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Introduction and Objectives
This study investigates how “grandfamilies,” families in which grandparents assume 

caregiving responsibilities for a grandchild, negotiate and apply familial labels for identity 
formation. About 2.7 million grandparents in the United States are the primary caregivers for 
a grandchild (Generations United, 2014). This study seeks to:

1) Explain how grandfamilies apply familial labels as a function of identity formation.

2)  Discuss the unique challenges grandfamilies face in the United States, including 
navigating family dynamics.

3)  Explore how grandparent caregivers navigate and often balance the dual identity of 
parent and grandparent. 

Literature Review
Scholarship has examined parental labeling within the context of foster care (Surbeck, 2003) 
and labeling as a component of identity in adoptive families (Colaher, Hallwell, & Guignon, 
2014). However, no known research has broached how grandfamilies negotiate identity 
through labeling.

Methodology
This study applied identity theory framework to key informant interviews (N = 20) with 
grandparents identified as primary caregivers for at least one grandchild. Identity theory 
framework posits that members of social groups use names and labels as a way of 
communicating roles within the group. Thus, it suggests, “naming invokes meanings in the 
form of expectations with regards to others’ and one’s own behaviors” (Stets & Burke, 2000, 
p. 225). The researchers also conducted an inductive thematic analysis on the interviews.

Discussion/Conclusions
Grandfamilies face unique challenges in navigating identities and family dynamics. 

Elizabeth reported, “they [her granchildren] didn’t know we were grandparents until a 
couple of months ago. ... It was a really hard time on us. We went through a lot with them, 
and I just wanted some stability and to let these kids grow up as normal as they could and 
not have to deal with adult issues as such a young age.” 

Cassie says, “I’ve got four grandchildren total, and all of them call me ‘Meme’ except 
Heather [name changed for privacy]. She calls me ‘mommy.’ ... She decided to call me that 
on her own because ... she asked me one day, ‘Meme, what is a mommy?’ I explained to her 
mommies take care of their babies. ... She looks at me and says, ‘I guess that makes you my 
mommy because you’re the one that has always taken care of me.’ ‘Well, yeah, kind of sort 
of, but I’m still your grandma, and I’m Meme.’ She says, ‘Nope. You’re my mommy.’”

Cassie goes on to explain how she navigates her dual identity as both a parent and 
grandparent. She says, “Heather calls me mommy, but I refer to myself as Meme. Example: 
‘Mommy, will you come here?’ ‘Yes, Heather, Give Meme just a second , and I’ll be right 
there.’”

Inductive thematic analysis conducted on the key informant interviews revealed themes 
of identity duality, labeling correction, and submission to child preference. Grandparents 
approach the duality of their identities differently, each providing insight into the complex 
nature of labeling and identity in grandfamilies. 

Results

Data analysis found that 30% of grandparents (n = 6) were labeled by all grandchildren 
they cared for using names traditionally reserved for parents (i.e. mom and dad). 
Fifty percent (n = 10) were labeled using traditional grandparent names (i.e. grandma 
and grandpa). Twenty percent (n = 4) reported a divide in labeling between multiple 
grandchildren they cared for. Photo by Donny Ray Jones. Image courtesy of Flickr.


