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can be unhelpfully dominated by seeing men as a ‘threat’, ‘problematic’, ‘absent’, ‘worthless’
and, ‘irrelevant’ 3%

‘Men come off badly in social work, and are pathologized. One of the reasons for this is
down to how social workers are perceived by the families: A social worker is the scariest
person ever to knock on their door. Men tend to shout and swear and appear aggressive
when confronted with a powerful social worker, whose presence carries the threat of the
removal of their children. Then social workers think ‘If he's like that with me, he's probably
like that with the children’ — which is nonsense: we'd all fight really hard for our children if
we thought someone was knocking on our door to take them off us!

Steve Goodman OBE, Reclaiming Social Work

It is important that social workers are given the training to feel safe to work with men, and
that social work education prepares them to understand how fathers are likely to react to
challenging situations. However, educators have noted the lack of learning materials around
working with fathers and this is borne out by the lack of father engagement described
above.®!

The College of Social Work has produced a series of curriculum guides for social work
education to support curriculum development and educators. A curriculum guide on the
importance of working with fathers, and how to include fathers in social work would be a
valuable resource for educators, and would send a strong signal to course designers about
the importance of working with fathers.

330 Scourfield J, Maxwell N, Holland S, Tolman R, Sloan L, Featherstone B, and Bullock A, A Feasibility study for a randomised controlled trial of
a training intervention to improve the engagement of fathers in the child protection system, National institute for Social Care and Research,
Wales, 2011; Scourfield ] ‘Constructing Men in Child Protection Work’, Men and Masculinities, 4 (1), 2001, pp70-89; Scourfield J, Gender
and Child Protection, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013; Featherstone B, Fraser C, Lindley B and Ashley C, Fathers Matter: Resources for Social
Work Educators, University of Bedford: Family Rights Group, 2010; Strega S, Brown L, Dominelli L, Walmsley C and Callahan M, ‘Working
with me, working at me: Narratives of fathers in child welfare’, Journal of Progressive Human Services, 19(2), 2008, pp72-91

331 Featherstone B, Fraser C, Lindley B and Ashley C, Fathers Matter: Resources for Social Work Educators, Family Rights Group, 2010



The need to involve fathers wherever possible must also be included on the single summary
document recommended in Martin Narey’s recent report on the education of social workers.
This highlighted how unhelpful it was in course design that universities had to draw upon
at least five source documents when determining the academic content of the social work
degree **> Narey concluded that

‘there needs to be a concise, single document drafted, drawing on the advice of the
College of Social Work, academics and, particularly, employers, which offers ... a GMC-
style summary of what a newly qualified children’s social worker needs to understand.
Such a document should cover not only factual issues but those which are best described
as philosophical or attitudinal.®*

The College of Social Work should publish a curriculum guide on the importance of working
with fathers and how to include fathers in family work and this subject needs to be covered in
the concise, single summary document outlining what a newly qualified children’s social worker
needs to understand, as recommended by the recent Narey review on social work education.

The Department of Education should fund a pilot in a local authority area where social workers
ensure all practices, procedures and systems prioritise including fathers to provide a model of
good practice.

The seven principles on which the Islington Breaking Down Barriers project was based
(see below) provide an exemplar for local authorities and could be incorporated into the
curriculum guide.

Good practice example: Islington Breaking Down Barriers project

Breaking Down Barriers was an 18-month project which ran in Islington until 2011, as a part of the
doctoral research of Gavin Swann (operational manager for Islington Council's Children in Need
service). The aim was to ensure all practices, procedures and systems within Islington Children’s
Services considered fathers, and to increase the numbers of men, including fathers and partners,
recorded in social work assessments. All agencies and members of the Safeguarding Board in
Islington signed up to the following seven objectives:

1. Create and adopt a fatherhood strategy for Children in Need (CIN) and related services with
realistic goals and targets. This should include a policy for communicating with fathers and
an explicit code of practice for dealing with fathers and male carers. This strategy should be
communicated and discussed with all staff and visible for families.

2. ldentify in what ways agencies as a whole as well as individual services and individual staff
can draw fathers in and discuss these objectives in supervision and appraisal/performance
management systems.

332 Narey M, Making the education of social workers consistently effective, Department for Education, 2014, p5
333 lbid, p43
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3. Refine the existing referral and assessment process and the accompanying paperwork to ensure
that fathers’ data is collected explicitly, systematically and accurately.

4. Use data collection system(s) to regularly assess patterns of use in services, and identify areas
where fathers are not being included to guide the focus of communication and services.

5. Ensure that training is available for staff at every level of each organisation in father-inclusive
practice so it becomes embedded in all levels of work, and not reliant on the commitment of
targeted services or committed individuals within teams.

6. Establish better pathways and referral processes between generic ‘preventative’ provision
including Children's Centres and related services and ‘crisis’ intervention services such as CIN.
This could enable vulnerable fathers to be identified and supported earlier.

7. Ensure gender specific and otherwise appropriate information is available to give fathers ante-
natally and subsequently.33

Taking this whole-system approach led to a 140 per cent increase in the identification of fathers in
Islington, as well as smaller increases in fathers’ (and their families’) involvement in assessments and
care planning with the result, for example, that more children were placed with paternal extended
families during the pilot than previously.

The Government should pilot a wider trial of this approach and evaluate its success in changing
working cultures around engaging with fathers.

Reclaim social work

The Munro Review emphasised the need for whole-system change in social work so that the
profession focused on helping families change rather than on assessing risk. Reclaim Social
Work (RSW) is a model of social work practice pioneered in Hackney (and showcased in
the Munro Review) which enables social workers to spend more time working with families:
helping them to change how they parent and helping them to develop effective strategies for
tackling the considerable challenges they face 3%

In this model social workers’ experience is greatly prized and career progression is not
solely into line management. Whereas traditional social workers have a caseload of about 15
children, and managers oversee about seven to eight social workers, and are thus responsible
for over 100 children at risk, in RSW children are allocated to a systemic Social Work Unit
headed by a Consultant Social Worker, who is both a manager and practitioner. They lead
a unit constituted of a social worker, a children’s practitioner, a clinical specialist and a unit
coordinator, who takes all non-social work tasks off social workers.

The unit holds weekly meetings to discuss the families and shares responsibility for decisions. It
is distinctive that ‘each family, child and young person is known to each member of the unit’.3%

334 Swann G, Breaking Down Barriers: Developing an Approach to Include Fathers in Children's Social Care, Unpublished doctoral thesis, 2013

335 Munro E, The Munro Review of Child Protection: Final Report — A child-centred system, London: The Stationery Office, 2011, see Appendix D

336 Cross S and Munro E, Reclaiming Social Work: London Borough of Hackney Children and Young People’s Services, London: Human Reliability
Associates and London School of Economics, 2010, p2



Being multi-disciplinary, the unit brings multiple skills and perspectives, which enables broader
assessments to be made and each team member to reflect critically on their own practice,
not just what is going on inside the family. Social workers in this model need the skills to work
constructively with the family to help them change as well as to assess risk.**” To ensure social
workers had the requisite level of skill, every social worker had to go through a competency
test, and those who were found inadequate to this demanding task were replaced.

Independent evaluations show positive differences between RSW and traditional teams. One
evaluation concluded RSW ‘supports reflective learning and skills development through its
shared approach to case management’*® Another found ‘strong evidence that the systemic
unit approach provided an excellent level of service for families’®*® RSW cut the costs of
children’s social care by five per cent, which was directly attributable in large part to the
reduced numbers of looked after children (which fell by 30 per cent over 2005-2009), but
also reduction of staff absences due to sickness by 55 per cent. 34

Obviously other models may be successful in achieving system change and many localities
have used RSW to develop their own schemes, however it is crucial that elements of any
system change model are not used simply to ‘tweak’ existing ways of doing things.

To ensure families are actually helped, we recommend that local authorities’ Children’s Services
(who have not already done so) adopt a model to achieve whole-system change in child
protection social work as a matter of urgency — the Reclaim Social Work model is an exemplar
of the kind of change required.

Summary of recommendations

The Department for Education’s funding for further roll-out of the FDAC must be
ongoing after 2015 to enable much wider roll-out across the country: there needs to
be a FDAC in every local family court.

Safe Families for Children (SFFC) is a promising programme needed in every local
authority area. Subject to its evaluation, local authority Children’s Services must
partner with the charity by paying overheads as it rolls out gradually across the UK.

Social work education and training needs to be delivered by practising social workers.
The Department for Education to work with the independent College of Social Work
to enable at least one local authority in every region to become a ‘Training Local
Authority’ operating like a university hospital.

337 Morning Lane Associates, Reclaiming Social Work [accessed via: http://www.morninglane.org/Morning_Lane_Associate_1./Reclaiming.html
(01/11/14)]

338 Cross S and Munro E, Reclaiming Social Work: London Borough of Hackney Children and Young People’s Services, London: Human Reliability
Associates and London School of Economics, 2010, p33

339 Forrester D, Westlake D, McCann M, Thurnham A, Shefer G, Glynn G and Killian M, Reclaiming Social Work? An Evaluation of Systemic
Units as an Approach to Delivering Children’s Services, Summary report, Bedfordshire: University of Bedfordshire, 2013, p20

340 Cross S and Munro E, Reclaiming Social Work: London Borough of Hackney Children and Young People’s Services, London: Human Reliability
Associates and London School of Economics, 2010



The College of Social Work to publish a curriculum guide on the importance of
working with fathers, and how to include fathers in family work.

The Department for Education to fund a pilot in a local authority area where social
workers ensure all practices, procedures and systems prioritise including fathers to
provide a model of good practice.

Local authorities’ Children’s Services (who have not already done so) to adopt a model
to achieve whole-system change in child protection social work as a matter of urgency
— the Reclaim Social Work model is an exemplar of the kind of change required.



Kinship care: investing
In extended families
to prevent further
breakdown

Introduction

‘Kinship care is the next big area [for government policy attention] after adoption in
terms of outcomes for children...We need to invest in kinship care arrangements to
ensure permanence and avoid arrangements breaking down. Good quality training for
social workers and longer-term support for kinship carers, based on the model for post-
adoption support, are key!

Steve Towers, Operational Social Work Manager, Sunderland City, in evidence to the CSJ

Kinship care should not be seen as a poor relation of other forms of care. The Government
should be on the side of extended family members and draw on them as a resource
wherever possible. By stepping in, grandparents and other relatives provide continuity
by minimising a child’s risk of multiple placements, enabling children to maintain family
relationships and a secure identity, and avoiding the distress which can be caused by moving
in with strangers 341342

‘Kinship placements are overwhelmingly more successful than foster placements.

Carolyn Fair, Operations Manager, Children’s Placements Services, Ealing, in evidence to the CSI

341 Green R, ‘The Evolution of Kinship Care Policy and Practice’, Future of Children, 14, 1, 2004, pp131-147
342 Save the Children, Kinship Care: Providing positive and safe care for children living away from home, London: Save the Children, 2007
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‘Sibling care can be extraordinarily successful... My sister Linda did so much for me.
Without her we would have been placed in care and our futures would have turned out
very differently!

Rt. Hon. Alan Johnson MP3#

Despite the legal recognition of the value of kinship care and the enormous burden family
and friend carers lift from the formal care system, the overwhelming majority of arrangements
lag far behind fostering and adoption when it comes to the level of support available from
local authorities. Carers face many difficulties but cite their dealings with Children’s Services
as being their greatest challenge (72 per cent of carers rated Children’s Services’ non-financial
support as poor or very poor).2* 60 per cent of kinship carers feel wholeheartedly isolated
and unsupported;®*® their stress and depression levels are high.34

This chapter reveals the extent of kinship care arrangements, the benefits and challenges and
makes recommendations to improve their stability.

Profiling kinship care

Kinship care within the family network (as opposed to residential care homes, adoption, or
unrelated foster placements) when children are no longer able to live with their parents can
take several forms. Children in formal kinship foster care (where the foster carer is a member
of their family or a close family friend) are considered looked after by the local authority, but
only five per cent of children in kinship care arrangements have formal kinship foster carers.
The remaining 95 per cent are either:

In arrangements underpinned by a legal agreement obtained through the courts:
Special Guardianship Orders, which assign parental responsibility; or
Child Arrangements Orders, which state with whom a child is to live, spend time or
otherwise have contact, and when; or

Private, informal arrangements.3¥

Under the 1989 Children Act local authorities have a legal duty to consider placing looked-
after children with family or friends wherever it is in a child’s best interests.3* The 2008
Children and Young Persons Act stipulates that kinship foster care should be the preferred
choice when children cannot live with parents®*® and most recent guidance from the
Department for Education states that local authorities should ‘identify and prioritise suitable

343 London Evening Standard, Help older children bring up siblings, says lohnson (who was raised by sister), 19 November 2013

344 Hunt ] and Waterhouse S, Understanding family and friends care: the relationship between need, support and legal status, London: Family
Rights Group, 2012, p63

345 |bid, p66

346 Selwyn | et al, The Poor Relations? Children and informal kinship carers speak out, London: Buttle UK, 2013

347 Nandy S and Selwyn J, Spotlight on kinship care: Using Census microdata to examine the extent and nature of kinship care in the UK,
University of Bristol, 2011, Table 11.2, p118

348 Children Act 1989. It will not always be beneficial as in some cases extended families will also be dysfunctional.

349 Gautier A and Wellard S, Giving up the Day Job? Kinship Carers and Employment, London: Grandparents Plus, June 2012; Children and
Young Persons Act 2008, Part 2, Section 8: Provision of accommodation and maintenance for children who are looked after by a local
authority



family and friends placements, if appropriate... before care proceedings are issued, as it may
avoid the need for proceedings.°

Outcomes from kinship care

Prevalence of and reasons for kinship care

The best available evidence indicates that in 2001, 143,367 children and young people in England
were living with kinship carers.®** In England, 44 per cent of kinship carers are grandparents, and 38
per cent are siblings.*?The likelihood of being in kinship care is greater for ethnic minority (especially
Black and Asian) children.®®

The reasons for children being in kinship care are similar to those in care. One major study found
the majority of children were in kinship care for four main reasons (and typically more than one
factor was present):3*

Parental substance misuse (60 per cent);
Abuse or neglect (59 per cent);
Parental mental illness (28 per cent);
Domestic violence (27 per cent).

In addition, parental imprisonment can be a reason for kinship care,®® and parental death accounts
for 30 per cent of all kinship care.®*® These traumatic experiences mean most children (85 per cent)
come into kinship care with existing emotional and behavioural difficulties.®"

While kinship placements typically last longer than those with unrelated carers and children
are subject to fewer moves and therefore experience greater stability, some research suggests
breakdown rates should still be of concern to local authorities®® Significant numbers of
children in kinship care arrangements will experience further instability, particularly if support
is not forthcoming.

For example, one social worker drew our attention to the fact that little research has been
done to date on the outcomes of Special Guardianship Orders (which assign parental
responsibility to a carer but do not sever the child’s legal connection to their birth parents)
in terms of how frequently they break down in later years. In his view:

350 Department for Education, Court orders and pre-proceedings for local authorities, London: Department for Education, April 2014, p11

351 Nandy S and Selwyn J, Spotlight on kinship care: Using Census microdata to examine the extent and nature of kinship care in the UK, April
2011, University of Bristol, p19. Analysis of this aspect of the 2011 census in due to begin shortly.

352 Ibid, p35

353 Ibid, p30

354 Hunt ) and Waterhouse S, Understanding family and friends care: the relationship between need, support and legal status, London: Family
Rights Group, 2012, p7

355 Department for Education, Family and Friends Care: Statutory Guidance for Local Authorities, London: Department for Education, 2010, p8

356 Selwyn | et al, The Poor Relations? Children and informal kinship carers speak out, London: Buttle UK, 2013, p10

357 Hunt ] and Waterhouse S, Understanding family and friends care: the relationship between need, support and legal status, London: Family
Rights Group, 2012, p79

358 Farmer E and Moyers S, Kinship Care: Fostering Effective Family and Friends Placements, London: Jessica Kingley Publishers, 2008, cited by
Prof Joan Hunt in evidence to the CSJ
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‘We need to build on a carer's skills as a child gets older and that means having access
to resources so we can give support, say, with behaviour management. Because issues
change: it can be hard when an older child begins exploring their identity and they want
to contact their birth parents.

Steve Towers, Operational Social Work Manager, Sunderland City, in evidence to the CSI
Support for kinship carers must keep pace with recent adoption reforms

The logic of recent reforms on adoption (which recognise the need for parents to be able
to access ongoing support) should, we believe, be extended to cover those looking after the
children of family and friends. There are already welcome signs that the Government is beginning
to recognise that kinship carers have similar support needs. For example, the Department for
Education recently announced that employees who are foster carers and ‘those who care for
children of family or friends, such as a grandparent caring permanently for their grandchild — will be
offered up to 20 days paid leave to attend training or meetings relating to their role as a carer*>®

Enabling kinship carers to continue working by allowing flexibility and ensuring wages are
sustained despite supporting a family member can help to alleviate some of the very real
financial hardship they and their children face:

79 per cent reported that becoming a kinship carer resulted in financial difficulties;*¢

85 per cent of children in kinship care are in families on state benefits*! and 41 per cent
of those who gave up work when the children moved in are dependent on state benefits
as their main source of income;*%?

359 Department for Education, Press Release, Government's first foster-friendly employer, 24 April 2014 [accessed via: https://www.gov.uk/
government/news/governments-first-foster-friendly-employer (24/6/14)]

360 Hunt ] and Waterhouse S, Understanding family and friends care: the relationship between need, support and legal status, London: Family
Rights Group, 2012, p60

361 lbid, p9

362 Grandparents Plus, Giving up the day job? Kinship carers and employment, London: Grandparents Plus, 2012, p3



= Only 31 per cent are able to provide all the basic items widely considered to be necessities
(heating, cooked meals, winter clothes, etc).26

We recommend that all government departments and local authorities lead by example by
developing employment policies enabling those who care permanently for the children of family
or friends to receive a defined period of paid leave to attend training or meetings relating to
their role as a carer.

A Kinship Care Passport

Inconsistent provision of support for kinship carers across different parts of the country
mirrors, in many ways, the situation which gave rise to the recent adoption reforms.
Acknowledgement that potential adopters were put off by very real fears that they would
not receive the support they needed to make a success of this very difficult — and typically
heroic — task led to the development of the adoption passport.

The Adoption Passport

The Adoption Passport recognises the ongoing needs of many children adopted from care and the
likely benefit to families of post-adoption support.®

The passport guides parents through the range of support services made available by local
authorities. Every adoptive parent is entitled both to advice about these services, and to an
assessment of their needs at any time. Moreover, those who have adopted a child in England may
also be entitled to help, such as Discretionary Housing Payments compensating them for not
receiving the spare room subsidy while waiting for their child to arrive. This could be particularly
useful to kinship carers who are on ‘stand by’ to take over care due to the instability of a child’s birth
family or are providing temporary accommodation in an emergency.

The stakes are very high both for adopters and kinship carers — if support is not forthcoming
children may go through the trauma of another family breakdown. However, presently there
appears to be very little pressure on local authorities to consider the potential for long-term
permanence within kinship care arrangements.This will only be realised, in many cases, if these
carers are supported in a similar way to adoptive parents. Lack of information, for example,
is a significant barrier to boosting the success rate of kinship care 3%

363 Buttle UK, Press Release, New Study Reveals the True Cost of Kinship Care, 15 April 2013 [accessed via http://www.buttleuk.org/pages/
press-releases.html (25/05/13)]

364 Department for Education, Further Action on Adoption: finding more loving homes, 2014

365 Smethers S (Grandparents Plus), The challenges for kinship carers and professionals, presentation to Kinship Care: the First Choice for
Children conference, 6 June 2013 [accessed via: http://www.grandparentsplus.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/The-challenges-for-
kinship-carers-and-for-professionals.ppt (02/01/14)]
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We welcome the Department for Education’s resource pack issued in June 2013 but recommend
that it be seen as a first step towards the development of a Kinship Carers' Passport which mirrors
the provisions of the Adoption Passport by requiring local authorities to inform carers about:

= Support available in the authority’s area; and
= Authorities’ duty to provide that support under statutory guidance.

Adopters have a right to request and receive an assessment of need, so we also recommend
that this become part of the Kinship Carers Passport

In addition, from the outset information should be provided about the different legal statuses
of kinship carers.Too many carers and social workers are unclear about the legal status of
their arrangements and the support attached to that status.

In the same way that the Government provided an Adoption Reform Grant to drive
improvements in post-adoption support and in awareness that support was available (both
acknowledged as being linked to potential parents’ willingness to adopt) there needs to be
a one-off Kinship Care Reform Grant to enable local authorities to improve their practice
around family and friends care.

We recommend that this be of the same magnitude as the Adoption Reform Grant, to reflect
its importance to the Government (a total of £200m from April 2013-March 2014) although
the number of children in kinship care in England is over 40 times the number of those placed
for adoption, so the per capita amount will be much lower*% It will be essential for councils to
use the money to drive sustainable change, for example by working with Family Hubs who can
help to coordinate support for kinship carers by connecting them to universal and other services.

Good practice example: Hampshire County Council

Children’s Services in Hampshire have recognised the need to adequately support kinship carers,
including informal carers:

‘Without adequate support for informal kinship carers, including financial support, this can lead to
children unnecessarily entering care ... it is cost-effective to put money into early support rather than
to have more children becoming looked after!

Sharon North, Commissioning Officer, Children and Families, in evidence to the CSJ

Hampshire now has a standard process for all informal kinship care arrangements. \Where a family
relative indicates a willingness to care for a child, but is requesting a level of support, an assessment is
undertaken to assess their capacity to meet the child’s needs and to identify the necessary support.

366 3,350 children were placed for adoption in the 2012-2013 financial year (although reforms are intended to increase that number)
while about 143,000 children are currently estimated to be in kinship care. Broad B, Kinship Care — A Research Paper for the Centre for
Social Justice (CSJ), 2013; Department for Education, Adoption reform grant: determination letters for 2013 to 2014, 2013 [accessed
via: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/adoption-reform-grant-determination-letters-for-2013-to-2014 (25/6/14)]; Department
for Education, Press Release, New rules to overhaul adoption, 2014 [accessed via: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-rules-to-
overhaul-adoption (3/7/14)]; ONS, Statistical First Release: Children looked after in England (including adoption and care leavers) year ending
31 March 2013, Department for Education, 2013
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After six months any informal arrangement receiving support from Children’s Services is reviewed
to ascertain if the support needs have been met, whether permanency should be secured, and
whether it is appropriate to remain an informal arrangement. The Family and Friends Care Policy
clearly fulfils the statutory guidance’s stipulation that access to services be based on needs.

‘Like all authorities we are keen to reduce our numbers of children in care and recognise that for
many children being in their wider family network is in their interests. It is well documented that
informal family carers are more likely to be older and less affluent; therefore caring for a child will be
an added financial pressure... In particular setting a standard weekly amount of financial support
whilst an assessment is being undertaken has been a significant change’

Sharon North, Commissioning Officer, Children and Families, in evidence to the CSI

Ensuring kinship carers can make informed decisions

In addition Hampshire County Council Children’s Services have produced a template letter for workers
to give all kinship carers. This ensures clear expectations of carers and also clearly sets out their
entitiements.*’ The worker undertaking an assessment must write to the carer advising of the basis of
the arrangement, clarifying any financial support to be provided. The new Informal Family and Friends
Care Procedure states:'It is of greatest importance that an informal family and friends carer is completely
aware of, and understands, the basis on which they are providing alternative care to a child’.%%

With the aim of preventing placement breakdown, we recommend that the Department
for Education develop a Kinship Carers Passport, with up-front financial assistance to local
authorities in the form of a Kinship Carers Reform Grant. This would include:

A requirement on local authorities to provide full information about the different legal
statuses to carers, and to explain the implications of support available for each option;
An entitlement to request and receive an assessment of need.

The greater demand for support following the provision of such a passport would obviously require
some up-front financial assistance to local authorities, analogous again to the Adoption Reform Grant.

Peer support

Many kinship carers simply want someone to talk to who understands what they are facing
on a daily basis.**® They are often more open to receiving information and advice about what

services are available to them from peers who have experienced similar circumstances. It

must be appreciated that there is often a fear they will look as if they have failed if they have
to ask statutory services for help — especially if they, as a family carer, have fought to obtain

or retain care of children.

367 We also heard that Sunderland City Council have produced a Family and Friends Care information leaflet on family and friends care
(including the types of care and legal arrangements, where to access the Council's policy, sources of independent advice and support, as

well as contacts for council support services) but this does not yet appear to be standard local authority practice.

368 Hampshire County Council Children’s Services, Departmental Procedure No 07/13: Informal Family and Friends Care Procedure, 2013
369 Family and Childcare Trust, Grandparents Plus and Family Lives event: Relative Experience Relative Experience: lessons in peer support:

Adopting a strengths-based approach for kinship carers, 12 February 2014, Newcastle Assembly Room
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Findings on the impact of befriending support for kinship carers include improved problem
solving and wellbeing among carers, and high motivation and low drop-out rate from
volunteers*® Voluntary sector organisation Family Lives are currently providing a four-day
training programme for kinship carer befrienders, aimed at building skills to give one-to-one
support.

We recommend that local authorities partner with local voluntary sector agencies and former
kinship carers to develop peer support networks and that these are based in or connected to
Family Hubs.

Good practice example: Relative Experience

Relative Experience is a project in the North East of England providing peer-to-peer support
for kinship carers through trained volunteers. It is aimed at reducing stress and isolation amongst
kinship carers, providing assistance through particular challenges and signposting carers to relevant
sources of support and advice. It is funded by the Big Lottery Fund Silver Dreams Fund and run by
Grandparents Plus in partnership with Family Lives and the Family and Childcare Trust.

An independent evaluation by Coram found that the use of peer volunteer befrienders was effective
and kinship carers responded well to the support offered, valuing the emotional support and the
opportunity to talk to someone who understood their circumstances. The project had a positive
effect on carers’ mental wellbeing and self-confidence about their ability to cope. The volunteers
also found the experience highly rewarding and gained personal satisfaction from supporting others
through what they have themselves experienced.*"

Benefits following the child

It is important to be aware that many children on the edge of care are temporarily placed
with extended family in emergency situations which can continue indefinitely with no formal
care proceedings. If, for example, a drug-using parent rather suddenly becomes unable to
cope but all parties hope the child will be able to return home, grandparents often step
in. The informality of the arrangement means they have no official financial support. We
recommend that existing state support should follow the child, rather than staying with the
parent, as soon as there is a change in residence initiated by, or brought to the attention of,
social services.

Currently parents continue to receive Child Benefit for eight weeks®? after a child has taken
up residence elsewhere unless they give consent for the money to be redirected.*” Given the
advances in technology and improvements in government payments systems since this time
frame was set we see no reason why it should not be shortened. Similarly, any tax credits to

370 Ibid

371 Marden R and Bellew R, Relative Experience North East Pilot: Final Evaluation Report, London: Coram, March 2014
372 Social Security Contributions and Benefits Act 1992, Section 143(2)

373 Ibid, Schedule 10 para 1
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which a parent is entitled should be automatically transferred to the carer when a child has
moved out. Claiming child-related elements of Universal Credit when not providing for a child
is illegal; as Universal Credit returns have to be completed within a month this could trigger
a reallocation of Child Benefit.

We recommend that existing state support (chid benefit and child-related tax credits) should
follow the child, rather than staying with the parent, as soon as there is a change in residence
initiated by, or brought to the attention of, social services.

Summary of recommendations

All government departments and local authorities to lead by example and develop
employment policies enabling those who care permanently for the children of family or
friends to receive a defined period of paid leave to attend training or meetings relating
to their role as a carer.

With the aim of preventing placement breakdown, the Department for Education to
develop a Kinship Carers Passport, with upfront financial assistance to local authorities
in the form of a Kinship Carers Reform Grant. This would include:

a requirement on local authorities to provide full information about the different
legal statuses to carers, and to explain the implications of support available for
each option;

an entitlement to request and receive an assessment of need.

Councils to partner with local voluntary sector agencies and former kinship carers to
develop peer support networks based in or connected to Family Hubs.

Existing state support (child benefit and child-related tax credits) to follow the child,
rather than staying with the parent, as soon as there is a change in residence initiated
by, or brought to the attention of, social services.
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