in 

cases where they stayed away from their families 
for work. The deep sense of isolation, character-
ized by feeling “alone,” was described only by the 
women in the sample, including both mothers and 
grandmothers. This experience was characterized 
by feeling “grounded” with young kids and having 
to stay home to watch them, especially when they 
were young. According to Clara: 

There’s something lonely about being at home with 

the baby, and they always need you there to keep 

them entertained… and the coughing and the cry-

ing… it can be lonely to have to make sure everything 

is good and having to look levelheaded in their eyes… 

[mother, 34]

What Clara described was emotion work (Hoch-
schild 2012). Clara spoke to me about the stress of 
needing to seem levelheaded in the eyes of her child 
and how difficult it can be to act happy when things 
are not going well. 

I spend most of my time crying when they are sleep-

ing because it’s the only time I feel like I can have 

a break, and I just think about how I had friends and 

now I don’t. I don’t have friends because I have to be 

there at all times and the coughing and the crying… 

[mother, 34]

Clara’s father-in-law, Philip (64), talked about how 
he helps out financially, but not with childcare. He 
said, “I help my son, James [37], with money, but 
I don’t do the ‘coughing thing.’” What he meant by 
the “coughing thing” was COVID-19. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, he kept physical distance from 
the family to avoid exposure to COVID-19 because 
he was worried about his physical health problems, 
which were mostly high blood pressure, which 
made him vulnerable. Both of their kids (3  and 5 
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years old) got COVID-19 in 2021 and, according to 
James, it was “unimaginably bad.” 

Oh gosh, the coughing… poor Clara had to take care 

of them by herself while they were so sick… we all 

got sick in the whole family. I went to work anyways 

because I had to, but the kids were so sick... especially 

our youngest son. He was so sick, and it was upsetting 

to watch. Looking at his little face while he coughed 

made me want to cry. He has a good mama. She took 

good care of him. [father, 37]

Clara described her husband, James, as her rock. 

He’s so nice and good to me. He’s my rock. He 

works hard for us. I just don’t like the being alone 

part. His dad is good, too. I am lucky to have a good 

family. I  just can’t help that sometimes the cough-

ing… it’s just a lot to deal with when I am falling 

apart. I can’t exactly make friends in Shelville to 

spend time with me for hanging out together with 

kids. [mother, 34]

Isolation was a common theme among mothers in 
the sample. Of the 12 mothers interviewed, 9 de-
scribed feeling socially isolated or lonely because of 
being home with young children in a rural setting. 
These feelings were often linked to limited social 
outlets, lack of peers nearby, and reliance on extend-
ed family rather than broader friendship networks. 
For example, Rachel and Clara both expressed 
boredom and loneliness, even when they had fam-
ily support, because they lacked same-age peers or 
opportunities for independent social activity. This 
pattern was less prevalent among grandmothers, 
with only three of the 13 grandmothers describing 
isolation, typically when childcare responsibilities 
limited their social lives. This suggests that moth-
ers experienced isolation more acutely than grand-

mothers, reflecting both life stage and the intensity 
of daily childcare work in rural places.

Gender Roles

Stress during the pandemic manifested in gendered 
ways, shaped by both longstanding expectations and 
the unique pressures of caregiving, isolation, and eco-
nomic instability. The following section explores how 
mothers, fathers, and grandparents experienced and 
talked about the stress they experienced through the 
lens of their gender roles. Two families specifically 
described intergenerational friction rooted in these 
unequal expectations: in one case, a grandmother re-
sented the lack of support from her husband and adult 
children, while in another, a maternal grandmother 
judged her son-in-law’s domestic role as inadequate.

Men in the study emphasized the importance of 
earning money, often at the expense of being phys-
ically present with their children. Women, on the 
other hand, emphasized the importance of being 
physically around their children at the expense of 
earning money outside the home. Keep in mind that 
the sample consists of at least one family member per 
family who is an active member of a Catholic faith 
community. Most of the participants in the sample 
identify as Roman Catholics, and it is at least possible 
that they may have more “traditional” gender role ex-
pectations than is typical in American society. 

Rachel, a middle-class mother I interviewed and con-
ducted a case study with, described how stressful she 
felt about her responsibilities as a parent and the am-
bivalence she occasionally felt about the parental role. 

As a parent, you occasionally feel the stress for respon-

sibility, and sometimes I wish I wasn’t a parent. Not re-

ally, but occasionally, I think that. I wish I could just be 
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me. Not a parent, no husband, nothing, just me, go to 

work, come back, lock the door, and sleep. My dad said 

God has a different plan for me. When I got pregnant 

with my first baby, my father made me keep it and told 

me to marry the dad. I was 19 then. The baby got me 

closer to God, but the stress for the responsibility of it 

all can be too much. [mother, 28]

Rachel described her occasional feelings of not 
wanting to take the responsibility of being a moth-
er and wife. She mentioned at other times during 
my ethnographic observation that she sees her peers 
who are the same age as her having fun with their 
friends and attending college, and she feels trapped 
in a life she did not necessarily choose for herself. 
Her family is comprised of very observant Catho-
lics, and does not believe in abortion or childbear-
ing outside of marriage. She has made peace with 
her life and her motherhood role externally, but in-
ternally, she struggles with this responsibility and 
is haunted by thoughts of other possibilities. When 
asked how the COVID-19 pandemic had an impact 
on childcare for her, Rachel reflected:

When I think about my life, I think about how 

COVID-19 changed things for me. I thought I could 

spend time with my friends and be a parent, but liv-

ing where I do, there aren’t many ways for me to hang 

out with other mothers my age for playdates… I am 

kind of stuck here, which really felt like crap during 

the quarantine. I got so tired of wearing masks at the 

store and not being able to hang out with friends. It 

was very… lonely. I had my husband and my parents, 

but I had to see things like, on Facebook, pictures of my 

friends having fun while I was stuck with my mom at 

the house with a baby. [mother, 28]

Rachel, who was pressured by her father, Geoff, to 
have the baby when an unplanned pregnancy oc-

curred, said she did so because of her family’s reli-
gious beliefs. However, the decision was also over-
seen by her father, who wanted her to keep the baby. 
His reasoning was the family’s religious beliefs. Ra-
chel was not a minor when she got pregnant. She was 
19 years old. Rachel did not want to keep the baby, 
but was convinced to do so by her father, who told 
her that it would make her closer to God. Yet, Rachel 
described how she often wishes she did not have to 
be a mother. In Rachel’s situation, even though she 
expressed a closeness to God after having the baby, 
she still feels like she is missing out and, on occasion, 
wishes she did not have to be a mother or a wife. 

Rachel’s father was initially upset when Rachel got 
pregnant because she was having sex before mar-
riage, but he described how he forgave her and felt 
blessed by the birth of the grandchild, who is now 
elementary school-aged. He described how bless-
ed he felt for the opportunity to have a grandchild 
when he is young enough to spend time with him. 
His reflections emerged in response to a question 
about how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted how 
he felt as a grandparent.

When her mother told me she was pregnant, I was 

very angry. But once the idea settled into my head, 

and she agreed to marry the father, I learned how to 

forgive her. I read scripture and was talked into it by 

her mother who was supportive of her and her deci-

sion to accept responsibility. When he was born, all 

of those negative feelings went away. He was perfect! 

And, I got to spend time with him when I was young 

enough to play and not be too old to play baseball 

with him. Rachel is a very good mother. I couldn’t be 

more proud of her. [grandfather, 49]

Geoff described how proud he was of Rachel and 
how his negative sentiment about her out-of-wedlock 
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pregnancy disappeared after the baby boy was born. 
This baby was, in his mind, perfect and a gift from 
God. Geoff described the role Rachel’s mother played 
in convincing him to forgive Rachel for getting preg-
nant before marriage. In this rural, Roman Catholic 
community, everyone knows everyone else. Geoff de-
scribed thinking about the “stress” of people believ-
ing he is a bad father because his daughter had a baby 
before she was married. He described experiencing 
“stress” about future “embarrassment.” Childcare is 
a community endeavor in Shelville. Many of the par-
ents know each other and attend church community 
events where the children participate. Geoff, although 
happy to be a grandfather, felt he fell short as a man in 
the face of his community, which reads scripture that 
emphasizes the role of fathers as examples, leaders, 
and patriarchs responsible for the entire family. 

Valery, a middle-class grandmother, expressed frus-
tration with how much she was expected to take care 
of her grandchildren. She pointed out that her adult 
children are not grateful for what she does and that 
her husband does not have to do the childcare she 
does. This emerged after she was asked to describe 
a typical day with her grandchildren.

I clean, I cook, I take care of the grandkids, I take care 

of the kids, and my husband doesn’t do anything. My 

daughter works from home, and she can’t be bothered 

to take care of her kids while working from home. If 

I  took one day off, I think the world would implode, 

and I feel like no one appreciates my work. [grand-

mother, 45]

Valery said she was stressed because she had to do 
all the household work and felt unappreciated for 
the work she did. This sentiment of feeling underap-
preciated was similarly expressed by other grand-
mothers and mothers in this sample. 

Calan’s wife, Julie, whose husband lived away from his 
family for work (who described it as a chance to catch 
up with his “buddies” and eat chicken wings), shared 
her feelings about her gender role responsibilities. 

I never thought that my life would be like this! I always 

knew I would do more work around the house, and I al-

ways knew I would do the cooking and cleaning and… 

you know, change the diapers and make sure everyone is 

taken care of… I always thought that my husband would 

live with me! I always worry that he is out… meeting 

other women. Even though I trust him… It still stresses 

me out! [mother, 29]

Julie described her stress about relationship disso-
lution associated with her husband living near his 
workplace during the workweek, a situation he de-
scribed as necessary during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Even though she said she trusted him, she also ex-
pressed fear that he might meet another woman and 
potentially either leave the relationship or fall in love 
with someone else. I asked her to elaborate about this. 

My father cheated on my mother… I always worry about 

that… like, what if he cheated on me or fell in love with 

someone else? I wouldn’t even be able to know what he is 

doing. It kind of makes me feel stressed when he doesn’t 

text me right away. I just get stressed out and feel out of 

control. I am comforted by my mother being around me, 

though. On one hand, she makes me feel more stressed 

by telling me about how dad cheated on her, but she also 

makes me feel less alone. I know it isn’t rational, though… 

I know deep down that he won’t cheat. [mother, 29]

Julie had concerns about being cheated on by her hus-
band while he is away or the possibility of him “fall-
ing in love with someone else.” Her relationship with 
her mother, the grandmother of her children, who 
helps her, is described as a great comfort but, at times, 
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a source of stress, as it hints at what her husband could 
be doing when he was away from home. Julie’s moth-
er did not describe the circumstances of her husband’s 
cheating when I interviewed her, instead describing 
her relationship with her husband as “smooth sail-
ing.” Julie’s husband, Calan, voiced similar concerns in 
terms of worrying about possible cheating. When in-
terviewed, he said he wanted Julie to move closer to his 
job rather than stay in Shelville because he was wor-
ried she might leave him for someone else while he was 
away. Both spouses voiced concerns about fidelity or 
being replaced by someone else. They both expressed 
concerns about staying together in their marriage and 
placed their concerns about possible risks to their rela-
tionships on the other person, not on themselves. Nei-
ther of them said that they entertained other options 
or thought about cheating, but worried that the oth-
er would cheat or “fall in love with someone else.” In 
Calan’s narrative, if this happened, it would be due to 
a personal sacrifice that he made by prioritizing keep-
ing dinner on the table over being home with his fam-
ily every day. Both Calan and Julie said they used the 
time apart to engage in homosocial friendships—Julie 
described her mother as her “very best friend,” and 
Calan said he enjoyed having chicken wings with his 
“buddies.” The stress of not being able to witness what 
their partner does during this time apart, according to 
both Calan and Julie, creates an environment where 
they may let their minds run away with them, stress-
ing about what their partner might be doing when they 
cannot watch them for days. 

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic functioned as a significant 
stressor for rural families, generating a range of stress 
responses among grandparents and their adult chil-
dren. Some of them include stress about relationship 
dissolution, employment, family instability, their chil-

dren’s outcomes, the potential for things not improv-
ing, and the loss of hope. The stressors have in com-
mon that they are associated with unknowable future 
outcomes. The COVID-19 stressor has had a harmful 
effect on the hope of the families in this study. There 
were some examples of positive effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic on family relationships, but its effects were 
mostly perceived negatively and associated with 
stress experienced at the family and individual levels. 
Working-class participants in my study blamed their 
misfortunes on themselves, even though those mis-
fortunes resulted from the COVID-19 pandemic. Their 
“identity narratives” (Destin and Debrosse 2017) were 
characterized by self-blame, which is consistent with 
Tevington’s (2018) finding that many working-class 
people blame themselves for their adverse experienc-
es that are structural in nature, such as a recession or, 
in this case, a pandemic. Rural grandparents and their 
adult children may be less exposed to social others 
who could tell them that the bad things that happen to 
them are part of a large, societally experienced stress-
or. The sample is highly religious (Roman Catholic), 
and within that religion, there is a focus on God de-
ciding what happens and on the importance of living 
life humbly, which could play a role in the self-blame 
expressed by the participants in the study. 

There is a gender component to how stress mani-
fested for my sample. The men in my sample were 
very likely to blame themselves for things like fam-
ily separation and employment problems that were 
clearly caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. They in-
ternalized blame for the decisions they felt they had 
to make about work and family. This theme of self-
blame was less prevalent among middle-class men. 
When the men in my sample described stress, they 
described personal work-related stress, but they did 
not, in a single instance, describe the stress that may 
have been experienced by their partners, parents, 
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Appendix

Interview Protocols

SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE (ADULT CHILDREN)
How often do your parents see their grandchildren?
Where did you grow up?
Where do you live now?
What is your educational background?

or children. Many of the men described their wives 
and partners as either happy to do the childcare or 
as “saints” who do so much for the family, but they 
did not describe it as “stressful” for them, even when 
the women said they were stressed by all of those 
responsibilities. There is a disconnect between the 
narrative some of the men have versus the realities 
expressed by the women in the sample.

The women in the study did not blame themselves 
for the loss of jobs, but did blame themselves for oth-
er misfortunes, such as getting pregnant and having 
a baby, and not being able to keep a husband from 
going to work far away to live. They were more like-
ly to describe isolation and loneliness as their family 
stressors, describing “loneliness” as a personal expe-
rience that causes personal stress and as a stressor 
experienced at the family level. This was expressed 
as feeling “stressed” about having a lack of commu-
nity. Other mothers described feeling stressed by 
the personal isolation they experienced while doing 
childcare and feeling contained and alone when their 
husbands were either at work for the day or for the en-
tire week. Childcare stress, for example, was not de-
scribed by the fathers and grandfathers in the study. 
In sharp contrast, all of the women in this study de-
scribed some degree of stress related to childcare and 
children. This was equally expressed by mothers and 
grandmothers. Fathers often described their work as 

personally stressful, either because the jobs them-
selves were stressful (software engineers were com-
mon in my sample) or because time away from their 
partners and children made them feel their family was 
“getting weak.” Mothers, fathers, grandmothers, and 
grandfathers all voiced concerns about the outcomes 
of the children—their access to quality education, 
their reading scriptures and becoming active mem-
bers of the Roman Catholic church they are all asso-
ciated with, and their development down the “right 
path,” which was described by many of the parents 
and grandparents, both men and women, as a path 
in which their children “know right from wrong” 
and are “good” and not “bad.” Much of this, for them, 
meant valuing their families and reading and follow-
ing the church’s teachings. Both men and women who 
were away from each other described some degree of 
stress associated with potential relationship dissolu-
tion. This left them unable to see what the other was 
doing during the time apart, but also rendered them 
unable to perform their idealized family roles. 

Rural families have unique challenges that were 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 stressor. This study 
contributes to our understanding of how large-scale 
events such as a global pandemic can have a negative 
effect on families and their everyday lives, their rela-
tionships, the way that they care for children, their 
hope, and how they see themselves as individuals.
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What do you do for a living?
Where do your parents live?
What is the education level of your parents?
What do (did) your parents do for a living?
Compare the standard of living of your parents when you were growing up to your current standard of living—is it about the same? 
More comfortable? Less comfortable?

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR ADULT CHILDREN
Who do you consider to be your family?
How would you describe the level of involvement of your parents with your children?
B. How does this compare with your own?
How would you describe your parenting style?
B. How would you compare your parenting style with your parents’?
What do you think makes someone a “good” childcare giver?
What do you think makes someone a “bad” childcare giver?
How would you describe your relationships with your parents? Tell me about a time you disagreed with them.
How would you describe your relationships with your children?
Walk me through a typical day with your children.
Tell me about how the place you live affects your childcare.
	 B. In what ways is it beneficial?
	 C. In what ways is it not beneficial?
Tell me what it is like taking care of the kid(s).
	 B. What do you enjoy?
	 C. What is hard?
What are some challenges you face in providing care to your kids?
	 B. How does caring for children make you feel?
Has COVID-19 had an impact on childcare for you?
	 B. Has COVID-19 impacted how you feel as a parent?	
(You were telling me before) that your parents help you with childcare. What do your parents do for your children?
Does anyone else besides you and your parent(s) help with childcare?
	 B. Who? 
	 C. In what ways do they help with your children?
Have you ever disagreed with your parents about something to do with your children’s care? What happened?
Are there any parts to raising and caring for children that you think should be done by (mothers, fathers, grandparents, others)?

SCREENING QUESTIONNAIRE (GRANDPARENTS)
How often do you see your grandchildren?
Where do you live?
What is your educational background?
What do you (did you) do for a living?
Where did your children grow up?
Where do your children live now?
What is your children’s education level?
What do your children do for a living?
Compare your adult child’s current standard of living to what they were used to growing up—is it about the same? More comfort-
able? Less comfortable?

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR GRANDPARENTS
Who do you consider to be your family?
How would you describe your level of involvement with your grandchildren?
B. How does this compare with your children when they were little?
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How would you describe your grandparenting style?
B. How would you compare your grandparenting style with your children’s parenting style?
What do you think makes someone a “good” childcare giver?
What do you think makes someone a “bad” childcare giver?
How would you describe your relationships with your children?
How would you describe your relationships with your grandchildren?
Walk me through a typical day with your grandchildren.
(You were telling me before) that you help with your grandchildren. How do you help your grandchildren?
Tell me about how the place you live affects your childcare.
	 B. In what ways is it beneficial?
	 C. In what ways is it not beneficial?
Tell me what it is like taking care of the kid(s).
	 B. What do you enjoy?
	 C. What is hard?
Does your role as a childcare provider affect your well-being?
	 B. Physical
	 C. Mental
Has COVID-19 had an impact on childcare for you?
	 B. Has COVID-19 impacted how you feel as a grandparent?	
Does anyone else besides you care for your grandchildren?
	 B. Who? 
	 C. In what ways do they help with your grandchildren?
Have you ever disagreed with your children about something to do with your grandchildren’s care? What happened?
Are there any parts to raising and caring for children that you think should be done by (mothers, fathers, grandparents, others)?

Table 1. Respondent Characteristics

Respondent Characteristics Number Interviewed

Total Number Interviewed 44

Parents 20

Grandparents 24

Marital Status

Married 24

Unmarried 20

Race

White 44

Social Class

Working Class 26

Middle Class 18

Religion

Catholic 28

Non-Religious 16

Note: One father depicted in the family trees declined to be interviewed; all other listed parents participated in interviews.
Source: Self-elaboration.
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Figure 1. Family Trees
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Source: Self-elaboration.
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