What Works for
Children’s
Social Care

The Evidence Summaries have not been conducted or written as rapid reviews, systematic reviews
or comprehensive literature reviews. Instead they were designed and written as brief notes
intended to give the Independent Review of Children's Social Care a quick overview of some of the
evidence on a particular topic or question. They are only being published for transparency and
given their limited scope, are not intended as a resource for wider purpose.

Introduction
This evidence summary will focus on the international evidence on kinship care, looking at the
following two questions:

1. What makes Kinship Care better? Specifically, this question will examine interventions for
kinship carers which aim to improve child and placement outcomes
2. What increases the number of kinship carers? Our search focussed on policy or

government level levers to increase the use of kinship care.

We anticipated a small evidence base in relation to the two research questions of interest. We
carried out a comprehensive search for studies from an online web search engine, Google Scholar,
to ensure that as far as possible (with the time and resources at our disposal) the available
evidence was identified. The paper will highlight key findings and provide a critical appraisal of the
most relevant studies.

This evidence summary should be read with the corresponding spreadsheet which provides further
detail on individual papers.

Searching
Initial searches were conducted with keywords, including,

kinship care intervention; kinship care international; kinship care factors international;
kinship care international intervention.

Further searching was conducted using a search string adapted from Wu et al. (2020). Full details
of this systematic review can be found in the spreadsheet.

((treatment OR program OR training OR intervention OR therapy OR support OR
counselling) AND ((kinship foster care) OR (kinship care) OR (kin* caregiver) OR (kin*
placement) OR (relative care*) OR grandparent®)

The searches produced very few papers of high quality evidence that answered the research
questions. The majority of the research studies identified were conducted in the USA, with some
from Sweden, Australia, Scotland, Ireland and England. Many of the papers identified in the search
were dated (for example, Scannapieco et al., 1997; Kelley et al., 2000; and Strozier et al., 2005).
The vast majority of empirical studies (k=386) initially identified through the search were not



relevant to our research questions or were ambiguous in their research aims. After reviewing the
abstracts of 365 articles and 21 papers in full (where abstracts were not available), 27 articles were
identified as meeting our inclusion criteria and relevant to the research questions. These can be
found in the spreadsheet, and a full reference list is provided at the end of this paper.

To answer the first research question, we focused on evaluations of interventions for kinship
carers. To identify whether these had an impact on children or placement outcomes, we searched
for studies in which the intervention group was kinship carers and the control group was kinship
carers, rather than for example foster carers. This research design is necessary to isolate the
causal effect of interventions on kinship carers.

Below is a high-level summary of some of the relevant high quality studies from the literature.
Lower quality studies are included where they directly speak to the research questions. The
spreadsheet includes our assessment of the quality of the evidence (rated low, medium or high).

Where the quality of the evidence does not allow for causal inference, we consider the quality of
the evidence as low or medium. Therefore, we only recommend drawing conclusions from
high-quality evidence that can more suitably answer the question of whether an intervention works

What makes Kinship Care better?

This first section will present some of the evidence found in answer to the first research question,
what makes Kinship Care better? The evidence below is of mixed quality, and comes from various
international sources, although the majority comes from the USA. As such, care is needed when
drawing comparisons or thinking about replication in the English context due to the differences in
the social care systems and the social context in which they sit.

Carer Wellbeing

An American school based intervention, Kinship Care Connection, aimed at improving kinship
carer wellbeing and the self-esteem of young people through a variety of methods. For example,
mentoring for young people and support groups for carers. The findings from this study indicate the
intervention provided some relief in the burden felt by caregivers. This is low quality evidence
(small sample, older study (Strozier et al., 2005).

Some studies looked at the effectiveness of interventions to reduce the emotional burden on
kinship carers, for example support with managing stress. Studies found that some of these
interventions can improve the placement but the evidence for this is of mixed quality and comes
from a variety of places (N’zi et al, 2016; Wu et al., 2020; Kelley et al., 2006; Hartley et al., 2018).

Flnancial Assistance
Much of the research on financial assistance comes from the USA.

For example, a recent American study looking at financial assistance available through the state
(TANF) and through child protection services (foster care allowance) found that carers were more
likely to receive funds if (among other things) the young people in their care had externalising
problems (e.g. aggression) rather than internalising problems (e.g. depression). This study showed
that receiving other social services was significantly associated with kinship placements receiving
foster care payments. They found that 11% of kinship families were living below the poverty line
(Xu et.al, 2020). However, this study did not look at the impact of financial assistance on
outcomes. These findings should be interpreted with caution, they are for one state in the USA and
specific to the American welfare system. See also Murray et al. (2004).



In Scotland, the literature on the financial hardship of kinship carers and a related campaign has
led to the introduction of financial payments. These are made to carers, by local authorities or
independent fostering agencies, to recognise and meet the costs of caring for a looked after child.
Payments are meant to support:

a healthy diet and good physical care

opportunities for stimulation and exercise

development of social skills and participation in activities in the community

building self-esteem, including good presentation and acceptability by peers

a safe and comfortable environment

full inclusion in special celebrations such as birthdays, Christmas or other cultural or
religious events

e promoting and developing educational opportunities (Scottish Government, 2010,

p.41).

This study did not evaluate the impact of these payments. In our searching we did not find a formal
evaluation of this financial assistance for kinship carers (Hill et al., 2019).

Parenting Interventions

A recent systematic review of parenting interventions for kinship families found that most of the
interventions had a positive impact on the outcomes of both caregivers and children, although the
assessed outcomes often differed across studies. Parenting interventions improve caregivers’
parenting competency, reduce parental stress, and advance child wellbeing. However, some
interventions appear less promising in achieving targeted goals. The majority of the studies in this
high quality review came from the USA, with a small minority from China and Australia (Wu et al.,
2020).

What increases the numbers of kinship care?

This section will present some of the evidence found in answer to the second research question,
what increases the numbers of kinship care? The literature found in reference to this question was
very limited. We did not find any papers that specifically spoke to government level levers or
mechanisms to increase the number of kinship carers. However, there was interesting literature on
the global increase in kinship placements, and about the complexities of context, which we
summarise below.

A global increase

An older Scottish review found that some local authorities viewed any upward trend in kinship care
placements to be linked to an increase in parental incapacity because of substance misuse. The
use of kinship care was also tied into a commitment by the local authority to maintaining children in
their own families and supporting families within communities (Aldgate and Mcintosh, 2006). This
study used a relatively small sample and is now 15 years old, meaning the quality of this evidence
is low.

A more recent comparative study found a continued increase in the number of children in kinship
care in Scotland but that there were inconsistencies in practice between local authorities. This
paper does not include any more detail on the methodology used in the review (Hill et al., 2019).

Literature from various countries from Canada to Scotland points to specific factors such as
parental substance misuse as potential factors for increasing the numbers of children in kinship



care (e.g Dorval et al., 2020; Hill et al., 2019; Murray et al., 2004). Other factors identified include
domestic violence and parental mental health issues.

Local Context

Country context matters when considering rates of kinship care. For example, in high-income
countries, formal kinship care is more often a result of child protection concerns but this is not the
case in low-income countries. The majority of papers in this systematic review came from the
United States; four were from the UK/England; there was one each respectively from Australia,
Canada, and New Zealand; and one was an international review. There is limited evidence from
other countries around the world. Another limitation of the review was the authors' inability, given
the lack of available evidence and detail in the included papers, to analyse demographic
differences (e.g. ethnicity), and to account for or offer greater understanding of the variations in
kinship care between countries (Hallet et al. 2021).

In an unusual comparative study of 10 countries, Gilbert (2012) found, unexpectedly, the countries
that scored the highest on the child well-being index tended to have higher rates of out-of-home
placements. The paper contains thought provoking discussion on the usefulness of comparison in
child welfare systems, advising caution when comparing systems. Gilbert also presents the
prospect of “functional convergence” among the different systems in different countries towards
moderate child protection systems underpinned by child development theory. The research
highlights the sometimes large differences in political and social contexts between countries which
need to be understood when making such comparisons. A further limitation of this study,
highlighted by the author themselves, is the difference in how the rates of out of home care are
calculated in each country which can limit comparability. (Gilbert, 2012).

Conclusion

We found that there was very little high quality evidence to answer the specific research questions.
However, a number of key themes emerged over the course of this review. Research from the
USA revealed the complexities of financial assistance for kinship carers. Although support has now
been introduced in Scotland, we could not find any evidence about the impact of financial
assistance in the UK context.

The importance of context came up time and again. Research suggests there are inconsistencies
in practice across nations and local authorities. Studies highlighted that understanding the
differences in social, economic and political contexts is key to understanding the mechanisms of
kinship care in different countries.

Overall papers suggested that there is an international trend to an increase in kinship care
placements. A number of papers suggested that parental substance misuse was a factor in this
trend but we did not find evidence of any successful policy programmes/government levers related
to this increase, beyond a commitment in some local authorities to maintaining children in their
own families and supporting families within communities.

Parenting interventions were a common form of support in the included studies, with mixed quality
evidence of effectiveness for kinship carers. Stress was frequently reported as an issue for kinship
carers, however there is a limited evidence base on the effectiveness of interventions that aim to
alleviate stress for this population.

Our summary highlights the need for more research in this area if we are to be able to answer the
questions of what improves kinship care placements and to understand what mechanisms
increase the numbers of kinship carers.
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