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Unlocking the potential of
family networks

93

Introduction
For some children, care will always be the best option and Chapters Five and Six of this report
set out how we can transform the care system. However, many children should and could safely
– with the right help – remain within their family network rather than enter care. Growing up
within a family network means retaining a strong sense of identity, culture and place, which young
people have told the review is often lost or significantly diluted through care. A child living with
their grandparents, aunt or uncle is unlikely to have to rely on social workers to recount their lifestory, nor grow up with carers who have very different family or cultural values. While foster and
residential care will come with an end date, with young people often having to set out in the world
alone, staying within a family network, usually known as kinship care, is significantly more likely to
mean children grow up with love, and retain those loving relationships throughout their whole life.

In this chapter we make a series of recommendations to:
• establish family group decision making as a family’s legal right68
• create a new arrangement to support and oversee care from wider
family networks
• ensure families get the financial and practical support they need to
care for children without having to register as foster carers
• help kinship carers get access to legal advice and guidance
• provide support for kinship carers of all types in their local communities

The case for kinship care
Well supported kinship care is associated with better adult outcomes in health, earnings and
family life than other types of non-parental care:
•

a 2021 report by University College London showed lower rates of long term illness and
higher rates of employment for adults with a history of kinship care compared to those
that grew up in foster or residential care (Sacker et al., 2021a)

•

children who leave care through a Special Guardianship Order (SGO) or Child Arrangement
Order (CAO) achieve better outcomes and make better progress than children in care. In 2021,
the average Attainment 8 score for those who left care on a Special Guardianship Order was
33.5 compared to 22.2 for looked after children (Department for Education, 2022a)

68 Family group decision making is a generic term that includes a number of approaches in which family members are brought
together to make decisions about how to care for their children. Family Group Conferencing is the most widely used in the UK
and brings a child’s wider family together to agree a plan to support their child, before decisions are made about their future.

•

kinship care also helps to preserve important sibling relationships. Of sibling groups in
care living together, 23% were living in family and friends foster care, more than double
the proportion of all children in care (11%)69 (Ashley et al., 2015a)

Types of ‘kinship care’ arrangement
The legal framework underpinning kinship care is complex, and there are many types
of arrangements which could properly be defined as ‘kinship care’. There are some
recommendations in this report which apply to all kinship carers, and some which apply
to those carers who have specific types of arrangement. We have sought to define the
four most common types of kinship care arrangements below:

Informal arrangements

4.0

Informal kinship care is where a person is looking after a child, but they have not been
granted parental responsibility through the courts, this is usually a family member. The
child is not ‘looked after’ by the local authority and informal arrangements are made
between the child’s parents (or someone else who has parental responsibility for them)
and the kinship carer.

Kinship carers with a Child Arrangement Order
A Child Arrangement Order (CAO) is a type of legal order where the court decides where a
child will live or who a child can spend time with and for how long. The order that describes
who the child will live with (previously known as a residence order) is a common way for family
members to care for a child – although the vast majority of Child Arrangement Orders are
granted to parents in separation and divorce cases (who are out of scope of this review). The
person named in a Child Arrangement Order shares parental responsibility for the child with
the birth parents and can make the most important decisions about the child in partnership
with the parents.

Kinship carers with a Special Guardianship Order
A Special Guardianship Order (SGO) is a permanent legal order where the court appoints
a carer – usually a relative or friend – as the ‘special guardian’ of a child until they turn 18.
The special guardian shares parental responsibility for the child with the parents, but has
‘enhanced’ parental responsibility which in practice means that they can make nearly all
decisions about the child.

Looked after by the local authority and placed with kinship foster carers
Kinship foster carer is when a friend or family member becomes a foster carer for a child.
This is different to other forms of kinship care as the child is then considered looked after,
and the carer will not have parental responsibility. In these arrangements kinship carers
are trained, paid and subject to monitoring in the same way as other foster carers.

69

These children are classified as ‘looked after’ even though they reside with family members or friends.
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Thousands of family members up and down the country already provide full or part-time care
for their grandchildren, brothers, sisters, nieces and nephews. Many of these arrangements are
informal private arrangements and rightly exist without any involvement from the state and
occur when the child’s birth parents have died, become estranged or simply because it helps
provide care in times of wider family crisis. There are also family members that provide longer
term and permanent care in more formal arrangements. As of 31 March 2018 there were over
25,000 children estimated as living in families that have sought a Special Guardianship Order
(SGO) through the courts which confers legal parental responsibility for the child on the family
member (Children’s Commissioner, 2019).

International and national variation
International studies suggest that, comparatively, we do not consider kinship care as an option
readily enough in the UK. In Australia, almost half of all children recorded in care were living
in formal kinship care, and in some European countries the rate is reported to be as high as
three-quarters of all children who cannot remain with their birth parents (Hallett et al, 2021;
Stein, 2009). The US has placed a strong emphasis on kinship care and in a comparative
study of countries with similar welfare systems was the only country to see a decline in the
number of children in care (Gilbert, 2012). In England, new research commissioned by the
review demonstrates a high degree of variation in the use of kinship care across different local
authority areas.

Fig 1: Regional use of SGOs relative
to all children leaving care across local
authorities in 2019/20
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Reliable data does not exist on the number of SGO and CAO kinship carers, but when looking
at the rate at which children cease to be in care through Special Guardianship Orders granted
to friends and relatives, there is significant range between different local authorities (between
2% and 27% of all children leaving care in 2019/20)(What Works Centre for Children’s Social
Care, 2022d). Other research also indicates that a third of Designated Family Judge areas
departed significantly from national trends in the use of Special Guardianship Orders at the
end of public proceedings, and there was significant within region variability. Whilst further
research is needed to explain this variation, a number of hypotheses have been put forward
to explain this, such as differences in professional cultures and decision making across court
circuits (Harwin et al., 2019).

A system that overlooks the potential of family networks

4.0

Rather than supporting strong family arrangements that can provide love and safety for children,
we are spending significantly more on care. Children in care are estimated to cost an average
of £70,900 to wider public services per year (The independent review of children’s social care,
2021) and our recommendations are designed to help services ask: “If we used some of the
money from care to help support a family solution, would it be in the child’s best interest?”.
Taking on responsibility for children places financial burdens on kinship carers. In order to seek
support from the state, kinship carers are forced into an unenviable choice between having
parental responsibility for their family member but receiving no support (as a Special Guardian
or through a Child Arrangement Order), or becoming a foster carer to get financial support but
handing parental responsibility to the local authority.
In order to support extended family members to take on the care of a child, the current system
drives families towards becoming foster carers in order to gain access to financial (fostering
allowances) and practical support. This creates an officious and regulated position for the
kinship carer, who is expected to follow practices designed for foster carers who probably do
not know the child. It also creates an artificial and confusing home environment for the child.
We need to support family networks to help their relatives before children may need to enter
care. Some local authorities have embraced a term for this – ‘shared care’ – which usually
involves extended family, foster carers or residential children’s homes providing extra help and
care for parents and children. Analysis of the most recent available data shows that, of all the
section 31 (Care and Supervision Order) proceedings brought to court between 2010/11 and
2016/17, 68% (94,891) did not result in a care order being made, although most resulted in
another form of order (Harwin et al., 2019). The review believes that many court proceedings
that did not result in a Care Order could have been avoided if a shared care arrangement had
been considered and supported at an earlier stage.
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Leila & Kieran
Kinship made us the young adults we are today
At the age of 45 with an 11-year-old at home, our grandparents unexpectedly took in both of
us (twin brother and sister) at six months old. This can’t have been easy, however they did it
with no questions asked.
Our grandma had to give up work to look after us. Something we imagine she never thought
she would have to do after raising three of her own children.
We were always aware that we didn’t have the “typical” family setup. However, we were raised
in a loving and secure one. We have always been grateful to our grandparents for trying to make
our lives as normal as possible even when facing challenges that other families wouldn’t.
Our relationship with our parents hasn’t been the easiest. Our mum stopped having contact
with us when we were seven after spending many years dipping in and out as she felt like it.
As for our dad, we haven’t had the healthiest relationship due to his addictions, which meant
he wasn’t always the nicest person to have around and was quite aggressive at times when
he would show up.
We have never considered ourselves as in care as we grew up with family and were surrounded by
extended family. However, we understand that we faced similar circumstances that a child in care
may have been through but we were lucky enough to be taken in by our grandparents.
Our grandparents have always pushed us to be the best people we can be. They have helped us to
pursue the things we love even if it meant having to sacrifice something they wanted or enjoyed.
We have been very lucky that they were so dedicated and resourceful to provide us with a
childhood we wouldn’t have been able to afford.
Without the generosity of our grandparents, we don't know how either of our lives would have
panned out, but we know it would be nothing like it is now and we would likely have ended
up in care at some stage.
Kinship care has shaped both of us into the young adults we are today!

4.1 Making better use of family networks
If they [children's services] could have disclosed information to wider family earlier, you
could avoid going to care. Parents want to keep it a secret. Families could be encouraged
to talk with the rest of the family more with the support of a social worker.”
- Care experienced young person

A new legal right to family group decision making

4.1

When considering the best option for a child the system too often overlooks the most immediate
and closest solution by not spending enough time and effort finding family members that
could provide a safe, stable and loving home. Despite statutory guidance recommending the
use of Family Group Conferencing (Department for Education, 2014), too often this does not
happen at all before a child is taken into care, or happens too late in the process when care is
rapidly becoming the only option.
One case file study of Special Guardianship Orders found that only 37% had a Family Group
Conference, whilst another study of care proceedings reported only 39% of cases having had a
family group conference before care proceedings commenced (Harwin et al., 2019; Masson et al.,
2019). The importance of identifying family members who could be carers and offered support
before the start of proceedings has also been reinforced by the recent work of the Public Law
Working Group (Public law working group, 2021). Family Group Conferencing is one effective
model of family group decision making but the quality of delivery is critical to the success of the
family group decision making process (What Works Centre for Children’s Social Care, n.d.).
A new legal entitlement to family group decision making should be introduced before a case
reaches the Public Law Outline (PLO), so that a family led alternative plan for taking care of the
child can be considered before a Care Order is presented by the local authority to the court.
There will be circumstances where care proceedings need to be brought to court urgently
and family group decision making has not taken place. In these circumstances, new legislation
mandating family group decision making must be flexible enough to allow for this to happen
with an expectation that this is fully explained to the court.

Recommendation: Government should introduce legislation which makes
the use of family group decision making mandatory before a family reaches
Public Law Outline. The features and delivery practice of effective family
group decision making should also be included in the National Children’s
Social Care Framework
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Leeds City Council
A family valued approach to kinship care
On its journey from a struggling department of children’s services to one rated ‘Good’ by
Ofsted in 2015 and ‘Outstanding’ in 2018 and in 2022, Leeds introduced a new model of
restorative practice called Family Valued. At its core lay an ethos of working with families,
rather than working to them, to put services on a sustainable footing.
A key element was the expansion of the Family Group Conference (FGC) service to
enable families to address their difficulties and identify resources in the family network for
children with safeguarding concerns. The programme’s evaluation found evidence of the
effectiveness of FGCs in providing improved outcomes through coordination of support, a
restorative approach, and effective perpetrator work, and found a statistically significant
reduction in the number of children in care over the lifetime of the programme. A cost
benefit analysis in the Family Valued evaluation found an average saving of £755 per
family when compared to ‘business as usual’ social work without FGCs, due to families
spending less time in the system (Mason et al., 2017).
For children who cannot remain with their parents, Leeds has prioritised kinship care
and put emphasis on the benefits of keeping children in contact with their family, their
heritage and community. To do so, the council has:
•

developed a workforce with a skillset responsive to the needs of kinship carers such as
good negotiation skills, family finding skills and the ability to manage family dynamics
and conflicts in a culturally responsive way

•

adapted support and assessment in recognition of kinship carers’ needs, for example
through bespoke teams to help this cohort navigate the services

•

improved the support offer for kinship carers, including peer support groups and
access to financial allowances
Family ties may only be severed in very exceptional circumstances and that everything
must be done to preserve personal relations and, where appropriate, to ‘rebuild’ the
family. It is not enough to show that a child could be placed in a more beneficial
environment for his upbringing. However, where the maintenance of family ties
would harm the child’s health and development, a parent is not entitled under article
8 to insist that such ties be maintained.”70

To ensure family group decision making processes remain focused on the best interests of all
parties, and ultimately those of the child, as part of recommendations in Chapter Three (around
increasing parental engagement in child protection) local authorities should offer adults access
to parental representation and children should have an independent advocate to ensure their
views are heard and to enable the process to be genuinely family led.
70 A (A Child), Re (Rev 1) [2015] EWFC 11, (EWFC (HCJ) 17 February 2015). https://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWFC/HCJ/2015/11.htm

•

family members or family friends providing additional and substantial care for the child via
a funded Family Network Plan

•

long term support from services, material help with day to day living or changes to
housing

•

shared care with a foster carer or with residential care, who would also help the birth
family with parenting support and advice

•

a longer term and permanent option for family care through Special Guardianship or Child
Arrangement Order

•

a local authority led plan for care and the child becoming looked after, where a Family Network
Plan is not going to work or be possible. Even in these circumstances, the family group decision
making process should identify adults known to the child (e.g. teachers, community workers or
the parents of a child’s friend) who might be willing to foster

4.1

During a family group decision making process, the local authority should fully support wider
family members who could provide short term care or longer term care options for their kin.
The family group decision making process could result in a number of outcomes, such as:

If agreement is reached between the family and local authority that a family led alternative to
care is in the best interests of the child, a new type of plan – a Family Network Plan – should
be formed which sets out:
•

the intended purpose of the plan and success measures

•

the length of the plan and review points at which progress against success measures will
be reviewed

•

the purpose and duration of any accommodation provided as part of the plan

•

detail of any practical and financial support that will be provided to individuals named in
the plan, when it will be provided and for how long

•

detail of any additional support to address the needs of the child or individual with parental
responsibility throughout the duration of the plan, including educational, psychological,
and therapeutic support

•

any bespoke monitoring and supervision arrangements that will need to be carried out by
the local authority to ascertain the child’s welfare

As well as Family Network Plans being used as a route to keep children within their family network
and avoid them entering care, they also offer an opportunity to aid reunification between children
in care and their birth family. Currently, too many attempts at reunification fail because they are
inadequately planned or supported (Hood et al., 2022). Family group decision making processes
and Family Network Plans could also offer a way for wider family members to play a role in
reunifying children in care with family where it is in the child’s best interest. This would require a
new process of family group decision making specifically aimed at supporting reunification.
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Harry
Having the support of his grandmother
made a huge difference
Harry, aged 9, lives with his mum Mary, and his two sisters. They all live together in his
grandmother, Paula’s, house following allegations Harry had made against his father of sexual
abuse. Although Paula supported Mary and Harry as best she could, she had a full-time job
which meant she was unable to support Mary with childcare or fully support the family to deal
with the significant upheaval which had occurred. When Harry disclosed the sexual abuse,
there was a significant decline in his mental and emotional health. His school advised they
found it hard to manage Harry’s behaviour, and requested a managed move to an educational
provision more able to meet his needs. Harry’s relationship with his mum was very strained,
he often discussed having nightmares and said he didn’t feel safe. As part of the Child in
Need plan, there was support from health and educational professionals, and Intensive Family
Support Services (IFSS).
Initially, Harry's mum felt confident in keeping him safe with the support from the IFSS and,
for a while, things improved. However, Harry struggled to cope with what had happened
and his behaviour became increasingly challenging. He spent time in hospital and was Police
Protected because of the risk of harm to himself and others. This left his mum feeling helpless
and added to Harry’s trauma. Harry was seen by CAMHS on a number of occasions who
advised that his behaviours were environmental and not as a result of his mental health. Most
of the services were concluding that they were unable to provide the support that Harry and
his family needed. The next stage was likely to have been him going into the care of the
local authority within a specialist residential provision away from his family, which would have
added more significant trauma.
The social worker recognised that his grandmother was an important adult in Harry’s life and
one of the only people he seemed to respond to. It was also recognised that Harry could be
better supported if his grandmother was able to take a break from her job. Whilst a specialist
psychological assessment was ongoing, the local authority agreed to support Paula to stay at
home by funding her wages. At this point, there was a significant change in Harry’s behaviour
and the incidents of self-harm and challenging behaviour decreased. Having the support of
his grandmother made a huge difference as Harry felt safe and protected. He began engaging
in education and therapy where he could open up about his feelings. Harry’s nightmares
soon stopped, instead of talking to his social worker about demons and murderers, he spoke
about superheroes, drawing and his electronic tablet. Harry’s life got significantly better and
children’s services were soon able to close his case.

Parental responsibility
Children who are cared for under a Family Network Plan will not become looked after, and
parents will retain parental responsibility for their child. These plans will require appropriate
local authority oversight which can respond rapidly to changes in a family’s circumstances or
where the terms of the Plan are no longer keeping a child safe which might mean the child
becomes looked after at a later date.
Where the Family Network Plan does not meet the best interests of the child, or where a
previously agreed plan no longer meets the best interests of a child, as part of Public Law
Outline the local authority should provide evidence to court that the Family Network Plan
was insufficient and that the child entering care is now the right option. We expect that the
introduction of Family Network Plans will speed up court proceedings as all alternatives to
care will have been properly explored earlier. This should reduce the use of orders which do
not result in children becoming looked after, such as Supervision Orders, SGOs, CAOs, as well
as Care Orders at home.

4.1

Funding and resources
Local authorities must provide the necessary resources to support Family Network Plans
when they are agreed, diverting money that would otherwise be spent on looking after a child
in care. Levels of funding will need to be flexible and could range from providing funding to
make adaptations to a relative’s home through to compensating someone for reduced working
hours or paying for regular child care.
Delivering this recommendation should provide better outcomes for children. It would also
be less expensive than providing foster or residential care. However, it will require local
government finance departments to change how they work. The review has seen too many
examples of rigid finance rules obstructing flexible solutions that are best for children. In the
adult social care sector, it has already been established that funding arrangements which avoid
adults living in residential adult care homes make financial sense as well as being in the best
interest of those people. This funding can include very costly home adaptations or extensions
to ensure the adult can remain at home.
Existing statute, case law and practice set out when children should be considered looked
after. In particular, a 2007 Southwark judgement ruled that where local authorities played
a major role in arranging a placement, these children should be considered looked after.71
Our concern is that this could mean those children cared for by their family and friends
unnecessarily become looked after, and for their carers to have to be assessed as foster carers
- even where a family led arrangement outside of the care system is in the best interest of
the child. The new Family Network Plan will need to be configured so that services can play
a major role in supporting families to care for their children to ensure the right supervision of
these arrangements, without it meaning that a child needs to become looked after.

Recommendation: A Family Network Plan should be introduced and enabled
in law to support and give oversight to family led alternatives to care.

71 London Borough of Southwark v D [2007] EWCA Civ 182 - https://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWCA/Civ/2007/182.html
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4.2 Backing kinship carers
“I was in kinship care, and I wish they were given more support on how to look
after me. They wanted us on a family arrangement order…this was because of [the]
financial impacts.”

A financial allowance for special guardians and kinship Child
Arrangement Orders
It is not unique to kinship care that many arrangements are made in times of family crisis;
however, unlike foster care and residential care, kinship carers have to manage that crisis with
little support and whilst maintaining a relationship with a relative who has lost their own child.
Some kinship carers, often with less than 24 hours’ notice, are asked to attend court and agree
to take on the care of their grandchild, brother, sister, niece or nephew. It is testament to the
love that those family members have for their kin that in almost every case they agree to take
in these children.
At a population level kinship carers tend to live in more deprived areas and are generally poorer
than foster carers (Farmer & Moyers, 2008; Wijedasa, 2015). Some studies report that financial
distress is experienced by more than 70% of kinship carers (Ashley & Braun, 2019; Hunt &
Waterhouse, 2012), and in one study 39% of kinship carers reported being in debt (Selwyn
et al., 2013). Yet, in another study it was reported that 36% of kinship carers received no
financial help at all from the local authority to meet their immediate or ongoing costs (McGrath
& Wrafer, 2021). Many kinship carers do not possess the means to get by and those that do
often have to stop work or make life changing decisions about whether to use savings or cashin pension pots so that they can provide care.
Some local authorities do provide support to kinship carers when they have sought legal
permanence through an SGO or CAO. However, this financial support is entirely discretionary
and based on the relative priority local leaders give to kinship care. This leads to a postcode
lottery of support for SGOs and kinship CAOs which is always provided at a lower rate than
foster carer allowances (McGrath & Wrafter, 2021). This can incentivise family members to
become foster carers, and in turn for their children to enter the care system unnecessarily.
This level of inconsistency between local authorities across many areas of children’s services,
including SGOs and kinship CAOs, may help explain why a 2017/18 study found that seven out
ten complaints about children’s services were upheld by the Local Government Ombudsman
(Local Government & Social Care Ombudsman, 2018).

Jaz

4.2

Making the right decisions as a kinship carer
Three years ago, Jaz became the main carer for her three grandchildren aged five, 12, and 15. Jaz
was not aware children's social care were involved in their lives or that abuse had been reported.
The local authority agreed that Jaz should care for her grandchildren and be assessed as a foster
carer, which began immediately. The social worker soon started to urge Jaz to apply for a Special
Guardianship Order (SGO). Uncertain as to what to do next, Jaz went to her solicitor for advice
who also agreed an SGO was the ‘right’ way forward, granting her parental responsibility and
offering legal recognition of the permanent plan for the children to live with her.
Throughout the process, Jaz felt pressured to apply for an SGO despite many of her questions
being unanswered, which contributed to her feeling isolated and confused. Jaz felt she had no
option but to agree. However, after joining a local kinship peer support group and sharing her
story, she became aware that she had not been given all the facts about obtaining an SGO,
including that financial support would not be available.
Jaz knew she did not have the finances to raise three children. Through the kinship peer support
group, she learned that her local authority only guaranteed financial support to SGOs for two
years. Jaz’s other concern was the lack of mental health support her grandchildren would be
able to access. She knew they needed urgent, ongoing support and in taking an SGO they
would be put on a waiting list, and she couldn’t let that happen.
With support from the group, she felt confident to insist on staying a foster carer. This secured
financial support, which has enabled her to prioritise the children’s needs, and they have
continued to be able to access mental health support. Jaz and her grandchildren also needed
the continuous support and involvement of children’s services, which again if she had taken
the SGO would have been difficult to access.
Jaz recognises that attending the kinship peer support group has had a positive impact on
her wellbeing. They have been able to give her the information and advice she needed as well
as the comfort from hearing other people’s experiences. Jaz is confident she made the right
decision for her own circumstances. Had she taken the SGO in this instance she would have
struggled to raise her grandchildren due to lack of local authority support available for kinship
carers outside of the care system.
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Recommendation: All local authorities should make a financial allowance
paid at the same rate as their fostering allowance available for special
guardians and kinship carers with a Child Arrangement Order looking after
children who would otherwise be in care

Extending legal aid to all kinship carers
Many potential kinship carers are unable to access legal advice when making a decision about
whether to provide care for their family members and whether to do so under an SGO, CAO or
as a foster carer. One study found that 74% of kinship carers did not have sufficient information
about legal options when they became carers (Ashley & Braun, 2019). The same research
reported that four out of ten families received no assistance with the legal costs associated
with becoming a kinship carer. Those who had to pay their own costs in full or in part, paid an
average of £5,446, with costs ranging anywhere between £100 and £50,000.
The Ministry of Justice (MoJ) itself recognises that kinship carers should be given more generous
access to legal aid, and made a commitment to do so in 2019 which has not yet been met (Ministry
of Justice, 2019). A strong case exists for legal aid to be provided in a wider set of circumstances:
•

family and friends who are considering entering into kinship care arrangements and
require independent advice and information to make an informed decision

•

family and friends going through the process of becoming a kinship carer in public or private
law proceedings. In public proceedings, this should apply to potential carers who have
passed a positive initial assessment or where the court overturned a negative assessment

•

for existing kinship carers, to help protect them from litigation where disputes with birth
parents arise

Recommendation: Legal aid should be provided in a range of circumstances
where special guardians and kinship carers with a Child Arrangement Order
interact with the family courts.

A new kinship leave entitlement
Many kinship carers have to unexpectedly balance work whilst starting to provide full time
care for a child. We do not expect new parents or adoptive families, who often have much
longer to prepare for the arrival of a child in their lives, to become new parents without being
able to spend quality time with their child. Yet, this is expected of kinship carers who may also
be dealing with the crisis that brought the child into their life in the first place.
As many as 44% of carers have to give up employment entirely, and a further 20% are forced
to reduce their working hours to provide care (Ashley & Braun, 2019). This, combined with the
fact that many kinship carers are already likely to be older compared to birth parents (which
can mean they face greater challenges rejoining the labour market) means many kinship carers

are placed in a perilous financial position at just the moment when the child they are caring for
requires stability and love (Ashley & Braun, 2019). One study found that just 13% of those who
gave up work to become kinship carers resumed working, despite 86% of respondents being
of working age (Gautier & Wellard, 2012). The review has heard from kinship carers that this
outcome is driven by kinship carers being unable to manage the dual pressures of caring for a
child with complex needs whilst maintaining full or part time employment, and is compounded
further by the expectations that some services place on kinship families.
New special guardians and kinship CAOs should be entitled to a period of paid leave of up to
39 weeks that is equivalent to statutory Adoption Leave.

4.2

Recommendation: All new special guardians and kinship carers with a
Child Arrangement Order should be given kinship leave, which matches
the entitlement given to adopters.

Universal ongoing support for kinship carers
Throughout the review, we have heard about the positive impact good quality, well resourced
peer support can have on a kinship carer’s experience, sense of isolation and the quality of care
they can provide for the child or children in their lives (The independent review of children’s
social care, 2021e).
Becoming a kinship carer has the potential to significantly affect the carer’s finances, lifestyle,
friendships, and social contact. In one study, as many as 23% of respondents reported that
they had separated from their partner after becoming a kinship carer (Selwyn et al., 2013).
Kinship carers identify training as a significant unmet need and through our engagement with
kinship carers it is clear that, even where that training is provided, it was often inadequate or
tailored to the needs of foster carers rather than kinship (The independent review of children’s
social care, 2021e).

Recommendation: As part of the National Children’s Social Care Framework,
local authorities should develop peer support and training for all kinship carers.

Kinship Connected
Supporting and improving outcomes for kinship carers
Kinship Connected is a tried and tested programme delivered by the charity Kinship in
England and Wales, which helps local authorities improve outcomes for special guardians
and other kinship carers.
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Experienced project workers – many kinship carers themselves – work in partnership with
local authority teams and within the community to deliver intensive one-to-one support
and peer support groups. To date, over 1,600 kinship carers have received one-to-one
support and over 50 peer led support groups have been established across the country,
helping carers form valuable friendships through shared experience.
“We’re all in the same boat and we all know what we’re going through...a lot of us
relate to our stories, and how our children have been affected…we all understand
and try to help each other." - Starks & Whitley, 2020
Independent evaluation has found that Kinship Connected generates a 20% return on
investment. Within the families supported between 2014 and 2017, the number of children
on Child Protection Plans reduced by 86% and those on Child in Need plans by 88%
(Starks & Whitley, 2020; Kinship, n.d.). In addition, carers experienced reduced isolation,
decreased financial concerns, lower levels of concern around children’s behaviour and
wellbeing, improved relationships with other family members, and increased confidence
about their role as kinship carers.

The Department for Education (DfE) recently announced a £1 million programme for 2022-23
to establish kinship peer support groups in local authorities. This programme needs expanding
further and faster, so that all local authorities make peer support and training for kinship carers
available, including to kinship carers that do not have legal permanence orders. To ensure this
is effective, local authorities should do more to promote these services, so that those kinship
carers that have no ongoing involvement with children’s services departments are aware it
exists and that they are eligible.

A legal definition of kinship care
Beyond those kinship carers providing an alternative to care via a formal arrangement,
there are family members who provide care and support for children in informal and private
arrangements without involvement from the state. These carers would benefit from being part
of a wider recognised community in order to access broader sources of support. To enable this
there needs to be a much clearer definition of what we mean by kinship care.
For example, our recommendation that all kinship carers should have access to peer support
and training is one instance where a common and universally held definition could be helpful
in allowing local and national government to identify carers who could benefit. The definition
should reflect a broad range of circumstances which could reasonably be defined as kinship
care. We recommend that this definition should be co-created by government, working in
partnership with existing kinship carers, kinship children, charities and sector experts, so that
it has the support of all government departments.

Recommendation: Government should develop a new legal definition of
kinship care, taking a broad range of circumstances into account.

4.3 Modernising adoption
Adoption can be the best option for some children, providing them with a loving family for
life. A recent study of ‘open adoptions’ (adoptions where contact with birth parents was
maintained) in Australia found that providing children with a loving family for life through
adoption can lead to better outcomes for children than foster care and residential care (Ward
et al., 2022). The impact adoption has on the lives of the adopted child, adoptive parents
and birth parents is significant and the system needs to pay close attention to the needs of
everyone affected.

4.3

Government has given focus to the adoption system during the last decade. It has established
Regional Adoption Agencies (RAAs) to improve the matching process and better support
adopters; launched the Adoption Support Fund to pay for therapeutic services for adoptive
families; and a recent Adoption Strategy which sets out a plan for the adoption system. This
attention has improved the support for adopters and adoptees (Department for Education,
2021h; Ecorys UK & Rees Centre, 2020; King et al., 2017).
The review has met a large number of adoptive families and birth parents that have had
children adopted, and a smaller number of adopted children and adults; it is clear that there are
some aspects of how adoption operates which need modernising (The independent review of
children’s social care, 2021e; 2022b).

Contact with birth parents
Almost every birth parent, adoptive parent and adopted child we have met told us about the
outdated way ‘contact’ between adopted children and birth family is conducted. A recent AllParty Parliamentary Group for Adoption and Permanence inquiry recognised the importance
of cultivating relationships with birth parents of adopted children as a key enabler of long term
stability (All-Party Parliamentary Group for Adoption and Permanence, 2021).
In particular, the existing system of letterbox contact is antiquated in a world where social
media allows a child to track down a birth relative and initiate a relationship without any
support. We have heard informally from adults who were adopted as children that the quality
of life-story work done by local authorities is important to having a clear sense of their identity.
As addressed in Chapter Two, support for birth families should not end at the point their child
becomes adopted. The review has met mothers and fathers who have had multiple children
taken into care or adopted over many years, and little has been done in the intervening
periods to provide help or emotional support (The independent review of children’s social
care, 2021e; 2022b).
“Support for birth parents once children are removed is non-existent. You’re not the
local authority’s problem any longer and any help has to be sought by yourself.”
- Birth parent.
This support would not only help the birth family to cope with their loss of a child, but it can
promote much more settled adoption for their children too. A 2017 study found that some
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adoptive parents believed contact helped adopted children make sense of their complex
family networks, and helped support a sense of belonging and feeling settled in the adoptive
family (MacDonald, 2017).

Bringing adoption contact into the 21st century
Following publication of the National Adoption Strategy in July 2021, RAA leaders have been
developing a new pilot programme to modernise the way contact between adopted children
and their birth parents is done. ‘Letterswap’, a new digital platform which facilitates contact
between children and their birth parents, will digitise contact arrangements and the review
strongly supports rolling out this pilot nationally in early 2023.
Alongside modernising methods of contact, much more support should be provided to adopted
children, adoptive parents and birth parents to help address the way contact happens in a
digital world. Sadly, we have met adults adopted as children who heard of the death or serious
illness of a birth parent or wider family member through a social media message, and were left
unsupported and unsure where to turn. Similarly, the review has met with adopted children
who have told us about the negative impact unplanned contact from their birth family had
on their lives (The independent review of children’s social care, 2021d). Recent media stories
have also highlighted the negative impact on adoptive parents (Lee, 2021).
Given the ease of contacting birth relatives due to modern technology, contact between adopted
children and birth parents should start to be assumed by default and supported unless this is not
in the child’s best interest. The Adoption Support Fund should specifically include provision to
support better contact between adopted children, adoptive parents and birth parents.
Recognising that family circumstances change through time, plans should be put in place
so that contact arrangements are reviewed by adoptive parents at regular intervals, and
certainly at transition points including when children become teenagers and just before they
turn 18 years old.

Recommendation: Contact arrangements between birth parents, adopted
children and adoptive parents should be assumed by default and modernised
through the swift roll out of technology enabled methods of contact, such
as Letterswap.

