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About Grandfamilies

• Grandfamilies: grandparents 
acts as primary caregivers 
instead of through peripheral 
role (Cox, 2000)

• More than 7 million 
grandparents in U.S. live 
co-reside with 
grandchildren
– 2.6 million grandparents 

are primary caregiver
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2016)

– Variety of reasons



About Grandfamilies

Unique Challenges
– 34% have no parent 

involvement
– Informal/formal caregiving 

arrangements (foster care, 
adoption, etc.)

– Almost 20% live in poverty
– Higher rates of 

mental/physical health 
issues

– Can be challenges to 
communication/healthy 
family functioning

(U.S. Census Bureau)



Grandfamily Roles and Identity

• Grandfamilies 
vulnerable to 
blurred “subsystem 
boundaries” (Bartram, 1996)

• Grandparents 
experience 
“dissonance” in 
moving between 
roles (Backhouse & Graham, 2012) 



Grandfamily Labeling

• No known research on grandfamily 
labeling

• Looked to adoption/foster care 
literature

• Some research looks at these 
families and attachment, identity

• Foster care: “Mom” used as 
protective strategy
• Children active participants in 

framing relationship with 
caregiver (Surbeck, 2003)

• Loyalty conflicts between 
biological mother and foster 
mother (Eitzen and McIntosh, 2004)



Framework: Identity Theory

• Evoked in previous grandfamily study 
(Backhouse & Graham, 2012 )

• Identification: “the self is reflexive in that it can 
take itself as an object and can categorize, 
classify, or name itself in particular ways in 
relation to other social categories or 
classifications” (Stets & Burke, 2000, p. 224) 

• identity emerges through names/labels 
(McCall & Simmons, 1987) 

• labels symbolically produce social expectations 
regarding behavior within group (Stryker, 1980)



Research Questions

RQ1: How do 
grandfamilies apply 
familial labels as a 
function of identity 
formation?

RQ2: How are these labels 
negotiated between the 
grandchild, the 
grandparent, and in some 
cases, the birth parents?



Method

• Key informant interviews; 
part of larger study

• Self-identified as a 
primary caregiver for at 
least one grandchild 
within the last 12 months

• Snowball sampling
• N = 21  
• Interview average = 93 

minutes; 31 hours 
interviews



Participant Demographics 
 N % Mean (SD)
Age   55.71 (8.14)
Annual Income   $52,313.22 (28,939.54)
Gender     
     Male 4 19%   
     Female 17 81%   
Race/Ethnicity     
     Caucasian 15 71.5%   
     Black or African American 2 9.5%   
     Hispanic or Latin American 1 4.75%   
     Pacific Islander 1 4.75%   
     American Indian 2 9.5%   
Marital Status     
     Married 13 60%   
     Divorced/Separated 5 25%   
     Widowed 3 15%   
Education Level     
     Doctorate 1 4.75%   
     Master’s 2 9.5%   
     Bachelor’s 5 23.75%   
     Associate’s 1 4.75%   
     Some College 5 23.75%   
     Technical 6 28.5%   
     High School 0 0%   
     Less than Primary 1 4.75%   



Data Analysis

• 3 Phases: Grounded Theory approach (Glaser and Strauss, 1967)

• Applied techniques of inductive thematic analysis 
(Boyatzis, 1998) 

1) Sorted participants into labels
• Parental Labels (Mom/Dad)
• Grandparent Labels (Grandma/Grandpa)
• Split Labels 

2) Open coding across categories
• Identity Duality, Labeling Strategies, and Labeling Conflicts. 

3) Line-by-line reading; coding into themes/subthemes



Findings

• How grandfamilies applied labels.
• Emergent themes surrounding this process.
– Identity Duality
– Labeling Strategies
– Labeling Conflict



Applied Labels

• Parent Label (Mom/Dad): 33%; N = 7

• Grandparent Label (Grandma/Grandpa): 48%; 
N = 10

• Split Label: 19%; N = 4
– Either through “habits of slipping” or 

strategically



Parent Label (33%; N = 7)

“You know, (my husband) and I are all she’s ever 
known. She started calling me ‘Mama’ from the 
time she spoke.” 



Grandparent Label (48%; N= 10)

“I did not want the children calling me ‘Mommy’ 
because they had a Mom.” 



Split Labels (19%; N = 4) - Slippage

“Sometimes if we’ve been coloring or doing 
homework involving something concentrating on 
something, she’ll turn around and say, “No, 
mom” … and then she’ll stop and realize I’m not 
her mom. … I’m sorry I call you mom, but I love 
you like my mom.”



Split Labels (19%; N = 4) - Strategic 
Application

“He called me ‘Mama’ unless he really, really 
wanted something, and then I was ‘Grandma’ … 
He calls me ‘Mama’ most of the time, and 
yesterday he says, “‘Grandma, I need a model 
train. Can you buy me a model train, Grandma.’”



Identity Duality

• I help her with bath, and shampoo her hair, and 
comb it, and braid it, and fix her breakfast, and 
say prayers with her, and help her with 
schoolwork, and doctor herknees when they 
have boo boos, and go to her dance 
performances, and every little thing that a mom 
is supposed to do. I do all those things plus I get 
to do … some grandma things. 



Identity Duality - Grief and Opportunity

“It was hard to give up what we had planned for 
our futures to raise grandchildren; that wasn’t in 
our plans”



Identity Duality - Grief and Opportunity

“Because you have to be the parent, you don’t get 
to be the grandparent who gets to say, “Oh, let’s 
have milk and cookies today” or, you know, 
whatever, “Stay up late and let’s snuggle and 
watch a movie” or whatever. You know, you have 
to be someone that sets the boundaries and makes 
sure they know where the boundaries are. But 
there are days that I just say, “Heck with it. 
Today’s going to be a grandma day. We’re doing 
what we want to do.”



Identity Duality - Grief and Opportunity

“All the things that I wished I would’ve done or 
said to my own children most definitely came out 
in me this time.”

“My favorite saying is, ‘I wish I had all the 
knowledge of now but the physical energy of then 
(when parenting her children).’”



Labeling Strategies - Correction

 Correction: Redirection of the grandchild from a 
parent label to a grandparent label.

“(The biological mother) tried to explain to (my 
granddaughter) why she’s not my daughter. She 
didn’t grow up in my belly.”



Labeling Strategies - Submission

Submission: All interviewees except one reported

submitting to the child’s preference of label.

“In talking to the child psychologist… she said we 
don’t know what she went through because she’s 
too little to tell us, so we don’t know. There’s no 
signs of lasting damage, nothing that I can see. 
She says, ‘So for you to reject what she’s calling 
you may do a lot more harm than any good. 
Leave her alone.’ So we did.”  



Labeling Conflicts

The submission to the children’s preferred 
label doesn’t stop external or internal conflict 
from arising.

Sources of external conflict: Birth parents, 
attorneys, coworkers

Sources of internal conflict: Grief of 
re-adopting the parent role, stress about 
label’s implications for family structure



Labeling Conflicts (External/Internal)

• Birth Parents
– She went nuts the first time she heard (my 

granddaughter) call me Mom … She has had to come to 
terms with the fact that it’s not all about her, and we’re 
trying to do what’s best for Kendal, and Kendal’s family 
looks like a woman with gray hair and a man with not 
so much hair.

• Attorneys, social workers
– My lawyer, she told me, ‘Do not encourage (the 

granddaughter) to call you “Mommy,” which I never 
have … Even when my husband will say something to 
me, he’ll (correct her and) say, “Meme.”



Labeling Conflicts (External/Internal)

• Some grandparents unhappy with roles
– They’re resentful. They’re angry. 

• Worried about birth parents
– I tell (my granddaughter) this book is a special book, you 

should read it with your dad. I want her to have the 
connection with her dad. I want to have the special 
connection with her mom. But I also share those things 
with her.



Conclusion

• The negotiation of labels and roles in grandfamilies is a 
complex, messy process.

• Labels attempt to create structure within a blurred 
pre-existing family hierarchy, but children largely dictate 
labels. Age and biological parental involvement seem to be 
major indicators of labels, but future research needs to 
address this in more depth.

• The application of these labels creates a source of conflict for 
grandfamilies who already face many challenges.
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