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The relationship between children and their 
grandparents is very special. The grandparent 
is a trusted adult who has known the child since 
birth. They are deeply caring and with decades 
of parenting experience, but without the need 
to maintain daily discipline. They are, therefore 
much more likely to provide treats. For an older 
child or teenager, a grandparent often provides 
another listening ear and sound advice. They can 
often act as ‘mediators’ between teenager and 
their parents in times of tension.

When children suddenly find themselves distanced from Grandparents, 

unable to maintain those bonds and relationships, it can be devastating, 

and not only for the children. With more children born to parents who 

are not married and with the increase in matrimonial breakdown, 

sadly often the deterioration of relationships between the adults can 

mean that children also become distanced from their Grandparents, 

especially where their own adult offspring become estranged from 

their children.

Grandparents often feel that there is little that they can do if they are 

prevented from seeing their grandchildren. However, it is increasingly 

accepted that children need to have positive relationships with wider 

family members from both sides of their family, to maintain their 

emotional wellbeing and develop their identity. There may be good 

reasons why one parent is preventing the child from spending time with 

the other, perhaps a problem with drugs or alcohol or domestic abuse; 

but this should not mean that children loose contact with all members 

of that side of the family.

Grandparents can gain an enormous amount of pleasure from their 

grandchildren and suffer terrible loss and pain if those relationships 

are restricted or removed. The middle generation is the gatekeeper 

in almost all situations and if they are not willing to work towards 

mending broken bonds, the grandparent feels powerless.



• A further 21% knew someone within their social circle who 
had access (to grandchildren) restricted

• 66% felt that the parents were being deliberately difficult

• 22% cited divorce or separation as the cause of their alienation

• 34% of those surveyed were unaware of what rights a 
grandparent has

• A further 37% thought that they had seen something about 
grandparents right but didn’t remember the detail

• 62% felt that equal rights for grandparents (equal to 
guardians) should be made law
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The research which was commissioned by IBB Solicitors and 

conducted by independent research agency Atomik Research in 

July 2019, surveyed 2002 grandparents across England, Wales, 

Scotland and Northern Ireland. 

The research reveals a breakdown in the extended UK family 

unit, with more than a third of grandparents (34%) based in 

the North East and three in ten grandparents living in London 

admitting they have been restricted access to seeing their 

grandchildren. The UK average for restricted access was 15%.

The UK average for restricted access with 
34% of grandparents based in the North 
East and 30% living in London admitting 
they have been restricted access to seeing 
their grandchildren.

15%

34%

30%

Diana’s Story

I am an estranged mother from my one and only child, a son 

and from my three grandsons who are now young men.

My story of estrangement and alienation began when my son 

married over twenty-five years ago. At first my relationship 

with my daughter-in-law was normal but gradually as she 

became more secure as a wife and mother my estrangement 

developed, and I found that I was more and more excluded 

from their lives. She had periodic angry outbursts and it 

became evident she did not want me in their lives. As the 

children grew up I was prevented from ever having them to 

stay, visiting them at their schools, letters went unanswered, 

telephone calls became non-existent and visits stopped. 

Both my son and daughter-in-law refused to mediate or tell 

me what the problem was. Silence descended.

The loss of my son is probably the hardest thing that I have 

had to bear as we were close and had a warm and happy 

relationship and I love him very much. I have seen him slowly 

change into someone I don’t recognise, becoming distant 

and silently hostile towards me. It is simply heart-breaking.

Estrangement breaks your spirit and you are left in the 

wilderness to somehow struggle with the emptiness of 

losing your family. It is completely debilitating, and it can be 

detrimental to your physical and mental health. I became 

increasingly unwell due to the emotional strain and became 

desperate to talk to someone who was going through a 

similar experience but found there was no group that I could 

join in my home county. This led me to start a support group 

for grandparents and by being able to share our stories and 

receive compassion and understanding from others who ‘get 

it’ it has saved my life.

Felt that the parents were being 
deliberately difficult.

66%

Cited divorce or separation as 
the cause of their alienation.

Felt that equal rights for 
grandparents (equal to guardians) 
should be made law.

66%

62%

Of those surveyed were unaware of 
what rights a grandparent has.

Thought that they 
had seen something 
about grandparent’s 

rights but didn’t 
remember the detail.

A further

34%

37%



At IBB we believe that it is always best if adults can 
agree a way forward that is best for a child. This can 
be by exploring what concerns each person has and 
using our expertise to look for solutions that address 
those concerns. For example reassuring the parent who 
cares for the children, that the Grandparent will always 
put the children’s welfare first, before any loyalties 
to adult offspring; and ensuring that agreements 
for Grandparents to spend time with children do not 
become ‘back door’ arrangements for the parent who is 
not permitted time with the children. Or if appropriate 
offering to supervise time between the children and 
non-resident parent, so that the first steps towards 
more normal family relationships can begin. Sometimes 
a referral to mediation can assist the adults to reach an 
agreement that takes into account any valid concerns 
and that works well for all concerned.

However sometimes the parent with whom the children 
live simply is not being reasonable, and is actively 
seeking to distance the children not only from the non-
resident parent, but from their wider family as well. This 
can take the form of preventing arrangements from 
being made for the children to see their relatives, talking 
negatively about the other parent and family to the 
children, or even fabricating welfare issues and involving 
professionals. This form of adult behaviour can be very 
damaging to children and lead to emotional difficulties 
in later life. In such cases it may be necessary to make 
an application to the Court and seek the involvement of 
the Children and Families Court Advisory and Support 
Service (CAFCASS) to resolve the issues. 

Grandparents are not currently entitled to make 
an automatic application to the Court for a Child 
Arrangements Order setting out what time the 
children should be made available to spend time 
with them. 

However, an application for leave to apply for an 
Order can be sought, and the Court will consider 
the type of Order sought, the relationship with the 
child, and whether there is likely to be any harm or 
disruption to the child by allowing the application 
to be considered. Courts regularly recognise the 
enormous benefit to the welfare of the child that 
contact with their Grandparents can bring and 
strive to ensure that children remain connected 
with both sides of their family.
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At IBB we advocate that there should be a change in 
the law to recognise the role that Grandparents can and 
should play in the lives of their Grandchildren. There are 
two significant changes to the Children Act 1989 that 
could be implemented to achieve this.

To change section 10 (5) of the Children Act 1989 to 
name Grandparents of the children as within the class 
of persons who have an automatic right to apply for a 
child arrangements order for a child. We believe this 
would remove the barrier of having to seek the leave of 
the Court before making such an application. In our view 
the application for leave can put off Grandparents from 
making an application as they have an additional hurdle 
to cross, and the impression given from the start is that 
their role in the child’s life is given less importance. We 
are not arguing that Grandparent’s substitute the role of 
the parent, but the current position does not reflect the 
unique role that a Grandparent can play in a child’s life.

To extend Section 1 (2A) of the Children Act 1989 to read 
as follows:

“A court, in the circumstances in mentioned in 
subsection (4) (a) or (7), is as respects each parent 
within subsection (6) (a) to presume, unless the contrary 

is shown, that the involvement of that parent OR 
GRANDPARENT in the life of the child concerned will 
further the child’s welfare.”*

We would argue that changing the law to a presumption 
that a grandparent’s involvement in a child’s life (unless 
there are welfare reasons why they should not be) will 
improve their wellbeing and life experience. We believe 
that this change will underpin what we now know to be 
good practice in the emotional development of children, 
namely that to form a positive sense of their identity that 
they need to know both sides of their family and where 
they ‘come from’.

* Note – section1 (6) (a) would also need to be amended 
to refer to a grandparent.
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