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Valuing different perspectives

Kids should always stay safe in their family.
Jordan, child research participant

Inspired by children’s insights, this book offers a fresh perspective on listening 
to children, understanding kinship care, promoting child permanence, and 
valuing family life. It invites readers to reflect on navigating relational spaces, 
a theme that unfolds throughout the book.

The book draws on PhD research titled ‘What matters to children 
living in kinship care’ (Shuttleworth, 2021). It also shares valuable insights 
from subsequent publications, journal articles, presentations, life story 
work training with kinship carers, practice experience, and ongoing 
discussions with child welfare practitioners, policy makers, researchers, 
academics, carers, and, most importantly, children themselves. The 
original research embraced creative approaches to listen to and understand 
children’s views. This book builds on the original PhD findings by further 
employing critical realism and dialogical participation, as explained later. 
It emphasises the importance of incorporating children’s perspectives into 
child welfare policies, practices, and everyday family life. By genuinely 
listening to children, we can better protect, support, and nurture their 
flourishing and sense of permanence. The book illustrates how children 
can help us ensure, as requested by Jordan, that they ‘always stay safe in 
their family’.

This opening chapter introduces the ‘what matters’ child-​led approach 
to understanding the dynamics of family life for children in kinship care. It 
begins by defining kinship care and emphasising the key challenges regarding 
permanence and safety for these children. I then share my experiences in 
practice, explaining how ongoing debates about kinship care prompted 
me to explore a different perspective, centred on children’s views. Next, 
the chapter examines various categories of kinship care through historical, 
anthropological, and legal lenses. It also considers how general insights 
from international research can enhance our understanding of kinship 
care. After a cautionary note on representation, generalisation, correlation, 
causation, and neologisms, the chapter concludes with an overview of the 
book’s structure.
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Introducing kinship care and permanence

Under English law, which applied to the children in the PhD research 
this book builds on, kinship care refers to the full-​time care provided to 
children by relatives when the children cannot remain with their birth 
parents. Kinship carers may be biologically related, legally connected, or 
have established significant prior relationships with the child (Children Act 
1989). Globally, kinship care is the fastest-​growing solution for children 
who cannot stay with their birth parents (Hallett et al, 2021). In the UK, 
the 2021 Census reveals that around 121,000 children are in kinship 
care arrangements.

In high-​income nations, kinship care is often regarded by child welfare 
policy and practice as an alternative to intrusive statutory care (Delap and 
Mann, 2019). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 
emphasises the importance of the child’s best interests and their right to 
family life (United Nations General Assembly, 1989). This principle informs 
policies such as England’s Children Act 1989, which prioritises maintaining 
the child’s family connections over more costly state care options like 
fostering and adoption. In low-​ and middle-​income countries, kinship care 
is not typically seen as either a child welfare intervention or an alternative 
to fostering and adoption. Instead, it more accurately reflects their cultural 
norms of shared collective responsibilities (Delap and Mann, 2019).

Beyond preventing costly and intrusive state interventions and reflecting 
cultural norms, kinship care is thought to provide another significant benefit. 
It is commonly regarded as a more favourable option for children than 
fostering, adoption, or residential care as it can help maintain and strengthen 
a child’s sense of permanence (Winokur et al, 2018). Permanence is a crucial 
aspect for child welfare services, particularly when children cannot remain in 
the care of their birth parents. According to English legislation, achieving a 
sense of permanence involves ensuring that all children experience ‘a sense 
of security, continuity, commitment, identity, and belonging’ with their 
family, not just during childhood but also into adulthood (Department for 
Education, 2010, pp 22–​3). While the concept of permanence has sparked 
much discussion in social work, its ultimate aim is to cultivate a safe, 
supportive, and lasting family environment (Boddy, 2017).

Although numerous studies suggest that kinship care is likely to foster child 
permanence more successfully than statutory care (Winokur et al, 2018), 
some research, like the literature review by Hassall et al (2021), presents 
findings that could question this notion. The review revealed that kinship 
care alone, as a practice, did not always genuinely strengthen the relationships 
between children, their caregivers, biological parents, and their culture and 
community. Therefore, without authentic positive connections to those 
around them and their environment, questions can arise about whether 
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a child’s true sense of permanence, belonging, and identity can always be 
achieved just through kinship care.

This type of challenge illustrates that merely scratching the surface of 
kinship care and permanence reveals complexity and potential confusion. 
Such uncertainty arises because kinship care fundamentally challenges 
traditional notions of permanence and placement, which are primarily 
rooted in foster care and adoption practices (Kirton, 2020). These placement 
models often overlook the kinship care experience, where children are 
not simply moved from one family to another but remain in their existing 
family networks, presenting additional challenges and risks. Kinship care and 
the relationships within it are complicated and in flux. This raises critical 
questions about what it means for children to, as Jordan expressed, ‘always 
stay safe in their family’, and whether kinship care should be viewed in 
the same light as adoption and fostering, or even as a definitive means to 
preserve safe family relationships. Such ambiguities can confuse how child 
welfare professionals, policy makers, and caregivers define, understand, and 
support this distinct family arrangement (Ponnert, 2017).

More concerning is the relative absence of the child’s voice in policies 
and practices related to kinship care and permanence (Clements and Birch, 
2023). The lack of their perspectives leads to assumptions about preferred 
outcomes, often without a genuine understanding of what truly matters to 
the children themselves. When social workers, policy makers, and other 
researchers do seek a child’s perspective, they frequently use significantly 
different ways of considering, accessing, and interpreting the child’s voice 
and experiences. Without a consensus on how to obtain and realise children’s 
views, a dominant, adult-​centric understanding often emerges regarding 
family life in kinship care arrangements. This allows policy and practice to 
take conventional notions of child participation, permanence, family, and 
care for granted, often without critical challenge.

Chapters 1 to 6 of this book summarise these traditional perspectives 
derived from prior research and literature, which primarily focus on what 
adults feel matters. This is crucial as it provides context and highlights 
the various issues and circular arguments that, despite best efforts, remain 
unresolved. Chapter 7 to 10 illuminate how children’s views can offer new 
explanations and support for kinship care that more closely align with their 
lived experiences.

My social work practice background and a vision for  
more child-​centric, valued-​led research

Before becoming a social work researcher, lecturer, and amateur 
podcaster, I had the privilege of spending over ten years in social work 
practice, working alongside children and families. After working in in 
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child protection for eight years, I joined a team focused on assessing and 
supporting kinship care arrangements within the Fostering, Placements, 
and Permanence Service. The challenges of placing kinship care within 
a service aligned with fostering, adoption, and placements are discussed 
throughout the book.

My work with the team integrated my aspiration to keep families together 
with the fundamental mandate that social workers must ensure children’s 
wellbeing and protection from harm. It allowed me to balance process-​
driven procedural tasks, such as court work and legal permanence planning, 
with opportunities to support families in a less authoritative manner. I soon 
became aware this presented a tension in practice with families in kinship 
care arrangements. I had to consider an optimistic perspective of families 
and their inherent desire to care for and protect their children, but also be 
realistic about possible risks that family members may pose to a child’s safety 
and wellbeing (Kettle and Jackson, 2017).

This tension was also apparent when observing a wide range of diverse 
and ambivalent views on kinship care from others, alongside the ongoing 
debates about whether it can be considered a legitimate permanence option 
or even defined as a placement. The ambivalence was evident in the differing 
opinions of child welfare practitioners, legislation, court rulings, and local 
authority panels. It seemed that the more people explored kinship care, the 
more they questioned its nature, meaning, and validity.

Amid this complex web of questions and challenges, it also became 
evident throughout my practice experience that children’s perspectives 
were often regarded as mere additions to assessments and decision-​making 
or, unfortunately, overlooked entirely. This disregard for children’s voices 
seemed particularly perplexing considering that a child’s desire to remain 
in their home with their carers is one of the key factors determining how 
long they will stay there (Boddy, 2017).

One day, I was sat at the lunch table with an array of my social work 
colleagues, each with different roles and responsibilities within the Children 
and Families Service. We discussed the benefits and challenges of kinship care. 
Afterwards, I wondered what the conversation might be like if the children 
living in kinship care arrangements were seated at that table instead of adult 
professionals. Imagine if the children came together to talk about their lives. 
How would they define their family lives and kinship care circumstances? 
Would they speak about educational achievement, legal orders, safety, 
permanence, resources, and their physical, mental, and emotional wellbeing –​ 
things that are typically discussed by child welfare professionals? My previous 
experience indicated that the children were unlikely to characterise their 
lives in such a service-​driven manner. I was curious to know whether they 
could cut through all the debates, definitions, and adult-​centric dilemmas. 
Would the children contribute anything valuable to our understanding of 
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kinship care? Ultimately, could children guide child welfare professionals 
and families toward better ways of supporting them?

Since then, I have been intrigued by how debates about the meaning, 
value, and definition of kinship care can spark such heated discussions, 
professional disagreements, and personal inner conflicts. In my view, these 
debates arise not only from differing perspectives on how kinship care 
should be conceptualised and supported but also from the emotive issues 
concerning family, state responsibility, and child abuse. We possess strong 
feelings about love, risk, and harm, especially regarding children and our 
families. This can lead to passionate, emotive clashes both with others 
and within ourselves. Holding conflicting views and needing to prioritise 
seemingly opposing values creates a split mindset. Kinship care challenges 
both professional and personal values, which can lead to both external and 
internal conflict (O’Brien, 2012).

This book emphasises the significance of professional and personal values, 
along with our choices to prioritise those that resonate most with us. We 
are all guided by values in our approaches to child welfare research, policy 
making, and practice, as well as in our everyday lives. When we think 
about it, values motivate us and help determine what truly matters most. 
For example, in my professional life, social work is guided by essential 
values like integrity and promoting dignity, as emphasised by organisations 
such as the International Federation of Social Workers and the British 
Association of Social Workers. In my personal life, I also value integrity 
and my family, which, for me, is not reliant on genetic ties. Acknowledging 
the impact of these values highlights why anyone interested in child welfare 
must engage in reflection and reflexivity. Values significantly influence our 
actions, and we must strive to do what is helpful rather than harmful. Such 
reflection and reflexivity become even more essential regarding issues like 
kinship care, which often elicits ambivalence, split mindsets, and visceral 
emotional responses.

Concepts of kinship care
The origins of kinship care

One of the first steps in exploring a subject is to consider its history and 
context. The concept of kinship care is not new. Numerous instances exist 
of children being raised by their family network when they cannot be 
cared for by their birth parents (Hegar, 1999). Kinship care can be traced 
historically through anthropological studies worldwide, as it is one of the 
oldest traditions in child-​rearing. One of the most well-​known expressions 
related to kinship care originates from the African maxim that it takes a 
whole village to raise a child (Swadener et al, 2000) –​ a phrase popularised 
by Hillary Clinton (2007).
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The Bible contains numerous references to children being raised by 
relatives. In ancient Greece and Rome, adoption and fostering within 
families were regarded as practical means of safeguarding successors (Enke, 
2019). Additionally, Chinese culture has a rich tradition of emphasising the 
importance of family members supporting one another. Multiple generations 
often lived together under one roof with one head of the family (Cong and 
Silverstein, 2012).

The term ‘kinship care’ itself allegedly originated from the documentation 
of enslaved Black individuals in the US (Geen, 2004). Approximately one-​
fifth of the children of enslaved people, having been separated from their 
biological parents during transportation, were cared for by other enslaved 
individuals. It was a cultural pact with an understanding that the caring 
arrangement would be reciprocated if the carers’ own biological children 
were separated from them.

Legal definitions of kinship care

Shifting away from anthropological explanations, in high-​income countries, 
kinship care is generally categorised into two types: formal and informal 
(Delap and Mann, 2019). Formal kinship care involves intervention from 
social services, with children typically placed in statutory foster arrangements 
within their birth families. For example, in England, a child in formal kinship 
care is placed under a legal order such as a care order or an interim care order 
(Children Act 1989, s 31), thereby becoming ‘looked after’ while remaining 
with their family members, who are enrolled as foster carers. In the UK, 
for formal kinship care, the local authority shares joint parental rights and 
responsibilities alongside the birth parents (Wijedasa, 2015). Kinship carers 
do not possess legal parental rights or responsibilities.

Informal kinship care involves situations where no public legal order secures 
the arrangement. As a result, a family member or family friend takes on the 
responsibility for a child without any state involvement. Research indicates 
that approximately 95 per cent of kinship care arrangements in the UK are 
informal (Selwyn and Nandy, 2014).

Much speculation exists regarding why this percentage is so high. 
MacDonald et al (2018) conducted an international literature review on 
informal kinship care. They discovered that the negative portrayal of some 
social workers as overly intrusive and ineffective fostered distrust and caution 
among family networks. Numerous informal carers expressed concerns 
about invasive bureaucratic processes, hesitated to involve social work, and 
refrained from seeking support.

In England and Wales, the classifications of formal and informal care can 
become muddled. For example, a child under a special guardianship order 
or a child arrangement order (explained in Chapter 3) may not formally 
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be part of the ‘care system’. However, under these supposedly informal 
arrangements, some families may still receive formal social work intervention 
as part of a court-​ordered care plan. This can result in such arrangements 
being described in regulations as formal (MacDonald et al, 2018). The 
complexities surrounding legal definitions and their implications for support 
is explored in greater depth in Chapter 2.

The confusing terminology surrounding kinship care and kinship carers 
has led to calls for clearer definitions in legislation and policy. The England 
and Wales Independent Review of Children’s Social Care by MacAlister 
(2022) urged the government to ‘develop a new legal definition of kinship 
care, taking a wide range of circumstances into account’ (MacAlister, 2022, p 
108). In April 2022, the Family Rights Group launched the #TimeToDefine 
campaign, advocating for a clear definition of kinship care to be included 
in primary legislation. Although it is evident that definitions are scattered 
and somewhat obscured within English and Welsh laws and guidelines, 
attempting to simplify kinship care into a single definition could produce 
unintended consequences. While distinguishing between formal and 
informal kinship care can be challenging, this does not necessarily mean 
that the government should categorise the ‘wide range of circumstances’ of 
kinship care arrangements too broadly or into overly specific groups. These 
approaches may lead to menus of care and tiers of financial and practical 
support that are not tailored to actual needs, but instead depend on definitions 
and legal classifications.

Characteristics of kinship care

Another way to understand kinship care is through analysis of the 
demographics of caregivers and children, along with the support systems 
available and the challenges they face. What follows is a summary of 
international research on kinship care, using data from the UK’s 2021 Census, 
Hunt’s (2020) Two Decades of UK Research on Kinship Care, and global studies 
(for example, Delap and Mann, 2019).

Demographics of kinship carers

	• Gender: Most kinship carers are female. In the UK, about 70 per cent 
of kinship carers are women. Similar trends are observed internationally, 
as women frequently assume the primary caregiving role.

	• Age: Kinship caregivers are often older adults, typically in the 45–​64 
age range. This trend is seen in several countries, including Australia, 
Canada, and the US.

	• Employment: A significant number of kinship carers are either unemployed 
or retired. Approximately 40 per cent of kinship carers in the UK are 
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not in the workforce. This pattern is also evident in other countries, as 
kinship carers may leave their jobs to provide full-​time care.

	• Education: Many kinship carers worldwide have a high school education 
or lower. This trend is seen globally, as numerous carers encounter 
restricted opportunities for higher education.

Demographics of children in kinship care

	• Ethnicity: The ethnic composition of children in kinship care varies 
by country. In the UK, children from minority ethnic backgrounds are 
over-​represented in kinship care. Similar patterns are seen in the US and 
Australia, where Indigenous and minoritised children are more likely to 
enter kinship care.

	• Age: Kinship care children are of all ages from infants to teenagers, with 
many at the younger end of this range. This is consistent globally.

	• Disability: Many children in kinship care experience disabilities, creating 
extra challenges for caregivers. This is a widespread issue globally, 
necessitating additional support and resources.

Support and challenges

	• Financial assistance: Kinship carers often receive less financial support 
than foster carers, creating economic pressure, especially for those already 
living below the poverty line. This is a widespread concern, and many 
countries acknowledge the need for enhanced financial assistance for 
kinship carers.

	• Social support: Many kinship carers lack access to formal support services 
and rely on informal networks. This challenge is widespread worldwide, 
and numerous carers require more organised support systems.

	• Legal support: Kinship carers frequently encounter unclear legal standing 
since many lack formal guardianship or custody. This complicates their 
access to services and support. This issue is apparent in various countries, 
highlighting the necessity for more straightforward legal frameworks.

The challenges of kinship care research

While these insights provide valuable information, the research to date has 
several limitations. First, there are significantly fewer studies on kinship 
care compared research on other living arrangements for children unable 
to remain with their biological parents (Kallinen, 2021). More research and 
information aligned specifically with kinship care are needed.

Second, accurately tracking the number of kinship care arrangements 
presents challenges. For example, in the UK, at the time of writing, 
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descriptive data is drawn from the 2021 Census, which does not ask about 
kinship care specifically; the data is compiled from questions on relevant 
aspects, such as household relationships.

Third, the current data tends to generalise kinship care by merging findings 
from international research or framing it solely as a social work service 
intervention. It is often overlooked that kinship care also represents a family 
lifestyle. Research frequently evaluates kinship care ‘more as a technology 
and less as a family’ (Skoglund and Thørnblad, 2017, p 438). However, 
Skoglund and Thørnblad (2017; 2022) emphasise that anthropologists and 
historians have long studied kinship, childhood, parenthood, and the role 
of relatives in raising children. These disciplines offered rich insights into 
familial care long before kinship care became a significant part of child 
protective services in the 1990s. Even so, the complex theories put forward 
on kinship diversity and functioning have received little attention in much 
kinship care research, literature, and policy. Additionally, perspectives on 
kinship care from low-​ and middle-​income countries are often neglected. 
One notable exception is the extensive work by Delap et al (2024), which 
examines lessons learned from around the world. To address the limitations 
of existing literature, this book incorporates international literature beyond 
child welfare, including a broad range of sociological literature.

Lastly, children’s viewpoints and experiences are often overshadowed by 
what are considered more reliable adult perspectives, such as adult notions of 
permanence, and the concerns of adults, which can be seen as being more 
important. When children’s views are included in UK research (for example, 
Broad, 2004; Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Farmer and Moyers, 2008; 
Farmer et al, 2013), few studies focus exclusively on children’s perspectives 
without incorporating adult views.

In summary, there is still insufficient understanding of kinship care, and 
research often explains children’s experiences of kinship care and their sense 
of permanence through the lens of what adults consider significant. This 
emphasis on adult concerns can also lead to an over-​reliance on particular 
methodologies, such as the ‘what works’ approach.

What works and what matters?

The ‘what works’ approach, which originated in the late 1990s, emphasises 
the importance of robust evidence that meets rigorous criteria to inform 
decisions in public services such as criminal justice, health, and social care 
(Davies et al, 2000). It aims to identify the most effective interventions and 
practices to ensure efficient use of resources and improved outcomes. Often, 
it does this through randomised controlled trials. It is suggested that a ‘what 
works’ approach can enhance accountability and transparency by providing a 
clear rationale for decision-​making. Implementing proven interventions can 
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also promote efficiency in addressing health disparities and social inequalities, 
ensuring that the most suitable communities are targeted to benefit from 
public health strategies. It is proposed that the approach facilitates continuous 
improvement as new evidence becomes available, ensuring that public service 
practices and strategies remain relevant and effective (Davies et al, 2019).

The ‘what works’ approach has faced various critiques over time (for 
example, Pampaka et al, 2016; Tomkins and Bristow, 2021). For example, 
it tends to over-​emphasise quantitative data and statistical techniques, 
which can simplify complex human behaviours and interactions into simple 
measurable variables. This may overshadow the qualitative insights essential 
for understanding individuals’ nuanced experiences. The approach can also 
easily sideline professional judgments. ‘What works’ research might fail to 
capture the unique contexts in which care is provided. Due to cultural, 
social, or economic differences, what works in one environment may not 
produce the same results in another. The approach can also minimise broader 
systemic political challenges that influence lived experiences (Pawson, 2006).

There are concerns for child welfare practice regarding ‘what works’ 
research focusing on efficiency and cost-​effectiveness at the expense of 
the wellbeing and preferences of individuals receiving care. This focus can 
contribute to the de-​professionalisation of child welfare and social care, 
diminishing autonomy and professional curiosity by confining roles to 
set interventions. Even when evidence-​based practices are recognised as 
beneficial, applying them effectively in real-​world situations can be difficult 
due to limitations in resources, staff training, and rigid organisational cultures 
(Pawson and Tilley, 1997).

One of the most significant ethical issues with the ‘what works’ approach 
is to do with its handling of representation and generalisation. The approach 
can reduce groups and classifications to simple variables, and can confuse 
correlation with causation. Misinterpreting correlations may lead to 
misleading conclusions and inappropriate policy decisions. For example, the 
MacAlister (2022) review attributed poor child welfare outcomes primarily 
to inadequate and inefficient social work practice. It paid minimal attention 
to underlying structural issues such as poverty, and it did not mention 
political choices like austerity even once. Austerity was the economic policy 
implemented by the UK government to reduce public spending and debt, 
often involving spending cuts to public services and welfare benefits as well 
as tax increases. This was implemented widely under the Conservative 
government from 2010 to 2019 in response to the financial crisis in 2008, 
and it impacted child welfare services and families across the UK.

The ‘what works’ approach can also fetishise groups, labels, and typologies. 
Fetishising characteristics can create a misleading sense of diversity and lead 
to essentialist labelling, thereby oversimplifying complex social realities. 
People may be grouped by traits, such as age and gender, and other identities, 
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and this helps researchers organise the data into tables of analysis. This can 
foster a deceptive logic suggesting that the diversity within populations has 
been replicated in studies, allowing definitive correlations to be drawn. 
Personally, as a Jewish Queer individual, I do not wish to be reduced solely 
to my sexuality and ethno-​religion. Much less do I wish to be regarded as 
the representative of the exceptionally diverse groups to which I belong.

You may notice in this book that I refuse to place ages, placement types, 
or ethnicities beside the children’s quotes –​ this is the approach I take in my 
research generally. The aim is to avoid, as much as possible, naming, defining, 
classifying, stereotyping, or comparing characteristics. While characteristics 
are dispersed throughout the work, they are not readily apparent; they hold 
significance, but they are not the focal point. Instead, through critical realism, 
dialogical participation, and a ‘what matters’ approach, the deeper structural 
mechanisms of power relationships, including child–​society, child–​carer, and 
participant–​researcher relationships, are explored more authentically (Sayer, 
1992). For example, it was essential to have some children participating who 
were racially minoritised in their local environment, rather than having 
one child who was Black, one who was White, one who was Jewish, and 
so on. This allowed for power relationships to be discussed in more depth. 
We discussed what it felt like to be marginalised for being seemingly 
different rather than just discussing what it felt like to be of, for example, 
Traveller heritage.

Design of the original study and neologisms

Language can consciously and unconsciously create obstacles to understanding. 
For example, both the original study and this book highlight the need to 
implement a different methodology –​ a ‘what matters’ approach. This was 
necessary so that the children’s perspectives had reliability and validity, and 
we approached generalisability through the emergence of new theoretical 
paradigms not often associated with kinship care. For the first time, critical 
realism was employed in conjunction with dialogical participation to 
illuminate, through reflexivity, the children’s underlying values, their inner 
conversations, and the generative mechanisms that motivate their family 
lives. This approach relied on the stratification of reality, providing empirical 
validation alongside a nuanced interpretive awareness of diverse contexts. 
The insights of the children were collated through a series of person-​centred, 
creative, participatory, and task-​oriented interviews. Notably, a diverse range 
of literature has been incorporated and referenced throughout this book, 
frequently diverging from traditional discussions surrounding kinship care, 
participation, permanence, social work, child welfare, and childhood studies.

The previous paragraph likely illustrates that employing various techniques, 
methodologies, theories, and concepts presents a significant drawback. 
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It requires the use and mixing of specific technical jargon from multiple 
disciplines, which can hinder readability and accessibility. This issue is 
particularly problematic because I value the importance of allowing children’s 
insights to be heard by as many people as possible to ensure they have an 
impact. The blending of terms and inaccessibility is especially troubling when 
many of the disciplines, including child welfare and social work, are already 
saturated with jargon. Critical realism, central to this study, is also frequently 
criticised for creating new terms, known as neologisms, or even altering 
the meanings of everyday words. Examples include the terms emergence, 
mechanisms, and absence. Language and accessibility are made even more 
complex by the extensive personal jargon used by family members and 
the children themselves. For instance, before beginning the research, I was 
unaware of what a slime station was or how to distinguish between relations 
and family. I also did not realise the extent to which the word ‘like’ can be 
used –​ like a verbal tic rather than as a comparative term.

Language has been a central consideration in my research and practice. Our 
choice of words is linked to power dynamics. For example, in social work, 
the language we use shapes interactions and influences power relationships 
(Fook, 2016). Effective communication between child welfare professionals 
and families is essential. If we are not careful, our language can limit our 
openness to other viewpoints and may reinforce unnecessary hierarchies 
or authority. Research, particularly involving children and child welfare 
professionals, must always take this into account. I have been mindful when 
speaking with children and writing this book. While still tied to my own 
way of expressing myself, I have consistently tried to ensure that the words 
and ideas are accessible.

At times, there is a need for jargon and neologisms. I hope I have, therefore, 
leaned into them thoughtfully, with appropriate explanations. I also hope 
others will discover the beauty in some of the words, such as Sayer (2011) 
using the term flourishing instead of developing. Personally, discovering 
new words has introduced me to new ideas, methods, methodologies, and 
concepts. New words, especially those used by children, can facilitate an 
evolution of language and thought that better connects with the realities of 
children’s lived experiences.

Structure of the book

This book invites readers to rethink and revalue kinship care, research 
methods, child permanence, and participation. By prioritising children’s 
voices, it challenges dominant narratives and offers new insights for a more 
inclusive and thoughtful approach to family life and care. The book is 
structured into ten chapters. Chapters 1 to 3 summarise what is currently 
known, highlighting the challenges of kinship care support, permanence, and 
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participation. Chapters 4 to 6 are more reflective, philosophical, and practical 
in nature. Chapters 7 to 10 showcase the power of children’s insights and 
the implications of them. They demonstrate how incorporating the voices 
of children can help us theorise, understand, and support kinship care and 
better navigate relational spaces.

Following on from this chapter, which introduced kinship care and my 
perspective, Chapter 2 –​ Valuing kinship care support –​ offers further context 
on the uncertainties surrounding child welfare in relation to supporting 
children and families living in kinship care. This discussion is critical as 
kinship care is often poorly supported and frequently exploited worldwide. 
The chapter draws on international literature to summarise how cultural 
norms regarding family and state responsibilities influence the availability 
of support. It also explores current trends in kinship care support in 
England. The politically charged chapter advocates for acknowledging lived 
experiences and operating from the in-​between as the basis for advancing 
kinship care policy and practices.

Chapter 3 –​ Valuing permanence for kinship care –​ attempts to set aside 
political debates and focuses on children’s lived experiences of permanence. 
Providing brief histories of permanence illustrates how traditional child 
welfare and legislative concepts of permanence do not align with the 
realities of kinship care practice. Such concepts are rooted in the concerns 
and debates surrounding fostering and adoption. Instead, it is crucial to 
acknowledge a permanence paradox, where emotional and physical stability 
can be provided even though permanence is in constant flux, placing kinship 
care in the middle space between substitute psychological parenting and 
birth family preservation.

Chapter 4 –​ Valuing child participation –​ emphasises the importance of 
child participation and the voices of children in kinship care, welfare research, 
policy making, and practice. While participation is vital for upholding 
rights and ethics, it is necessary to exercise caution to prevent further 
marginalisation and exploitation of children. This concern is supported 
by the relatively few studies highlighting the voices of children living in 
kinship care. The chapter advocates for a more reflective approach to child 
participation, progressing from either/​or frameworks to a dialogical approach 
that acknowledges the political and ethical dimensions and more effectively 
respects the realities of child agency.

Chapter 5 –​ Valuing a ‘what matters’ approach –​ highlights the importance 
of philosophy for ethical child participation and child welfare research and 
practice. It presents a new framework, based on Sayer’s book Why Things 
Matter to People. This chapter demonstrates how critical realism connects two 
contrasting research paradigms: positivist and interpretivist. It acknowledges 
the limitations of both paradigms while also drawing on their strengths 
to establish a middle ground. Critical realism is presented as a helpful 
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underlabourer for research and effective policy making, underscoring the 
need to acknowledge the importance of values. When combined with 
dialogical child participation, this value-​ and theory-​driven ‘what matters’ 
approach encourages the inner conversations of children to emerge.

Chapter 6 –​ Valuing ethics and ‘what matters’ participation approaches –​ is 
both practical and reflective. It delves into the essentials of ethical practice, 
introduces helpful, creative methods, and emphasises reflexivity as essential 
for child welfare practice and research. The methods discussed include 
Kitbag, photo-​elicitation, child-​led walking tours, drama, visual methods, 
and an interviewing process with children that debates emerging theories. 
My positionality and identity, and their contradictions, are also further 
presented/​exposed. The chapter concludes with a new critical realist-​based 
conceptual model that promotes collaborative reflexivity.

Chapter 7 –​ Valuing connection/​separation –​ allows children’s views 
to take centre stage. The chapter explores how children navigate fuzzy 
family boundaries, ambivalent relationships, and absence/​presence through 
the skilled and nuanced sharing of time, space, and family narratives. 
Conceptualising children’s family lives in this manner ensures that practices 
such as life story work appropriately recognise a child’s agency and abilities.

Chapter 8 –​ Valuing care and protection/​independence and risk –​ delves 
deeper into family relationships by considering what care, safety, and 
permanence mean to children living in kinship care. Discussions with the 
children illuminate how navigating autonomous interdependence and the 
ethics of care and justice can equip practitioners with a framework to address 
the children’s need for a sense of permanence while remaining mindful 
of risk.

Chapter 9 –​ Valuing recognition/​(mis)recognition –​ ties all the children’s 
insights together. It explores how using modified versions of recognition 
theories can ensure that policy, practice, and legislation are more attuned 
to the realities of children’s experiences and support needs. It also shows 
that recognition should not just extend to children’s challenges, deficits, and 
troubles. Recognition must also extend to how children make do and get by.

Chapter 10 –​ Navigating relational spaces –​ summarises the book. It 
reflects on and honours the children’s insights into navigating relational 
spaces. It reiterates the benefits of finding innovative ways to gain children’s 
perspectives and commit to their worth. The chapter also shows how child 
welfare practice and policy making can navigate the in-​between by applying 
theoretical insights gleaned from children, even for contentious issues 
such as contact. Overall, the chapter and the book robustly demonstrate 
that understanding and supporting a child’s family life always begins 
with including children in discussions. Children can help provide clearer 
understandings of what permanence, kinship care, and a good, safe family 
life truly mean.
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Valuing kinship care support

I think that the important thing to me is about, like, the whole 
kinship care thing –​ it is really undermined for the job that it is. 
Like it’s not a job, but it’s also like a way of life. But I don’t … 
I really don’t think that people understand it at all. Like, I did a 
speech to my English class about the difference in kinship care 
and foster care. And I feel like kinship care has a lot more of a 
hard job because they already have that emotional connection, 
but then just nobody really knows about them. My Nan and 
Grandad get little to no funding for anything that they do, and 
it’s just, like, I don’t think that’s right.

Danielle, child research participant

Danielle explains how a lack of understanding surrounding kinship care 
affects support. She also emphasises that it is unjust for families involved in 
kinship care to receive insufficient assistance. This concern is echoed in the 
findings of a 2024 survey of kinship carers in England and Wales conducted 
by the charity Kinship. The survey revealed that not only do carers lack vital 
support for themselves and their families, but they also feel misunderstood, 
undervalued, overburdened, and exploited by child welfare services and the 
government (Kinship, 2024). If the lack of understanding and support and 
the potential exploitation are concerns for families living in kinship care, 
they should also be concerns for policy makers, practitioners, researchers, and 
anyone interested in kinship care, child welfare, and, indeed, social justice.

Chapter 1 demonstrated that even scratching the surface of kinship care 
reveals its complexities and ambiguities. Kinship care is a multifaceted concept 
that fulfils various roles worldwide. This chapter expands the exploration of 
kinship care by highlighting the broader issues that affect it. Overall, the chapter 
examines the complex concept and practice of kinship care support, focusing 
on navigating between the two primary perspectives often associated with 
it: kinship care as a social work intervention and kinship care as a reflection 
of family life –​ or as Danielle describes it, a ‘job’ but also a ‘way of life’.

The chapter begins by examining the foundations of a concept known as 
familialism and explores its influence on child welfare policies across various 
countries. Then the norms, ideologies, and cultural perceptions of family and 
gender roles that shape kinship care are addressed. The discussion explores 
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the sociopolitical context, highlighting how neoliberalism, individualism, and 
managerialism impact kinship care. Additionally, it considers the perception 
of risk and the concept of ‘risky families’ for kinship care, along with the 
systemic challenges these families face, which include racism and poverty, and 
kinship care’s use as a cost-​effective child welfare solution for governments 
and local jurisdictions.

The chapter concludes by examining current English policies and legislative 
frameworks, emphasising the need for a balanced, long-​term approach that 
better recognises the complexities of kinship care. It advocates for a nuanced 
understanding of family dynamics and sociopolitical influences. It calls for 
policies that provide adequate support and resources to families in kinship 
care, starting from the middle, from lived experiences. This can ensure that 
child welfare policies and practice better reflect the realities of these families’ 
lives and what matters to those living them.

Kinship care as a reflection of familialism

Worldwide, kinship care as a concept and practice exists somewhere between 
two seemingly contrasting dominant narratives (Xu et al, 2020). One views 
kinship care primarily as a social work intervention, prioritising measurable 
child outcomes and formal monitoring, assessment, and support. The other 
perceives kinship care as a reflection of the diversity of family life, emphasising 
social relationships and cultural beliefs and relying more on informal family 
and community support than on state resources.

The stance taken by governments, policy makers, and individuals largely 
depends on the political belief of whether the primary responsibility for 
ensuring individual wellbeing lies with the state or the family. Regarding 
kinship care, most opinions about who should be responsible for child 
welfare fall somewhere in between the two. Hunt (2001) emphasised this 
middle ground, characterising kinship care as a unique bridge between 
care provided by birth parents and state care. Many researchers support 
this notion, recognising that kinship care navigates both private and public 
spheres (for example, Cossar, 2004; Munro and Gilligan, 2013; McCartan 
et al, 2018; Xu et al, 2020).

The theory of familialism can help provide a deeper exploration of this 
middle space. Familialism is a sociological concept proposing that families 
should take responsibility for their kin rather than relying on the government 
or other institutions (Leitner, 2003). Nations with strong familialism 
traditions, such as Poland, are less inclined to involve social workers in child 
welfare matters (Furstenberg, 2020). In contrast, countries that rely less on 
familialism, like Norway, advocate for greater state involvement to attempt 
to ensure equity. Countries like Norway consequently experience relatively 
higher instances of social service intervention (Skivenes and Thoburn, 2016).
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Saraceno and Keck (2010) examined the sociopolitical context of 
familialism and its influence on child welfare policies. They identified three 
key types:

	• familialism by default: no direct state support or alternatives to 
family care;

	• supported familialism: assistance through tax relief and paid leave without 
direct state aid;

	• de-​familialisation: state support tailored to individual needs.

Hantrais (2004) examined familialism specifically for the UK, emphasising 
that child welfare is generally de-​familialised. The state provides tailored 
support for families in need and facilitates the removal of children from 
harmful family environments when necessary. Nevertheless, kinship care 
stands out and disrupts the de-​familialised ideal. Instead, kinship care in 
the UK promotes a shift from de-​familialisation back to re-​familialisation, 
where, in the first instance, extended family, friends, or non-​governmental 
organisations (NGOs) are expected to provide care when a child cannot 
remain with their primary carers.

Other studies examining family support systems across Europe (Albertini 
et al, 2016) and the role of grandparents in welfare states (Herlofson and 
Hagestad, 2012) also illustrate the unique interplay between familialism and 
kinship care. For example, McCartan et al (2018) used Esping-​Andersen’s 
(1990) welfare state typologies to compare kinship care approaches in the UK. 
While Esping-​Andersen’s framework has received criticism for neglecting 
gender norms and offering a narrow perspective on family, it nevertheless 
provides an insightful anchor for analysing kinship care practices across 
various high-​income and European nations. Figure 2.1 summarises these 
studies on familialism and kinship care.

Different countries’ stances on welfare and support for kinship care 
are shaped by cultural notions and ideologies surrounding family and 
responsibilities, and perceptions of what is normal, risky, deserving, 
and undeserving. The following section delves deeper into some of the 
norms and ideologies that affect support for families living in kinship 
care arrangements.

Factors and norms influencing kinship care support
What is normal?

Before further exploring some key factors and norms that influence how 
kinship care can be supported, it is vital to reflect on what is considered 
‘normal’. When the term normal is mentioned, the immediate reaction, 
especially among child welfare practitioners, may be to dismiss it and its 
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Figure 2.1: The impact of welfare state typologies on valuing kinship care support
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implications. A core value in child welfare and social work is to respect 
diversity and difference, which might suggest that there is no such thing 
as normal. However, as highlighted in Figure 2.1 and other child welfare 
research, various cultural norms affect whether a family receives or seeks 
assistance from the state. The goal is not to overlook cultural norms, but 
to understand and reflect on them, challenge them if necessary, and then 
address them thoughtfully with critical reflection.

A central critical realist argument of this book is that normality exists and 
is not merely subjective. Normality has both an objective empirical status 
(for example, mean, mode, and average) and a moral one. Social sciences, 
society, and child welfare work rely on normativity (Sayer, 2017). How 
society, child welfare, and individuals interpret what is expected of families 
influences how we determine what will satisfy a child’s need and right to 
safety and wellbeing. Law, policy, practitioners, and society can and should 
make judgments about such things. What constitutes a good parent? What 
defines a safe family setting? These core assessments, essential for child 
welfare and support, all rely on norms. While these norms can and should 
be critiqued, there must be an agreed standard for determining what is 
considered right or wrong, safe or harmful, supportive or disruptive.

While it is essential to acknowledge that norms and expectations exist and 
are real, it is also the case that they are subjective, adaptable, and influenced 
by cultural contexts and historical periods. The norms that individuals 
and society hold as true –​ particularly regarding kinship, family types, and 
functioning –​ depend on many factors, including, unfortunately, the harmful 
influences of heterosexism, nationalism, misogyny, and White supremacy. 
Some of these are explored further next.

Family norms and gendered roles

Hopefully, we are progressing towards a broader acceptance of many types 
of families in different cultures. What is considered normal is expanding. 
In many cultures, family life has become more diverse and flexible in the 
past few decades due to the increased number of same-​sex couples having 
children, the acceptance of divorce, and the movement away from gender-​
traditional work and family roles (McKie and Callan, 2011).

Family norms are also shaped by increased geographic mobility and 
multiculturalism. Modern family dynamics and remote work opportunities 
often allow the primary source of family income to be more geographically 
flexible (Pratchett and Rees, 2017). Parents can frequently work away 
from home, sometimes in different countries. Climate emergencies, global 
disasters, conflict, war, and migration have also significantly affected norms 
regarding how families form and function transnationally (Griffiths et al, 
2013). These circumstances can lead to displacement, loss of homes and 

 

 



Listening to Children about Kinship Care, Child Welfare, and Permanence

20

livelihoods, and loss of life. As a result, families may be forced to separate 
or to establish new structures to survive, and this is likely to involve changes 
in caregiving roles and social support.

The significance of genetic relationships in family composition norms 
is also increasingly questioned, particularly as new family types, such as 
chosen families, gain acceptance. Chosen families are groups of individuals 
who are not connected by blood or legal ties but build intimate, supportive 
relationships that function like families (Weston, 1991). Recently, chosen 
families have become more accepted in many cultures, especially within 
LGBTQIA+​ communities, where members often face rejection from their 
biological families. As the visibility and acceptance of chosen families rises, 
they actively challenge and transform conventional ideas about family and 
belonging (Jackson and Ho, 2020). This shift has implications for the growing 
acceptance of non-​familial kinship care, where the caregivers are not related 
to the children, and for ensuring that their specific support needs are met 
(Kiraly, 2019).

Another influence on normative views of the family is gendered 
expectations, which primarily assign caregiving responsibilities to women. 
This issue is evident throughout child welfare practices and policies. In many 
child protection scenarios, if mothers are labelled as not ‘good enough’, 
social workers, most of whom are women, recommend placing children 
with other women who are assessed as being ‘good enough’ (Lambert, 2019). 
Women are seen as both threats and protectors for children, with caregiving 
and protection responsibilities heavily weighted toward them compared to 
men. This is evident even in the distribution of blame for instances of child 
abuse and neglect. For example, women often face blame for child abuse 
perpetrated by males (Crawford and Bradley, 2016) and are more frequently 
convicted for child deaths, even if indirectly involved (Singh, 2021).

Despite their perceived threat, women worldwide remain the primary 
caregivers for children (Seedat and Rondon, 2021), shouldering social 
reproduction responsibilities alongside both paid and unpaid care tasks 
under patriarchal capitalist principles and constructions of motherhood. This 
perpetuates the oppression of women, especially in the context of kinship 
care (McGhee et al, 2018). Since most kinship carers are women and most 
kinship care is predominantly informal, the unpaid labour of kinship care 
could be viewed as shifting from one female family member to another who 
is seen as less risky, and in this scenario the caregivers often do not receive 
expensive state support (Lara, 2011).

Neoliberalism, individualism, and managerialism

Neoliberalism, individualism, and managerialism, or modernisation, also 
shape perceptions of responsibility for kinship care support. Understanding 
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the impact of neoliberalism on kinship care and the expectations placed 
on families and the state is essential, although this is often overlooked in 
kinship care literature. Child welfare work, policy, and practice must be 
viewed within their sociopolitical context, as kinship care can be politicised 
and exploited. Budgetary pressures, rising managerialism, and the move 
towards individualistic ideologies drive new policies, including the potential 
deregulation of kinship care, which shifts responsibilities from the state to 
families (Sen and Kerr, 2023).

A simplified explanation of neoliberalism is that it initially aimed to 
release private businesses from excessive government involvement and 
control. It was proposed that this would liberate market processes from 
governmental restrictions and increase their profitability. Social work 
academics such as Ferguson (2012), Garrett (2013; 2017), Houston (2016a), 
Jordan (2011), and Webb (2016) argue that neoliberal goals, rather than 
social transformation, increasingly shape social policy and child welfare 
practices. Others contend that neoliberalism no longer holds the same 
significance as the initial free market ideals promoted by its chief proponent, 
Friedrich Hayek. Therefore, it has become a contentious term across 
various disciplines. Indeed, some suggest that while it can still dominate 
debates, it has lost its persuasive power. It may be more beneficial to view 
neoliberalism as a continually evolving process and refer to it as something 
actively occurring, such as ‘neoliberalisation’ (Brenner and Theodore, 
2002, p 6).

Neoliberalisation, capitalism, and the belief that success is primarily 
based on a person’s drive, skills, and abilities can promote individualism. 
This individualism is increasingly evident in contemporary child welfare 
and social work within Western and European societies (Webb, 2016). 
Families and children can be viewed as individuals who are monitored, 
compared to others, and normalised. Otherwise, they could be deemed 
undeserving, troublesome, and excluded. Individuals are depicted as self-​
interested rational agents who possess the capacity to address their challenges 
(Houston, 2016a). Those who cannot achieve their apparent potential 
are pathologised and moralised as lacking the necessary capacity, drive, or 
willpower (Skeggs, 2004).

Neoliberalisation and the subsequent individualism, along with the ‘politics 
of withdrawal’ (Edwards et al, 2012, p 739), have also contributed to a new 
form of punitiveness affecting not only families but also social workers 
(Pratt et al, 2013; Edwards et al, 2012). This shift has unveiled new ‘truths’ 
regarding the ‘failed social worker’, ‘developmental kid’, ‘failing and pricey 
corporate parent’, ‘undervalued birth parent’, and ‘rights-​bearing child’ 
(Winter and Cree, 2016, p 1183).

Bringing the political abstract back to the realities of everyday child welfare 
work and kinship care, we often see how easily professionals are blamed for 
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the deaths of children at the hands of caregivers. We can see how blame 
for events can become individualised. Notably, in the UK, social workers 
have faced public scrutiny following scandals involving child murders, such 
as those of Baby P, Star Hobson, and Ellie Butler. Ellie’s case is explicitly 
related to kinship care. Ellie stayed with her kinship carer grandparents 
until she was ordered to return to her birth father, who murdered her. 
Newspaper headlines declared that the local authority had ‘blood on their 
hands’ (Taylor, 2018, np).

Over time, individualised blame directed at social workers or family 
members has led to bureaucratic child protection systems. This shift has 
transformed social work into what Harris (2003) describes as the social 
work business, influenced by market disciplines. This trend, known as 
modernisation and managerialism, emphasises best value, consumerism, 
and performance (Diaz and Hill, 2019). Social work’s time and service 
user progress are now measured to improve efficiency by pushing people 
through the system as swiftly as possible. Together, these ideologies endorse 
a contradictory neoliberal and individualistic belief that families should 
self-​support without intrusive state intervention, payment, or kudos, while 
paradoxically implying that social workers should be aware of and intervene 
sooner with at-​risk families. Child welfare, and, therefore, state support for 
kinship care, is reduced to a lose-​lose scenario of intervening too much or 
too little.

Risk

Questions about who bears the main responsibility for a child highlight the 
impact of concepts of risk on kinship care. This requires further exploration 
within its sociopolitical and historical context. What constitutes acceptable 
levels of risk, and who can be labelled as potentially riskier?

Although risk and responsibility for child safety are vital considerations in 
kinship care assessments and court decisions, many researchers, academics, 
NGOs, and policy makers often overlook them. This omission is surprising, 
as intergenerational risk and abuse are common concerns surrounding kinship 
care (Hallett et al, 2021; Skoglund et al, 2022). The saying ‘The apple 
doesn’t fall far from the tree’ reflects fears that children may be vulnerable 
to harm if left within their families, suggesting dysfunction may be passed 
down through generations. Jonsson (1975) researched this as negative social 
inheritance from a cross-​disciplinary perspective. From the viewpoint of 
child welfare policy and practice, Casey (2012) examined the impact of 
intergenerational abuse on ‘troubled families’. The study found that issues 
such as domestic violence, sexual abuse, drug and alcohol addiction, neglect, 
arson, and starting families at a young age were prevalent and faced by 
‘troubled families’ throughout the generations.
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Specifically for kinship care, Crumbley and Little (1997) were among the 
first to address the issue of intergenerational risk and abuse. They explicitly 
questioned whether behaviour patterns are passed down through generations. 
According to Crumbley and Little, professionals and policy makers may 
overlook the extent to which kinship carers, particularly grandparents, 
may have contributed to birth parents’ abuse and neglect of their children. 
They also proposed that even if the kinship carer interrupts the abusive 
behaviour, practitioners should still acknowledge that other family members 
or household members may continue the abuse.

The reluctance of many researchers, NGOs, and policy makers to mention 
risk in kinship care is even more perplexing given modern culture’s focus on 
it for most other issues. Beck (1998) and Giddens (1991) famously proposed 
that risk mitigation concepts and behaviours have become organising 
principles in modern cultures, resulting in what they called a risk society 
(Garrett, 2013). The global economic crisis of 2008 (Aebi et al, 2012), the 
coronavirus pandemic (Domingues, 2022), climate emergency management 
(Maechler and Graz, 2022), and even Trump’s wall (Clapton, 2021) are 
examples of various governments’ obsession with risk and their attempts to 
control it. Most child welfare practices, other than kinship care, have offered 
an almost natural site for promoting the risk narrative, shaping expectations 
for assessing and managing the threat of harm, particularly in child protection 
(Hardy, 2020). Practitioners must provide concrete evidence to reassure that 
sufficient efforts are being made to detect and address any risks to a child’s 
wellbeing (Smith, 2010).

One explanation for risk rarely being addressed in kinship care literature 
and policy is the reluctance to enter the emotionally charged moral and 
ethical debates surrounding assigning risk to kinship care families. Many 
may avoid discussing risk, to avoid appearing flippant, unjust, or unfair. 
Emphasising risk could lead to poorly evidenced generalisations and 
perpetuate negative stereotypes, causing families living in kinship care to 
be labelled ‘risky’ (Brown et al, 2002, p 72).

As noted in the previous chapter, broad generalisations and labelling can 
overlook underlying issues. Correlation is not the same as causation. For 
instance, it is now well recognised that poverty is associated with child 
maltreatment (Bywaters et al, 2016). Therefore, claiming that grandparents 
who have previously struggled with money and parenting cannot now be 
kinship carers is misleading and ethically dubious. When confronted with the 
uncomfortable reality that kinship carers may have been unsatisfactory and 
‘risky’ parents to their own children, we must also recognise that situations can 
change and acknowledge that context is important. Grandparents will likely 
be in significantly different positions now than they were a generation ago.

Another political and ethical challenge with broad generalisations is that 
labelling victims of social and economic injustice as ‘risky’ and blaming them 
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may serve as an excuse to avoid addressing the true causes of institutionalised 
poverty, racism, sexism, and unequal opportunity. With parallels to 
neoliberalisation and individualisation, it can individualise troubles without 
recognising the causes and impacts of social injustices. These ‘risky’ families 
can be dismissed as undeserving ‘anti-​social families’ destined for the ‘sin-​bin’, 
so there is less governmental motivation to provide them with individual 
investment or societal improvement (Garrett, 2017). Paradoxically, if social 
workers and the state do not invest in these families or in institutional change, 
it is likely that fewer opportunities will be available to help the families and 
this will increase the likelihood of them becoming ‘risky’.

This notion that families labelled as ‘risky’ are not worthy of investment can 
also be seen in policy discussions about the previously mentioned ‘troubled’ 
families. Despite the growing recognition of diverse family arrangements, 
many policies for children and families, particularly those involving care away 
from birth parents, continue valuing the ideal family or ‘family-​like’ norms 
as being more able to attend to a child’s needs (Boddy, 2019). Many policies, 
particularly in high-​income countries, still adhere to the ideal two-​parent, 
White, heteronormative, Eurocentric, middle-​class mother-​and-​father dyad 
caring for children (Kirton, 2020). Numerous laws routinely distinguish and 
categorise ‘regular’ families from ‘troubled’, ‘troubling’, or ‘troublesome’ 
households (Smith, 2015). These ideals mirror historical ones in the UK, 
such as David Cameron’s ‘Troubled Families’ programme, the ‘underclass’ in 
the 1980s, ‘problem families’ in the 1950s, and the ‘undeserving’ in the 1880s 
(Lambert, 2019). Consequently, families in kinship care arrangements are 
often perceived in high-​income countries’ policies and practices as deviations 
from the norm. They can be marginalised as troublesome families living in 
an abnormal family set-​up (Pratchett and Rees, 2017).

Systemic racism

The central dispute with labelling others is that due to marginalisation and 
discrimination, certain groups are more likely to be unjustly labelled as 
troublesome, risky, not good enough, or undeserving of support. Systemic 
and institutional racism is one of the most challenging, and increasingly 
acknowledged, factors negatively affecting how family and kinship care are 
attended to.

International research has noted that there are disproportionate numbers of 
children from ethnic minoritised groups in kinship care and a larger number 
of children from these groups in informal kinship care than in formal kinship 
care (Nandy et al, 2011). Studies on kinship care arrangements in England 
have supported these findings. For example, nearly one in three children in 
kinship care is from an ethnically minoritised group, and informal kinship 
care is twice as prevalent among Black children compared to the national 
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average. There are known correlations between ethnicity and poverty in the 
UK (Webb et al, 2020), and compared to children growing up with at least 
one parent, children in kinship care are disproportionately likely to live in 
deprived areas and are significantly more likely to experience health problems 
and disabilities (Wijedasa, 2015). This disparity in provision is further 
amplified by the social gradient, which correlates family socioeconomic 
circumstances to children’s chances of receiving child protection intervention 
and support (Goldacre and Hood, 2022). This shows a disproportionate 
number of Black families in the UK in informal kinship care compared to 
their non-​Black counterparts, and these Black families are more likely to be 
poorly supported, in financial hardship, and have health issues.

Tackling disparities for ethnic and racially minoritised children is now a greater 
focus in child welfare. In recent years, there has been a concerted effort to instil 
anti-​racist practice (James-​Brown, 2022). In the UK, there are new initiatives 
and research into disparities of support for Black and ethnic minoritised families 
living in kinship care, such as the work of Sharon McPherson and Families for 
Harmony. However, acknowledgement of racial inequality is still in its infancy 
in kinship care literature, research, policy making, and practice.

Cost-​effectiveness

One often underplayed yet significant reason kinship care is regarded as a 
valued alternative to state care is its cost-​effectiveness for governments and 
local jurisdictions (McCartan et al, 2018). Considerable savings could be 
achieved if the number of children placed in foster care or adoption were 
to decrease through opting for or maintaining children in informal kinship 
care, where practical and financial support should not be, but usually is, 
discretionary. Even when local authorities fund kinship arrangements, the 
costs are lower due to reduced start-​up expenses, no recruitment costs, and 
minimal training requirements. Kinship care is ‘financially attractive for 
cash-​strapped local authorities’ (McGhee et al, 2018, p 1192). The economic 
benefits are particularly compelling given the financial pressures stemming 
from the 2008 crisis, the COVID-​19 pandemic, and ongoing global conflicts 
impacting living and energy costs.

The underfunding of local authorities, along with governments frequently 
attempting to cut costs to public services, results in a strikingly unjustifiable 
lack of practical and financial support for children and their families living 
in kinship care. Worldwide, most families, advocates, lobbyists, charities, 
researchers, and child welfare professionals agree that children in kinship 
care and their families require better financial and practical assistance (Brown 
et al, 2019). Although many national governments recognise the importance 
of kinship care in their policies, this recognition is often not reflected in 
the levels of state support provided to carers, children, and families. For 
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example, in Armenia, social workers are required to conduct only two 
official visits to formal kinship care arrangements each year, and visits are 
often less frequent in practice. In China, NGOs and the government offer 
little to no assistance. In India, kinship care is often informal. In Ghana, 
neither the law nor national policy addresses kinship care. In Ethiopia, 70 
per cent of kinship carers reported no NGO or government assistance. 
In many high-​income nations, support for kinship care is contingent on 
its classification as either formal or informal. Even with such distinctions, 
assistance for these categories varies based on local policy and practitioner 
attitudes (Delap and Mann, 2019).

Support for formal kinship care and informal kinship care

This section revisits the specific legislative and policy processes regarding 
support for the children in the original study. It returns to the distinctions 
between formal and informal kinship care in England and how these 
impacted the support for the children who participated in the PhD research. 
Additionally, this section critiques the tendency to tie in kinship care with 
fostering and adoption processes, whether directly or as an adjacent approach, 
particularly as some cash-​strapped local authorities employ diversionary 
tactics to evade their responsibilities and support.

Assessment and support for formal kinship care

In high-​income countries such as Australia, New Zealand, the UK, and 
the US, policy makers and statutory services often view kinship care as a 
solution to child protection issues and as the ideal means of keeping families 
together whenever possible. This perspective is grounded in human rights 
discourses, particularly the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. Article 19 of the Convention mandates that children must be 
protected from abuse, violence, and neglect, and that governments should 
ensure parents do everything possible to achieve this. Article 9 states that a 
child should not be removed from their family’s care unless remaining there 
poses significant harm. The Convention emphasises the right of children 
to remain in a family environment and to be safe. At times, there may be 
tension between keeping a child with their family and ensuring their safety. 
This is why some legislation, such as the Children Act 1989, attempts to 
address this for particularly precarious situations by formally asserting full 
or partial parental rights and responsibilities for the child.

In England, formal kinship care arrangements authorised by the local 
authority are governed by looked-​after child fostering processes (Children’s 
Act 1989, s 22) and child-​in-​care budgets. Potential kinship foster carers 
are assessed to meet fostering standards and regulations. Attempting to 
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shoehorn kinship care into existing legislation and processes presents many 
challenges. Fundamentally, kinship care exists within a system initially 
designed for relatively short-​term placements with strangers. However, 
kinship care in England is typically regarded as a permanent solution 
with known adults, usually with little chance of reunification (McCartan 
et al, 2018).

Research has also shown that many kinship carers find the formal fostering 
assessment processes intrusive and demeaning, especially when they believe 
they have previously raised their own children relatively well (Farmer and 
Moyers, 2008). In the UK, non-​kinship foster carers typically choose foster 
care as a vocation, inviting scrutiny and intrusion. Non-​kinship care foster 
carers also have long periods of training before approval and receive financial 
compensation for their caregiving responsibilities. In contrast, kinship carers 
are more likely to become carers due to emergency crises, and they have 
less time for preparation to ensure that their homes, lifestyles, other caring 
obligations, and work align with their new responsibilities (Taylor et al, 
2020). They must also contend with legal guardianship issues (Nandy and 
Selwyn, 2013).

The starkest difference between kinship care foster carers and non-​kinship 
care foster carers lies in the need to manage the ongoing relationships 
within the family that have led to the crisis. Non-​kinship foster carers are 
not central to navigating the family tensions that may have caused children 
to be unable to stay in their birth parents’ care. Kinship carers also often 
need to ensure the children’s safety while at the same time attending to 
the distress and needs of the birth parents. Additionally, kinship carers 
frequently feel guilt, believing that their family, and possibly themselves, 
have played a role in the abuse and neglect (Hingley-​Jones et al, 2020). 
Kinship carers’ personal circumstances are also more likely to differ from 
those of non-​kinship carers. As illustrated in the previous chapter, kinship 
carers tend to be older, face financial hardship, lack space, experience 
isolation, and deal with physical and mental health issues (Nandy and 
Selwyn, 2013). This means their housing and lives may not meet fostering 
standards and regulations.

The updated Kinship Care: Statutory Guidance for Local Authorities  
(DfE, 2024) provides advice on these matters. It states that although housing 
may not meet standards, and although the mental and physical health of 
the carers may be of concern, these are to be noted in the totality of the 
assessment for suitability. Concerns that are not typically attributed to foster 
carers must be balanced against other factors and documented for future 
support once the carers have been approved. The guidance also allows some 
leeway for potential kinship carers with criminal convictions. The concern 
here is that thresholds for appropriate care may be lowered, yet children still 
require and deserve safe family lives that focus on their needs.
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Support for informal kinship care

Another option available for families in the UK is informal kinship care. This 
can be arranged without local authority intervention and is usually addressed 
in England with support from the child in need processes (Children’s Act 
1989, s 17). For informal kinship care, section 17 child in need support is 
intended to be a one-​off support package that can be, and usually is, made 
multiple times. This means that, typically, the welfare of children in kinship 
care in England is treated in legislation as a private family affair with as little 
as possible state support provided (MacDonald et al, 2018). This is especially 
concerning given the high caseloads and competing priorities. Kinship carers 
who require more formal support and monitoring often do not pass kinship 
care fostering assessments. They are, therefore, encouraged to pursue a private 
law application, where the family is less likely to receive support compared 
to those requiring statutory care. As a result, families with the least support 
and monitoring are often the ones who need it the most (McCartan et al, 
2018). The lack of adequate support is even more concerning given that 
many kinship carers faced with challenges later are reluctant to seek social 
work support or assessment (McGrath, 2021).

Fitting a square peg into a round hole

Particularly in the UK, both formal and informal kinship care, assessment, 
monitoring, and support are often wedged into the more established 
fostering, adoption, or early intervention policies, legislation, and funding, 
or at the very least viewed as an alternative to them. Commentators have 
described this bridging of kinship care into the child welfare system as 
piecemeal and reactive with limited research evidence (O’Brien, 2012). 
Merging kinship care with fostering and adoption can oversimplify the 
concept and practice by assuming that there are few differences between 
fostering, adoption, and the various types of kinship care arrangements. 
However, kinship care is a broad phenomenon with numerous intricacies. 
It is misleading to imply that all families who foster and adopt are the same, 
let alone categorise kinship care with them.

Even the differentiation between formal and informal kinship care is not 
enough. There are now numerous hybrid kinship arrangements where, 
for example, social work may have intervened or may intervene later in 
so-​called informal placements (Berrick and Hernandez, 2016). Therefore, 
it is imperative not to essentialise kinship care and assume that all family 
arrangements are the same or similar. As discussed earlier, along with levels 
of local authority support, kinship care is influenced by perceptions of what 
constitutes a safe and normal family environment, societal attitudes toward 
gender roles, ideal family structures, ethnicity, identity politics, political 
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economic choices, and prevailing political beliefs. The families, the carers, 
and the children, along with their contexts, are neither uniform nor singular 
in their characteristics, roles, or statuses (MacDonald et al, 2018). Kinship 
care has its own complex experience for children and should be treated as 
such (Harwin, Alrouh et al, 2019). This is why integrating kinship care into 
existing fostering and adoption ideals, or even those adjacent to them, is 
often described as trying to fit a square peg into a round hole (Dill, 2010).

Diversionary tactics

On one hand, English legislation and policy mandate the support of formal 
arrangements for children in kinship care. On the other hand, they provide 
pathways for deregulation and numerous potential diversionary routes from 
the system and social work, offering only discretionary practical and financial 
support. There are many ways that the state and local authorities can shirk 
responsibilities. Many local authorities attempt to dissuade kinship carers 
from pursuing the formal foster care route and do not make it clear that 
carers are likely to receive less support if they choose private arrangements 
(Farmer and Moyers, 2008; Hunt and Waterhouse, 2013; Selwyn et al, 2013; 
McCartan et al, 2018).

One study estimated that only 3.5 per cent of the approximately 180,000 
children in kinship care in England at the time were legally entitled to 
financial and professional support (Davey, 2016). Another states:

There is a long legacy of reluctance to help family members to do 
what many think should be done out of a sense of kinship affection 
and obligation (O’Brien 2000) and we found that only one-​quarter 
(23%) received the help they had requested. Carers were often told that 
they were expected to manage without state assistance. The attitudes 
the carers encountered are likely to be underpinned by attempts to 
contain costs. (Farmer et al, 2013, p 32)

This is especially pertinent given that poverty continues to be the most 
significant driver impacting a child’s health and wellbeing. Nevertheless, child 
welfare and UK government policy and practice have still not effectively 
addressed the issue of poverty (Davidson et al, 2017).

Current attempts to straddle the gap between private family 
life and state concern

This section explores and critiques some of the current English policy and 
legislative directions that have attempted to balance state responsibility with 
less intrusion into private family life.

 

 

 



Listening to Children about Kinship Care, Child Welfare, and Permanence

30

Clear Blue Water

In 2018, England and Wales announced a family court crisis, responding to 
the highest number of children in care in three decades. It was found that 
too many children and families were subjected to care proceedings, resulting 
in separation from their families of origin, despite the Children Act 1989 
prioritising children remaining with their families. The report Care Crisis 
Review: Options for Change (Care Crisis Review, 2018) identified multiple 
factors contributing to the rise in the number of children in state care. 
Although it did not explicitly reference kinship care, it acknowledged an 
untapped resource for some children on the verge of care: their extended 
family and community. The report argued that family was an underutilised 
and underfunded resource for child welfare initiatives.

The same year, Isabelle Trowler, the Chief Social Worker for Children and 
Families at the Department for Education in England, proposed a solution 
to the family court crisis in Case Proceedings in England: The Case for Clear 
Blue Water (Trowler, 2018). The report suggested that the legal principles 
of no order and least intervention should be applied more readily, meaning 
that making a care order for children or family life should be considered 
a last resort. It argued that section 20 of the Children Act 1989 should be 
reclaimed ‘as a legitimate and respected support service to families for the 
long-​term care of children’ (Trowler, 2018, p 19).

Section 20 arrangements involve carers voluntarily agreeing, sometimes 
under significant pressure and threats of court action, that the local authority 
provide state care for children at home or in other settings. Parents maintain 
parental responsibility and rights, and often there is no need for the local 
authority to apply to the court for a care order. Trowler’s report advised 
that increased use of section 20 would facilitate more family work before 
legal proceedings and be ‘resurrected as the key point of hope’ (2018, p 9) to 
avoid court whenever possible.

Advocates of The Case for Clear Blue Water believed that voluntary family 
solutions would be more ethical, improve outcomes, shorten time frames, 
and be more cost-​effective. They would also increase broader family care, 
including kinship care. The report suggested that increased use of Section 
20 would encourage more successful collaboration between families and 
child welfare services. Better engagement would counteract the negative 
influence of the ‘culture of blame, shame, and fear’ (Care Crisis Review, 
2018, p 18) that has developed in recent years within social work. Trowler 
(2018) asserts that making the child welfare system more cooperative and 
less threatening would decrease animosity between statutory services and 
families, as well as within families themselves.

The adversarial nature of court proceedings among family members is a 
significant concern, particularly for kinship care (Harwin, Alrouh et al, 2019). 
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Relatives often find themselves engaged in contentious legal battles with 
one another over child custody. Afterwards, the family must work to rebuild 
relationships after court. Restoring family connections after separation is 
difficult enough without the added strain of previous legal disputes and 
serious allegations between relatives.

MacAlister’s Independent Review of Children’s Social Care

Isabelle Trowler is not alone in trying to resolve the issues of too many 
children in care, along with the challenges posed by antagonistic systems 
and fractious relationships. In recent years, England has continued its efforts 
to adjust the current system toward less intrusive family solutions. In 2021, 
the Independent Review of Children’s Social Care was launched. Much 
of the final policy report by Josh MacAlister reiterated the importance of 
partnership working with families to ‘[u]‌nlocking the potential of family 
networks’ (2022, p 93). According to the review, this would help keep 
families together by offering a more cost-​effective and ethical alternative for 
children needing care away from their original parents. The review heavily 
promoted growing kinship care, suggesting, again, that it could reduce 
the number of children in state care by accessing the untapped resource of 
potential family carers. The MacAlister review also assumed this would lead 
to better outcomes for children.

The MacAlister review resulted in England’s first National Kinship Care 
Strategy in 2023 (DfE, 2023), which also aimed to grow kinship care, provide 
a more explicit definition in legislation, and offer more recognition and 
improved support to kinship carers. Backed by £20 million, the strategy 
included financial allowances for kinship carers, matching those received by 
foster carers. It also expanded the role of virtual school heads, previously 
set up for children in statutory care, to prioritise the education of children 
living in kinship care.

Challenges to kinship care as a child welfare or child  
welfare-​adjacent service

At first glance, the policy and legislative directions promoting kinship 
care may appear reasonable, well founded, and morally aligned. The idea 
of more children remaining with their families instead of placing them 
with strangers through intrusive and adversarial statutory social work 
intervention is highly appealing. However, there has been substantial 
resistance to these policies from various quarters. This includes concerns 
about nepotism (Rogowski, 2020; Hanley, 2021), the creeping privatisation 
and marketisation of children’s services (Jones, 2018; McGrath-​Brookes 
et al, 2021), the commodification of social work knowledge and research 
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(Tunstill, 2018), and the over-​reliance on increasingly impoverished 
communities and peer support (BASW England, 2021). There are also 
fears that the ultimate goal is to deregulate and de-​institutionalise child 
welfare, with kinship care serving as the ideal vehicle to facilitate this (Sen 
and Kerr, 2023).

Setting aside these contentious yet necessary political considerations, from 
a research and evidence perspective, caution is warranted regarding claims 
that increasing voluntary agreements and family-​centred solutions effectively 
expand kinship care, reduce costs, and lessen animosity. Integrating kinship 
care into struggling systems and legislation without comprehensive data and 
research evidence is precarious (Shutleworth, 2023a). For instance, Trowler’s 
optimism about enhancing the use of section 20s in family arrangements is 
speculative, with no definitive proof of its challenges or benefits. No study 
has been conducted on the impact of more frequent use of section 20s on 
kinship care.

Another issue is the assumption that increasing kinship care as an 
alternative placement will reduce the number of looked-​after children due 
to an ‘untapped resource’ of prospective kinship carers. This is partly true. 
Factors such as deprivation, thresholds, and potential kinship carers’ access 
to information and legal aid significantly affect the prevalence of kinship 
care (McCartan et al, 2018). However, it is misleading to definitively claim 
that increasing support for kinship carers, particularly without substantial 
economic assistance, will substantially boost the number of kinship care 
arrangements and lower the number of children in non-​kinship ‘out-​of-​
home’ statutory placements (Shuttleworth, 2023a).

Additionally, the number of kinship care placements has risen yearly in 
England, as has the number of children in non-​kinship looked-​after state care 
(Kinship, 2024). This does not align with the assumption that increasing the 
use of kinship care would reduce the number of children in non-​kinship state 
care. Instead, it suggests that the complete data is not yet available and that 
the solution is more complex than merely increasing support and kinship 
care placements through existing systems or adding amendments.

What is certain is that, even with section 20 in place, the state must take 
steps to safeguard children’s safety and wellbeing in kinship care settings. 
Children still have rights, and governments must ensure that these rights 
are upheld even if children are not in formal state care. When necessary for 
children’s safety and wellbeing, the state is still expected to provide support 
(United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989), allowing 
sufficient time to assess what safe, valuable support means. The adversarial 
element of the judicial process might be diminished if section 20s were 
used more frequently. However, the process may still take a long time, and 
any prolonged family tension impacts adversarial family relationships even 
without statutory intervention.
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Lastly, the political and economic contexts and choices are often not fully 
acknowledged. For example, the MacAlister review underscored a shift in 
child welfare tasks and resources without the corresponding and necessary 
increases in funding. While this may be due to the priorities of the sitting 
government rather than the review itself, its intermediate and final reports 
often overlooked sociological and political issues, issuing generalised calls 
for increased funding, with, as previously mentioned, terms like austerity 
conspicuously absent. Additionally, although the resulting 2023 Kinship 
Care Strategy (DfE, 2023) marks a positive step forward, initially, only up to 
eight local authorities were provided additional financial allowances under 
the scheme. This means that despite the advocacy for more kinship care 
arrangements, most kinship carers and children will not receive financial 
support for some time. In contemporary Global North politics, kinship care 
could arguably be viewed as a convenient tool to reduce costs, evade state 
intervention responsibilities, or delay them, which might enable further 
deregulation that could undermine children’s rights (Willow, 2023).

Navigating the in-​between spaces of kinship care

Many debates surrounding kinship care return to whether the responsibility 
for child welfare lies primarily with the state and society or with individuals 
and families. Stepping back to take an even broader view reveals that these 
discussions are often circular and seemingly unresolvable. Attempts to 
shoehorn kinship care into current policies and practices, or even to tinker 
with and modify kinship care definitions, result in circular discussions. So 
do attempts to inappropriately address or ignore the impact of sociological 
understandings, cultural family values, political contexts, and the influence 
of costs. As shown in Figure 2.2, the debates tend to loop around themes 
of support, responsibility, risk, regulation, resources, cultural and political 
values, norms, and, probably most importantly for governments and child 
welfare services, investments of time and money.

On the one hand, there are arguments for kinship care to be more of 
a private family matter, which is potentially more ethical and culturally 
aware than costly, intrusive, and judgemental state interference. On the 
other hand, over-​reliance on family and community capital can allow risk, 
valuation of norms, and neoliberal capitalism to be ignored. Both provide 
many diversionary opportunities for the children living in the arrangements 
not to receive support from the state. Therefore, the argument returns to 
mandating support and monitoring it in ways like fostering and adoption.

Noting this cyclical debate does not suggest that any of the arguments put  
forward are not compelling or even necessary. However, while each discussion  
goes around in circles, one thing remains: children and families in kinship  
care are not getting the support they need (Kinship Care Parliamentary  
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Taskforce, 2020). It is essential to start looking at their tensions, recognise  
and reflect on when we are persuaded by particular arguments, and start  
working in the middle space. It is time to acknowledge that kinship care  
lies in the push and pulls of an ambivalent, messy space, and work within it  
rather than against competing demands.

One approach is to apply theory to practice and recognise multiple 
meanings of family, the acceptance and challenging of norms and their 
implications, and the greater awareness around the gendered nature of 
family and care. Many academics (for example, Biehal, 2014; Boddy, 2023) 
now argue for a more sociological understanding of family life, focusing on 
relationality rather than just genetic relations (Smart, 2011). Other academics 
have suggested the inclusion of socio-​genealogical connectedness (Owusu-​
Bempah, 2010) and meaning rooted in shared memories, togetherness, 
belonging, and personhood (McCarthy, 2013).

There also needs to be more critical social work that tackles kinship care 
and child welfare. These contrasting and seemingly contentious counter-​
narratives must be addressed during policy making. This includes critical 

Figure 2.2: The circular debates on kinship care
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social work critiques of neoliberalism (Marthinsen et al, 2021), managerialism 
(Rogowski, 2020), social inequalities (Hood, 2023), and the influence of 
poverty on child protection (Saar-​Heiman and Gupta, 2020). Anti-​racist 
practice also needs to be further embedded into how we consider family 
life and parenting (Okpokiri, 2021), and there needs to be a concerted 
effort to decolonise child welfare curriculum and raise awareness of cultural 
competence and humility (Crisp, 2024). Furthermore, social work has an 
established history of feminist academics who challenge the gender norms 
in families, society and practice (for example, Dominelli and Campling, 
2002; Fawcett et al, 2005; Wendt and Moulding, 2016; Noble et al, 2024). 
Child welfare should use a wide range of critical thinking to inform how 
we approach kinship care rather than just attempting to slot in kinship care 
as a step-​by-​step procedure to be ratified and trained on.

Putting thinking into practice, child welfare practitioners, researchers, and 
families need to do two things. Both are difficult but necessary.

The first is to disrupt current narratives through knowledge, reflection, 
activism, and everyday conversation. This chapter is unashamedly political 
and critical. The first step of change must be to ensure that those working 
in child welfare know the political motivations attached to kinship care 
because, to stress once again, kinship care can and will be exploited. Broader 
sociopolitical understandings of managing family life can better equip child 
welfare workers to undertake more reflexive, collaborative roles with the 
diverse nature of families in kinship care arrangements (Ferguson et al, 2018). 
We must focus on the small everyday tasks that must be managed and ensure 
that society, governments, policy, and legislation treat families with dignity, 
respect, and fairness. We need to ensure that values and ethics, rather than 
economic justification, are central to our work –​ the starting points and the 
focus every day. Actively keeping this in mind will help ensure that child 
welfare work focuses on both individual and societal change. It will help 
us to recognise and negotiate the space and the contradictions in between 
without losing sight of what matters –​ a fairer society so that all children 
can thrive safely.

The second thing we need to do is ensure there is appropriate support and 
resources to recognise and navigate the critical in-​between spaces occupied 
by kinship care. We recognise these spaces by not being persuaded by top-​
down arguments but by starting bottom-​up from the experiences of those 
in kinship care and finding out what truly matters. The starting point must 
be the middle of the ‘circular debates’ diagram in Figure 2.2. What is the 
value of kinship care for children?

To meaningfully answer this question, appropriate time and space are 
needed for learning, reflection, and discussion. Tick-​box approaches to 
gathering views are not enough. If kinship care can be exploited, as explored 
later in the book, so can the gathering of children’s views by policy makers, 
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practitioners, and even researchers. Knowing a child’s and potential caregivers’ 
likes, dislikes, wishes, and desires is helpful but insufficient. The vital part of 
assessing need and support is to debate how they navigate the pushes and pulls 
inherent in the world around them. Assessment, support, and collaboration 
should provide space for families to consider and discuss managing the 
sociopolitical and geopolitical tensions inherent in family life and society. 
For these meaningful and complex discussions to happen, time is needed 
to build rapport, go at the families’ pace, and provide the least intimidating 
spaces for them to discuss the political, economic, and social realities. This 
means that child welfare practitioners require the right working conditions.

Finally, there is also an opportunity to influence how other child welfare 
systems function. Having argued that complex family relationships such as 
kinship care cannot easily integrate into existing legislation or oversimplified 
notions of family duty or government responsibility, it also seems appropriate 
to re-​evaluate how current global processes align with the core values of social 
work, child welfare, childhood studies, and family life. A fresh approach to 
and method for understanding the lived experiences of families in kinship 
care from around the world might serve as a model for other child-​centred 
work, such as work on foster care and adoption. It is time for other child 
welfare systems to learn from kinship care and how it adapts to global and 
local politics, as opposed to kinship care unsuccessfully adopting their more 
established but often rigid problematic practices.

Conclusion

Kinship care occupies a unique and complex space within child welfare, 
intersecting personal family dynamics, societal norms, and broader political 
agendas. This chapter has highlighted how kinship care is often leveraged 
for its economic benefits, especially during times of financial strain. While 
governments may promote kinship care as a cost-​effective alternative to state 
care, this approach can sometimes overlook the intricate needs of children, 
families, communities, and society, as can taking a blinkered approach to the 
development of norms and excluding the influence of neoliberalism and risk.

The next chapter zooms into the debates surrounding the concept of 
child permanence. It critiques traditional viewpoints of permanence while 
advocating a fresh perspective that emphasises children’s experiences of 
kinship care. It also discusses how nurturing emotional connections and a 
sense of belonging can give children the stability they need to flourish in 
a safe environment.
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Valuing permanence for kinship care

It doesn’t matter if you don’t live with your mum or your dad, but 
that you live with people that actually care about you and know who 
you really are. I don’t know. I think it just kind of gives you like a 
freedom to be like you want to be. So, nothing really matters. I guess 
it doesn’t really matter as long as you’re just happy within yourself and 
there’s people around for you.

Megan, child research participant

Navigating the complex, broader political debates surrounding kinship 
care is crucial. Focusing on children’s lived experiences within these family 
arrangements is equally vital, if not more so. This chapter explores the 
concept of permanence for children in kinship care, emphasising their need 
for a sense of belonging, security, and confidence in their current and future 
care arrangements. While drawing on international practices, the primary 
focus is on the meaning of permanence for the children in kinship care in 
England who participated in the ‘What matters to children living in kinship 
care’ study.

The chapter first explores the origins and development of the concept of 
permanence, including its various forms –​ physical, legal, and emotional. 
The second part examines research on kinship care and its alignment with 
the principles of permanence, focusing on the safety and wellbeing of the 
children involved. Finally, the chapter summarises previous findings and 
propose new perspectives for practice, questioning whether the traditional 
concept of permanence adequately addresses the needs of children in 
kinship care.

The origins of permanence and its significance for kinship care
The importance of permanence for all children

The Children Act 1989 was pivotal in embedding the notion of permanence 
into English legislation, ensuring that all children, regardless of their living 
arrangements, are provided with a stable and loving family environment. 
According to the Department for Education’s guidance on the Children Act 
1989, permanence should offer every child ‘a sense of security, continuity, 
commitment and identity … a secure stable and loving family to support 
them through childhood and beyond’ (DfE, 2010, p 12). Permanence 

 

 

 

 



Listening to Children about Kinship Care, Child Welfare, and Permanence

38

emphasises the value of a child’s place within the family. It is rooted in debates 
about family preservation, belonging, affiliation, history, heritage, custom, 
and emotional continuity for children (Boddy, 2017). We all require a sense 
of permanence in our lives to flourish.

Traditionally, permanence has been rooted in child development and 
psychosocial theories, particularly attachment theories, such as those 
proposed by Bowlby (1980). Additionally, there is a human rights 
perspective. Article 20 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child specifies that if a child cannot be raised and cared for by their 
birth parents, the child’s permanence must be ensured as soon as possible 
in a safe and stable family environment. In the discussions surrounding 
children in ‘out-​of-​home’ care, Moran et al (2020) identify the need for 
continuity and three key factors that are most likely to influence permanence 
in foster care:

	• relationships;
	• communication;
	• social support.

Despite the theoretical foundations and the clear human rights mandate, 
research suggests that achieving permanence is challenging. Several 
intrinsic and extrinsic factors can influence it. These factors include 
organisational and systemic cultures, social work training and support, 
and dynamics involving foster carers and birth families. The characteristics 
and personal values of all parties involved also play a role (Rock et al, 
2015). The concept of permanence has also evolved in diverse ways across 
various countries and jurisdictions due to differing child welfare practices 
(Pösö et al, 2021).

The importance of permanence in debates about kinship care and  
child welfare

Regarding kinship care, discussions about permanence, its definition, and 
how it can be achieved for children vary widely due to the many ways kinship 
care is conceptualised and practised. Nevertheless, permanence remains a 
vital consideration when discussing the potential benefits of kinship care 
(O’Brien, 2012). This is unsurprising because, as previously discussed, kinship 
care is often viewed in policy, legislation, and research as an alternative to 
fostering, adoption, or residential care, thus placing it firmly within the 
child placement arena.

Since the foundational work of Goldstein et al (1979), the concept of 
permanence has been a central focus in child welfare placements as well as in 
social work policy and practice (Schofield et al, 2012). Biehal noted in 2014 
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that permanence has been ‘a key goal of child welfare systems internationally 
for over 40 years’ (2014, p 955). And in England the 2010 guidance for the 
Children Act 1989 states: ‘Permanence provides an underpinning framework 
for all social work with children and families from family support through 
to adoption’ (DfE, 2010, p 2).

Kinship care is often endorsed as more likely to achieve permanence than 
other ‘out-​of-​home’ care alternatives (Winokur et al, 2018). This perceived 
benefit is one reason why section 22C(7)(a) of the Children Act 1989 
mandates local authorities to give preference to placing the child with a 
relative, friend, or another connected person. Kinship Care: Statutory Guidance 
for Local Authorities reiterated this, although provided a caution:

many children benefit by being placed with relatives or friends or others 
connected to them, near their own homes, continuing to attend the 
same school, living with their siblings and in accommodation that suits 
any special needs. However, not all these factors are always beneficial 
for all children, and some will have greater priority than others at 
different times in children’s lives. (DfE, 2024, pp 19–​20)

The origins of permanence

Investigating the history of permanence highlights its importance for kinship 
care set-​ups and further examines the relatively recent cautionary advice 
from the Department for Education’s guidance (DfE, 2024). The prominence 
of the permanence narrative in child welfare has partly arisen to address 
concerns about drift. Drift refers to the delay in securing long-​term care 
for children. This concept originated among practitioners in the UK and 
the US (Simmonds, 2014). Historically, child welfare processes in many 
high-​income liberal countries often led to children staying in foster care 
for extended periods without being returned to their original family unit 
or placed in alternative long-​term care options such as adoption. Children 
were often placed in what was meant to be short-​term foster care settings 
and then relatively forgotten. Overburdened services assumed these children 
were more likely to be safe and cared for, so they directed time and resources 
toward other children deemed more in need.

For a long time, foster care for children was particularly condemned. It was 
believed that foster care should be considered an intermediate, temporary 
solution to child welfare concerns. This belief stemmed from the notion 
that remaining in foster care for extended periods can be detrimental to a 
child’s wellbeing. Epstein and Heymann (1967) initially claimed that only 
two options exist for parents: a secure placement at home or, if necessary, 
an adoptive home. A foster placement was not regarded as a long-​term 
care option.
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This emphasis on permanent, long-​term secure placements for a child’s 
wellbeing was furthered by the Oregon Project (Emlen, 1981), which also 
cautioned about the dangers of significant drift in stranger foster care. Such 
concerns led to a push for explicit goal-​directed activities to move children 
out of temporary care as quickly as possible (Brown and Ward, 2012). This 
emphasised the ‘planning’ aspect of ‘permanency planning’, a commonly 
used term in social work practice (Maluccio et al, 1986).

Eventually, the need for swift, pre-​emptive permanency planning outside 
of fostering resulted in a more defined legislative, policy, and practice 
framework. Its impact was most notable in the late 1980s, particularly in 
England, with the enactment of the Children Act 1989. Nonetheless, it 
continues to hold significance today. For instance, the 2008 Children and 
Young Persons Act and the Department for Education’s care planning 
guidance (DfE, 2010) mandate an agreed-​on permanence plan for all 
children who are accommodated or in care. Additionally, adoption targets 
were established and remained in place until 2020 (DfE, 2012).

Another significant turning point for the dominance of the permanence 
narrative in children’s services in the UK was the introduction of a 26-​
week limit for cases in family court in England, as stipulated by section 14 
of the Children and Families Act 2014. This time limit was introduced in 
response to cases that lasted over a year in court. The aim was to speed up 
decision-​making, reducing both drift and the time children spent waiting 
for permanence decisions. The 26-​week limit also emerged as a response to 
legal cases such as Re B (A Child) [2013] UKSC 33 and Re B-​S (Children) 
[2013] EWCA Civ 1146, which raised the bar for adoption and reiterated 
the value embedded in the Children Act 1989 that remaining within the 
family must come first.

However, the 26-​week limit had concerning ramifications for kinship care 
arrangements (Hingley-​Jones et al, 2020). The reduced time frame often 
leaves insufficient time to assess or even identify potential carers within the 
family network. Frequently, birth parents put forward potential kinship 
carers only later in the proceedings, relatively close to the end. Bowyer et al 
(2015) note that this could have worrying implications for the quality of 
care provided to children in kinship arrangements. If the assessment period 
for kinship carers is considerably shorter than for foster carers or adopters, 
the approval threshold might be lowered. This raises concerns that children, 
particularly those who have experienced abuse or neglect, may not receive 
the robust, safe, and reparative care they deserve and need.

In 2019, the Family Justice Council published Interim Guidance on Special 
Guardianship to address the issue of limited time available for assessments 
within the 26-​week timeframe. The guidance clarified that extensions 
are available for kinship carer assessments and provided clear criteria for 
these extensions.
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Different categorisations of permanence and their meaning  
for kinship care

It is essential to now examine how these principles are currently implemented 
for the children in kinship care who participated in the original research 
to assess further whether fostering and adoption ideals can align with the 
experiences of children living in kinship care.

In English legislation, policy, and practice, permanence is typically divided 
into three clear categories (DfE, 2010):

	• physical permanence: the stability of a placement;
	• legal permanence: carers have parental responsibility through court  

orders;
	• emotional permanence: grounded in theories of attachment.

In child welfare academia, permanence is often contextualised in a slightly 
different way. For example, Sinclair et al (2007) distinguished between:

	• objective permanence: a placement lasts physically until adulthood;
	• enacted permanence: all concerned feel and act as if the child is part of 

the family;
	• subjective permanence: the child feels part of the family;
	• uncontested permanence: the child does not feel conflicts of loyalty 

between their current family and their birth family.

Objective permanence focuses more on time and place, while subjective, 
enacted, and uncontested permanence refer to how children and their 
families feel about care. These categories also relate to pre-​care experiences 
and how the children’s future following care is envisioned (Samuels, 2009). In 
this chapter and the remainder of the book, permanence is categorised into 
physical, legal, and emotional aspects. However, other classifications, such as 
those by Sinclair et al (2007), are kept in mind and referred to periodically.

Physical permanence and stability

Aligning with the concerns that originally led to conceptualising permanence, 
promoting placement stability has remained one of the fundamental goals of 
child welfare (Connolly and Morris, 2011). Historically, countries such as the 
US and the UK have emphasised physical permanence more than emotional 
permanence. Physical permanence is easier to measure than other forms 
of permanence. Emotional permanence was assumed to follow if stability 
was prioritised. Frequent changes in a child’s family arrangements can have 
detrimental effects on their wellbeing, including negative impacts on physical 
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and brain development, as well as an increased risk of behavioural, social, 
and academic problems for children (Konijn et al, 2019).

Contentions exist regarding the strong emphasis on physical permanence. 
Schofield et al (2012) noted that permanence can exist without a continuous 
placement. Additionally, a child’s ongoing placement does not necessarily 
equate to feeling secure as a family member (subjective permanence). The 
prioritisation of minimising a child’s moves through preferred methods 
like reunification (for example, in France) can significantly undermine 
emotional permanence, compromising relationships with foster families 
and a child’s genuine sense of stability (McSherry and Fargas Malet, 2018). 
The potential overemphasis on stability and fewer moves is especially 
relevant for kinship care, where a child frequently encounters conflicting 
feelings about being in various care placements within the same family 
(Kallinen, 2021). It is not simply a matter of reducing the number of 
moves within a family to automatically fulfil a child’s need for stability or 
emotional permanence.

Even if a child does desire physical stability, the need for multiple 
placements often depends on available resources. The impact of inadequate 
resources was highlighted in the UK as early as 1999, when Sellick noted 
the increasing challenges local authorities faced in recruiting and retaining 
sufficient foster carers. It is estimated that by 2026, there will be a shortfall 
of around 25,000 foster carers in England, with approximately 20 per cent of 
fostering households leaving the system each year (Oakley, 2021). The cost-​
of-​living crisis, the invasion of Ukraine, and global economic inequalities 
are likely to worsen this situation.

This lack of foster carers does not simply imply a nationwide scarcity in 
places such as England. Instead, the foster carer shortage is geographically 
based, resulting in a lack of carers who can care for specific types of children, 
particularly those who have disabilities or additional support needs (The 
Fostering Network, 2024). This shortage and displacement of appropriate 
carers mean that many children are not matched with their proper care 
needs or are moved far away from their communities. Consequently, many 
children find themselves needing to be moved on after a short period in a 
particular foster placement to one that is a better match.

Due to a shortage of local authority foster carers, local authorities often 
rely on out-​of-​house foster care provided by independent agencies. There 
is reticence to do this for extended periods because it is more expensive 
(Sellick, 1999). Such concerns greatly influence local authorities’ decision-​
making regarding permanence and practice (Care Crisis Review, 2018). This 
situation has resulted in an increase in kinship care placements, which, as 
highlighted in the previous chapter, are viewed as more affordable and more 
abundant, and are believed to result in fewer moves for children unable to 
remain with their birth parents (McCartan et al, 2018).
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Despite these caveats and nuances, physical permanence and stability 
remain dominant considerations and solutions for policy makers. For 
instance, in England, various government guidelines have sought to mitigate 
multiple placements for children (for example, HM Government, 2018). 
This includes the MacAlister (2022) review, which highlighted the problem 
of numerous moves and recommended addressing it with regional care co-​
operatives. Charities like Children England (Samuel, 2023) have robustly 
criticised regional care co-​operatives, stating that the proposals are unlikely 
to resolve a dysfunctional market and that the actual marketisation of care 
placements for vulnerable children is the central issue, both logistically and 
ethically. They argue that it is immoral for large companies to profit from the 
needs of children, particularly those who have experienced neglect and abuse.

Legal permanence for children in kinship care in England

Another perspective on permanence centres on legal permanence. Different 
countries have varying legal systems designed to ensure permanence for 
children who cannot stay with their birth parents. National attitudes toward 
adoption, fostering, and residential care often influence the establishment 
of these legal systems, the specific legal orders that underpin them, and the 
likelihood of their implementation (Skivenes and Benbenishty, 2022). For 
example, adoption has long been the favoured choice and gold standard 
in the UK and the US. In contrast, countries like Denmark, Russia, and 
Romania use residential units for ‘out-​of-​home’ care, while most countries 
globally favour foster care as a more effective option for children who cannot 
be cared for by their families.

The following section explores the various forms of legal permanence for 
children in England, aligned with the circumstances of the children in the 
‘What matters to children living in kinship care?’ study. It evaluates whether 
current legal orders are adequate for kinship care arrangements.

Adoption orders

The Adoption of Children Act 1926 marked a pivotal moment in adoption 
history, as it brought much-​needed regulation to what had previously been an 
informal process. It established the adoption order, a lifelong order. In most 
instances, adoption orders, alongside special guardianship orders, effectively 
provide children with permanent homes (Selwyn et al, 2014). However, 
adoption orders are not commonly used for kinship care in England, despite 
overall adoption rates being higher than in other countries (Harwin, Alrouh 
et al, 2019). One reason for this is that they legally revoke the rights and 
responsibilities of the birth family, granting them to the adoptive parents. 
This irrevocably severs legal ties between the birth parents and the child. 
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Such severance is considered a significantly more punitive intervention than 
a temporary placement with a foster family with the hope of returning to 
the original family unit. There is a misconception that the UK is particularly 
draconian because it is the only country that enforces adoption without 
the agreement of the birth parents. This further inflames the controversial 
debates around legal severance. Nevertheless, this is not the case. Most 
European nations also allow adoption without parental consent, although 
only some have implemented this regulation to the same extent as in the 
UK (Fenton-​Glynn, 2016).

As well as concerns about the removal of previous parental rights with 
adoption orders, there are concerns about the severance of contact with the 
previous family unit. The Adoption Act 1926 initially prohibited any contact 
between birth parents and their adopted child, designating the new carers as 
the child’s new mother and father. This historical practice of physical and 
legal severance has contributed to the reluctance to use adoption for kinship 
care arrangements (Harwin, Simmonds et al, 2019). Children in kinship 
care face specific challenges in fully separating from their family members 
while remaining within the family unit. Additionally, concerns about role 
confusion and identity issues may arise if a child refers, for example, to their 
grandmother as their mother (Freeman and Stoldt, 2019).

More recently, a seemingly more palatable option to complete severance has 
been proposed. Open adoption has gained traction since the 1990s (Gross, 
1993). Open adoption involves adoptive and birth families sharing identifying 
information and maintaining contact during and after the adoption process. 
This contact may take various forms, such as email exchanges, in-​person 
visits, and written correspondence. Despite its rise, open adoption still lacks a 
legal definition in England, and birth parents do not possess an inherent right 
to contact following adoption. The adoption agency and courts carefully 
evaluate the decision to facilitate continued contact, with the child’s best 
interests at the forefront. Also, in practice, continued contact depends on 
the characteristics of the adoptive parents (Gorla et al, 2023). Consequently, 
the enduring legacy of both real and imagined fears of complete legal and 
physical separation persists, making the use of adoption orders for kinship 
care less desirable.

Special guardianship orders

Special guardianship orders are the most commonly used orders for 
establishing legal permanence for children in formal kinship care 
arrangements in England (Neil et al, 2019). Special guardianship orders were 
originally intended as an adoption-​lite solution to the debates over complete 
legal and physical severance. They were designed as an order to complement 
adoption in response to the failed custodianship regime highlighted in the 
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Children Act 1975 (Bainham, 2007). The Adoption and Children Act 
2002 amended section 14(a) of the Children Act 1989 to establish special 
guardianship in law. The Special Guardianship Regulations 2005 further 
strengthened the legislation.

Initially, special guardianship orders were intended mainly for cases where 
a child had formed a strong bond with a foster carer but, due to their age, 
was unlikely to be adopted. Special guardianship orders were also regarded 
as an option for children who had maintained strong connections with their 
birth family, emphasising the importance of not completely severing those 
ties (Wade et al, 2014). The order allowed for the sharing of parental rights 
and responsibilities.

For kinship care, special guardianship orders allow birth parents to share 
legal parental rights and responsibilities with the kinship carer(s). However, a 
special guardianship order grants the carer the majority share of parental rights 
and responsibilities. In practice, this sharing of rights and responsibilities 
means that birth parents must be consulted regarding significant issues in 
the child’s life, such as health and education. Nevertheless, kinship carers 
can over-​rule the birth parents when making final decisions. This power 
weighting in favour of the new carers is reinforced by the requirement for 
birth parents to apply to a court to challenge a special guardianship order 
once it has been established.

Unfortunately, the increasing use of special guardianship orders has not 
laid the debates regarding severance to rest. This is especially true for those 
who are sceptical of, or opposed to, anything other than adoption as the 
ultimate alternative to birth parent care. For example, Narey (2011, np), 
who authored a blueprint report for The Times, is highly critical of special 
guardianship orders. He describes them as an ‘unhappy compromise’ that 
often keeps children in ‘dysfunctional environments’. The narrative of a 
risk society prevails, and Narey subscribes to the simplistic and potentially 
unethical notion that intergenerational risk is pervasive and irreconcilable 
within households, particularly low-​income households. The implication, 
whether intended by Narey or not, is that those living in poverty are more 
likely than others to be risky, unfit, and beyond redemption. Because of this, 
their children may need to be removed from their birth families because 
they are perceived as being more likely to require new family care to have 
better chances to thrive without the risk of harm.

Residence orders and care arrangement orders

Before special guardianship orders, residence orders were often used to secure 
a child’s legal permanence with kinship carers. Like special guardianship 
orders, they allowed parents and carers to share parental responsibility for 
the duration of the order. However, this sharing was genuinely equal.  
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As a result, kinship carers’ power to act autonomously was severely limited. 
Residence orders were replaced by child arrangement orders, introduced by 
the Children and Families Act 2014. In recent years, there has been a notable 
decrease in the use of residence orders, primarily due to the uncertainty 
surrounding parental responsibility.

Supervision orders

The use of supervision orders for kinship care arrangements is subject 
to ongoing contention. A supervision order imposes a duty on the local 
authority to ‘advise, assist and befriend the supervised child’ (Children’s Act 
1989, s 25a). In kinship care, it is typically used alongside other orders, most 
notably special guardianship orders (Harwin, Alrouh et al, 2019). There are 
concerns that supervision orders have served as a makeshift solution when 
there has been insufficient time to test the suitability and stability of kinship 
placements, and that the new arrangement will not meet the fostering and 
adoption standards. As noted earlier, due to Re-​BS, the statutory requirement 
in the Children and Families Act 2014 to complete section 31 proceedings 
within 26 weeks allows little time for testing arrangements and establishing 
relationships, particularly when numerous potential kinship carers are 
identified late in the process (Harwin et al, 2019). Therefore, adding a 
supervision order to the special guardianship order is a risky and potentially 
unethical strategy to justify the speedy placement of a child when their 
wellbeing and relationship with carers have yet to be tested. This concern was 
also highlighted in the Special Guardianship (Amendment) Regulations 2016.

A serious case review in Derbyshire in 2017 also questioned the value of 
the supervision order (Myers, 2017). It reflected earlier findings that children 
subject to supervision orders frequently do not receive the protection they 
need and deserve. In terms of obtaining local authority support, resources, 
and monitoring, a supervision order may not be ‘worth the paper it is written 
on’ (Hunt et al, 1999, p 351).

Emotional permanence

Emotional permanence is now widely recognised as the ultimate goal in 
child welfare, surpassing the value of legal and physical permanence. It is a 
‘sense of permanence which is crucial’ (Thoburn, 1994, p 37). Emotional 
permanence encompasses a child’s emotional, subjective, enacted, and 
uncontested feelings of stability. This concept is crucial for a child’s sense 
of belonging and mutual connectedness, allowing them to feel part of a 
family (Schofield et al, 2012). Legal standing and orders provide a degree 
of security, from which a sense of permanence can be established. Time 
and physical stability of placements can also play a role (Moran et al, 2020). 
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However, current research clearly indicates that it is vital to think beyond 
legal permanence and physical stability to find the right match for children’s 
needs. Permanence relies on ‘securing the right placement for the right child 
at the right time’ (Boddy, 2017, p 37) rather than adhering to a hierarchy 
of preferred orders, gold standards, or placement types.

Nevertheless, achieving a sense of permanence is a complex and 
contested issue in child welfare and permanency literature. There have 
been, and continue to be, further cyclical debates centred on two broad 
counterpoints: substitute psychological parenting versus family preservation 
and support post separation.

Substitute psychological parenting

Goldstein and colleagues (Goldstein, Freud, and Solnit, 1979; 1986; 
Goldstein, Freud, Solnit, and Goldstein, 1986) encapsulate the concept of 
psychological parenting in their trilogy of books. They propose that the 
most effective parental relationships were typically found with biological and 
what they termed natural parenting. This perspective aligns with Bowlby’s 
belief that young children should ideally remain with their birth parents, 
particularly their mothers, as this represents the most natural psychological 
relationship. While Bowlby uses ethology to underpin his attachment theory 
of child psychology, Freud relies on her father’s psychoanalytical instinctual/​
drive theory, which was in dispute with the Kleinian and Winnicottian object 
relations perspectives. Simply put, in all these cases and regardless of the 
explanations, psychological parenting, especially mothering, is considered 
the most natural, indispensable, and in need of protection.

Goldstein, Freud, and Solnit suggest that one of the most effective ways 
to protect this vital parenting relationship is for families to be left alone 
with minimal intervention. However, they also indicate that the state must 
intervene if parenting is excessively neglectful or abusive. In such scenarios, 
the best course of action for the courts is to step in quickly. Initially, a 
brief period of temporary foster or residential care should be considered. 
Afterward, the child can return, but only if the original psychological 
parenting link is not further compromised.

If a child’s psychological needs cannot be met through temporary 
separation, it is best for birth parents to relinquish their responsibilities and 
rights entirely and for the child to be adopted and receive new parenting. 
There needs to be substitute psychological parenting. This complete 
separation was thought to be especially important for infants who have 
experienced birth family failure, as it was believed they may struggle to cope 
psychologically with shared care arrangements. A new family placement 
should be pursued as early in the child’s life as possible, with a total severance 
from the previous inadequate parenting.
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In an international context, different approaches to psychological parenting 
have led to varying policy directives for ‘out-​of-​home’ care across various 
countries. For instance, some conservative countries, like France, prioritise 
family support and quick reunification if a child is removed from their 
birth parents’ care, aiming to avoid substitute parenting as much as possible. 
In contrast, liberal countries such as Canada, the UK, and the US, tend 
to favour permanent alternative parenting when birth parenting fails or is 
likely to fail. As previously mentioned, adoption is generally viewed as the 
most suitable permanency option for young children who cannot remain 
in their parents’ care. In these liberal countries, there is a lower likelihood 
of planned reunification.

The psychological parenting narrative in both cases tend to promote an 
either/​or mindset –​ either staying with the family or completely cutting 
off ties. It also assumes that foster, residential, and kinship care cannot be 
considered long-​term solutions. Such arrangements fail to meet children’s 
long-​term need for substitute psychological parenting.

In England, the Children and Families Act 2014 re-​emphasised the notion 
of complete separation and substitute parenting if birth parents are considered 
incapable. The Act removed the general duty of local authorities to promote 
contact for looked-​after children, including those placed for adoption. This 
change was initiated by Narey –​ who, at that time, was the government’s 
advisor on adoption –​ to boost adoption numbers and speed up the adoption 
process. Although Narey did not directly condemn open adoption, in his 
report for The Times, he stated that after the adoption process is completed, 
adopters should be regarded as the child’s ‘real and only parents’ (2011, np). 
This narrative perpetuates the hierarchy of placement types that plague 
international child welfare perspectives to this day (Pösö et al, 2021).

Adoption continues to be touted as the preferred way and the gold 
standard to secure permanence (Kirton, 2020). For example, in January 
2020, the then children’s minister sent a letter to all directors of children’s 
services stating that the new government would prioritise adoption as the 
route to permanence. Another notable instance is the launch of the National 
Adoption Strategy in July 2021 (DfE, 2021). This strategy, backed by a 
£48 million investment, aimed to improve adoption services across England 
by reducing delays, enhancing recruitment, and ensuring high-​quality 
support for adoptive families. The strategy underscored the government’s 
commitment to providing stable, loving homes for vulnerable children, 
highlighting adoption as a crucial solution.

Birth family preservation

The narrative of substitute psychological parenting and complete separation 
has faced significant objections. Since the works of Maluccio et al (1986) 

 

 



Valuing permanence for kinship care

49

and Thoburn (1994), the notion of substitute families and total severance 
has been challenged by scholars such as Biehal (2014), Boddy (2017), Cossar 
and Neil (2013), and Featherstone et al (2014). These academics agree 
regarding the importance of permanence for a child’s identity formation 
and the essential role of children’s kin networks in helping them understand 
their past, present, and future relationships. Instead, the debate starts on 
whether fostering is a valid long-​term permanence option, the meaning of 
children’s best interests, and the extent to which these interests are tied to 
birth family relationships after separation (Kirton, 2020).

Since the Rowe and Lambert (1973) study titled ‘Children who wait’, 
the notion and logistics of having only short-​term foster care have become 
almost mythical. Long-​term fostering is now accepted as a necessary and 
valid permanence option. For example, Biehal’s (2014) study compared 
adoption by strangers, adoption by foster carers, and long-​term foster 
care, including kinship care. Where long-​term foster care placements 
were stable, the child’s emotional and behavioural development, as well as 
their educational outcomes, were found to be similar to those of adopted 
children. Evidence now indicates that adoption may still be preferred, but 
it is not the only route to positive outcomes for children, and legislation 
has gradually acknowledged this shift in thinking. In 2015, the Department 
for Education legally defined long-​term foster care, and long-​term 
foster care regulations and guidance were issued as part of updated care 
planning guidance.

Regarding complete severance from birth families following separation, 
a BASW (British Association of Social Workers) investigation examined its 
ethical and human rights implications for UK adoption (Featherstone, Gupta, 
and Mills, 2018). Key themes that emerged included the impact of austerity 
on low-​income families, the lack of resources, and tight timescales. Ongoing 
concerns have also been raised about whether the adoption process and the 
support offered exacerbate class inequality (Gillies et al, 2017). Adoption 
could, therefore, be perceived as a means to avoid and delegitimise support for 
poor working-​class families. It might be viewed as social engineering aimed 
at ensuring the dominance and supposed righteousness of the bourgeois, 
predominantly White, middle class. The BASW inquiry depicted the 
severance of relationships post adoption between children and their family 
members as unjust and harmful to both.

The other main arguments against complete severance post adoption are:

	• Psychological coping: A child can cope psychologically with multiple 
caregiving relationships beyond Bowlby’s allowance of secondary 
attachment figures (Cassidy et al, 2013).

	• Psychological presence: Birth parents will be psychologically present, 
whether or not they are physically present (Samuels, 2009).
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	• Heteronormative requirements: The complete severance stance takes on 
board particular notions of heteronormative requirements (Hicks, 2005), 
the norms of the nuclear family, and conservative gender roles, which do 
not reflect the diversity of contemporary family set-​ups (Goldberg, 2019).

	• Practical viability: Questions persist about the practicalities of post-​
separation severance in the evolving social media landscape (Greenhow 
et al, 2017).

Overall, a robust evidence-​informed recommendation suggests that it is often 
more appropriate to maintain some level of involvement from birth families 
in a child’s life. The Care Inquiry (2013) also endorsed this approach. The 
inquiry recognised that the care system was failing many children and that 
often it focused on breaking relationships rather than making them. It has 
also been demonstrated that initiatives like Lifelong Links provide children 
and young people with a stronger sense of identity and agency. Lifelong 
Links aims to establish a supportive lifelong network for children, including 
past carers, if they wish to participate (Holmes et al, 2020).

Kinship care introduces a different dimension to the debates surrounding 
separation and certain placements being viewed as the gold standard. 
Since kinship care arrangements involve separation from birth parents 
while keeping the child within the family constellation, even logistically, 
complete severance will be challenging to maintain. Therefore, while 
they may often be drawn into these discussions, such as in questioning the 
legitimacy of special guardianship orders, the debates regarding continuity 
and discontinuity in fostering and adoption may not readily apply to 
kinship care. This further illustrates the challenge of fitting the square peg 
of kinship care into the round hole of fostering and adoption, as mentioned 
in Chapter 2. For this reason, gaining a deeper understanding of what 
permanence and severance mean for children in their specific kinship care 
settings, including long-​term foster kinship care arrangements, is crucial. 
Such insights could be obtained through appropriate research, which will 
be explored in the next section.

Research on permanence and wellbeing for children living in 
kinship care
Research on legal permanence for kinship care
Most studies focusing on permanence in kinship care fall into two broad 
categories: examining legal permanence and placement stability. This 
is because, as previously discussed, they are viewed as more measurable. 
Research highlighting these two variables is more likely to appease 
the currently dominating ‘what works’ ideology, allowing a sense of 
permanence or emotional permanence to be implicitly implied or ignored.  
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Furthermore, many studies are comparative. For example, most research 
investigates how kinship care placements influence legal permanence, such 
as reunification, adoption, or legal guardianship, in comparison to non-​
kinship placements (Koh, 2010; Ryan et al, 2010; Koh and Testa, 2011).

A summary of the research on legal permanence and kinship care suggests 
mixed findings. Some studies suggest that kinship care often causes delays in 
time in the justice system and can reduce the likelihood of legal permanence. 
Others suggest that it increases the probability of legal permanence. Ryan 
et al (2010) examined more explicitly the kinship adoptive experience 
compared to other non-​kinship adoption types. Regarding the legal order 
of adoption, they concluded that ‘[k]‌inship adoptions appear more readily to 
produce positive outcomes and permanent placements’ (Ryan et al, 2010, p 
1631). These types of research suggest that adoption with kinship carers is a 
better option for children’s wellbeing compared to adoption with strangers. 
In this regard, it aligns with the narrative promoting kinship care as the best 
choice for children while also maintaining the perception of adoption as a 
gold standard.

Research on stability for kinship care

When considering stability, studies typically examine how kinship care 
placements influence placement stability compared to non-​kinship 
placements (see, for example, Koh, 2010; Perry et al, 2012; Font, 2015; 
Delfabbro, 2020; Clarke et al, 2024; Rowlson and Shabbar, 2024). These 
studies indicate that kinship care placements predict greater stability. Kinship 
placements are less likely to break down, and children are less likely to 
experience multiple moves (Koh, 2010). However, it has also been noted 
that if placements are unsatisfactory, children living in kinship care are less 
likely to move (Farmer and Moyers, 2008; Farmer, 2010). Therefore, the 
absence of breakdowns may not equate to the child’s happiness or sense of 
permanence, and other crucial factors may be at play (Sinclair, 2005).

Other studies have found that, in terms of stability, most children do not 
benefit from being placed with kin (Andersen and Fallesen, 2015; Clarke 
et al, 2024). Overall, research generally agrees that children in kinship care 
are provided with as much stability, or sometimes more stability, than their 
non-​kinship counterparts (Winokur et al, 2018).

Research on emotional permanence for children living in kinship care

The research specifically addressing emotional permanence for children living 
in kinship care is relatively limited. This is somewhat ironic considering 
that the emphasis on emotional stability is frequently highlighted as one 
of its key benefits. The studies conducted indicate that children in kinship 
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care arrangements are more likely to maintain family ties, possess a stronger 
sense of identity, and remain in the same community and school (for 
example, Broad et al, 2001; Broad, 2006; Burgess et al, 2010; Dill, 2010; 
O’Brien, 2012; Selwyn et al, 2013). These factors contribute to a child’s 
sense of emotional permanence by providing continuity in their social and 
cultural environment. Kinship care arrangements can also assist children in 
maintaining a family history, ethnic identity, and cultural consistency, which 
are often unavailable in non-​kinship foster care (Hunt et al, 2010; Kiraly 
and Humphreys, 2016). Research comparing kinship care to fostering and 
adoption has also found that kinship care arrangements are more likely to 
promote secure attachments and relationships between the child and the 
carer, as they often share a history and familiarity (Ponnert, 2017). Although 
valuable, these studies do not focus directly on emotional permanence or 
discuss it much further than the psychosocial or potential outcomes for 
when the children become adults.

Despite the proposed benefits, some studies challenge the notion that 
kinship care universally fosters better emotional permanence. For example, 
some studies in the US indicate no significant differences in the quality of 
relationships between children in kinship care and those in non-​kinship 
foster care (Strijker et al, 2003). Others even suggest that relationships in 
kinship foster homes may be more strained (Chipman et al, 2002; Harden 
et al, 2004). Additionally, statistically kinship carers are more likely to face 
financial difficulties, be older, have less education, possess poorer parenting 
skills, suffer from more health problems, and receive less formal and informal 
support (Selwyn et al, 2013), and these factors can contribute to heightened 
stress levels. Elevated stress levels in carers can make it more difficult for 
the children’s emotional needs to be met and for emotional permanence 
to be felt.

The mixed and sometimes contradictory findings likely stem from 
the diverse contexts of the researched family settings and the inherent 
complexity and individual differences within family relationships. Established 
relationships in kinship care can also be more complex and susceptible to 
stress than those in stranger foster care arrangements (Sykes et al, 2002) 
since caregivers and children must not only navigate their immediate family 
relationships but also renegotiate existing broader family dynamics (Rubin 
et al, 2017).

Contact for children living in kinship care

The topic of contact is crucial to debates surrounding a child’s sense of 
permanence. As previously discussed, contact remains a contentious issue, 
particularly concerning a child’s emotional sense of permanence, and it can 
also influence the stability of a placement (Iyer et al, 2020). Article 9 of the 
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United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child provides for the 
right of a child separated from one or both parents to maintain personal 
relationships and direct contact with both parents on a regular basis, unless 
doing so contradicts the child’s best interests. In England, this is reiterated 
in section 34 of the Children Act 1989, which stipulates that when a child 
is taken into local authority care, they must have reasonable contact with 
any person who has or had parental responsibility prior to entering care.

In kinship care arrangements, children are more likely to maintain 
relationships with their extended family and have contact with their siblings 
and birth parents (Rubin et al, 2017). Research suggests that children 
regard their birth parents as important to them (Burgess et al, 2010; Kiraly 
and Humphreys, 2013b). However, parental contact for children living in 
kinship care can often be problematic, distressing, and even re-​traumatising 
for the children (Kiraly and Humphreys, 2013a). This is compounded by 
the assumption that kinship carers can manage contact without training or 
support from services (Argent, 2009). Research from 2016 proposes that 
parental interaction should be replaced with more broadly thought about 
family contact (Kiraly and Humphreys, 2016). It should focus on the entire 
family, and the nature of contact should be considered in light of the child’s 
specific situation instead of families receiving arbitrary rules and rulings from 
the courts or local authorities.

Risk and other factors that impact child wellbeing in kinship care  
and permanence

Protection and safeguarding for children living in kinship care

Practitioners often worry that a child’s sense of permanence in kinship 
placements can be diminished due to existing complex family relationships, 
unauthorised contact, and potential collusion with birth parents (Kiraly 
and Humphreys, 2013a). Concerns are also often raised about whether 
kinship carers can protect the children from risky family members and, in 
some cases, violence from the birth parents (Hunt et al, 2010). However, 
as revealed in the previous chapter, relatively little mention of child safety 
and intergenerational risk is made in kinship care research, literature, or 
policy discussions.

A recent scoping assessment of safety in high-​income nations by Hallett 
et al (2021) found that the risk of neglect is greater in kinship care settings 
than in other types of ‘out-​of-​home’ care. However, the risk of sexual 
and physical abuse is lower. According to the scoping study, there was 
minimal difference in the rates of emotional or psychological abuse. It was 
acknowledged that strained family relationships between carers and the birth 
family were more prevalent in kinship care, which raises the risk of abuse 
towards carers.
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While these general conclusions regarding risk are valuable, other research 
challenges them. One study, for example, revealed no difference in physical 
abuse rates (Burgess and Borowsky, 2010), whereas another identified a 
greater risk of sexual abuse (Litrownik et al, 2003). In summary, although 
there is limited evidence to support practitioner concerns regarding risk, 
there is also minimal evidence to contradict them. However, findings 
do highlight that kinship carers are less likely to be monitored or report 
situations. As such, risks for children and their families are more likely to 
be hidden from professionals.

The physical, mental, and emotional wellbeing of children in kinship care

The last consideration regarding permanence specifically for children living 
in kinship care is the connection between positive emotional permanence 
and outcomes for children. Most UK research indicates that children in 
kinship care achieve developmental outcomes that are equal to or better 
than those of their non-​kinship counterparts (Farmer and Moyers, 2008, 
p 200; Sacker et al, 2021), although they are twice as likely to experience 
long-​term health problems or disabilities that limit their daily activities 
(Wijedasa, 2015). Additionally, research has found that children in kinship 
care exhibit fewer mental health issues (Holtan et al, 2005; Winokur et al, 
2018) and behavioural issues (Conway and Hutson, 2007), and have less 
educational needs (Farmer and Moyers, 2008). Kinship care can also help 
reduce the stigma and trauma associated with separation (Messing, 2006).

Despite these findings, Farmer et al (2008) demonstrated that children still 
face stigma from their peers due to the family arrangements. Furthermore, 
those in kinship care have reduced access to services (Winokur et al, 2018). 
Consequently, lower usage of medical, mental, and educational support 
services may not necessarily indicate better wellbeing. Kinship carers may also 
downplay behavioural difficulties for fear of the children being removed from 
their care. This concern could further hinder access to and the undertaking 
of assessments (McCartan et al, 2018).

How could permanence and kinship care be better considered?

As demonstrated in this and the previous chapter, one of the main challenges 
is that, in research, legislation, and policy making, permanence for children 
in kinship care can quickly be positioned in the same space as permanence 
for children in adoption, fostering, and other child welfare placements 
(Skoglund and Thørnblad, 2017). This narrow view of kinship care as a child 
welfare technology, rather than as a distinct form of family living, presents 
numerous challenges. For example, while focusing on efficiency, outcomes, 
and effects helps outline the broader context, it is not particularly useful for 
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making local policy recommendations, providing individual assessments, or 
determining if a specific family should undertake kinship care. Like much 
of the ‘what works’ literature, placement-​oriented kinship care research 
and thinking tend to generalise and obscure the specific family context and 
downplay the complexity and diversity of familial relationships (Andersen 
and Fallesen, 2015).

This can be challenging for child welfare practitioners. It can generate 
spurious and simplistic assumptions, such as the belief that children in kinship 
care will likely meet their permanence needs by remaining within their family 
culture. While this may hold true for some children, as powerfully described 
later by the children in this book, it is not true for all. Consequently, the 
initially proposed values for child welfare, such as promoting a child’s safety 
and sense of permanence, can be lost. Attempting to include kinship care in 
standard child welfare services in research, legislation, and policy can overlook 
the everyday intricacies of how families function. Instead of focusing on 
the how, it can concentrate on the characteristics of what families are and 
what outcomes they can provide.

A study by Ferraro et al (2022) emphasised this confusion surrounding 
causality. They found that once research considers the characteristics of 
children and caregivers, the effects of kinship care on behavioural and 
emotional wellbeing are not significantly different from the effects of non-​
kinship foster care, although the effects slightly favour kinship. Additionally, 
the Nuffield Looked-​after Children Grown Up Project (Sacker et al, 2021), 
which compared health and social functioning outcomes among kinship 
care, foster care, and residential care, found that children in kinship care 
fared better regarding behavioural and emotional outcomes. However, it 
clearly warns that kinship care should not just be seen as a panacea: ‘These 
outcomes might be a consequence of the early life experiences that led 
children to be in care and/​or could be consequential to their experience of 
the care system’ (Sacker et al, 2021, p 7).

Another issue with the research on kinship care is that many studies do not 
use theories, but instead focus on empirical outcomes. When they do integrate 
theory, it typically aligns with dominant discourses of human development 
and socialisation, such as attachment. Despite the known importance of 
applying theory to practice and centring assessment on the views of those 
with lived experiences, very little data describes children’s experiences, and 
broader sociological, political, and historical contexts are often dismissed 
as irrelevant. This leads to research, assessments, and support that are both 
partial and biased. Permanence, kinship care, and the wellbeing of children 
must always be situated within their social-​political-​historical context, as has 
been done in this chapter and Chapter 2 on kinship care support.

Social-​political-​historical considerations are particularly vital when it is 
often recounted that stability, permanence, and wellbeing are ‘better, or at 
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least as good’ as for children in kinship care compared to those in stranger 
foster care (Winokur et al, 2018). This can be misconstrued to imply that 
these children do not have the same level of need (Rubin et al, 2017), 
which can also lead to inconsistent service provisions not only between 
local authorities but also often among practitioners (Farmer and Moyers, 
2008; Selwyn et al, 2013; Brown et al, 2019; Kinship Care Parliamentary 
Taskforce, 2020; Schoenwold et al, 2022). Additional factors such as the 
higher likelihood of poverty, isolation, carer stress, and ill health, along with 
complex family relationships, indicate that these kinship children and their 
families are likely to require more support than those in foster placements, 
not less (Selwyn et al, 2013). Without appropriate support, it becomes more 
challenging for the carers to meet the needs of the children. This will impact 
the child’s duration in the placement and their sense of permanence and 
wellbeing. Therefore, it is sadly ironic that ‘financial assistance and other 
support and services provided by child welfare agencies are skewed against 
kinship carers’ (Owusu-​Bempah, 2010, p 92).

Conclusion

Physical, legal, and emotional permanence significantly impacts a child’s 
wellbeing. The importance of permanence is well documented in research 
and literature, but its effects vary depending on the child’s and family’s 
circumstances, which evolve over time. The debate between maintaining 
connections to past relationships and opting for complete severance will 
persist, influenced, no doubt, by scandals and political rhetoric. It is crucial 
to approach these permanence discussions cautiously, as political power has 
often swayed historical debates, legislation, and policies rather than relying 
on consistent research findings. They also typically do not readily apply to 
kinship care.

Practitioners and policy makers should embrace ambiguity rather than seek 
certainty when thinking about permanence and permanence for children 
living in kinship care. While outcomes like placement and legal stability are 
more straightforward to monitor and theoretically simpler to achieve than 
emotional permanence, they do not necessarily reflect ongoing wellbeing, 
especially in the complex context of kinship care. For instance, maintaining 
contact with past carers benefits many children, but for some, it can cause 
unnecessary harm. A one-​size-​fits-​all approach, dictated by fixed legal 
orders, fails to capture the dynamic and sometimes turbulent nature of family 
relationships, particularly in families dealing with trauma and conflicting 
feelings about each other’s risks.

Research on kinship care is relatively sparse compared to other child 
welfare issues, often offering only general insights into its benefits. The 
mantra that kinship care placements are ‘as good as or better than’ other 
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options has gained widespread acceptance among policy makers, lobbyists, 
and researchers. However, promoting kinship care as yielding better 
permanency and wellbeing outcomes for children, despite being underfunded 
and under-​supported, raises questions about the allocation of resources. 
Logically, funding, resources, and time should focus on children with poorer 
outcomes, such as those in foster care, which leaves children living in kinship 
care and their needs overlooked.

The recommendations for policy, practice, and research align with those 
from Chapter 2. Rather than viewing kinship care solely as a process or an 
alternative to state care, it is crucial to explore and acknowledge the nature 
of familial relationships and the fluctuating sense of permanence for children 
within kinship care. Research should not only consider stability, legal orders, 
or generalised wellbeing outcomes but also examine how these children are 
cared for and how they experience belonging and security within the current 
political climate. Children’s perspectives and experiences must be better 
understood in their social-​political-​historical context. Chapter 4 explores 
an approach to achieving this through child participation.
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Valuing child participation

They should listen to children as well because they might have 
things that they would like to say, and maybe they have things 
that they’d like adults to hear. And it’s not all of the time that 
adults are properly listening to them.

Kimberley, child research participant

Previous chapters have illustrated the ambivalence surrounding kinship 
care. It is challenging to fully understand where kinship care lies between a 
private family matter and a public concern, which depends on values and 
social-​political-​historical contexts. It is also difficult, and possibly unhelpful, 
to compare kinship care to fostering and adoption or to situate children’s 
experiences and outcomes within traditional debates regarding permanence. 
One option that can aid in better understanding the meaning of permanence 
is, as Kimberley suggests, to ‘listen to children as well’.

In research, this listening can be achieved through a qualitative 
participatory design. Rather than quantitative methods that examine 
the ‘when’, ‘where’, and ‘how many’, a qualitative approach is more 
concerned with the ‘why’, ‘how’, and ‘in what way’. Most qualitative 
research involves asking individuals and families about their experiences 
of things that happen in their lives (Shaw and Holland, 2014). This type 
of participatory research can provide insights into what it feels like to be 
another person and to understand the world as they experience it. Indeed, 
qualitative participatory approaches can effectively give voice to those, such 
as children, who are often silenced and marginalised (Gilgun, 2015). When 
placed alongside more positivist quantitative research, it can assist policy 
makers and practitioners in addressing the specific needs of children and 
their families (Casas, 2011).

Like kinship care and permanence, participation is not without nuance. 
Co-​production, participation, and the concept of the participatory child are 
subject to increasing scrutiny (Spyrou et al, 2018). It is multifaceted and can 
be described as ‘messy, fraught, and ambiguous’ (Gallagher, 2008, p 404). This 
chapter highlights the messiness and ambiguities surrounding participation 
and the obstacles that may hinder participatory research. It responds to 
calls to better explore child participation’s complexities and contradictions 
(Kosher and Ben-​Arieh, 2020). It is not good enough for me to doggedly 
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insist on more child participation in the conclusion of every chapter, and 
then apply it without considering the intricacies.

The chapter is divided into four sections. First, it explores participatory 
research, participation, and the fear of getting it wrong. Then, the chapter 
identifies the legal, practical, and conceptual framing of child participation. 
It is crucial to examine how both participation and concepts of childhood 
are understood. Following an analysis of the presence or absence of the 
child’s voice in kinship care research, this chapter proposes a new approach 
to participation, one that is dialogical and recognises the following:

	• Participation is steeped in power relations and an acknowledgement of 
agency. It is, therefore, also inherently a political endeavour.

	• Like kinship care and permanence, participation is often submerged and 
restricted by monological thinking. Monological thinking suggests that 
childhood, identity, and participation can only be explained and done 
in one way or another.

	• Participation often focuses on voice, listening, and consultation rather 
than broader considerations such as agency, place, space, and time.

What is participatory research and participation?

Participatory research and listening to experts by experience suggest that 
purely top-​down research, planning, and policies are both ineffective and 
inappropriate. Instead, participatory research advocates that local perspectives, 
interests, and priorities should inform any initiatives by involving the 
collaboration of those affected by them (Humphries, 2008). Participatory 
research is also generally viewed as ethically and ideologically sound (Shaw 
and Holland, 2014).

In some ways, all qualitative research and everyday child welfare practices 
are participatory. Whether individuals are there to provide data and views 
or are more actively involved in the design and implementation of research 
and support, they still participate. To more or lesser degrees, there is always 
an amount of what is now frequently termed co-​production. However, 
the difference between conventional research strategies and participatory 
research is that participatory research tries to identify and balance out the 
power differentials involved from its conception through to its application 
(Percy-​Smith and Thomas, 2009).

The basic principles for participatory research are summarised as follows 
(Humphries, 2008):

	• Participatory research strives to equalise power between researchers and 
participants. It adopts a bottom-​up research approach that focuses on the 
local historical, cultural, political, and socioeconomic factors as defined 
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by those who live in the situation. Therefore, those most affected by 
situations can become empowered, active agents capable of determining 
the research questions, methods, analysis, and outcomes.

	• The knowledge base for research and policies, such as those concerning 
child welfare, arises from ongoing genuine dialogue between theory and 
practice, as well as between researchers and the researched.

	• Participatory research uses methods that are flexible, creative, and tailored 
to the needs and wishes of the participants.

	• The emphasis is on process as well as outcomes.
	• The researcher’s or practitioner’s role is of facilitator rather than director.

With deeper interrogation, these basic principles very quickly become 
problematic. They are about how participation should be done, almost like 
the elements of a recipe, and they unravel with more in-​depth explorations 
of power and knowledge production. For example, for participation 
with children, adults still hold power about what constitutes ongoing 
genuine dialogue and when it would be appropriate to initiate it. These 
adults’ opinions are subject to their own beliefs and values, pressures from 
organisations’ policies, and the broader societal view of children. Suppose 
children are predominantly perceived as vulnerable and innocent. In that 
case, it might never seem the right time to initiate a genuine dialogue with 
them for fear of re-​traumatising them.

Even if children are perceived as capable and resilient overall, this may 
overlook a paradox concerning vulnerability, empowerment, and resistance. 
The children’s status as vulnerable enables them to have a voice in research 
and be lauded by policy makers and practitioners as brave, with the research 
viewed as valid even though it may produce tokenistic representations of 
the marginalised, seldom-​heard group of children. Children’s vulnerability 
and minority status create opportunities for others who hold power to 
save them and selectively grant some empowerment (Butler et al, 2016). 
This raises questions about whether uneven power differentials have truly 
changed that much.

Children’s involvement in research, policy, and practice is nestled within 
broader perspectives regarding children, childhood, empowerment, 
philosophy, politics, ethics, and social science research methods (Heinsch 
et al, 2020). Children’s participation becomes even more complicated 
when we apply it more broadly to the power relations inherent in child 
welfare work, child protection, ‘out-​of-​home’ care, and kinship care. 
Such complications can mean participation is rarely implemented due to 
trepidation that it must be done right (Godden, 2017). If not, there is a risk 
of further marginalising and exploiting oppressed groups such as children.

Such apprehensions, combined with the need for what is seen as the 
more robust ‘what works’ evidence-​based practice, can prevent social work 
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researchers and practitioners from even attempting participatory practice, 
and this is reflected in the research. Children who have received social work 
intervention still report that they do not feel heard, do not influence decision-​
making, and are often uninformed about what is happening (Bijleveld et al, 
2020). This occurs despite the belief of many involved in child welfare that 
participation can be beneficial for all (Kosher and Ben-​Arieh, 2020).

Why should child welfare workers and researchers  
listen to children?

Despite the complexities of participation, it must be strived for, especially 
with children. Child welfare practitioners, researchers, and policy 
makers must listen to children for legal, practical, and conceptual reasons 
(McCafferty, 2017).

Legal

In recent decades, listening to children has gained increasing support in 
child welfare research, policy, and practice (van Bijleveld et al, 2021). 
Incorporating children’s views aligns with the values and practices embedded 
within children’s rights discourses. For example, Article 12 of the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child grants children the right 
not only to express their views but also to have those views taken seriously 
regarding ‘all matters affecting’ them (United Nations General Assembly, 
1989, np). Ensuring their perspectives are heard is particularly crucial for 
children who have been subject to abuse and neglect within their families 
(Moran-​Ellis, 2010).

In England, the Children Act 1989 mandates that practitioners must 
consider children’s wishes and feelings. It is said that this is their right, 
enhances democracy, and is essential for their protection (Sinclair, 2004). 
Children’s involvement as a means of protecting them is also found in 
many influential government documents, such as England’s influential 
Working Together report (DfE, 2018). Also, in her review of the child 
protection system, Eileen Munro (2011) stresses the importance of 
listening to children. However, she acknowledges that this is not always 
straightforward and that workers do not consistently listen to the child’s 
voice (see also Winter, 2010). This concern was reiterated in the MacAlister 
(2022) review.

Gathering and taking seriously children’s views in all matters affecting them 
does not just include day-​to-​day child welfare practices and service delivery. 
The Convention also clearly states that children’s participation rights must 
be integrated and applied in policy making. It also includes children’s right 
to have their views heard in research (Skauge et al, 2021).
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Overall, in the UK, such legislation and guidance propose that social work 
practitioners, local authorities, and policy makers should focus on giving a 
voice to children and young people receiving services (Lansdown, 2010). 
This is particularly the case for those in foster care (Nybell, 2013). Initiatives 
that have attempted to do this include the Children’s Commissioner for 
England’s annual survey of care leavers and those in care. Also the Children’s 
Commissioner for England conducted one of the most extensive surveys of 
children’s views, published in 2021. The Big Ask survey ran for six weeks 
and, as the Commissioner keenly emphasised, attracted a ‘record-​breaking’ 
more than half a million child participants, including some in local authority 
care (Children’s Commissioner, 2021, p 52).

A challenge with the Big Ask survey is the potential for bias in determining 
who might and would be able to complete the questionnaire, particularly as 
it was undertaken in the immediate aftermath of the COVID-​19 epidemic. 
There are also concerns around the disparities in access caused by digital poverty 
(Holmes and Burgess, 2022). Also, there are doubts about whether it was 
designed alongside children. Lastly, many recommendations were similar to the 
then-​unpublished Independent Review of Children’s Social Care (MacAlister, 
2022). For example, one recommendation was to establish more ‘Family Hubs’. 
It is questionable whether the children themselves explicitly referred to family 
hubs as a means to provide better access points for families to receive help. It 
seems unlikely that they would have come across or used that phrase.

Local authorities also run children in care councils so that they can hear 
the views of children who receive services. However, these small groups 
usually have minimal impact on decision-​making (Wright et al, 2006). 
Some local authorities have also devised their own surveys for children 
receiving services. These are not publicly available, but generally, they are 
‘poorly devised, very long and with potentially upsetting questions that are 
conceptually confused’ (Selwyn et al, 2017, p 366).

All the examples discussed show that, while ensuring child participation 
is often considered necessary and good practice in legislation and national 
policy making, logistical and ethical challenges frequently arise when 
attempting to implement it.

Practical

Despite legislative and rights-​based mandates, child welfare practitioners, 
policy makers, and researchers often fail to facilitate meaningful child 
participation. This is unfortunate because, in practical terms, child 
participation holds both instrumental value in terms of service outcomes 
and intrinsic value rooted in concern for wellbeing (Skauge et al, 2021).

Instrumentally, child participation in child welfare research, policy, and 
practice will likely make support more effective, sustainable, tailored, and 
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democratic. Involving children also has the potential to enhance decision-​
making processes and outcomes by ensuring decisions are more inclusive and 
responsive to their expressed needs (V. Barnes, 2012). Listening to children 
means that service involvement is more likely to align closely with the 
realities of their lived experiences and what they say matters to them (van 
Bijleveld et al, 2021). Accountability and transparency can also be improved 
through child participation, with children given the right to hold decision 
makers to account.

Participation is also argued to have intrinsic value, which can benefit the 
participating child’s wellbeing (Kosher and Ben-​Arieh, 2020). Literature and 
research suggest that listening to children can enhance their self-​esteem and 
social skills (Vis et al, 2011), promote their wellbeing (Kosher and Ben-​Arieh, 
2020), and encourage autonomy and agency (Križ and Skivenes, 2017). This, 
in turn, can motivate the child and shift them from feeling they are just a 
problem with deficits (van Bijleveld et al, 2021). It has even been found 
that participation can help children and young people protect themselves 
from further abuse (Vis et al, 2011). Finally, it is proposed that participation 
can prepare children for adulthood and active citizenship (Wyness, 2018). 
An example of this is learning tolerance and respect for others (Ochs and 
Izquierdo, 2009).

Conceptual

Concepts of participation: ethical or exploitative?

The way participation is conceptualised and valued is one of the most 
important indicators of how, or if, it will be applied. A challenge with 
participation is that, like kinship care and permanence, the more we explore 
it, the more it becomes riddled with apparent contradictions and the need 
for nuance. Participation is not linear and does not easily fit into strict levels 
or categories. For example, some, such as Cornwall and Jewkes (1995), have 
attempted to value participation by measuring its success as either shallow or 
deep. Hart (1997) also famously describes a ladder of participation, where 
the most basic level may be manipulative. Hart’s paradigm is commonly 
used yet frequently challenged for its linear approach to graduating from 
tokenism to full child co-​production. Other concerns regarding the ladder 
include the subjective nature of its application in group settings, which can 
obstruct the ability to draw general conclusions, and the vagueness of vital 
details regarding the most employed participation methods (Hagen, 2021).

Simplifying or framing participation in hierarchical and linear terms has 
other drawbacks. Defining participation criteria can oversimplify and, in my 
experience, result in haughty comparisons, competitiveness, and zealotry 
among researchers, practitioners, and policy makers, emphasising that only 
their specific forms of participation can be deemed valid. This may hinder 
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participation even before it begins. Even if participation does happen, 
constant critique can dissuade practitioners and researchers from attempting 
participation again. The hierarchical mindset and subtle finger-​wagging can 
create fear that serious misconduct can be alleged –​ that the specific child 
participation undertaken by others is superficial and potentially exploitative 
(Shaw and Holland, 2014).

These anxieties regarding exploitation remain a central fear for child 
participation. Spyrou (2011) argues that it should not be assumed that 
participation overcomes the power imbalances between children and adults 
or results in more authentic research. Warnings throughout the literature 
indicate that participatory research may only be used in a tokenistic 
manner (Holland et al, 2010). Additionally, there is very little evaluation 
or monitoring to measure the effectiveness of participatory research with 
children, and even less involving children’s views on participation (Kennan 
et al, 2018). As a result, participation may unwittingly perpetuate the 
exclusions and injustices it seeks to overcome.

Such grave concerns about exploitation and the abuse of power must not 
be diminished. Participation is fundamentally political, especially when 
considering its original primary purpose –​ the redistribution of power and 
knowledge production (Arnstein, 1969). This stands in contrast to claims 
that participatory research ought to be seen as a value-​free process and an 
‘anti-​politics machine’ (Ferguson, 1994). Approaching participation in an 
apolitical manner can lead to a loss of critical and reflexive thinking and 
promote tick-​box, yes/​no methods (Tisdall, 2017). Apolitical tick-​box 
participation is not only poor practice but also raises ethical and moral 
concerns. Participants can easily be reduced to a type of basic resource and 
a unit to be measured.

In contrast, overvaluing and unreflexively elevating participants as 
powerful redemptive agents can also be unethical. For example, experts 
by experience can be viewed as empowered, by those ‘on high’, to show 
and then, if encouraged, educate others about tackling their own social 
exclusion. Rose’s (1996) theories further argue that participation often shifts 
responsibility for governance and decision making onto individual capabilities 
rather than onto society. Participation can relieve society of its duties to 
address the structural inequalities faced by participants, such as children. It 
is ethically dubious to suggest that individuals are entirely responsible for 
shaping their future through voice and choice. It is worse still to propose 
that marginalised individuals are completely responsible for ensuring the 
wellbeing of others by educating them or practitioners. This can reinforce 
social disparities, victimisation, and the burden on marginalised individuals 
to bear the emotional labour for educating others about their oppression. 
It implies that those who fail to become agents of change, particularly after 
they have been granted empowerment from others, only have themselves 
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to blame (Boone et al, 2019). This rhetoric of ‘individualisation’, which 
parallels ‘neoliberalization’ (Brenner and Theodore, 2002, p 6), leads to a 
culture of ‘responsibilisation’ (Zinn, 2020). For this reason, Fielding (2008, 
p 59) speaks about participation’s ‘deep dishonesty’.

The deep dishonesty of participation is further amplified, considering 
that co-​production is frequently idolised as intellectually and ideologically 
noble (Canosa and Graham, 2020). Being known to facilitate participation 
can enable researchers, institutions, practitioners, and providers to gain 
positive reputations. It has become highly sought after in child welfare 
to utilise experts by experience. Projects, including ‘what matters’ PhD 
studies and books, are more likely to receive funding if they incorporate 
participation and co-​production methods. Practitioners are also more likely 
to be commended (Humphries, 2008). Citizens, particularly children, are 
also usually cheaper for projects and institutions than researchers and staff. 
Participation, therefore, can serve as a cost-​effective solution to the complex 
challenge of social exclusion. Cynically, it may not be about meaningful 
participation or addressing power dynamics, but rather about being seen to 
do the right thing in a coincidentally cheaper way.

Concepts and theories of the child and childhood

When considering child participation, it is also essential to consider how 
children and childhood are theorised. Whether implied or explicit, a 
particular theoretical perspective of childhood underlies any research or 
practice involving children (Harden et al, 2000). Hodes remarks that there 
are often many different contrasting views: ‘the diversity of ideas people 
have about children is as striking as the convictions with which they are 
held’ (1992, p 258).

The diversity of how childhood and children are theorised presents a 
challenge for child welfare researchers and practitioners, particularly for social 
workers. Theory matters in social work (Shaw and Lorenz, 2016). Yet, there 
is not one sole distinctive theoretical or methodological base (Hicks, 2016). 
The absence of a single theoretical perspective stems from the two main 
objectives of social work, as highlighted in the International Federation of 
Social Workers’ (2014) global definition of social work. First, social work is 
about helping instigate individual change. This complex professional activity 
often overlaps with the roles and values of other professionals, such as those 
in medicine and psychology. The second objective is to promote social 
integration, social justice, and solidarity (Lorenz, 2016). Accomplishing these 
two tasks requires using several theories, some of which may be contradictory.

Despite this tension, when considering children, social work primarily 
uses conventional models, assessments, and interventions, particularly those 
based on child development and socialisation (Graham, 2011). This is due to 
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social work often addressing its ‘kind of inferiority complex’ (Lorenz, 2016,  
p 456) in relation to other disciplines and professions by typically surrendering 
to a narrow view of valid evidence and explanations. These emphasise value 
neutrality, which only specific disciplines, such as psychology and medicine, 
are thought to be able to provide (Reisch and Jani, 2012). For example, direct 
work with children often over-​relies on insights from attachment theories 
(Smith et al, 2017). This is especially true when examining loss and a sense 
of permanence for children who cannot remain with their birth parents.

Attachment theories explore the meaning of events and relationships 
for children and their inner lives (Thomas and O’Kane, 2000). This helps 
children to understand what has happened within their family during 
separation and assists them in building their identity formation (Fahlberg, 
2008). However, robust critiques of attachment theory exist. For example:

	• Cultural bias: The theory’s principles are often based on Western notions 
of ‘good parenting’, which can marginalise non-​Western parenting 
practices (Levine, 2014).

	• Mythical function: Attachment theory has been critiqued for functioning 
as a myth in widespread use. Drawing on Barthes’ (1973) concept of 
myth, this suggests that attachment theory can obscure other vital factors 
in child welfare and development (White and Gibson, 2019).

	• Diagnostic mindset: The dominating use of attachment theory in child 
welfare can promote a diagnostic pathologising mindset that individualises 
issues and often centres on deficits.

Resiliency-​based approaches are another example of the overuse of child 
development and socialisation theories in social work (Hook, 2019). 
Particularly during the 1990s, enhancing resilience in children became a 
sought-​after goal of interventions. Resilience emphasises children’s capacity 
to recover from trauma and to demonstrate competence while coping with 
continuous or cumulative adversity (Bottrell, 2009).

Overall, child development, socialisation theories, and trauma-​informed 
approaches are beneficial frameworks for conceptualising childhood and 
children, provided they do not become unwaveringly trauma-​focused, 
centring primarily on children’s deficits (Graham, 2011). Overusing child 
development and socialisation theories can also create research and practice 
that positions children as passive objects. This, in turn, influences social and 
health policies, potentially limiting them to a perspective that prioritises 
children primarily as future citizens in terms of human capital. The objective 
is to shape children into valued, healthy, secure, law-​abiding individuals who 
contribute to the economy rather than become a costly liability. This can 
lead to the perception of children as service consumers who must achieve 
predetermined outcomes. This is summed by de St Croix: ‘Success for a 
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young person is not about enjoyment, ethics or living their lives for the “here 
and now”; instead, they should focus almost entirely on their individual 
future, with every decision a calculated move towards their “outcomes” ’ 
(2012, p 4). Focusing only on the here and now aligns, instead, with 
neoliberalisation social policies that emphasise children as ‘becomings’ rather 
than ‘beings’ (Qvortrup, 1994). Again, it can promote individualisation and 
ignore the cultural and political aspects of life.

The new sociology of childhood

The new sociology of childhood can challenge the dominant paradigms of 
child development and socialisation that guide most research and policy in 
child welfare, particularly concerning permanence and children in ‘out-​of-​
home’ care (James and Prout, 1997). In the 1990s, the new sociology of 
childhood began repositioning children as subjects rather than objects of 
research (Mason and Hood, 2011). Rather than the children in the studies 
being individualised, this alternative way of thinking centres on the context 
of children’s lives. It achieves this by moving away from traditional views 
in child psychology and sociology that saw children as passive and lacking 
adult capabilities. It adopts a more interactive approach, where children do 
not merely internalise the social world but also engage with structures and 
strive to understand their culture. Therefore, they are active participants 
in the world and possess agency. This challenges the notion that children 
are ‘adults in the making’ and emphasises children as ‘beings’ rather than 
‘becomings’ (James et al, 1998).

The new sociology of childhood also emphasises children’s own voices 
as the most reflective of their selves, their lived experiences, and their 
realities (Graham, 2011). With this paradigm, children’s views have become 
worthy of, if not an essential addition to, research. It accentuates that the 
best way to understand a child’s situation is to ask them. However, this 
new paradigm has struggled and continues to struggle with the demands 
of policy, practice, and funding bodies for more evaluative ‘what works’ 
research. This issue is particularly evident in kinship care, which is often 
conceptualised as a public service in policy and research rather than an 
upbringing by relatives (Skoglund and Thørnblad, 2019). The private 
world of family, experiences, and relationships is often devalued in favour 
of knowledge based on its observation as a service (Reisch and Jani, 2012). 
Children’s views in kinship care research remain a secondary, less reliable, 
and less valid endeavour.

In recent years, critiques of the new sociology of childhood have emerged 
(Ba’, 2021). This is largely due to its tendency to sometimes promote 
children’s voices and agency to the point of fetishism. The new sociology 
of childhood has faced accusations of replacing the portrayal of the child 
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as vulnerable, dependent, and developmentally deficient with an image 
of the autonomous, competent, capable, knowing, yet constructed child. 
Additionally, while the new sociology of childhood gives agency more 
status in research, it often constructs it as something singular, unwavering, 
inherently positive, and awaiting discovery. The new sociology of childhood 
can still assume agency is something a child either has or doesn’t have.

To counter this, academics such as Spyrou (2019) and Capella and Boddy 
(2021) propose reconceptualising voice and participation as relational. This 
theorises voice, choice, and participation as something we all possess, yet our 
ability to be put into action depends on circumstances. Agency is, therefore, 
an assemblage of sorts and the dynamic relationship that happens in between 
objects and people (Oswell, 2012). Such approaches to conceptualising 
agency avoid the pitfall of considering it as an ‘essential identity, position 
or characteristic’ (Tisdall, 2016, p 365). It moves away from just assuming 
a neoliberalised construct of human capital, which is something to be 
unreflexively acquired or not (Ba’, 2021).

Another dispute with the new sociology of childhood is that human 
and non-​human materialities are often disregarded in favour of discourse 
so that the ‘new’ paradigm can separate itself from the previous biological, 
psychological, and developmental discourses (Kraftl and Horton, 2018). In 
simple terms, nature has been substituted with culture, the material with 
the discursive, and structure with agency (Prout, 2011). The next chapter, 
which discusses ontology and epistemology, further explores this type of 
hard social construction.

The last challenge relevant to child welfare research is that in the new 
sociology of childhood, children are often seen as just ‘beings’. Many authors 
now understand children and adults as both ‘beings’ and ‘becomings’. This 
perspective not only dismantles adult/​child dualisms but also encourages 
child welfare workers to address children’s present and future lives 
(Uprichard, 2008).

The views of children in kinship care research

This section analyses how these complexities surrounding child participation 
play out when researching and listening to children living in kinship care. 
At the time of writing, children’s voices have been included in fewer than 
30 published international social work studies that focus specifically on 
kinship care. This number is not substantial given the global prevalence of 
kinship care arrangements.

These studies differ in their scope, methodologies, and where they took 
place. For example, one was conducted in Ghana (Kuyini et al, 2009), while 
six originated from Spain. Only two of these –​ the studies by Montserrat 
(2007) and Montserrat and Casas (2006) –​ were translated into English.  
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Most studies seeking children’s views come from the US (for example, Brown 
et al, 2002; Messing, 2006; Dolbin-​MacNab and Keiley, 2009; Kelch-​Oliver, 
2011; Tompkins and Vander Linden, 2020), a few are from Norway (for 
example, Holtan et al, 2005; Holtan, 2008; Skoglund et al, 2022), some are 
from Sweden (for example, Hedin, 2014; 2012), and one is from Finland 
(Kallinen, 2021). Additionally, some kinship care child participation studies 
come from Australia (for example, Hislop et al, 2004; Downie et al, 2010; 
Kiraly and Humphreys, 2013; Kiraly and Kertesz, 2021), while the remainder 
are from the UK (for example, Hunt et al, 2008; Farmer et al, 2013; Selwyn 
et al, 2013; Wellard et al, 2017; Selwyn and Briheim-​Crookall, 2023). 
Overall, the broad findings from these studies indicate that many children 
were happy in their kinship care arrangements, although many exhibited 
significant emotional and behavioural difficulties as a consequence of adverse 
experiences and trauma.

Kinship care research solely examining the views of children

The studies mentioned involve the perspectives of children alongside those 
of adults, such as carers, professionals, and birth parents. There are relatively 
few kinship care studies that include the child’s voice, and even fewer that 
listen solely to the views of children (for example, Broad et al, 2001; Aldgate 
and McIntosh, 2006; Hunt et al, 2008; Aldgate, 2009). The concern is that 
children’s voices on their own are deemed inadequate. Adults’ views are 
often considered more reliable and knowledgeable than those of children 
(Tay-​Lim and Lim, 2013). Therefore, when research combines the two 
perspectives, adults’ views will likely take precedence, and policies and 
practices may not fully capture children’s lived experiences. This highlights 
the need for more kinship care research that is not diluted or persuaded by 
adult voices (Pitcher, 2013).

While research on kinship care that exclusively incorporates children’s 
views is guided by diverse objectives, methodologies, and contexts, certain 
common themes emerge. These are summarised as follows:

	• Overwhelmingly, most children are happy with their care arrangements, 
their lives in general, and their kinship carers. They feel love, care, 
kindness, and a sense of belonging (Altshuler, 1999; Broad et al, 2001; 
Hislop et al, 2004; Montserrat and Casas, 2006; Montserrat, 2007; Burgess 
et al, 2010; Downie et al, 2010; Selwyn and Briheim-​Crookall, 2023; 
Shuttleworth, 2023b).

	• Children feel that their caring arrangement are stable, but not necessarily 
permanent (Altshuler, 1999; Broad et al, 2001; Aldgate and McIntosh, 
2006; Messing, 2006; Montserrat Boada, 2007; Hunt et al, 2008; Clements 
and Birch, 2023). This may be due to the children worrying about the 
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health concerns of their usually older carers (Hislop et al, 2004; Messing, 
2006; Wellard et al, 2017; Selwyn and Briheim-​Crookall, 2023).

	• Many feel a sense of unresolved loss (Hislop et al, 2004; Aldgate and 
McIntosh, 2006; Downie et al, 2010).

	• Many children believe that kinship carers have old-​fashioned parenting 
styles and are stricter than other parents, and this stifles their independence 
(Broad et al, 2001; Hislop et al, 2004; Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Broad, 
2006; Kuyini et al, 2009; Downie et al, 2010).

	• Many children emphasise issues related to family relationships and contact 
with their birth parents, siblings, and extended family. They frequently 
feel not listened to about these matters (Hislop et al, 2004; Holtan, 2008; 
Burgess et al, 2010; Downie et al, 2010; Kiraly and Humphreys, 2013b; 
Wellard et al, 2017).

	• Many studies highlight that the children feel stigma about their family 
life and often tell nobody, or almost nobody, about it (Hislop et al, 2004; 
Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Messing, 2006; Montserrat, 2007; Aldgate, 
2009; Burgess et al, 2010; Downie et al, 2010; Selwyn and Briheim-​
Crookall, 2023).

	• Many children discuss financial and environmental stress affecting 
their families, including overcrowding (Broad et al, 2001; Brown et al, 
2002; Hislop et al, 2004; Downie et al, 2010; Selwyn and Briheim-​
Crookall, 2023).

Notably, in Aldgate and McIntosh’s (2006) study, most children were in 
contact with a wide range of relatives, many of whom remained in contact 
with their siblings who did not live with them. The children generally made 
no distinction between siblings, half-​siblings, and step-​siblings, all of whom 
were often equally important to them.

There have also been a few valuable retrospective studies capturing the 
views of those who were in kinship care but are now adults (for example, 
Dolbin-​MacNab and Keiley, 2009; del Valle et al, 2011; Wellard et al, 2017; 
Cudjoe et al, 2019). The findings suggest a lack of resources after the caring 
arrangement officially finishes. Poverty, unemployment, and cultural and 
religious beliefs also cause difficulties for both carers and the children. The 
research also shows that kinship care can provide both benefits and difficulties 
with contact with siblings and birth parents. The participants also appreciate 
that kinship care can provide continuity of family stability and closeness. 
While these studies reinforce findings from other child perspective research, 
they concentrate on the impact of kinship care on where the participants are 
as adults. As they are retrospective and dependent on adults’ memories and 
contexts at the time of the research, this may lead to views that are more 
adult-​centric and less able to capture how the participants navigated their 
lives when they were children (Bell and Bell, 2018).

 



Valuing child participation

71

All the findings mentioned provide a good scope of kinship care’s benefits 
and challenges; however, they often give limited attention to the how 
regarding permanence. For example, many children felt that their caring 
arrangements were stable but not permanent. This does not fully explain 
the child’s feeling of permanence. It also does not show how the children 
managed their sense of permanence and navigated the space between 
stability and a sense of permanence. The children were also happy, but 
again, this does not, aside from hypotheses and inferences, provide insight 
into the relationship between happiness and a sense of permanence or 
stability. Different studies cite various reasons, depending on their research 
paradigms and a priori views. This means that researchers often only combine 
correlations with causes, turning possibilities into probabilities and then into 
facts and certainties (Alderson, 2013).

Many of the studies mentioned indicate that children often do not feel 
heard and require more opportunities to express themselves. This underscores 
the value of child participation research. The fact that children feel unheard 
is concerning, but research must go further than just stating this claim. 
When researching and listening to children, it is essential to be mindful of 
the previously discussed debates around childhood, rights, and agency. This 
is especially true for social work research and practice, where it is crucial 
to understand a child’s sense of permanence and identity and ensure that 
children are not just seen as passive objects. It is not enough for studies to 
end on an ‘upbeat note’, stating children need to be given voice in the future 
(Lesko and Talburt, 2012, p 280, emphasis added). Children also need to be 
seen as active in constructing their lives in the present. They are making do 
and getting by (Crosby et al, 2012). As such, researchers and practitioners 
should also be concentrating on what the children are currently doing to 
meet their own needs and how they are currently navigating permanency 
within their family lives. Researchers should be listening to how the children 
are utilising their agency and how they are helping to construct their own 
lives. Child welfare practitioners should view how children are currently 
doing kinship care and encompassing permanence.

Children in kinship care arrangements views in broader studies of  
looked-​after children

Another way the views of children living in kinship care have been sought 
is through more extensive general studies on children in local authority care, 
including comparisons of different placement types. Several literature reviews 
have compared children’s perspectives regarding their care experiences (for 
example, Dickson et al, 2010; Wood and Selwyn, 2017; Selwyn et al, 2018). 
Similar to the previously mentioned studies, only broad conclusions can be 
drawn about these children, particularly those in kinship care. The children, 
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again, expressed that they were generally happy in the care arrangements, 
emphasising the significance of relationships with their family and the wider 
community. However, many would have preferred to have remained in the 
care of their birth parents if possible. The children also wished to be more 
involved in decision making. When researching permanence in these broader 
studies, the children expressed a need for stability in their placements and a 
sense of belonging. They also desired an understanding of their life stories. 
The UK survey for Our Lives, Our Care (Selwyn et al, 2018), which examined 
the subjective wellbeing of 2,263 looked-​after children (18 per cent were 
in kinship care), also highlighted the importance of pets.

One of the most relevant studies for this book, by Biehal (2014), 
includes children in kinship care within broader placement comparison 
research. She gathered the views of children in kinship care alongside 
those in foster care. The study also directly examined a child’s sense of 
permanence. It employed a range of theoretical perspectives, including 
attachment, developmental, socialisation, and sociological understandings 
of family. The children in the study revealed the many ways they perceived 
belonging. The interplay of past and present experiences, mental 
representations, and relationships shaped these perceptions. The study 
illustrates how the children in statutory placements actively enacted their 
sense of permanence.

Throughout this and the previous chapters, it has been reiterated that there 
are significant challenges in incorporating kinship care into broad placement 
studies and comparing it to other ‘out-​of-​home’ care arrangements. To 
summarise, these challenges are:

	• It’s like fitting a square peg into a round hole (Dill, 2010). Children 
in kinship care arrangements have a different demographic profile 
compared to those in other ‘out-​of-​home’ arrangements. Even the term 
‘out-​of-​home’ care is not an accurate description for many of these 
children. They also do not fit the ideals of permanence associated with 
foster care and adoption and have different experiences and relationships 
with their families, child welfare practitioners, and the state (Connolly 
et al, 2016).

	• Favourable starting points lead to favourable outcomes (Koh and Testa, 
2008). It is difficult to say with certainty that kinship care alone is the 
reason for generally more favourable outcomes (Dorval et al, 2020). 
Alongside attempts to smooth over and aggregate the vast, complex, 
interweaving differences between placement types, selection bias is 
inherent in placement studies. Placement types will be selected based 
on availability and accessibility for the research and in practice. If a child 
or a family is perceived as more challenging, if housing is unsuitable, if 
kinship care is more culturally aligned with certain traditions, or even if 
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there is a limited number of foster carers, this will impact where a child is 
placed and will skew the data. Unequal selection and representation of the 
type of care pose challenges for existing research (Xu and Bright, 2018).

	• Who decides what outcomes matter? The premise of the debate over 
whether kinship care is better or worse than other placement options 
typically operates on the evidence-​based framework of ‘what works 
for kinship care as a service’. This is in the hope that child welfare 
policy can tailor more effective practice. This often-​rigid framework 
frequently prioritises what adults, carers, child welfare workers, and sitting 
governments believe matters to children. Again, it tends to focus on the 
‘what’ rather than the ‘how’, rarely acknowledging a child’s agency. As 
a result, this surface approach often overlooks the underlying political 
dimensions of child participation and kinship care.

Monological thinking

The critical point of this chapter is that child participation often fails to be 
genuinely participative and collectively empowering due to monological 
thinking. This concept, along with the challenges it presents, is reiterated 
throughout this book in various forms. For instance, monological thought 
may view kinship care as either a placement service or a natural, cultural, 
family arrangement. Additionally, monological thinking may suggest that 
permanence can only be achieved through substitute parenting or by 
maintaining lifelong connections with past carers and care experiences.

For child participation, monological thinking tends to recycle old 
arguments with little resolve (Graham and Fitzgerald, 2010). From these 
monological viewpoints, issues are perceived in binary either/​or terms. 
Examples of monological thinking regarding child participation arise 
from treating children as identical to adults or as distinctly different from 
them (Punch, 2002). Depending on whether children are seen as similar 
or different from adults, they can be considered either at risk, vulnerable, 
and lacking agency or as completely agentic and potentially risky (Lefevre 
et al, 2019). Children can also be viewed as either negatively affected by 
exclusion or negatively affected by inclusion, and it is often assumed that 
children either want to participate and share their voice in research or they 
simply do not (Bijleveld et al, 2020). Also, child participation research 
might be seen as either truly transformative or merely tokenistic (Holland 
et al, 2010).

Further investigation reveals that monological thinking influences child 
participation in four main ways: children can be treated the same as adults; 
children can be treated differently to adults; children can be treated only as 
vulnerable; and often oversimplified concepts of voice, consultation, and 
listening are applied. These points are now elaborated on further.
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Being treated the same

One challenge of monological thinking is the tendency to treat children 
as though they are adults. Methodologies that reflect the new sociology of 
children frequently over-​valorise children. As previously discussed, children 
can be fetishised for being active, agentic, competent, knowledgeable, and 
intrinsically aware (Abebe, 2019).

Academics such as Hammersley (2017) argue that children should never 
be considered as being as competent as adults in research. He is cautious 
about them even being regarded as co-​producers. Hammersley suggests 
that treating children as equals in research fails to acknowledge that social 
research is a specialised activity that only a small percentage of adults, and 
even fewer children, can conduct. Therefore, he advises that genuine co-​
production is neither possible nor advisable. Rather than the children, the 
researcher must be accountable for methodologically robust, ethical, and 
meaningful research.

Treating children the same as adults can also minimise their individual 
differences and fail to acknowledge existing inequalities (Tisdall, 2012). The 
biases and prejudices inherent in society may not be considered (Fitzgerald 
et al, 2009). For example, a child typically needs a specific status to contribute 
to conversations about their lives. An extroverted, able-​bodied, White, male, 
middle-​class, educated child from the Global North is more likely to be 
able to access participation and be more capable of speaking up. Viewing 
children as the same overlooks the need for equitable social systems and the 
significant self-​determination and agency required for children to advocate 
for change. It implies the existence of a fair and equal society, a notion 
heavily challenged by social work, sociology, history, and indeed the present.

Being treated as different

On the other hand, children can be treated as different from adults. This 
approach is the most common in child welfare work (Bijleveld et al, 2020) 
and the social sciences (Horgan et al, 2017). It aims to consider varying 
competencies, skills, and abilities. However, being treated as different 
can also lead to children being treated as immature. As Qvortrup (1994) 
suggests, they are treated as ‘becomings’ and not yet adults, rather than as 
‘beings’. This means their ability level is often evaluated based on age and 
proximity to adulthood. For example, participation and citizenship are often 
not recognised for children under 13 years old (Horgan, 2017). Younger 
children, who have little chance to influence decisions in their daily lives, 
are frequently overlooked (Lansdown, 2010). Additionally, there is a belief 
that young children may engage in participation with unrealistic expectations 
because they are too young to know, oversee, or understand their situations 
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(Bijleveld et al, 2020). Consequently, children, especially younger ones, can 
be viewed not only as different from adults but also as inferior.

Being treated as vulnerable

Another example of monological thinking is how children are often viewed 
as especially vulnerable compared to adults (Meehan, 2016). Focusing only 
on vulnerability and trauma leads to anxiety and caution about involving 
children in research. As explored in later chapters, other people’s views 
of children solely as vulnerable victims have posed a consistent challenge 
throughout this study. This aligns with the emphasis in social work on 
protectionism rather than on empowering children (Kennan et al, 2018). 
There exists a fear that participatory involvement may re-​traumatise children 
who have been subject to challenging and even abusive experiences.

Such wariness is evident in the lack of participatory social work practice 
with children (Bijleveld et al, 2020). Vis et al (2011) found that case managers 
fear burdening children and want to protect them from discussing painful 
experiences. Additionally, research indicates that social workers are less likely 
to involve children and let them participate where their case is classified 
as one of abuse, neglect, or domestic violence (Križ and Skivenes, 2017). 
There is also a perception that, due to their vulnerable status, working with 
such children and including them as research participants is a laborious 
ethical nightmare (Maconochie, 2013). Regardless of the reasons, wholly 
paternalistic and deficit views of children’s capacities, common in social 
work and child welfare approaches, leave little room for children’s agency, 
competence, potential, or a more inclusive understanding of the diversity 
inherent in their family lives (Graham, 2011).

A simplistic focus on voice, consultation, and listening

Monological thinking regarding child participation often reduces nuanced 
ideologies and behaviours to simplistic words and definitions. For example, 
in England since the Children Act 1989, legislation, White Papers, and 
local and national policies have highlighted the obligation to guarantee 
children’s participation. However, in these documents and regulations, 
children’s engagement is often limited to being described simply as ‘voice’, 
‘consultation’, or ‘listening’ to children (Canosa and Graham, 2020).

Another example is the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, which also prioritises determining children’s views. Focusing on 
views can imply an over-​focus on voice, which may often only be considered 
legitimate when expressed verbally or in writing. However, alternative 
modes of communication, particularly for children with disabilities, must 
be acknowledged (Tisdall, 2012). Also, note that the term ‘voice’ is singular. 
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However, people rarely provide standardised, consistent information 
when communicating with others. When speaking, individuals inevitably 
demonstrate uncertainty, hesitation, and indecision. This is particularly true 
when individuals such as children disclose deeply felt concerns related to 
physical self-​image, death, pets, and attachments to missed parents. They 
attempt to navigate contradictory thoughts by summarising and expressing 
their inner thoughts, mirroring their internal monologue. Relaying views 
involves condensing, truncating, omitting details, using symbols, using 
unresolved truths, and so on.

People also have many voices and ‘inner conversations’ before deciding 
which ones to act on, if they are permitted to act. This is like everyday 
reflexivity (Archer, 2012). Therefore, the child’s voice does not exist in 
isolation. Listening to voices and silences should primarily be regarded as a 
relational act within the research encounter (Meloni et al, 2015). This book 
and the research it is based on do not speak to a child’s isolated voice, and 
much less to their collective voice. Instead, it presents patterns of responses 
over time between the children and the world around them, including with 
the researcher. The focus is on their often-​conflicting voices and how they 
navigate competing demands, views, and needs from both themselves and 
others. They, like everyone, are continually navigating their agency alongside 
how they are perceived, or feel, either different or indeed the same as others. 
Again, they are making do and getting by.

The terms consultation and listening are also problematic. Most legislation 
and policy mandate such actions. However, rarely is there a specification 
of how, when, or even who should be involved. Additionally, neither term 
indicates that any action must follow consultation or listening. Therefore, 
despite good intentions, social work participation does not always involve 
children in decision-​making or influencing change. For instance, Križ and 
Skivenes (2017) found that 40 per cent of English social workers adopted 
practices and views that can be considered tokenistic and non-​participatory. 
Therefore, consultation and listening can be, and often are, treated as one-​off 
tick-​box events rather than ongoing processes (Boone et al, 2019).

Dialogical participation

Some authors now suggest that it is time to move beyond the constructs of 
listening, voice, collaboration, and children’s participation associated with 
the Global South (see, for example, Fitzgerald et al, 2009; Graham and 
Fitzgerald, 2010; Cheney, 2018; Abebe, 2019; Facca et al, 2020). These 
authors propose that participation should not be confined primarily to 
rules, procedures, and institutional design, nor should it focus solely on 
difference or equality. Instead, there should be an emphasis on participation 
as a process of ongoing dialogue in various spaces. It should not be a 
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monological process, like following a recipe, but rather a thoughtful, 
relational, and dialogical one that involves children from the very beginning 
of the debates. A dialogical approach does not dwell on an endless discussion 
about whether a child can or should participate. Instead, it advocates for 
engagement through a process of mutual recognition, interdependence, 
and respect for children and their views and experiences. This is similar to 
sociology’s dialectic approach (Craib, 2000). Being granted permission to 
participate no longer centres on the perception of difference or similarity 
between children and adults, as they are both. Rather, ethical considerations 
relate to how participation can be an inclusive process that explores how 
people navigate between such seeming dichotomies –​ how they navigate 
the relational and seemingly contradictory spaces inherent in family life 
and society.

The notion of participation as an inclusive space to ‘navigate between’, 
extending beyond just ‘voice’, is not new. Lundy’s (2007) ‘Voice is not 
enough …’ conceptualises the considerations necessary for participation, as 
shown in Table 4.1:

Voice: what is it, and who can have it?

Dialogical participation does not conform to the simplistic notions of  
competence commonly echoed in much legislation and policy. Instead,  
it suggests that all humans have the capacity to engage from birth when  
they can reason, analyse, and express complex experiences and decisions.  
Incompetence, dependence, and vulnerability are not criteria for inclusion  
or exclusion. Instead, they inform the conditions of the spaces where  
participation occurs. It promotes a ‘person-​friendly’ process rather than  
just a ‘child-​friendly’ one (Punch, 2002). All participants, regardless of age  
or role, are supported in the most appropriate ways. A dialogical approach  
does not ignore children’s voices or prevent them from being heard due  
to ardent notions of protection. Instead, it takes the view that ‘rather than  
protecting children and young people from research, we need to protect  
them through research’ (Lundy, 2007, p 935).

Table 4.1: Lundy’s model of participation

Voice So that all can express their views safely, verbally, and nonverbally

Space For social processes to promote intergenerational reflexivity

Audience Views must be acknowledged and listened to

Influence Views must be acted on, and it must be an ongoing process with opportunities 
for feedback

Source: Based on Lundy (2007)
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The dialogical approach taken in the study and book incorporates 
both protectionist and participatory viewpoints to determine how child 
participation takes place rather than whether it should. This approach is 
essential, particularly for children in kinship care. As highlighted in previous 
chapters, there are ongoing tensions between families’ self-​determination 
and children’s protection from further harm by remaining within them. 
A dialogical approach understands, acknowledges, and explores these tensions 
with the children themselves.

Space

Creating appropriate space for views to be formed is the key to dialogical 
participation. Space is created to promote adult–​child relations and facilitate 
joint problem-​solving among people of all ages and abilities. It becomes an 
intergenerational encounter within relational spaces (Canosa and Graham, 
2020). These ‘communicative action spaces’ encourage children to become 
part of the discussion, adding different pieces of knowledge while pursuing 
a shared goal (Percy-​Smith, 2015). The use of spaces draws on Habermas’ 
(1985) theory of communicative action, the system, the public sphere, and 
the lifeworld. Mannion suggests these ‘spaces are part of the action, and 
very consequential in the forms of behaviour they afford and the emergence 
of the identities that inhabit them’ (2009, p 333). Children’s participation 
is reframed with dialogical participation as providing the space for the 
meaningful exploration of the dynamics of child–​adult relationships and 
reflections at a specific moment in time.

Audience and influence

Often unintentionally, many participation projects involving children may 
promise respect, listening, and future changes that cannot be fulfilled. 
A dialogical approach seeks to guard against this by suggesting that both adults 
and children are wary but honest about the aims, motives, and sponsorship 
of research and participation. Values such as honesty, listening, and reflexivity 
form the starting points (Kennan et al, 2018). Nevertheless, it would be 
naive, idealistic, and possibly even hypocritical to claim that such an approach 
to dialogue is free from power dynamics. Participants remain subject to 
cultural, social, legal, and political discourses that both enable and limit what 
they can and cannot say. Children’s social location must be acknowledged 
as subordinate to that of adults. There must be continuous questioning 
regarding how those involved should be involved. As demonstrated in the 
‘what matters’ study, there need to be constant check-​ins and clarifications.

The continuous exchange of knowledge should involve not only those 
directly participating but also other structures that seem removed from the 
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act. This is done through ongoing knowledge sharing. Such a dialogical 
approach draws on traditions from participatory action research (Kemmis and 
McTaggart, 2005) and resembles Pawson and Tilley’s (1997) teacher–​learner 
cycle, explored in the next chapter. Learning and action provide space at 
the individual level, in terms of recognition, as well as at the interpersonal 
level, through dialogue with others. It also happens at the systemic level, 
encompassing the perspectives and responses from services, organisations, 
and practice.

With such open debate and negotiation, there will undoubtedly be conflict 
and disagreement. Participation is not an easy process. However, disagreement 
should not be shied away from; instead, it should be accompanied by empathy 
towards those with whom we have formed trusting, caring relationships 
(Kennan et al, 2018). Without conflict, compromise cannot be achieved. 
Furthermore, without genuine compromise, meaningful, lasting change 
cannot happen for the good of the child and society. The question then 
becomes what constitutes good and who has the final say? Is good purely 
subjective and reliant on who has more experience, and should values 
even hold a place in empirical research? Here is where participation, even 
dialogical participation, can run into substantial issues, particularly when 
making generalisations. This will be explored in the next chapter.

Conclusion

Child participation, especially with children in kinship care, often shows a 
significant gap between the intention to listen to children and engaging in 
the actual practice. Kinship care research that manages to include children’s 
perspectives frequently presents generalised findings, many of which can 
struggle to focus on a child’s agency and what they do in the present. 
Additionally, research can often take perspectives reflecting individualistic, 
neoliberalised childhood and child development theories. This creates an 
incomplete and often distracting picture wherein children’s views of kinship 
care are typically secondary to adults’ perspectives, or they are compared 
with those of children not in kinship care arrangements.

The aim of this chapter is not to criticise previous informative and robust 
kinship care studies or to discourage child welfare academics, practitioners, or 
policy makers from engaging in or attempting participatory practices. There 
are already enough competitive comparisons regarding achieving children’s 
participation, and new methods of participation should continuously evolve 
within their social-​political-​historical context. There is always room for 
new approaches and progress. Instead, the chapter’s purpose is to emphasise 
that meaningful participation includes the recognition of the politics and 
power dynamics involved. It also involves an awareness of the complexities 
and tensions associated with enacting agency, particularly when various 
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factors, including our own beliefs, society, funders, and political contexts, 
can constrain it.

An approach based on dialogical participation can help us realise the validity 
of children’s views with a critical awareness of power differentials, inviting 
active citizenship. This is an ethic and process that can move past simplistic, 
never-​ending monological debates over whether children are different or 
the same. It offers a deep understanding through generational perspectives, 
mutual responsibility, and dialogue in spaces (Abebe, 2019). Dialogical 
participation embraces the politics of participation by becoming part of it. 
It allows for the mindfulness of resources and inequalities by ensuring that 
appropriate relational spaces are created according to capacity rather than 
(in)competence.

Combined with the need to build and maintain emotional relationships 
with participants, participation should incorporate constant reflection, 
time, energy, awareness, and emotional effort to ensure an ethical and 
meaningful encounter within a relational space. Such emotional labour 
is seldom described in participatory research accounts. Instead, it is often 
considered more appropriate to outline, step by step, seemingly apolitical 
recipe-​like processes at the expense of exploring the political and emotionally 
challenging aspects of participation (Lenette et al, 2019). The next two 
chapters aim to address this by elaborating on the ‘what matters’ approach, 
which employs critical realism, values, reflexivity, and creative methods to 
establish an ethical and robust foundation for listening to children. Chapter 5 
begins this discussion by reflecting on philosophy and the value of pets.
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5

Valuing a ‘what matters’ approach

Well, I’d say it matters to be good, be nice, and, erm, also help 
others to be good and nice.

Jordan, child research participant

This chapter introduces a new type of ‘what matters’ approach for research 
and child welfare. Grounded in Sayer’s (2011) Why Things Matter to People, the 
approach combines dialogical participation with critical realism. It employs 
philosophy, creative dialogical participatory methods, and theory building 
to illuminate the underlying values that guide our everyday actions. Values 
hold great significance in our lives. Pursuing the values that matter to us 
can literally be why we get out of bed in the morning.

Critical realism is a philosophical endeavour, and this chapter is philosophical 
in nature. While many may feel that philosophy is irrelevant to child welfare 
practice, policy making, and research, it is vital to consider what exists in 
the world (ontology) and how we know about it (epistemology). Philosophy 
connects the abstract to the everyday. It facilitates the application of theory 
to practice. It lets us contemplate the reasons for different experiences 
while prompting reflection on structure, agency, and power. Therefore, 
as all philosophies should be, critical realism is also a political endeavour. 
Philosophical thought should initiate impactful and political reform. It can 
allow all those concerned with the welfare of others to acknowledge and 
confront the stark realities of a world increasingly divided by social injustices, 
inequality, and polarised debates. Philosophy enables us to pose the right 
questions, judge explanations based on their merits, and guide us toward 
the most appropriate, moral solutions.

This chapter delves into the complex yet indispensable philosophy of 
critical realism. It describes how critical realism navigates a middle space 
between positivism and interpretivism. Critical realism does this through the 
stratification of reality, using theories and evaluation cycles and judgemental 
rationality, and uncovering the values that matter. Then, the chapter shows 
how a ‘what matters’ approach can help with childhood research, dialogical 
participation, child welfare, and social work. Lastly, the philosophy and 
methodology are applied to the everyday by revealing the mechanisms that 
mattered in the ‘What matters to children living in kinship care’ study.
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The philosophy of social sciences

Without thinking about what data means and represents, a researcher cannot 
proficiently or ethically give sound implications or recommendations from 
their findings. For example, it has been previously found that having pets 
benefits many children in foster care and kinship care (Wood and Selwyn, 
2017). Also, almost all the children in the ‘What matters to children living 
in kinship care’ study had pets in their homes. The children would talk 
incessantly about their pets and joyfully showcase them as positive, important 
influences in their lives.

Although most children in the study had pets, this does not suggest that 
most kinship care arrangements worldwide also have pets. The sample is too 
small to make such a generalisation, even when combined with previous 
research. The findings also do not necessarily mean that children should only 
be matched with families who have pets or that local authorities should buy 
pets for families in kinship arrangements. First, common sense suggests that 
it is not the pets that are the key here. Second, a moral judgement has been 
made suggesting that pets are universally beneficial. However, this is not 
the case for everyone, and some pets can be challenging to care for. Third, 
in practice, not all families are able to accommodate a pet. Some family 
members may be allergic, or the family may lack the finances, time, or space.

What is genuinely interesting is the role of pets and the value they bring to 
the lives of many children. They evoke emotional and physiological responses. 
These are hopefully positive responses, such as pleasure and the release of 
oxytocin, rather than anxiety and histamines. There is also something 
fundamental in the relationships with pets that adds to the wellbeing of the 
children. Pets really do matter. Pets have meaning for children, although 
this is not just about how children think, talk, and construct pets. Pets are 
real and exist whether or not our minds acknowledge them. Also, the UK 
culture of including pets as part of the family influences how we include 
them into our lives and homes. Philosophical thinking helps us to synthesise 
all these considerations. It enables us to contemplate how people, their social 
structures, and their contexts can be construed, described, fitted together, 
and, most importantly, meaningfully supported. It allows us to reflect on the 
general principles underlying the diverse aspects of life and helps us discern 
what reality is and how to explore it.

Positivism, interpretivism, and critical realism
Positivism

Positivism is a philosophical theory asserting that the most reliable scientific 
knowledge is derived from empirical evidence, such as experiments and 
observations. Positivist research is often regarded as highly practical, as it seeks 
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to negate personal bias and study clear tangible outcomes, typically through 
comparison (for example, comparison of placement disruption rates). It 
can also be executed on a large scale. Critical realism rejects positivism’s 
over-​emphasis on prediction, measurement, and quantification. It suggests 
a situation or behaviour is not ‘meaningless, [even] if we cannot falsify or 
verify it empirically’ (Bhaskar, 1989, p 28). Data does not need to define 
situations and behaviours into existence. Additionally, while they can guide 
explanations, measurements are deemed inadequate by critical realists in 
explaining the underlying nature of phenomena. Positivism is said by critical 
realists to often conform to hyperrealism (Alderson, 2016). Hyper-​realism 
refers to an over-​belief in reality. It suggests that reality can only be defined 
by the number of things that can be seen and counted, which can then lead 
to generalisations and recommendations derived from them.

When there is an over-​belief in reality, complex situations are often 
treated as objective yes/​no facts that fit into a binary analysis. This mimics 
monological thinking. Explanations then claim the ‘what’ as definitive facts. 
However, researching in this manner does not fully explain the ‘why’ or the 
‘how’. Critical realists argue that stopping a level of analysis at this level of 
observation and description confuses correlation with causation. It may also 
lead to unfair, simplistic, and potentially bigoted categorisations of groups 
through essentialist determinism.

Essentialist determination has already been alluded to in this book. It is 
a belief that infers that certain groups possess specific characteristics that 
determine their behaviours, situations, and needs. It moves away from trends 
towards fixed differences (Pilgrim, 2023). Taken to extremes, this could 
imply, for example, that racially minoritised children could incorrectly and 
unjustly be condemned as more challenging or less emotionally resilient due 
purely to their ethnicity. Research only through positivist, quantitative, and 
similar empirical methods can easily lose the person through the process, the 
problem through the scientific technique, and the most important questions 
through data and regressions.

Social constructionism and social constructivism

It is recognised that qualitative understandings, often viewed in opposition to 
positivist methods, as described in the previous chapter, are also necessary for 
research and practice, especially for child welfare. For example, listening to 
the experiences of those in kinship care is vital for a fuller understanding of 
what it means for family life and achieving a sense of permanence (Messing, 
2006). However, the challenge for many qualitative and participation 
methodologies, including dialogical participation, is that they rely on the 
notion that knowledge, and therefore truth, is socially constructed (Canosa 
and Graham, 2020). It proposes that, in contrast to direct observation, reality 
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primarily emerges from human meaning-​making (social constructivism) in 
conjunction with collective consensus (social constructionism). As Guterman 
notes: ‘Although both constructivism and social constructionism endorse a 
subjective view of knowledge, the former emphasises individuals’ biological 
and cognitive processes, whereas the latter places knowledge in the domain 
of social interchange’ (2006, p 13).

This suggests gathering views about the world is crucial, and the benefits 
of social constructionist and social constructivist perspectives are that they 
can enable researchers to uncover and analyse the social processes and 
interactions that shape knowledge about how reality is understood, offering 
a deeper understanding of how societal norms and beliefs are formed. The 
approaches can also foster mutual collaboration and group unity by creating 
and accepting shared ideas within society, and they encourage critical 
thinking by challenging individuals to question and analyse the underlying 
assumptions and power dynamics that shape societal norms and knowledge 
(Burr, 2015).

Distinctions are often made between hard social constructivism and 
social constructionism, and soft social constructivism and constructivism. 
The hard perspective argues that all knowledge and reality are entirely 
constructed through social processes and interactions. It posits that there is 
no objective reality outside of these social constructs. Essentially, it takes a 
more radical stance, suggesting that everything we know and understand 
is a product of social agreements and interactions. The soft approach is 
less extreme, acknowledging that while social constructs predominantly 
shape our understanding of reality, there is still an objective reality that 
exists independently of human perception. It recognises the influence 
of social processes on knowledge but does not deny the existence of an 
external reality.

Social constructivist and social constructionist perspectives are frequently 
adopted for child participation. These perspectives, particularly the hard 
variety, infer that there is no ‘grand narrative’, but rather little subjective 
narratives that need to be collated and listened to (Lyotard, 1984). There is 
no one big understanding of the world. Instead, there are smaller ones which 
make up a whole. However, this can lead to everything becoming subjective 
(Guterman, 2006). It is as if there is no absolute truth, and that is the truth. 
Therefore, hard social constructivism and hard social constructionism have 
their own grand theory that paradoxically rejects all grand theories.

Putting such an oxymoron to one side, there is an issue that is even more 
problematic. If everything is subjective and there can be no one truth, there 
can be no moral judgment (Benton and Craib, 2010). This harks back to 
Winch’s political relativism. Social constructivism and social constructionism 
can promote a refusal to judge between different cultures and experiences. 
They suggest there is no one correct way to live. Taken to extremes, social 
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constructionism and social constructionism propose that all our lives and 
truths are just different, and we need to acknowledge and celebrate them 
all for what they are. No one culture, no one way of living, is better than 
the other.

On the face of it, this may seem like an ethically or morally sound 
sentiment. However, on further reflection, this abyss of relativism cannot 
be correct. If it were true that no one way of living is better, this would 
provide no normative base from which child welfare and social workers can 
act (Taylor and White, 2016). As discussed in Chapter 2, child welfare relies 
on norms to assess support and risk (Sayer, 2017). For example, we know it 
is wrong that most kinship carers live in financial hardship. We know that 
this is not a good thing. We understand this by making comparisons and 
moral judgements. We cannot just accept poverty, inequality, suffering, abuse, 
and harm as differences in lifestyles and leave it like that. Postmodernism, 
social constructivism, and social constructionism can fail to address what is 
right and wrong. It can let people, society, everything, and everybody off 
the hook. This could mean there is nowhere to turn, and all that is left is 
powerlessness and apathy. The one thing child welfare workers, researchers, 
social workers, policy makers, politicians, and society should never be is 
apathetic. The question for all of us should always be how social justice is 
achieved, not whether it should be.

There are also issues with social constructivism and social constructionism 
regarding representation. How is it possible to generalise from a sample of 
individuals who are said to represent kinship care if there are no absolute 
truths? The hope would be that the children’s experiences and situations 
would all be similar enough to make meaningful inferences. However, 
previous chapters have shown that children and children in kinship 
care are not a homogenous group, nor are kinship care or experiences 
of permanence.

Even if one could homogenise the needs of those in kinship care 
arrangements worldwide, further technical difficulties regarding the 
authenticity, reliability, and validity of the research would remain 
(Humphries, 2008). For example, it is argued that participation privileges 
the older, louder, and more emotionally literate individuals over those who 
do not conform (Holland et al, 2010), with numerous participation methods 
reflecting White middle-​class communication norms (Vandenbroeck, 2006). 
Participants in research may also discipline themselves to conform to expected 
norms. Children, in particular, may try to appease the researcher, their carers, 
social workers, or society. The pressure to behave well and as others expect 
is especially true when tasks are often highly managed by researchers and 
practitioners who rely on schooled obedience and focus (Holland et al, 2010). 
Social constructivism and social constructionism can often struggle to tackle 
these problems of generalisability and social inequalities. Instead, it could be 
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said that it may permit them through its principles of multiple childhoods, 
truths, and narratives, and its overemphasis on the social (Hammersley, 2017).

The middle path of critical realism

Critical realism is gaining increasing acceptance and recognition within 
the social sciences, child welfare, and social work (for example, Kjørstad 
and Solem, 2017; Houston, 2022; Houston and Swords, 2022; Murphy, 
2023). Critical realism provides a structured way of thinking that helps 
consider how everything interacts. Critical realism moves beyond pure 
empiricism and positivism while rejecting hard social constructivism and 
social constructionism. It dismisses the tendencies of social constructivism 
and social constructionism, which often frame social realities predominantly 
as discursive or linguistic actions (Bhaskar, 1993). It posits that reality cannot 
only be reduced to ‘ideas people have’ (Jessop, 2005, p 42). This would 
suggest that there is no reality without language. For critical realists, this is 
known as the epistemic fallacy, which conflates ontology with epistemology 
(Bhaskar, 1998). Reality is conflated with the knowledge of reality. Reducing 
everything to the subjective in this way is hypo-​realism, an under-​belief in 
reality (Alderson, 2016). As such, purely social constructionist and social 
constructivist thinking can make connections between research data, 
implications, and recommendations appear tenuous at best.

Critical realism combines the positivist’s search for an external reality 
and the interpretivist’s understanding that all meaning associated with that 
reality is socially constructed (Oliver, 2012). It suggests, like some soft social 
constructivism and constructionism, that there is a social reality whether 
or not it is directly experienced or observed. Therefore, reality, such as 
pets, exists independently of human knowledge, the mind, or thought 
(Morton, 2006). However, how we know about pets also impacts their 
meaning for us. Furthermore, ontology –​ what exists in the world, such as 
pets –​ always transcends epistemology, which is how we know about pets 
(Archer et al, 2013).

While critical realism challenges constructivist and empiricist research 
as ultimate ways of knowing, it does not altogether reject them. By not 
adhering to the dogmatic idealism of either in their age-​long debates on 
how to view the world, a critical realist perspective is said to combine 
both in a more structured way. It takes a middle path, which helps analyse, 
explain, and validate critical social science by drawing on the strengths of 
positivism and interpretivism and overcoming their limitations (Archer et al, 
2013). Critical realism deals with the generalisation and representation gap 
head-​on through retroduction and the emergence of mechanisms, allowing 
researchers to make more meaning out of data. It does this also through the 
stratification of reality.
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The basic tenets of critical realism
The stratification of reality

Critical realism proposes three levels of reality, a perspective that can assist in 
explaining the world around us (Bhaskar, 1993). Social reality is understood 
as stratified systems with objects connected through causal relationships 
(Morton, 2006). This is highlighted in Figure 5.1.

As shown in the diagram, the actual level encompasses all events, regardless 
of whether they are ever experienced, like the tree trunk blocked by the 
wall. The empirical level occurs when the actual becomes experienced, 
like the branches being in view. Traditionally, the empirical level is where 
science investigates phenomena. Finally, the real, the unseen root, is where 
underlying mechanisms generate events and can instigate change for the 
entire tree. While it is essential to acknowledge both the actual and empirical 
levels, the real is what critical realists are most concerned with –​ finding 
these hidden mechanisms that generate certain phenomena, such as leaves 
on a tree or the relationships in family life in kinship care.

Mechanisms

Mechanisms are ‘nothing other than the ways of acting of things’ (Bhaskar,  
2008, p 14). Bhaskar proposes a process called retroductive reasoning to  
identify them. Retroduction is a ‘mode of inference in which events are  
explained by postulating (and identifying) mechanisms which are capable of  
producing them’ (Sayer, 1992, p 107). It takes a step back from the surface  

Figure 5.1: Tree diagram of three ontological levels: empirical, actual, real

Source: Adapted from Walsh and Evans (2014, p e2)
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level of events to identify what must be for events to occur. For example,  
a child must have experienced disruption to be placed with new carers.  
Seeing and examining the world in this way moves beyond the flat actualism  
of the empirical and actual levels, where many positivists, constructivists,  
constructionists, and interpretivists can remain (Bhaskar, 2008). Without  
focusing on the mechanisms, the empirical is just presented as fact, and the  
root causes can be missed.

Mechanisms can belong to the psychological (for example, mental structures, 
schemas, unconscious processes and memory, object relations, and attachment 
styles), the social (for example, ideologies, social classes, and modes of 
production), and the physical (for example, atomic, chemical, and biological 
structures). To explain further, an example of a psychological mechanism in 
kinship care is the drive for permanence –​ this is referred to in previous chapters 
and other research. Examples of societal mechanisms may be patriarchy, 
structural racism, neoliberalisation, and the mounting managerialism in social 
work. A biological mechanism could be the child’s release of oxytocin when 
near their carer. It should be noted that, like the tree’s roots, these mechanisms 
cannot be directly observed, although their impact can be.

Contexts, outcomes and causation

The contexts in which the mechanisms are placed are relevant. It is like the 
soil for the roots of the tree. For kinship care, contexts, such as the time a 
carer spends with a child before placement, may impact whether the sense 
of belonging mechanism is activated. The context will also affect how it is 
activated. Mechanisms are not reliant only on the context, but on other 
mechanisms too. All these different mechanisms may contradict, act in 
opposition, or enhance. Very simply:

outcomes =​ mechanisms +​ contexts
(Pawson and Tilley, 1997)

This ideology opposes the successionist view of causality that says A leads 
to B, and so on. Instead, it suggests what is known as ‘generative causation’ 
(Bhaskar, 2008). As such, ‘causal laws must be analysed as the tendencies of 
things, which may be possessed unexercised and exercised unrealised, just 
as they may, of course, be realised unperceived’ (Bhaskar, 1989, pp 9–​10). 
The meaning of this is further explored when examining Archer’s (2012) 
interpretation of reflexivity, but the quote highlights a fundamental point 
of critical realism: everything is fallible. There are many ways of knowing. 
Despite reality’s existence, different people will always interpret it differently. 
Fallibility is true of researchers, policy makers, and practitioners, even if they 
are positioned as kinship care experts or write books about kinship care and 
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listening to children. Therefore, findings, theories, and implications must be 
placed under a web of expectations that cannot be taken as absolute (Archer 
et al, 2013). There can only be speculative emergent properties and tendencies, 
even though they are based on something that exists and is real (Bhaskar, 1989).

Judgmental rationality and the realist evaluation cycle

Despite the caveats of tendencies and everything being fallible, it is still 
possible to generate explanations. Just because all knowledge is fallible does 
not mean all knowledge is equally fallible (Sayer, 1992). Bhaskar makes 
it clear that in no way are ‘all beliefs equally valid in the sense that there 
are no rational grounds for preferring one to another’ (Bhaskar, 1986, p 
72); otherwise, we might descend to the abyss of relativism that holds 
that there are no truths, in the same way social constructionism and social 
constructivism can (Taylor and White, 2016). While reality can never be 
known with absolute certainty, it can be described as better or worse, and 
have more accurate or less accurate accounts (Hartwig, 2007). This is known 
as judgmental rationality.

Plausible explanations are derived by trying out the ideas most compatible 
with available evidence. Knowledge and theories cannot be created from 
nothing. Science as a social process depends on adapting prior knowledge. 
In other words, existing hypotheses and theories from past experiences, 
literature and research are used to try and explain what is happening in 
the actual and empirical and to help identify and explain the mechanisms. 
Critical realism is said to be theory-​driven but not theory-​led. Theories 
help us understand what might be happening, but they must not wholly 
dictate the direction of the research (Fletcher, 2017).

This critical realist notion of using and developing theories was furthered 
by Pawson and Tilley (1997). They devised a realist evaluation process 
or cycle:

1.	 Use observations, previous findings, and theories to identify the tentative 
contexts (C), mechanisms (M), and outcomes (O).

2.	 Hypothesise how the CMO configurations might fit together.
3.	 Test out and observe the potential configuration while looking for any 

other CMO configurations.
4.	 Through analysis, conclude on what works for whom and in what 

circumstances. and update the theory.
5.	 Return to the beginning, with updated theory and data to identify new 

tentative contexts, mechanisms, and outcomes.

This process helps apply theories to empirical scrutiny. Through 
experimentation, the possible mechanisms and contexts that are hypothesised 
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affirm either that the theories are adequate or that the theories require 
adaptation. Theories may even need to be abandoned altogether. Theories 
are, therefore, judged on their explanatory power. Whether they take us away 
from explaining what is happening or take us more deeply towards helping 
us understand the real depends on the adequacy of the theories and concepts 
adopted and how they are used (Sayer, 2011). This also allows for a steady 
accumulation of findings over time and promotes methodological pluralism 
and pragmatism. It also encourages new research to add onto previous 
research as part of a larger worldwide research cycle that happens over time.

‘What matters’ valuations
Is/​ought dichotomies, facts versus values, normative claims, and  
doing the right thing

Along with the concept of judgmental rationality, critical realism suggests 
that individuals and collectives can change society and the world around 
them. This belief is essential for both child welfare practice and participatory 
research. This power to transform is why critical realism has the label critical. 
It is a critical theory and a political endeavour. By extending the ideas of 
Marx and other Frankfurt School thinkers, critical realism asserts that human 
subjects are real beings who navigate the world through social interaction. 
Through this, emancipation, or indeed oppression, can occur.

As noted in the previous chapter, participatory research can unwittingly 
perpetuate oppression instead of emancipation. Dialogical participation has 
been proposed to help this. However, everything and everyone is fallible, 
including social work researchers, like me, who have ambitious ideas about 
kinship care and child participation. Therefore, how can we ensure that 
our research leads to emancipation rather than oppression, even when 
using dialogical participation? How can we ensure we are not inadvertently 
confirming and imposing our own biased beliefs and values?

This is known as the ‘is/​ought problem’. Following David Hume (Norton 
and Norton, 2006), a dominant philosophy is the separation of facts from 
values –​ separation of the ‘is’ from the ‘ought’. This separation proposes that 
value-​laden ‘ought to be’ claims should not be formed from the descriptive 
value-​free facts of what ‘is’ and vice versa. To do so could be deemed 
unscientific and biased, and for a long time, it was assumed that researchers 
should not let their beliefs and biases influence their work. For instance, 
ethnographer Hammersley (2017) argues that researchers and academics 
should strive to be value-​neutral and objective in their work.

While this is/​ought (fact versus value) separation has long been defended 
in the social sciences and philosophy, it is impossible to maintain or support 
complete non-​valued objectivity in the practice of child welfare or research 
on it.
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First, there is a simple and logical reason for rejecting the separation. 
To make the argument that ‘ought’ cannot be derived from ‘is’ is itself a 
normative claim, a belief, and an assertion of a value. By its own rules, a 
scientific ‘is’ claim cannot be proclaimed on an ‘ought’ belief. This is like 
the paradox of a grand theory that rejects all grand theories.

Second, all research questions begin with asserting at least one subjective 
value. Researchers propose projects due to their concerns about what 
they feel matters. This is similar to the way you chose to read this book 
because you may be interested in better ways to support kinship care, 
permanence, child welfare, and research, and you want to understand the 
value of listening to children. Or you may be reading this out of obligation, 
kindness, friendship, or love for the author. These are also values –​ ones 
which I very much appreciate. But no matter the nature of the reason, 
there is at least one reason: you have made a valuation. Placing values on 
acquiring knowledge happens even when researchers or book readers are 
unaware of such assumptions or fail to make them explicit (Sayer, 2011). 
It is vital to remember and remind ourselves of the values that guide us. 
For example, social sciences and social endeavours are not, and should 
not be, value-​free (Bhaskar, 2008). Social research must endeavour to 
make political change, and child welfare must be politically active. The 
overarching aim of research, policy making, and practice is to instigate 
positive change for individuals and society. Structural inequalities and 
harmful behaviours associated with oppression should be identified and 
challenged (Houston, 2001).

Third, separating facts from values implies that value judgements are not 
made through facts or can threaten the objectivity of facts. This is incorrect. 
To explain further, here are a few examples:

	• Although the statement ‘UK kinship carers are more likely to live in 
financial hardship than non-​related foster carers’ is a fact, it cannot be 
read or researched without a value judgement. We automatically consider, 
subconsciously or otherwise, whether this is acceptable and whether this 
fact is worth changing.

	• Within the statement ‘many children are in kinship care arrangements 
because they have been abused’, there is a value judgment, a normative 
claim, and an opinion about what abuse is. Abuse may be slightly different 
in different cultures. In a sense, it is a subjective word. Nevertheless, the 
term abuse is also not arbitrary or meaningless. We cannot just dismiss 
the statement because it contains a subjective word. Smacking children 
may be accepted in some cultures, yet it causes various degrees of harm, 
whether or not it is deemed normal. Although the statement includes a 
value judgment, it does not mean the abuse is not a fact and should be 
ignored –​ quite the opposite.
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	• Less value-​laden statements, such as ‘most children are in kinship care 
arrangements because their birth parents cannot look after them’, are 
less accurate than those that mention abuse. They could even be seen 
as dismissive of the suffering of the children and a form of gaslighting.

The more one imposes an artificial distinction between fact and value, 
and the ‘is’ and ‘ought’, the more one is removed from the actual world of 
people, practice, and the things that matter most to people (Sayer, 2011). 
It confuses the things of logic with the logic of things. The ‘no is from the 
ought’ argument is about logic. It concerns the rational relations between 
statements. However, values are often about emotive states of being and the 
drive to flourish rather than suffer.

Why ‘what matters’ matters

In Why Things Matter to People, Andrew Sayer (2011) reiterates that we all 
operate from the middle ground between the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’, which 
cannot be separated. It is what drives us. It is what life or ‘life-​force’ is all 
about (Sayer, 2019, p 261). For better or worse, we are suspended between 
things as they are and might become, and things as we need or want them 
to become (Sayer, 2011). By deciding what is acceptable, we continuously 
judge what is good or bad, continuously making evaluations. Then, we 
decide what to do based on what we think is best. This is because while 
we have capabilities, we also have vulnerabilities, are dependent, and have 
needs. We depend on our health, environment, and relationships with others. 
We also know and have all experienced that if actions, the environment, 
and relationships can enrich our lives, they can also damage them. We can 
flourish or suffer, which is also shaped by luck and coincidence. Also, we 
can both flourish and suffer simultaneously, or flourish and then later suffer, 
or suffer to flourish. This, again, is a move away from simplistic monological 
thinking and instead navigates the spaces in between.

Such considerations between the ‘is’ and the ‘ought’ make our relations 
with the world one of care and concern. Our decisions and the decisions of 
others mean something to us, and we typically have various feelings attached 
to them. These valuations can be about little questions like what is best to 
have for dinner tonight. They can also be about larger ones, such as whether 
we would like to have contact with someone who has subjected us to harm. 
We use experience, future concern, reasoning, and morality to move between 
the states of lacking and the states of fulfilment and flourishing. This everyday 
jostling to provide a better future is why we care about things. This is why 
things matter and why some things matter more to us.

Sayer proposes that moral judgements, values, and evaluations are in 
the scope of reason. He argues that reason is different from rationale.  
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Rational thought is deemed logical, objective, and without emotional 
thought. On the other hand, reasoning is often considered to use emotions, 
normative judgements, and valuations. Placed in the context of common 
patriarchal stereotypes of sex and gender, men, who apparently are and 
should be emotionless, can often be accused of being irrational. Conversely, 
women are more likely to be told they are unreasonable and over-​emotional 
in their decision-​making (Sayer, 2011).

Sayer, as all of us should, condemns such archaic assumptions. He proposes 
that, regardless of gender, we are prone to making reasonable judgements 
over rational ones. Using values and emotions provides the foundation for 
many of our actions. Reasoning and valuation motivate people more than 
logic or rationale. Deciding what matters most causes us to do what we feel 
needs to be done. As such, our valuations of what matters are linked to the 
generative mechanisms innate to universal human nature. To be clear, the 
definition of innate here is not necessarily blind instinct or biological or 
essentialist determinism. Innate also involves past and future temperaments, 
potential and emerging capabilities, and ever-​changing contexts. It is vital 
not to slip into monological nature versus nurture, either/​or thinking.

Valuations, then, can be seen as the potential causal mechanisms sought by 
critical realists. This understanding can be put another way using Archer’s 
(2012) notion of reflexivity and inner conversations. She utilises Bhaskar’s 
(1986) transformational model of social activity and proposes that our actions 
are influenced, but not determined, by social structures at all levels, including 
society. These everyday social interactions surround us, including those with 
family, law, religion, class, and the economy. Such structures may pre-​exist 
specific human actions, but humans also reflexively monitor and can alter 
the social world. We are never completely passive and without agency, even 
if we decide we should not or cannot do anything. Doing nothing is still 
doing something and can sometimes be the best course of action. Through 
this process of reflexivity, humans can choose whether or not to individually 
or collectively exert influence over and change the relatively enduring yet 
evolving structures around us. This occurs through our inner conversations 
about our personal concerns and how to realise them in a society that is 
never entirely of our making or choosing (Archer, 2003). We then decide 
whether to confront social structures or endure them. We consciously and 
subconsciously choose our battles depending on what we value most.

For Archer, one crucial role of research and possibly any worthwhile 
conversation is to draw out these inner conversations and the thoughts that 
bounce in between whether to engage in action or inaction. Outing these 
complex, value-​laden inner conversations allows researchers and practitioners 
to analyse human reflexivity and individual reasoning. They are the sought-​
after mechanisms that drive us. Furthermore, a person’s explanations of 
thoughts and actions are significant because such inner conversations ‘have 
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powers that can be causally efficacious in relation to himself and to society’ 
(Archer, 2003, p 14). By asking participants and those we work alongside to 
reiterate their reflexive thoughts, we may challenge any false consciousness 
they hold. We can help empower others to take another perspective, rethink 
what matters, and make further changes. Raising and finding out reasoning 
can not only be a guide to the sought-​after generative mechanisms but also 
can lead to individual and societal change.

Embodiment

A final and relatively new addition to Sayer and other critical realists’ thinking 
is the importance of embodiment (Nellhaus, 2017; Sayer, 2019). Again, this 
highlights the rejection of radically opposed either/​or dichotomies such as 
the mind and body or culture and nature. Several mechanisms and processes 
operate at different levels and interact differently. Bodies are neither simply 
cultural products nor unalterable. Changes to the body occur depending on 
what causes them and where they are happening. For example, thinking, 
past knowledge about movement, and physical experience, established in a 
supportive environment, can all lead to neuroplasticity in the brain. The idea 
of neurogenesis is even more remarkable, as it suggests the adult brain can 
grow new neurons (Gage, 2002). Body, thought, and experience are linked.

To put this into the context of participation, a child cannot articulate 
complicated feelings properly until they have learned a language to an 
appropriate level. We cannot just dismiss the capacity to think in the 
abstract as having nothing to do with the body. Everything interacts. 
Significant interactions exist between the conscious and the subconscious, 
the psychological and the physiological, the body, brain, mind, and the 
environment. For example, the body holds trauma (Kolk, 2015). Such 
connections can operate almost unnoticed in the flow of the everyday. 
However, they can also be mobilised deliberately as a form of therapy, with 
in-​depth, focused research or personal reflections about what matters.

The practicalities of realist research

In summary, employing a critical realist, needs-​based conception of social 
beings has value. This perspective views actors not only as causal agents 
and self-​interpreting meaning-​makers, but also as needy and dependent 
beings with an orientation of care and concern about things. It presumes 
children are humans capable of flourishing or suffering. Need here is used 
as a shorthand that covers lack, want, and desire and includes culturally 
acquired or emergent needs. When someone says what something means 
to them, it shows a value-​led evaluative relation to the world –​ a valuation. 
When children describe what something means to them, it cannot be 
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merely glossed over as a subjective expression of their feelings; it is about 
something. It concerns their embodied wellbeing or ill-​being, relationships, 
attachments, and commitments to others. It is about concern. Therefore, 
finding out what matters is about providing space for reflexive thinking and 
outing conversations. It is about discovering the mechanisms and contexts 
that can lead to the desired outcome, which, for child welfare research, is 
ultimately for children to safely flourish in their family lives.

Due to this idea of ongoing knowledge production from gaining what 
matters from various perspectives, critical realist research tends to use 
mixed-​method approaches. Critical realist research typically uses statistical 
analysis to ascertain patterns and regularities in empirical phenomena and 
then qualitative research to probe for deeper explanations (Alderson, 2013). 
Critical realism takes a both/​and approach by utilising empirical research to 
map out the issues, contradictions, and broad context, as the first half of this 
book has done. However, there is also recognition that those who experience 
the situation must remain at the heart of any matter, which is why the second 
half of the book is just as vital. Facts are important and so are feelings about 
facts. Bhaskar states that ‘actor’s accounts form the indispensable starting 
point of social enquiry’ (1998, p xv1). Bhaskar insists that this will help stop 
explaining behaviour in terms of essentialist determinism. It will be less likely 
to unjustly label particular groups as having specific problems.

Critical realism also proposes that studies should be undertaken in the 
open world rather than in a lab or by excessively controlling variables. It is 
deemed impossible to control all the conditions in the empirical completely. 
It is deemed unfeasible, especially in the social world full of seeming 
contradictions, to control all the variables and undertake comparative 
studies in a closed system (Pawson and Tilley, 1997). Trying to mitigate and 
regulate environments through methods such as randomised controlled trials 
is therefore regarded as having limited reliability or validity, especially for 
social science (Fives et al, 2015). Some also deem it unethical to withdraw 
help and services, even for scientific or long-​term gain.

How critical realism assists child welfare, kinship care,  
and child participation
How critical realism assists child welfare practice and research
As demonstrated in previous chapters, child welfare, the safe flourishing of 
children, and child participation are complicated endeavours, especially when 
they centre around the politics and practice of kinship care arrangements 
and permanence planning. Child welfare, and especially social work, need 
more than one analytic perspective to capture the complexity witnessed in 
practice. Therefore, child welfare is often portrayed as something that utilises 
multidisciplinary perspectives. It continuously navigates the tension between 
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the individual’s capacity for personal agency and the social, economic, 
political, and other contextual factors. Critical realism welcomes this both/​
and approach. It allows child welfare practitioners to recognise not only 
the social factors –​ such as poverty, neoliberalisation, racialisation, gender, 
and social exclusion –​ but also the psychological and biological ‘individual’ 
problems –​ such as anxiety, depression, and substance misuse.

Social work also must be not only explanatory but emancipatory. Like 
critical realism, it must be critical. Social work’s principal task is instigating 
change while adhering to a particular set of values and ethical practices. 
This can be done by promoting certain individual behaviours. Change can 
also occur by exposing any harmful underlying ideologies of influential 
stakeholders and ‘false consciousness’. Critical realism’s attention to morality 
and values provides direction for social work’s value-​led practice. It confronts 
the abyss of relativism by advocating for judgmental rationality, stating that 
not all beliefs are equally valid, such as the belief it is right to beat a child, 
and some things are not just culturally inappropriate but morally wrong. 
Critical realism attempts to explain and ethically value phenomena rather 
than just describe phenomena. Critical realism does this in a way that leads to 
‘consideration of right conduct and the good life’ (Houston, 2010, p 74). It 
allows for a normative view and judgments of when things are unacceptable. 
It is also careful not to prescribe to supposed separate dichotomies. Such 
principles align with social work’s central tensions of care and control, 
protection versus rights, visions of emancipation, and whether the oppressed 
can also be the oppressor (Oliver, 2012).

Critical realism’s stratification of reality can also help pinpoint where 
appropriate changes and interventions need to be made. For example, it may 
seem a suitable approach to stop any contact between a child and their birth 
parents if it seems to upset the child. However, this approach to the issue 
remains on the actual and empirical levels of reality, like the branches and 
trunk of the tree. The hypothesis relies on a surface-​level explanation. It does 
not look at the root causes of why the child is upset. It does not look at why 
the physical presence of the birth parent causes upset. It does not address the 
real, the underlying mechanisms, and the underlying issues. It may be that 
the child wishes to have positive relationships with their family members, 
including their birth parents. Stopping contact may, therefore, actually work 
against the child’s need for positive relationships, as family tensions may 
become more fraught. It keeps things on the actual and empirical level. 
Instead, an intervention needs to identify what mechanisms are occurring –​ 
whether they include a positive attachment, positive affiliations, a sense of 
belonging, a sense of safety, and so on. When these have been identified by 
retroduction, the particular contexts can be determined. For this example, 
it may be necessary to think of contact differently –​ without relying solely 
on face-​to-​face interactions –​ rather than stopping contact altogether.
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Finally, the idea of fallibility and constant re-​evaluation is helpful for social 
work. Not only does this align with social work’s often-​utilised Assessment, 
Strategies, Planning, Intervention, and Evaluation model (Sutton, 2006), 
but also critical realism describes a social world with multiple opportunities 
for change by rejecting linear causality. Generative mechanisms are neither 
determinative nor all-​explaining. It is, therefore, helpful for thinking 
systemically and reflectively and working with uncertainty, which are central 
tenets of all social work (Munro, 2019).

How critical realism helps childhood studies

Critical realism ensures that real, living, embodied children are present in the 
research. It does not promote one monological viewpoint over another. It 
recognises that agency is relational and attempts to explore how it is enacted 
in the present. It sees things in the dialogical. This is despite the long history 
of children being perceived a certain way and relentless discussions about 
whether children should be subjects or objects of research, are passive in 
their lives or have agency, and should be seen as different or the same as 
adults, or as ‘beings’ or ‘becomings’. It notices sociological approaches and 
the various beliefs and discourses of childhood. However, critical realism 
does not collapse being into knowing. It does not fall into an epistemological 
fallacy. It acknowledges that bodies and suffering matter and are not ignored 
through cultural or political relativism.

It must also be remembered that children, the parenting of children, and 
their wellbeing are all emotive subjects. Alderson (2016) argues that research 
with children is not only value-​informed but value-​saturated. Its entire goal 
is to show how children can flourish. Critical realist research does not ignore 
this. It advocates that values, emotions, and reasoning play a significant part 
in any study and all life that involves children.

How does critical realism help with studies on kinship care?

As previously discussed, one of the main challenges of kinship care research 
is its tendency to homogenise kinship care as one thing with solutions that 
will apply to all situations. This can also be encouraged by arguments for 
parity between kinship care and non-​related foster care (for example, in 
Sir James Munby’s 2019 speech at the Coram permanence event). Critical 
realism can help navigate such tensions. It does this by treating kinship care 
as a context that affects and is affected by mechanisms. It does not pretend 
that all contexts are the same, but can advocate for what kinds of contexts 
can allow for the emergence of desired outcomes by activating preferred 
generative mechanisms. Taking a critical realist approach to kinship care 
research means that the starting point would be an evaluation not about what 
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works compared to other situations or ‘placements’, but rather about how 
it works, for whom it works, and under what circumstances (Pawson and 
Tilley, 1997). Breaking down kinship care as both a practice and a concept 
into mechanisms and understanding the role of morals and ethics means 
that lobbyists no longer have to utilise comparative arguments. Particular 
children’s rights and needs, and the meeting of these, are judged on their 
own merits.

Critical realist research adds to the current research on kinship care, which 
usually conforms to traditional research notions of evidence-​based practice, 
and many studies are primarily quantitative and atheoretical. Critical realism, 
emphasising the plurality of methods, allows quantitative and qualitative 
research to be seen together. They are both required and helpful, although 
some more than others. Therefore, the limited body of kinship care research 
can be examined in terms of judgmental rationality and an ongoing realist 
evaluation with continuous cycles of research and reflection.

How critical realism helps dialogical participation

The critical realist notion of fallibility is crucial to making participation 
more ethical and democratic. It can ensure everyone takes appropriate 
responsibility rather than pointing the finger of blame. It does not rely on 
individualism or cause unnecessary responsibilisation (Alderson, 2013). Also, 
while fallibility does not necessarily allow us to get to the ultimate truth, 
it at least acknowledges there is one. This sceptical honesty will enable 
us to at least strive towards truth rather than dismissing findings or seeing 
them as conclusive facts. For example, because of their changeable nature, 
participants’ accounts must never be accepted as straightforward evidence. 
They must always be subject to theories regarding the mechanisms at play and 
the real underlying structures that shape such constructions (Cruickshank, 
2007). Such questioning happens regardless of whether the participants 
are children or adults. Whether or not there is a belief that children are 
different or the same as adults in terms of their competence, reliability, and 
so on, such debates ultimately serve as distractions. No human has absolute 
control, power, or knowledge of reality. Reflexivity is, therefore, the key 
here, remembering that researchers’ knowledge is also fallible. While the 
researcher may have expertise and authority regarding methods, knowledge 
of broader contexts, theories, or even outcomes of an action, these must 
also be open to scrutiny, criticism, and corroboration.

Critical realism, therefore, fortifies the process of dialogical participation 
as an ethic and a process. This ethic has the realisation that we depend 
on each other to form our views and to survive. We all, therefore, have 
responsibilities towards each other. This is due to our neediness and 
vulnerability. We also all have theories of the mechanisms at play, even if 
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adults, including researchers, can feel that they are more able to articulate 
and speculate about them. We can all speculate on why things are as they 
are. This leads to participation being an ‘I’ll show you my theory; you 
show me yours’, akin to Pawson and Tilley’s (1997) proposal for realist 
evaluations. It lays the ground for participation being more than a one-​off 
event and about dialogue. Participation becomes about the dialogical and 
the debates, the meeting in the middle, outing the inner conversations, and 
collectively navigating the relational space between the ‘ought’ and the ‘is’. It 
is about not being persuaded by the monological or certain actors claiming 
authoritative knowledge.

Finally, it must be remembered that Bhaskar and Archer highlight the 
transformative potential of human agency. Focusing on structures rather 
than events enables us to address the root causes of oppression, but also 
such consciousness-​raising is a crucial strategy for tackling it. Dialogical 
participation and the sharing and critique of knowledge are the first steps 
to social justice and having a positive impact. Under a critical realist lens, 
empowerment becomes less about an individual endeavour and more about 
a collective one. When critical realism is paired with dialogical participation, 
child participation can only be viewed as political, something emphasised 
as vital in the previous chapter.

The values that matter to the children living in kinship care

To ground the philosophical and methodological into the everyday, this 
section introduces the values highlighted by the children in the ‘What 
matters to children living in kinship care’ research. These values emerged 
through discussions with the children about what mattered to them. 
Together, as discussed in the next chapter, we developed theories using 
methods such as walking tours, photo-​elicitation, drawings, and drama. It 
was essential to move beyond the surface of observed facts and experiences, 
the actual and empirical domain, to investigate what lies beneath in the real 
domain. As Norrie notes: ‘Switching perspectives from the “extrinsic”, 
descriptive and explanatory viewpoint to the intrinsic, first-​person 
standpoint [when] we can see this moral sentiment is a first order capacity 
relating to what it means to be human … at the core of human agency’ 
(2009, pp 220–​1).

To access the mechanisms in the real level of reality, the children were 
encouraged to be reflexive and make valuations of their lives rather than 
just provide descriptive answers (Easton, 2010). For example, instead of 
accepting descriptive answers such as ‘pets’, follow-​up valuation questions 
were used, such as ‘What do you think makes a good pet?’ This encouraged 
the children to discuss the values that mattered for their lives to go well, as 
highlighted in Figure 5.2.
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Many may see the diagram as the findings of the research. However, this  
is just the start of the findings, not the end. It is crucial to reflect on what  
such themes and insights really mean. It is vital to look at all values in  
conjunction and notice the spaces in between. These values are interesting,  
not because they suggest that children in kinship care need these things to  
have a good life. The purpose is not to focus on making large generalisations  
or for carers and social workers to aim for or to show these things without  
reflection. It is not about merely separating the ‘ought’ from the ‘is’. Nor  
should the responsibility just rest on individuals. The reason why these values  
are interesting is that many of them seemingly contradict each other. How  
is it possible to feel special if you believe in fairness? How is it possible to  
obtain privacy if a goal is to also share with others? These values highlight  
not only what matters but also the seeming contradictions that are navigated  
in family life and relationships.

Further analysis of the values that mattered to the children living in  
kinship care

To further analyse the children’s insights, abduction and retroduction were 
used in the research to identify the underlying generative mechanisms 
(Danermark et al, 2019). Abduction is also known as theoretical redescription. 
It uses inference to explain the phenomenon through interpretation and 
recontextualisation, using theories to help explain. As explained further in 

Figure 5.2: Values that mattered to the children who participated in the ‘What matters 
to children living in kinship care’ study
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Chapter 6, these theories were relayed back to the children and explained 
so they could understand and relate them to their lives. Throughout 
the collaborative process, theories could be changed, eliminated, and 
supplemented with new ones (Gilgun, 2015).

Retroduction was also used. To recap, this is the ‘thinking backwards’ from 
outcomes and effects to causes (Houston, 2010, p 82) so that findings do not 
just stay in the empirical or actual. The findings were relayed again to the 
children in the relational spaces we created through dialogical participation. 
The identified mechanisms were correlated with the children’s views to 
ensure representation across the sample. Further abduction was then used 
to confirm explanations.

This back and forth, this realist analysis, was never a defined separate 
stage of the research process. It was not a case of trudging out and labelling 
a few themes, values, and mechanisms identified with the help of artificial 
intelligence or a computer software package. Instead, it was an ongoing 
reiterative process, with the children’s help, of placing nuggets of information 
within their broader context. Alongside ongoing collaboration and 
reflexivity, this gave the children’s insights relevance and rigour (Syed et al, 
2010). Therefore, the quotes used in this book represent all participants, 
no matter their age, stage, gender, ethnicity, or status. They represent the 
underlying generative mechanisms that emerged and were discussed with 
all the children.

The central mechanisms for children living in kinship care 
regarding their family life and permanence

For the study, the mechanisms of ‘connection/​separation’, ‘recognition/​(mis)
recognition’, and ‘care and protection/​independence and risk’ emerged as 
tentative underlying generative mechanisms, as highlighted in Figure 5.3. 
These prominent strategies for the children emerged as the values that matter 
the most to them. They were core to how the children were doing family 
life and permanence in their kinship care arrangements. These mechanisms 
are the ways of being, thinking, motivating, and doing, and they are subject 
to potential activation through the contexts and conditions around them. 
These mechanisms were crucial for the children in kinship care arrangements 
in making family life work.

Although these mechanisms are distinct entities, they interact with each  
other. Food is an excellent example of this. Food was a significant topic of  
conversation with the children in the study. It is an everyday issue that is  
central to everybody’s lives. Talking about food is an easy way to relate to  
one another, and a way to show concern without being too intrusive. This  
is similar to how European adults often talk about the weather (Iversen et al,  
2022). Also, cooking a child’s favourite food demonstrates care, connection,  
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and recognition of their individual likes and dislikes. The children also spoke  
about how food marks celebratory events when family and friends come  
together, spend time with each other, share family and cultural recipes, and  
talk about the past, present, and future. Shared meals are social encounters  
in which values, emotions, and each mechanism play their part (Rees  
et al, 2012).

Conclusion

Integrating critical realism with dialogical participation into a ‘what matters’ 
approach offers a robust framework for understanding and improving child 
welfare practices, particularly for children in kinship care. This approach 
uses the strengths but also addresses the limitations often found in both 
positivist and interpretative methodologies. It acknowledges the importance 
of underlying values, social structures, and the material realities influencing 
children’s lives without reducing everything to either primarily a language 
game or an obsession with prediction, quantification, and measurement. 

Figure 5.3: Three central mechanisms that emerged from how the children in the study 
managed family life and permanence
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Instead, critical realism’s emphasis on the stratification of reality and the 
identification of generative mechanisms provides a deeper understanding of 
the complexities involved in child welfare and family life. It moves beyond 
surface-​level observations to uncover the root causes, underlying mechanisms, 
and motivating values that shape experiences. This new approach can broaden 
our theoretical understanding and has practical implications for policy and 
practice, guiding us toward more effective and ethical interventions.

Ultimately, the ‘what matters’ approach provides a powerful tool for 
addressing the challenges and complexities of child welfare, kinship care, 
and permanence. It enables us to ask the right questions, make informed 
judgments, and collectively develop theoretically sound and practice-​relevant 
solutions. Through retroduction, judgemental relativism, collaboration, and 
its ontological stance, critical realism allows researchers to get closer to the 
real and, with that, the truth. It enables an ethically charged social scientific 
truth claim, but one that is fallible and, like the participants’ viewpoints, 
open to scrutiny, criticism, and corroboration. It helps stress the central role 
of participants’ knowledge, agency, inner conversations, and valuations. This 
is particularly useful for those, such as children, who are usually labelled as 
‘not as good as’ and whose voices are not readily heard.

For the ‘What matters to children living in kinship care’ study, the values 
that mattered to the children living in kinship care emerged as the mechanisms 
of ‘connection/​separation’, ‘care and protection/​independence and risk’, 
and ‘recognition/​(mis)recognition’. Before delving deeper into what each 
mechanism means, the next chapter further grounds the ‘what matters’ 
approach into practicalities and practice, and provides recommendations 
for its application.
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6

Valuing ethics and ‘what matters’ 
participation approaches

Grandma reminds me of who I am. She says I can do anything 
if I work hard and as long as I put my mind to it.

Kimberley, child research participant

This chapter explores the essentials of ethical practice, introduces creative 
methods, and highlights the reflexivity essential for a dialogical ‘what matters’ 
approach. It draws on methods used in the ‘What matters to children living 
in kinship care’ study and suggests additional ones. While technical details 
about the research mechanics are available in my PhD thesis, this chapter 
takes a more reflective approach, connecting ethics and theoretical research 
concepts for the everyday practice of professionals in child welfare.

Social science researchers must acknowledge their positionality when 
undertaking research. Positionality refers to the contexts shaping a researcher, 
including viewpoints, approaches taken, self-​identifications, experiences of 
marginalisation, and personal and professional privileges (Massoud, 2022). 
Acknowledging positionality is also necessary for child welfare practitioners 
(Chapman, 2023). It is crucial to recognise power relations and engage 
in meaningful reflexivity. Also, if, as previously argued, successful child 
participation encourages reflexivity among children by asking them what 
matters to them, it would be negligent and possibly hypocritical for us to 
avoid the challenging work of engaging in reflexivity ourselves.

I begin the chapter by exploring my positionality and promoting the need 
for ongoing reflexivity. A discussion on the ethics of research and practice 
follows this. It proposes that engaging children in conversations about ethical 
practice enhances ethics. Issues of consent, assent, confidentiality, anonymity, 
and accessibility are addressed within the context of research and child welfare 
practice. Critical realist and dialogically participative methods are again 
suggested to manage and mitigate assumptions and biases. Manzano’s (2016) 
interview approach is highlighted for its collaborative, reflexive, and ethical 
nature, providing insights with relevance and rigour (see Syed et al, 2010). 
The chapter also shares methods such as Kitbag, child-​led walking tours, 
photovoice, role-​play, and checking in through words and pictures. These 
can be used in practice and in research to help spark everyday meaningful 
reflexive conversations with children.
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Positionality

Critical realism advocates that participants’ and researchers’ values and 
reasoning play a significant part in any study. How a researcher sees the 
world impacts how they collect data, how they analyse it, and what they 
see as the purpose of research. It influences what they think is right or true. 
Ontological and epistemological assumptions of social science researchers –​ 
how they believe the world to be and how they believe we can learn about 
the world –​ should be stated (Longhofer and Floersch, 2014). Acknowledging 
one’s own positionality is also vital. Such awareness is essential for qualitative 
research (Subramani, 2019) that is value-​informed (Longhofer and Floersch, 
2014) and theory-​driven (Pawson and Tilley, 1997). It is vital for social work 
research, especially when researching children and families (Featherstone 
et al, 2014) and the febrile territory of family life for children in kinship care.

Previous chapters lay out the ontological assumptions that guide this book. 
They discuss the current tensions and monological debates surrounding 
kinship care, permanence, and child participation. These can cause 
ambivalence in child welfare research, practice, and policy making. It has also 
been shown that kinship care research is partial regarding the monological 
approaches taken, often neglecting children’s views.

This book’s epistemological assumptions are that children’s views are 
invaluable for child welfare and kinship care. It is a child’s right to have 
their family life experiences heard, but this also adds a new perspective to 
child welfare practice where permanence is the goal. By accessing children’s 
experiences, we can gain a more attuned understanding of their family lives.

Regarding my positionality, I am a middle-​class, White-​presenting, half-​
Ashkenazi, half-​English, cis male who is British, Reform Jewish, Queer, and 
approaching 50 years of age. I have lived in the UK for most of my life and 
hold a liberal egalitarian, mostly centre-​Left standpoint regarding politics, 
social justice, social work, critical reflection, and anti-​oppressive research. 
I am a registered social worker and an early-​career social work academic 
and researcher with a PhD, an MSc, an MA, and a degree in psychology 
and drama.

I believe that removing children from their birth parents should only be 
a last resort for their safety and wellbeing. Families, individuals, and society 
can change, and social work’s fundamental task is to help instigate positive 
changes (International Federation of Social Work, 2014). Regarding kinship 
care, my experience and knowledge suggest that local authorities and 
governments must appropriately support the whole family’s needs. However, 
this is often not the case. I consider that risk is inadequately thought about, 
particularly when proposing kinship care as a panacea for removing children 
from their families. I also believe that families have valuable knowledge of 
their own experiences and situations, and their views should be included in 
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all assessments, policy, and legislative changes. I often use critical realism in 
my thinking, although I do not label myself a critical realist. Finally, although 
I am close to my teenage nieces, I do not have and do not want children, 
which impacts my understanding of children and childhood.

My identities and beliefs are intricate, interconnected, and mutually 
supportive, although sometimes seemingly contradictory. I regularly utilise 
the intersectional approach commonly employed in social work (Mattsson, 
2014). My identities and beliefs change in importance based on experiences 
and the environment, influencing my desire to reveal or conceal them. 
I have benefited from the advantages of possessing specific identities, beliefs, 
and traits, but I have also encountered marginalisation, victimisation, and 
violence because of them.

Ide and Beddoe (2024) propose that thinking about one’s own positioning, 
power dynamics, status, and experiences is one of the first steps to 
undertaking reflexivity. Therefore, announcing my positionality may help to 
show that I am, at the very least, at the beginning stages of being reflective, 
insightful, and aware of my biases. However, this performative act also makes 
me vulnerable both personally and professionally. Others may not agree with 
how I have positioned myself or the labels I have provided. Using the word 
‘cis’ remains controversial (Esacove, 2024), as does promoting my ethnicity 
as a half-​Ashkenazi ‘White presenting’ Jewish person (Rubin, 2019). Even 
the word ‘Queer’ rather than ‘gay’, ‘same-​sex attracted’, or ‘homosexual’ 
may evoke anger and discreditation from others (Butler, 1993). Some people 
may be dissatisfied that I hold centrist political ideals instead of being part 
of the radical far Left who are prepared to protest with a raised fist against 
neoliberal capitalist indoctrination that fuels social inequalities. Therefore, 
I am worried not only about receiving criticism for claiming my positionality 
but also about the potential devaluation of my work, professional reputation, 
and very personhood.

Reflection and reflexivity

Trying to be aware of my positionality and its impact requires reflexivity 
(Ide and Beddoe, 2024). Reflective practice and reflexivity are now widely 
accepted as necessary in contemporary social work (Watts, 2019). However, 
reflexivity remains a contested term (Subramani, 2019). Therefore, I use the 
definition put forward by Archer (2003), whose morphogenetic approach 
is often used in critical realist social work literature (for example, Houston, 
2010). This has a more interactive outlook regarding structure and agency. 
Archer defines reflexivity as something that ‘emphasises the autonomy of 
human agents, with interior thoughts that belong to them alone, but also 
that such agents reflect upon themselves in a relational fashion, in relationship 
to others and society’ (2003, p 123).
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Reflexivity is a complex, confusing, challenging, and emotive process. 
It involves constantly thinking through how agency and structure interact, 
highlighting what we can do, should do, will not do, and are powerless to 
do. This can cause a swirl of thoughts, emotions, and anxieties, sometimes 
keeping us awake at night. This is an example of engaging in reflexivity 
whether we wish to or not. The key is that it is not necessary to resolve the 
conflicts. It is not necessarily about privileging one position over the other. 
Instead, it is about outing the inner conversations by writing them down 
or talking about them. It is about confronting and acknowledging all the 
different actions and structures that push, pull, and position us. This is why 
reflexivity must be collaborative.

Overall, I try to achieve reflexivity through supervision, a research diary, 
physical activity, attending conferences, and input from children, families, 
peers, practitioners, students, and relevant organisations, such as the initial 
study’s collaborating organisations, Kinship and CoramBAAF. Many of 
them are ‘critical friends’, as defined in feminist social work research by 
Appleton (2011). Through ongoing discussion, they challenge my work 
and help ensure its integrity.

Ethical practice

Ethical practice is aligned with protecting people from unnecessary suffering. 
It must be seen as an ongoing, complex collaborative process and as the 
foundation of any research design (Hugman, 2009). Research can influence 
creating and sustaining discourses, practices, and institutions, such as social 
work, which can benefit but also harm society (Yip et al, 2016). Bourdieu 
(1999) has even suggested that all research is a form of symbolic violence.

Unethical social work practice can perpetuate social injustice and harm 
(Wiegmann, 2017). Therefore, ethical awareness is also vital for child welfare 
and social work practice (Akhtar, 2013). Ethical awareness in my PhD 
research involved using Butler’s (2002) code of ethics for social work research 
and applying the principles of the ethics of care, such as respect, integrity, 
and justice (Tronto, 1994). As a social worker, I also adhered to social work 
values (BASW, 2021), which require professionals to respect subjects’ moral 
autonomy through honesty, competence, and informed consent.

The ‘What matters to children living in kinship care’ study aimed to 
implement ethically responsible procedures. For example, before meeting 
the children, the study design was submitted and approved by my university’s 
ethical review process. This was with the understanding that, like child 
participatory practice, any ethical statement is only a starting point, should 
be considered the minimum statement of values, and is always provisional.

Additionally, ethical concerns for the study were addressed using a 
dialogical approach. The children were included in the conversations around 
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the power dynamics between them and adults. The dialogical conversations 
about ethics happened at the very start and throughout the research. Many of 
the themes that the children and I discussed related to how much say children 
should have regarding their lives and who had a responsibility to keep them 
safe. We also discussed how others can perceive them as either vulnerable 
or able, and as potentially risky, troublesome youths (Lefevre et al, 2019). 
The children were instrumental in planning consent, assent, anonymity, and 
confidentiality. Including children in these conversations about ethics and 
power throughout every interaction can be applied in practice.

These processes aside, one of my primary concerns was that I actively 
encouraged the children to talk about their complex and often challenging 
lives. Was I trauma-​mining them for my gain? The children provided me 
with research data, a PhD, and some kudos, and they enabled me to begin 
my academic career. This raised serious questions about my integrity, a 
value that greatly matters to me, and whether I was ultimately exploiting 
the children and their narratives. Was I engaging in the same behaviour that 
I had previously critiqued in others?

To attempt to mitigate this and ease my conscience, I considered financial 
payments and gifts for the children. Unfortunately, some literature warns 
that these can be counterproductive in equalising power relations (Zutlevics, 
2016). Instead, I ensured that the children kept the photos they took for 
the study. I relied not only on previous research and articles, but also on 
my experience as a social work practitioner. Child welfare professionals 
should exercise caution when giving children unauthorised money or gifts 
in exchange for engagement. While this may be well-​intentioned, it could 
contravene standards, such as those of social work practice (Social Work 
England, 2019), and it could even be perceived as a bribe in confrontational 
situations, such as in court. On reflection, it may be helpful next time, in 
line with dialogical participation, to ask the children how they wish to be 
compensated for their time, efforts, and disclosures.

Aside from the photos, the other benefit I offered to the children was 
a commitment that listening to them would have a meaningful impact on 
others and possibly even on them. A fundamental ethical principle of any 
research is that the participants do not disclose personal information for no 
reason (Alderson and Morrow, 2020). Effective and meaningful sharing of 
the children’s views and the implications was a crucial part of the study and 
has been my focus for the last few years through presentations, podcasts, short 
films, book chapters, practice guides, journal articles, and this book. I have 
fought hard to make their views as accessible and impactful as possible by 
using various mediums. With the assistance of funders such as the Economic 
and Social Research Council, publishers like Policy Press, and publications 
like the British Journal of Social Work, we have managed to make as many 
publications as possible free and open access.
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Gatekeepers, consent, and assent

In child participation research, gatekeepers are the people in the children’s 
lives who are not being researched but provide access to those who are. They 
are vital as the intermediaries between the researchers and the children. In 
research, these are usually the people in the participants’ lives with legal 
responsibility for their safety and wellbeing (Clark, 2011). In child welfare 
practice, they can be adults with parental rights and responsibilities or schools, 
health workers, and legal professionals. Gatekeepers are never neutral. They 
always have their own pressures, priorities, aims, and interests for the children 
and themselves (McFarland and Laird, 2020).

It is often assumed that gatekeepers must be sought for informed consent 
if a child is under 16 (Shaw et al, 2011). There are many debates around this, 
usually centring around perceived capacity and vulnerability. As proposed in 
Chapter 4, this perpetuates monological thinking. The debates also consider 
legal obligations such as those derived from the Gillick ruling (Gillick v West 
Norfolk and Wisbech Area Health Authority [1986] AC 112). The ruling states 
that if a child is under the age of 16 and is considered ‘Gillick competent’ –​ 
with ‘sufficient understanding and intelligence’ –​ they can restrict their 
parents from accessing their medical data. Such case law is not intended 
for research but may be applied to it. The debates will continue, but the 
fundamental principle is that consent must always be carefully considered. 
There may not be a definitive legal duty to obtain consent, but there is 
undoubtedly an ethical one (Robson and McCartan, 2015).

For the kinship care study, I gained permission from at least one person 
who held parental responsibilities and rights, alongside gaining permission 
from the children. As is typical for qualitative social work studies, I sought 
the children’s informed assent, and the gatekeepers’ consent was provided 
(Shaw and Holland, 2014). Assent and consent are words that are often 
used interchangeably, but they have distinct meanings. Assent is more about 
expressing agreement, while consent is more about granting permission.

Not only did the children provide assent, but they also signed their own 
consent forms. The children devised their signatures, as many had never 
been asked to sign consent forms. Although this was not legally necessary, 
it framed the study’s collaborative approach and helped ease the power 
differentials between the adults and the children. It also demonstrated to 
the children that their views were significant and central to the study. This 
inclusion method can be beneficial in practice, particularly when children 
observe that their carers frequently need to sign documents and question 
why they are not considered important enough to do the same.

In line with the entire ethical approach for the study, gaining informed 
consent and assent was as much a process as an event. It did not just happen at the 
start of the study but continued throughout. Consent and assent were part of an 
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ongoing dialogically participative process and more than just a set of procedures 
(Shaw and Holland, 2014). It was never assumed that the children were obliged 
to complete the research because they signed a form. Periodically throughout 
each session, children were again asked for their verbal assent. There was also 
an ongoing awareness of cues that the children were no longer comfortable or 
reluctant to relay further information. We devised a stock phrase: ‘I don’t want 
to talk about it’. And they were shown how to stop the recording device. It 
was vital that the children did not feel unnecessarily pressured and that they 
understood that the session could stop any time they wished.

Child welfare practitioners can also undertake to foreground this awareness 
by continuously checking in. Ongoing discussion around consent and assent 
are crucial components of child welfare practice. They ensure that children, 
families, and adults are given as much agency as possible to make ongoing 
informed decisions about the services they receive and whether they want 
to or feel safe enough to provide their views.

Confidentiality and anonymity

Maintaining the confidentiality of personal information and the anonymity 
of participants is crucial for research and practice, although an absolute 
assurance cannot be achieved. This is especially true if a child discloses 
information about them, or others, being at risk of significant harm 
(Wiles et al, 2008). In such circumstances, it is recognised that supervision, 
organisational guidance, and local government regulations are crucial, and 
national standards of conduct must be adhered to (Collingridge and Curry, 
2020). The potential for breaking confidentiality and anonymity must be 
clearly explained to those we work alongside. Also, individuals and families 
must be assured that if confidentiality and anonymity are broken, they will 
be informed about the process as it happens (Segal, 2023).

Throughout the dialogical process, the children and I, and, if necessary, the 
carers, discussed and negotiated issues around confidentiality. For example, 
many carers frequently wished to be informed about the private concerns 
of the children under their care. They ultimately wanted to know what had 
been discussed. This can be an issue in practice, and other researchers have 
identified it as a concern (see, for example, Kirk, 2007). Therefore, at the 
first meeting, we all sat down and I clarified that any information provided 
would only be disclosed to the carers if deemed absolutely necessary. On 
further discussion with the children, most said they wished to let their carers 
know what was discussed anyway, as they did not want to keep secrets.

Anonymity was also negotiated with the children. All the children 
chose their pseudonyms, which enabled them to feel a level of agency and 
ownership. A few children wished to become famous through research; as 
Sydney said: ‘Yeah, but people are going to see me in the big report, though, 
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and be like, “Hello, Sydney?” [Pause] Yay. Will I be famous?’ Rather than 
flatly denouncing this or suggesting this may be an unrealistic expectation of 
our study or a subsequent book, I used a ‘what matters’ valuation question, 
asking why fame mattered. We then discussed the benefits and drawbacks 
of celebrity. Sydney eventually decided she would be content if her family 
and friends, people she cared about, knew who she was in the study rather 
than strangers who she concluded might say negative things about her.

Safety for home sessions and mobilised research and practice

Critical realism advocates that research should be undertaken in an open system. 
It considers that a closed system, where variables are controlled, is impossible 
for social science. Therefore, the sessions, like most child welfare practice, took 
place in the family home and, for the walking tours, the child’s community. 
To help the children feel as safe as possible, at least one carer who held parental 
responsibility was present when we met in the family home. Doors to rooms 
were left open to safeguard against allegations. When the children showed 
me around their neighbourhood, permission was sought from the carers, 
mobile numbers were swapped, and we were always in public view. At the 
beginning of each session, it was discussed that the children’s carers would try 
not to overhear, but they may inadvertently do so. Ensuring confidentiality 
and the safety of both the social worker and the individual requires careful 
consideration and sharing of information in advance, particularly when the 
experiences can be emotional for all involved (Cook, 2020).

Providing information

The vital points of the information provided to the children involved in the 
research and their families were:

	• the aims and methods of the study;
	• that their participation was voluntary;
	• their right to withdraw from specific questions or, indeed, the whole study;
	• the meaning of confidentiality and anonymity;
	• that I had a Disclosure and Barring Service background check and 

permission and letters from my university.

I conveyed this information through multiple mediums, such as the project 
website, information sheets, emails, telephone conversations, and visual 
methods. It was recognised that there had to be appropriately tailored 
information, in different forms, for various individuals with a range of needs 
and developmental stages (Beresford, 1997). Presenting the information in 
these ways did not replace discussing it with children before starting each 
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interview or activity (O’Reilly and Dolan, 2016). Repeatedly talking about 
the aims of our discussions also helped us maintain focus.

These different methods of relaying information and reiterating the intent 
of time spent together should be applied to practice. It should never be 
assumed that children automatically understand what is happening and what 
will happen just because it has been discussed once or because you have 
shown them a sheet of paper. Information can be relayed to children and 
their whole family through talking, information sheets, and age-​appropriate 
books, films, YouTube videos, and other social media (Lefevre, 2018).

Defining ourselves and our role

One significant challenge I have faced when transitioning from being a 
practitioner to a researcher was determining how to define and present my 
professional identity. I am proud to be a social worker and do not wish to 
erase this as part of my identity. Also, research suggests that if the researcher 
has been introduced as a trusted professional, carers are more likely to provide 
consent (Cree et al, 2002). However, many families who have had social work 
intervention have not had positive experiences with social workers. Many 
approach social workers with trepidation and bias (Bekaert et al, 2021). For 
kinship care, some families no longer wish to have social workers (McGrath, 
2021). Nevertheless, I had to be transparent about the study being social 
work research that addresses social work practice.
After months of consideration and possible overthinking, I decided that 
calling myself a social work researcher would be the most honest reflection 
of my role. Positioning myself this way was not without difficulties and may 
have been futile. It did not seem to matter how I labelled myself. Instead, 
how others labelled and positioned me seemed more important. Often, the 
families prescribed a role regardless of how I had introduced myself. Harmony 
said: ‘So then, you’re a social worker? It’s OK. Like, I’ve had good ones 
and bad ones.’ Additionally, positioning me as a social worker rather than a 
researcher, several carers would approach me after I had seen the children, 
seeking legal or practical guidance. As the research progressed, this decreased, 
as I remained resolute in labelling myself as a social work researcher. with an 
emphasis on researcher, I also managed to distance myself by referring the 
families to other services, such as legal and health services and the Kinship 
advice line. Ironically, signposting and ensuring a multi-​agency response is 
a core social work task (Morris, 2008).

Timetabling and flexibility

Setting up meetings and sessions and engaging with children involves a lot 
of physical and emotional labour (Groundwater-​Smith et al, 2015). For the 
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research, I ensured I would visit a maximum of two families in a day. This 
space enabled me to maintain focus and be present throughout my meetings. 
A four-​month gap between sessions with the children also allowed me to 
reflect, analyse, collaborate, and align potential theories before discussing 
them with the children. These gaps were in stark contrast to my practice, 
where I would often have three or more children to visit each day and 
short timescales for assessments. It has been shown that such intense daily 
workloads, which entail emotional labour, can lead to poor relationship-​
building and engagement (Winter et al, 2019). Therefore, organisations, 
managers, society, and social workers must be mindful of the emotional 
labour involved in child welfare practice and provide space for reflection, but 
this should be balanced with how children experience this practice. Again, 
an open, honest, dialogical conversation is best practice.

Despite my enthusiasm for and commitment to the study, this was not 
always returned by the carers. I became aware that the research was often yet 
another external demand and yet another appointment to schedule in the 
family diaries (Cree et al, 2002). I spent much time reminding some families 
about plans and renegotiating them. Also, while gatekeepers have a positive 
function in protecting children from potentially anxiety-​producing visits and 
research, they can use their position to censor children or stop them from 
engaging (Goredema-​Braid, 2010). This protectionism is especially true for 
children living away from their birth parents, many of whom are likely to 
have experienced abuse and neglect (Kirk, 2007).

The gatekeepers and the families may also have experienced inadequate 
services or resources due to cutbacks. They can become weary of professional 
research and sceptical about the benefits of social work (Cree et al, 2002). 
Equally, the gatekeepers may coerce the children into participating so that 
the adults can put forward their concerns through the children (Harden 
et al, 2000). A patient, empathetic, and flexible approach, with consistent 
communication, is required for research and practice, and all experiences 
should be acknowledged by discussing the issues when they arise (Leigh 
et al, 2020).

Collaborative theory building

As alluded to in the previous chapter, a ‘what matters’ approach to child 
participation includes theory building along with children. Theories were 
embedded in the research sessions. I found that just as researchers and 
practitioners learn from an encounter, so should children and families. 
Shared learning exemplifies research and participation with children rather 
than on children. It also ensures that researchers and practitioners do not 
depend on the prevailing developmental, psychosocial, or socialisation 
theories, which may not accurately reflect the realities of children’s lives. 
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The children were keen to let me know if the theories that emerged did 
not fully apply.

Manzano (2016) provides a helpful interviewing sequence to allow for 
theory building. This interview structure became the foundation of the 
study’s planning. I now use this in practice to assess potential kinship carers. 
Manzano’s sequencing employs the principles of critical realism’s teacher–​
learner cycle (Pawson and Tilley, 1997) and dialogical participation (Facca 
et al, 2020).

Manzano (2016) suggests three critical realist qualitative research 
design phases:

	• Phase 1: Theory-​gleaning interviews. Exploratory questions are asked 
about the participants’ experiences and valuations.

	• Phase 2: Theory refinement interviews. Less standardised and more tailor-​
made questions, derived from previous answers, are asked.

	• Phase 3: Theory consolidation interviews. The interviewer and the 
participant revisit the theories and consolidate them with further insights. 
These either ‘inspire/​validate/​falsify/​modify’ hypotheses (Pawson, 1996, 
p 295).

Although children should theory-​build alongside the researcher or 
practitioner, it was still essential to maintain overall control in the interviews. 
Researcher and practitioner knowledge and experience mean they are experts 
in the processes involved and in how and in what context issues should be 
investigated (Pawson, 1996).

Professional expertise must also be balanced with the children’s expertise 
in identifying the issues that matter to them most. My general attitude is 
now that of a competent professional willing to learn from others but also 
an ‘amiable incompetent’ (Abbott and Sapsford, 1998, p 112). I hope to 
present myself as someone friendly, purposeful, and intelligent but also as 
someone who lacks specific knowledge about lived experiences and is open 
to being told certain things.

By combining Manzano’s (2016) interview sequence and dialogical 
participatory methods, the primary task of the first phase of the PhD 
research sessions was walking tours. For the second phase, we used photos 
the children took to elicit conversation, maps, and role-​play. For the third 
phase, we used symbols and pictures to see if we had represented all that 
mattered to the children.

Different methods for child participation and theory building

This section looks at tools and methods that can be used for each phase of 
Manzano’s interview sequence. Although their use has been proposed in this 
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sequence, different tools can be used at various stages of the researcher–​child 
and practitioner–​child relationship. The priority is ensuring that engagement 
and various communication approaches can be attempted (Ruch et al, 2020). 
The children themselves can be excellent guides in teaching us new ways and 
methods of listening. If only as a matter of participation’s founding principle, 
children’s insights should inform how child participation is thought about 
and undertaken.

Collecting data and information about people’s lives requires professionals 
to be flexible, adaptive, and ready to accommodate the unexpected (Greig 
et al, 2007). It is essential to be mindful of the different ways that people 
communicate. Participation with children must be person-​friendly rather 
than dividing methods into child-​friendly and adult-​friendly. Participation 
must attend to the various abilities and needs, whether participants are adults 
or children (Punch, 2002).

Phase 1

The first phase of interviews, the theory-​gleaning interviews (Manzano, 2016), 
aimed to determine the outcomes the children wish for their family life. This 
is akin to Pawson and Tilley’s (1997) ‘outcomes =​ mechanisms +​ contexts’ 
model, discussed in the previous chapter. Central outcome-​focused valuation 
‘what matters’ questions for kinship care research with children were: What 
matters to you? What makes a good family life? What makes a good parent? 
What makes a good social worker?

We also discussed the moral orientations and values that the children 
deemed essential for leading a good life. This allowed an examination of 
the ‘ought/​is’ for the children (Sayer, 2019). For example, one of the study 
questions asked the children what they thought their family motto should be.

Kitbag

The Kitbag was not used in the research study, although I have used this 
tool since and found it invaluable for setting up the relational spaces required 
for dialogical participation. When practitioners and researchers meet with 
children, the primary goal is to establish a trusting, respectful relationship 
and create the calmest, safest space possible, where everyone feels present. 
It is vital to build a rapport (Dianiska et al, 2024). This is often more 
challenging than it may initially seem. Children may already have had many 
different professionals and adults in their lives. It can also be difficult for the 
professionals, who likely have had many conflicting thoughts going through 
their heads that day and many different priorities to address.

Kitbag is a multisensory, person-​centred resource that helps centre 
young people, children, and adults so they feel better placed to talk about 
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their feelings. Further information can be found at International Futures 
Forum (nd). As shown in Figure 6.1, the Kitbag has different objects 
bound together in a soft cotton wrap with a ribbon. It contains calming 
oil, presence cards, feelings cards, a talking stick, three-​minute and one-​
minute timers, animal cards, a wonder journey relaxation and exercise 
booklet, and finger puppets.

The development of Kitbag was informed by research on psychological 
capacity. Psychological capacity is the ability to manage our psychological 
responses to being stressed, troubled, or overwhelmed (Hannah, 2008). 
Kitbag is designed to help people cultivate the mindfulness, resilience, 
reflection, and inner resources required to navigate today’s uncertain, 
complex, and demanding world more effectively. It allows children, and 
adults, space and time to work at their own pace while encouraging them 
to work physically, emotionally, mentally, and behaviourally. It should be 
seen as more of a cultural intervention than a therapeutic one. It promotes 
holistic self-​care and self-​help and can help create more compassionate, 
caring, and responsible communities in homes, schools, and workplaces.

One of the main benefits I have discovered about Kitbag for initial  
meetings with children is that it is tactile and offers third objects for  
interaction. This grants permission for children to not have direct eye contact  
and pause, distract, and focus the conversation as they wish (Mannay, 2015).  
The Kitbag promotes play and curiosity alongside adults, and I also often  
interact with the contents, making power differentials less uneven. Lastly,  
the calming oil and the timers can promote mindfulness and encourage the  
users to feel present.

Figure 6.1: Kitbag contents

Source: Image from International Futures Forum (nd)
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Child-​led walking tours

In the study, we also used child-​led tours, where the children take the 
researcher on a guided walk of their environment. There are now various 
types of child-​led tours, including walk-​along interviews, which were used in 
the research study and are among the most valuable types of child-​led tours 
for practitioners (Veitch et al, 2020; Horgan et al, 2023; McFadden et al, 
2023). The method used in the study was an amalgamation of the docent 
method by Chang (2017) and the more conventional participatory walking 
interview suggested by Emmel and Clark (2009). Chang (2017) proposes 
that the participant is the expert who escorts the researcher around areas that 
are important to them. This allows the participant to choose where to go 
and how to get there. However, as proposed by Emmel and Clark (2009), 
it is vital for child participation that a researcher or professional maintains 
overall accountability for the encounter and takes responsibility for the safety 
and wellbeing of the children.

For the study, we negotiated beforehand where the tour would be. The 
children were asked to show me what mattered to them and where they 
would like to take me for the walking tour. This had the following advantages:

	• Although this had to be negotiated, the children primarily controlled 
what was shown, the walk’s length, and the route followed (Emmel and 
Clark, 2009).

	• The children did not have to maintain eye contact, which can be 
intimidating for many (Trell and Hoven, 2010).

	• The tours allowed for natural pauses, such as when opening doors and 
picking up objects. This diminished some of the awkwardness of silence 
and allowed the children time to think before they spoke. They were also 
less likely to focus on what they felt I wanted to hear.

	• The tours provided a sense of connection between the environment 
and the body. It afforded a greater embodied action than just voice and 
gesticulation (Evans and Jones, 2011). The children literally showed me 
how their spatial practices are embodied and experienced.

	• We did not lose sight of the real, the material, or the reverent (Bhaskar, 
2008a). The children often showed me precisely what they were talking 
about and why it mattered to them.

For practitioners, child-​led walking tours are not necessarily viewed by 
organisations as a time-​efficient way to access a child’s family life. This 
reluctance is despite research indicating that the practice of new mobilities 
in social work, such as having discussions during walks or vehicle rides, can 
encourage engagement with children and their families (Ferguson, 2009a; 
2010b; 2010c).
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Phase 2

The main aim of the second phase of theory building was to refine theories 
and themes (Manzano, 2016). Topics discussed in the Phase 1 sessions 
provided further direct questions and conversation themes.

Visual methods

Visual methods are becoming recognised as valuable and innovative 
approaches for research and child welfare practice (Clark and Morriss, 2017). 
They can also be helpful as part of digital methods. Digital methods and the 
ethical practices surrounding them are still in their relative infancy. However, 
following the COVID-​19 pandemic, digital methods have provided new 
opportunities for creativity, accessibility and engagement (Thunberg and 
Arnell, 2022). For practice, while virtual social work should not replace 
face-​to-​face interactions, which are often a more inclusive and sensory 
experience, a hybrid flexible approach that includes the virtual and real can 
be beneficial (Pink et al, 2022).

Visual research methods are based on a visual element, such as drawing, 
photos, mapping, videos, paintings, and so on, to engage participants. For 
the research, they provided an innovative way to collect information and 
helped the children communicate in a manner they may have been familiar 
with, making the process fun and engaging. Nolas and Varvantakis (2017) 
also speak to the impact of visuals, which can be powerful when showing 
findings to others. They can provide insight into complex, emotional, and 
sensitive issues that can be difficult to vocalise. Visual methods also help 
researchers empathise with participants (Clark and Morriss, 2017).

Social work frequently employs genograms and eco-​maps as visual tools 
to illustrate the significance of relationships surrounding children and adults 
(Rogers, 2017). I used these tools to help discuss sociological theories of 
family dynamics with the children (Morgan, 2011). The genograms and 
eco-​maps were adapted to focus on the question ‘What relationships matter 
to you?’ Genograms, which often resemble simple family tree diagrams 
(Carter and McGoldrick, 1989), were particularly useful for children who 
preferred structured representations. Older children tended to favour them. 
In contrast, eco-​maps offered a more flexible approach, allowing the children 
to creatively depict their relationships using drawings and movable objects, 
such as LOL Dolls (Hartman, 1995).

During our research sessions, many children were naturally drawn to the 
pens, paper, and stickers used for creating genograms and eco-​maps. They 
often picked them up while we were talking and used them to doodle or 
create pictures to help express their thoughts. For instance, when asked ‘What 
makes a good social worker?’, some children chose to draw and annotate 
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their answers. Engagement with these visual tools was just as useful as the 
visual depiction itself (Turnell and Essex, 2014).

Photovoice

Photovoice is often confused with photo-​elicitation (Clark and Morriss, 
2017). Photo-​elicitation simply inserts photographs into research interviews 
as a talking point to stimulate conversation (Dockett et al, 2017). For photo-​
elicitation, photos represent talking points and do not need to be taken 
by the participants. In contrast, with photovoice, the participants have an 
active role in taking and interpreting the photos. This is said to reveal deeper 
understandings, beliefs, values, and meanings. Initially developed by Wang 
and Burris (1997), photovoice was explicitly designed to involve individuals 
from marginalised segments of society.

Photovoice allowed me to see parts of children’s lives that otherwise may 
not have been visible. It can be a persuasive means of communication, 
enabling the participants to explore and reflect on the often taken-​for-​
granted things in their lives in innovative ways (Loeffler, 2005). Taking 
photos can distance participants from what they are typically immersed 
in, as things must literally be viewed differently. The photo taken can also 
act as an extension of memory and as a memory anchor (Shaw, 2020). 
Overall, the images and actions of taking photos represent an intersection 
between personal biography, politics, culture, positionality, and aesthetics 
(Edwards, 1994).

Photovoice also disrupted the typical power disparities of an interview 
(Goldman-​Segall and Goldman, 2014). For example, the children were more 
able to lead the conversation when producing their own pictures. Using an 
object in interviews, such as a photo, can aid verbally restricted, reticent, 
or socially distant participants (Bahn and Barratt-​Pugh, 2013). The children 
also altered the pace and shape the conversation by either remaining on 
specific pictures or swiftly moving on (White et al, 2010). Photos were held, 
compared, and turned over. They were objects that could allow a sense of 
security. In my sessions with the children, I noted how they often talked 
into the photographs about complex emotive issues. Also, they could avoid 
making eye contact with me when they were clasping a photo as evidence 
of what they said. Presenting photos seemed to reduce the strangeness of 
interviewing because it was like showing a family album or sharing photos 
on a phone (Tinkler, 2013).

Kolb (2008) recommends four stages to photovoice. First, participants 
are presented with a question. They then explore the most efficient way to 
capture images that accurately convey an answer. This triggers a cognitive 
process, as individuals contemplate before entering the second or active phase, 
where they take the photos. For the study, the children were provided with 
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disposable cameras (‘is this what you had in the olden days?’) following the 
initial meeting. They were simply asked to take pictures of ‘what matters’ 
to them. Due to consent and confidentiality issues, and to be polite, the 
children were told to ask permission from people before taking their photos. 
We negotiated ground rules and ethical practices before and during the task. 
After the children took their pictures, the film rolls were sent to me at the 
university. The photos were then developed.

For the third stage of photovoice, the children opened the pack of 
photographs at our next meeting and could show me some, all, or none of 
the photos. This allowed the children to maintain some control over any 
disclosures or any pictures that they later deemed sensitive or inappropriate. 
The photographs were then used to generate dialogue grounded in 
the meaning of their lifeworld. The process provided engagement and 
empowerment in the research process through the participants’ actions and 
narration. It enabled the participants to become researchers in their own 
cultures and lives (White et al, 2010). The children in the study spoke 
enthusiastically about being given an independent research project within 
the study.

As with all child participation, there needs to be some caution and 
reflexivity. Using photos in interviews alone does not empower children, and 
the issue of representation when using photos in research remains a contested 
issue (Rogers, 2017). As discussed in the previous chapter, participatory 
methods like photovoice, particularly with children, can adhere to hard social 
constructivism. Therefore, images can be open to many interpretations and 
‘truths’, particularly if the interviewer is the person making interpretations. 
It has also been argued that taking photos is not just about capturing 
representations but also about ‘compressed performances’ (Pinney, 2004, 
p 8). This is especially true with photovoice, where participants show and 
then talk about what is shown (Hodgetts et al, 2007). Therefore, ongoing 
reflexivity regarding positionality, bias, and the methodology used to collect 
and interpret information was crucial when employing photovoice (Dockett 
et al, 2017). I spoke to many of my peers and the children about the benefits 
and challenges of using and interpreting photos.

Drama and role-​play

Role-​play and other drama activities can also be used to engage children. 
These were not initially included in the study design. Their inclusion was 
an excellent example of the reflexive and dialogical participatory research 
approach that developed with collaboration. In the first interviews, one 
of the themes that emerged was how the children viewed themselves 
and how others viewed them. I attempted to explain the basic tenets of 
recognition theory to the children (Honneth, 1996). As such, I asked the 
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children in the second interview: ‘How would you describe yourself?’ 
and ‘How would others describe you?’ They often said, ‘I’m me’ or used 
other abstract responses. These are great answers, but I struggled to make 
sense of them for my research. However, one child, who must have seen 
the puzzlement on my face, suggested, ‘Do you mean how would you 
introduce yourself?’ This seemed a helpful way to ask the children the same 
question. In a subsequent interview, a child who was incredibly energetic 
and who I had difficulty focusing throughout the interview told me she 
loved drama. Therefore, we played a game where we pretended to meet 
at a party and had to describe ourselves. This kind of role-​play re-​engaged 
the child with the interview. The child’s suggested participatory method 
highlights that they are often best placed to know how to communicate 
and engage with them.

Drama is not often used in social work research or practice, even with 
basic imaginary play and role play (Shaw and Holland, 2014). It is only 
traditionally used for training child welfare and education practitioners 
(McMullin et al, 2023). However, both Wulff et al (2010) and an ethnodrama 
researcher, Fabian, state that some types of knowledge can be represented 
‘only through action, enactment, or performance’ (Fabian, 1990, p 6). It 
draws out responses in ways that are tacit, spontaneous, and embodied rather 
than merely cognitive.

Phase 3

According to Manzano (2016), the final phase of interviews is theory 
consolidation. Initial findings and analyses were reflected back to the 
children to ensure we had all listened and understood appropriately 
(Manzano, 2016). The themes, explanations, and theories still needed to 
‘earn their way’ into the final analysis or assessment and show ‘practical 
adequacy’ to provide an explanation (Sayer, 2000, p 43). In line with the 
realist studies, which evaluate the effectiveness of theories (Pawson, 2013), 
meaning saturation, rather than data saturation, should be sought (Hennink 
et al, 2017). It is not necessary for all the children to precisely repeat what 
is being said by others for a study to be complete. It is more important that 
the same theories that explain their different views, values, and circumstances 
keep being inferred.

Reviewing with the child

For the study’s final phase interviews, visual methods were used alongside  
another interview template bespoke to each child. It adapted another  
tool, the ‘Words and Pictures’ explanation (Hiles et al, 2008). I showed  
a picture of themes gathered so far, as shown in Figure 6.2, and then we  
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co- constructed a story around them, titled ‘What matters to children 
living in kinship care’. The children usually narrated a day- in- the- 
life story.

We reiterated different theories or explanations that helped account for 
why each thing they spoke about mattered. At the end of the interviews, the 
children were asked a set of questions that explicitly allowed them to have 
a final reflexive space to explore the inner conversations and mechanisms 
they had previously highlighted. For example, they were asked ‘What’s the 
difference between children and adults?’

Conclusion

Ongoing collaboration, dialogical participation, critical realism, and a ‘what 
matters’ approach helped develop the research methodology and task- based 
methods (which can also be used in practice). This also ensured a continuous 
critique of the suitability of theories that emerged from the study. It 
promoted reflection and reflexivity through the continuous rechecking of 
my positionality. Most importantly, working in partnership helped ground 
the overall focus of the study. It ensured that I never lost sight of how the 
research could improve child welfare practice for children living in kinship 
care. It allowed me to ensure that theories struck a chord with families 
and practitioners and that the research would mean something and matter. 
The ongoing collaboration ensured that the children’s views became a 

Figure 6.2: Images used to elicit words and pictures narratives with the children
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valuable resource for the methods used as well as having policy and practice 
implications. As seen in the following chapters, it allowed their perspectives 
to produce profound insights that address the everyday realities of family 
life, child welfare practice, and permanency planning for children living in 
kinship care arrangements.
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Valuing connection/​separation

Family are part of your life, and you sometimes get to see them, 
or you don’t. You just like, you know that they are there with 
you, looking out for you, but like not in your house or near.

Danielle, child research participant

This chapter and the two that follow next expand on the existing knowledge 
of kinship care, child welfare, permanence, and child participation 
highlighted in previous chapters. They illuminate the perspectives of 
the children involved in the ‘What matters to children living in kinship 
care’ study and illustrate the value of the ‘what matters’ approach. These 
chapters explore how three mechanisms that emerged from the children’s 
views interconnect for those living in kinship care. The chapter focuses 
on the ‘connection/​separation’ mechanism, as shown in Figure 7.1, which 
demonstrates how children in kinship care understand and navigate the 
ambivalences of family relationships.

The children’s valuation of connection/​separation disrupts the static, 
monological interpretations of family that persist in kinship care and other 
child welfare research, policy, and practice. These monological perspectives 
can suggest that family life can only be one thing or another. The first part 
of this chapter shows how the children in the study conceptualise the fuzzy, 
ambivalent boundaries and definitions of family life, along with the spaces 
between absence and presence, as illustrated by the quote from Danielle. 
The second part illuminates how the children navigate this by sharing time, 
space, and narratives. The final part of the chapter proposes how child 
welfare practice can be improved by considering the children’s meanings of 
family. Imposing rigid binary categories on children’s family circumstances 
presents an unrealistic portrayal of their lives. Instead, there needs to be 
greater consideration of a child’s current agency and their ability to define 
and manage their experiences.

What does family mean for the children?
Presence and absence: The many ways to ‘be there’

Most child welfare processes are motivated to enhance the daily interactions  
between children, family members, and professionals who are, or can be,  
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physically present in their lives. For example, documents such as contact  
plans, parenting agreements, and support plans emphasise physical presence.  
It is more straightforward to manage and understand what can be seen and  
easily quantified, or as critical realists may say, manage the ‘empirical’ and  
the ‘actual’.

Focusing on what can be observed resonated with the children in the 
‘What matters to children living in kinship care’ study. They considered 
the people around them and how each family member could contribute to 
family life. The children also thought about the unseen mechanisms and 
connections and the less readily apparent possibilities and opportunities. They 
also considered the ‘what ifs’ and the influence of people not physically there, 
including their own prospective children. They possessed a more expansive 
intergenerational perspective that encompassed not only physical presence 
but also intent and purposeful engagement. Megan said:

You can kind of tell when someone’s from a family where they, like, it’s 
a strong family unit [or] somebody’s from somewhere where they, like, 

Figure 7.1: Connection/​separation –​ one of the three central mechanisms that emerged 
from how the children in the study managed family life and permanence
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they don’t really make any effort with each other. So, I just feel like, 
for me, if I’ve always got family around me and I’ve always got some 
who will hopefully support me … And I should have somewhere to 
go if I need to. You never know definitely, but it’ll be nice to know 
that if I have that in the future for my children and stuff, that they can 
get the benefits out of that as well.

The children also contemplated the influence of past connections, especially 
the deceased. Death was a topic all the children mentioned in every research 
encounter. The children felt a strong need to engage in conversations about 
the death of their loved ones, pets, neighbours, and community members. 
A reason for this may be that kinship carers are typically older compared 
to non-​kinship carers (Selwyn and Nandy, 2014). Danielle, for example, 
stated: ‘because your life doesn’t end. Because if someone dies, you still have 
their life in your heart.’

One’s initial response to their pervasive thoughts about death may be 
compassion, empathy, and sadness for the children. Engaging in daily 
reflections on mortality may seem too macabre for children. However, the 
children showed remarkable calmness rather than distress when discussing 
death. This relational space between loss/​separation and presence/​connection 
appeared manageable for them to talk about. Even if they had never met 
those who mattered in their family while alive, the children still spoke about 
them, and they usually celebrated their presence and influence. Erica said:

And this is over there, the shelves. That’s our great grandma, our 
grandma’s mum, and we never got to see her. She died when Grandma 
was seven years old. But, erm, we’ve seen pictures of her, and Grandma 
looks like her, and she’s very beautiful. And Grandma says we get, she 
gets her good looks from her, and we get erm … good looks from 
her as well.

Children’s conceptions of absence and presence were also fuzzy for adults 
who were still physically around daily. This was demonstrated by Thomas, 
who talked about his current kinship carer having an omnipresence and an 
X-​ray superpower: ‘Nanny can see through walls because she knows what 
I’m doing.’

The children recognised these transitory, in-​between spaces in various 
imaginative ways and, by first acknowledging their existence, regularly 
created novel strategies to navigate their relationships. Rainbow, for example, 
learned new skills and formed new routines to keep in touch with her sister 
after she moved to Australia. Rainbow said: ‘Although my sister is not here, 
I can see her by phone, by computer and by things that she’s given to me, like 
love. And I talk about people that aren’t here every day. And I have pictures 
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of them. And this [shows a card], it says sisters will be forever friends. And 
my sister’s fiancé taught me how to ride a bike.’

The notion that the children did not perceive separation and connection 
in isolation, even when engaging in seemingly solitary activities like riding 
a bike, appeared throughout all our discussions. Therefore, the children and 
I discussed a theory that emerged from these experiences, understandings, 
and management of loss. They had learned to try and navigate the paradox 
that there is no such thing as total separation, not even in absence, and that 
others can reside within you, hopefully motivating you and helping you 
achieve, even when they are not physically present (Leitch, 2022).

The significance of this cannot be over-​emphasised, particularly for 
children who have had numerous carers during their childhood. Separation 
and loss are prominent features of a child’s experiences before and during care 
(Fahlberg, 2008). There are, however, various types of loss that can occur. 
Boss (2000) defines two types of ambiguous loss. Type 2 is psychological 
absence with physical presence, such as experiencing neglect due to parental 
substance abuse. Boss and others have also acknowledged Type 1 ambiguous 
loss, where there is psychological presence with physical absence, which is 
typified when children are removed from their primary caregivers (Samuels, 
2009). Under such circumstances, children frequently consider the opinions 
and judgements of their previous carers, even without any direct contact with 
them. Children experience the interplay of separation and loss continuously, 
particularly in kinship care arrangements in which children are removed from 
a family but remain within it. The children’s views demonstrate they are 
not working with monological ideals of absence and presence, the either/​
or, but rather working with the both/​and.

Returning to in-​between spaces of relations

Acknowledging the interplay of relational spaces is why the mechanisms 
highlighted in this book –​ ‘connection/​separation’, ‘recognition/​(mis)
recognition’, ‘care and protection/​independence and risk’ –​ include their 
antonyms, their opposite states. Rainbow talks about her sister being 
there yet not being there. So does Thomas. This aligns with Bhaskar’s 
conceptualisations of absence and presence. Bhaskar states that there is no way 
that a purely present being, object, or event can exist without its opposite. 
For example, a room is made up not only of furniture but also of empty 
space. Also, absence or negativity always precedes presence and positivity 
(Bhaskar, 1993). There must be space to put furniture into. Applied to 
kinship care, children must have the necessary emotional space with their 
new carers to be able to accept their love and care. The complexities of 
managing absence and presence must also be acknowledged, as explained 
by Harmony:
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Yeah, it’s important to have pictures of him because … yeah … we 
can’t see him anymore. We like to have pictures of him to remember 
him, erm … and the last time I saw him, erm, it was actually quite 
a hard time and sad. And everyone was saying to try and leave it and 
forget him as best I can. But he’s my brother, yeah, and I can’t. And 
erm, so after [my brother’s] situation, erm, I remember I used to, like, 
cut my hands.

The complexities of the both/​and when it comes to separation and 
connection are rarely recognised in the everyday. However, as demonstrated 
by Harmony, unless these are acknowledged, such as through daily 
interactions or therapeutic intervention, they can lead to disenfranchisement 
and manifest in harm, and they may never be resolved (Leitch, 2022).

How the children construct the fuzziness of family life

We have friends that, like, it’s her granddaughter and her … 
they’re not like our family family, [but] family like our extended 
family. And I’m talking about like great uncles that I see like once 
every so often. But it’s like they’re family because, like, they’ve 
made the effort to, like, be with us and stuff like that. And they’re 
like [pause] that’s all that makes it family. I think if they can make 
an effort to, like, want to spend time with you and stuff. I don’t 
think for family you actually have to be … related to you. I just 
feel like they have to want to relate with you.

Eliza

Children who try to manage the in-​between relational spaces of family life 
rely on the both/​and being acknowledged and on their own beliefs of who 
should be included in their family. They contemplate who matters enough 
to engage in the challenging task of navigating connection/​separation. 
Sydney said: ‘Well, I’ve got Nan and Grandad, aunts and uncles, Mum and 
Dad, and Anna [not genetically related] who now lives with us. So, I call 
her family, because she is my family really. Oh god, I’ve got so much family, 
they keep popping in my head.’

The children described an abundance of genetically related family members, 
non-​genetically related family, and those living in family spaces who were 
involved in their lives and care. They were adamant that all these different 
people could be family. Sometimes this could become overwhelming. This 
broad range of people considered family is not unusual for kinship care 
arrangements (Farmer, 2010). According to the children, those who were 
not genetically or legally family members, even those not living with the 
children, could be considered family. Louise said:
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So, I’d say my karate sensei is part of the family. So, she’ll make jokes 
about you all the time. So, if you done something wrong, to make a 
joke out of it, she protects you, she teaches you right and wrong and 
is always there so … and very friendly.

Some children, such as Danielle, Purple, and Rainbow, broadened the 
meaning of family further and attributed familial relations and fraternity to 
their religious beliefs. Rainbow said:

They can have different blood to me, but God thinks we’re a great big 
family, so like this is just an example …. So, yeah, [my friend] is my 
sister, but she’s with someone else … I mean, like so, basically, you’re 
my brother but living with someone else, because God thinks we’re 
all a great big family.

The more we made valuations about family for the study, the more 
complicated defining it became. Each child would have a particular way to 
distinguish between different types of family. Some would use terms such as 
proper family versus relatives: Lucy said: ‘Well, I have family like I call proper, 
proper family, the people who I live with, and then, and then everyone else 
I call relatives because, I mean, they’re related to me.’

Others used phrases such as close family versus extended family: Kimberley 
said: ‘Yes, well, Grandma and Erica are my family, but then I have an extended 
family, like really close friends who were there, who take us out sometimes 
and, erm, they are always there for us, and I think like close friends are sort 
of family as well.’

Nevertheless, throughout our conversations, the children encountered 
inconsistencies in naming various family groups and subgroups. In many 
instances, this type of confusion became apparent regarding birth parents.

Paul:	 So, would you say that your birth mum and dad are relatives 
or family?

Lucy:	 I probably call them relatives, but then I might call them 
family. Well, I haven’t seen Mummy in ages, and I haven’t seen 
Daddy in ages, so I probably [pause]. I don’t know, probably 
a bit of both.

It emerged that family was ever evolving for the children. The family 
members’ positions were relational, fluid, and ever-​changing. The children’s 
classification of family and its members depended on roles, behaviours, and 
intent. Certain family members would not stop being family if they did 
not show consistent commitment and affection or keep the children safe. 
They did not become wholly absent and separated from the family. The 
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children acknowledged this was impossible. Instead, poorly performing 
family members would be demoted from being considered proper family, 
close family, or even relations.

Kimberley:	 I see my, erm, like my aunties and uncles in Singapore, 
they’re like my family as well, and I feel safe for them as 
well, and they take care of me as well. But my Mum and 
Dad, I don’t really see them as family to me like anymore, 
because when we go and see them, I don’t feel happy 
and safe with them and I don’t feel like comfortable, and 
I was worried, erm, when I’m there, and I just want to 
go back home.

Paul:	 So how would you, what would you call them then, if 
they’re not family?

Kimberley:	 Erm, I just called them Mum or Dad. Sometimes, I call 
them [N –​ mum’s first name] or [B –​ dad’s first name]. 
Cuz sometimes, when they make us upset, and I don’t 
really see them as proper family to me, so sometimes 
I just call them [N]‌ and [B].

The way family can shift and undergo change shows that the children 
understand family as something people do rather than something people 
are (Morgan, 2011). It moves away from idealised understandings of family 
often held in society and child welfare policy and practice. Williams (2004), 
in his influential book Rethinking Families, alludes to the diversity and fluidity 
of family practices. Morgan’s (1996) notions of family practices support 
this, suggesting that family is not just a social institution. Family ‘represents 
a quality rather than a thing’ (Morgan, 1996, p 186). Rather than family 
being a noun, family should be viewed as a verb. It is an everyday practice 
and activity that we do. This sociological interpretation proposes that family 
should not be treated as a static group consisting of genealogical ties or 
legal bonds.

Nevertheless, caution must be exercised before endorsing such simplistic 
generalised suggestions that family simply means different things to different 
people. Such interpretations imply that family is merely a subjective, 
changeable social construct based on feelings, values, and beliefs. Instead, 
thinking in the in-​between and using a critical realist viewpoint proposes that 
family cannot just be dismissed as a language game or a social construction 
(Bhaskar, 1989). Critical realism suggests that subjective interpretations 
are combined with a fixed reality independent of the mind and how the 
children think of family. Even though the children often had wide-​ranging 
ideas about who could be family, they also knew that genetic ties meant 
that some family members would always remain family members even if 
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you did not want them to be. Zack said: ‘Everyone who I’m related to is 
important to me, even if you hate them. They’re still important. Like have 
you heard the saying that you can’t choose your family, but you can choose 
your friends. Like that.’

This reliance on genetic bonds to be considered part of family, rather than 
genetic bonds being the only way to define family, was reiterated by all the 
children. An additional focus on the ontological once again demonstrates the 
both/​and. Genetic relatedness, being part of a household, future relationships, 
and time spent with others all interact with social and cultural attributes to 
form family composition. All these things matter. This is significant because 
more concrete, measurable things, such as the proximity of family members 
and the number of relations with genetic ties, can be just as crucial for a 
child’s sense of family affiliation as how the children feel about them.

Relationships with birth parents

Echoing previous research, all the children showed ambivalence towards 
their parents (Kallinen, 2021). As demonstrated by Thomas, the children 
often had seemingly polarised views about their birth parents, frequently 
differing from one conversation to the next.

Thomas:	 I don’t like my mum, but I want her in my life.
Paul:	 What about your dad then?
Thomas:	 No. He doesn’t do anything. He just does something bad 

and fights.

Later, in contradiction, Thomas spoke about wanting to see his father more.

Paul:	 And you think you got them [action figures] from your 
dad for Christmas? So, how often do you see your dad?

Thomas:	 Well, I think I got them from him coz he’s a bit nice to 
me and buys things for me.

Paul:	 Cool, so how often do you see your dad?
Thomas:	 Well, I pretty much never see my dad. It’d be nice to see 

him a bit more.

The children often believed their relationship with their parents would 
change as they aged. They all took a life course perspective and considered 
their and their family’s context, as demonstrated by Rainbow:

They’re far away because they used to take drugs from me. Drugs and 
drink alcohol whilst they were with me, so then I had to be adopted. 
But I still love them even though they have just been mean to me. 
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I’ll see them when I’m older. Not until I’m 13, and I can do martial 
arts –​ pew, pew, pew [pause]. In case they try to force me to drink 
alcohol and try and put a bag in my mouth, and then I’ll pew, pew.

The conversations we had about their birth parents were often challenging 
for the children.

Paul:	 I see. So, you still love [your birth parents] then?
Louise:	 I don’t really want to talk about it.

Louise provides a good example of the challenge of valuing birth parents. 
She illustrates how complex relationships and cognitive dissonance could 
cause the children to struggle even to discuss their relationships with their 
birth parents.

Siblings

Overall, the children felt more at ease when talking about their siblings 
compared to talking about their parents, although their relationships with 
siblings were still complex. The children spoke about their full siblings, 
half-​siblings, step-​siblings, and siblings who were living in the same house 
but were genetically aunts and uncles. They discussed siblings who had 
been adopted, siblings they had heard of but never seen, siblings who they 
were only allowed to see supervised, and siblings of half-​siblings. This is 
despite minimal mention in kinship care literature and research regarding 
sibling relationships (Wellard et al, 2017). Furthermore, despite widespread 
commitment within UK policies to the principle of maintaining sibling 
relationships and research evidence supporting this principle, maintaining 
these relationships continues to be particularly challenging when children 
are not in the care of their birth parents (Moran et al, 2020).

The children often viewed sibling relationships as beneficial, because they 
felt they had a shared experience. The sibling relationships often predated 
their current family care arrangement and reduced the intensity of separation. 
Children with siblings were more likely to have others who could empathise 
with them and their situation. Siblings also gave them a sense of identity 
and groupness (Davies, 2015). Erica said: ‘Kimberley, she really loves me, 
and she cares for me, and she, like, wherever we go or whatever we do. 
And we understand each other and sometimes talk in bed about, like, what’s 
happened to us. And if grandma’s not there, she protects me.’

Siblings, however, do not always get on, and their relationships vary 
according to personal and social factors. Therefore, the children displayed 
a spectrum of feelings toward their siblings. Siblings were affectionate, 
concerned, and responsible towards one another. However, there was also 
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often hostility, rivalry, and even violence towards each other. Jake said: ‘Yeah, 
I only like talking to [my sister] because when I actually see her, she actually 
just says “go away, you stupid, you bum head”. And so sometimes, I kicked 
her by accident, like a Power Ranger.’

Rainbow liked that she had no siblings living with her. She understood 
that having siblings might have taken away some of the parental attention 
she received.

Rainbow:	 I’m happy to be the only one with my mum and dad.
Paul:	 So then why does it matter that just you lives with your 

mum and dad?
Rainbow:	 I like it because I get to spend time with them, 

whole weekends.

Punch (2005) proposes that children often acknowledge the legitimate 
authority of their carers when they consistently demonstrate their 
responsibility towards them and their ability to care for them. However, she 
suggests power dynamics among siblings are more contentious and prone 
to disagreement, often involving bargaining and physical force to achieve 
desired outcomes. Navigating these power relations can also depend on 
factors such as age difference, development, and the sense of responsibility 
that children may possess for each other. Zack said: ‘Say you have a little 
brother, like, like siblings give you a responsibility, and it makes you a 
good person to look up to and things like that, like a good role model to 
some people.’

Overall, the children showed that having relationships with siblings can be 
an effective way to learn the complexities of socialisation and how to navigate 
complex ambivalent relationships. Siblings can also help with a sense of 
belonging and continuity and can prime a child for collective responsibility.

Pets

Well, I would say that it is a family because you’re sleeping with 
some pets, you stroke pets, you get to feed pets, which is the 
best thing about them. So basically, I would say that they were 
included.

Jordan

Family members did not have to be human. According to the children, 
pets can also be family members (Cain, 1985). As previously mentioned, 
except for one household, all the children in the study had pets. One of the 
main reasons the children said pets were valuable was because they provided 
company while not talking back. Harmony said:
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Because people can then go tell other people what you said, and they 
can also use it against you later. Like, you don’t expect people will 
do things like that, but they do. And pets are just there for you. Like 
animals and dogs –​ like, they’re just there for you.

The children also indicated that pets are a shared possession and responsibility, 
serving as a focal point to signify how the family unites (Sussman, 2016). 
Many would insist that pets help them develop responsibility and prepare 
for future caregiving obligations. However, when directly asked whether 
they fed their pets, cleaned out the dwellings, or took them for walks, most 
confessed they often did not fulfil these duties. Lucy said:

Well, I do try to look after them quite a lot, but Grandpa looks after 
them more because it’s a bit too early for me to take them out. But 
I like the dogs because they’re really nice and friendly. I love training 
them and stuff, and going on walks of them when I can, and growing 
up with them, and watching them get told off by Grandma.

The children often described pets as being calming family members who 
provided consistency and commitment. Kimberley said: ‘I’d have a dog or a 
cat, and it’s kind of like comfort or like a little friend, and it might not leave 
your side.’ In this way, pets were part of the family that could provide them 
with care and even, as explored in the next chapter, a sense of permanence.

A growing sense of family

Despite all the various explanations of what constitutes family, all the children 
desired to feel part of a broader family. This is usual for children in kinship 
care arrangements (Biehal et al, 2010). One of the most illuminating and 
unique themes that arose from the children’s valuations of what constitutes 
family was that it is ever-​growing and developing. You could never lose 
family. Sydney said:

Yeah, I don’t think, I don’t know how you really lose family. [It is] in 
the galaxy man. But erm, I did get more family, which was my baby 
cousin. That was only one person. And then I’ll get more and more, 
and more and more, and more, more, more, more family.

Eliza even suggested that a growing sense of family is one of the benefits 
of kinship care:

Well, for me, most people that I need, even if they’re not like directly 
related to me, they’re like, for me, they’re still like family. So it’s like, 
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it’s kind of not compensation, but it’s like I’ve got so many other family 
members, so it kind of makes up for the fact that I don’t have the, like, 
original house unit.

This further demonstrates that while the children felt a sense of loss due to 
their situation, this was accompanied by a sense of gain as they recognised 
that they would have multiple familial relationships throughout their 
childhoods and beyond. They illustrated how loss and gain, absence and 
presence, and connection and separation are not strict binaries. Instead, the 
children navigated the positives and negatives as they understood them on 
a continuum.

How children navigate family life
Sharing

Yes, because it’s important to go to different places because you 
can see the environments, erm, sometimes you can learn new 
things and you can see new things. And, erm, it’s fun because 
sometimes, like when we went to Singapore, you can meet 
new people, or people that you have heard about but not seen 
before. And, erm, it was fun to do these things with Grandma 
and Erica.

Kimberley

The second part of this connection/​separation chapter elaborates on how 
and why children construct and differentiate between family members. It also 
demonstrates how they and others navigate the fuzzy boundaries of family 
life through sharing. The children often spoke about how sharing is intrinsic 
to a sense of family. This need to share experiences, narratives, time, and 
space was highlighted when all the children, like Kimberley, reiterated the 
importance of family holidays (Lehto et al, 2009). They also mentioned the 
sharing of pets, plants, time, and resources. They spoke about having a shared 
understanding of narratives and identities. Sharing events, responsibilities, 
and experiences is fundamental to positive family functioning (Freistadt and 
Strohschein, 2013). It helps build bonds and attachments, leading to a better 
sense of permanence in the family (Mayall, 2002).

Sharing space

The children often spoke about the use of space. An example of this was 
sharing a room with siblings. Child welfare practice and policy debates 
remain about whether sharing rooms is appropriate. In English legislation, the 
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Housing Act 1985 states that children over the age of ten of the opposite sex 
should have their own bedrooms; otherwise, this is considered overcrowding. 
Research by Bacon (2016) proposes that a child’s bedroom is a haven where 
they can move away from dominating adult control, and depending on 
cultural expectations, it is usually established as a private space, preferably 
not to be shared. However, the children in the ‘what matters’ study were 
seemingly ambivalent about this.

Paul:	 What’s it like sharing a room?
Purple:	 Erm, it’s sometimes nice. It gets a bit crowded because 

Danielle always takes up most of the space. Although 
sometimes if you share a room you get to, like, to speak 
to your sibling at night-​time, and also, we get to like play 
games together.

It was more important for the children that various spaces were available 
depending on the tasks they needed to carry out and their moods. They 
appreciated areas like living rooms where the whole family could be together. 
Nevertheless, they also valued spaces that were distinctly their own, such as 
a preferred chair in the living room or at the meal table. The children also 
appreciated space to be alone. Eliza said:

Yeah, because I share a room, and I don’t ever feel like I don’t have 
anywhere to go and just, like, build my own. So, I don’t think it’s 
necessarily about needing to have your own room. It’s just like needing 
to know that there is somewhere that you can go if you need to be 
alone or whatever.

The children demonstrated that they were adept at managing their space in 
the home, mainly when they wanted to be alone to achieve privacy, agency, 
ownership, or restoration (Costa Santos et al, 2024). While emphasising 
the child’s agency is crucial, it is also essential to highlight that inside the 
home, this is primarily facilitated by adults (Michelan and Correia, 2014). 
It is typically limited by household rules and adult supervision. It must be 
remembered that children’s agency is a ‘relational dynamic’ (Spyrou et al, 
2018, p 6) and children are interdependent with their context, including 
their family relations within the home.

Despite these boundaries, children would navigate these relational spaces 
to experience connection/​separation. Beds are a good example of how 
shared and private spaces were often on the both/​and continuum for the 
children. When describing what makes a home, most children in the study 
would look at their beds and refer to them. They were vital parts of their 
family lives.
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Paul:	 When you’re in your home, do you feel different than 
when you are in other places that aren’t your home?

Rainbow:	 Yep, because my bed is sooo comfy, and the other beds 
seem like this floor [wooden floor]. And see how hard 
this floor is [stamps on the floor]. It’s that hard.

For many children, beds helped them maintain a separation from the world 
and the worries around them. However, at the same time, beds also helped 
the children not feel alone, neglected, or wholly detached from others.  
For example, Unicorn wished her brother would not disturb her when she 
wanted to sleep: ‘Sometimes, at bedtime, when I want to be on my own, 
my little brother comes in, and he just plays, but I don’t want him to because 
I want my personal space when I’m in my bed.’ Despite her assertion that 
she wanted to be alone when asleep, Unicorn also insisted on sleeping with 
over ten toys on her bed. These soft toys were given to her by her birth 
parents, her grandparents, and other family members. She also had to have 
a night light to avoid feeling scared and shut out.

Jake gives another example of managing the intricacies of both separation 
and connection and how navigating this tension is played out with the use 
of beds:

Jake:	 And sometimes when I wake up in the middle of the night, 
I always go into that bed [Jake takes me into his grandparents’ 
room to show me some blankets on the floor next to their bed].

Paul:	 Why do you come and sleep in here?
Jake:	 ’Cos sometimes, I always wake up in the middle of the night. So, 

and I can’t get back to sleep, so, ’cos my bed’s uncomfortable. 
Because my bed’s not the comfy one.

It is unlikely that the floor was physically comfier than his cabin bed. It is 
more probable that he felt more emotionally comfortable and comforted 
being near his grandparents. Many of the children reiterated this specific 
need for comfort when sleeping. They spoke about the importance of being 
able to sleep in your kinship carers’ bedrooms when scared or worried. 
They wished to feel connected even when engaging in a seemingly solitary 
activity, such as sleeping.

Gardens were also important places where the children felt both connected 
and disconnected at the same time. Eliza said:

I feel like if I go to the garden, I’m out of the house, but I’m not like 
away from everyone. So, it’s nice for me to just cool off, or think, 
or just going to sit and chill. But I’m not like detaching myself. But 
I also feel like it’s a place where everything. Like, if you want to have 
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people around and stuff and just have a good time, you can go and 
the garden and stuff.

Overall, spaces, places, and the use of the environment symbolised, and 
helped the children manage, the dynamic push and pull of relationships in 
their family lives. These everyday uses of children’s spaces can be seen in 
ways that confirm and challenge their sense of affiliation, connection, and 
family functioning (Thornock et al, 2019).

Sharing time

You don’t have to do things with people. You can just, like, be 
with them … like watching a film could be one of the most 
specialest things in the life.

Zac

The concept, or rather the context, of time permeated throughout the 
sessions. Pets, plants, people, and objects were often introduced by name, 
and the child put a time stamp on how long they had been in the family. 
Time was very much relative or, rather, relational to others. Lucy said:

I don’t know why, but I took a picture of the clock. I don’t know why 
time is really important to me. Like sometimes I get worried if I don’t 
know what the time is. I just really like having a clock. So, I don’t 
know why. It just makes me feel kind of safe.

People often need to know the time to feel safe (Forman, 2015). Having 
some control and knowledge over what is to come is vital. Power differentials 
are inherent in using and understanding time. Critical time studies show 
that control over time is a hierarchical power and governance medium. 
Time plays an essential role in social methods of inclusion and exclusion 
(Halberstam, 2005). For example, time is often allotted for children. This can 
include free time or time for parental contact. Therefore, if time is not used 
compassionately and efficiently, it can symbolise precarious and chaotic lives 
(Yuill and Mueller-​Hirth, 2019). Children may feel that they are returning 
to chaotic care or inadequate care.

The children in the study discussed needing routines (Selman and 
Dilworth-​Bart, 2024). This allowed space for matching rhythms and time-​
dependent events with other family members (Siippainen et al, 2023).  
For example, Louise discussed the importance of having a movie night with 
her carers every Friday. Louise said: ‘Which is where we have cocktails and 
nibbles on a Friday night. Which is a child’s, a kid’s movie. Yeah. And then 
a buffet-​type meal with cocktails, well I have mocktails. So.’
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However, carers and the children do not necessarily have to do the same 
activities. For example, the children often inferred the need for mush time 
(Baraitser, 2013b). Mush time is when family are together, not necessarily 
in the same room, but in the same place, such as in the house. Another 
example is when family members are on holiday at the beach. During these 
moments, each person’s rhythms seemingly match, even when one person is 
listening to music, another is playing on their phone, and another is reading 
a book. Purple said: ‘So we are normally doing quieter things after dinner, 
like homework or here on the computer.’

Children and adults use time as a commodity. However, as Megan stated, 
time is just as valuable if it is spent alone or with only one other person 
engaging in activities they enjoy.

Megan:	 That it can be quite difficult being a child, and that they just 
need like time with people, but time alone as well. Because 
every Sunday with Nan, well we go to church and it’s just 
like [pause]. We’re just alone with Nan, and then Grandad 
can be here and have time on his own [pause]. And it’s just 
nice to be with just Nan and like just Grandad sometimes. 
Like there are some days when we go out fishing. Fishing 
at like the beach and stuff now. It’s like, he’s got passion for 
it, and it’s just nice to see him happy.

Paul:	 OK, do you like fishing as well?
Megan:	 Not really. It’s alright [laughs].

The children were active in the mobilisation of time and space. They were 
not just passive recipients of family life being done to them. The children 
emphasised the importance of reaching a consensus over how time is spent 
together. If family time was compulsory without negotiation, this would 
often cause frustration. They did not like to feel forced into spending time 
in specific ways, and they did not like it when rhythms did not match. For 
example, Kimberley and Erica expressed frustration that their birth father 
spent time on his phone and seemed bored when he was meant to be 
engaging with them during contact. They were also frustrated when they 
met with their mother. Erica said: ‘We don’t like it when we see her. She 
makes us upset. She says things about what we don’t want her to say about 
the past and things we don’t want to talk about.’

Spending time connecting with mutual consent and recognition seemed 
more important than the activities undertaken. Spending time was essential 
to attuning to each other’s feelings and desires (Baraitser, 2013a). It is 
crucial to building an affinity and a sense of belonging. Nevertheless, 
rhythms should ideally match. There should also be a consensus from 
all parties about whether the time is spent focussing on the present, 
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the past, or the future. Consensus and consent are particularly relevant 
when considering social work interventions such as life story work or 
relationship-​based practice.

Sharing narratives

The children mostly used ‘we’ when telling stories and decisions that affected 
them. This inclusive ‘we’ can be seen as a discrete and economical way of 
expressing feelings of belonging and collaboration (Kachel et al, 2018). 
When placed in the context of family, which the children said was often 
large and in flux, ‘we’ can signify an attachment that shields against further 
feelings of potential rejection and loss.

The children also shared traditions and stories about their relatives, 
including their birth parents. Eliza said:

So, every summer, we are part of the carnival. Like we always do 
something, so we’ve all been carnival queens, and then it was Danielle’s 
year this year. And it’s like a family tradition, and I think my mum was 
it as well. But it’s just kind of, like, we used to do it with my mum 
and my dad, and my sisters. And then my sister stopped coming, and 
then we still carried on and then my mum and dad stopped, but it’s 
like we still go.

Finally, the children relished stories and photos about their journey with their 
current family unit. Danielle pointed to photo on the fridge and said: ‘That’s 
the first morning we were here. My grandad couldn’t fit in. He went to the 
loo, and when he came back, there’s no room [laughs]. We always laugh at 
that.’ It is important to note that both Eliza and Danielle are reiterating that 
even in absence, there can still be presence.

Photos

Photos were material objects that helped the children remember and 
recognise their family lives but were also actively used to help manage shared 
family narratives (Chambers, 2021). The children possessed many photos in 
their rooms, on their phones, and in their houses. This allowed the presence 
of those people in their lives who they had a connection with. Photos allowed 
psychological connections to continue even in people’s absence. They also 
gave the children some control over remembering important events and 
people. Eliza said:

Because it’s like in that moment if you get a picture that’s like, you’ve 
got that moment now forever. Like, I’m a really sentimental person, 
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so I just feel like if you get a photo of that moment, nobody can really 
take it away from you really.

The way the photos were displayed indicated the children’s feelings towards 
them. For example, Harmony managed her feelings towards her mother by 
taking control of her physical photographic presence:

Erm. And then I do have pictures up there, but I decided to, like … 
oh … hide [points to a picture of her mum]. OK [laughs]. So, I have 
pictures up there. Let me get them down … a picture of my mum, 
but I always get an argument with her, so I don’t really like to bring 
them out. I just. Yeah, that’s why it’s behind that, and I turned it round.

Harmony is once again demonstrating the remarkably nuanced ways in 
which children actively mobilise and navigate absence and presence. Her 
navigation has many layers, including her use of a photograph and her 
attempts to partition and impose negative consequences on her mother by 
restricting her presence both physically and mentally.

Memory shelves, memory boxes, and transitional objects

Like photos, many children had memory shelves, boxes, and ornaments 
they associated with people and events that mattered. Again, these were a 
way not only to control such connections, but also to link the past, present, 
and future. Kimberley said:

Like the whole shelf, it’s like memories because we went to Singapore, 
and that’s Grandma, Grandma’s mum, my great grandma. And [my 
sister] Erica got me that, and I got her that [points to ornaments]. And 
I used to do gymnastics, and I won this shield because I was working 
hard and achieve lots of things in gymnastics. And Grandma got these 
lights, and it lights up. And, erm, so some of these ornaments, like, 
erm, I sometimes like to sit on my bed and just look at them, because 
when I look at them it makes me like happy. And erm, it’s sort of like 
memories to me, like good memories. It makes me feel like more 
calm, and it takes a bit of worries off my mind and stuff. And it makes 
me think about Erica. Like happy memories of Erica and myself. And 
of Grandma and her mum. And sometimes I just sit on the bed, and 
I just like, erm, look at it. And sometimes I talk to my great grandma, 
because talking to her is, like, nice.

The children engaged in life story work (Baynes, 2008) of their own accord 
while sophisticatedly controlling how and when it was done. Similar to 
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Harmony turning around the photo of her birth mum, the children had 
ways to manage objects that sparked more difficult memories. They found 
ways of managing the emotive space between traversing connection and 
disconnection. Eliza said:

And this is why it’s like … it used to be like a coping box, and it’s got 
like memories from my old primary school. Like the last, like, the 
cardigan that my mum gave me. And stuff like that. And it all goes 
in a box rather than on the shelf because I kind of like, I put it away 
a bit. And I tried to turn it into a positive thing. Kind of like, I can, 
I can still look in it, but now every time I feel like I open it, I have to 
add something else to it that was good. So, it’s like when I go on the 
school trip, I can open up the box and I can look at all the other stuff. 
But I have to put in like the good stuff, like first, so that that that stays 
managed. So yeah. It’s just ’cos I know it’s there. So, it’s like nothing 
has been ignored kind of thing. But I feel like obviously there’s no 
point in dwelling on things, but you can remember them, because it 
might, like it was still a part of your life, it’s still happened. But I just 
don’t think dwelling on it is very helpful.

Eliza highlights a key concern about not dwelling on the past, but rather 
moving forward in her life. This was reiterated by all the children, who did 
not shy away from remembering challenging events and people. A vital 
aspect of using remembering is that it should help the child feel ultimately 
optimistic about the present or help them progress. Erica said: ‘It’s OK to 
think about bad memories but we have to feel safe to do that.’

The children and I spoke about toys and other things being transitional 
objects (Winnicott, 1953). Unicorn, for example, used badges on her 
school bag that were given to her by her carers. Sydney, who stayed with 
different family members throughout the year, introduced me to her soft 
toy, Fairy. She said: ‘Fairy is family. I’ve had her for years. Well, not always 
this one. But I sleep with her and take her with me wherever I go. And 
she talks. [Sydney waves Fairy’s hand and says in a high-​pitched voice] 
“Hello Paul.” ’

Toys, especially soft toys, were linked to history and reminders of how they 
were worthy of care. The toys demonstrated ways other family members 
could show concern, care, recognition and understanding. They helped 
manage the push and pull of absence and presence. Some objects were also 
a way for the children to feel secure and feel that they still had a connection 
to those important to them. Lucy said: ‘Erm, because my other nanny, 
she gave it to me a long, long time ago, and I really like sometimes when, 
erm … the Care Bear gets dirty, erm, and Grandma has to wash him, I get 
really sad, and I can’t sleep, because Care Bear’s not there.’
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The importance of such transitional objects has long been recognised 
in social work and for children in care. The literature demonstrates that 
using objects, photos, and toys aids a child’s sense of agency and wellbeing 
(Watson et al, 2020). The insights from the children living in kinship care 
reiterate their importance. The children often used teddy bears, badges, 
letters, and clothes as transitional objects. Therefore, it may be helpful to 
conceptualise memory shelves, memory boxes, and even life story work as 
object attachment and transitional objects. They bridge the gap between 
internal and external experiences and create a link between us and the 
outside world (Winnicott, 2002). These can also provide children who 
have changed carers a sense of security and continuity, an assortment of 
familiar sights, smells, touch, and stories (Fahlberg, 2008). They allow a 
bridge between connection and separation and between the past, present, 
and future (Watson et al, 2020).

Play

For many of the children, play was a way of negotiating imagination and 
reality. The children seemed to experience these realms simultaneously, 
trying, testing, and confronting the two. Therefore, although play had to be 
fun, it was never frivolous. The children spoke about play having meaning 
(Linn, 2009). As Sydney explained: ‘Because it’s fun, and I can do things. 
And, erm, I use my imagination. Or actually, I have discovered that I do 
have magic in real life.’

Play was also a strategy to spend time with others. The children preferred 
games that they could play with other people. Again, a connection was 
vital for them. Collaborative play also allowed the children to construct and 
understand their positioning with others and test their power and vision 
(Chudacoff, 2007). The children used play not only to show how they care 
for others or navigate the world of adult roles but also to demonstrate that 
they belong to certain gendered and commercial cultures.

Paul:	 Why do you have these LOL Dolls?
Rainbow:	 Well, so I can play with them, and they’re so cute. Look. 

And we do things together … and I can collect them. 
And some of my friends have them as well, but I probably 
have more.

Play is natural yet constructed. It is also freely chosen yet often requires 
permission and assistance (Clark, 2003). It is powerful and empowering 
yet can be quickly diminished by other forces. For example, children get 
told how much screen time they are allowed. As previously discussed, time 
is also about power relations, predictions, and the consequences of time 
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not being used appropriately (Sharma, 2011). Play has a meaning beyond 
just its outcome, but also has meaning in its outcome (Linn, 2009). It is 
not just what can be achieved by play; it is also what is achieved through 
play. Through play, the children navigated the contradictions in their lives, 
expressing and working through their inner conversations. They used play 
to help understand, try out, and mobilise their connections and power 
relations with the world around them (Cook, 2018).

Books, music, social media, and TV

Lastly, the children also used books, music, social media, and TV to 
disengage at times but also to engage (Bolshaw and Josephidou, 2022). 
They were helpful ways to socialise, connect, and be attuned to others and 
their interests. Social media was particularly significant for older children in 
communicating with their friends, many of whom did not live in their local 
neighbourhoods. Books, social media, and TV were used to escape and gain 
a sense of autonomy. Louise said: ‘Erm, I don’t know, it’s just when I hear 
music, I just, it kind of takes the control of me as such, and it just means a 
lot to me. It makes me forget about the outside world.’

While they were part of escapism, music and books still had to have some 
relevance to their lives. They still had to have meaning. Kimberley said:

Books are about relating to real life as well, and sometimes it’s nice 
to get stuck in the book and you kind of shut out everything else, 
and you’re like on your own in a different world. And I kind of 
feel like if there’s a main character, then I kind of feel like I’m that 
person, and I can relate to them. So, I kind of learn, and it helps 
you a lot in life.

Overall, the children showed that books, music, and social media were ways 
for them to feel both connected to and separated from the world. It enabled 
them to actively engage in the process and take some control in how they 
navigated the space(s) in between.

Practice implications
Recognising how families do

The children’s insights showed how they disrupt common, simplistic 
notions of family in social work policy and practice, which are often used 
for assessments (Wissö et al, 2019) and are usually based on theories of 
attachment or socialisation (McCafferty, 2020). Sociological explanations 
and those from other disciplines, such as children’s geographies, are also 
useful to help recognise and explain the children’s lived experiences. Child 
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welfare should use many explanations and theories to help understand family 
life (Boddy, 2023).

Acknowledging how families do rather than just focusing on what families 
are (Morgan, 2011) means practitioners and policy makers can be wide-​
ranging when deciding who should have caring commitments within kinship 
care arrangements. Carers do not necessarily have to have any genetic relation 
to the child. The children consider family as practices that are performed, 
evolve, and grow. Family is not static for the children. Instead, most probably 
due to their experiences, it changes, as do the roles of the individuals within 
it, although there is always a genetic connection remaining even when the 
children or other family members minimise it. The most important thing 
for these children is being cared for by someone who is well known to them 
and feels part of their family. They wish for safe, inclusive care, allowing 
them to feel a sense of intergenerational belonging and continuity. They 
also want people to be able to recognise and accept them for who they are. 
The children desire carers who, as Eliza said, ‘want to relate’ to them, want 
to spend time with them, and have an affinity towards them (Mason, 2008).

Conversations about the children’s own definitions should also include the 
possibility of different caring arrangements, and the caregivers’ death, in the 
future. The children in kinship care arrangements think about these things, 
whether or not they are explicitly discussed (Burgess et al, 2010; Farmer 
et al, 2013). They have previously experienced a shift in care responsibilities 
within the family, and they, therefore, consider family as an active process 
that shifts and is in flux (Morgan, 2020).

Providing for the sharing of time, space, and narratives

The children used stories, routines, and rituals, such as shared mealtimes and 
family celebrations, to ‘do’ family (Spagnola and Fiese, 2007; Biehal, 2014; 
Lindsay et al, 2021). These included the children navigating separation/​
connection of those that mattered even if they were not physically present, 
such as those who were deceased. Sharing time, space, and narratives gave 
the children a shared sense of story, belonging, and affinity. It also assisted 
them to feel a sense of belonging in the intergenerational life cycle of the 
whole family. Focusing on family practices of sharing suggests that kinship 
can be maintained through everyday interactions (Cossar and Neil, 2013). It 
means dedicating time daily, although because time has power differentials 
inherent in it, how time is spent should be planned and negotiated.

A more critical understanding of time is required in child welfare. Time 
and temporality are often only fleetingly alluded to in child welfare literature 
on children’s permanence. It is usually framed in terms of some children 
requiring more time to form attachments than those who are in their birth 
parents’ care (Howe, 2011). Time is also usually constructed in childhood 
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studies as linear rather than dynamic, wobbly, agentic, multi-​perspectival 
and full of power relations (Murris, 2020).

For the children, doing family and doing home also involved different uses 
of space, whether shared spaces, private spaces, or spaces to be alone or with 
others. The most crucial prerequisite of home was that it was a safe place 
where the children felt  they belonged and where they could be themselves. 
It mattered to the children that they had spaces like beds and memory shelves 
in their rooms and enough shared spaces to feel comforted while managing 
and enacting the connection/​separation inherent in their lives.

Pets (Carr and Rockett, 2017) and siblings (Cossar and Neil, 2013; White 
and Hughes, 2017) were other ways the children could do kinship. Both 
often provided play, comfort, and somebody to care for them. Pets could 
not answer back and would listen without judgment. Sibling relationships 
were usually more precarious, so the children frequently had to work harder 
to negotiate them. Pets and siblings should, therefore, always be a central 
consideration in assessing and helping children navigate family life.

Life story work

Life story work requires its own attention. There is no single definition of 
life story work, nor how to do it (Hammond et al, 2020). In the UK, it is 
typically divided into Rose’s model of therapeutic life story work, which 
requires specialist training, or Rees’ (2017) interpretative model, which is 
more accessible for non-​specialist practitioners and carers (Ricketts, 2023). 
Life story work can mitigate adverse consequences by assisting a child 
in understanding and integrating their past, present, and future (Coman 
et al, 2016). Most literature proposes that life story work is based on 
psychodynamic theories of attachment and loss and can aid a child’s narrative 
identity and continuity of sense of self (Watson et al, 2020). Indeed, the 
children spoke about using narratives, photos, memory boxes, memory 
shelves, and presents, and storying other personal objects. This helped them 
navigate the in-​between of connection/​separation.

Nevertheless, the term life story work and psychodynamic explanations can 
only go so far. They do not necessarily wholly represent how these children 
in kinship care manage such activities specific to their kinship care family 
circumstances. Traditional life story work does not recognise that children 
perceive their specific kinship care family arrangement to be continually 
growing and in flux, not only with the relationships that can be seen but 
also with those that cannot be seen and may never be seen. Analysis of the 
children’s insights suggests that children living in kinship care, and possibly all 
children, do not experience their care as discrete separation and loss. Their 
family life encompasses reconnections, whether through contact, stories, 
or even seemingly minor details that can have a significant impact, such as 
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family resemblances (Ingham and Mikardo, 2022). Therefore, sociological 
concepts such as those of doing family can add to our understanding of the 
purpose of life story work.

Critical time studies can also be a helpful way of understanding permanence 
work and life story work practice. Life story work was traditionally seen as 
a time-​limited task that culminates in a ‘life story book’ or later life letter. 
The life story book has many critics, including children (Watson et al, 2015). 
The children in this study demonstrated that time is not merely a linear 
construct of past, present, and future. Life story work is co-​constructed daily, 
with children as active architects, reflecting and understanding their life 
course (Staples et al, 2023). Our minds are like a time machine, constantly 
‘travel hopping’ (Murris and Kohan, 2021, p 583), where ‘the past is never 
finished’ (Barad, 2018, p 73). It is not enough to recognise chronological 
clock time; lived time, where different times bleed through one another, 
should be acknowledged (Barad, 2018). Life story work cannot be a one-​
off process or a chronological book that is completed, primarily by a social 
worker, and then put on a shelf. The past cannot be processed, completed, 
and put away. The past, absence/​presence, and connection/​separation are 
continuously negotiated, thought about, and navigated throughout our lives.

Traditional life story work also does not always appropriately consider a 
child’s agency. The ‘work’ part of life story work sounds like an intervention 
that social workers perform on children (Hammond et al, 2020). It is now 
understood as letting the children lead the discussion, but more than this 
simplistic understanding of giving agency is needed. The children in the 
study spoke about already using various tools and methods to manage 
the connections/​separations inherent in their lives without child welfare 
interventions. Therefore, doing work to children, even if child-​led, can 
ignore the children’s current managing strategies, and building on those 
strategies can also be the most effective start for further life story work. 
Children must be seen as agentic beings, active in life story work now and 
in the future (Ricketts, 2023). It would be even better if their current tools 
for engaging in life story work could be shaped by children so that they 
could continue to develop better ways to engage with the work in the future.

Lastly, the children did not use the term life story work once. This may 
be because the term is usually conflated with a social work intervention for 
children in state care or adoption and, as discussed in Chapter 9, the children 
did not want to be recognised as children in care.

Conclusion

Understanding that family and home can have multiple meanings requires 
professionals to invest in genuinely hearing children’s perspectives. Social 
workers must acknowledge the children’s definitions of family and home, 
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how these are negotiated and lived, and what truly matters to them. This 
work is fundamentally relationship-​based, demanding time, resources, and 
seemingly simple activities like walking or playing together. It is crucial to 
provide children with the space to have trusting yet precarious conversations 
about ambivalence and how they are managing the in-​between spaces 
inherent in their family lives. More importantly, it is essential to understand 
that children already have these conversations and play out these tensions, 
whether internally or externally, daily. Rather than imposing our methods 
of assessment and intervention, we should join in alongside and support the 
children’s current strategies for navigating the complexities of connection/​
separation. By embracing the children’s perspectives and methods, we can 
foster a more inclusive and supportive environment that acknowledges their 
agency. This approach respects their experiences and empowers them to 
navigate their unique family dynamics with confidence and hope. The next 
chapter delves deeper into these relational spaces, focusing on permanence 
and the intricate balance of care, risk, and interdependence.

 



149

8

Valuing care and protection/​
independence and risk

Well, I think I should be safe outside with someone, and I think 
I should be safe always with someone. But, but I don’t always 
need to be. Because sometimes I don’t really need to be. But 
sometimes I do.

Jordan, child research participant

This chapter delves deeper into family relationships for children living in 
kinship care. It explores what care, safety, and permanence mean to children 
living in kinship care. It focuses on the mechanism of care and protection/​
independence and risk as shown in Figure 8.1.

When placed broadly into policy, practice, and legislation, the care and 
protection/​independence and risk mechanism is like the continuing social 
work debates on care versus control and paternalism versus self-​efficacy 
(Grimwood, 2015). It mirrors discussions regarding government and 
professional obligations, familialism, and whether many families living in 
kinship care should be left alone and unregulated.

Understood in the context of children’s daily lives, the children’s views 
illuminate that the care and protection/​independence and risk mechanism 
is a core value from which children envisage their needs and aspirations 
for care. The children’s insights reveal that care and risk are intricately 
connected rather than contradictory, as can sometimes be assumed.  
For example, while the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child states that children have the right to be protected from harm and 
provided for, it minimally mentions the right for children to take risks as 
they discover and employ their interdependence and agency (Fairhall and 
Woods, 2021).

This chapter highlights children’s perspectives on care and parenting,  
emphasising the need to prioritise needs with an awareness of risk. This  
involves negotiation, collaboration, and balancing individual agency with  
collective responsibility through autonomous interdependence. The  
children’s views show that this balance relies on negotiating boundaries  
and rules. Care and parenting are not unconditional acts that fit neatly  
into typologies. How care is enacted is as crucial as ensuring it is provided.  
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While various theories can apply to children’s care experiences, the ethics  
of care offer a helpful framework to theorise and apply the care they desire.  
Specifically, mature care provides a unique lens to ensure that children in  
kinship care can thrive safely with a sense of permanence.

Care and risk
Care is attending to need

Adults make money. And you got to get money to get food and 
to stay in your house and go to the shop when needed.

Jordan

Maslow’s (1954) theory of human motivation, which contributed to the 
development of the hierarchy of needs pyramid illustrated in Figure 8.2, is 
one of the most widely recognised psychological theories for conceptualising 

Figure 8.1: Care and protection/​independence and risk –​ one of the three central 
mechanisms that emerged from how the children in the study managed family life 
and permanence
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human needs (Bowen, 2021). Simplified, the model proposes that 
physiological needs such as food, water, air, shelter, and clothing must be 
met before other needs can be addressed.

The viewpoints of the children in the study corresponded to some degree 
with Maslow’s often-​assumed linear ladder of needs. When asked what 
mattered for their care, they valued carers who offered reassurance that their 
basic physiological needs would be met, and their development attended 
to. As Zack put it: ‘Looking out for each other. Because my grandma looks 
out, well, my brother does as well, but my grandma gives me food every day, 
and she takes me to school every day. She picks me up from school every 
day. A good education or something like that.’

The children also explained that being cared for is about more than  
meeting their physiological requirements and ensuring access to quality  
social and learning opportunities. Like the other levels of Maslow’s hierarchy,  
parenting also had to help build self-​esteem and self-​actualisation through  
social interactions. The children understood that parenting also had an  
emotional and relational aspect. Parenting was about patience and the ability  
to empathise (Meng et al, 2020).

Figure 8.2: Maslow’s hierarchy of needs pyramid
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Paul:	 What advice would you give to carers for children in a 
similar situation to you?

Danielle:	 To be, to let that child have a good life with you and make 
them feel strong, and make sure they don’t really cry about 
their parents.

As our conversations progressed, the children highlighted tensions between 
their needs. While providing basic needs and emotional support was essential, 
it required negotiation and was not as simple as climbing a hierarchical 
triangle or ladder to self-​actualisation. The children noted that becoming 
more aware of their agency and voices could conflict with their desire to 
prioritise other needs.

Danielle:	 Well, I have jacket potato with cheese and beans every day 
at school. Because I’m a fussy eater. No, but I’m trying 
new things like pasta what they do. And I think I’m going 
to be trying pizza as well.

Paul:	 And why does it matter to try new things then?
Danielle:	 For our own good. Because when you’re older, you might 

be fussy, and you might just keep buying the same things 
when you’re older, and then your kids might get bored 
of them.

The hierarchical framework of needs is not the linear set of building blocks 
that it is often perceived to be as. Instead, as Maslow initially intended, it 
is a complex, dynamic, and interrelated matrix of growth and personal 
development that shifts over a lifetime (Bowen, 2021). Danielle demonstrates 
how tensions between needs can cause dissonance and disequilibrium 
(Kaiser et al, 2012). This was reiterated by Zack, who also suggested that 
others with more experience would help you navigate through the seeming 
contradictions: ‘Like, say I didn’t want to do something, [my grandad] 
wouldn’t make me do it, but he’d push me and push me and push me, and 
I’ll end up enjoying it in the end.’

The children recognised that needs could conflict, which meant that they 
might often have to do things against their wishes. Being cared for frequently 
entails being challenged.

Adequate care is the prioritisation of need

Although being cared for entails being challenged, particularly when 
navigating conflicting needs, the children were often adept at knowing who 
was best placed to help them do this. The children in the study often had 
clear knowledge and first-​hand experience of when carer priorities were not 
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aligned with their needs. The children were familiar with what constitutes 
good care and what constitutes control, neglect, and endangerment, 
particularly regarding caregiving and parenting. The children understood that 
the care previously afforded to them by their birth parents did not provide 
them with safety or address their basic needs. Every child in the study felt 
let down by their birth parents. They mentioned work, violent partners, 
housing, drug misuse, or their birth parents’ own emotional or mental 
health needs. Sydney said: ‘And the reason why I don’t live with my mum 
is because everyone is scared that she’s going to see [M]‌ again. Because [M] 
is the person who is really mean and does stuff and drinks.’

The children felt that their previous caregivers had chosen to place their 
own priorities ahead of theirs (Ward et al, 2014). This was why they were 
no longer in their care. Although it was acknowledged that adults have 
a responsibility to take care of both themselves and their children, the 
children believed that the adults’ requirements should not, on the whole, 
take precedence over their own needs. Eliza said:

I feel like if they do everything that they can to make things the best 
that they can. I’m not saying that they have to have, like, give all the 
kids everything that they need, everything that they want, but I just 
feel like if do their best all the time, or even if, even if they don’t. Like, 
everybody has bad days. But I just feel like the good needs to outweigh 
the bad in every situation if you’re trying to look after someone. When 
I feel like you should have the best intentions of the person that you 
trying to look after, rather than other things that you make like … so, 
basically, if you’re a mother, your kids should prioritise over most things.

The children wanted to know that they would not be forgotten or neglected 
and that their carers would like to spend time with them. Zack said: ‘[Nan] 
doesn’t, she doesn’t ignore me. Like, when I lived with my mum, when 
I got home from school, I used to go about six hours straight on the Xbox. 
I never really used to see her that much and I was only five or six. So, yeah.’

Feeling safe

Adults should be there for you and provide for you. But they’re 
not here to, like, stop you from doing anything you want to do. 
And they just want you to be safe.

Megan

The children were adamant that feeling protected from harm was essential 
to being cared for and having their needs attended to. From a psychological 
perspective, safety is the glue that holds our psychological selves together, 
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even at the basic levels of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. It is more than a 
separate need. Instead, the issue of safety is an essential companion that 
enables the negotiation and interaction of all other needs (Bowen, 2021).

As highlighted in previous chapters, the complexities of safety and risk 
are rarely discussed in kinship care literature or policy (Hallett et al, 2021). 
Yet, throughout the study, all the children stressed the importance of feeling 
safe at home and with others. Feeling safe and the promise of future safety 
was complex. The children frequently switched their focus between the 
significance of being protected by others and the significance of being able 
to protect themselves. Harmony, for example, mentioned the need to take 
risks and enact her sense of agency.

Harmony:	 To me, if people say to me, like, don’t do that, I do it 
because you’ve just told me not to do it.

Paul:	 But what if they’re saying something to keep you safe?
Harmony:	 No, because then I would tell myself not to do that, 

and then I listened to myself and looked out for myself 
[laughs]. Yeah, I trust myself more than anybody else, 
and also it’s also important to learn yourself and make 
mistakes. It’s just like everybody that I have trust in. I can’t 
even trust my nan with anything because even if it’s like 
your things that happened, she’ll go and tell other people 
she doesn’t even know.

The children repeated throughout every session that trust is a crucial value for 
any relationship, especially with people who give you advice and guidance 
(Cossar et al, 2016). Trust is not just about protecting physical safety; trust 
is vital for emotional safety, too. Erica said:

Erm, they are like another bit of my family where there I don’t, like, 
feel safe with them. I don’t trust them, and they’ve done lots of things 
wrong and blamed it on us –​ like called us liars and things like that. 
Grandma has never done that, and she would never do that.

Trust and safety needed to be felt and concretely measured. They needed 
to be evidenced and, to some extent, predictable.

Autonomous interdependence

Being dependent on carers and parents to meet their needs but wanting to 
feel independent was a continuous tension for the children. They frequently 
expressed a yearning to be independent while acknowledging their reliance 
on those around them for their wellbeing and safety. They also often desired 
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responsibility but did not always welcome it when it was thrust upon them, 
such as having to help with pets or other household chores. Louise said: ‘So 
I try to study, but then I’ve got house jobs as well. Yes. That’s tough. And 
about here [points to a rewards chart]. And then because I’ve just done my 
SATs [standardised assessment tests], I get a one Chinese at Mario’s.’

Psychologists would argue that this need for reliance yet non-​reliance, for 
autonomy yet collective responsibility, is typical of any child, especially when 
they embark on adolescence (Van Petegem et al, 2012). For example, Erikson’s 
psychosocial development theory stresses the negotiations of autonomy, 
particularly throughout childhood and adolescence (Maree, 2022). Also, 
humanist Rogers (1995) states that we learn to be free through our parents’ 
care, compassion from our teachers, and being a good citizen to others.

However, psychological explanations of the tensions between dependence, 
independence, and autonomy, even humanist ones, often fall short, 
particularly for children living in kinship care arrangements. Additional 
tensions in their particular family lives cannot be adequately considered. The 
children have been let down by their birth parents and have experienced the 
precarious nature of care. Their kinship carers are often older and may be 
unable to provide continuous care throughout their childhoods (Wijedasa, 
2015). The children also must deal with the psychological presence of birth 
parents in their lives who may have caused them trauma, even if they are 
not physically present. They want child welfare support but do not always 
welcome social work interference. In many ways, children in kinship 
care experience a heightened sense of the fluctuations between wanting 
themselves and their family to be independent yet being dependent on 
others for their safety and wellbeing. Louise said:

My mum will always be part of my life, even if she’s in the past. In a 
way, she’s always going to be there whether I acknowledge it or not, 
whether I, well, I want her to be or not. Because my mum doesn’t 
let me really see my sister unless it’s with her, and I don’t really want 
to see her.

Another way to help understand such ambivalences is to use philosophy 
to deconstruct the binary constructions of independence and dependence, 
similar to how connection and separation can be deconstructed. Hegel (2018) 
famously stated that we gain self-​consciousness only through recognition 
from others. Sayer (2011) also alludes to this when he talks about humans 
being comparative and relational to provide us with a sense of ourselves.

Louise said: ‘So I do karate. I’m almost a black belt. And we did an inter-​
club Qatar competition, and I came third in my category of my medals up 
there. So that’s very good.’ Our vulnerability and dependence on others are 
not merely instrumental but also necessary for our very personhood. We 
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need others to assess our performance through comparisons and assessments 
of our abilities. Additionally, we need others to keep us in check and ensure 
we are safely on the right path. This, in turn, enables us to become more 
independent. Erica said:

The kitchen is where we sometimes you wash the dishes, help 
Grandma, and Grandma’s going to, like [pause]. She’s slowly teaching 
us how to cook –​ like we help … yes, because when we’re older, we 
need to be taught how to cook, clean, wash, iron, and everything. 
I want to learn to iron, but Grandma says when we are a bit older 
because sometimes Grandma like kind of burns herself a bit.

Such insights reiterate Bhaskar’s (1993, p 154) concept of autonomous 
interdependence. Carers, family, community, and society not only assist 
children in gaining intentional agency and a sense of self, but these, in 
turn, are necessary for the ‘reproduction or transformation’ of others 
around them. It is a two-​way street with reciprocity –​ the constant struggle 
between our influence on society and society’s influence on us. Autonomous 
interdependence is akin to Archer’s (2003, 2012) conceptualisations of 
internal conversations, as discussed in Chapter 5 regarding critical realism. As 
a result of being given opportunities to enact their agency by others, children 
can subtly, or sometimes abruptly, shape their families’, communities’, and 
societies’ identities and actions. Rainbow said: ‘Look after the environment. 
You should help. It’s important, you know. And you adults need to do it 
and not leave it up to us to sort out your mess. And Brexit.’

Rainbow shows that while adults may have more opportunities to exercise 
their agency, because of the power inequalities between children and 
adults, she was clearly able to assert her own agency in that moment and 
communicate that we are interdependent. She also felt that adults are not 
fulfilling their responsibilities to keep us all safe. She was highlighting the 
challenges we all have in navigating the mechanism of care and protection/​
independence and risk.

Rules and taking a firm hand

Navigating autonomous interdependence was challenging for the children 
and their families. One strategy for navigating the frequently emotive 
and confrontational terrain was through expectations and rules. Rules 
also allowed the children to have some predictability in feeling safe. After 
describing an event in her birth parents’ care when she was scared because she 
heard monsters in her bedroom, Unicorn said: ‘And that’s what happened, 
and I’ve been writing signs all around my house everywhere. Because I need 
to put rules, rules in the house.’
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All the children said that rules were needed. Purple said:

To keep things in order … because you don’t want to be a danger to 
others, or you want to be able to keep everyone safe. And rules are a 
way of doing that … rules should be something that is discussed with 
everyone that’s in the place with rules, so then they can help come 
up with them in a way that it makes sense, and they can obey them.

The children inferred that rules, expectations, and contracts allowed social 
cohesion and broader wellbeing and safety. This was based on societal and 
intra-​familial norms (Hardecker et al, 2017). However, not all rules were 
awarded the same value, and in many cases, their validity was contingent 
on those who made them. The children recognised that adults needed to 
take ultimate responsibility for their children’s welfare. Louise said: ‘[Carers] 
should take a firm hand because sometimes, if you’ve been in that situation, 
you can come out of it being a bit feisty and unsettled and so need a firm 
hand to calm me down a bit.’

The children were clear that they preferred authoritative rather than 
authoritarian parenting. Authoritarian parenting characterises strict and 
rigid regulations, while authoritative parenting nurtures a more caring 
relationship where discipline is perceived as explanation and support rather 
than punishment (Baumrind, 1989). Consultation and talking were vital 
for setting appropriate boundaries, even when fraught power struggles and 
conflict occurred (Cho et al, 2020). Sydney said:

Erm. The adults boss you around. They tell you what to do, and the 
kids get really annoyed. They go up to their rooms, slam the doors 
behind them, and starts being angry at them, and the parents, getting 
annoyed again, give them punishments and never listens. So yeah, 
that’s what happens to me all the time. But then, at least it’s my nana 
and grandad, and at least I know that it won’t last forever, and we have 
to talk about it.

The children’s insights showed how they valued interdependence and 
negotiations alongside the predictability of future care. They seek an 
understanding of, and trust in, the practice of caregiving, and this can 
involve conflict.

Care by social workers and child welfare practitioners

Most of the children felt that social workers did not provide them with 
consistent or adequate care. Many of them viewed social workers as 
authoritarian figures who followed procedures during times of family 
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conflict. This often resulted in children associating social workers with, or 
even blaming them for, family problems.

Thomas:	 So, are you a social worker?
Paul:	 Yes. Well, kind of. I’m a social work researcher.
Thomas:	 [Smiles at his grandmother.] We don’t like social workers. 

They just cause trouble.

This reticence and negative association with social work have also been found 
in research on parents’ experiences of social work intervention (Baginsky, 
2023). Wariness of social work intervention can also be born out of the 
shame of having state intervention in private family life. Different countries, 
cultures, and minoritised groups will also have different concerns about what 
they perceive as social work interference (Drew et al, 2023).

Many of the children in the study saw social workers and the state as often 
shirking their responsibilities. Eliza said:

Yeah, we had social workers, and I had supervised contact at first. But 
after the first couple of years, that fizzled out and we were just left to 
our own devices. And there’s no like guidebook on what you need 
to do and stuff, which is like parenting in the first place, but I just, 
yeah. I don’t know. I just feel like there could be so much more being 
done, but there just isn’t. Social workers don’t really do what they say 
they’re going to do.

The children also expressed concerns about the number of social workers in 
their lives, which they felt would often hinder their progress. Kimberley said:

About social workers. We’ve had lots of social workers, and sometimes 
it’s hard to tell social workers like the same thing. Like they ask you the 
same questions, and it’s kind of annoying to tell them the same thing, 
like from the very beginning. Like you might forget things, and then 
you feel bad if you say the wrong thing, like, because it’s a long time 
ago, and so it’s kind of like the restarting. And you kind of live your 
life, and you kind of want to move on. And you kind of want to go 
forward in your life.

The heavy rotation of UK social workers has been a contentious issue for 
many years. Poor social work staff retention is known to have a detrimental 
impact on child and family outcomes (Turley et al, 2022). The Independent 
Review of Children’s Social Care (MacAlister, 2022) highlighted this and 
suggested that a new national professional progression model would help 
keep social workers in front-​line practice longer. This strategy is controversial 
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and yet untested. No conclusive evidence for retention exists beyond the 
importance of supervision and mentoring (Turley et al, 2022).

Ethics of care

Values

We return now to a core theme of the book –​ the importance of values 
that underpin our actions and the importance of valuing things in our lives, 
particularly when tensions exist within them. As shown in Figure 5.2 (the 
values that mattered to the children), the children spoke about the values 
required for personal and professional relationships to be positive and for 
others to care well. The children weighed up not only what matters but what 
matters most. As also shown, these preferred moral orientations and values 
often seem at odds with one another. Nevertheless, further conversations 
with the children suggest that the need for such values to be displayed 
depended on who they talked about and the circumstances surrounding 
them. For example, the ways they expected social workers to care were very 
different to their expectations of family members. The children expected 
social workers to be there, listen to them, and help with their concerns, 
but not share their lives in the reciprocal and intimate ways close family 
members did. Rainbow said: ‘It’s like [social workers] would talk about their 
stuff, and stuff, so yeah. But I’m like, no, no, no. Just do what you say you’re 
going to do and then leave us alone.’ Highlighting the need for person-​ and 
situation-​dependent expectations lends credibility to the notion that values 
are context-​dependent mechanisms (Sayer, 2011).

Ethics of care versus ethics of justice

The ethics of care literature is a helpful way of conceptualising how different 
theories, values, and moral orientations intertwine, interact, and sometimes 
conflict regarding parenting and child welfare practice. When considered in 
the context of child welfare professions such as social work, the literature 
often debates the differences between the ethics of care and ethics of justice 
(Collins, 2018).

In summary, the ethics of care involve the values of mutual trust (Held, 
2006) relational responsibility, responsiveness, attentiveness, and competence. 
It necessitates empathy, compassion, and a commitment to nurturing without 
causing suffering (Tronto, 1994). The ethics of care literature is grounded 
in ideas of autonomous interdependence, although it uses phrases such as 
relational ontology (Sevenhuijsen, 2000) and relational autonomy (Mackenzie 
and Stoljar, 2000).

Often seen in contrast to the ethics of care, the ethics of justice is frequently 
pitched as a starker and more rationalist alternative (Held, 2006). It focuses 
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on the values of fairness, equality, consistency, and individual rights. It is 
more predictable and less risky. It is based on concepts of autonomy and 
the idea that everyone is different yet equal, also known as universality. 
The ethics of rights is the central consideration for judiciaries, regulations, 
policies, and rules.

As described in chapters 1–​3, professionalism, modernisation, managerialism, 
regulation, legal processes, risk aversion, efficiency, and standards currently 
dominate child welfare practice and policy (Collins, 2018). They, therefore, 
also dominate the domains of children’s services and permanence. This can 
be why there is often an overwhelming focus in research, policy, and practice 
on the ethics of justice, which considers legal orders and stability when 
contemplating permanence for children living in kinship care.

The children’s insights do not undermine the need for the ethics of justice. 
They agreed that rights, regulations, and rules were vital for them. They 
emphasised that these helped parenting and child welfare practice to treat 
children’s safeguarding and appropriate development with great importance. 
The children also wanted equal opportunities with other children to be 
brought up in a safe environment. They were concerned about the right 
of family members to maintain the connections/​separations they desired. 
Furthermore, they wanted to ensure that social workers fulfilled their 
responsibilities, while also expressing a wish for practitioners to be more 
compassionate and understanding of their situations. Kimberley said: ‘Our 
social workers didn’t always do what they said they were going to do. I think 
that’s bad. They also weren’t very nice, except for one. [She] was good 
because she listened to us and made us feel safe.’

The children viewed both the ethics of rights and ethics of care as necessary, 
and this gives credence to Tronto’s (1994) and Sevenghuijsen’s (2000) 
conclusions that caring and rights are both vital and intertwined. Parenting, 
care, and social work practice should not be confined to considerations of 
rights and rules, although these are essential. They must also take account 
of human relationships and context. In terms of also upholding the ethics of 
rights, the ethics of care must be the primary consideration (M. Barnes, 2012). 
The ethics of care, how we do, must always come first, before what we do.

Mature care

The children never perceived care as one-​directional or unconditional. 
Care was always reciprocal because, as echoed in some of the literature 
on children in care, they did not want to be seen as a burden (Hiller et al, 
2020). Erica said:

Erm like, we, instead of just saying to Grandma, ‘Oh, we love you’, 
and like we buy things for her, like, we sometimes make things for 
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her. And like, we’ve we’re doing some knitting and where I’m knitting 
Grandma a shawl, and Kimberley is knitting Grandma a scarf. Erm, 
like when sometimes we help Grandma like with the bed, like putting 
the quilt and stuff and, like, hoovering up.

This reciprocity extended beyond their present family arrangement. The 
children also felt a responsibility to do well and repay the carers by caring for 
them when they get older. This demonstrates the wish for their flourishing 
to impact everyone’s wellbeing. They endeavoured to gain a valued place 
within the whole family’s life course, which would help them achieve a 
more permanent position within the family. Danielle said: ‘Because when 
I’m older, I might not see my Nan and Grandad because they might be, 
they might be dying, and if they went to hospital, I’ll always be there and 
do something nice for them.’

The concept of mature care is also based on the ethics of care literature 
and is helpful when considering kinship care. Mature care helps address the 
issues of rules, rights, protection, reciprocity, and their tension with values 
in the ethics of care literature, such as empathy. Pettersen (2012) furthered 
Gilligan’s (1982) conceptions of mature care, challenging commonly held 
views of an ideal type of altruistic care.

Pettersen proposes that altruistic care is ‘seen as a selfless, compassionate, 
and spontaneous act, the focus of which is to concentrate on the other’s 
immediate needs’ (2012, p 376). Selflessness is a characteristic commonly 
associated with how and why kinship carers should look after their children 
(Owusu-​Bempah, 2010). Neither the children nor, according to the 
literature, the carers view their responsibilities in this way. The children 
inferred the need for interdependence and reciprocity in their relationships. 
As such, they would buy presents for carers or engage in other family 
members’ activities, such as fishing with their grandad, despite the children 
finding the activities only, as Megan claimed, ‘alright’. Mature care also 
involves the use of spaces, time, and an understanding of autonomous 
interdependence. Sydney said:

Well, what I do is, when I’m upset, I just talk to myself and go through 
what I wanted to do and then, yeah. And then I just, when someone’s 
just shouted at me I start crying in my room and then just, ahh, and 
then I just leave the people who have just shouted at me for a few 
minutes, and then I just take the deep breaths, and then I just talked to 
them and do whatever, and then they’ll just say to me sorry I shouted, 
and I’ll say we’re sorry and then we’re fine.

This relational, reciprocal activity is the basis of mature care. It is not limitless 
or altruistic. The children also understood this as meaningful adherence 
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to negotiated rules. They saw rules as signifiers that they were being cared 
for appropriately and kept safe. It allowed them a shared narrative and a 
sense of continuity, affinity, and permanence (Mason, 2008). Mature care 
also suggests sensitivity to the long-​term physical and mental wellbeing of 
children from those who should be looking after them, including society. 
Harmony said:

Well, I usually stay in the during the week and spend on the weekends 
’cos I, because I usually never do anything because, like, my nan doesn’t 
have enough money to do anything. And then, like, I see my brother 
as well, and then I try and meet up with my friends as much as I can 
but, like, sometimes I can’t because I have no money. Well, that’s not 
fair. It shouldn’t like be like that just because of this is where I am.

Mature care is a valuable concept to apply to kinship care because theorising 
care as altruistic, unconditional, selfless, and unlimited avoids the ethical 
and political aspects of care (Pettersen, 2012). It can easily allow placing all 
accountability back on the families, who should take care responsibilities 
without kudos or payment. It echoes familialism. However, as also 
highlighted in the next chapter, the children were clear that it was unfair that 
their carers were often expected to care for them without acknowledgement 
or any extra practical, emotional, or financial assistance from the state or 
child welfare services.

Permanence

I think it’s the fact that you know you can go, and you’re not 
going to be, like, there’s no pressure in your family home. There’s 
no like tension. Well, obviously, there is sometimes, but there’s 
no like … you can always go there and it’s just kind of like you 
can relax and be yourself, and like there’s no stress or anything. 
So that makes a home.

Eliza

This section of this chapter uses the concept of mature care to navigate 
between the ethics of care and justice, and applies the concept to child 
permanence. The discussions with children in the study support the 
current dominant way of thinking about permanence in fostering and 
adoption literature, policy, and practice. This, as discussed in Chapter 3, is 
that a sense of permanence is ‘a sense of security, continuity, commitment 
and identity’ (DfE, 2010, p 12). This was echoed but also supplemented 
through the children’s discussions of physical stability, legal stability, and 
emotional permanence.
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Can physical stability ensure permanence?

As part of the study, I asked the children to devise suitable family mottos as 
part of their ‘what matters’ valuations. This helped them value what they 
felt mattered most regarding their home and family life.

Paul:	 So, in terms of your family, then, if you could make up a 
motto for them, what, what do you think it would be?

Lucy:	 Erm, probably something like family always sticks together. 
Yeah, something like that.

They also discussed what matters to make a home a home. Zach said:

Something that you live in. It doesn’t have to be a house or a flat. 
It can even be like the homeless people, so they live in the streets, 
or something they could, that could be their home, kind of. So, it’s 
anywhere away like, er like, um like, you feel settled. Yeah, so, like every, 
not everywhere, but somewhere where you stay most times or yeah.

A few of the children, such as Thomas and Jordan, had shared care 
arrangements. They determined that having multiple residences for some 
children was manageable and even desired so long as they were assisted in 
navigating their ambivalent family relationships. Jordan said: ‘Well, I don’t 
mind because as long as I have a bed. We do different things in different 
places coz there are different people around here. And I don’t have [the 
main carer’s birth children] here, which can be good but can also be bad.’

In addition to receiving care from her grandparents over the holidays, 
Sydney frequently spent extended periods with family members living 
in other regions of the country. She also felt this had both good and bad 
repercussions: ‘Actually, well sometimes, like when I’m at my dad’s house, 
I can’t sleep because it’s somewhere different, but I’m used to sleeping here 
because I go here like pretty much every holiday.’ However, she also liked 
having various people around her, as she felt that having the same adults and 
other children around could get boring, especially for preverbal children:

That’s home because that’s the usual place that I go to, and I normally 
live with my nan and grandad. Because I go to see other people I would 
call my family in the holidays for half the year. Because, yeah, I love 
seeing them, but I felt a bit bored because every single time people 
keep talking, I get really sad and go to my room. And erm, well, it’s 
a good job that we have children that can talk because then you can 
play with them. Children that can’t talk, it’s really boring. You can’t 
play with them.
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Sydney’s reflections suggest that stability in one place was not necessarily a 
prerequisite for a sense of permanence, wellbeing, and happiness. Harmony’s 
experiences (described next) also powerfully illustrate how stability in one 
place does not necessarily equate to emotional stability. Furthermore, her 
account demonstrates that safety is fundamental to addressing children’s 
needs, maintaining relationships, and fostering a feeling of permanence. 
Safety and risk should always be considered. As previously recognised, safety 
is the bedrock required to meet all other needs.

In our second meeting, Harmony considered moving in with her father. 
This type of experience must never be forgotten when discussing kinship 
care or permanence:

Harmony:	 Erm, so me and [Nan] got into an argument, I can’t really 
remember because this was like three years ago. Erm, but 
it was about, I don’t know what it was about, something 
because she will be like, ‘Oh, it’s about the Wi-​Fi’, but it’s 
not just about the Wi-​Fi, because I used to, like, always 
want the Wi-​Fi on and stuff, and then she just screamed 
at me even more about that because I was screaming at 
her about, like, ‘Can you please turn the Wi-​Fi on?’ and 
stuff. Erm, and then what would happen was like after 
I will tell her to turn the Wi-​Fi on, you will get even 
more escalated, and then she’d say stuff about like, ‘Oh, 
it’s [Ph’s –​ brother’s] fault. No, it’s your fault that [Ph] got 
adopted. She would say stuff like that. And that would 
annoy me a lot. So usually, me and her would actually 
start fighting, fighting like, erm, like I would pull her 
hair, she would pull my hair. And then I’d like push her, 
and then she push me, and then it would escalate even 
more. And then erm, well, it would just get to a point 
where I would, like, give up. And then, and then she 
went to go and hit me once when I was in my room, 
and then she hit my base of the thumb like that. And 
then she broke it.

Paul:	 Ow. That must have hurt.
Harmony:	 Because I have had opportunity to go with my dad and 

my mum, well mainly my dad because I don’t want to 
live with my mum. Erm, but yeah.

Paul:	 And why didn’t you?
Harmony:	 Erm, I don’t know [laughs]. I honestly don’t know. Like, 

she hasn’t, like, made me stay here or anything, it’s just 
that, like, I just I don’t know [pause]. I just don’t know 
why I want to stay here.
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Harmony was unavailable for the final session of the study. She had gone to 
live with her father. While Harmony’s grandmother was surprised by this, 
I felt it was foreseeable considering Harmony’s previously voiced concerns. 
Harmony was older, thought about what it would mean to be more 
independent and have autonomy, and relayed that she did not feel comfortable 
remaining with her nan beyond 16 years. Stability of care for Harmony, 
Sydney, Thomas, and Jordan included something broader than being in 
the care of one or two carers or living in a single house until adulthood. 
They were not confined to the traditional fostering and adoption notions 
of home or substitute care often portrayed in child welfare research, policy, 
and practice. Moreover, those confines could have been detrimental to their 
wellbeing if forced on them. The ethics of rights would have superseded 
the ethics of care.

Can legal stability ensure permanence?

Some children cared deeply about their legal status with their carers, and 
some less so. Some did not even know what their legal status was. Thomas, 
for example, was dismissive of the question.

Paul:	 So, is your nan your special guardian, or has she adopted 
you or fostered you?

Thomas:	 Are you being silly? I don’t know. You know, she’s my nan, 
and she looks after me and does things.

By contrast, Rainbow emphasised that being adopted was as crucial, as it 
signified for her that her kinship carers were her new parents. Adoption 
allowed her to feel more claimed. Rainbow said:

I don’t know why it’s special [to be adopted]. You know the didgeridoo? 
We didn’t own it from the very start. We got it and kept it. Because 
I feel like the didgeridoo. So, Mum and Dad adopted me, and now 
it means they’re going to keep me forever and keep me safe. I belong 
here and won’t be going back.

Erica and Kimberley felt that their legal order, a child arrangement order, 
did not match their wish to feel safe and cared for by their grandma. Indeed, 
the order seemed to work against their wishes, their need to feel safe, and 
even their wellbeing, particularly in terms of contact with their birth parents. 
Erica said:

Well, we had to go and see Dad, erm, but we went with our social 
worker to his house, and, erm, apparently it went well. But it didn’t, 
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and I wet myself then, and I was like really scared, and we didn’t want 
to go. And then the social worker said that it was a good visit with 
him and that we were good to see him on Sunday, and we really didn’t 
want to. And he came round on Sunday, and we were crying, and 
I was sick, and Grandma said, ‘come on, you have to go because [the 
social worker] said’. And we were screaming. And it feels like they’re 
just forcing us to see them when we don’t want to.

Legal standing and legal orders can provide some children with a degree 
of security from which a sense of permanence can be established. Time 
spent with children and physical stability can also play a part. However, 
it is vital to think beyond legal permanence and physical stability to find 
the right match for children’s needs (Skivenes and Thoburn, 2016). The 
children stated that legal orders should match their needs and wishes and 
assist them in negotiating and safely sustaining the many kin and non-​kin 
relationships in their lives. Fundamentally, the ethics of care should be the 
primary objective, incorporated into and reinforced by the ethics of justice, 
which can be implemented through law. Again, the ethics of justice should 
never come first.

At times, some of the children felt this was forgotten. For example, sisters 
Kimberley and Erika wished their grandmother had more control over their 
lives. They viewed their grandmother as more likely to prioritise their needs 
and keep them safe. Nevertheless, their grandmother insisted that they go to 
the contact with their parents so as to obey legal stipulations, even when they 
were vomiting and wetting themselves, making them doubt the safety that 
she could offer them. Legal permanence again worked against the children’s 
sense of permanence in this instance. Family arrangements must not be led 
primarily by legal processes unless synchronised with the children’s emotional 
needs. Unfortunately, research suggests that in practice, intervention and 
support for families are often led by legal timescales or mandates from legal 
orders (Yuill and Mueller-​Hirth, 2019).

Emotional stability

In keeping with the literature on children in care (Boddy, 2017), the most 
crucial goal for the children was to achieve emotional stability. However, this 
is a broader understanding of permanence than either substitute parenting 
or ensuring families maintain a presence. As noted in the previous chapter, 
children think about their continued care, the presence of those around 
them, and the potential absence of those who matter. Permanence is not 
only about the assured presence of somebody; it is also marked by their 
changeable presence/​absence. This is understandable considering their past 
experiences of being removed from one part of a family unit and being 
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placed in another (Farmer et al, 2013). As such, a broader sense of family also 
considers who could be next to care for them and how emotional stability 
can be sustained. Lucy said:

And yeah, Grandma said if she drops down dead the next day, then 
we have to go and live with Uncle M. and Auntie J., and her sister. 
We have to move all the way to where they are, and so then I’ll have 
to, like, go to a different school when I’m, like, literally in my second 
term at secondary school. I don’t know. I think that would be OK, 
but it’ll be hard.

Note that Lucy is explicitly planning for permanency. Also, she demonstrates 
that permanence for children living in kinship care is not just about reliance 
on one or two caregivers. It is not about permanent substitute care with 
particular carers throughout their childhood. The children proposed that 
permanence, like family, is an ever-​evolving fluid construct which they are 
active in shaping. It is also contained by their own particular constructs of 
family, fixed genetic relations, different roles, and desire to remain within 
their ever-​growing family. Jordan said: ‘[Shows picture.] This is, that’s Nan’s 
car. That’s Nan, that’s me, that’s Thomas. We’re just. I’m looking after 
Thomas, and Nan’s looking after me and Thomas. There are other people 
not in the picture. You know, there are other people that will look after us.’

The children desired a sense of permanence to happen across the family. 
This was not dependent on legal ties or whether family members were living 
with them at the time. Instead, it depended on the feeling that someone 
would always be there for them. Louise said: ‘Erm, I see family as people who 
will drop what they’re doing for you, like on the other end of the phone or, 
and [pause]. I think the kind of family motto would be like: if someone calls, 
drop what you’re doing.’ The commitment is not unconditional. Emotional 
permanence includes providing a reciprocal sense of belonging, affiliation, 
and safety. Feeling a sense of permanence is about mature care.

Enacting permanence through sibling relationships

As noted in the last chapter, the children often viewed sibling relationships as 
beneficial because they felt they had a shared experience that predated their 
current family care arrangement. Lucy reiterated the point that siblings are 
more likely to be with you throughout your life, but she also noted that they 
share any inheritance should the kinship carers die: ‘because when Grandma 
and Grandad died, they said that we can have half of the house each, and we’d 
still live in it and look after each other.’ Such thinking again demonstrates 
how the children in kinship care are frequently permanency planning and 
envisioning continuity in their lives. It shows that sibling relationships, even 
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though they may present as turbulent relationships, can be a way to assure 
some permanence and wellbeing throughout the life course.

Enacting permanence through relationships with pets

As described in the previous chapter, pets were considered part of the family. 
Pets were also often described as being like a sibling or another child. Pets 
were usually introduced not only by name but also by how long they had 
been with the family. The children would also often describe how frightened 
the animals were when they came to live with them. Lucy said:

They were quite scared, and they were really small, because it’s a new 
habitat for them and because, I can’t remember where Grandma and 
Grandad got them from, but I don’t know. But Grandma bought them 
toys and everything, and we played with them. And they’re much 
better now. Well, not [cat’s name], but he lets you stroke him. But he’s 
more of an outdoor cat.

In this sense, the children often found similarities to pets and their 
experiences as part of a new family arrangement (Irvine and Cilia, 2017). 
The animals were cared for mainly by the parent figures in the household, 
and even though they may have needed a period of readjustment, they were 
accepted as part of the family. Pets were another way for the children to 
conceptualise and compare their own sense of permanence. It allowed them 
to predict their care experience and envisage how their connections may 
endure and how they will likely achieve a sense of permanence.

Enacting permanence by feeling safe and supported in the neighbourhood

Ensuring children feel safe was not seen as just the responsibility of individuals. 
The children said it was essential to feel safe in their neighbourhood so that 
they could feel safe in their family lives. Harmony said: ‘I want to feel 
comfortable to come outside and feel safe to come outside because that’s one 
thing I don’t feel out here. I think when I’m out and about, I’m surrounded 
by strangers. Strangers tend to scare me, even though some strangers are 
friends you haven’t met yet.’

The children did not just want to feel safe in their surrounding community; 
they wanted to feel supported and cared for by it. Megan said: ‘That there’s 
a lot of people that, like, look out for you. Like next door. And they, like, 
support everyone. And across the road. They will support everyone then, 
like, as a family on just our street, and that we’re, like, all just together.’

The children often spoke about a sense of belonging and affiliation 
that did not solely depend on their genetic, extended, or chosen family 
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members. They also needed to feel connected with others outside their 
family constellation. This was not dependent on whether someone was 
the only child in the household or if there was a single kinship carer. This 
connection was equally important for Megan, who lived with her nan, 
grandad, and three siblings, as it was for Rainbow, who was the only child 
being raised by her adoptive mum and dad.

Enacting permanence by feeling safe at school and when engaging  
in hobbies

The children found that hobbies outside the family home helped them 
navigate a sense of permanence. Activities at schools and clubs allowed for 
a sense of achievement, as previously discussed, and time away from the 
family home. Zac said:

The good things about hobbies is that it’s a fun thing in that you can 
interact with others and make new friends and do whatever. Well, 
not whatever. You make friends, have fun, feel part of stuff and learn 
something new. I think because it, like, calms you and you don’t really 
focus on like problems. You just focus on, like, what you’re doing in 
the moment.

It is important to note that these spaces also had the confines of rules, 
structure and routine. The children still had to feel safe. Even so, sports and 
hobbies allowed socialisation away from the family home with like-​minded 
individuals and helped the children form their identity and helped them 
feel they belonged.

Insights for practice

Children’s struggles through autonomous interdependence often cause 
internal and external struggles, particularly regarding the continuum of 
care and risk (Arce, 2018). As Louise stated, the children in kinship care 
frequently challenged boundaries and sometimes needed a ‘firm hand’, 
because managing risk and ensuring safety underpin all other needs. 
However, how conflict was approached signified to the children whether 
or not they were receiving care that prioritised their needs and had regard 
for their autonomous interdependence and safety. Depending on the 
response from the carers and professionals, negotiation showed recognition 
and respect for their agency and personal circumstances. Instead of feeling 
like a burden, the children were engaged in mature care, which helped 
define the rules, needs, and values that mattered to the family and society. 
This also allowed them to envisage a continuity of care. Therefore, carers, 
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practitioners, policy makers, and courts must allow a dialogical space 
for flexibility and negotiation with children to adapt boundaries when 
deemed fair and practicable. The principles of the ethics of care must 
guide them. These are mutual trust, relational responsibility, responsiveness, 
attentiveness, and competence. Work must also be supported but not 
primarily guided by the ethics of rights. This is particularly important 
because the desire for permanence made the children work exceptionally 
hard to make family life work. Louise said: ‘Sometimes when I’m in bed, 
I think of all my family and try and cut them out. But I can’t because it’s 
way too big.’

This dialogical way of perceiving relations to each other also helps address 
the challenges posed by the simplistic notions of agency, participation, 
and empowerment that often dominate child welfare discourse. With the 
insight of autonomous interdependence, agency no longer merely becomes 
synonymous with a child showing independence, autonomy, or simply being 
allowed to provide their views. A child speaking up at a meeting full of adults 
may not necessarily have any effect and might even negatively influence 
future relationships. Empowerment, as theorised through autonomous 
interdependence, can be better conceptualised as a collective struggle over 
time in which the responsibility for meeting needs and ensuring safety 
is shared. This also better acknowledges that child participation relies on 
available resources. It is relational and becomes something to be pursued 
and revisited throughout one’s life rather than being confined to the present 
moment. Effective participation is part of mature care.

The concepts of autonomous interdependence and mature care also have 
particular relevance for kinship care, where wishes for complete family 
autonomy are at odds with the need for state intervention and support. 
Reframing state intervention as an ongoing relationship shifts the focus from 
whether kinship carers should be supported by taxpayers and the seemingly 
intrusive social workers, who the children felt did not fulfil their duties. It 
is no longer a question of whether the state should support these families, 
as all families are supported and support others to some extent, but rather 
to what degree support should continue and how.

More explicitly, regarding permanence, the children described that 
maintaining permanence over their life course mattered more than staying 
with specific carers or in particular places of residence if their safety and needs 
could no longer be prioritised. Such framing recognises multiple families 
and belongings in the children’s family lives, which are in flux by their very 
nature (Rustin, 1994). Emotional permanence and mature care should be 
envisaged as a responsibility across the family network –​ not just as a string of 
substitute care, but as care from all family members, which changes and adapts 
according to needs, ages, development, and circumstances. The children 
will benefit from access to a range of services throughout childhood and 
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beyond, irrespective of their legal status and caring arrangements. Overall, 
the ethics of care must be the ultimate goal, integrated into and supported 
by the ethics of justice –​ not the other way around.

Children used objects, memories, people, siblings, pets, and time as 
tools and transitional objects daily to help bridge the spaces in the care and 
protection/​independence and risk mechanism and to manage their sense 
of permanence. This echoes the implications from the previous chapter. 
It is essential not only to provide space for the talk to children about their 
lives and future but also to ground specific work in the tools and strategies 
they are using. These should be the starting points for any support. There 
must be an acknowledgement of how children mobilise permanence and 
are active in this challenging work.

This type of shared compassionate care and working towards permeance 
depends on working with the family as a whole in a systemic and timely, 
rather than time-​driven, way. Potential carers must be identified as a priority 
so that work on family relationships can start as soon as possible. They must 
be given appropriate time to engage in the challenging and emotional work. 
Furthermore, everybody in the family needs to be consulted, including the 
children. Permanence happens across the family. All must agree on rules and 
responsibilities, which, if necessary, should be monitored or even regulated. 
Feeling a sense of permanence also involves a reciprocal, mature, caring 
arrangement supported by the family’s communities, social work, other 
agencies, and the state. Therefore, any arrangement requires a dialogical 
participatory process. Family group conferences are good examples of 
such approaches. They can obtain solutions from the whole family while 
ensuring that family roles and responsibilities are made clear alongside an 
agreed commitment from social workers (Edwards and Parkinson, 2018).

Conclusion

The children in the study showed remarkable insight into their safety, 
interdependence, and care. They understood the delicate balance between 
being safely cared for and having the freedom to grow and learn from 
their experiences. They recognised their dependency on others and that 
their carers should prioritise their needs. This underscores the importance 
of acknowledging risk, autonomous interdependence, and mature care, 
moving beyond the overuse of traditional psychosocial theories to provide 
a more nuanced framework for support and parenting. By also centring 
the ethics of care within the ethics of rights, we can guide meaningful 
practices that transcend mere stability and legal permanence. The children 
also demonstrated they were not passive recipients of care. Instead, they 
were active architects of their own permanence, striving to make care and 
family work despite the challenges.
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The next chapter further explores the need for broader recognition of the 
children’s voice(s), their family lives, and the state’s function in kinship care. 
Accurate recognition of children’s family dynamics and their role in shaping 
the meaning of family and permanence is crucial for providing appropriate 
support. This recognition can be empowered through compassionate 
understanding and collective responsibility.
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Valuing recognition/​(mis)recognition

Paul:	 If you could choose another motto for your whole family, 
what kind of motto would it be?

Danielle:	 Love. Love yourself, love your world and not only 
your family.

Previous chapters have highlighted the importance of managing 
relationships with others. This chapter builds on this and demonstrates 
the interconnectedness of children’s family life, kinship care, child welfare, 
community, and the state. The chapter emphasises collective responsibility 
and explores the mechanism of recognition/​(mis)recognition. Recognition/​
(mis)recognition is the value of being yourself and being valued for yourself, 
as illustrated in Figure 9.1.

Recognition occurs in relational spaces and involves acknowledging others 
and coming to be acknowledged by others. For the children in the study, 
recognition/​(mis)recognition was often aligned to their status as a child 
and family in kinship care, ensuring social justice and protection of their 
rights. The term (mis)recognition is used here instead of misrecognition to 
re-​emphasise that separate distinctions are not always helpful or appropriate. 
Even recognition can involve elements of (mis)recognition. For instance, 
children in kinship care may not always want to be recognised as such.

This chapter briefly explains recognition theories and then explores the 
three spheres of primary relationships, law and society, and community, 
and their impact on children living in kinship care. The children’s insights 
demonstrated how they wish to be acknowledged as both children and not-​
yet-​adults, the importance of listening to children and making them feel 
valued, and the dynamic ways in which they influence and are influenced by 
society and culture. The chapter demonstrates the implications of children’s 
struggles for recognition for further research as well as policy and practice. 
Understanding these complexities, alongside their interactions with the 
other mechanisms, is vital for researchers, policy makers, and child welfare 
professionals to promote personal wellbeing and social justice.

Recognition theories

Child welfare workers, researchers, and policy makers can benefit from the  
ethics, politics, and values that form the foundation of recognition theories.  
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Theories of recognition were initially developed by Axel Honneth (1996),  
Charles Taylor (1994), and Nancy Fraser (2003). While recognition theories  
are not yet widely used in social work practice or research, influential radical  
social work scholars, including Garett (2010), Web (2010), and Houston  
(2016b), advocate for their value. Mitchell (2022) also applies recognition  
theory to develop theoretical frameworks for supporting children and young  
people involved in child welfare services.

Appropriate recognition allows self-​respect, self-​confidence, and self-​
esteem to flourish. This aligns with social work values and the task of social 
work to instigate change for individuals. Recognition theories can also 
tackle the political responsibility of child welfare work and participation. 
Recognition theories can enable true empowerment by ensuring those we 
work with become engaged with making societal change by being heard and 
enacting their agency to enhance their lives and the social situations of others. 
In this way, theories of recognition help bring together the other themes 
and theories in this book. They assist in conceptualising the ongoing process 
of nurturing participation, permanence, and family, while highlighting the 

Figure 9.1: Recognition/​(mis)recognition –​ one of the three central mechanisms that 
emerged from how the children in the study managed family life and permanence
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importance of interdependence and collaborative caring relationships for 
both the personal and political dimensions of social life.

Spheres of recognition

Honneth (1996) describes three spheres of interaction that require constant 
negotiations, also known as struggles for recognition. These struggles 
are due to the power relationships inherent in any interaction. Ongoing 
struggles for power and recognition are experienced profoundly by 
children, who are often viewed as merely immature, incompetent, and 
vulnerable (Fitzgerald et al, 2009). It is even more applicable for children 
in family relationships where some adults are told they are not good 
enough parents.

Honneth’s recognition theory builds on Hegel’s (2018) ideas of 
interconnectedness and a Kantian focus on values and ethics. It suggests 
that human relationships thrive through connections, reciprocity, and a 
shared understanding of everyone’s collective values (Houston, 2016b). 
Honneth predominantly focuses on the psychological and psychosocial 
aspects of recognition. Honneth’s recognition theory reduces the layers 
of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory of child development into 
three spheres while continuing to highlight the importance of agency, 
empowerment, and social justice. These spheres are:

	• Love: This sphere involves intimate relationships, such as those with family 
and close friends. Recognition in this sphere is crucial for developing 
self-​confidence.

	• Rights: This sphere relates to legal recognition and acknowledging 
individuals as autonomous agents with rights. It is essential for 
self-​respect.

	• Solidarity: This sphere involves social regard and the recognition of 
individuals’ contributions to their communities and society, which is 
vital for self-​esteem.

The first sphere of interaction for recognition
Love, respect, and regard in primary relationships

The first sphere of recognition –​ love, emotional affection, and primary 
relationships of positive regard –​ is primarily rooted within the family and is 
derived from Winnicott’s object relations theory (Bainbridge, 2015). Positive 
interactions within this sphere promote self-​confidence.

Paul:	 What does home mean to you?
Louise:	 A place to be yourself.
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While the desire for children to be themselves seems straightforward, the 
complexities of primary relationships mean that learning about and being 
oneself involves challenges. Recognition and respect within these primary 
relationships can lead to conflict and the disclosure of potentially upsetting 
information, especially for children living in kinship care. However, the 
children noted that, over time, most challenges could be weathered depending 
on the quality and perceived durability of the relationships. Eliza said:

If we do have an argument, we’re kind of over it by the next time 
anyway so it’s, it’s. I know, I know I’m never going to have an argument, 
and then it’s going to carry on for ages, and it’s just going to escalate. 
So, there is sometimes tension in the house, but I feel like that happens 
in every house. But for us, we just kind of move away from it quite 
quickly and know that we still love each other, so it’s not really an issue.

The children discussed the need to trust that conflict and any challenging 
information provided is for their best interests at the right time, in the right 
place, and with people who have caring relationships. Erica said: ‘Like, we 
respect each other and love each other, and just feel safe together, and help 
each other in life.’ This reiterates the emphasis on how, for the children, 
safety, permanence, and relationships are done and negotiated with those 
who mattered around them. For relationships to be meaningful and positive 
they should entail trust, empathy, compassion, and commitment, as outlined 
in the ethics of care.

The influence of gender roles

The influence of cultural expectations illustrates how different spheres can 
interact and, perhaps surprisingly, affect the first sphere of close relations. 
For example, the children involved in the study wanted to discuss the 
significance of clothing, shopping, make-​up, and, as Rainbow mentioned, 
‘looking pretty’. There were gender differences regarding the importance 
of these aspects. For example, some of the girls used make-​up to try to 
resolve their insecurities.

Paul:	 Why do you like make-​up?
Harmony:	 It’s just something because I, erm, don’t have very self-​

confidence in myself, and I suppose it’s like something 
that all girls use, particularly, like, if you want to be with 
a boy. Well, not all girls.

This level of performativity gives some credence to Butler’s (2006) gender 
ideology that sees gender as primarily created through behaviour. It also 
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means that the gendered patriarchal environment in which the children are 
positioned affects how they are viewed, as well as shaping the forming of 
their identity and close personal relationships.

Another example involves the two siblings from a household where 
the carers held stereotypically gender-​defined perceptions about them. 
Jake stated that his family often viewed his behaviour as naughty. In 
contrast, his sister Ellie sensed that her behaviour was generally regarded as 
favourable. Ellie was recognised for her academic achievements, while Jake 
was seen as destructive, boisterous, and, at times, violent and overactive. 
Ellie’s positive reputation persisted despite her occasional bluntness and 
unkindness towards her brother. She said: ‘And so, yesterday, if you did 
not notice, well not yesterday, but the day before that, my brother drawed 
on the bed. That’s a very bad drawing. I think my brother would say it’s 
good for him.’

Gender differences have been highlighted in foster care studies (for 
example, Heslop, 2019). These differences are associated with how children 
relate to carers and others, as well as the stereotypical roles they often adopt. 
Gender inequities also extend into the parental roles of caring for children. 
Only one of the families in the study had a male primary carer, reflecting 
the demographics in the UK, where most kinship carers are women (Delap 
and Mann, 2019).

The presence of gender and care politics highlights that children are 
reflections not only of their immediate environment but also of their cultural, 
political, and sociological ones, such as a patriarchal society. Cultural norms 
are then often reflected in legal processes and orders. For example, women 
are more likely to be perceived as the primary carers for special guardianship 
orders even if both male and female carers apply (Harwin, Simmonds et al, 
2019). Girls are also more likely to be in kinship care arrangements than boys 
(Schoenwold et al, 2022). Any understanding of children’s family lives and 
a sense of permanence and kinship care must have a critical understanding 
of the impact of gender on the personal, societal, community, and legal 
spheres of recognition.

The influence of consumer capitalism

The children showed how they reflected not only the patriarchy embedded 
in society but also consumer capitalism, an economic and social system 
where consumer demand is deliberately influenced and manipulated on a 
large scale through mass-​marketing techniques, primarily to benefit sellers 
(Martens, 2018).

Many children in the study described the cost of certain items and whether 
these were the current trend. These appeared to reflect their self-​worth. 
Sydney said: ‘That’s one of my Smiggle pencils. They are scented, and 
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they’re really nice, and I’ve got lots of them. Some of my friends are quite 
jealous, actually.’

Shopping as an activity also helped the children sustain social bonds with 
their family members, friends, and the community. Kimberley said:

And this is, erm, a picture of TK Maxx, and this is one of the managers 
there and, erm, he’s nice, and he just chats to us sometimes about, 
erm, things that are fun … and you can just wander around the shop, 
and I feel safe there because sometimes Grandma let’s Erika and I just 
go there. Not together but, but to wander around the shop together 
without Grandma a bit. So, I think Grandma knows that will be safe 
inside the shop.

Shopping and using space outside the family home allowed the children to feel 
a level of independence and connection with society and their communities 
while also being monitored to some extent by their carers and other trusted 
adults. Through shopping, the children were receiving acknowledgement 
in all spheres of recognition. Shopping allowed the children to buy gifts for 
others, to return the care they had received. Consumerism led the children 
to value presents, objects, and experiences as indicators of care, love, and 
connection. It also allowed them to participate in the consumerist world 
(Compeau et al, 2016). Buying valuable objects and experiences helped the 
children feel a sense of affiliation, investment, permanence, and reciprocal 
mature care across the family.

The second sphere of interaction for recognition
Laws and the judiciary

The second sphere concerns rights, which can be upheld through legal 
rights and moral respect between actors. Honneth (1996) proposes that 
protecting rights results in self-​esteem. Recognition of rights also means 
that the children, in return, respect the rules and laws of society. Law, 
institutions, and society should recognise the rights of children as dutiful, 
interdependently autonomous legal subjects. Zac said: ‘It’s good to have 
laws because if we don’t, everyone would be dead. If murder was not law, 
there’d be a lot more deaths and stabbings and things like that. Everything 
would be a lot more worse.’

Regarding their own care, most children recognised the value of the 
courts. Despite their ambivalent relationships with their birth parents, they 
understood and often reluctantly agreed with court decisions. Ellie said:

I wish I could live with my mummy because [pause] I don’t [pause]. 
Well, she does go to court because my mummy, when she just had 
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Jake, she was very ill, and we went [pause]. So, they went to court, 
and then the court people decided it was better here with Grandma. 
And I think that was the right thing.

However, some children, like Kimberley and Erika, agreed with some 
but not all court decisions, mainly because they felt their views were not 
considered. Kimberley said:

Erm, like if we were taken away and had to go to foster care and like 
we got separated, I would, I would have been like devastated and really 
sad. So, we agree with that. And [not] contact. Well, we feel safe there 
because there’s contact supervisors. But also, when we go on visits, 
we don’t really like having visits with them. I’d rather never see [our 
mum and dad] ever again. But the courts decided. I’d like to, we’d like 
to be able to be listened to by [the courts] more.

Feeling heard

The children were emphatic that being heard was the primary way to 
ensure they were recognised for who they were and their rights were 
upheld. However, they also realised that as children, they were less likely 
to be listened to. This lack of attentive listening to children by adults often 
bemused and frustrated them.

Paul:	 But people may say that adults have more experience and 
are more clever, and so that’s why you should listen to 
adults more.

Zac:	 Yeah, well, maybe they are, but children should still have a 
chance as well, as we’re not just dumb brats. And if adults have 
more experience, then why are most adults stabbing each other 
and causing all this war? And kids aren’t doing anything.

All the children highlighted the need to be heard by adults but also 
understood that perspective limits everybody. As our discussions progressed, 
it became apparent that the children valued a dialogical approach involving 
negotiations in intergenerational spaces. Often, this process was more 
important to them than finding solutions. Kimberley said:

I would say that we do know things, but sometimes we don’t really 
understand, like, things that are happening in life. Like with our mum 
and dad, we don’t know everything. But things that we do know and 
that we have experienced, like, we had gone and seen them, they 
should listen to us. But they should listen to them as well. I think they 
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should listen to both of the sides of what they have to say because 
I don’t think that all of the time that adults are listening to children, 
and I think they don’t listen about their feelings, how they’re acting, 
and not all of the time adults are listening to them. Like you listen to 
me, Grandma listens to me. But like the social workers, they don’t 
really listen to us.

As highlighted in Chapter 3, participation literature often expresses concerns 
that participation may become tokenistic and exploitative, especially when 
seen as an isolated, individual task rather than an ongoing dialogical political 
activity. The children reiterated this concern. Purple said:

Adults should also listen to children. Because adults can sometimes 
ignore the children even if they’ve listened to them. Because we’ve 
listened to them, and so it’s rude that they don’t listen to us and ignore 
what we’ve said. It just makes us feel bad, like nothing, like not worth 
it. Like nothing.

Purple demonstrated that a lack of respect for their views impacts their self-​
respect (Honneth, 1996). She reiterated Kimberley’s insights that indicated 
participation must be a collaborative dialogical process.

Returning to theory, embracing collaborative dialogical participation 
alongside recognition theory can help incorporate Fraser’s (2003) 
contributions to theories of recognition. She shifts away from Honneth’s 
(1996) more identity-​focused model, arguing that his approach relies too 
much on ‘psychologisation’. Fraser proposes that social justice also requires 
recognising cultural differences and economic redistribution. It takes a 
broader approach and takes individual responsibility away from just the 
families or professionals. It is not enough for families and children to be 
given a tokenistic opportunity to participate; they must feel well-​placed and 
able to do it and be provided with appropriate spaces. It is not enough to 
listen; the children want to be heard. The ethics of rights must be addressed 
alongside the ethics of care. Children must be heard with compassion and 
respect from all spheres, including society and the state.

However, Garrett (2010) argues that many recognition theories, including 
Fraser’s, often overlook or underplay the role of the state and the multifaceted 
nature of oppression. Therefore, adopting a theoretical framework that 
critically examines and challenges state power structures is crucial. This 
critical awareness is particularly relevant for kinship care, which straddles 
the line between private family concerns and state responsibilities. This 
is why critical realism served as a valuable under-​labourer for the child 
participation research with children in kinship care. It is a critical theory. 
Critical realism produces a deeper understanding of the historical, political, 
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and social contexts surrounding childhood, permanence, kinship care, child 
welfare, and how they interact.

The difference between children and adults

How society values children’s views depend on societal perspectives regarding 
whether children should be considered capable beings in their own right or not-​
yet-​fully-​formed adults who are incompetent and vulnerable. Society frequently 
perceives children as not quite fully developed, or even lacking moral awareness, 
and this was reflected in the children’s view of parenting responsibilities. Sydney 
said: ‘[Nan and Grandad] want me to grow up to be a good person.’

The previous chapter on permanence and care also emphasises the 
importance of nurturing children’s aspirations and growth through parental 
guidance. It highlights that children value guidance and self-​development. 
Nonetheless, there remains ambiguity about whether ‘becoming’ and ‘being’ 
are distinct concepts or if these objectives are exclusive to childhood rather 
than applicable throughout the life course. For instance, it was noted that 
children often expressed a need to pursue education to secure a good life in 
their adult years. They articulated that part of parenting involves considering 
children’s future prospects. Zack said: ‘Because Grandma cares for me, and 
she wants me to grow up and have a good life. So, a good education is quite 
important. So, she kind of thinks in the future. Not just in the present, not 
the past, but in the future.’

Nevertheless, within five minutes of our discussion, Zack demonstrated 
that being in the moment was also essential and that learning and socialising 
for future gains are not everything.

Paul:	 Why did you take a picture of your bike?
Zack:	 Because I got it when my birthday was in September. So, 

last time you saw me, I was ten. So, I took it because I think 
it’s important, I think it’s important to me because, I erm, 
think it’s important to know how to ride a bike and it’s like 
my idea of fun, and like you have to have at least a little bit 
of fun when you’re a child.

It was intriguing that Zack and the other children frequently connected riding 
a bike with childhood. However, in further discussion, they would struggle 
to differentiate what it meant to be a child or an adult, sometimes navigating 
between the two within just a few sentences. Jordan said: ‘Because adults are 
children, but just with another number and a bit older, so they’re different. 
But they’re still children, and children are just younger versions of adults.’

Overall, the children spoke about this need to both be and become. 
The developmental, the social, and the positioning by others were also 
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interwoven. Being and becoming were not separate for the children; both 
were important and intertwined (Uprichard, 2008). Louise said:

There isn’t much difference between children and adults. In a way, 
we’re all children, but just some are more independent and smarter. 
Sometimes adults are more smarter than kids about some things, but 
kids can outsmart them. Like it’s just an age, it doesn’t mean anything. 
You can have more experience, but some choose not to learn, and 
then some do. And then some chose to keep those experiences to 
themselves. And then some will choose to use it to teach others how 
to carry on with life and be themselves.

The children often navigated the in-​between spaces of childhood and 
adulthood through philosophical thinking about the world. They would 
contemplate what is real, what are the impacts of experience, and how we 
learn. This imitates critical realist thought. The children often steered away 
from labelling others based solely on their descriptive attributes, such as age. 
However, at other times, they would determine that specific characteristics, 
such as age, mean certain groups need specific roles and protections.

The recognition of kinship care by governments, law, and society

Navigating through what is (ontology) and how we know (epistemology) 
also applied to their thoughts on how society recognised/​(mis)recognised 
kinship care. Most acknowledged that kinship care is a specific scenario that 
requires specific recognition, knowledge, and support. Eliza said:

It still annoys me really today because nobody really understands or 
seems to want to understand. Like we never see on the news about 
like anything to do with kinship care or anything. And then so much 
goes wrong with it. Like the money in the benefits is just like one 
of the biggest things. I just think, like, it’s so unfair to see someone 
like adopted or fostering. They get so much more support with like 
money, also, with like social services in my opinion. And you can’t 
expect then these kids to have the same opportunities. It is left down 
to the child themselves, which is why I think some people are like, 
‘Wow, how do you deal with it?’ Like, because we don’t like have 
anybody else to like help us deal with it, or like any funds to help us 
get away to deal with it.

The children also suggested that support should not just be shaped according 
to a homogenised view of kinship care, but should be centred on specific 
circumstances. Harmony said:
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Yeah, like it doesn’t need to be like labels. Like, there is no authority. It 
just needs to be, I think, it needs to be a facility that is available to people 
if and when they need it, rather than something that’s been put in place 
by someone else, which is just like … it doesn’t even need to be formal or 
anything like that. It just needs to be there, I think, for however you need it.

All the children were clear that kinship care needs better support. They 
also emphasised that this support should focus on specific needs. This is not 
exactly a radical approach. However, as discussed in Chapter 2, arguments 
are often swayed by political discourse, tussles around responsibility, labelling, 
and risk avoidance, which can overlook the fundamental value of kinship 
care support. Beter support could mean that each child receives the support 
and protection they need, tailored to their specific requirements, rather than 
to the labels they acquire.

The political child

The children were passionate about having their opinions heard on broader 
political issues. They frequently voiced their concerns about topics like the 
climate emergency. Rainbow, who was six, shared her thoughts on Brexit 
with me. Zack talked about homelessness, and Danielle also contributed 
her perspective on structural racism:

Because homeless people don’t really get family. They just live on the 
streets, and when I’m older, I want the homeless to come off the streets 
and get in houses theirselves. And then people help them, which is 
what I will do. And then if it’s Black people, Black people don’t really, 
erm, get paid as much, and they just live on the streets with no money, 
and they could die.

Megan wanted to clarify that adults seemingly have more choices in life. Yet, 
she felt children should also be given choices about major political decisions 
more likely to affect their lives. She said:

I think the children and adults, they both get like their choice, 
obviously, because it’s a free country and you are allowed to do what 
you want to do, but I think adults are given more of a choice. Like 
with the whole Brexit thing. All adults were given a choice, whereas 
I think maybe the children should have been able to choose because 
it’s our lives more than it’s going to affect them and some other people.

This supports research on children as political actors and the diverse ways they 
engage with politics in their daily lives. It emphasises that even at a young 
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age, children demonstrate political knowledge and a desire to participate 
in creating a fairer society (van Deth et al, 2011; Moran-​Ellis et al, 2014).

The third sphere of interaction for recognition
School and extra-​curricular learning

The third sphere of recognition proposes the need for solidarity to 
provide self-​esteem, resilience, and a sense of permanence through 
acknowledging children’s contributions to their communities. This echoes 
the findings in the last two chapters that a child’s sense of family, safety, and 
permanence is not just confined to family relationships but also requires 
community involvement.

As Zack suggested, school was vital for all the children in terms of learning 
for the future to get a ‘good life’. When I met with the children, all were 
keen to show their learning and display their achievements through framed 
certificates, medals and pictures. Kimberley said:

Erm, I love playing my flute because I love music, and it makes me 
happy. And last year, erm, we went to this church by our school, and 
I played in front of like the whole school, and I like really enjoyed 
myself and everyone said I was actually quite good.

This reinforces the idea that humans are comparative beings (Sayer, 2011) –​ 
we must assess our progress through recognition and comparison with others. 
Therefore, the children were keen to display their achievements also as a 
comparison to raise their self-​esteem.

Frenemies

Reiterating most literature and research, being at school and in clubs 
undoubtedly serves a sociocultural function, helping children’s development 
and allowing them to be valued by others (Jessiman et al, 2022).

Megan:	 Yeah, I like, like being at school and just being away from 
[laughs] the others. Because sometimes I think that we spend 
too much time around each other. I get to see my friends 
and [pause].

Paul:	 Do you have a group of close friends and stuff? What makes 
a good friend?

Megan:	 I prefer to just keep it like close and not like have loads of 
different friends because I think it’s quite hard to like be 
there for every single one of those people. Because, like 
everyone’s going to have issues, like whether it’s home or 
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friend issues, or anything. So, you don’t really want to like 
feel like you’re letting like people down.

Navigating social relationships can be challenging, particularly when the 
children feel they have what could be perceived as unusual and not-​as-​good 
family circumstances.

Paul:	 Do others at school know about you not living with your 
birth mum and dad?

Rainbow:	 They do. They just make fun of me for it.
Paul:	 Oh, do they? What, your friends?
Rainbow:	 No, my enemies. She’s called [redacted]. She is very 

unpleasant. She treats me like muck off a shoe, trying to 
wipe me out.

Winnicott’s (1960) psychoanalytical theory on the true and false self can be 
applied here. The children’s experience of feeling alive and spontaneous, 
their true selves, was eroded by others who made them feel dead inside, 
like a shadow of who they should be, their false selves. To guard themselves 
against the intrusion of others’ views, the children tended to restrict sharing 
details of their past and their kinship care living situation to a few close 
friends and those who needed to know. Lucy said:

I tell some people. Like, I feel like I have to ask whether the people 
think, like what they think about it, kind of thing before I tell them. 
Like when you meet and you kind of like judge their reactions a bit. 
It’s just, I don’t, like, want people to ask me stupid questions about it, 
and I can just, like, kind of judge if they will.

This partitioning was a way of protecting their feelings from others 
stigmatising them (Smart, 2011). It was also a way of compartmentalising 
their lives and protecting their identity (Farmer et al, 2013).

Being different or normal

The children acknowledged that norms exist and can determine how people 
are perceived. Yet, for them, normality included an ideal. The perspective that 
normal is good and not normal is deviant was so compelling that they believed 
being cared for in a traditional family set-​up could address many of their 
concerns. They assumed that others who were not in similar situations would 
not have the same difficulties in their lives. The children imagined that other 
children would not have challenges concerning their primary attachments, 
loss, stigmatisation, or permanence. A sense of normality was synonymous 

 

 



Listening to Children about Kinship Care, Child Welfare, and Permanence

186

with not being different and life going well (Madigan et al, 2013). Danielle 
said: ‘Some people pick their children up, and I just look at them, and I just 
have to walk with my sister and my grandad. And when I see other people 
with their mum and dad, they have a big laugh, and it makes me feel upset.’

The children’s attempts to have their lives recognised as normal were further 
highlighted by all of them using the word ‘like’ when describing their family 
relationships. Zack said: ‘Because she’s looked after me for five years now, 
and she’s technically like my mum and I, erm, and yes, so … like, she’s like 
a mother. Like she treats me like her son. She, she cares for me like a son.’

Research suggests that a sense of normality is one of the benefits of 
kinship care and remaining within the family (Burgess et al, 2010). However, 
children’s idealised views of normal family life are problematic. Protection 
from loss is impossible in anyone’s life, and concerns about relationships are 
inevitable. Additionally, stigmatisation can occur for various reasons. While 
promoting kinship care for its potential to increase a sense of normality may 
seem prudent, it can unintentionally highlight and perpetuate differences and 
stigma. This can make children living in kinship care or other arrangements 
where they are not living with birth parents feel their lives are lacking.

These problems with navigating recognition/​(mis)recognition of kinship 
care and family cause cognitive dissonance for children living in kinship care. 
One of the most emotive, possibly intrusive, questions asked in the study 
was whether the children viewed themselves as different. Harmony said:

I don’t think [pause] I don’t like being called different. I don’t like, 
I don’t like being called different because I know I’m different and 
stuff, but I like different to be a nice …. Yeah, I know I’m like different 
because this doesn’t happen every [pause]. This, like, doesn’t happen. 
Well, it might. It might happen to other people. But I don’t know. 
It doesn’t happen to many people. Yeah, like, I’m not trying to be 
dramatically different. Like I’m not dramatically different.

And Zack’s very forthright response was:

I don’t mind living with my grandma because the only thing that’s 
really different is that I live with my grandma. I do what ordinary 
ten-​year olds do, like play sports. I go to school. So, I’m technically 
a normal ten-​year-​old. But some people might not think that, but 
that’s my opinion. So.

Groups exclusively for children living in kinship care

Another relevant example of the tension between being perceived as normal 
or different emerged when the children discussed the value of kinship carer 
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groups. Most children felt these groups primarily benefited their carers. A few 
acknowledged that they also found value in them. For some, the groups were 
appreciated because they provided an environment where the children were 
not treated differently and were listened to without prejudice. Eliza said:

Yeah, like it’s nice that we’re all there in the same, like, position. Like, 
nobody’s better than, well, not better than anyone else, but nobody’s, 
like, different from anyone else … I don’t need to announce it there 
or speak about it there because everyone just kind of knows anyway. 
And it’s nice just because it’s like, well, other kids are doing it so … 
and you, if you want to talk to them about it, you feel better when 
you’re speaking to them about, erm, all of it, all of the things and, 
erm, the advice helps a lot.

In contrast, some of the children felt that although there were benefits, they 
did not necessarily want to see themselves as part of a group specifically for 
children living in kinship care. Kimberley said:

Erm, it’s fun to, like, erm, talk to other children as well and, erm well, 
like, the carers. They, erm, help, and we see their children as well. So, 
erm, I don’t know. I don’t always want to go because, erm, sometimes 
I don’t want to be with them. I just want to forget sometimes.

Feeling listened to by schools and other child welfare professionals

The children desired to feel respected by those within their communities. 
In line with Honneth’s (1996) third sphere of recognition, this helped their 
self-​esteem. Recognition by communities was particularly necessary because 
it was also often helpful to have somewhere outside the family home where 
they felt listened to. Rainbow said:

The hub is just like where you can just like calm yourself down, and 
this is basically private, where you can just go and [blows out through 
mouth] just calm down … because sometimes, when I’m panicking, 
I can always go there. Mrs. J., yeah, she helps me do a lot of things 
and we always have like a little session. We talk about our feelings.

Rainbow proposed that there is merit in those outside the family constellation 
who can listen. This is because others are less likely to act unless necessary. 
However, the children’s feelings could still be acknowledged and recognised. 
The children were also not as anxious about hurting the feelings of those 
they were talking to. Repercussions and conflict were less likely (Geldard 
et al, 2017). The children understood the need for consultation, generational 
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perspectives, mutual responsibility, and dialogue (Abebe, 2019). They wished 
for a dialogical approach with some in their communities where they could 
express their inner voice(s) and ambivalence without repercussions.

This dialogical approach was vital for the children, especially if they had 
social work intervention in their family life. Particularly for some issues, like 
contact, the children were clear that they could also offer valuable solutions, 
and their views had not only intrinsic value (out of concern for wellbeing) 
but instrumental value (in terms of service outcome). Erica said:

Once a social worker came. He said, ‘Have you ever thought about, 
like, other ways of seeing your mum and dad or anything, or having 
visits or contacts?’ And we said, ‘What about writing a letter or like 
writing an email or something?’ And then he was like, ‘Oh my gosh, 
I’d never thought of that before. Like, that’s a really good idea.’

Cultural affiliations and religion

Lucy was eager to share her Traveller heritage with me. Kimberley and Erika 
emphasised the significance of understanding their cultural background in 
Singapore. They also expressed a desire to learn how to cook traditional 
dishes. Additionally, they recognised that cultural and ethnic differences, 
including skin colour, can influence their lives and feelings. Kimberley 
said: ‘Erm, the last contact with our mum was, was saying, like ‘Oh, you’re 
really dark’ and ‘I like Black people’. And it was a bit strange because we 
didn’t feel like right.’

Religion, spirituality, and places of worship played a crucial role in 
shaping many of the children’s identities. This aspect is often overlooked 
in kinship care literature. However, these elements provided significant 
support to many children, aiding them and their families in socialising, 
finding support, and guiding their inner conversations and thoughts about 
the world. Danielle said:

Church matters because we get [pause] because me and [Purple] go 
out with these adults, and then we learn about more stuff. And we 
also do fun activities. Because God, because God’s real, and also God 
could be in your heart. And if you feel sad, you can just pray. But if 
you’re at school, some people might laugh at you if you go to church.

The cases of Kimberley, Erika, and Danielle illustrate that engaging with 
family culture, ethnicity, and religion is crucial for addressing everyday 
concerns and forming a sense of identity and belonging (Owusu-​Bempah, 
2010). They also highlight that (mis)recognition can lead to unhappiness. 
Therefore, social work tasks, including permanence planning, must recognise 
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the individual identities important to the child and how society and others 
perceive them. This is especially relevant given the disparities minoritised 
children face in kinship care in the UK (Schoenwold et al, 2022).

Slime and the interaction of all the spheres of recognition

Slime is an excellent example of how Honneth’s (1996) three spheres of 
recognition regarding primary relationships, society and law, and community 
interact. The study was undertaken between 2017 and 2020, when slime was 
a social and cultural phenomenon. In the sessions, the children often spoke 
about slime parties, slime poking videos, slime stations, and the process of 
making slime. Nevertheless, towards the end of the fieldwork, its importance 
had diminished for the children. Harmony said:

And then this is a slime area where because I used to, like when I was 
in year six or seven, I used to love making slime. We plan things, and 
I had slime parties. And I used to sell it to people as well, which was 
like me having my own business.

It took some time for me to understand children’s obsession with slime. 
There is minimal research on it. Most research frames it around autonomous 
sensory meridian responses acquired from touching it or watching others 
touch it (Harper, 2020). Some describe it as a ‘tactile manipulative’ aligned 
with science education (Levingston et al, 2019).

After reflection and many slime conversations with the children, we realised 
that slime was not just a developmental tool, a social interaction, or a way 
to receive pleasant physiological responses. As adults, we were not meant 
to understand it. This was one of its primary purposes. Slime helped the 
children hold onto their child status while having fun, exploring, socialising, 
and even making money within their communities. It was challenging for 
me to understand slime because the children were actively ensuring that 
I did not fully understand. They were developing their own popular culture 
and excluding adults from being members of their communities (Horton, 
2010). Sydney said:

Some people might ask why do you have slime, and it’s none of your 
business. You have alcohol, why can’t we … we don’t understand you. 
We don’t understand about alcohol. Grown-​ups do, but they don’t 
understand about slime. So, we don’t need to bother about them. They 
don’t need to bother about us. We just have it.

The children were active in defining the spheres of recognition rather than 
passively being positioned within them.
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The implications of recognition/​(mis)recognition on child 
welfare research, policy, and practice

This section highlights the implications of recognition/​(mis) recognition 
mechanism, but it also draws together the other two mechanisms –​ 
connection/​separation and care and protection/​independence and risk –​ to 
recommend research, policy, and practice directions.

Recognition that kinship care relies on communities

The predominant focus of kinship care research and literature has been on 
the responsibilities of individual carers, birth parents, and social workers in 
promoting a child’s welfare and sense of permanence (Brown et al, 2019). 
However, children’s insights emphasised the community’s role in providing 
wellbeing, belonging, and continuity, supporting Honneth’s (1996) call 
for community recognition. The children also gained achievement, self-​
confidence, and self-​esteem through activities outside the family, such as 
school, hobbies, and clubs. These activities offered time away from family 
tensions, allowing them to navigate their complex circumstances and form 
meaningful connections. This time fostered shared narratives, routines, and 
a sense of agency, contributing to their sense of permanence. Recognising 
the community’s influence on family life and permanence broadened the 
concept of family to include friends, teachers, and activity leaders.

Events and groups exclusively for children in kinship care offered a space 
where they could feel normal and not focus on feeling different. These 
events helped them to be seen as children in diverse family set-​ups rather 
than just kinship care. However, the tension of being seen as normal because 
they were different often caused a struggle for recognition, with the children 
navigating the tension of being both unique and ordinary. This cognitive 
dissonance could be exhausting, leading some children to avoid these groups. 
For others, these events provided a chance to discuss concerns and understand 
that their feelings were due to their circumstances, not personal flaws. More 
research is needed, but the children in the study suggested attendance should 
be a choice, not mandatory. Such events and groups should also not replace 
other essential recognition by the law and the state through financial and 
practical assistance. All spheres must be attended to.

Children stressed the importance of talking to people outside their 
immediate family and care professionals. They valued social workers who 
listened and acted on their views but also cherished those who listened 
without taking action. Close friends and pastoral teachers provided non-​
judgmental support and reliability. This underscores the need for accessible 
talking therapies, independent visitors, and ensuring children have trusted, 
empathetic friends beyond their family and professional networks.
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Recognition that kinship care relies on upholding rights and social equity

The children’s views reiterate the importance of Honneth’s (1996) second 
sphere of recognition, which involves upholding children’s rights through 
legal and moral respect, especially in kinship care. Despite being the most 
common form of care when children cannot stay with their birth parents, 
kinship care is often underfunded and overlooked, receiving minimal 
training, resources, and support (Kiraly, 2015). Consequently, kinship care 
can be easily overlooked and exploited as merely a private family arrangement 
to save costs (McCartan et al, 2018).

The children desired recognition of their specific relationships with their 
family and community, their approach to permanence, and their legal and 
symbolic rights. However, as proposed by Fraser (2003), none of these can 
be achieved without adequate resources. Financial support for essential 
activities, even simple ones like shopping for cultural trends, is crucial and 
cannot be an afterthought or considered a luxury. The children stressed the 
importance of money, noting that the lack of funds often caused concern for 
their carers, impacting the first sphere of recognition. Harmony said:  ‘Like, 
my nan worries about money and doesn’t have enough money to do anything.’

Lack of funds and resources can make children in kinship care feel like 
a burden. They seek reciprocal, mature care from the state and those who 
matter in their lives. Societal marginalisation, especially due to racialisation, 
significantly impacts their wellbeing. Many children in kinship care come 
from ethnic and racially minoritised families, facing additional challenges due 
to a lack of bespoke resources like financial assistance, educational support, 
and mental health services.

These disparities highlight the need for inclusive policies and support 
systems to ensure all children in kinship care receive the necessary resources 
and opportunities. Recognising both their specific situations and the broader 
effects of social policy, marginalisation, and inequalities is crucial. Policy 
makers, practitioners, and researchers must listen to lived experiences and 
correlate them with macro data for meaningful resource distribution (Fraser, 
2003). To avoid essentialist determinism, macro data should be combined 
with individual cases and localised data. For example, kinship care policy 
and practice documents and reviews must consider the impact of austerity 
policies to provide appropriate support (McCartan et al, 2018). A mixed 
methods approach is essential, yet many local authorities have not used local 
data on demographic characteristics and needs to inform their family and 
friends policies (Mercer et al, 2015).

Finch’s (2007) concept of family ‘display’ is another helpful theory for 
advocating practical and financial support for kinship carers. Children in the 
study emphasised that they deserved the same opportunities to demonstrate 
how their family members ‘do’ family, just like families not in kinship care 
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arrangements. If they were not able to display their family life as acceptable 
family life, this could lead to vilification by others. This need to ‘display’ 
family is universal (Dermott and Seymour, 2011). This displaying of ‘practical 
kinship’ (Bourdieu, 1977) includes family holidays, day trips, school trips, 
homework help, household chores, buying presents, using social media, and 
family mealtimes. Families need time, resources, and capabilities to engage 
in them. Again, they should not be perceived as luxuries.

Children also highlighted the need for time and space to manage 
separation/​connection, which should be supported by their community, 
professionals, and the state. Opportunities depend on having enough time 
with others, financial means, and safe real and virtual spaces.

Recognition of how children view their family arrangement

Recognition is a vital human need (Taylor, 1994), especially for children 
in kinship care, who are living in set-​ups which others often perceive as 
unusual or somehow worse than being brought up by birth parents. These 
children seek recognition and support tailored to their unique circumstances. 
They want their family lives to be seen as normal, though not necessarily 
typical, and they emphasise celebrating diversity rather than differences 
within family structures. Kinship care should be viewed as child-​rearing 
by relatives, not just a state-​dependent service like fostering or adoption 
(Skoglund and Thørnblad, 2017).

However, from a critical realist, both/​and, non-​monological perspective, 
kinship care cannot just be viewed in one way. It also exists independently 
of our perceptions and is interconnected with familialism, social services, 
welfare, and judicial systems. Reality should not be conflated with our 
knowledge of reality (Bhaskar, 2008b). Safety and the right to be protected 
from harm and suffering were essential to these children who experienced 
fractured family relationships and often have experienced abuse and neglect. 
They were also aware of the impact of isolation, poverty, and lack of 
appropriate resources. The children spoke about the risks inherent in their 
kinship care arrangements. Therefore, the in-​between relational spaces 
should be acknowledged and navigated. Kinship care can be a favourable 
permanence option for children, but they felt it was also inherently risky, 
which required appropriate support, scrutiny, and, possibly, monitoring. 
Kinship care is a family practice that at times requires being part of child 
welfare and social work services.

Viewing kinship care in this both/​and way and as something unique that 
reflects the children’s experiences requires a cultural shift. It means not 
adopting assessment and legal procedures from fostering or adoption, or 
comparing allowances between foster carers and kinship carers. It means 
not pushing the narrative that kinship care is an alternative placement with 
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better outcomes and lower risk, and that it will save local authorities time and 
money. First, there is not enough robust evidence to support this. Second, 
such (mis)recognition perpetuates endless binary debates and relativism.

Kinship care should not be seen as a solution to keep children out of state 
care, but as a unique family set-​up needing specific support. It would be 
better for policy makers to perceive kinship care as delivering family support 
rather than an alternative child placement service. Considering kinship care 
as a heterogenous family set-​up in its own right also questions how the 
experiences and knowledge in Fostering or Adoption Panels can relate to 
the specifics of kinship care arrangements. It also asks why most support 
in the UK comes from the Adoption and Special Guardian Support Fund 
rather than a kinship care support fund, and why most resources depend 
on a child’s legal care status.

For research, navigating the middle ground between kinship care as a 
private family matter and a service requires moving away from including 
kinship care in broader studies of looked-​after children, for two main reasons:

	• Perpetuating the effectiveness debate: The debate on whether kinship care 
is better or worse than other placements often focuses on ‘what works’ 
outcomes and economic costs, overlooking the complex relational spaces 
in kinship care. This could lead to exploiting kinship care as a low-​cost 
solution with minimal support.

	• Representation issue: In the UK, formal kinship care represents only 
5 per cent of all kinship care arrangements (Selwyn and Nandy, 2014), 
leaving 95 per cent unrepresented in studies of looked-​after children. 
This creates a significant data gap, as children in kinship care have 
different demographics and relationships. Comparative studies can 
obscure the unique needs of these families and overlook subgroups with 
similar characteristics.

In child welfare practice, avoiding terms like ‘placement’, ‘contact’, ‘life 
story work’, or ‘out-​of-​home care’ can shift the discourse, encouraging 
empathy and reducing bureaucracy. Using clinical and less emotionally 
charged language might simplify the process for professionals to maintain a 
professional distance from these highly emotional, ambivalent, and complex 
situations. Nevertheless, practitioners should use language that reflects how 
children describe their lives, demonstrating recognition and sensitivity.

Recognition of the merits of child participation

Recognising the multiple meanings of family forms, kinship care, 
permanence, and home requires professionals to spend time understanding 
children’s perspectives. Child welfare practitioners must learn what family 
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and home mean to these children, how their family is negotiated and lived, 
and what matters to them.

There are many effective tools for practitioners to communicate with 
children (Lefevre, 2018) –​ for example, using Kitbag, photo-​voice, walking 
tours, role-​play, drawing, and simply listening. In the initial study, with just 
three sessions each, children provided rich insights into their lives, discussing 
their ambivalence, inner conversations, and how they make do and get by. 
Many of the children told me that they had not had the opportunities to 
talk through their feelings, but instead, they had been shut down and told 
to forget about the past. This is not about the necessity for many children to 
have clinical therapeutic intervention, which is unlikely to be resourced for 
all children who need it. Instead, it is about providing space in the everyday 
for dialogical conversations.

The children preferred relationship-​based professional interactions 
(Ruch et al, 2010), suggesting that in line with the ethics of care, they 
should be undertaken with sensitivity, empathy, compassion, competence, 
responsiveness, and trust. Nevertheless, the children also wanted to be safe 
and often became frustrated when things were not done. Erika said: ‘Things 
can take too long … [social workers] don’t listen to us. They don’t always 
do what they say.’

Regulation, administration, boundaries, and paperwork are necessary. 
Children’s right to safety and wellbeing in their family lives must be 
recognised and attended to, but not at the expense of positive relationships. 
These measures should support relationships, which must come first (Munro, 
2011). Once again, the ethics of rights must not supersede the ethics of care.

The participation and inclusion of children are also not the responsibility of 
individual child welfare workers. Sociological understandings of recognition 
(for example, Fraser, 2003) suggest resources must support professionals in 
child welfare. For example, managers should ensure that social workers’ 
compassionate time must include, but take priority over, ‘paperwork time’ 
(Yuill and Mueller-​Hirth, 2019). Resources need to also be available for 
the families and the children. Discussing wishes and feelings can harm 
relationships, especially for children such as Erika and Kimberley, who did 
not want face-​to-​face meetings with their birth parents. The whole family, 
not just the carers and the children, will often require assistance.

A key concern for children’s participation is the responsibility of 
professionals and carers to protect children from upsetting information. 
This protectionism, seen in kinship care and child welfare work, echoes the 
view of children as vulnerable, which is disputed by the new sociology of 
childhood ideology. Children in this study persistently thought about matters 
affecting their lives, contemplating their identity, influence, and position. 
They contemplated who they are in relation to those around them, how 
much influence they have, and why they are in the position they are in. 
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These ‘internal conversations’ do not diminish without discussion (Archer, 
2012). If insufficient information is provided, children often fill in their life 
stories with piecemeal memories, half-​truths, or untruths. Like many of 
us do, they imagine the worst-​case scenarios (Staines and Selwyn, 2020).

Professionals and family members must be mindful of the individual 
child’s circumstances. There must be a trauma-​informed approach (Hickle, 
2020). Again, the ethics of rights, including the right to participate and be 
informed, must not take precedence over the ethics of care. Discussions 
must be done in a timely, not time-​driven, and sensitive way by a 
knowledgeable and competent person. It should be done with a personal 
or professional person who the children trust and who understands and 
recognises the child’s particular situation. Furthermore, this relational, 
dialogical way of ‘doing’ participation, of being given agency rather than 
autonomy, must not be considered a one-​off process, but regarded from a 
life course perspective.

The children wished not only to be consulted but also to help collaborate 
on all discussions that involved their lives. This is their right according 
to legislation, but also children should be seen as valuable resources for 
social workers. They can provide feasible solutions because they have been 
thinking about their needs throughout their lives and have many everyday 
experiences of how their families function. Their views should, therefore, 
be prominent in risk assessments, child permanence reports, and viability 
assessments. They should be at the beginning of reports and conversations 
about a child’s wellbeing, not in a small box at the end.

Conclusion

Analysis of the children’s views demonstrates that maintaining their lives 
and a sense of permanence involves their ongoing complex, challenging, 
changing, and ambivalent thoughts and processes. The children wish 
for better recognition of this by their families, carers, communities, and 
social work practitioners. Recognising that children and their families are 
navigating the relational spaces inherent in their family lives should also 
extend to legislation and policy because context matters in activating and 
deactivating their strategies and mechanisms.

The children have also been keen to display that recognition should not 
just extend to their challenges, deficits, and troubles. Recognition must 
also extend to how they make do and get by. It is not just about ensuring 
that there is less (mis)recognition of kinship care family practices –​ for 
example, by not using placement phrases or not integrating kinship care 
with fostering and adoption thinking and processes. The children also wish 
for better recognition of how they navigate and work with the tensions in 
their lives –​ for example, by using objects, photos, spaces, and time.
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The most important finding from the children’s insights is that relationships 
are the building blocks for these children’s lives –​ relationships with their 
families, professionals, local communities, and broader society. The children 
desire relationships built on trust, reciprocity, compassion, and respect. 
They want these to be safe, positive, and enduring. The children identified 
which relationships were essential to them and which needed managing 
differently. Therefore, presumptive adult-​centric notions of family, support, 
and kinship care can only go so far in reflecting the realities of the children’s 
lives. The children see their care as an interdependent collective endeavour 
that celebrates diversity rather than difference, and this can only be achieved 
by including them in the debates around their family lives and kinship 
care arrangements.

 



197

10

Navigating relational spaces

We’re not like stupid. We know what’s going on. Like, we’re 
probably in the best situation to deal with it. Yet, there is 
like a lot of shock and surprise when children come out with 
certain things and ways to deal with things. And people are like, 
‘well, I don’t know how you know that’. And I think it’s just 
very underestimating.

Eliza, child research participant

This book promotes children’s voices to challenge and redefine deeply 
rooted assumptions about kinship care, permanence, child participation, 
and family life. Traditional child welfare policies often impose monological 
perspectives on the complex interactions between kinship care, fractured 
family dynamics, social inequality, and state support. A new ‘what matters’ 
approach to listening to children embraces the dialogical, navigating the 
ambivalences and relational spaces in between.

This approach emerged from a study which explored what matters to 19 
children living in kinship care arrangements. The PhD research was the first 
to focus exclusively on children’s perspectives to understand the meaning 
of family life and permanence in kinship care in England. Prioritising 
children’s accounts of family, care, and childhood disrupts dominant adult-​
centric narratives in child welfare debates, which often overemphasise 
the professionalisation of kinship care as a process-​driven placement 
or placement-​adjacent service. The children’s perspectives also contest 
simplistic notions of family life as merely a socially constructed, subjective 
private matter that transfers to policy by overly relying on increasingly 
impoverished family and community resources to support children who 
have experienced trauma.

Listening to children living in kinship care also reinvigorates debates on 
permanence, highlighting how kinship care challenges traditional concepts of 
both substitute psychological parenting and family preservation approaches. 
The children’s experiences reveal the fluidity within their family structures, 
which must be balanced with the more static responsibilities and roles essential 
to prioritising their needs. Analysis of the insights from the children in the 
study demonstrates how they navigate and manage relationships marked by 
absence and presence, mature care, autonomous interdependence, struggles 
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for recognition and a sense of permanence within, across, and sometimes 
beyond traditional family networks.

The children’s accounts suggest that child welfare policy and support should 
centre less on the authoritative procedural approaches initially designed 
for fostering and adoption. While procedural approaches and scrutiny are 
essential regarding a child’s right to safety, there must be more focus on the 
more cooperative practices that include the child’s voice(s) and recognise 
the specifics of the children’s family arrangements. Such recognition can 
help manage the challenges of kinship care, providing meaningful support 
where multiple family relationships endure and grow but are also in flux, 
promoting a lifelong perspective.

The need to establish valid ethical and meaningful methods to engage and 
elicit insights from children has also challenged dominant methodologies 
in childhood studies and child welfare research. Reductionist accounts of 
agency, often derived from overly celebratory and fetishised sociocultural 
narratives of childhood and participation, fail to capture and understand 
children’s lived experiences adequately. Similarly, child welfare’s over-​
reliance on conventional, descriptive, and supposedly apolitical ‘what works’ 
models fall short. Instead, employing diverse, needs-​aware, participant-​led, 
creative methods, understandings, and hypotheses through critical realist 
thinking, dialogical participation, and sharing theoretical explanations 
nurtures more reflexive and collaborative dialogue. This approach brings 
forth inner conversations, enabling children to value their lives, discover 
what matters to them, and highlight what should matter to us. This critical 
realist ‘what matters’ participatory approach can enhance child welfare 
research, policy, and practice by providing more ethical and meaningful 
access to children’s views.

In this final chapter, I summarise and reflect on the main implications 
of listening to children. I illustrate how children’s insights foster dialectical 
thinking and the navigation of relational spaces. This applies to everyday 
activities like trampolining and emphasises the importance of authentically 
listening to children to support their current coping strategies. I also 
stress the importance of employing a variety of theories to collectively 
understand family life. The sensitive topic of contact is then addressed, and, 
crucially, I acknowledge the value of children’s voices and the importance 
of recognising permanence and kinship care family life for what they truly 
are. I conclude by underscoring the importance of reflexivity and share my 
gratitude for the children involved in the study.

Dialectical thinking

Critical realist Roy Bhaskar (1993) extends one of Marx’s sociological 
concepts by advocating a shift from binary monological to dialectical 
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thinking. Dialectical thinking is similar to dialogical thinking, although 
it aims for a higher level of understanding that could lead to reconciling 
seemingly contradictory ideas. Unlike analytical thinking, which separates 
distinctions and connections, dialectical thinking considers them together. 
It is ‘the art of thinking the coincidence of distinctions and connections’ 
(Bhaskar, 1993, p 190).

This book is grounded in dialectical thinking. It had to be. The children 
in this study exemplify why dialectical thinking is crucial for understanding 
their lives and kinship care. They challenge simplistic either/​or views of 
their family lives, navigating the ambivalence of in-​between relational 
spaces that simplistic binaries fail to capture. Sociologists refer to these 
binaries as ‘dualisms’ (Craib, 2000). These dualisms are prevalent because, 
as discussed in the first few chapters, kinship care, permanence, legislation, 
child welfare, childhood, participation, and research often rely on discrete 
either/​or binaries. For example, kinship care is typically seen as either a 
private family arrangement or a placement. Permanence is generally viewed 
as either remaining with birth parents or substituting them. Permanence is 
also usually measured in terms of stability and legal permanence or through 
the child’s feelings. Child participation is perceived as either tokenistic or 
empowering, and research is often viewed as either predominantly empirical 
or interpretivist.

Bhaskar (2008) suggests that such dualisms arise because individuals 
often focus solely on the differences between things. Overly focusing on 
differences leads to rigid classifications and groupings, such as species, age, 
‘placement’ types, legal statuses, and other concepts. Such categorisation 
assigns objects and people into fixed groups and separates them according 
to their function. Child versus adult, reason versus emotion, mind versus 
body, kinship versus non-​kinship, private versus public, and permanence 
versus impermanence are among the countless resulting separations that 
dominate child welfare thinking (Kjørstad and Solem, 2017). Notions such 
as doing family, mature care, and autonomous interdependency connect 
these dichotomies and address such paradoxes head-​on. Dialectical thinking 
traverses the continuum between rights and care, absence and presence, 
recognition and (mis)recognition, independence and dependence, adulthood 
and childhood, vulnerability and ability, psychological and sociological, 
philosophical and pragmatic, and theory and practice.

Importantly, transformation at any level can only occur through the 
dialectical process (Simpson and Price, 2007). For example, it is not 
enough to consider the child before their kinship care arrangement as a 
different child from the one in their new family arrangement. There are 
undoubtedly continuities as well as differences. Like all of us, the children 
are their past, present, and becoming selves, time hopping in continuously 
changing patterns. Their needs must be addressed holistically, collaboratively, 
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therapeutically, and across the intergenerational life course. As it has been 
suggested, ‘the beginning of wisdom is the discovery that there exist 
contradictions of permanent tension with which it is necessary to live, and 
this is above all not necessary to resolve’ (Gorz, 1982, cited in Cree, 2000).

Overall, the children in the study demonstrated a natural ability to think 
dialectically, navigating the complexities and nuances of their experiences. 
The challenge for practitioners, policy makers, researchers, and academics is 
to adopt a similar approach. They must engage with these relational spaces 
and embrace the inherent ambivalences rather than constantly seeking to 
resolve or fix them.

The mechanisms that matter to children living in kinship care

The children in this study navigated the in-​between relational spaces daily, 
testing them out and using various tools, approaches, and relationships 
to help them achieve a flourishing and safe life. They relied on specific 
strategies aligned with their core values to manage their lives effectively. 
The PhD research identified these strategies through thematic analysis and 
a retroductive process using a new ‘what matters’ approach that combines 
critical realism and dialogical participation. Theoretical explanations emerged 
from and with the children’s own valuations of their family lives. Discussing 
what matters demonstrated how the children manage the mechanisms of 
‘connection/​separation’, ‘care and protection/​independence and risk’, and 
‘recognition/​(mis)recognition’ (shown in Figure 5.3), especially regarding 
kinship care and the meaning of permanence.

These mechanisms are not static and need to be constantly negotiated. 
They often intertwine and affect each other, sometimes causing tensions 
between them. Each mechanism also has its own tensions within it. Examples 
are the children’s need for, yet ambivalence towards, personal relationships. 
Also, the children desired to feel connected to their carers and birth parents, 
even though, at times, they did not want to have their presence felt. They 
mostly welcomed their sibling relationships, even though they could 
sometimes be challenging. They wished to conform to societal constructs 
of family, yet they embraced them as non-​static, diverse, and ever-​growing. 
They wanted to be listened to about their lives and to take risks, but felt they 
needed to be protected from responsibility and harm. They wanted to be 
normal children of their generation, yet they recognised their specific needs 
and circumstances. They were able, yet vulnerable. They were independent, 
yet dependent. The children wanted a sense of permanence even though 
they knew from past experiences that nothing can be guaranteed. Moreover, 
the children wished for social work to help them and their families, yet 
they did not want to be seen as kinship care children and did not want 
further interference. The nuanced depth with which children think about 
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and manage their lives, often embodying conflicting values, lends support 
to the principle in the sociology of childhood that children are experts in 
their own lives (for example, Smart, 2011).

Enacting the mechanisms and navigating relational spaces

Use everyday objects and events: trampolines

Navigating these tensions can be challenging for child welfare practices 
focused on definitive procedural mandates and legal distinctions. However, 
an important insight from listening to children is how they creatively use 
space, time, and resources to explore challenges and find respite from the 
inherent contradictions of their world. Legal frameworks, policies, and 
procedures should align with what children value as necessary and what 
they are currently doing, focusing on effective ‘real’ mechanisms rather than 
merely descriptive ‘actual’ and ‘empirical’ interventions. A prime example 
of this is the use of trampolines. As Ellie explained: ‘Because when we’re 
[on the trampoline], we can do what we like. Watch.’

Except for one, every family in the study had trampolines in their garden. 
This demonstrates how, in their everyday lives, children often tested and 
enacted the mechanisms essential to making their family life work. For 
example, it shows how they navigated the tensions between safety, trust, 
independence, and risk (Zinn, 2020). Trampolines were not merely places 
where children could increase physical activity and relieve stress by combining 
the link between mind and body (Schöffl et al, 2021). The children also 
inferred trampolines were boundaried places of play. They all had nets 
around them. They could do almost as they chose, with some rules and 
literal boundaries to keep them safe.

On the trampolines, children navigated the mechanism of connection/​
separation. They could socialise or be alone. The trampolines were placed 
near their homes, enabling them to balance a sense of independence with 
connectedness to their family relationships. The children also liked to 
show off how good they were. They craved recognition/​(mis)recognition, 
particularly in comparison to adults who they felt did not necessarily belong 
on them. Additionally, the trampolines were given to them by their carers, 
who saw them as an essential part of both childhood and UK culture. 
The kinship carers demonstrated they provided mature care and a sense of 
contained freedom by providing a sizeable, semi-​permanent display that 
occupied significant space.

Once again, this serves as an example. Just as pets should not be seen as a 
universal solution for ensuring the development and wellbeing of children 
in kinship care, it is equally absurd to suggest that trampolines are essential 
for all children to flourish safely. The focus should be on values rather than 
specific items or strategies. It is proposed that children be supported with 
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objects, activities, and connections that help them manage and navigate 
the values, tensions, and things that matter to them. These should be 
negotiated based on what is practical and how particular children navigate 
the connection/​separation, care and protection/​independence and risk, 
and recognition/​(mis) recognition mechanisms that allow them to manage 
relational spaces.

Listen to children

The most important finding from the project and subsequent discussions 
and publications is that children in kinship care arrangements are competent 
in giving considered, nuanced, and sophisticated understandings of their 
fractured family life experiences. They live and manage their everyday 
lives with tensions, ambivalences, and nuances. These findings are 
consistent with the growing body of evidence that attests to young people’s 
competence to participate in research as leaders and agents of change 
(Heinsch et al, 2020).

The children were adamant that their wishes and feelings should be 
recognised more, especially regarding maintaining connections. They 
strongly disagreed that a child’s wishes and feelings should be valued 
differently based on age or understanding (Family Rights Group, 2017). 
The children in the study, who were 5–​16 years old, demonstrated an ability 
to grasp the complex nature of their experiences, regardless of age. They 
also wished to be given opportunities to participate from the outset. The 
participation process must be dialogically driven from the start. It is about 
cultivating suitable space and relationships for a dialogical process. Families 
and professionals must also consider the tools and strategies children use or 
prefer to use, acknowledging that these preferences may evolve over time. 
Everyday child participation is an ongoing process of mature care, where 
empowerment becomes a collective reciprocal responsibility. However, the 
children emphasised that final decisions should rest with adults responsible 
for prioritising their safety and wellbeing.

There are many ways of knowing –​ everything is fallible

Theory must inform child welfare practice, especially social work practice. It 
is only with a meaningful understanding of the issues at hand that appropriate 
child welfare assessments and interventions can be provided (Frost and 
Dolan, 2021; Muurinen and Kääriäinen, 2022). This book and the children’s 
accounts demonstrate that relying on a single school of thought regarding 
family, kinship, childhood, and permanence cannot adequately explain 
their lives or serve as the sole basis for policy and practice. As hypothesised 
in the early chapters, it is insufficient to depend solely on psychological, 
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sociological, or even psychosocial theorising to understand the complexity 
of a child’s world, relationships, or sense of permanence. Instead, a critical 
multidisciplinary approach is necessary, because everything is fallible. This 
approach may provide a more complex and messier picture, but it mirrors 
reality by acknowledging the tensions inherent in children’s lives. It also 
reflects social work’s political requirement to address change on both 
individual and societal levels (IFSW, 2014).

Many theories this book that are used to illuminate and understand 
how children navigate family life have sociological foundations. Sociology 
customarily addresses the dialogical, dualisms, and the dialectical, helping 
recognise not only the lives of children in kinship care arrangements but 
also the tensions and contradictions inherent in social work (Simpson and 
Price, 2007). For example, sociology helps explain why children feel that 
the ethics of care and justice are essential and intertwined. Yet, overall, the 
ethics of care must take precedence. What we do is important, but how we 
do it –​ with sensitivity, empathy, compassion, competence, responsiveness, 
and trust –​ is the most vital for engagement. Working in the dialectical 
helps explain how understanding autonomous interdependence is crucial 
when considering children’s lives, as well as the public versus private and 
the service versus upbringing by family debate. A modernised sociology of 
childhood and theories of recognition have been crucial in understanding 
the children’s views and their experiences of family life and permanence 
in kinship care. When combined with theories grounded in human 
development, sociological explanations can give researchers, policy makers, 
practitioners, and students a clearer picture. Sociological theories ensure that 
social work research, policy, and practice do not privilege simplistic notions 
of empowerment, participation, and individual capacity. They ensure that 
contexts such as culture, gender, politics, neoliberalisation, and consumer 
capitalism are considered within debates.

Using time and space to mobilise family and permanence

The children demonstrated that a sense of permanence, affinity, belonging, 
and interdependence within the family network is more important than legal 
permanence or stability from remaining with one or two primary carers 
throughout their childhoods. It is not about substitute care. Instead, it is about 
having a growing sense of family to care for them. Permanence happens 
across the family network. The children viewed blood ties as an indicator 
of family networks but do not necessarily consider them a requirement. 
Family life and care can take various forms and include members who are 
not genealogically related, or species related in the case of pets.

This disrupts the over-​reliance on physical and legal permanence and 
questions the traditional static views of family and home often assumed 

 

 



Listening to Children about Kinship Care, Child Welfare, and Permanence

204

in policy, research, and practice. Typically, family forms are hierarchical, 
gendered, institutionalised, and dependent on individual carers, frequently 
based on genetic relations (Morris et al, 2017). Stability is usually 
associated with a permanent residence with the same carers, secured until 
adulthood. However, the children demonstrated that homes, like the roles 
of family members, are not static concepts and change according to needs 
and experiences.

Legal permanence may help to achieve the trusting, caring relationships 
they desired. Nevertheless, the primary goal is having an emotional sense 
of permanence in terms of ‘a sense of security, continuity, commitment and 
identity’ (DfE, 2010, p 12). It is more important than having legal certainty 
of care or seemingly arbitrary timescales often enforced by social work 
and courts. Children’s timescales should not be based just on judicial and 
developmental life trajectories that govern child welfare practice, but also 
on how individual children use their agency to mobilise time itself.

For kinship care, time has been explored regarding how court orders and 
assessments may not allow for appropriate time for thorough assessments or 
how certain orders do not necessitate stability (Harwin, Alrouh et al, 2019). 
Limited critical attention has also been given to spatiality and temporality in 
other areas of child welfare and social work (Jeyasingham, 2014). Davies was 
one of the first to highlight the incompatibility of bureaucratic ‘clocktime’ 
and ‘process time’ associated with the ‘rationality of care’ (1994, p 278). 
More recent research by Ferguson (2004; 2008; 2009a; 2009b; 2010a; 
2010b; 2010c; 2018) and Yuill and Mueller-​Hirth (2019) examines social 
work practitioners’ use of space and time. Staples et al (2023) explored the 
negotiation of temporality in life story conversations with care-​experienced 
children. The journal Qualitative Social Work dedicated a whole issue to place 
and space in social work (Bryant and Williams, 2020). However, there was 
no specific article about social work with children not in their birth parents’ 
care. The children’s insights have provided a new direction for further 
research to explore how they use space and time to navigate their sense of 
belonging and permanence.

The children also proposed that providing adequate time and space for 
separation/​connection is not just an individual responsibility; the necessity 
of time and space must also be recognised by the community, professionals, 
and the state. Such opportunities depend on having sufficient financial means 
and resources as well as safe real/​virtual spaces. For example, Harmony 
as a teenager, wished for more ‘freedom’ outside the family home. She 
also felt unsafe in her neighbourhood, and often felt that her nan was 
preoccupied with work and trying to obtain contact with Harmony’s 
adopted younger brother. Additionally, her home had poor internet access. 
These circumstances impacted her choices and sense of wellbeing, ultimately 
influencing her decision to move from her nan’s care to her father’s.
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The children’s insights also propose that religion, hobbies, school, friends, 
gender roles, heritage, politics, consumer capitalism, and children’s popular 
culture impact their sense of worth, wellbeing, and belonging. This is often 
forgotten or minimised in policy, literature, and research about children 
(Spyrou et al, 2018). Therefore, support children’s wellbeing and sense 
of permanence is not just reliant on the individualised, neoliberalised 
ideologies and interventions on which European social work is often based 
(Webb, 2016).

Maintaining safe connections

It would be remiss to discuss negotiating relational spaces without addressing 
the often messy and febrile subject of contact. While it should be considered 
alongside life story work and embedded as part of permanence work, contact 
warrants its own focus. In English legislation (Children’s Act 1989), contact 
typically refers to the arrangements for children in state care to maintain 
relationships between the child and their family, usually their birth parents. 
Contact was a significant issue for the children and remains a complex 
challenge for child welfare when planning for children in kinship and ‘out-​
of-​home’ care (Sen and Broadhurst, 2011).

The children had a variety of contact with their birth parents and diverse 
ways of managing the mechanism of connection/​separation. Zack preferred 
his birth mum to turn up on an ad hoc basis. Megan preferred to learn about 
her mum only through the storytelling of other family members:

And it’s nice because they all, like, remember, like, my mum and stuff, 
and they can talk about her. It’s like when our mum was young or when 
our nan was young, and she was bringing up my mum. Obviously, 
it was, like, very different. And memories would have been brought 
out in photos and everything like that. So, it’s like she’s still there but 
not there.

Louise expressed that she was content with the possibility of never seeing 
her birth mother again, finding comfort in just having a photograph of her. 
However, she acknowledged that her birth mother was the key to seeing 
her younger sister. This situation caused Louise anxiety due to the strained 
relationships within her family.

The children in this study only used the term ‘contact’ when referring to 
specific provisions established by social services. Also, when mentioned, it 
was often in a negative context. For instance, Erica and Kimberley described 
feeling forced to attend contact sessions. They perceived these sessions as 
commodified and used as bargaining tools to appease the professionals 
involved in their care. Additionally, they felt that granting contact was a 
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way to compensate for the parents’ loss of daily parenting of the children. 
Kimberley said:

Yes, we both have to see our parents because, erm, we’ve been told 
by a couple of people that it’s, erm, important, important to see our 
mum and dad, and by law we have to see them. Because they say that, 
erm, they are our mum and dad and they care about us, and they, like, 
love us, and it will be hard for them, if, erm, we didn’t see them. If 
they don’t see us. Well, we already know that they are our mum and 
dad. We know that. Like they’ve told us that they love us, and they 
miss us. And we know that. And we don’t have to go and see them 
for them to tell us that.

Rainbow and Lucy understood that they might reconnect with their 
parents when they got older, hoping the situation would become more 
manageable over time. The children believed this would be possible either 
because their birth parents would have changed or because they themselves 
would be stronger, both physically and emotionally. Although the methods 
of maintaining connections with their parents varied, it was clear that any 
form of contact was complex and emotive, even when generally positive. 
Contact is never a benign experience (Neil and Howe, 2004).

While the term ‘contact’ is commonly used in social work, it may be 
time to find a different word that is less detached and better describes daily 
interactions. Even the newer phrase ‘family time’ (UK Fostering, 2024) can 
suggest specific events for specific types of children. However, as the children’s 
insights demonstrate, navigating the relational space of family time is an 
ongoing daily process. Contact and family time also do not necessarily require 
physical presence and can be maintained through ‘everyday interactions 
[through which] kinship relations are maintained’ (Cossar and Neil, 2013, 
p 74). A more fitting phrase may be ‘maintaining safe connections’.

The children described maintaining safe connections throughout their 
lives and over an intergenerational life course rather than during specific 
events. Their experiences highlight that connections across families can be 
complicated and challenging, representing an ongoing and ever-​changing 
phenomenon. It is an active process –​ much like the concept of family 
itself –​ where the children have agency. This perspective acknowledges the 
multiple families to which children belong, which are inherently in flux 
(Rustin, 1994).

The children expressed that relationships with their families are so 
enmeshed that they are unlikely to be untangled by prescriptive contact 
arrangements, contact orders, contact plans, or contact centre regulations. 
For them, contact quality mattered more than quantity. Additionally, 
relationships need to be reciprocal and built on trust and respect. They 
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questioned the point of attending a contact centre if a family member 
was misusing substances, prioritising their own needs, posing a risk, or if 
birth parents had previously failed to show up. The ethics of rights must 
be upheld. For example, keeping connections must happen. However, the 
ethics of rights cannot supersede or be seen as separate from the ethics of 
care and mature care. Eliza said:

If you’re going to have contact with that person, it needs to be 
regular, and you need to know what’s going on all the time, and it 
just makes things easier to keep healthy relationships. There needs to 
be a mutual … everyone needs to know what’s going on and what’s 
going to happen. Like every time.

Working with the entire family is crucial to maintaining positive and safe 
connections. For contact to be beneficial, there must be some semblance of 
positive, functional family relationships. This means addressing all spheres of 
recognition and involving other family and community members, not just 
birth parents, carers and children. Furthermore, because the children view 
permanence, identity, and knowing that others are OK as a responsibility 
of the family as a whole, these issues do not have to be addressed by direct 
connections with the birth parents. For example, a child’s needs regarding 
connection/​separation can be addressed through face-​to-​face meetings 
with an aunt who is more able to focus on the children’s needs. Family 
connections should be approached holistically rather than strictly following 
Bowlby’s views on substitute care and primary attachments. It is about the 
whole family, in whatever form is meaningful and safe for the child (Kiraly 
and Humphreys, 2016).

Recognition of relational spaces

As highlighted in the previous chapter, recognition ties all the book’s themes 
and the children’s insights together. Recognition is essential for everyone, 
and (mis)recognition was identified by these children as the primary source 
of their unhappiness. The children sought recognition for their achievements 
and struggles, and they wanted to feel a sense of belonging, attachment, 
and affiliation within their family –​ their whole family –​ as well as within 
their communities and society. Moreover, they wanted their lives to be 
acknowledged for the realities in which they lived. The children struggled 
for recognition in the following ways:

	• They wanted their family to be seen as another way of being a normal 
family. They did not wish to be seen as ‘dramatically different’ from 
other families.
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	• They did not see themselves within the typical adoption and fostering 
narratives. Instead, they wished for their lives to be seen as part of the 
diversity of normal family living, which includes a broader sense of family, 
home, and care.

	• They used phrases like contact, placements, permanence, and life story 
work rarely, and only when describing social work processes. They felt 
these terms did not adequately represent their lives or how they wanted 
themselves or their families to be perceived.

	• They wished for services, especially schools, to better understand kinship 
care as a family arrangement. They hoped for more attuned support in 
line with their specific needs.

	• They knew the impact of insufficient recognition and lack of help from 
services and the state, including practical, financial, and housing support. 
This lack limited their options, such as attending clubs and family holidays, 
and made some neighbourhoods feel unsafe, preventing them from 
displaying their family life as normal.

	• They often felt excluded from discussions about their lives and were 
frequently seen as vulnerable, inadequate, and unable. They felt they 
were not listened to by child welfare judiciary services, practitioners, 
researchers, and policy makers.

This leads to a fundamental principle reiterated throughout this book: child 
welfare must recognise kinship care and these children’s family lives for what 
they are, not for what they are not. We know the children are not living with 
their birth parents, nor are they in stranger foster care or adoptive placements. 
The professionalisation of kinship care as a placement or placement-​adjacent 
service only partly describes and addresses their care. The children felt this 
approach diminished their family experiences and needs. Inappropriate 
processes and specific phrases can reduce real-​life experiences to arbitrary, 
impersonal, sanitised procedures to be measured. Policy, practice, and 
explanations will fall short if based on such premeditations. The complete 
de-​professionalisation and an over-​reliance on the families’ often fractured 
social capital and limited economic capital will also fall short.

Kinship care is a complex family arrangement that lies between private 
and public care. It is a complicated permanency option that lies between 
substitute psychological parenting, parenting by birth families, and theories 
of multiple family affiliations. Child welfare policy and practice must be 
based on real accounts of the children’s lives. One of the most effective ways 
to achieve this is for researchers, policy makers, and practitioners to ask the 
children living within such arrangements. Meaningful participation can be 
achieved by including them in research and policy development from the 
start, and by practitioners incorporating their views at all assessment levels 
and in interventions and support.
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Engaging in reflexivity

Child welfare and social work are political endeavours, as are kinship care, 
research with children, participatory practice, and critical realism. They focus 
on the primary mission of ‘empowering’ the ‘weak’ and ensuring wellbeing 
(Bordonaro and Payne, 2012). Therefore, identifying power dynamics and 
working with reflexivity was crucial to the initial project and the book, 
and it remains vital to me as a social worker, educator, and researcher. This 
is a challenging task. The more I investigate, the more certain ideologies 
persuade me, while others dissuade and even anger me. I get particularly 
angry about the exploitation of kinship care and children’s views for political 
gain. I do not see this as a weakness of my work, and I feel that everybody 
should feel anger about injustice.

However, I must be reflexive and aware of my positionality. As someone 
with a unique background and identities, my liberal, Left-​leaning Minority 
World politics can produce biases that close down and dismiss other 
perspectives. For instance, when approaching concepts such as autonomous 
interdependence, I realise this is a particularly socialist view of the world. 
David Graeber (2014) even argues that collectivism, interconnectivity, and 
the wish to help others are communist principles. The political view of 
human sociability and the idealised view of society are further compounded 
by this book’s recommendation that the ethics of care and other specific 
liberal political values are necessary to guide child welfare practice, kinship 
care, and child participation.

I also constantly return to the deep anxiety that research and child welfare 
can constitute an act of symbolic violence, even with ongoing consent. 
For example, while we intend to promote children’s wellbeing and safety, 
inviting them to reflect on pressing and potentially distressing issues may 
cause further emotional harm, both now and in the future. This raises the 
question of whether this is all for our own gain, vanity, and need to be needed 
and helpful. As previously mentioned, exploitation angers me. Therefore, 
I am always mindful of intent and the power of emotions, and I encourage 
others, including children and carers, to be aware of them too.

Most importantly, the alternative to discussing issues with children and 
including them in research and plans about their own lives would be to further 
subjugate and silence this marginalised group. The children have shown that 
they think about their lives and its challenges and contradictions whether we 
engage with them or not, and they do so in nuanced and sophisticated ways. 
The children central to this book have demonstrated not only the value of 
having space to talk about such thoughts for child welfare policy making 
and practice, but also how children value such recognition and participation.

This level of reflexivity is not a limitation. Instead, it is necessary to enrich 
and drive our work. For example, Longhofer and Floersch (2014) propose 
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that social work research must be value-​informed and that social work 
practice and values must be research-​informed. Such arguments return to 
the ought/​is and the fact/​value debates. Child welfare policy, practice, and 
research must engage in both normativity (what matters most to people and 
what allows for flourishing rather than suffering) and judgmental rationality 
(which accounts are better or worse explanations).

This book also does not, and must not, imply that those who do not share 
the identified values and approaches should be excluded from practising 
child welfare or informing policy on kinship care or permanence. This 
book contributes to a body of knowledge and is not intended to replace it. 
It offers a valuable alternative perspective, with children’s views central to 
the analysis. Like the children’s views, the book’s social scientific truth claim 
must be open to scrutiny, criticism, and corroboration. Everything is fallible, 
including the interpretations of an early-​career social work researcher. This 
is the essence of critical realist paradigms, dialogical participation, and child 
welfare research. It is to advance knowledge through collective learning and 
to continuously and reflexively engage in the dialectical, sharing our inner 
conversations, the values that motivate us, our current strategies for making 
life work, our fears, and, most importantly, our hopes.

Final reflections

This book and the original research wished to explore whether listening to 
children can enhance our understanding of kinship care, permanence, and 
child participation. Can children’s voices cut through the ongoing cyclical 
debates and dilemmas centred on what adults feel matters? Can they guide 
child welfare researchers, policy makers, and practitioners towards more 
effective ways of supporting them?

I continue to be profoundly influenced by the children’s insights. Their 
wisdom and honesty offer fresh perspectives each time I read and reflect on 
them. I am consistently struck by how they inspire me to promote a more 
compassionate and realistic approach to kinship care, family life, permanence, 
child participation, child welfare, and social work. Together, we have 
developed theories and nuanced, intelligent, reflexive understandings that 
illuminate the essence of family life –​ the values that truly matter to them. 
We have highlighted the importance of relationships, trust, belonging, and 
our collective responsibility in navigating relational spaces. Some aspects 
do remain sobering and tricky to hear. The children have also stated they 
still do not feel genuinely heard in research, policy, practice, and family life. 
We also frequently fail to fully consider what it means for them to feel safe.

Nevertheless, I want to thank you, the reader, along with those who 
have helped promote the children’s voices through seminars, workshops, 
conferences, book chapters, journals, podcasts, and everyday discussions. 
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Including these children’s perspectives in conversations about how they 
are making do and getting by in their family life matters. At the risk of 
ending on an ‘upbeat note’ (Lesko and Talburt, 2012, p 280), the children 
have shown that they can guide us toward better recognising the realities of 
their lives so that we can support them more effectively. Children want to 
be heard. We just have to provide space to listen, understand, reflect, and 
respond. As Louise said: ‘When people just don’t listen to you, and they 
like go on to try and change the subject, I’m like “Oh no you don’t. I’m 
still talking about this.” ’
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