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The Oxford Dictionary defines Seniority as “the fact or state of  being older.” This serial, digital magazine is 
about those who are older. It will be a periodic examination of  various issues related to aging. It will address 
subject matter that we have found to be of  vital importance in enhancing our understanding of  the paradigm 
that is senior hunger in America. There are many predictors of  senior hunger and each must be examined and 
discussed in order to effectuate the change that needs to occur in order to ameliorate hunger among seniors 
once and for all.

The Oxford Dictionary also defines Seniority as “a privileged position earned by reason of  longer service.” 
We at NFESH have been privileged to work long on behalf  of  older Americans, and through our research and 
communications mechanisms such as this magazine we hope to continue to do so for many years.

We would like to hear from you. Tell us about this article. Tell us what kinds of  articles you would like to 
see us include and issues you would like us to highlight in the future. Be a part of  the conversation. By working 
together we can end senior hunger.



When I first became a grandparent, I was told the 
following: “Hey, welcome to the most expensive, 
least exclusive club you will ever join.” And what joy it 
has been for me: grandparents and grandchildren go 
together like peanut butter and jelly. The joy of  just 
being in their presence almost makes a grandparent 
feel like skipping having children and going straight 
to grandchildren. 

But that’s not quite how it is for many American 
grandparents and grandchildren. In 2011, 7.7 million 
children in the United States – one in 10 – were 
living with a grandparent. Unlike with me, they don’t 
get to send their grandchildren home when they get 
tired or when their grandchild needs a diaper change 
or when they get hungry and you have to feed them.

Life has changed in America. Over 70% of  
children who live with a grandparent are living either 
below the poverty line, at it, or just above it. The joys 
of  grandparenting I experience are tempered in so 
many homes in America by the needs of  caring for 
and feeding young children. Yet a grandparents’ need 
to care for him or herself  is often overwhelming as 
well. 

We at Sesame Workshop have always focused on 
young children with the goal of  trying to help each 
child reach his or her full potential – emotionally, 
socially, physically, and mentally.  For the past 
decade, we at Sesame Workshop have created 
multiple programs designed to help children start on 
a trajectory of  healthy habits of  good nutrition and 
exercise. 

It is critical that young children develop healthy 
habits at a young age if  they are going to achieve 
their full potential. Today, we pledge our support to 
those millions of  children whose grandparents play 
a critical role in their development.  

Our work with the National Foundation to 
End Senior Hunger (NFESH) is an extension of  
our Healthy Habits for Life and Food for Thought: 
Eating Well on a Budget initiatives. These initiatives 
provide parents and caregivers with strategies and 
educational materials to ensure their children are 
living a healthy, nutritious lifestyle, no matter their 
economic background. The Founder, President 
and CEO of  NFESH, Enid Borden, served as 
an advisor to Sesame Workshop for the Food for 
Thought initiative. We’re excited that we are able 
to continue to work together to find appropriate 
and powerful ways to promote healthy habits and 
celebrate intergenerational care.

The health of  children and seniors is important 
to everyone here at Sesame Workshop. To support 
one you must support the other: a child is nurtured 
best within a circle of  care.  By working together with 
NFESH we will strive to ensure that grandparents 
are empowered to provide their grandchildren with 
the care and support they need while not denying 
themselves their own necessary nutrition.
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Executive Vice President of  Education, Research and Outreach
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Grandparents provide the first line of  defense for 
U.S. children whose parents cannot care for them. 
Although many people think most of  these needy 
children are being cared for by non-relatives in the 
child welfare system, in fact, five times as many 
children are being raised by their grandparents 
(Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2013; U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2013a).

The outcomes for children raised by grandparents 
are quite good. Despite much lower financial 
resources, children raised by their grandparents 
have health and behavior outcomes similar to 
children who live with both their biological parents 
(Solomon and Marx, 1995).  Children who move 
in with grandparents because of  a parental crisis 
do not face the same level of  disruption or social 
stigma that placement in a non-kinship foster home 
can entail.  Children living with grandparents are 
usually in a familiar environment and in a culturally 
similar milieu; furthermore, they retain ongoing 
contact with their other kin.  Grandparents who 
step forward to provide care are usually willing to 
take in all the siblings.  It is very difficult for several 
siblings to be placed together in non-relative foster 
care (Casey Family Program, 2003).

Grandparent caregivers reap the benefit of  
greater closeness with their grandchildren (Fuller-
Thomson & Minkler, 2001) and have the satisfaction 
that they are keeping the family together (Minkler and 
Roe, 1993).  However, the toll of  caregiving on the 
grandparents can be substantial. Research indicates 

that grandparents raising their grandchildren have 
disproportionately high rates of  depression (Burton, 
1992a; Fuller-Thomson, Minkler, & Driver, 1997b; 
Kelley et al., 2000), limitations in their daily activities 
(Kelley et al., 2000; Minkler & Fuller-Thomson, 
1999), social isolation, and decreased life satisfaction 
(Shore & Hayslip, 1994) in comparison to their non-
caregiving peers. These negative outcomes are most 
pronounced among grandparents living in poverty.

In the U.S. in 2012, 2.7 million grandparents 
are responsible for meeting the daily needs of  their 
grandchildren.  Of  these, 657,000 had a disability 
and 594,000 were living under the poverty line (U.S. 
Census, 2013b).  Research indicates that grandparent 
caregivers are more likely to be poor and disabled 
than their non-caregiving peers and this holds true 
for the general population, as well as for specific 
ethnic groups including African Americans and 
American Indian/Alaskan Native (Fuller-Thomson 
& Minkler, 2005; Fuller-Thomson, Minkler, & 
Driver, 1997; Minkler & Fuller-Thomson, 1999; 
Minkler & Fuller-Thomson, 2005).

 When faced with raising young grandchildren, 
many older adults make considerable sacrifices. For 
those who stay in the workforce, the high costs of  
daycare places an unexpected burden on their pre-
retirement savings. Retired custodial grandparents 
face increased costs of  food, clothing and larger 
accommodation can overwhelm a fixed income 
and quickly eat into savings that were intended to 
last throughout the retirement years. Some working 

it never crossed my mind to Get oUtside help- we jUst Used everythinG Up so Fast!  they were 
pUny babies and they needed special milk and so many diFFerent thinGs – we …didn’t even 
think aboUt how we were GoinG to make it in the lonG rUn. we spent everythinG we had … 
                                                              Grandmother raising two grandsons, (Minkler & Roe,  1993, p. 84)     
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grandparents are forced into early retirement with 
the concomitant impact of  reduced pension and 
decreased time to save for the future.

As a 76 year old grandmother articulated, 
raising her infant great-grandchild in the context 
of  extreme poverty caused her almost intolerable 
strain, including severe insomnia:

When you have to live off  benefits such as SSI and 
Social Security . . . if  anything goes wrong, then you’re in real 
trouble because you can’t earn anything.  That has worried 
me a lot lately.  When you get older and you don’t qualify for 
loans, the pressure sets in . . . You take your little resources 
and you suffer behind them because you’re not able to pay your 
water bill and things like that, and that’s the situation I’m in. 
(Minkler and Roe,1993, p. 86).  

These day-to-day hardships result in 
grandparents’ skimping on necessities, including 
food.  Once the grandchildren are fed, sometimes 
meals cannot stretch to feed the older adults.  The 
recent State of  Senior Hunger in America report 
presents the scope of  this problem (Gunderson 
& Ziliak, 2013):  one-third of  older adults (34.9%) 
living with a grandchild was under threat of  hunger 
in 2011.  This rate is two and a half  times that 
found among their peers who were not grandparent 
caregivers (14.3%).

Despite their great need, impoverished 
grandparent caregivers appear to be facing substantial 
barriers in accessing a wide range of  social services 
to which they are entitled.  Only 16% of  grandparent 
caregiving households that are below the poverty line 
are receiving public assistance. Fourteen percent of  
poor grandparent households receive SSI payments, 
increasing to approximately one third for poor 
grandparents with disabilities (Fuller-Thomson, & 
Minkler, 2006).   Despite the fact that thirty percent 
of  poor renters are living in overcrowded condition, 
three in every five households of  impoverished 
renters are not receiving subsidized housing (Fuller-
Thomson, & Minkler, 2003). Less than half  of  
eligible households receive food stamps and only 
two-thirds of  eligible children receive subsidized 

school lunches (Fuller-Thomson, & Minkler, 2006).   
There are several innovative ideas which 

may improve food stamp utilization rates among 
grandparent caregivers. Locating mobile and/
or satellite food stamp offices in lower income 
neighborhoods would be helpful (Martin et al., 2003), 
as would increasing collaboration with community 
partners, such as faith-based organizations, seniors 
centers and health organizations (Food Research 
and Action Centre, 2006).  Older adults are 
particularly concerned with the stigma of  welfare, 
so locating food stamp application sites in locations 
distinct from welfare offices may make it more 
acceptable to apply (Fuller-Thomson & Redmond, 
2008). The application process can be dauntingly 
complicated for many older adults, so researchers 
suggest decreasing the reading level and length of  
the application form (Martin et al., 2003). 

Notwithstanding the personal sacrifices, most 
grandparents report that they are proud to provide 
a stable home and unconditional love for their 
grandchildren. As one grandmother so eloquently 
stated about the beloved grandchildren in her care, 
Well, I would like to dance at his wedding.  I really, really 
hope the creator touches me so I can live … (to) see them 
become the fine adults I know they are going to be.”
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