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Abstract 
This study aims to explore kinship carers' stories about their everyday family practices of 

kinship caring and what enables and constrains displaying these practices to others. The 

research generates knowledge about how kinship carers make sense of and talk about 

their families and the tensions and challenges they encounter in 'doing' everyday kinship 

family. ‘Kinship care’ refers to families bringing up another relative's or friend's child, a 

practice often seen as an alternative service to non-related foster care. Previous research 

on kinship care tends to draw on positivist approaches and prioritises a risk and child-

protectionist paradigm to compare children's experiences, assess carers' parenting skills, 

and evaluate children's safety and future life chances. This has contributed to a deficit 

discourse about kinship family living and kinship carers, in turn, creating a gap in 

understanding regarding the everyday experiences of alternative ways of family 

living. With increasingly more children referred to children’s social care in Northeast 

England and the Kinship Care Parliamentary Taskforce (2020) calling for broader 

knowledge about kinship care families, it is timely to address this gap by challenging the 

deficit narrative.   

 

The study draws on feminist post-structural perspectives and uses narrative inquiry to 

explore kinship carers' everyday lived experiences. Data generation was based on 

research with twelve adults identifying as 'kinship carers' in arts-based participatory 

workshops. The kinship carers used a blend of story-generating tools, including 

songwriting, painting, poetry, photography, and oral storytelling. The storied data were 

thematically and narratively analysed, drawing on performativity and sociological family 

studies theories of family practices and family display.  

 

The findings highlight the importance of paying attention to emotionality within the carers' 

daily family tasks, the emotional work they regularly undertake, and how emotionality 

enabled and constrained displays and non-displays of family practices. This was evident 

in many areas, especially pre-kinship caring work, acts of family surveillance, acts of being 

watched by welfare services, and stories about happiness. 

 

The study concludes that arts-based participatory storytelling can open new ways of 

seeing and thinking about kinship-caring families. The study counters the deficit view of 

kinship families and draws attention to the emotional labour underpinning their displays of 

family. It has also revealed gaps in the current debates, particularly about the intensity and 

importance of the pre-kinship caring tasks, an area largely missing from kinship caring 

literature.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction  
In this chapter, I outline my research aim to qualitatively generate and explore stories 

about kinship carers' everyday family practices. Kinship care describes the long-term, 

often permanent care of a relative's or friend's child without their parents being present. In 

legal terms in England, family and friends should be the first choice when children cannot 

live with their parents (Children Act, 1989; Adoption and Children Act, 2002). As local 

authorities increasingly turn to families for children's care, quality of parenting and holistic 

outcomes have been intensely evaluated, measured, and compared to state-registered 

foster care. The reiteration of this activity has contributed to a deficit narrative about 

kinship carers' parenting abilities, likely contributing to the hesitancy of some local 

authorities to seek and work collaboratively with relative carers. Moreover, the call by the 

Kinship Care Parliamentary Taskforce (2020) for a broader understanding of kinship 

family life means that challenging this deficit narrative is timely. However, doing so 

requires an expansion of the researchers’ lens to shift the view from an alternative foster 

care service to one that acknowledges and explores kinship care as a family first and 

foremost. Indeed, broadening the view can helpfully resist the risk and child protection 

paradigm and create a safe space to hear how kinship carers talk about their experiences 

living in kinship care families. While existing research has mainly focussed on 

investigating and evaluating kinship care from a service perspective (Chapter 2), this 

study aims to explore kinship families through a sociological family lens. The thesis offers 

a novel arts-based participatory approach that foregrounds kinship carers' voices as they 

tell their stories about their everyday lived experiences. Significantly, this provides 

different ways of seeing kinship families.  

 

The chapter begins by contextualising kinship care in England and Northeast England, 

then shows how existing research has produced a dominant narrative in talking about 
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kinship carers and their families. I then explain my research aims and questions before 

articulating my methodological and theoretical design. I reflect on my positionality within 

the research and close the chapter by introducing the thesis structure and contents.  

1.2 Contextualising kinship care in England (and the UK)  
Our knowledge is evolving about those relatives in England who offer long-term 

permanent care for children unable to live with their birth parents. Statistically, more 

children in England are growing up in kinship care homes than in non-related foster care 

(Gov.UK, 2021; Kinship Care Parliamentary Taskforce, 2020; The Fostering Network, 

2021). Census data from 2011 showed that approximately 180,000 children in the UK 

were growing up in kinship care; of those children, 152,910 lived in England (Wijedasa, 

2015, p.5). The Northeast is one of two English regions (the other being Greater London) 

with the most children growing up in kinship care (ibid.). Local authority areas with a 

higher number of children growing up in kinship care are also those categorised as having 

more families living in multiple deprivations (ibid.), indicating a relationship between 

children living in kinship care and those living in poverty.   

 

The 2011 Census statistics likely under-represent the number of children living in kinship 

care, as many families come to informal familial agreements about children's care and do 

so away from the local authority's gaze. The expectation that the number of children living 

in kinship arrangements will have grown (Kinship Care Parliamentary Taskforce, 2020) is 

especially pertinent to children living in Northeast England. The North East Submission to 

the Independent Review of Children's Social Care states:  

[T]he rate of Children in Care in the North East increased at a greater rate than in 
any other region between 2019 and 2020, with every local authority having a rate 
that is above the national average (2021, p.9). 

  

Moreover, the increase in kinship care is likely a reflection of the reduction in the 

recruitment of non-related foster carers (Brown and Sen, 2014); children being seen as 

having better outcomes than those children growing up in non-related foster care (Roth et 
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al., 2011; Munro and Gilligan, 2013; Mercer et al., 2015; Wellard et al., 2017); and local 

authorities experiencing ongoing funding cuts (Selwyn et al., 2013; Kinship Care 

Parliamentary Taskforce, 2020). These reasons make kinship care an attractive option for 

local authorities, especially when families are keen to keep children within their familial 

connections (Broad, 2007). The Kinship Care Parliamentary Taskforce (2020, p. 2) argues 

that kinship care is the 'crucial third pillar of the children's social care system,' yet they 

suggest it 'is an afterthought’. The authors allude to the socio-economic and financial 

inequalities experienced by many kinship families and the lack of dedicated policies that 

have led to inadequate family support.   

 

As local authorities increasingly turn to families for children's care, this has escalated 

activity to verify children's safety by assessing the kinship carers' parenting quality and 

measuring children's behaviour and overall outcomes. Indeed, evaluating families as a 

comparative service to non-related and state-registered foster care has gained credence 

since the introduction in 2005 in England and Wales of special guardianship orders, 

legislated through the Adoption and Children Act 2002 (see Appendix 1 for details about 

the different care orders). While this influx of evaluative activity seeks to determine and 

endorse kinship care as a safe mode of caring, it leaves a gap in understanding of the 

family's perspective and ways of talking about their family.   

 

In terms of children's social care, families are seen as both the problem and the solution 

when social work intervention is required. On one hand, parents unable to demonstrate 

their 'adequate' parenting skills become viewed within the realms of troubled families and 

thus seen as the problem (Morris et al., 2017). On the other hand, relatives are the 

solution. Children's social care in England, however, operates within a child-centric risk 

paradigm (Tarrant et al., 2017; Gupta et al., 2018), often leading to a general mistrust of 

family carers because of their connection to the children's birth parents (Brown and Sen, 
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2014). For example, Brown and Sen (2014) adopt a deficit view of kinship families and 

caution social workers about family collusions. The authors also claim that although 

children experience better stability in kinship care placements than in non-related foster 

care, the quality of 'care and environment' appeared to be of 'lower standard' (2014, p. 

169). The misgivings around relative care have exacerbated problematic assessment 

activity to determine safe parenting and created a particular lens through which to view 

kinship carers and their families.   

 

It is pertinent to add that social workers in the UK have revealed their difficulty in 

assessing relative carers (Hunt, 2021). This is likely because policies and children's social 

work practice were designed with non-related foster carers in mind, who are recruited, 

trained and assessed before children's care is sanctioned (Broad, 2004; Aldgate and 

McIntosh, 2006). Social workers, therefore, refer to the complexity of applying this 

traditional model to working with and assessing familial carers, advocating their need for 

additional skills and knowledge (Hunt, 2021). However, the complexity referred to in 

working with families may explain the continuing reluctance by some local authorities to 

look to family first for children's care (Brown and Sen, 2014; Tarrant et al. 2017).  

 

The continued hesitancy by some local authorities around family care adds to the need for 

a different way of seeing and talking about kinship care families, making this research 

timely. Moreover, the recent focus on kinship care, specifically the call for a national 

kinship care strategy that aims for socio-economic, financial and political equity for 

families (Kinship, 2022), reinforces the need for broader knowledge about different family 

experiences. It is geographically relevant, given the concerns about the increasing rate of 

children referred to children's social care in the Northeast region (The North East 

Submission to the Independent Review of Children's Social Care, 2021), where this study 
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is situated, suggesting more children will move into their relatives' homes. The Northeast 

context was crucial in establishing the research area for this study.  

1.3 Contextualising the socio-economic and Northeast climate at the 

time of the study  
This research began in 2016 during the political and economic uncertainty created by 

austerity, leaving the European Union, and prior to the start of the 2020 Covid-19 

pandemic. Regionally, the Northeast, once a critical industrialised region, experiences 

unemployment rates higher than the national average (Office for National Statistics, 

2022a), more families living in poverty, and health inequalities (Bambra and Garthwaite, 

2015; Clayton, Donovan and Merchant, 2016; Garthwaite and Bambra, 2017; Corris et al., 

2020; Francis-Devine, 2021). Some Northeast regions are reportedly in the national top 

20% of areas of multiple deprivations (Wijedasa, 2015; Francis-Devine, 2021). Further 

contextualising this research, during the initial stages of fieldwork, a joint third sector-

funded project on Northeast kinship care1 reduced its active presence due to funding cuts, 

mirroring other cuts in regional third sector provision (Clayton, Donovan, and Merchant, 

2016). For some kinship carers, shrinking provision was a key motivator in joining the 

study. Given these circumstances, and as previously discussed, the Northeast has the 

highest rate of children referred to children's social care and the highest number of 

children living in kinship families. For these reasons, the region was a pertinent area to 

carry out this study. Furthermore, carrying out the study in this region adds knowledge 

about kinship care to the limited British research base.   

1.4 Kinship care in the UK and literature from the English context  
The dearth of British studies about kinship care means that our knowledge about families 

has, until recently, been derived from international studies (Brown et al., 2019; Kinship 

Care Parliamentary Taskforce, 2020; Hallett, Garstang, and Taylor, 2021). British 

research is increasing, but there are numerous knowledge gaps (Hunt, 2020; Kinship Care 

 
1 The Relative Experience project was funded in the Northeast by the Big Lottery Silver Dreams fund. 
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Parliamentary Taskforce, 2020; Grimshaw, Hall, and Graham, 2021), with narrow 

research authorship in England. International research findings offer valuable insights but 

do not readily translate to Britain because of socio-cultural, economic, political and legal 

disparities between nations (Farmer, 2009a; Brown and Sen, 2014; MacDonald, Hayes, 

and Houston, 2016). Likewise, cultural, economic and legal differences exist between the 

four UK nations (Munro and Gilligan, 2013; McCarten et al., 2018a).   

 

This comparatively small amount of UK research is problematic because more children 

are moving into their relatives' care, which calls for more comprehensive knowledge about 

kinship care. Calls to broaden the research base have come from the voluntary sector 

(Burgess et al., 2010; Selwyn et al., 2013; Hunt, 2020), cross-party parliamentary groups 

(Kinship Care Parliamentary Taskforce, 2020), academics in social work, child welfare and 

human rights (Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Featherstone et al., 2018a; Gupta et al., 2018; 

Grimshaw, Hall and Graham, 2021), and academics from psychotherapy (Lanyado, 2019). 

Tarrant et al. (2017), exploring relationships between grandparent kinship carers and local 

authorities, stressed the need for more positive narratives around kinship care. 

 

While limited in quantity, existing research provides important insights into the critical role 

of familial care and reveals the challenges of caring for a relative's child (see Chapter 2 for 

an in-depth discussion). For example, Aldgate and McIntosh's (2006) extensive 

government-initiated Scottish study surveyed 32 local authorities and 30 kinship children 

and 24 kinship families. The authors identified, among other findings, the need for a 

different approach to working with kinship families, which clearly distinguishes kinship care 

from foster care. Wellard's (2011) and Hunt and Waterhouse's (2013) research in the 

voluntary sector highlighted that kinship carers and local authority workers often had 

problematic relationships. Both also identified that local authorities took differing and 

inconsistent approaches to working with families. For example, they noted differences in 
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the level of support given to relatives and their families; the inconsistent use of care types 

and how relatives become steered down different caring routes (see appendix 2 for the 

different care types); and differences in the levels of financial support given. In addition, 

studies reveal financial inequalities between non-related foster carers and kinship carers 

(Munro and Gilligan, 2013), with Selwyn et al. (2013, p.78) referring to kinship carers as 

'the poor relations.' Further, Farmer (2009), Burgess et al. (2010), and Selwyn et al. 

(2013) illuminate children's experiences of growing up in kinship care, while others have 

highlighted difficulties regarding children's ongoing contact with their birth parents (Broad, 

2007; Roth et al., 2011; Wellard, 2011). These studies foreground the most encountered 

challenges experienced by kinship families and show the complex, incongruous and 

unequal systems, policies and practices.  

 

Methodologically, researchers with kinship care families in England have typically applied 

quantitative and mixed methods approaches, especially drawing on survey and interview 

data (Farmer, 2010; Wellard, 2011; Hunt and Waterhouse, 2013; Nandy and Selwyn, 

2013; Selwyn et al., 2013; Gautier and Wellard, 2014; Wade et al., 2014; Ashley, Aziz, 

and Braun, 2015; Department for Education, 2015; McCartan et al., 2018; Harwin et al., 

2019a; Harwin et al., 2019b; Public Law Working Group, 2020). A significant body of 

research reiterates specific issues, including kinship care families’ financial insecurity, 

inadequate housing, concerns over kinship carers' physical and emotional health, 

children's emotional and behavioural displays, relational conflict issues with birth parents, 

managing contact supervision, and troubled relationships with local authorities (Broad, 

2007; Wellard and Wheatley, 2010; Nandy et al. 2011; Hunt and Waterhouse, 2013; 

Brown and Sen, 2014; Selwyn and Nandy, 2014; Wade et al., 2014; Mercer et al., 2015; 

MacDonald et al., 2016; Thompson, 2018; Harwin et al., 2019a). While aiding the 

understanding of adversity and disadvantage, this dominant lens has created a commonly 

used research structure that has narrowed the foci around familial caregiving. 
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The relatively homogenous use of positivist approaches has purposefully and usefully 

responded to specific socio-political drivers, often aiming for fast results. Surveys and 

interviews, therefore, have predominantly been used as research tools to achieve an 

expedient statistical overview of kinship care. For example, to understand how the recent 

Covid-19 pandemic impacted kinship family lives, the voluntary organisation, Kinship, 

published four reports between March and July 2020. The researchers used a survey to 

generate statistical data, to fill a gap in understanding around how kinship families 

experienced the national lockdown and Covid-19.  

 

While not all research has warranted such a rapid production of results, existing research 

has tended to be in response to political policy drivers (Mercer et al., 2015; Harwin et al., 

2019a), government funding (Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Wade et al., 2014), and social 

and financial inequalities (Hunt and Waterhouse, 2013; Gautier and Wellard, 2014). 

Additionally, the increasing use of special guardianship orders has driven a research 

agenda to establish children's safety when cared for under this order (Wade et al., 2014; 

Harwin et al., 2019a). With a growing understanding of these particular issues, this body 

of literature has paved the way for introducing a new lens not driven by established 

kinship care agendas.  

 

As there is now a better statistical understanding of kinship care and growing awareness 

about the social and political disadvantages that impact kinship care families’ everyday 

lives, it is now timely to expand the methodological approach. Qualitative and participatory 

research with kinship families is in its infancy in England (for an exception, see 

Shuttleworth, 2021), and no studies have drawn on arts-based participatory informed 

narrative inquiry (Chapters 3 and 4).   
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A further gap in understanding pertains to the lack of theoretical perspectives within 

kinship care research, likely because the dominant research agenda is to generate 

statistical knowledge, evaluate families and services, review national and international 

literature, and compare national and international policies and systems. Exceptions 

include Hingley-Jones et al. (2020), who explored children's contact with birth parents 

through a sociological theoretical lens; and Shuttleworth's (2021) critical realist research 

with children, which drew on various theoretical stances. Nevertheless, the limited 

theoretical application has created an echo chamber that has identified critical issues yet 

restricts different ways of thinking and talking about kinship care. Moreover, much kinship 

care research is situated within the social work disciplines and is therefore discussed 

within a risk and child protection narrative. It is also timely to widen the disciplinary scope 

in the field of family sociology by focusing more on kinship care as a family rather than a 

service. The notion of family has steered the research aims and questions. 

  

1.5 Aims and research questions  
This study aims to explore kinship carers' stories about their everyday family practices of 

kinship caring, and what enables and constrains displaying these practices to others. 

Three key questions guided the research:  

• What do kinship carers do for their families and how is this significant in their lives?  

• How do kinship carers make sense of and talk about their kinship care families?  

• What are the tensions and challenges for kinship carers and their families in 'doing' 

kinship family?  

1.6 Achieving my aims by drawing on a feminist post-structuralist 

approach  
Feminist post-structural theory is a valuable framework for exploring the storied lives of 

kinship carers (Chapter 3 for further discussion). Researchers have used this approach to 

understand the experiences of oppressed and marginalized people and groups, whose 
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storied perspectives have limited space in debates about their lives (Butler, 1990; 

Weedon, 1997; O'Connor, 2003). This approach can ‘trouble’ accepted ways of seeing 

and understanding the world (Butler, 1990; Richardson, 1997). Butler (1990, 1993, 2009) 

argues that 'to trouble' is to disrupt that which is privileged, taken for granted, and widely 

accepted as truth. Davies and Gannon (2005, p.320) propose that 'feminist post-structural 

researchers ask questions that destabilize taken for granted knowledges.' In drawing on 

this approach, I can trouble the taken-for-granted knowledge and discourses about kinship 

carers and their families and make visible their perspective about their family life 

generated by their stories. Disrupting the taken for granted is essential because power 

relationships become embedded within discourses and, according to Weedon (1997, 

p.41), '[D]iscourses are not neutral; rather, they represent political interests and are 

constantly vying for status and power.' By troubling deficit discourses about kinship carers, 

this can allow an exploration of the political, public and private 'relations of power' 

(Foucault, 2003, p.xvi) of those living in kinship care families. Therefore, as Weedon 

(1997, p.19) states, this can open 'possibilities of change' within internal and external 

relationships. 

 

The feminist post-structural lens aligns with my understanding of our multiple and fluidly 

intersecting identities. Therefore, while I use the label of kinship care within this thesis, 

feminist post-structural ideology enables me to reject this as a fixed identity (Somers, 

1994; Cairns, 2013; Cannon, Lauve-Moon and Buttell, 2015), and instead support the 

notion that this is simply one identity label under which those living in kinship care families 

become constituted. Moreover, feminist post-structural research does not look for 

authentic, natural or full-storied accounts of lived experiences (Haraway, 1988; Weedon, 

1997). Instead, it understands multi-dimensional ways of existing in the world. Sharing 

stories of life events will be influenced by temporal storytelling space (Haraway, 1988; 

Rhedding-Jones, 1997), something Haraway (1988, p.581) refers to as 'situated 
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knowledges.' Adopting this lens acknowledges that stories told during fieldwork are one 

interpretation of life events, which I then analyse and interpret using thematic narrative 

analysis (Chapter 4). 

1.7 The use of narrative inquiry and performativity  
Narrative inquiry fits harmoniously into a feminist post-structural theoretical approach and 

is used in this thesis (Chapter 3) because stories are social and create opportunities for 

sharing our experiences (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; Ochs and Capps, 2001; Bruner, 

2004; Elliott, 2005; McAlpine, 2016). We co-construct partial narratives (Haraway, 1988; 

Somers, 1994) with those around us (Eronen, 2012; Cresswell, 2014), meaning they are 

not fixed or stable accounts about life but can change depending on the audience and the 

temporal space in which we share them (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; Bruner, 2004). 

Moreover, we also tell stories for an imagined audience (Langellier, 1999; McAlpine, 2016; 

Riessman, 2016). Since the kinship carers wanted their stories to travel and exist outside 

the fieldwork space, this is highly pertinent (Chapter 4), as it alerts unknown others to their 

everyday experiences. As Leyla2 stated:   

Tell the government how we feel and get us noticed ... We are the real kinship 
carers, tell our real stories … It's about the children, so our kinship children we look 
after will get a better life. (Leyla)   

  

Stories are also performative, meaning that through performative telling, we constitute 

ourselves and others into being (Bruner, 2004). Our everyday acts, including speech acts, 

make us visible and recognisable (or unrecognisable) to others as either belonging (or not 

belonging) to a socio-cultural group (Butler, 1993). Performativity theory (Butler, 1993) 

enables exploration of the kinship carers' constructions of self and family experiences by 

breaking down their stories and uncovering the everyday signifying acts of 'doing' kinship 

care families. Moreover, performativity can alert us to intersecting dominant discourses 

 
2 Pseudonym 
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underpinning the kinship carers' narratives, potentially troubling normative notions of 

'doing' family. 

1.8 My positionality    
Drawing on a feminist post-structural approach means it is important to make my 

'subjective positioning' (Rhedding-Jones, 1997, p.195) visible. This section explains my 

positionality regarding work with kinship care families and the construction of my 

methodological approach (Chapter 5 discusses the kin carers' subjective positionality). 

 

I grew up in a large family living on the edge of poverty in a suburban area in Northeast 

England. During the 1970s and my middle childhood, my home area became associated 

with high unemployment rates, poverty and crime. My father moved us out of this area 

some years before it became typified as an area housing many 'troubled families.'3   

 

In my late teens in the 1980s, after qualifying as an early years practitioner, I went to work 

for a Labour-led local authority, opening centres for the families of striking miners.4 I 

learned how political decisions and disagreements could cause disadvantage and 

vulnerability and lead to deficit family discourses. Working within the mining community 

helped me to appreciate the importance of listening to stories told by those experiencing a 

specific phenomenon. Moreover, I was cognisant that despite the families sharing a joint-

life event and being labelled as 'miners' families', they were not a homogenous group.  

 

Since then, I have worked with diverse families in varying life circumstances and, in 2011, 

began work on a Northeast project with kinship care families. I was privileged to listen to 

stories about family life from their own perspectives. Many stories made their feelings of 

 
3 In the 1990s this area came to national attention because of conflict between residents and the police, 
leading to violence and riots. 
4 Some of these later transitioned into Sure Start centres. 
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belonging to a hidden and marginalised socio-cultural group visible. Although some 

commonalities materialised, the stories were as diverse and unique as the families. For 

many, this was their first opportunity to share stories of caring for their relatives' children, 

which they saw as essential to raising awareness of kinship care.  

 

In 2016 the opportunity to work towards a PhD at Northumbria University enabled me to 

work collaboratively with kinship carers. This thesis (and the accompanying book5) act as 

a conduit to carry their stories of 'doing' kinship care into the public sphere and to present 

the kinship carers' perspectives about their everyday life. In turn, this can raise political, 

professional and broader public awareness of the socio-political issues that impact 

experiences of familial caregiving, as told from the inside.   

 

My life histories undoubtedly inform my ontological and epistemological ideas about the 

world because our historical and temporal social positioning and life events influence us, 

resulting in multiple interpretations. When we perform and retell those events, our 

language creates and transmits knowledge to others. However, some knowledge is 

privileged, so broader societal debates do not include all voices equally. For example, 

women (Weedon, 1997), people of colour (Lorde, 2020), carers (Baines, Evans and 

Neysmith, 1998), children (Prout and James, 1997), and families associated with notions 

of trouble (Crossley, 2017), have historically been excluded from debates about their lives. 

Therefore, methodological approaches that generate stories from those living in kinship 

care relationships can make diverse ways of knowing visible and add unfamiliar stories to 

debates.  

 

 
5 As part of the fieldwork activity some of the stories generated were compiled into a book and disseminated 
to those in the political, professional, and public domain (Chapter 4).   
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In keeping with a feminist post-structural approach (Richardson, 1997), I adopt the use of 

'I' in writing this thesis, acknowledging my involvement in this research by not distancing 

my subjective self from the act of writing. Richardson (1997, p.2) troubles the 'all-knowing, 

all-powerful voice of the academy', suggesting it values certain forms of academic writing 

over others. Here, using 'I' allows open acknowledgment that '[W]e are always present in 

our texts, no matter how we try to suppress ourselves' (Richardson, 1997, p.2). However, I 

adopt a fluid writing approach, moving in and out of using 'I', given my intention to avoid 

overshadowing the kin carers and their lives.   

1.9 Outlining the thesis structure    
In this chapter, I have outlined the context of kinship care in England and the UK and the 

dominant positivist research lens that has typically investigated kinship care. It is time to 

shift the lens and hear about everyday life from the kinship carers' perspectives. I draw on 

a feminist post-structural approach using arts-based participatory narrative inquiry.   

 

In Chapter 2, I first review sociological family studies literature around historical and 

contemporary conceptualisations of ‘family’ before exploring the visibility of kinship care 

families within family studies accounts. I then trace the historical international (mainly 

USA) and national literature on kinship care and consider to what extent the positioning of 

kinship families in research has created dominant ways of thinking and talking about 

families.   

 

In Chapters 3 and 4, I explain the innovative construction of my methodological approach 

and reflect on my fieldwork process by elucidating my methods, including sampling, 

recruitment, generating stories, ethical considerations and data analysis.   

 

I introduce the kin carers recruited to the study in Chapter 5 using backstories. These 

accounts include the kin carers' spoken words and contextualise some of their important 
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life events before they assumed their young relative's full-time care. In Chapters 6, 7 and 

8, I present the data findings, analysed using thematic narrative analysis. Key findings are 

discussed in Chapter 9, in response to the study questions and theoretical perspectives of 

'doing family' (Morgan, 1996, 2011), 'family display' (Finch, 2007), emotional labour 

(Hochschild, 2012) and ‘emotionality’ (Ahmed, 2010, 2014). Chapter 10 concludes the 

thesis and outlines the study's original contribution to knowledge. 
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Chapter 2: Literature review. Locating research stories of kinship 

caring families 

 2.1 Introduction   
This chapter examines existing literature on kinship carers and their families in the United 

Kingdom (UK). However, this knowledge bank is sparse and relatively new, so it is also 

necessary to look at the research that has informed that of the UK, which predominantly 

comes from the United States of America (USA). This latter body of research indicates the 

influencing factors around social constructions of families and the carers who assume the 

children's care. Understanding how families become constituted is important and can 

assist with disrupting deficit perspectives. This is particularly important given that research 

with families appears to reside primarily within welfare services disciplines, and kinship 

families are referred to as belonging to hidden and marginalised communities (Saunders 

and Selwyn, 2008; Gautier and Wellard, 2014; Tarrant et al., 2017).  

 

Nevertheless, it is well documented within kinship care literature that caring for relatives' 

children is not a new phenomenon but a traditional historical family practice (Broad, 2004; 

Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Farmer, 2009a; O'Brien, 2012; Hilla, Gilligan and Connelly, 

2020). As such, this literature review adopts a sociological family studies approach by first 

examining writing in the family studies field to locate stories of kinship caring (as defined in 

Chapter 1). This includes locating both historical as well as contemporary debates. Here, 

historical refers to the turn of the 'new' sociological family studies research that, according 

to Featherstone (1997) and Morgan (1996), emerged around the 1990s. The reason for 

doing this is twofold. First, reviewing the socio-historical family studies literature offers an 

opportunity to understand the tensions and debates in how families are defined, 

constructed and allocated value. This is because families do not exist in a vacuum, but 

instead both influence and are influenced (and constrained) by their spatial temporality 

(Zinn, 2000; Murray and Barnes, 2010; Sanner, Ganong and Coleman, 2021). This means 



30 
 

discourses that construct social family norms (and, in turn, the non-normative) are 

constituted from the historical, geographical, social, political, economic and environmental 

conditions in which families interact with others and go about their daily lives (Ferree, 

1990; Coontz, 2000; Zinn, 2000; Muncie and Langan, 2003; Perlesz et al., 2006; Edwards 

and Gillies, 2012; Ahmed, 2014; Walsh, McNamee and Seymour, 2020). Therefore, the 

family studies field, especially that engaging with sociological feminist thinking, is a helpful 

arena for research on diverse family forms. Second, given my earlier claim that kinship 

care research has only emerged recently in UK academic literature, it allows an 

investigation into where, when, how, why and to what extent kinship care families feature 

within the broader academic debate. This also serves to indicate the gaps in research this 

thesis aims to address.  

 

This literature review updates and extends an initial search undertaken at the beginning of 

this study in 2016, thereby acknowledging the slight increase in UK kinship care research 

and allowing me to refer to new thinking within the family studies field.   

 

The literature review begins by explaining the methodology. It is then divided into two 

sections. Section one begins by locating and making sense of how kinship care families 

are constructed in historical and contemporary sociological and feminist family studies in 

the Global North, which is pertinent to this thesis, given that the research occurred in 

Northeast England. The concept of 'the family' as a functional socio-political regulating 

institution, and its relationship to the constructions of socio-normative parenting ideals 

(especially mothering), are explored. Identifying the constructions of privileged normative 

family practices can expose those viewed as non-normative that either go unnoticed or 

are hidden. Morgan's (1996, 2011) concept of family practices and Finch's (2007) initial 

theorising on family displays are particularly useful in understanding the diversity of 
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everyday family living. To conclude, the review considers those families missing from 

these debates. 

 

Section two commences by analysing the emergence of kinship care families within 

research, beginning with a historical review of the USA and UK literature. Contemporary 

kinship care studies are then discussed, focusing on the notion of families being viewed 

as the 'problem and solution' and exploring the heavy emphasis on a service-led approach 

to working with families. After analysing the social constructions of carers, the review 

highlights research on how kinship carers face a moral dichotomy in displaying 

emotionality.  

 

2.2 Literature review methodology: locating kinship care families   
I conducted a qualitative and interpretive narrative literature review, that is flexible enough 

to manage a broad range of diverse literature across different disciplines (Collins and 

Fauser, 2005; Petticrew and Roberts, 2006). Petticrew and Roberts (2006) identify three 

key uses in narratively reviewing the literature: giving a narrative account of research 

findings; categorising into themes; and synthesising knowledge across themes. I began 

my search for kinship care literature in the UK. However, as this body of research is still in 

its infancy and I was interested in understanding the historical and social constructions of 

kinship care families, I widened my search to the USA, as most UK studies cited this work 

as the seminal work for kinship care (in the Global North). To locate USA literature, I used 

an initial date range from 1980 to 2010, since most publications on USA kinship care 

began around 1990 and UK publications began to surface at the start of 2000. As I was 

interested in how the historical USA ideology about kinship families filtered into UK 

research, I switched my focus from the USA to the UK contexts between 2000 and 2010, 

when more UK studies emerged. While I included the USA for its historical knowledge, I 

included contemporary international literature for its relevance to the field of sociological 
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family studies. The concept of family is integral to this study, which led me to review the 

literature that has influenced the knowledge mobilisation around social constructs and 

discourses of families. I used a search start date of 1990 because this was the date of the 

‘new sociological turn’, which shifted thinking on families (Featherstone, 1997; Morgan, 

1996). 

 

Deductive and inductive thematic narrative analysis were used on the literature. While I 

kept an open mind as to what I might find in the material, my search was underpinned by 

my philosophical, ontological and epistemological beliefs about the world. Therefore, I was 

interested in the power relationships embedded within the literature, for example, who 

spoke about kinship care, why and on whose behalf. As such, I took account of the ‘policy 

agora’, which Brown (2014) explains as policy makers' ideology and normative rhetoric. 

Brown notes that research whose methodology and findings reinforce governmental 

political discourses and rhetoric are more likely to be included in policy and debates. 

Research that falls outside the government's acceptable ideology is unlikely to be 

considered in policy change. However, Brown (2014) indicates that the policy agora can 

be transformed when there is a change in government and when a large body of research 

shares an opposing view to the dominant and normative one. This enabled me to reflect 

on governmental rhetoric and policies around families and kinship care, and consider how 

these were reflected in the different research publications. I was interested in the 

researcher's academic field, research partners, study aims, and who funded the research 

and why. Using a similar approach, I reflected on the dominant narratives and 

methodologies in the literature and what (and whom) were missing.  

 

I used the Boolean search technique and a combination of keywords, including kinship 

care, family and friends care, grandparent care, relative care, kinship care policy, and 

custodial care. I also used family, family policy, mothering, family and feminism, and family 
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sociology. I drew on various databases, including Web of Science, Social Care Online, 

and the Taylor and Francis Library Journals Collection. Using a snowballing strategy, I 

sourced the reference lists within literature and created alerts for various journals held by 

Sage Journals. I included UK grey material which, while not peer-reviewed, is relevant 

because of the paucity of UK material. Moreover, this literature has been used in broader 

UK research to inform discourses and social constructions of kinship care families. My 

literature search began in January 2016 and, using an alert system, ended in May 2022. I 

now explore this literature below, beginning with conceptualisations of family.   

 

2.3 Social constructions of families   
 

But the language of social construction is actually rather weak. It is not very 
enlightening to be told repeatedly that something claimed as 'objective' is in fact 
'socially constructed'. Objects of thought are constructed in thought: what else could 
they be? So the interesting questions concern the ways in which they are 
constructed. Where do objects emerge? Which are the authorities that are able to 
pronounce upon them … How do certain constructions acquire the status of truth … 
(Rose, 1999, p.x)  

 
 

Over the last 50 years, there has been a noticeably increased interest in debates around 

the concept of 'family' (May and Dawson, 2018; Morgan, 2020) and the adequacy of this 

term in representing the diversity of contemporary family living. This is particularly so 

within the field of sociological family studies (Finch, 2007; Smart, 2007; May, 2011; 

Morgan, 2011). There is a need to de-stabilise normative thinking that privileges the 

universal idea of 'the family' (Butler, 1990; Ribbens and Edwards, 1995; Allen, 2000; 

Muncie and Sapsford, 2003; Morgan, 2011; May and Dawson, 2018 Dermott and Fowler, 

2020). Its ideological (and pervasive) image constructs a family unit that is fixed, white, 

middle-class and heteronormative (Muncie and Sapsford, 2003; Segal, 2003; Dermott and 

Fowler, 2020; Walsh, McNamee and Seymour, 2020). There is a clear need to move 

beyond the nuclear concept to locate a more fluid expression of relatedness that can 

make diverse family forms visible. However, to do this means understanding the social 
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constructions of privileged (and therefore non-privileged) images, as stated in the previous 

quotation (Rose, 1999). This requires a historical exploration that can reveal how such 

ideologies are socially constructed and embedded within everyday socio-normative family 

life.   

 

2.3.1 Defining families   
'Family' and 'the family' are terms so widely used that they have come to represent a 

natural institution in which we all hold membership to one degree or another (Muncie and 

Wetherell, 2003; Dermott and Fowler, 2020; Sanner, Ganong and Coleman, 2021). In fact, 

the ideology of family is held in such high esteem that Zinn (2000, p. 44) suggests families 

are viewed as the 'building block of society’. Early debates crucially challenged the 

homogenising nuclear family image (Gillis, 1997; Allen, 2000; Muncie and Sapsford, 2003; 

Harker, 2010; May and Dawson, 2018), revealing this dominant discourse as not neutral 

but imbued with socio-political values that set expectations for broader society to live by 

(Harker, 2010; Redmond and Martin 2021; Sanner, Ganong and Coleman, 2021). 

Disrupting this discourse is significant because UK and English political agendas 

frequently refer to the nuclear family as the ideal family form (Ribbens and Edwards, 1995; 

Zinn, 2000; Dyck, 2005; Murray and Barnes, 2010; Taylor and Bloch, 2018). Those who 

do not reflect the nuclear family image or cannot meet or fall short of the requisite 

standards become othered, seen as different, and marginalised (Kaestle, 2016; Redmond 

and Martin, 2021).  

 

All the same, as Bernardes (1999, p. 22) explains, the concept of the nuclear family is 'an 

idea with remarkable strength and power'. Additionally, Zinn (2000, p. 45) states it is 'an 

ideological concept, which conceals varied meanings and configurations', making those 

meanings and configurations invisible, with only the dominant discourse being given 

credence. This is because the ideals of a universal family are embedded within broader 

social structures and institutions (Few-Demo, Lloyd and Allen, 2014; Redmond and 
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Martin, 2021), including political, economic, health, educational and religious bodies 

(Muncie and Sapsford, 2003). As such, it has become accepted as the 'common sense 

family' (Muncie and Sapsford, 2003, p. 10), leading to an entrenched and stereotypical 

image of what family life should be like (Dermott and Fowler, 2020; Tarrant and Hall, 

2020). Viewing socio-normative family living as a stabilising foundation of communities 

and broader social life makes it problematic for diverse family forms and relationships to 

be recognised and affirmed. As such, specific ways of family living, including kinship care 

families, become othered, marginalised and hidden.    

 

The disruption of the nuclear family ideal that privileges some families while marginalising 

others has created space to consider the diversity of relationships and how families live 

and interact in everyday life. Instrumentally, it has been feminist thinkers leading this 

significant shift (Ribbens and Edwards, 1995; Zinn, 2000; Allen, 2016; Morgan, 2020). 

'The family' was replaced with 'families', which can more flexibly capture the differing 

dynamics and diversity of lives, with Zinn (2000, p. 49) referring to 'families' as a 'tangled 

array of relationships' indicating a level of complexity. While Murray and Barnes (2010, p. 

533) claim families are 'a specific blend of social relations', Few-Demo, Lloyd and Allen 

extend this, stating:   

Families are not solely defined by biological or structural criteria; they are instead a 
product of competing and harmonious social interactions and exchanges that define 
processes of external and internal boundary maintenance, emotional cohesion, 
identity, and reconfiguration (2014, p. 87).    

 

The definitions created by Murray and Barnes (2010), and Few-Demo, Lloyd and Allen 

remove the boundaries that centre on the nuclear family as a unit and that seek to 

separate private family worlds from those in the public sphere. This separation between 

private and public is problematic, as it assumes that families are individually responsible 

and act autonomously in making decisions about their lives. This is referred to as the 

individualisation thesis (May, 2011; Ahmed, 2014). However, this ideology negates the 
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impact of broader social structures that impact family life, for instance, policy, systems, 

and institutions. Drawing on feminist thinking has helped to disrupt this view and 

highlighted the tensions within discourses around families.   

 

2.3.2 Feminism and families   
Feminist thinking has critically revealed the intersectional diversity of everyday family lives 

(Featherstone, 1997; Few-Demo, Lloyd and Allen, 2014; Allen and Jaramillo-Sierra, 2015) 

and embedded social inequalities. Important to note is that early prominent feminist 

thinking adopted a one-dimensional lens by focusing on women's oppression in the home 

and exclusion from the public world of work (hooks, 1981; Zinn, 2000; Allen, 2016). While 

this debate centered on middle-class white women's oppression, it ignored the different 

family lives and oppression of other women, for example, working women, women of 

colour, and differing ethnicity and abilities. Widening the lens of feminism enabled the 

intersectional oppression of women, children and others living within marginalised social 

groups to be seen by others. It does this by paying attention to the everyday lives, 

including family lives, routines and the tasks that come to constitute families (Zinn, 2000; 

Allen, 2016). Paying attention to the everyday means that hidden and mundane tasks can 

become noticed, made visible, explored and troubled (Butler, 1990).   

 

As such, feminism can reveal and trouble relationships of power, conflict and oppression 

(hooks, 1981; Lorde, 1979 cited in Gay, 2020; Butler, Gambetti, and Sabsay, 2016; 

Ahmed, 2017). Focusing on the everyday of family life means rejecting the 

individualisation theory and looking past the idea of families as bounded units separate 

from their socio-political worlds (Ferree, 1990; Zinn, 2000; Dyck, 2005; Allen and 

Jaramillo-Sierra, 2015; Morgan, 2020). Ribbens McCarthy and Edwards (2001, p.770) 

recognise feminism as about relationships, stating that a feminist relational lens allows us 

to see 'the individual as connected to others'. Here, families can be understood as 
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relational and entangled within broader social systems and policies that shape and 

constrain family relationships and activities. Adopting a feminist relational lens permits us 

to see how broader social events and daily familial interactions come to constitute 

families. Nevertheless, the individualisation thesis surrounding families seems embedded 

and resistant to change, with marginalised families at risk of being blamed for their 

different ways of family living.   

 

Therefore, understanding how discourses of individualisation can construct families as 

responsible and autonomous, and normative or non-normative is important to this debate. 

It can highlight how families can come to be viewed, discussed and recognised by others. 

A feminist lens can challenge the socially constructed narratives of family responsibility 

and blame, something important when we receive messages about normative 

expectations of family living from various sources.   

   

2.3.3 Family as a regulating institution   
Family studies have helpfully contributed to our knowledge about how ideals and images 

of families are socially constructed (Tarrant and Hall, 2020). These ideals do not reflect 

the complex realities of everyday family life and, as mentioned, the nuclear family is a 

historically privileged representation invested with socio-political moral principles and 

values (Muncie and Sapsford, 2003; Coontz, 2016). Nevertheless, to show a moral 

investment in family values, we must be seen to demonstrate a commitment to upholding 

good social order. Striving to meet these normative sets of expectations is something 

Rose (1999, p. 131) suggests is about 'the family' as ‘normalising technology’, whereby 

the family is viewed as technology to be governed. This transpires, however, through the 

hidden agendas and policy frames that reiterate normative expectations of family. In this 

sense, we receive normative socio-political and moral messages from an array of sources. 

These sources, include different policies that relate to families (including welfare benefits), 

children's educational spaces (including attendance monitoring), health campaigns 
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(including healthy levels of alcohol intake and drug awareness), media sources (including 

reports that seek to shame non-normative family activity), and the discourses 

underpinning the state's economic and labour market (for example, narratives around 

poverty and employment) (Rose, 1999; Butler, 2002; Wetherell, 2003; Ahmed, 2014; 

Crossley, 2017). Popular discourses about family expectations that intersect with family 

life can become internalised through these ubiquitous reiterations (Sanner, Ganong and 

Coleman, 2021). Once adopted and culturally embedded, we sustain them through 

everyday performances, interactions, tasks and conversations (Butler, 1990). Through our 

performative reiterations, we continually reaffirm our right to be seen by others as moral 

citizens living in morally recognisable families (Butler, 1990, 1993).  

 

New Labour Government, for example, in the late 1990s, emphasised the importance of 

the moral nuclear family, indicating this family form as a strong family, which can lead to 

strong communities. In outlining their consultation paper for supporting families, the New 

Labour Government inferred that strong families are married parents who nurture their 

children and value their education, including teaching them to be moral citizens (Home 

Office, 1998). Divorced and single parents are seen as 'complicated' and falling outside 

the ideals of the strong family. Thus, framing families within socio-normative expectations 

privileges one family type while marginalising others.     

 

The families that fail to perform to the socio-cultural expectations may be seen as 

different, deviant and consequently a threat to social order. This puts families at risk of 

state intervention, where action is taken to bring families back into the normative societal 

fold (Crossley, 2017). The Troubled Families Programme (Loft, 2020) is one intervention 

to re-educate families recognised as performing outside of socio-cultural family norms. 

This programme initially materialised because of the public unrest in Britain in 2011, which 

led to widescale riots. David Cameron, then Coalition prime minister, distanced the cause 

of the riots from social issues such as poverty and instead firmly positioned it with families 
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and, even more so, with single mothers (Cabinet Office, 2011). Strengthening the 

government's pledge to 'mend a broken society', Cameron's rhetoric promised that 'to 

have any hope of mending our broken society, family and parenting is where we've got to 

start' (Cabinet Office, 2011, NP). 

 

Binaries of normative and non-normative parenting are embedded within the Troubled 

Families Programme (Loft, 2020) and other political documents. Constructing ideals of 

normative families invariably constructs non-normative family forms. For example, the 

Conservative Party's election campaign and manifesto (Conservative and Unionist Party, 

2019) reinforce previous messages about the integral societal role of families. So much so 

that, as with New Labour, families are said to underpin their principles and values for 

improving communities because 'a strong society needs strong families' (2019, p.14). 

They go on to state that, 'raising a family should be the most fulfilling experience of your 

life' (Conservative and Unionist Party, 2019, p. 14). That the Conservative Party (and 

other political parties) hold the institution of the family in such high esteem indicates their 

invested belief in families as a regulating tool. While the manifesto does not make clear 

what makes a strong family, underpinning their rhetoric is the image of the natural mother 

who feels fulfillment in bringing up her children. Vulnerable families, however, are seen as 

needing intensive support and, therefore, do not qualify as strong families. This is 

demonstrated by the party's promise that:    

We will improve the Troubled Families programme and champion Family Hubs to 
serve vulnerable families with intensive, integrated support they need to care for 
children ... (Conservative and Unionist Party, 2019, p.15).     

 

The Conservative Party adopts a narrow definition of family as one that relates only to 

parenting children. In developing their typology of families, their use of 'intensive' and 

'integrated support' indicates a level of family intrusion that appears almost as a threat and 

hence a means to ensure normative family order. Therefore, in terms of the manifesto, 

families unable to present as strong families become at risk of state intervention. Tarrant 
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and Hall refer to messages such as this as 'the intense moralising of family life' (2020, p. 

615), and connect this to notions of family culpability and blame, so leading back to the 

problematic use of the individualisation narrative.   

  

2.3.4 The importance of acknowledging different family forms: parenting and 

maternal discourses   
Normative discourses about families are constructed by gendered and normative 

discourses about family relationships and tasks. For instance, individualisation theory 

seeks to place responsibility upon parents for their children's behaviour (Murray and 

Barnes, 2010; Crossley, 2017). This results in parenting becoming imbued with specific 

tasks to ensure parents equip their children with the requisite knowledge and skills so that 

they grow up as morally responsible adults (Ribbens McCarthy, Edwards, and Gillies, 

2000; Wetherell, 2003; Edwards and Gillies, 2012; Faircloth and Murray, 2015; Quaid, 

Hugman and Wilcock, 2022). Further, Faircloth and Murray (2015, p.1119) refer to a 

'parenting culture' where parents are expected to assume a wide range of childcaring and 

domestic tasks to present an image of normative parenting. They suggest the importance 

of this is that children experiencing such parenting are more likely to achieve positive life 

outcomes, including good health and education, and accordingly be more able to 

contribute positively to the labour market.   

 

Despite the feminist influence highlighting women's oppression in the home and more 

women being in paid employment, ties to the nuclear family ideal continue to hold women 

more accountable than men for children's upbringing (Vilicana, Garcia and Biernat, 2017). 

Although more men are engaging in childcare tasks in the Global North, women continue 

to assume most of the children's care (Pedersen, 2012; Vilicana, Garcia and Biernat, 

2017). Indeed, the prevailing gender inequality of caring was reinforced during the Covid-

19 national lockdowns, when women more than men reduced or changed their working 

hours to care for children (Xue and McMunn, 2021; Zamberlan, Gioachin and Gritti, 2021). 
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Therefore, while parents become blamed for displaying non-normative parenting actions 

and held accountable for children's behaviour, persistent discourses of normative 

mothering position mothers as more culpable than fathers (Wetherell, 2003; May, 2008; 

Pedersen, 2012; Faircloth and Murray, 2015; Vilicana, Garcia and Biernat, 2017; Maher et 

al., 2020; Lahad and May, 2021).  

 

Motherhood becomes understood as a binary where some mothers are privileged over 

others, leading to ideas of good and bad motherhood (May, 2008; Maher et al., 2020). 

Intrinsic values of nurture, love and care are embedded within notions of an idealised or 

good mother (Rose, 1999; May, 2008; Pedersen; 2012; Villicana, Garcia and Biernat, 

2017; Taylor and Bloch, 2018; Macleod et al., 2020). Good motherhood becomes most 

recognised when enacting socio-normative mothering expectations that display acts of 

nurture, responsiveness and care (Pedersen, 2012; Maher et al., 2020; Macleod et al., 

2020). Furthermore, such a mother takes pleasure in her maternal role by prioritising 

children's needs over her own. This view resonates with the Conservative Party's 

manifesto (Conservative and Unionist Party, 2019) claim about strong families' feelings of 

fulfilment in bringing up their children, therefore positioning ideals of the natural mother 

within their concept of strong families. The normative images and tasks of mothering (and 

parenting) show these as social constructs reinforced through cultural and political 

messages. Mothers unable to display normative skills and qualities are at risk of increased 

surveillance by others and intervention by welfare services (Mannay et al., 2018; Taylor 

and Bloch, 2018).  

 

These discourses can be seen as embedded within socio-political life and policy and thus 

resistant to change, so the ideology of motherhood and what 'good' mothering looks like 

persists. The concepts surrounding good motherhood are intrinsically linked to notions of 

the middle-class heterosexual mother living in nuclear families (Mannay et al., 2018; 

Taylor and Bloch, 2018), who is nurturing and emotionally available for her children 
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(Pedersen, 2012; Villicana, Garcia and Biernat, 2017). Women who show socially or 

culturally different mothering practices may be deemed non-normative mothers, leading to 

public and state concern for children's wellbeing. For example, Maher et al. (2020) explore 

mothers' experiences of family violence. They found that the constraints around normative 

mothering became a barrier to speaking out about violence, and explained that mothers 

feared they would be held responsible by welfare services for not preventing the familial 

violence they experienced, so took measures to mask the violence against them. 

Consequently, professionals deemed them not acting in their children's best interests, as 

they did not remove them from these violent environments. Maher et al. (idem, p.4) 

suggested the 'normative obligations of motherhood' had been violated, leading to acts of 

'mother blame[ing]' by professional workers. This helps us consider how normative 

mothering discourses can work to conceal oppressive family practices.  

 

However, while Maher et al. focused specifically on mothers' lived experiences of intra-

family violence, it is worth noting Featherstone's (1997) caution that using a singular (and 

gendered) lens through which to view oppression in the home risks missing or minimising 

other discursive factors that impact family life and oppression. Here, Featherstone refers 

to children's lived experiences and the need to not privilege one experience of oppression 

over another. For instance, in revealing parenting differences and marginalisation, we 

need to account for children's lived experiences, and unsettle inequality and the broader 

socio-political constraints that make some lives more valued than others (Macleod et al., 

2020). To do this calls for different ways of seeing lived experiences. The sociological 

family studies concept of family practices can help to do this (Morgan, 1996, 2011).     

   

2.3.5 Family practices   
 

The shift from 'the family' to 'families' in research potentially aids societal understanding 

that families are not universally homogenous units and implies that there are many diverse 
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and different ways to experience families and relationships. The use of the term 'families' 

however, for Morgan (1996, 2011, 2020) for instance, does not go far enough in making 

visible the complexity of relational interactions that are played out through everyday family 

routines and activities. Morgan explains that these regular and often mundane tasks are 

frequently taken for granted and consequently become invisible through reiterations. Once 

invisible, they can mask relationships of power, family violence and the influence of social 

and political policy that acts unequally on family life. Morgan's concept of family practices 

is a valuable way to make taken-for-granted tasks, such as caring, visible, and the policies 

and systems that lead to the rhetoric of the responsible family who looks after their own.     

 

The importance of paying attention to everyday routines is highlighted by many studies 

(Ribbons and Edwards, 1995; Dyck, 2005; Finch, 2007; Murray and Barnes, 2010; 

Dermott and Fowler, 2020; Tarrant and Hall, 2020). Through exploring the tasks of the 

ordinary everyday, they can be broken down and made visible to others, so revealing 

relationships and lived experiences. Morgan (1996, 2011, 2020) referred to these tasks as 

'family practices', where we see 'family life as a set of activities' (2011, p. 6). This indicates 

that families do not simply engage in passive familial relationships but are actively 'doing' 

family. Making sense of the 'doing' of families enables movement past stereotypical ideals 

of motherhood and fatherhood. Instead, the focus is on the active practices of ‘doing’ 

mothering and fathering. This is an important conceptual tool, influenced by feminist 

thinking (Morgan, 2020), that can help break down normatively gendered stereotypes of 

who carries out familial tasks, while also allowing deeper exploration of the layered and 

complex lives of others (Morgan, 2011). For example, rather than thinking about a 'kinship 

carer' or a kinship care family, and the assumptions made about these terms, one would 

look for the different everyday practices that occur in 'doing' kinship caring. Doing so 

allows an expansion of terms, but equally, it helps to move away from seeing families as 

homogenous.   
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Revealing the heterogeneous construction of families, rather than viewing them as 

bounded units, can, according to Morgan (2020), result in the rejection of categorising 

particular families. Labelling generally occurs when families become recognised for the 

social space they occupy (Tarrant and Hall, 2020; Crossley, 2017, 2022). This means 

families experiencing poverty, unemployment, and who are living in areas with higher than 

national average rates of deprivation, can become recognised for the social position they 

are perceived to hold. This may lead to being labelled as troubled families. Exploring 

family practices, in contrast, recognises the fluidity of family life and can make visible 

oppressive practices that affect everyday life. As Morgan explains:  

Everyday practices [ ] have their role in creating social divisions, between classes, 
sexualities, ethnic groups, between the mobile and the stable between the 
established and the outsiders … [and are about] … 'us' of how 'people like us' 
behave or should behave, (2020, p. 742).   

  
 

Moreover, while familial practices can reveal relationships and activities, they are to some 

extent influenced and constrained by legal acts and social policies (Morgan, 1996, 2011). 

Equally, they are impacted by reinforced popular discourses that set expectations for 

normative family practices and thus enact these practices in everyday life. For Morgan, 

these activities are more than physical tasks; they are also bodily. Here, the author refers 

to eye gaze, for instance, and the surveillance of others. This means paying attention to 

everyday practices, including the blatant and the nuanced. Moreover, relationships and 

practices are suffused with emotions (Morgan, 2020). Thus, in exploring everyday 

practices, it is crucial to attend to the emotionality of family life and how this is displayed to 

others.   

 

 2.3.6 Displaying families   
Family practices can make visible the fluidity of families and relationships, although to do 

this, Finch (2007) argues that they need to be displayed to others. Displaying family 

practices relies not only on the presence of an audience but on displaying the expected 

socio-normative family practices and relationships that present an image of a family that 
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'works' (ibid.). Finch explains this as an active process relying on display tools. For 

example, sharing stories about 'doing' family practices and relationships, or through 

objects including photographs and artifacts (such as clothes, jewellery or images of family 

meals displayed via social media). According to Finch, displaying family practices is 

necessary because when practices are recognised and validated by others, they become 

invested with value, fostering a sense of familial belonging within a particular community. 

This is important when marginalised families, like kinship care families, display family 

practices that are seen as different from the socio-norm.  

  

Family displays can indicate meaningful familial relationships and connections to others, 

whether blood-related or not. Finch (2007) explains that display can make visible the 

active 'doing' work in nurturing and maintaining these relationships, and the work to re-

establish relationships when fractured. Families are dynamic constructions rather than 

something fixed, static and passive. This means relationships are fluid and liable to 

temporal change.  

 

Finch (2007) suggests that family practices are displayed more at specific points in family 

lives, usually when the image of a family comes under threat, for example, when parents 

separate or divorce. Finch questions whether 'non-conventional' (idem, p.71) families use 

greater display activities to gain the right to be identified as belonging to a normative 

familial group. Kinship caring families are frequently presented as different and non-

normative (Shuttleworth, 2021); therefore, understanding how familial carers display their 

kinship relationships is vital to this study.   

 

In the UK, there are three main drivers of kinship care research. First, government-funded 

studies evaluate the quality of kinship care and determine children's safety (Wade et al., 

2014; Harwin et al., 2019a). Second, studies aimed at informing practice with families 

investigate kinship care as an alternative service to non-related foster care (McCarten et 
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al., 2018; Hilla, Gilligan and Connelly, 2020); and third, voluntary organisations (often 

grant-funded) that campaign for better rights for families (Wellard, 2011; Hunt and 

Waterhouse, 2013). These approaches rely on positioning families as non-normative, 

albeit for different purposes. The narrow research lens means that we know little about the 

everyday family practices and displays of kinship carers and their families, and the 

importance of these practices in their lives.     

   

Displaying family practices, however, is more complexly layered than Finch (2007) 

originally suggested. This is something Finch perhaps anticipated as she invited 

researchers to extend her seminal concept. Walsh, McNamee and Seymour (2020) are 

among those who have taken up this challenge. These authors explored whether, in 

displaying family, we at times display the cultural practices of our family 'type' to seek 

validation and gain recognition for these practices. To do this, the researchers analysed 

their participants' stories of family practices growing up in Polish and Mennonite 

communities. Differences were found in how participants displayed their familial and 

cultural community practices. While the sample was relatively small, these findings are 

pertinent to considering if and how other cultural groups, such as kinship families, might 

display family and cultural community practices.    

   

How and whom practices are displayed to matters, since familial and community practices 

are displayed to seek validation and value for normative recognition of everyday activities 

and routines. Where cultural practices differ from the 'norm', displays may fall short of 

being recognised as normative (Walsh, McNamee and Seymour, 2020). This disjuncture 

may be complicated when either family or community practices are not recognised, 

validated or allocated value. This may be because others fail to recognise their 

representation of a normative image and understanding of family or community practices. 

Heapy (2011, p.37) refers to this as 'weak displays', where families are understood as 

belonging to a particular 'type' (for example, Morgan (2020, p.744) refers to the anti-social 
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family) and are noticed by others as displaying weak family practices that do not fit with 

normative socio-cultural expectations of family. It might be assumed then that where 

normative familial and community practices cannot be displayed because of the social 

space a person occupies, an element of editing (or omitting) (Walsh, McNamee and 

Seymour, 2020) certain practices is required. Here, Maher et al.'s (2020) study around 

mothers hiding their experiences of family violence is again relevant. The need to hide 

familial and community practices means they remain out of sight and become invisible. 

This privileges some family and community practices, while masking others, meaning less 

can be known about family practices where there is a need or desire to not display 

families (or community) to others. Equally, knowing less about some family practices 

means they may go unrecognised when displayed, or may be mis-recognised as different 

and non-normative practices.   

 

Hidden display is something Lahad and May (2021) took up in their study into aunthood, 

particularly aunts without children. The authors found that their aunt participants adopted a 

moral lens in wanting to support their nieces and nephews, meaning they felt morally 

obligated to help. However, they were aware that their actions of help were likely 

interpreted by their siblings as interfering. Lahad and May (idem, p. 1004) found that 

participants who did not intervene utilised a 'holding back' strategy. The authors suggest 

this is a form of 'hidden display', centred on a 'not doing,' which they explain was enacted 

through the use of 'silences, avoidances and hesitancies …' in the aunts' conscious acts 

of non-interference. It can be assumed that the aunts' interference in their sibling's 

parenting practices would disrupt their siblings' family displays, making it more challenging 

to display families and relationships that worked. However, the data were generated from 

a social media site specifically designed for aunts' help-seeking regarding familial issues. 

Therefore, it is less clear about the reasons and motivations of aunts who do intervene in 

family issues and thus risk disrupting familial displays. Nevertheless, this concept is a 
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valuable extension of Finch's (2007) seminal work in thinking about non-interference and 

hidden displays.  

 

Morgan's (1996, 2011) family practices and Finch's (2007) family displays are helpful 

concepts to explore the multi-dimensions of everyday family life. Furthermore, the 

extended thinking around practices and displays can attend to the intersecting diversity, 

complexity, inequality and fluidity of relational lives. There is compatibility and flexibility 

when using both concepts, something Dermott and Fowler (2020, p.1) suggest can create 

an 'ethical family theory' to explore the lived experiences of familial relationships. This is a 

pertinent conceptual framework to enable exploration of the everyday lived experiences of 

those bringing up relatives' children, something that appears missing from the family 

studies debate and is therefore addressed in this thesis.   

 

2.3.7 Families missing from the family debate 
In this last subsection exploring family studies literature, I consider the families missing 

from the debate, and the visibility of kinship caring families. Featherstone (1997) suggests 

that understanding of family differences, particularly in the UK, increased during the 

1990s, with studies addressing more diverse familial ways of living. For example, Weeks, 

Heapy and Donovan (2001) use 'families of choice' to display blood and non-blood 

relatedness. Doing so, they suggest, allows for different ways of family and relatedness to 

be understood, including same-sex families. While there appears to be a significant shift in 

representing family diversity, families are still missing from these debates, including the 

voices of those bringing up their relatives' children.   

 

Grandparents (more than other relatives) significantly assume caring for children who 

cannot stay with their birth parents (Hunt, 2020; McGrath and Ashley, 2021). 

Nevertheless, within the traditional family studies thinking, there appears to be a deficient 

view of the lives of older adults, grandparents and parents of adult children. For instance, 
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Bernardes (1999, p. 34) stresses the difficulty for families when caring for 'weak and 

vulnerable' elder parents. This deficit view is presented within a discourse of the sandwich 

generation, where adults caring for young children also care for their older parents (Finch 

and Mason, 1993; Segal, 2003; Dyck, 2005; Coontz, 2016). While many parents of young 

children are likely to care for elder relatives, other ways of understanding older adults 

have primarily been missed from family studies debates. While this literature is somewhat 

dated, it helps show the construction of older people and grandparents within the 

traditional family studies arena, and again implies that discourses around socially 

constructed others can resist change.   

 

More recent research with older adults and grandparents challenges established 

stereotypical views. Rather than grandparents and elder adults being positioned as 

passive members of their families, they instead show older people as active agents in their 

own lives and also in the lives of their adult children and grandchildren (Mason, May and 

Clarke, 2007; Tarrant, 2016; Hossain, Eisberg and Shwalb, 2018). This helps 

contextualise what happens when older relatives bring up young children in kinship-caring 

families.  

 

Further, some historical research critiques conclusions drawn about older relatives and 

families in the late twentieth century. For instance, Jamieson (1987) suggested that rather 

than families only recently changing their ways of doing family, families have been living 

differently for some time. The argument goes that accounts have simply failed to notice 

and report on these. More recent research shows a growing awareness of older adults, 

grandparents, aunts and other relatives involved in family life. Examples include Tarrant's 

(2016) study with grandfathers, and Lahad's and May's (2021) research with aunts. Some 

studies have also considered the importance of grandparents' family practices in their 

grandchildren's lives (Hossain, Eisberg and Shwalb, 2018).  
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However, to date, older adults, including grandparents and other relatives who assume 

the full-time care of their relatives’ or friends' children, appear mostly invisible within 

contemporary (as well as traditional) family studies literature. While there is some small 

acknowledgment of families that foster and adopt, kinship care families are absent from 

this debate. For example, in the most current edition of her study of American families, 

Coontz (2016) refers to babies removed from their mother's care because of their 

addiction to crack cocaine. Despite raising this issue, Coontz fails to account for who 

cares for the babies once removed from their parents' care. Instead, she focuses on the 

mothers’ cocaine use and its impact on the children's development, seeming to adopt a 

deterministic view of the babies' future outcomes as they grow into adulthood. The 

relatives assuming the care of these babies and children are invisible within the book. This 

is despite the groundbreaking study by Minkler and Roe (1993, p. 8), which highlighted the 

issues of what they refer to as the ‘crack cocaine epidemic’, and grandmothers who 

assumed their grandchildren’s care. 

 

Coontz's (2016) omission of this way of family living supports Jamieson's (1987) earlier 

claim that diverse families exist yet have frequently been missed from the family studies 

debates. Omissions and invisibility enforce a norm, while acknowledgment indicates that 

differences in family practices have long existed. When family forms are omitted, some 

families will continue to exist on the margins of what is deemed normative family living. It 

can be suggested that kinship caring families remain on the margins of understanding 

normative ways of doing families. In line with Jamieson's (1987) critique that different 

ways of doing family have existed for many years, I argue that kinship care is not a new 

phenomenon, and that there is a long history in the UK (and further afield) of relatives 

assuming the full-time care of their young relatives. Minkler and Roe's (1993) study of 

kinship care emphasises that this way of family living does exist and thus starts to 

increase visibility.    
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2.4 The emergence of kinship care families in literature  
Having established that research around and with kinship caring families is mostly missing 

from the family studies debates, this section explores the spaces where it does exist. 

Research with kinship families primarily appeared in the UK at the start of the twenty-first 

century.   

 

The term ‘kinship care' or 'grandparent care' emerges in USA research in the 1990s 

(Hegar and Scannapieco, 1995). Following The Child Welfare League of America (CWLA) 

(1994) adoption of the term ‘kinship care,’ this term began to be used in wider literature. 

This section begins by examining this historical literature and shows the influence of 

thinking from the USA context, pointing out if (and how well) messages from research 

travel, specifically about social constructions of families and carers. Following this, 

contemporary UK research and writing, including grey materials, is considered. The use of 

grey materials is purposeful, as it has played a significant role in the kinship care debate 

timeline. Therefore, it can usefully show the competing debates and constructions of 

families. After critiquing the perspective within kinship care literature that positions 

'families' as both the 'problem and solution' in caring for relatives' children, the review 

considers how these narratives have become understood within a 'service' and child 

protection frame. The social constructions of kinship carers are explored, and the section 

concludes by focusing on how concepts of caring and emotional work contribute to 

constituting kinship carers.  

 

Within this section, while I refer to 'kinship carers’ in a bid to steer away from terms that 

resonate with those that are welfare service-led, I also make use of the terms ‘familial 

caring' and 'relative caring', which can helpfully connect to equivalent terms within the 

family studies field. Furthermore, in defining kinship care in Chapter 1, I explained that 

carers could be family (related by blood) and family friends. Adopting Weeks, Heapy and 

Donovan’s (2001) concept of families of choice and Few-Demo, Lloyd and Allen's (2014) 
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assertion about viewing families not as biological constructs but as fluid relationships, I 

use the term 'family' care and 'relatives' to include care by non-blood related friends.     

 

2.4.1 Historical social constructions of kinship care families: emerging stories from the 

USA  
Research focusing on kinship care surfaced more visibly in the USA in the early 1990s. A 

lack of research in the UK and internationally meant that those interested in kinship 

families drew substantially on this initial USA-informed knowledge. For that reason, this 

research is important to this debate as it can be assumed that narratives about kinship 

care, including their constructions of family practices, have informed (to some degree) the 

developing UK research.   

 

In fact, in England, we adopted the American label of 'kinship care', which The Child 

Welfare League of America (CWLA) (1994) first used to refer to state-sanctioned family 

foster care. The term has since broadened to incorporate both formal and informal relative 

care.6 The CWLA defined kinship care as:  

The full time nurturing and protection of children who must be separated from their 
parents by relatives … or other adults who have a kinship bond with a child (1994, 
p. 2).  

 
 

This widely cited definition constructs a set of expectations for those taking on the care of 

a relative's child. There is a clear responsibility for relatives to assume nurturing and 

protection tasks. Furthermore, they must enact gatekeeping practices to protect children 

from their birth parents, firmly rooting families within a child protectionist discourse. 

Therefore, the definition is not neutral but one imbued with meaning and requiring action 

by carers. This original kinship care definition has contributed to ideas about some of the 

key tasks of caring for a relative's child.    

 

 
6 See Appendix 2 for an explanation of both informal and formal arrangements. 
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Given this definition, it is unsurprising that using a child protectionist lens in researching 

and reporting kinship-caring families' lives is prevalent in the USA literature. 

Predominantly, research is reported in welfare services disciplines (something also 

common within UK studies). For instance, Dubowitz, Feigelman and Zuravin (1993) 

adopted a child protectionist lens in one of the first major kinship care studies. The authors 

examined the records of 524 children living in kinship foster care. While reporting some 

benefits to children (for instance, children were better able to retain links with birth 

parents), their overall narrative is one of child protection and risk. Dubowitz, Feigelman 

and Zuravin question the safety of familial care and worry that the 'placement of a child in 

the same family that reared a parent who is now deemed unable to care for the child is a 

major concern' (idem, p. 154). The implied risk to children is couched within the notion of 

intergenerational abuse, something also frequently debated within literature (Ingram, 

1996). While this study and many others of the initial USA research focused on relative 

(paid for) 'foster care', the inference of risk around relative care cannot be ignored. 

Reiterations of such debates contribute to the construction of families as being associated 

with trouble and, therefore, different from the socio-normative expectations of families.   

Reiterated discourses of deficit narratives can be difficult to dislodge, as Peters (2005) 

found in his research with welfare workers. Workers could identify many of the advantages 

children cared for by relatives experienced. For example, children seemed to find the 

transition to kinship care less traumatic than moving into non-related care, and children 

were able to retain a sense of their cultural and familial identity. However, workers' 

conscious acceptance of this positive family practice was nonetheless juxtaposed with 

their subconscious assumption that 'the apple does not fall far from the tree' (idem, p.603), 

which Peters suggests was embedded within their practice. This further shows how 

problematic intergenerational abuse narratives become associated with notions of family 

conflict and a family 'type' (Morgan, 2011, 2020), as risk narratives feed into the 

construction of deficit discourses of family practices (Ingram, 1996). Once embedded, the 
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historical discourses about child abuse can mean certain groups become recognised for 

their perceived deviance and are associated with these stereotypical narratives.  

 

The extensive use of the risk narrative in the USA literature invariably constructs families 

as deviant and troubled. Further, these discussions work to question the suitability and 

qualities of relatives caring for children. In 2004, Cuddeback reviewed and synthesised 

100 articles about kinship care. Quantitative research was given credence over qualitative 

research, as Cuddeback favoured what he considered a more robust data analysis. This 

meant that the small amount of qualitative research that included the voices of carers and 

children, including Minkler and Roe's extensive study (1993), was afforded limited 

attention. Cuddeback analysed the concerns raised in research about the quality of 

children's care. The research included predominantly comparative examinations of kinship 

foster care to non-related foster care. Focussing heavily on negative aspects of research 

findings and endorsing a nuclear family ideal, Cuddeback reported not only on the 

assessments of the carer's level of parenting 'skills', but additionally on their level of 

emotional warmth, availability, nurturing, housekeeping skills, and the safety of homes and 

neighbourhoods. Cuddeback states that the homes of familial carers are 'not as clean, 

safe or as pleasant as non-kinship homes' and that neighbourhoods where children grew 

up were 'rated less highly by child welfare workers' (idem, p. 631).   

 

Cuddeback's extensive review shows how the subjective assessment of those caring for 

children and the reiterated debates around negative stereotypes add to the creation of 

discourses of family inadequacy. Regardless that most of this research is carried out 'on' 

kinship foster care families, the term kinship care becomes synonymous with an 

underclass different from the expected family norm. Therefore, whether caring formally or 

informally for relatives' children, kinship care becomes associated with specific ways of 

family living. Given the limited UK literature, researchers frequently drew on USA studies 

as a source of knowledge about the lives and experiences of children and carers in 
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kinship families. Consequently, it could be assumed that these negative stereotypes 

travelled internationally.  

 

There are exceptions to these deficit discourses, including the groundbreaking work by 

Minkler and Roe (1993), who recruited African American grandmothers, aunts and great 

aunts (although they were all categorised as 'grandmother caregivers'), who had assumed 

the full-time care of the children because of the parent's involvement with crack cocaine. 

The researchers used semi-structured interviews to explore the grandmothers' stories of 

caring for the children. Moreover, they unsettled the wider social issues and policies that 

impacted family life and drew on Mills’ (1959, p.11) concept to move what were seen as 

the grandmothers' 'personal troubles' and illuminate them as 'public issues'. For instance, 

they rejected the construct of the 'normative' African American grandmother, who is 

perceived as self-sacrificing and willing to forego their wants and desires in life to ensure 

that family comes first. This rejection mirrors hooks’ (1981) work on feminism and 

oppression, where she dismisses the 'black matriarch' construct, which controls all family 

responsibility, as fantasy and myth, despite this being a widely taken-for-granted ‘truth’. 

Revealing these issues is important; Minkler and Roe (1993) found the welfare state's lack 

of practical and economic support for the grandmothers partly lay in the misconception 

that African American grandmothers take care of their own (families). This shows how 

'private issues' become viewed from an individualisation perspective, whereby women are 

responsible for creating and managing their 'personal troubles' (Mills, 1959, p.11). 

Moreover, it reinforces the importance of intersectional feminist values, which can reveal 

and trouble these issues of gender inequality, racism and sexism, highlighting the 

oppressive practices experienced by these grandmothers.    

  

Minkler and Roe's work contrasts much of the other research and thinking about kinship 

care, since most reported-on kinship care is positioned as a child-centric service first and 

foremost (for example, Dubowitz, Feigelman and Zuravin, 1993; Dubowitz et al., 1994; 
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Gleeson and Craig, 1994; Hegar and Scannapieco, 1995; Pinson-Milburn, 1996, 2002; 

Ehrle and Green, 2002; Cuddeback, 2004). To do this, despite identifying a lack of robust 

evidence, academics outlined familial care's advantages and disadvantages, comparing 

children's experiences to those in non-related foster care. The importance of ensuring 

children's wellbeing is essential and not contested here. However, in weighing up the 

benefits and risks, researchers invariably adopted a mono and deterministic research lens 

to investigate and examine the lives of carers and children. This has led to several claims 

that debates about kinship care are mostly negatively portrayed (Ingram, 1996; Chipman, 

Wells and Johnson, 2002; Peters, 2005). Ingram (1996) is concerned that this has 

contributed significantly to the deficit social constructions of families and carers.   

 

Having explored the relevance of the USA historical literature, I now consider what (if any) 

kinship family discourses have transitioned to the UK.   

 

2.4.2 The social constructions of kinship care families in UK literature: A historical 

perspective   
The UK literature search showed that kinship care came slowly into academic focus from 

around 2001, with the publication of several small studies (Broad, Hayes and Rushforth, 

2001; Flynn, 2002; Pitcher, 2002). The Children Act 1989 placed a legal duty on local 

authorities to keep children with their families wherever possible, and while many local 

authorities reacted hesitantly, by 1994, there was a noticeable increase in relatives caring 

for children (Broad, Hayes and Rushforth, 2001). The slow but steady rise of kinship care 

and the reluctance by some local authorities to use familial carers initiated a need for 

better understanding. This section explores these early UK debates and considers the 

extent to which they were (or were not) influenced by USA theories regarding the 

constructions of families and carers. Seminal UK kinship research has underpinned 

contemporary knowledge in this field, so constructions of families and kinship carers are 

important to this debate. Although, similarly to the USA literature, some early studies 
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reported on kinship 'foster' care. However, this review is interested in the discourses used 

to discuss kinship carers and their families so that this work can add to this discussion.   

 

The USA research bank proved a valuable information source for UK studies despite 

cultural, economic and political differences that meant not all data applied to UK 

circumstances (Kroll, 2007; Saunders and Selwyn, 2008; Farmer, 2009a). Despite this, 

some clear messages and similarities provided a helpful backdrop to better understand 

the 'new' phenomenon of kinship care. While many acknowledge the long history of kin 

providing informal family care (Greef, 2001; Broad, 2004; Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; 

Farmer, 2009a), the shift from an informal family arrangement to one that involves local 

authority intervention (at any level) brought familial care into the spotlight (Flynn, 2002; 

Pitcher, 2002). Like the USA literature, this was predominantly for a child welfare 

audience.   

   

Other key similarities noted between the USA and the UK included the increase in children 

removed from birth parents (Broad, 2004; Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Wellard, 2011). 

One reason for this is suggested by Munro and Gilligan (2013), who claimed that an 

escalation in birth parental drug use led to children being at higher risk of abuse and 

neglect. This occurred when stranger foster care recruitment numbers dropped (Sykes et 

al., 2002; Broad, 2004; Wellard, 2011). Ingram (1996) attributes this decline to the growth 

of women seeking employment outside the home. As non-related foster carers were 

predominantly women (Heslop, 2014), this rationale is highly likely given that this 

phenomenon was noted in other western societies around the same time (Ainsworth and 

Maluccio, 1998; Hegar and Scannapieco, 1995; Broad, 2004; Aldgate and McIntosh, 

2006; Munro and Gilligan, 2013; Hilla, Gilligan and Connelly, 2020). Local authorities had 

fewer available foster care resources for children removed from birth parents. Additionally, 

regardless of the ongoing debates about the appropriateness and safety of relative care, 

the reduction in local authority funding made familial care an attractive care alternative 



58 
 

(Broad, Hayes and Rushforth, 2001; Broad, 2007; Saunders and Selwyn, 2008; Roth et 

al., 2011). Turning to family first became not only a pragmatic choice but one legally 

endorsed (in England and Wales) through the Children Act 1989 and further underpinned 

by the Adoption and Children Act 2002, which in 2005 introduced private legal special 

guardianship orders.7 Special guardianships provide children with legal permanency in 

their relatives' homes affording carers (almost) full parental responsibility.   

 

The increased use of relative care proved challenging to local authority policy and 

practice, which, although designed for assessing and monitoring non-related foster carers, 

were equally applied to kinship carers (Flynn, 2002; Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Munro 

and Gilligan, 2013; McCarten et al., 2018a). This was concerning for several reasons. 

Stranger foster carers traditionally are recruited via an application process, undergo 

rigorous training before they receive a child into their care, and are less likely to have a 

prior relationship with the children's parents (Flynn, 2002; Adfam and Grandparents Plus, 

2006). Conversely, relative care may occur suddenly, or carers may have provided 

children with informal care (Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Burgess et al., 2010), something 

Aldgate and McIntosh (2006, p. 41) refer to as ‘an extension of the familiar.’ Additionally, 

the carers will likely have an existing relationship with the children and birth parents and 

are unlikely to have undergone 'training' (Adfam and Grandparents Plus, 2006; Aldgate 

and McIntosh, 2006).  

 

Regardless of these differences, local authorities often applied the same assessment 

model designed with non-related carers in mind, making it difficult for relatives to meet the 

stringent assessment standards because of their familial relationships. This led to claims 

that kinship care is sub-standard compared to stranger foster care (Broad, 2004; Adfam 

and Grandparents Plus, 2006). Aldgate and McIntosh (2006, p.5) describe this as trying to 

 
7 Appendix 1 for an overview of the differing care orders. 
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fit a 'square peg in a round hole'. Applying this assessment model to familial carers has 

created a 'service' led placement view of kinship care (Broad, 2004; Kroll, 2007). This 

means carers and their homes become assessed as a welfare service rather than another 

way of 'doing' family (Morgan, 2011). Applying a service model means relatives can be 

considered unsuitable carers for the children. Nevertheless, this service model approach 

appears to have steered much of the subsequent research.   

 

This has resulted in an emphasis on several key debates (indicating similarity with the 

USA debates). One debate concerns a child-centric comparison of familial care to non-

related foster care. This discussion evaluates the quality of children's care, including 

assessing and measuring children's health and educational outcomes (Greef, 2001; 

Adfam and Grandparents Plus, 2006; Farmer, 2009a). The second illuminates the 

advantages and disadvantages of bringing up a relative's child. This debate has served a 

dual purpose in reporting on the strengths and challenges of relative care as well as the 

inequalities and marginalisation of many kinship care families (Pitcher, 2002; Sykes et al., 

2002; Bernard, 2003; Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Saunders and Selwyn, 2008; Farmer, 

2009; Roth et al., 2011). Third, research data is used as a campaigning tool. This has 

made family vulnerability visible and enabled researchers to advocate for change and 

improve life chances for those experiencing disadvantage and discrimination (Flynn, 2002; 

Wellard and Wheatley, 2010; Gautier and Wellard, 2014; Kinship, 2022). However, these 

key debates are not always parallel arguments, and instead coalesce and collide (for 

example, see Greef, 2001; Sykes et al., 2002; Barnard, 2003). Indeed, these debates 

have been used by a collective of researchers to form a common approach to researching 

kinship care families.    

  

The common agenda adopted by multiple researchers relied on producing specific 

knowledge. Particularly assessing the caregivers' health (Broad, 2007; Adfam and 

Grandparents Plus, 2006; Ziminski, 2007a; Saunders and Selwyn, 2008; Farmer, 2009a); 
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the quality of children's care (Kroll, 2007; Saunders and Selwyn, 2008; Farmer, 2009a; 

Roth et al., 2011); investigating children's health, wellbeing, and educational outcomes 

(Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Kroll, 2007; Farmer, 2009a); reporting on children's contact 

with birth parents (and the carer and birth parent relationship) (Barnard, 2003; Saunders 

and Selwyn, 2008; Farmer, 2009b; Roth et al., 2011); examining families' financial and 

housing status (Broad, 2004; Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Saunders and Selwyn, 2008; 

Farmer, 2009a); and analysing relationships between the state, practitioner and carer 

(Pitcher, 2002; Broad, 2004, 2007; Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Saunders and Selwyn, 

2008; Farmer, 2009a; Roth et al., 2011). Moreover, kinship care became what Kiraly 

(2015, p.1) termed the 'Cinderella' of children's social care, revealing inequalities. This 

became an important and traditional focus for many (Flynn, 2002; Sykes et al., 2002; 

Adfam and Grandparents Plus, 2006; Broad, 2007). The significance of these debates 

requires recognition and is not contested here, but this popular agenda set a dominant 

trend within the research and left limited space for other ways of seeing and thinking about 

kinship-caring families.  

 

Within this dominant UK trend of research, compared with a substantial percentage of the 

USA literature, there was a notable difference in their approach to working and writing 

about kinship families. For example, two groundbreaking studies, one in England by 

Broad, Hayes, and Rushforth (2001) and the other in Scotland by Aldgate and McIntosh 

(2006), applied mixed methods research with familial care experienced children and 

young people. Both studies report participants' experiences and relationships with their 

relative carers. The authors, linking with the dominant trends, incorporate a comparative 

care approach and set out the benefits and limitations of familial care in advocating for 

change. However, they do not invoke the 'dysfunctional family' discourse or 

individualisation thesis like many of the USA discussions. Instead, they report more 

sensitively on the lives of the young people, their birth parents, and kinship carers. To do 

this, they introduce the voices of young people (and some of their carers) using excerpts 
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from semi-structured interview transcripts. The findings from both studies show how most 

young people reported feeling loved and cared for by relatives. The young people in 

Broad, Hayes, and Rushforth (2001) research said that this care engendered belonging 

and a sense of permanence, contrasting with Aldgate and McIntosh’s (2006) findings 

where some children felt unclear about their future. However, both studies identified 

concerns about local authority policy and practice, and both recommended the need for 

welfare service change and a new approach to working with kinship care families.  

 

Similarly, Pitcher (2002) reports findings from his mixed methods research with 

grandparent carers, birth parents, children and social workers. He refrains from using a 

dysfunctional family perspective while setting out the advantages and disadvantages of 

familial care. Furthermore, Pitcher resists the individualisation narrative, where families 

are seen as responsible for their 'private' issues, something strongly threaded through the 

USA literature. Instead, he explores the perceptions held by grandparent carers about 

social workers and how embedded ways of thinking can influence their communication 

with others. For instance, Pitcher questions the extent to which social workers understood 

grandparents' real and imagined fears about their involvement with them and welfare 

services. This was particularly pertinent if the carer's adult child, the birth parent, was 

found to be responsible for their child's abuse. Moreover, Pitcher reveals how these 

feelings by relative carers can affect their interactions with professionals and be negatively 

misinterpreted by social workers as acts of hostility, defensiveness or aggression. In doing 

this, Pitcher indicates how social workers can misinterpret carers' intentions and, rather 

than view actions as affected by embedded notions of state power, see them as a 

characteristic fault belonging to the individual family.   

 

This discussion is taken up by Peters (2005) in his research with social workers in the 

USA. He identifies the lack of social worker reflexivity in their relationship with relative 

carers. The findings from Pitcher (2002) and Peters (2005) suggest that social workers 
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may negatively misinterpret family practices and relationships, leading the workers to have 

concerns about the carers' ability to care for children adequately. Therefore, despite a 

more positive approach adopted by some academics, the authors appeared concerned 

about workers' everyday practices rooted within the dysfunctional family's discourse.   

 

While Broad, Hayes and Rushforth (2001), Aldgate and McIntosh (2006), and Pitcher 

(2002) steered away from negative stereotypes of kinship care families, not all 

researchers did so. Discourses of troubled and deviant families are noticeable in the study 

by Sykes et al. (2002), for instance, who compared kinship and stranger foster care, 

claiming family carers are of a 'lower social class than other carers' (p. 39). This becomes 

problematic when notions of social class intersect with their concepts of 'dysfunctional' 

family relationships and debates around economic disadvantage and children's outcomes. 

The effective use of language and terminology used by Sykes et al. in discussing families 

constructs a view of a diminished way of living and one that requires intervention by 

professional state-employed workers.  

 

Similarly, Kroll's (2007, p. 84) focus on kinship care and (birth) parental drug use 

constructs families within a risk and deviance narrative. While Kroll critiques the idea of 

intergenerational abuse and briefly identifies broader social issues, this is at odds with her 

construction of families. This is because she adopts an individualisation approach in 

positioning the birth parents' drug use. To do this, Kroll compares drug use and family 

trouble by associating parents' upbringing with their turn to drugs. Additionally, Kroll 

positions families as problematically complex as she advises practitioners that families are 

likely immersed in '... secrecy, denial, conflicting loyalties and family tensions ...' (idem, 

p.90). These issues are seen as belonging to the family but require professionals, for 

example, social workers, to intervene and fix. These deficit family narratives and their 

perspective of carers (if grandparent carers) become words and constructions to guide 

practitioners and justify suspicion around family relationships. Flynn (2002) suggests that 
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this is so embedded within social work thinking that it is likely to be very difficult to 

displace. Flynn's problematising of welfare services and practice reveals tension, given 

that workers within welfare services have established deficit ways of constituting families 

who become involved with children's services.   

 

One rationale for the difference between these research perspectives is likely their 

audience and the arenas in which they published. The research by Broad, Hayes and 

Rushforth (2001) was published by the National Children's Bureau and Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation (JRF). JRF is a self-proclaimed independent organisation that advocates for 

social change on behalf of those marginalised (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2002). 

Therefore, it is unlikely to publish work that may be deemed harmful or critical of family 

life. Comparatively, Sykes et al. (2002) and Kroll (2007) published their work with the 

reasonable expectation of informing children's social care practitioners. While this may 

suggest a dominant narrative around kinship families within children’s social care, Aldgate 

and McIntosh’s (2006) study carried out on behalf of the Scottish social work inspection 

agency troubles this idea somewhat. The authors found examples of positive and deficit 

local authority and social work practices highlighting the main issue related to inconsistent 

policy, practice, and knowledge in working with kinship families.    

  

This initial UK research has revealed some of the tensions and issues experienced by 

many families bringing up a relative's child. However, despite a more sensitised approach 

by some than that shown in the USA research, the debates about kinship carers and 

families most often occur within a framework of risk and child protection.    

2.5 Continuing the kinship caring stories   
The previous section has established that the primary audience for the emerging kinship 

care literature was welfare services and that the trend for the research agenda was to 

evaluate kinship care as a service. This section considers contemporary UK research, 
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including grey material, focusing on identifying any change in socially constructed 

narratives around carers and their families.    

 

2.5.1 Continuing the kinship caring stories: The use of grey literature   
The critical role of non-traditional publications in raising awareness about familial care is 

significant. In the UK, where research has been comparatively limited, studies by 

charitable organisations, for instance, Family Rights Group (FRG) and Kinship (formerly 

Grandparents Plus), have instrumentally aided knowledge. Moreover, the findings from 

this research have both revealed statistical data and reinforced critical messages about 

marginalisation and inequality for many bringing up their relatives' children.  

 

For instance, in a report about Kinship's survey around experiences of discrimination and 

stigma as kinship caring families, Gautier and Wellard (2014) found that among their 

2,500 'network member' respondents, kinship families were at 'disproportionate risk of 

disadvantage compared with others in their population' (idem, p. 4). Furthermore, 80% of 

those surveyed claimed their familial caring was not well recognised or understood within 

broader society. As a dedicated kinship care organisation, Kinship potentially has 

unparalleled English access to relative carers. Therefore, these findings provide important 

insight. However, given that relative carers, as network members, are likely to know of the 

campaigning work of Kinship on behalf of kinship families, the findings need to be viewed 

somewhat cautiously. Nevertheless, Gautier and Wellard's grey literature report adds 

evidential weight to inequalities experienced by families and, as such, extends knowledge 

in this area. Moreover, campaigns and reports by organisations have assisted in attracting 

government recognition, so there is now a Parliamentary Task Force for kinship care.      

 

Further, the organisational research and campaigns have underpinned more robust 

academic research. For example, Tarrant et al. (2017) drew on and analysed Family 

Rights Group (FRG) research data. In doing so, they problematise the normative nuclear 
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family perspective that underpins welfare services work with families and suggest it is 

embedded within policy and practice. The difficulty is that if workers apply this socio-

normative lens in their interactions, communications with, and assessments of families 

and carers, families will invariably be found wanting and sub-standard in their everyday 

family practices. Therefore, despite the new Special Guardianship Assessment guidance 

that came into force in 2017 (FRG, 2017, p. 1) for carers steered down this route, it could 

be suggested that taken for granted and reinforced deficit family narratives and socio-

normative expectations around families continue to underpin social work practice.     

  

As mentioned, grey literature has played a strategic role in raising awareness of some of 

the wide-ranging issues for many familial carers, although it has sometimes projected an 

image of carer and family vulnerability. For example, sections of some report titles have 

included terms such as 'Forgotten Families' (Adfam and Grandparents Plus, 2006), 'Too 

Old to Care?', (Wellard, 2011), 'Forgotten Children' (Gautier, Wellard and Cardy, 2013) 

and 'It's Just Not Fair' (Hunt and Waterhouse, 2013). While this has underpinned key 

messages, reiterating these terms regarding a family 'type' can further entrench ideas 

about families and become difficult to displace. In turn, families can become recognised as 

belonging to a category that sees them first and foremost as vulnerable, complex and non-

normative.     

   

2.5.2 Continuing the kinship caring stories: Families as the problem and the solution  
As noted earlier, within the UK and elsewhere, there are points where families are framed 

as both 'the problem and the solution' (Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; O'Brien, 2012; Morris 

et al., 2017). Hingley-Jones et al. claim that this theory mirrors local authority policy and 

practice because:  

"family" may be idealized and denigrated in turn by policymakers and practitioners; 
family is simplistically identified as the place where damage is done to children but 
also where everything may be put right (2020, p. 534).  
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Reviewing kinship care literature, however, shows this statement is multi-layered. This is 

because some debates see children's birth parents (although this is mainly aimed at birth 

mothers and incorporates ideas of mother blaming) as the problem and the carer as the 

solution (Morris et al., 2017). Conversely, other debates position the carer as the problem 

(in addition to the birth parent) and the solution (Hallett, Garstang and Taylor, 2021). Each 

debate is worthy of exploration as these 'problem and solution' narratives contribute to 

how carers and their families become recognised by others.    

     

For example, Lanyado (2019), in widening awareness of familial care within the 

psychotherapy field, firmly positions birth parents as troubled and the relative as the heroic 

defender of the children. However, Lanyado does not extend this heroic recognition to all 

relative carers but only to those who take action to break what she perceives as 

embedded intergenerational cycles of abuse. In fact, Lanyado finds relatives ‘impressive' 

for wanting to turn their troubled families' around and seeking help in bringing up their 

'troubled grandchildren' (idem, p. 309). It is important to acknowledge that many 

researchers report more sensitively than Lanyado on birth parents and familial carers’ 

relationships (see Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006; Saunders and Selwyn, 2008; and Hingley-

Jones et al., 2020, for instance). At the same time, it is important that discussions do not 

avoid the trauma and harm children experience or trivialise and excuse parents' actions of 

neglect and abuse (Featherstone et al., 2018a). Even so, where attention is given to the 

birth parent as the 'problem' and the relative carer as 'the solution', this creates an 

individualised perspective of families operating within a private sphere separate from the 

public world. Without acknowledging the wider social issues that impact everyday family 

life (for instance, poverty and unemployment), the individualisation thesis can lead to 

parents, mostly mothers, blamed across generations. So, in this debate, it is primarily the 

task of mothering that becomes worrisome to Lanyado (2019), rather than the task of 

fathering or caring.    
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The alternative debate centres on relative carers as both the 'problem' and the 'solution'. 

Here researchers examine the advantages and disadvantages of identifying the benefits 

to children while weighing against the risks (Brown and Sen, 2014; Wade et al., 2014; 

Hunt, 2018; Hallett, Garstang and Taylor, 2021). Like Lanyado (2019), Brown and Sen 

(2014) utilise an intergenerational abuse discourse. Rather than carers as heroic, the 

authors explain that there is great professional uncertainty about children's safety when 

they are cared for by relatives. Of note is that practitioners are cautioned about potential 

acts of collusion between carers and birth parents, inferring that this may impact carers' 

ability to protect children from harm. Moreover, in their comparison between kin and non-

kin care, the authors, while conceding that children have better stability and a sense of 

permanency when brought up by relatives, conclude that relative care is lower quality than 

non-related care. The carer within this debate is both the problem and the solution.   

 

The carer as both the instigator of risk and the panacea of children's care has become a 

contemporary debate, particularly around the increased use of children cared for via a 

Special Guardianship Order (SGO). This means children cared for this way are no longer 

perceived as 'looked after' children from a welfare services perspective. Several types of 

private legal orders have led to further complexities about local authority involvement with 

familial care, but this specific debate is too extensive to cover within this review. However, 

the escalating use of SGOs has prompted a growth in research investigating the quality of 

care by 'special guardians', who are otherwise referred to as kinship carers (Wade et al., 

2014; DfE, 2015; Brown et al., 2019; Harwin et al., 2019a; Harwin et al., 2019b; Hingley-

Jones et al., 2020; Public Law Working Group, 2020). This has resulted in a renewed risk 

and benefit debate, focusing on relative carers as special guardians as the source of both 

risk and benefit to children.  

 

This debate is visible in Wade et al.'s. (2014) study investigating children's experiences of 

being brought up under an SGO. The research, funded by the Department for Education, 
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constitutes a 'troubled families' perspective for birth parents, meaning they are framed as 

the problem. Additionally, they adopt a 'service' model in their assessment of 'special 

guardians'. Family homes become a 'setting' (2014, p.11) and family relationships are 

'networks' (p.8), and something to be assessed in predicting 'placement' stability and 

success. Assessment of the relatives' 'parenting capacity' (p.13) is critical in determining 

children's risks and benefits. While the authors point out the benefits to children, they do 

so while advising of their risks, effectively enacting carers as both the 'problem and 

solution' in bringing up children. These more recent debates show how these embedded 

narratives have continued. Also, how familial care is viewed by the state and welfare 

services as a service to be evaluated and assessed rather than another way of being a 

family.    

 

2.5.3 Continuing the kinship caring stories: Troubling the 'service' and child protection 

narrative  
Both the academic and grey material around familial care has shown that the act of 

bringing up a relative's child is viewed primarily as an alternative out-of-home care service. 

As discussed above, familial carers are assessed, evaluated and monitored, and 

children's outcomes are measured. This is understandable given the onus on local 

authorities to ensure children's safety and wellbeing, and to be seen as enacting child 

protection. High media profile cases of traumatic childhood death (for example, the deaths 

of children such as Arthur Labinjo-Hughes and Star Hobson) invariably highlight the 

perceived failings and inadequacies of local authorities and practitioners. Crew (2022), 

writing for the Independent, reports on social workers having to move their home location 

because of safety fears following the review into the children’s deaths (The Child 

Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2022). Moreover, Crew (2022) draws attention to 

the review's criticism of local authorities' response to the concerns highlighted by the 

children’s relatives. Public and reiterated political and media messages of mistrust in 

children's services can create public (and moral) panic (Rose, 1999). As such, it can be 
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assumed that to regain this trust and confidence in a welfare service institution and 

profession, local authorities and practitioners must performatively demonstrate 

competency through visible acts of child protection.   

 

Children's services within the UK have heavily relied on a child protectionist approach, 

something critiqued by many (Rose, 1999; Ribbens McCarthy, Hooper and Gillies, 2014; 

Featherstone et al., 2018a; Krutzinna and Skivenes, 2021). Ribbens McCarthy, Hooper 

and Gillies (2014) argue that this approach can increase family difficulties rather than 

alleviate issues. Taking a slightly different stance, Morris et al. (2017, p.15) propose that 

local authorities utilise a dual categorisation for families. This means families can be 

viewed as either troubled or resourceful. According to Morris et al., familial carers are 

perceived as 'anticipated resourcefulness' (idem, p.51). The concept of troubled and 

resourceful shares similarities with the previous problem and solution debate. However, 

this conceptualization appears to clearly separate birth parents and kinship carers. We 

can assume birth parents are likely to be the troubled family (hence the problem) and 

carers become the resourceful solution. The idea of relatives being 'anticipated' resources 

hinges on extended family relatedness, meaning relatives are waiting to assume children's 

care. Something that has also been likened to a 'reserve army' (Hilla, Gilligan and 

Connelly, 2020, p. 5). This is different from the resource of a non-related foster carer, 

which relies on recruitment, training and payment. However, there is some evidence to 

show that even when seen as anticipated resourcefulness (Morris et al., 2017) by 

practitioners, this is entangled with ideas of risk, because of the familial bond between 

relative carers and birth parents. The risk and child protectionist model of children's 

services is a narrative that dominates much of the UK kinship care research and literature. 

 

However, Skoglund and Thornblad (2019), writing from outside the UK, propose an 

alternative methodological frame from the child protection paradigm, especially for familial 

carers. The authors argue that the term kinship care connects to a 'service view' 
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perspective. As an alternative, they offer 'upbringing by relatives' as a more family-focused 

term (idem, p.437). In doing so, they steer researchers towards the sociological family 

studies field rather than the popular welfare studies disciplines. While ‘upbringing by 

relatives' may not be the most accessible term to adopt, it permits us to disrupt existing 

language use relating to familial care. The term also flags how language may contribute to 

embedded narratives and discourses.  

 

In contrast to kinship care, upbringing by relatives allows exploration of the fluid and 

transitional nature of relationships, something advocated for both within and outside of the 

UK (Broad, 2007; Wisso, Johansson and Hojer, 2019). Furthermore, the term is not a 

fixed or static entity but is about the agentic act of doing (Morgan, 1996, 2004). It speaks 

to families being active in their everyday family tasks and relationships. In addition, it 

flexibly expands thinking beyond seeing families as individual units responsible for their 

private issues. Instead, it invites explorations about how broader socio-political thinking 

around social norms impacts the everyday life of families. Exploring routine tasks of 

relative carers can make diverse ways of thinking visible and provide knowledge about the 

everyday acts of relatives bringing up children. This creates a different research lens 

through which to see the everyday lives of familial carers and their families, helping to 

create an alternative to the dominant narrative of risk and child protection.   

 

2.5.4 Kinship care and the moral dichotomy of caring and emotion work  
In the Global North, carers are commonly perceived to be imbued with natural qualities, 

such as self-sacrifice, patience, and emotions of love (Daniels, 1987; Morgan, 1996; 

Baines, Evans and Neysmith, 1998; Dyck, 2005; Ahmed, 2014). According to Daniels 

(1987), these caring qualities and emotions are traditionally viewed as intrinsically held by 

women, thus connecting them securely to caring work and, more specifically, 'unpaid' 

relative care. As such, Daniels stresses the invisibility of emotional caring when taken on 

by women in the home. Nevertheless, to be recognised by others as a carer, Daniels 
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highlights the need to publicly display expected socio-normative emotions that signify to 

others acts of caring. To do this involves masking emotions that do not fit with those 

expected of carers. Failing to display emotions correctly can cause unease in others but 

also risks misrecognition and the failure to gain the right to be identified as a carer 

(Daniels, 1987; Ribbens and Edwards, 1995; Maher et al., 2020). Thus, emotional caring 

requires acts of emotional labour to constitute a caring identity.   

 

Hochschild's (2012) influential study with flight attendants revealed the importance placed 

on emotional labour as part of the participants' training. Flight attendants were trained to 

smile as a strategy to minimise tense situations with disruptive or hostile passengers. 

Differentiating between the concepts of surface and deep acting, Hochschild (2012) 

referred to the integrity of this emotional work resting on the naturalness of the 

performance. This entailed the attendants masking their feelings generated by the event 

and instead performing emotions sanctioned by the employer. Although Hochschild refers 

to this as work, Ahmed (2014) reinforces that its success rests on the performance which 

is achieved only when others view it as naturally occurring. The enactment of this natural 

performance renders emotional work invisible, thus deep acting (Hochschild, 2012). 

Hochschild's study focussed on a sector within the paid labour force; however, her 

concept of emotional labour has been applied to other experiences, including that of 

unpaid relative caring work (Morgan, 1996; Baines, Evans and Neysmith, 1998; Ahmed, 

2014).  

 

Emotional labour is important to consider in the lived experiences of familial carers; some 

researchers have highlighted the complex emotionality of families caring for kinship 

children (Roe, Minkler and Barnwell, 1994; Kroll, 2007; Farmer, 2009a; Houston, Hayes 

and MacDonald, 2018; Harwin et al., 2019a). Peters (2005, p. 604), for example, in his 

USA research with social work practitioners, found that workers viewed specific displays 

of kinship carers’ emotions as 'personality flaws'. Workers, he found, seemed unable to 
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reflect on the broader issues that generated certain emotions for the familial carers, for 

instance, fear of engaging with welfare services.  

 

There appears a dichotomy around the socio-normative expectations about kinship carers' 

emotionality. This is because family care is increasingly acknowledged as better for 

children who can retain a relationship with birth parents (Farmer, 2009a; Roth et al., 2011; 

Munro and Gilligan, 2013). However, 'the family' is problematic because families are sites 

of emotionality (Ferree, 1990; Ahmed, 2014). This means carers have a moral dichotomy 

in that, on the one hand, they must display the right caring emotions of love, nurture, self-

sacrifice, and patience, and thus a moral, caring self (May 2008); while on the other, they 

must minimise familial emotional displays that risk presenting their caring self, and their 

family, as non-normative and troubled. Regarding children’s emotional participation rights, 

Blaisdell et al. (2021, p. 2) argue that in dismissing intersectional inequalities, for example, 

race, gender, and social class, expressions of emotions can be read as extreme reactions 

rather than as responses to discrimination. Likewise, kinship care families may experience 

multiple layers of oppression, including financial, health, unemployment, and housing 

disadvantage, in addition to race, gender, and social class inequalities. These may 

underpin expressions of emotions during certain life events, for example, when children 

are removed from their birth parents' homes (Maher et al., 2020). Displaying the wrong 

emotions can lead to doubts by welfare services and others about kinship carers' capacity 

to love and protect children. This indicates that familial carers need to invest in emotional 

work in their everyday tasks of caring for children. Nevertheless, attention to the place of 

emotionality within research with kinship carers has to a considerable extent focussed on 

the negative role of emotions in kinship caring families (Peter, 2005; Kroll, 2007; Houston, 

Hayes and MacDonald, 2018). This has left a gap in understanding and research about 

familial carers' recognition of this dichotomy.   
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Feminist post-structural research pays attention to discourses that reside within everyday 

socio-normativity. Ahmed (2014, p. 196) is clear that emotions are entangled in normative 

expectations of everyday life and, thus, 'involve an investment in social norms'. Further, 

Morgan (1996) points to everyday practices as bodily actions and as such, active bodies 

are invariably emotional bodies. Exploring the everyday practices of kinship carers thus 

involves paying attention to the emotionality infused within these caring tasks and how 

emotionality impacts the carers in how they display their families to others. This has been 

afforded minimal attention in kinship care literature thus far, so is explored in this study.     

 

This section has shown how the historical and contemporary research and literature have 

taken a service-led view of kinship carers and their families. Kinship care, understood as a 

service, means that the predominant discussions are centred on the assessment of 

carers, the success of placements, or an aspect of care, rather than everyday family 

practices. The use of a narrow research lens, which has helped to illuminate inequalities, 

has frequently invoked an individualistic view of families and attached to binary ideas of 

parenting and motherhood. Socio-normative constructions of caring and families, 

underpinned and constrained by expected displays of emotions, appear embedded within 

local authority policy and practice and, indeed, within some research. This indicates the 

need for using a different research lens to add alternative ways of thinking to kinship 

caring debates.    

 

2.6 Chapter summary    
In this chapter, I have located research stories of kinship care families and identified work 

that offers perspectives on how others socially construct kinship carers and their families. 

In doing so, I have noted that research with kinship carers is predominantly found within 

welfare services disciplinary fields and much less within family studies. This has led to a 

heavy research emphasis on adopting a traditional kinship care approach when 
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researching familial carers and their families. The frequent use of this traditional approach 

means that while significant inequalities and issues are identified, carers and their families 

have been debated and discussed within the realms of deficit family ways of living.   

 

In the next chapter, I outline the construction of my methodological approach and show 

how this novel research lens is pertinent for generating kinship carers' stories of their 

everyday family practices.  
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Chapter 3: Constructing a research approach 

 

3.1 Introduction   
This chapter outlines my methodological construction of a research framework and shows 

how this guided the study with the kinship care participants (who are referred to as ‘kin 

carers’). The fieldwork methods and process are outlined in Chapter 4. This chapter 

begins by reviewing the prominence of a traditional approach in research with kinship care 

families and explains why it is now timely to change the researcher's lens from a more 

positivist approach to a fully qualitative one. Next, there is an exploration of how feminist 

post-structural concepts and narrative inquiry make complimentary research partners in 

exploring the lived experiences of those from marginalised groups. It then reveals how the 

concept of performativity makes an effective analytical tool. The last sections of the 

chapter expand on our (kin carers and my) use of arts-based participatory research and 

details the process of this decision. 

 

3.2 Researching kinship care  
This section first explores the typical research approaches with familial carers and their 

families. Second, it considers the small amount of qualitative research, particularly 

highlighting studies that include familial carers' voices, participatory designs, or 

researchers utilising sociological concepts from family studies perspectives. In doing so, I 

identify methodological gaps that lead to missing stories (and voices) in research. Third, I 

outline the construction of a novel methodological arts-based participatory approach that 

evolves throughout the study.    

 

3.2.1 Researching kinship care: a traditional approach  
Reviewing and synthesising the literature in Chapter 2 has indicated that many 

researchers have adopted a 'traditional' approach to researching and writing about the 
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lives of kinship caring families. Here I use 'traditional' to mean a commonly used 

disciplinary field of study, common methodological approaches, and content similarity and 

structure. Research designs within and outside of the UK have traditionally used positivist 

approaches to generate a statistical understanding of the lives of kinship families 

(Skoglund and Thornblad, 2019; Shuttleworth, 2021). Methodologies have also 

incorporated mixed methods as data generating tools, often utilising a combination of 

questionnaires, evaluations, literature reviews, document studies and semi-structured 

interviews (see Farmer, 2010; Wellard, 2011; Nandy and Selwyn, 2013; Selwyn et al., 

2013; Gautier and Wellard, 2014; Ashley, Aziz, and Braun, 2015; McCartan et al., 2018a). 

Moreover, research is primarily situated within welfare services disciplines, meaning there 

is less knowledge (if any) about kinship care across other disciplinary fields, such as 

sociological family studies. This is important to this study, as traditional kinship care 

literature has often drawn on the nuclear family ideal in debates about kinship care, which 

not only gives a one-dimensional view of family life but highlights families as non-

normative and living outside of the socio-normative ideal.  

 

Historical and contemporary research has critically illuminated the tensions and 

challenges around kinship care and opened a space to continue debates and contribute to 

discussions. With steadily increasing UK knowledge, it is now timely to widen the research 

lens and shift the disciplinary field in which kinship care has traditionally been studied and 

debated. Doing so allows for different ways of seeing and thinking (Bergold and Thomas, 

2012; Mannay, 2016; Torre et al., 2018), and can bring new perspectives to understanding 

the everyday experiences of familial carers and their families. However, before proposing 

this different approach, I first draw attention to some studies that adopted qualitative 

interview methods, focusing on those that included kinship carers' voices. Additionally, I 

consider how some researchers have extended thinking by introducing family studies 

concepts or have used participatory designs.  
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3.2.2 Researching kinship care: alternative approaches  
Since the noteworthy studies of Broad, Hayes and Rushford (2001), Flynn (2002), Pitcher 

(2002), and Aldgate and McIntosh (2006) brought kinship care into UK focus, only a small 

number of studies have drawn on fully qualitative methods in their research around kinship 

care (Pitcher, 2002; Barnard, 2003; Ziminski, 2007a; Burgess et al., 2010; Hingley-Jones 

et al., 2018). Pitcher (2002), for example, aimed to inform social work practice, by 

interviewing grandparent carers and seeking qualitative comments from grandparents and 

social workers. In reporting his findings, however, Pitcher presents both statistical and 

thematic responses, limiting the voices of his participants.  

 

Ziminski's (2007a; 2007b) qualitative research, based on case studies from therapeutic 

intervention work with kinship care families, explored relatives' family constructions. In 

doing so, Ziminski found a disconnect between carers' ideas of family and motherhood 

and those of social workers. However, in reporting her study and findings, Ziminski adopts 

some of the traditional kinship care approaches by outlining the advantages and 

disadvantages of relative care. Moreover, although the researcher acknowledges the 

presence of emotionality, this is not analysed or reported.     

   

Recently, studies have expanded their research lens to combine qualitative methods with 

family studies sociology. Such is the case for Hingley-Jones et al. (2020), who reported 

their findings from research interviews with grandparent special guardians. The authors 

drew on Mason's (2008) sociological concepts of kinship and affinity. This family 

conceptualisation enabled a focus on the relationship dynamics that manifest around 

children's 'contact' visits with their birth parents. Further, the use of this family 

conceptualisation identified some of the tasks taken on by the grandparents. For example, 

some grandparents used reflection skills to help manage children's visits with parents. 

This, they suggest, led to an increased understanding of how these visits likely impacted 

not only themselves but also the children and the parents. This insight is valuable because 
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it makes visible some of the everyday tasks of family carers and brings different 

knowledge to the kinship care arena.  

 

Even more recently, Shuttleworth's (2021) unpublished doctoral thesis uses participatory 

and creative methods in his research with children and young people. Shuttleworth 

suggests his use of family studies concepts meant children were able to report on their 

understanding of families and relationships. For example, children and young people 

viewed living with their relatives as another form of family rather than a kinship care 

arrangement connected to welfare services. This knowledge is salient given the heavy 

emphasis in UK literature on using developmental checklists and evaluations to report on 

children's lives. However, given the limited use of qualitative participatory methodologies 

and creative data-generating methods in kinship care, particularly with familial carers, 

there is a need for more research that pays attention to power relationships through the 

co-creation of data with those who experience kinship care.   

 

I expand the research lens by drawing on a feminist post-structural perspective to co-

create knowledge with kinship carers in an emerging arts-based participatory, narrative 

inquiry study, which I explain in more detail in sections 3.6 and 3.7 of this chapter 

(Chapter 4 outlines the methods and fieldwork phases). This underpinned the co-

production of stories about everyday family practices and guided the research process. In 

the following sections, I show how this approach developed as a suitable choice for this 

study and explain how feminist post-structuralism, narrative inquiry and arts-based 

participatory research contribute to the overall construction of the methodological 

frame.      
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3.3 Drawing on a feminist post-structural lens: the power of 

discourses  
In constructing a research approach, it was important to build a framework that supported 

the values and principles I viewed as being integral to working with the kin carers, to 

generate data and guide the analysis process, and for writing about families. Constructing 

the framework was an organic process that began with noticing the missing kinship carers' 

narratives in the literature; the dominant research agenda that has contributed to 

discourses around kinship care (Chapter 2); and the homogenous nature of the traditional 

research approach. The methodological design was underpinned by feminist post-

structural values and principles, which align most effectively with arts-based participatory 

narrative inquiry (Table 1 (p.91) shows the complementary values and principles that 

steered the research). Once recruited, the kin carers’ involvement further assisted in 

shaping the methodological approach, which I explain in more depth in Chapter 4.    

      

Drawing on feminist post-structuralism illuminated the use of stories of lived experiences 

as multi-faceted, inconstant and partial accounts of our everyday life. This view aligns with 

my philosophical, ontological and epistemological worldview about how I understand the 

world and how knowledge about the world is created (Cresswell, 2014). From a feminist 

post-structural perspective, life histories and events are multiple, complexly layered, 

temporal, and informed by the social and cultural space in which we exist (Langellier, 

1999; Grant, 2014). Therefore, a correct and fixed version of events cannot exist when we 

account for the diversity of lived experiences in our past and present worlds (Haraway, 

1988). Haraway (1988, p. 590) refers to this anti-realist position as 'webs of differential 

positioning' and rejects the idea of one authentic version of accounts or any event. 

Nevertheless, despite this perspective, the privileging of homogenous knowledge 

continues (Butler, 1990, 1993; Somers, 1994; Grant, 2014), for example, the prevailing 

image of the nuclear family within UK family policy (Murray and Barnes, 2010). Through 
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reiteration, these hegemonic 'truths' are established and accepted as dominant discourses 

(Butler, 1990, 1993; Quinlan and Bute, 2013).   

 

Foucault (2008) refers to 'discourses' as constituted through language and the entangled 

systems of power that regulate and normalise social, cultural and relational activity. 

Through reiteration, they lead to prescribed ways of living in the world. According to Barad 

(2003, p.819), 'discourse is not what is said; it is that which constrains and enables what 

can be said'. Discourses take on value, meaning, and power through their reiteration, and 

work to contain us within invisible yet palpable boundaries. Once privileged as a 'norm,' 

certain discourses take on dominant positions within society and become what Foucault 

refers to as a 'regime of truth' (2008, p.20), influencing our daily routines, actions, 

relationships and identities. Privileged discourses create unequal power systems (Quinlin 

and Bute, 2013) and generate assumptions about authentically acceptable lived 

experiences and identities (and those not acceptable). Barad (2003) suggests that we 

exist within multiple boundaries of discourses, which inform and shape our practices within 

our everyday lives. Indeed, relating to the policy agora mentioned in Chapter 2 (Brown, 

2014), political rhetoric constructs popular normative discourses that are reinforced 

through policy and given claims of 'truth' by research evidence skewed in the discourse's 

favour.  

 

Therefore, it is critical for this study to understand the construction of discourses that 

impact kinship care family life, because once norms are embedded within broader society, 

those unable to live to those ideals can be seen as different and non-normative (Butler, 

1990, 1993; Nelson, 2015). This can lead to othering, discrimination, marginalisation and 

oppression. Drawing on a feminist post-structural approach can help trouble and disrupt 

the essentialist truth claims, for example relating to ideologies about normative families, 

and reveal them as simply one version of life (O'Connor, 2003). In place of the 'truth' 
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claim, myriad narratives and perspectives can become visible that can show different 

ways of living in the world. This highlights that generating stories about kinship carers' 

everyday lives can disrupt normative family ideals and power relationships by revealing 

other forms of 'doing' family (Morgan, 1996).   

 

 3.4 Narrative inquiry: the value of stories in everyday life  
In this section, I explain the value of stories in social science research and how narrative 

inquiry is an appropriate research methodology for my research aims and questions, 

which are:  

To explore kinship carers' stories about their everyday family practices of kinship caring 

and what enables and constrains displaying these practices to others. Three key 

questions guided the research:  

• What do kinship carers do for their families and how is this significant in their lives?  

• How do kinship carers make sense of and talk about their kinship care families?  

• What are the tensions and challenges for kinship carers and their families in 'doing' 

kinship family?  

 

3.4.1 Narrative inquiry as a research approach  
Narrative inquiry is a research methodology that seeks to explore the social worlds of 

others. It generates stories about lived experiences, making it a suitable choice in 

addressing the study aims. Narrative inquirers do not seek a correct or provide accurate 

answers about life but instead accept the open-ended possibilities offered by social 

narrative accounts (Cresswell, 2014). Stories are part of our social worlds and are a 

primary way to connect and interact with others (McAlpine, 2016). Narratives about 

everyday life can reveal aspects of our social world and constitute our multiple identities 

through our interactions with others. Clandinin and Connelly (2000, p. 19) argue that 

because our lived experience occurs in narrative form, this approach is a valuable way to 
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discover diverse ways of living in the world. The authors note that sharing narratives with 

others can help us to make sense of daily life, family and relationships, and constitute our 

identities. Bruner (2004) reminds us that we tell partial stories about our experiences and 

select and deselect the parts of our narratives we wish others to know. Therefore, 

generating narratives of lived experience are partial accounts of our life.  

 

Moreover, stories are not told in isolation from the social world but are co-constructed with 

those present when telling the story, and those we imagine will hear our accounts; the 

imagined audience (Frank, 2010; Cresswell, 2014; Riesmann, 2008, 2016). 

Understanding the co-construction of narratives and the role of the audience is critical to 

this study, as the stories were co-constructed with particular audiences in mind. For 

example, the audience included those in positions of authority, such as social workers, 

educators, health professionals, policymakers, legal representatives, family members and 

friends.   

  

Additionally, central to the narrative inquiry approach is paying attention to the temporal 

and spatial context in which stories are told. Stories are rarely told in chronological order; 

instead, the narrator weaves backward and forwards, sharing accounts of past, present 

and future events (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). This means that while stories can 

evoke historical, cultural, relational, environmental and political context at the time of 

telling (Bruner, 2004), they are also likely to be fragmented, partial and shaped by the 

audience. The social space in which a story unfolds also shapes the account, highlighting 

the need for the researcher to account for the temporal and spatial place where narratives 

are co-constructed (McAlpine, 2016). Stories then emerge in that moment, illuminating 

their embodied liveness (Ochs and Capps, 2001; Holstein and Gubrium, 2016). Frank 

(2010, p.3) reinforces this notion of liveness, purporting that 'stories animate' and 'after 

stories animate, they instigate', which he suggests can 'mobilize social movements'. 
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Therefore, the power of stories to broaden understanding of different lived experiences 

also holds the potential to transform knowledge leading to social change. For these 

reasons, narrative inquiry is highly relevant for exploring and raising awareness about 

kinship carers’ lived experiences.    

 

Stories generated in narrative inquiry are often separated into big and small stories. Kim 

(2016, p. 260) describes big stories relating to life stories and biographical research. Big 

stories are usually structured and have a beginning, middle and end, in addition to a 

narrative plot with characters. Contrastingly, small stories occur in everyday conversations 

and, while they may start as recent life events, they can expand, given the co-construction 

of the narratives (Kim, 2016). Paying attention to small stories allows one to explore the 

context in which stories develop and the connection between context, time, space and 

audience. Therefore, small stories are valuable in understanding how the kin carers 

constituted themselves and their families in the liveness of the research space. 

 

Compared to other approaches, narrative inquiry is a relatively recent qualitative research 

approach and is used flexibly in various open and evolving ways. Therefore, it is vital to 

discuss measures to evidence trustworthiness. For example, it is critical to establish clear, 

ethical protocols that grow with the project and protect participants' best interests (Chapter 

4 describes a detailed account of the project's ethical protocols). In addition, Kim (ibid.) 

highlights the value of member checking, which she explains is a measure of reliability 

when researchers seek verification from participants that their transcribed accounts 

accurately reflect their narratives. Additional strategies to ensure trustworthiness include 

keeping audit trails throughout the research process, for example, documenting the 

sampling and recruitment plan, the fieldwork and analytical method, establishing 

democratic research relationships, and the researcher engaging in reflexive practice (Kim, 
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2016; Riessman, 2016). I adopted these measures and explain more about these 

processes in Chapter 4.  

 

3.4.2 The performativity of stories  
Stories are performative and, as mentioned, telling stories to others is an animated 

interactional embodied act where we performatively constitute our subjective selves into 

being. Therefore, the use of performativity as a theoretical concept can help to make 

sense of how the kin carers constituted themselves and their family and how they 

performatively storied accounts about their everyday family practices.  

 

Butler (1990) proposed the concept of performativity in her seminal work 'Gender Trouble' 

to disrupt the embedded notions of a gender binary. Butler contested the wide acceptance 

of females and males, seeing gender as a performative act realised through the reiteration 

of bodily acts (including speech acts). These acts come to signify and constitute us as 

gendered social and cultural beings and, as Butler questions:  

[D]oes being female constitute a natural fact or a cultural performance, or is 
naturalness constituted through discursively constrained performative acts that 
produce the body through and within the categories of sex? (1990, p. xxxi).   

  

For Butler (1990; 1993), our performative gendered acts constitute our gender while 

sustaining historically embedded truths of discursive gendered ways of being. Butler 

argues that the constitution of normative subjects is not achieved by: 

A singular act, but a repetition, a ritual, which achieves its effects through its 
naturalisation in the context of a body, understood, in part, as a culturally sustained 
temporal duration (Butler, 1990, p. xv).  

  

In this view, through everyday routine acts and interactions, we 'perform' as either female 

or male in line with societal norms of these binaries. According to Butler, these acts 

become part of our internal selves to the extent that we subsume them as legitimate ways 

of being. In this vein, how we perform our gendered acts marks us as belonging or not 

belonging to a constituted group. Where signifying acts are recognised as falling outside 
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the expected performance, issues of marginalisation and oppression can manifest. 

Therefore, performativity can usefully break down performative acts and reveal the 

normative cultural systems that work for 'other' marginalised groups.   

 

When we tell stories, we both perform our narratives and constitute ourselves and others 

through accounts of everyday social interactions and practices. Through reiteration, 

performative stories can help us make sense of our social worlds and convey our sense of 

self to others (Butler, 1990, 1993; Doucet, 2015). This helps to show the social 

construction of our storied world and the possibility of multiple interpretations of storied 

accounts. Performativity is a useful analytical tool to break down performative stories 

about everyday life and consider everyday family practices and what enables or 

constrains displaying these practices to others. Drawing on performativity to analyse the 

stories can expose the historicity of normative discourses of family, caring, mothering and 

parenting, constituting identities of self and constraining subjective beings. Moreover, 

aligning with feminist post-structural principles, when drawn on as an analytical tool, can 

help to disrupt and subvert problematic and institutional sites of power and uncover 

alternative and agentic family practices within kinship care families. I now outline the use 

of arts-based participatory research to generate stories about kinship caring.  

 

3.5 Participatory and arts-based participatory research  
The principles and values of feminist post-structuralism and narrative inquiry highlight the 

importance of attention to the power relationship within research. This knowledge led me 

to explore the values of using a participatory approach, resulting in using arts-based 

participatory research (ABPR). In this section, I expand on my decision to use a 

participatory approach and then explain the benefits and limitations of using ABPR.   

Participatory research is a qualitative approach that researches 'with' not 'on' people 

(Bergold and Thomas, 2012; Banks et al., 2013). It has predominantly been used to reveal 
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embedded social issues that impact the daily lives of those marginalised and oppressed, 

usually co-producing knowledge about their lived experiences (Kesby, 2005; Mannay, 

2016; Torre et al., 2018). This is important, as in doing so, different ways of knowing can 

be generated, which can increase public and professional awareness of the issue.  

Participatory research is an umbrella term that encapsulates various modes of working in 

collaboration with others. According to Cargo and Mercer (2008), in conceptualising 

notions of participatory, the importance lies in the values and principles researchers bring 

to the study, for example, respect, trustworthiness and reflexivity (Banks et al., 2013), and 

the methods that are designed for knowledge generation. The notion of reflexivity marries 

well with feminist post-structuralism and narrative inquiry (Kim, 2016). Kim (2016) explains 

reflexivity as a valuable research tool used by the researcher to observe and reflect on 

their practice and interactions during the entire research process. While Kim refers to 

interactions in her explanation, she fails to capture the importance of emotionality and the 

need for the researcher to embed emotional reflexivity throughout the research process 

(Blaisdell et al., 2021). Focusing on children’s emotional participation in research, Blaisdell 

et al. (2021) highlight the research space as an emotional site and stress the need for 

researchers to pay attention to emotionality through reflexivity. They further emphasise 

that this is equally relevant in adult participatory research and that by ignoring the 

emotional exchange, researchers may miss power relationship issues despite their efforts 

to minimise these. Emotional reflexivity then is critical to feminist post-structuralist and 

narrative inquiry researchers and is instrumental in understanding relationships and how 

researchers conduct themselves throughout the process. Therefore, participatory research 

that celebrates collaborative working and emphasises the importance of researchers' 

attention to emotionality, reflexivity, and power relationships makes this a pertinent fit for 

this study.   
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While there is a spectrum of participatory models, many of these share common 

characteristics. For example, in addition to participants having insider knowledge of a life 

experience (Bergold and Thomas, 2012; Torre et al., 2018), participants and researchers 

work collaboratively to disrupt and make visible an issue (Kesby, 2005; Cook, 2012), and 

work towards a solution that may effect change. An essential aspect of this way of working 

is the development of trust, reciprocity, empowerment and ownership between the 

research team, usually comprised of an academic lead researcher and non-academic 

partners (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995; Kesby, 2005; Cargo and Mercer, 2008). The 

research team work in a partnership; however, the level of partnership and engagement is 

a contentious issue in participatory research. This is because some advocate that 

researchers can only claim their study is 'fully' participatory if participants are included in 

each aspect of the research process (Pain, 2004; Mannay, 2016). This holistic and linear 

engagement, for both researcher and participant, relies on all parties fulfilling their 

commitment within the process, which Mannay (2016, p.22) refers to as the ‘gold 

standard’ level of participatory research. However, imposing this essential criterion and 

suggested hierarchy of participation is an issue on several levels, including power 

relationships within the research team, notions of empowerment, and ownership.    

  

3.5.1 Engagement     
The notion of a fixed set of standards that guides all participatory research is problematic 

given the heterogeneous nature of working with diverse participant groups. Torre et al. 

(2018) highlight concern about the use of hierarchal layers in which to judge the level of 

participatory standard. As Mannay (2016) noted above, the level of participant 

participation and ownership in the research can signify to others if the design reflects and 

stays true to participatory ideals. Pain and Francis (2003) differentiate between research 

that adopts a participatory methodology and one that simply utilises participatory tools 

during the data collection stage. The authors view this latter approach as a weaker mode 

of participatory engagement, suggesting this way of working is of a comparably lower 
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standard to full project engagement. This idea aligns with Cornwall and Jewkes' (1995, 

p.1669) perspective, which suggests researchers can adopt a 'deep' or 'shallow' approach 

to participatory research. Here the level of participant engagement is again used as the 

marker with the notion that a deep engagement connotes the 'ideal' (Cargo and Mercer, 

2008) or 'gold standard' (Mannay, 2016, p.22) participatory model, where participants are 

engaged throughout all stages of the process. This terminology then sets criteria for a 

favoured way of working and becomes a measure to determine the standard of the 

research. Studies not adopting this full mode of participation trouble the authentic 

participatory model and, in doing so, risk being re-categorised as collaborative, 

consultative or even tokenistic (Torre et al., 2018). Adopting a different term to define the 

research approach does not dilute the process or data; it does, however, risk its removal 

under the participatory umbrella. 

 

Cargo and Mercer (2008) and Bergold and Thomas (2012) suggest that collaborative 

working is an integral aspect of the participatory process, instead of separating and using 

it to explain the researcher and participants' working relationship. Collaboration is the 

practical day-to-day working relationship, and participatory is the research design and 

process. This is helpful and allows for a broader and more flexible understanding of how 

collaboration can sit within participatory research.  

 

Rather than the level of participation being the signifier of participatory research, Cook 

(2012) refers to the project's transformative possibilities for participants and its ability to 

effect social change at a practice level. This perspective provides an alternate way of 

determining participatory projects and emphasises working with participants towards 

social world change. However, Bergold and Thomas (2012) and Banks et al. (2013) 

suggest that not all participatory research needs to be concerned with effecting change. In 

this research, the kin carers were keen to effect change by raising awareness of everyday 
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life in kinship care families and additionally spoke of their desire to change policy and 

practice (Chapter 4). This was the driver for many in joining the study.   

   

3.5.2 Power and empowerment  
Participatory research requires researchers to pay close attention throughout the project 

to both relationships of power and possibilities for empowerment for all involved. Avoiding 

problematic and oppressive sites of power within participatory research requires 

researchers to reflect honestly on the internal power relationships and be willing to 

acknowledge the unequal power dynamics at play. Therefore, drawing on a feminist post-

structural approach enabled me, as the lead researcher, to reflexively attend to 

relationships with the kin carers both in and outside the field. Here, the importance lies in 

researchers attending to relationships through engaging in relational or everyday ethics 

(Banks et al., 2013; Heard, 2022) and being aware of the unequal power relationship with 

those recruited to the study. Gallacher and Gallagher (2008, p. 511) refer to 

'methodological immaturity' to explain the researcher and participants' entry into the 

research field. Researchers and participants together enter unknown territory, yet as both 

bring skillsets, they work to constitute the research design and experience. This way, the 

researcher and participant work together to create an individually unique project where the 

researcher's skills entangle with the participants' stories of lived experience, generating 

data. This idea acknowledges power as complex and shared rather than seeing it as a 

binary concept. However, this is not to diminish the place of reflexivity and transparency of 

roles and responsibilities within the research process, which is essential for monitoring 

distributions of power within participatory research.   

 

A strength of participatory research is its potential for aiding feelings of empowerment 

from involvement in projects (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995; Cargo and Mercer, 2008; 

Heard, 2022). The importance here relies on researchers reflecting on the power 

differentials. For example, where the researcher places themselves within a dominant and 
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oppressive power position, they may view themselves as the 'giver' and the participants as 

the receivers of empowerment. In differentiating between power and empowerment, 

Kesby (2005, p. 2053) emphasises the role of 'space' by suggesting empowerment is 

possible when the research 'space' values power distributions and ultimately creates 

possibilities for self-empowerment. This way, space becomes key to providing a safe site 

for exploring lived experiences and creating transformative possibilities. Participatory 

research then can provide a means to disrupt taken-for-granted ideas and present 

alternative ways of understanding, which can lead to feelings of empowerment. Chapter 4 

further discusses empowerment, relationships and ethical ways of working. 

 

3.5.3 Choices and decision-making   
The affordance of choice and decision-making within participatory processes is crucial to 

how the kin carers and I worked together in this study. This is because decision-making 

opportunities, when used as a yardstick, can frame the research process as researcher or 

participant-driven. While I made some early decisions in the process, for example, gaining 

ethical approval, the kin carers steered the fieldwork by engaging in ongoing decisions 

about the process. As lead researcher, my role as facilitator, while labour intensive, meant 

ensuring inclusive opportunities for decision-making throughout. The kin carers decided 

their working preferences, including who they worked with, where, when, and the quantity 

and length of workshops. As detailed in Chapter 4, choices were also about the 

storytelling method, the study phases they wished to engage with, and the extent of their 

participation. The design's participatory nature meant that decisions created a ripple 

effect, and it was important that I was observant and used reflexivity to consider the effect 

of decisions on each of us during the process. Bergold and Thomas (2012) suggest that 

the participant's ability to make choices and decisions relating to the fieldwork process is 

more of a participatory indicator than them being engaged in every stage of the process. 

This form of engagement acknowledges participants' agency in 'choice', including the 

choice to disengage during phases of the research process. Therefore, the study's quality 
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is not evaluated on engagement levels but by the choices and decision-making involved. 

In this study, the choices and decisions were also about the methods to generate storied 

data, including arts-based options. As such, we adopted an arts-based approach to our 

work together.   

3.6 Arts-based participatory research (ABPR)  
To contextualise the research process described in Chapter 4, there follows a brief 

literature review of the strengths and limitations of using ABPR, also showing its 

relationship to feminist post-structural theory and narrative inquiry.  

 

The values and principles of feminist post-structuralism overlap with those of ABPR (Table 

1), making them complementary as research partners. Both focus on the interactive social 

world and epistemologically emphasise how we can gain knowledge from the stories 

about the everyday lived experiences of others (Blaise, 2005; Tarr, Gonzalez-Polledo and 

Cornish, 2018). Moreover, both ABPR and feminist post-structuralism focus on the power 

dynamics and relationships between the participants and the researcher, which is critical 

when researching with those from marginalised communities (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995; 

Blaise, 2005; Beckman, 2014; Mannay, 2016; Coemans and Hannes, 2017). ABPR, like 

narrative inquiry, is recognised for its ability to generate rich data and reveal hidden 

aspects of another's inner world (Askins and Pain, 2011; Clark, 2011; Clark and Moss, 

2011; Tarr, Gonzalez-Polledo and Cornish, 2018).  
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Table 1: The overlapping values and principles of feminist post-structuralism and arts-based participatory 
research 

  
Value and Principles  Feminist post-structural 

research approach  
Arts-based 
participatory 
research  

Focuses on power relationships  X  X  

Looks for voices missing from history  X  X 

Inclusive to marginalised communities  X  X  

Allows for different ways of seeing reality  X  X  

Creates space for emotional expressions  X  X  

Relationships of trust and respect  X  X  

Can increase self-esteem & self-awareness  X  X  

Increase feelings of self-empowerment  X   X  

Opens pathways for safe space   X  X  

Transformative possibilities  X  X  

Participant choice   X   X  

Therapeutic feelings   X X  

 

Debates about kinship care families are often based on a top-down approach, and in 

Chapter 2, I problematised the amount of literature that evaluates the parenting quality of 

kinship carers, including their emotional bond with children. The limited political and social 

understanding of this way of 'doing' family means these families have marginalised status 

(Shuttleworth, 2021). Therefore, it was crucial to use a participatory approach based on 

democratic working methods that could enhance opportunities for telling stories about 

everyday life told by those living that life. The principles and values of ABPR, including the 

potential to create a safe research space (Tarr, Gonzalez-Polledo and Cornish, 2018), 

make this an ideal approach for this study (Table 1). I now outline some of the advantages 

and limitations of using this approach as a form of narrative inquiry.  

 

3.6.1 Strengths and limitations of arts-based participatory research    
ABPR falls under an umbrella with other participatory approaches and, although each 

shares similarities, they retain unique characteristics. ABPR is participant-driven and 

endorses the value of choice. Having a choice in the level of engagement about how, 

where and when participants engage made this an attractive alternative to quantitative 

and more traditional qualitative forms of research, such as questionnaires and semi-
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structured interviews (Coemans and Hannes, 2017). Coemans and Hannes' (2017) review 

of ABPR detailed the multiple benefits of using this approach, particularly when 

researching with marginalised communities. They argue that the use of arts can open 

different pathways to how participants tell their stories; therefore, it is less reliant on 'voice' 

as the only storytelling tool. As such, this approach is an inclusive option offering different 

possibilities for how and in what ways participants engage in studies. ABPR is an 

emergent design that develops in partnership with the participants (O'Leary, 2014). 

 

Not all lived experiences are expressed through verbal language alone (Butler-Kisber and 

Poldma, 2010). Clark (2011) proffered the ‘Mosaic’ method as a creative and inclusive 

way to explore children's experiences in day nursery settings. Clark explains Mosaic as 

combining creative methods to form the research tools, which she argues can equally be 

used with adults. Clark draws on the work of Malaguzzi (1998, cited in Edwards, Gandinin, 

and Foreman), whose theory that children communicate using one hundred languages, 

including through creative processes, led her to design this multi-creative method. Like the 

Mosaic method, ABPR similarly creates a space that enables participation using different 

creative communicative ways. When a combination of art is used, however, the term 

'Mosaic' helpfully explains the mixing of tools to generate storied accounts and as such, I 

use this to explain the kin carers' creative choices when detailing the research process in 

Chapter 4.  

 

Moreover, telling stories using a combination of creative tools can help to reveal the 

hidden, forgotten or difficult-to-tell parts of social worlds (Tarr, Gonzalez-Polledo and 

Cornish, 2018). This can help reveal lesser-known accounts and shed light on broader 

socio-political issues that exacerbate a group's marginalised status. In turn, the 

emotionality within stories can emerge, humanising stories when conveyed to audiences. 

Different artistic mediums such as photovoice, drawing, music, poetry, painting and drama 
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offer various storytelling formats that can reach wider audiences because of their creativity 

(Boydell et al., 2012; Tarr, Gonzalez-Polledo, and Cornish, 2018).   

 

ABPR can enhance the skills and knowledge of those involved, leading to increased 

feelings of empowerment, self-confidence and self-awareness. However, Wright, Tisdall, 

and Moore (2021), while referring to children and young people’s involvement in 

participatory research, advocate the centrality of emotions that fill the fieldwork site, which 

is crucial for building social relationships. The authors caution that researchers frequently 

identify feelings such as self-confidence and self-awareness, yet emotions such as fun 

and pride are less likely to be reported when writing about the participatory process. 

These emotions also appear missing from participatory research with adults, which 

illustrates the relevance of the researcher being open and attuned to various emotions 

that infuse the research space.  

 

Furthermore, ABPR can foster therapeutic feelings, which Boydell et al. (2012) categorise 

as transformative possibilities. Additional to forging relationships with participants, other 

relationships transpire during the research process (Wright, Tisdall, and Moore, 2021). 

The affordance of transformative possibilities extends to participants, the researcher and 

the audience. ABPR then conveys new insight to others about a phenomenon and may 

consequently inform and transform policy and practice (O'Neil, 2008; Kara, 2015; 

Coemans and Hans, 2017).  

 

There are, however, some limitations to using ABPR. This approach is more time-

demanding than many other forms of participatory research and, therefore, challenging for 

both participants and the researcher. Boydell et al. (2012) and Coemans and Hannes 

(2017) reviewed ABP studies and found that many researchers adopt a facilitator role and 

refer to the labour-intensive fieldwork process. It is important to note, however, that this 
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approach will require more of the participants' time than, for example, using semi-

structured interviews and therefore emphasises the need for the researcher to be honest 

and transparent about what the study involves.   

 

The high probability of encountering ethical issues and dilemmas in ABPR requires the 

researcher to have skills in working flexibly and reflexively throughout the process (Banks 

et al., 2013; Heard, 2022), therefore aligning with feminist post-structural and narrative 

inquiry values and principles. This is important given the emotional nature of participatory 

research (Blaisdell et al., 2021; Wright, Tisdall, and Moore, 2021) and that ABPR holds 

strong potential for opening up the emotional content of storied life and is something that 

requires the researcher, in their ethical planning, to carefully and sensitively consider 

(Boydell et al. 2012). Coemans and Hannes (2017) refer to this as the researchers' 

emotional labour. While numerous ethical considerations are involved in planning an ABP 

project, ownership requires attention, negotiation and agreement from all participants in 

the study (Rydzik et al., 2013; Coeman and Hannes, 2017). Indeed, this is highly relevant 

when there is a collective effort to produce artwork.   

  

Despite the emphasis on the process rather than the end product in ABPR (Boydell et al., 

2012; Tarr, Gonzalez-Polledo and Cornish, 2018), this might be at odds with participants' 

desires to produce something aesthetically pleasing. Moreover, participants may doubt 

their creative ability or compare their artwork less favourably to others (Kara, 2015). This 

again highlights the importance of the researchers' need for flexibility and reflexivity in 

facilitating workshops, particularly as ABPR holds such potential for increasing self-

confidence and self-esteem and should not instead diminish these. 

 

ABPR, as a form of narrative inquiry, can produce rich data. However, Tarr, Gonzalez-

Polledo and Cornish (2018) advise that this can pose analytical challenges, mainly when 
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multiple data sets are generated. However, this study generates only one data set, 

reducing some analytical challenges (Chapter 4). Furthermore, although gaining greater 

acceptance, the artistic methods of data generation can cause mistrust around the 

robustness of findings in some academic disciplines (Bergold and Thomas, 2012). 

Therefore, it is perhaps more critical for ABP researchers to detail their data analysis 

strategy (including what counts as data) when reporting their findings to others.  

 

After considering the key strengths and limitations of ABPR, I developed a table to weigh 

its values against its limitations (which I refer to as trade offs) (Table 2). I found this helpful 

to reflect on the value of using this approach and as a mechanism for developing 

researcher tools, like reflexivity, to guide me through the research process.   

Table 2: An arts-based participatory approach relies on a set of trade-offs.  
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3.7 Chapter summary   
This chapter has shown that research on kinship care families has adopted chiefly a 

positivist and mono lens approach. This has restricted our understanding of other ways of 

seeing how families experience everyday life. With children in England increasingly cared 

for by relatives, it was the right time to change the research lens to understand more 

about kinship care life from the kinship carers' perspectives. The research approach was 

constructed to address the research aims and questions, and the power dynamic between 

the kin carers and me. I drew on a feminist post-structural lens to set guiding research 

values and principles closely aligned with an arts-based participatory narrative inquiry. 

This approach is unique to this study, kinship care research, and the broader research 

fields, because it was purposefully built to address the overall aims. Moreover, it is 

influenced by my ontological and epistemological views about the world and how 

knowledge is produced. In Chapter 4, I outline the four research phases that highlight our 

enactment of this approach during fieldwork and analysis.   
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Chapter 4: Research method and the emerging fieldwork processes 

4.1 Introduction  
The use of arts-based participatory research (ABPR) was discussed in Chapter 3 as a 

narrative inquiry tool, including how it fits within the values and principles of a feminist 

post-structural approach. Together these approaches underpinned the fieldwork and data 

analysis. This chapter begins by outlining the four phases of the fieldwork process: phase 

1, the recruitment and focus sessions; phase 2, generating stories; phase 3, creating a 

storied resource; and phase 4, hosting a public event and leaving the field (Table 3). Next, 

the fieldwork process details are described because these are less well-documented in 

ABPR projects (Boydell, 2012; Coemans and Hannes, 2017). Importantly, the process 

shows the attention to power relationships through collaborative decision-making, social 

interactions and attention to ethics. The chapter's later sections stress the critical role of 

ongoing ethical considerations, including details of some ethical dilemmas. The chapter 

ends with an explanation of the data analysis process.  

 

4.2 Four phases of the fieldwork process 
This section describes the planning and activity developed during the four phases in 

partnership with the kin carers (Table 3).  
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Table 3: Four phases of the fieldwork (see Table 5 for participant information). 
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4.2.1 Phase one: sampling, recruitment and focus groups (July 2017 to January 2018)  
Fifteen kinship carers were recruited (14 in phase 1 and one in phase 2). Three withdrew 

and 12 continued until the end of the fieldwork in phase 4 (see Table 3 for an outline of the 

fieldwork phases and activities. Table 4 shows the timeline from the start of recruitment to 

the end of the fieldwork). Other than to account for the recruitment numbers, I included no 

data related to the three participants who withdrew. 

 

4.2.1.1 Sampling and recruitment (August to September 2017) 
Awareness that ABPR generates rich and voluminous data (Coemans and Hannes, 2017) 

led me to recruit to the study no more than 15 kinship carers living in Northeast England. 

This number allowed for some withdrawal, given kinship carers' busy lives (Tarrant et al., 

2017) and the time commitment required by participants joining an ABP project (Kara, 

2015; van der Vaart, van Hoven and Huigen, 2018). I developed the sampling plan using 

knowledge from my previous work with kinship care families (Chapter 1), reviewing kinship 

care literature and ethical considerations.  

 

Table 4: Timeline of fieldwork events 

 

I aimed to recruit adult formal kinship carers with private parental legal orders (Appendix 

1). Legal orders likely meant the kinship family had been together for some time,8 reducing 

the possibility of recruiting newly forming kinship families. The importance here is that this 

 
8 Gaining a special guardianship order can take twelve months or longer (Wijedasa, 2015).  
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can be a time of increased family uncertainty and stress (Grandparents Plus and Adfam, 

2006; Wijedasa, 2015). Given the emphasis on stories about everyday kinship life, this 

was an ethical decision to minimise the potential for family harm. The sample did not 

include state-registered foster carers whose experiences differ from those with private 

care orders (Grandparents Plus and Adfam, 2006; Selwyn and Nandy, 2012; Wijedasa, 

2015). The kinship carer could be any relative or a family friend (although I make no 

distinction between blood or non-blood relations and refer to all kinship carers as family 

carers). 

  

To recruit kinship carers, I drew on my connections with two organisations that worked 

with kinship families in the region. The benefits of this included having named project 

workers to assist with the broader dissemination of the study details. With further 

snowballing (Cresswell, 2013), I held two information sessions and recruited twelve kin 

carers (introduced in Table 5 using pseudonyms), who remained until the study ended. 

Table 5: Kinship carers recruited for the study and their kinship children 

Mixed arts 
group 

Kin 
children 

Music group Kin 
children 

Partners Kin 
children 

Individual Kin 
children 

Rosemary 
(R) 
(Maternal 
grandmother) 

Jack Sandra (S) 
(Maternal 
grandmother) 

Anna Anne (A) & 
(George (G) 
(Maternal 
grandparents) 

Dereck 
& Kayla 

Marjory (M) 
(Maternal 
grandmother) 

Jane & 
Abbie 

Jennifer (Je) 
(Aunt) 

Rosie Leyla (Le) 
(Maternal 
grandmother) 

Nathan 
Sally 
Ruby 

Rebecca (Re) 
& Jon (Jo) 
(Maternal 
grandparents) 

Adam   

Lucy (L) 
(Paternal 
grandmother) 

Daniel        

Chantelle (C) 
(Paternal 
grandmother) 

Janine       

Francesca 
(F) 
(Paternal 
grandmother) 

Sophia & 
Marianna 
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Recruiting through the organisations had advantages and disadvantages. The advantages 

included that I quickly achieved my recruitment aim, perhaps because the organisation 

staff endorsed my character. Katigbak et al. (2016) also found this in their recruitment of 

participants via community networks. One organisation also provided a room for the 

information session and the fieldwork workshops. This was welcome, given that the kin 

carers appeared familiar with the building and location and seemed comfortable working 

there. While the other organisation could not provide a room, they introduced me to a 

locally constituted kinship care group.9 The group met in a church hall which, for a nominal 

fee, we hired for the workshop sessions. In line with Northumbria University protocols, I 

completed risk assessments for each space where sessions occurred. 

 

Some disadvantages of connecting to the organisations included needing to be flexible to 

the organisation's timetable; for example, we occasionally needed to move rooms during 

our workshops because the room was double booked. Furthermore, it was important that I 

clarified and stayed true to the original aims of the study by resisting some organisational 

input that would have altered the ontological and epistemological groundings of the 

research. For example, during some workshops, I needed to sensitively avert the 

interjections of one project worker, whose voice threatened to overshadow the kin carers 

when telling their stories. This would have rendered the kin carer's voice invisible and 

opposed the study's aims.   

 

4.2.1.2 The geographical spread of the fieldwork and information sessions 
Recruiting through the organisations helpfully limited the geographic spread to four close 

local authority areas, thus reducing travel over the year-long fieldwork. ABPR is labour 

 
9 A constituted group is one run by a committee who assume responsibility for the running, and activities, of 
the group. 
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intensive (Bergold and Thomas, 2012; Boydell et al., 2012; Mannay, 2016), so limiting 

travel importantly helped with overall time management.  

 

In the first two information sessions, I outlined the research aims to generate stories of 

living in kinship care families and use those stories to create and publicly disseminate a 

storied resource. I arranged separate telephone meetings for interested kinship carers 

who could not attend these sessions. To gain informed consent, I met with each person 

(or couple) to explain the consent forms (Appendix 5). The fieldwork activity occurred in 

four stages (Appendix 5 and 6), meaning that the kin carers opted into each stage (rather 

than opting out), thereby giving their ongoing consent (Bergold and Thomas, 2012; Banks 

et al., 2013) (Appendix 5), and were reminded of their right to withdraw even after 

consenting. The recruited kin carers attended one of four focus group sessions (Table 3).   

 

4.2.1.3 Focus groups (October 2017 to January 2018) 
The emphasis on 'choice' was a thread running throughout the fieldwork, including during 

the focus group sessions where we explored and agreed on different storytelling methods 

for phase two. In reaching decisions about working preferences, some opted out of group 

work because of childcare, health and transport issues, or feeling less comfortable 

working within a group. With my commitment to inclusion, I met some kin carers in their 

homes (their venue of choice) for the focus sessions and fieldwork activity. 

 

In the focus sessions, we explored different storytelling methods10 and the mode in which 

the kin carers wished to participate. We discussed my prepared list of different art forms, 

which included suggestions about recruiting relevant volunteer artists if needed. In focus 

 
10 The different arts are the tools used by the kin carers to tell their stories. 
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session one (Table 3), five kin carers attended and chose to tell their stories using an arts-

based Mosaic method (Clark, 2011; Clark and Moss, 2011), as explained in Chapter 3. 

This group became known as the mixed arts group and their creative tools included 

poetry, painting, photovoice and timelines (which detailed one day in their life). In the 

second focus group, the kin carers chose songwriting, so became the music group. The 

kin carers attending focus sessions three and four chose verbal storytelling (unstructured 

interviewing) and photovoice (Table 3). 

 

The creative choices appeared driven by four main factors: familiarity with the art form; 

some art being viewed as holding therapeutic possibilities; the art being viewed as able to 

carry the emotionality in stories to wider audiences; and the time needed to engage in the 

workshops. 

▪ The mixed arts group chose their creative methods for their perceived therapeutic 

value. It was necessary to discuss the difference between art therapy and art as a 

storytelling tool (Baker and MacDonald, 2013). We agreed that the sessions, 

particularly painting, would not be art therapy but that engaging in the activity held 

the potential for generating therapeutic outcomes. There was a sense that 

‘therapeutic’ was also about opportunities to engage in fun experiences, which 

became an important aspect of our work together. The notion of fun in research 

requires recognition for having a more central rather than purely frivolous role 

(Wright, Tisdall, and Moore, 2021). Therefore, we viewed the potential for fun 

within activities as a pertinent indicator for including them. We agreed to recruit a 

volunteer artist to assist us in the painting session. 

▪ The music group chose songwriting because they understood that song and music 

could reach a wider audience than traditional storytelling methods, and could 

convey emotional content to listeners. We agreed to recruit a volunteer musician to 

assist us in writing the lyrics and accompanying music. 
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▪ The kin carers who attended focus groups three and four chose verbal storytelling 

and photovoice because of their familiarity with both, viewing them as less time-

consuming than the other suggestions and more manageable within a home 

environment.   

 

Once the storytelling tools and working partners were selected, the kin carers decided on 

the locations and the finer details of the workshops (day, time, and duration) before we 

moved to phase two.  

 

4.2.2 Phase two: generating data. Stories of everyday life (November 2017 to May 

2018) 
 

The fieldwork activity in phase two lasted for six months. In a commitment to equity, which 

is important to ABPR (Rydzik et al., 2013; Coemans and Hanns, 2017), the kin carers had 

an ongoing and flexible choice in their level of engagement and decision-making powers. 

This enabled them the freedom to choose how they engaged and moved in and out of the 

fieldwork process. However, specific tasks remained with me as the lead researcher, for 

example, recruiting the volunteers and ensuring all necessary ethical considerations and 

approvals were in place.  

 

To recruit the volunteer artists (something I had pre-planned), I initiated a call for help 

through social media and used word of mouth with colleagues at Northumbria University. 

Coemans and Hannes (2017), when reviewing ABPR, found that many researchers 

involved skilled artists in assisting the fieldwork process. Our search recruited two fine 

artists and one musician, each signing the necessary confidentiality forms. The fine artists 

joined us for one painting workshop and the musician attended five workshops. While we 

valued the artists and their generosity in sharing their skills in the group, the musician's 
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greater involvement meant that he had more fieldwork input and became part of our 

working group. 

 

I was mindful of Askin and Pain's (2011) reminder about the benefits of working with 

skilled volunteers and the potential for tension in working toward the study aims. 

Therefore, in agreement with the kin carers, I met the volunteers before they attended the 

workshops to explain the aims of our study and negotiate their role in the research. The 

volunteers were interested in community work and helpfully outlined what they could offer 

to the workshops. For example, the mixed arts group had asked to be surprised by the 

painting workshop, so giving the artists flexibility in how they structured the session. After 

our initial meeting, the artists sent me their session plan outlining the activities, what 

materials were required and their roles during the workshop. Tarr, Gonzalez-Polledo and 

Cornish (2018) noted the changing dynamics of the group when artists claim a more 

prominent role during activities. This reinforced my need to pay attention to ongoing 

democratic negotiations, respectful relationships and continuous ethical considerations. 

However, investing time with the volunteers before and in-between the workshops proved 

beneficial in establishing good working relationships. While this additional work did 

increase my researcher workload, the benefits of having skilled artists involved 

outweighed the additional work. As such, the fieldwork process became richer because of 

the volunteers’ input, widening the scope for us all to develop additional knowledge and 

skills. Since the fieldwork, the artists have sought funding to develop further work with 

kinship carers and other community groups. After attending our public event, the musician 

requested permission from the kin carers to use the kinship carer song when busking. 

While this demonstrated that the volunteers gained from their input, their commitment 

highlighted the value of funding in future research to compensate skilled artists for their 

time and knowledge sharing.       
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4.2.2.1 Mixed arts group 
In the mixed arts group, we held six story-generating workshops in a church hall in 

Riverford (pseudonym), convenient for the five kin carers in this group, and each session 

lasted approximately two hours (Table 3). When planning our timetable of events, we 

avoided school holiday periods and we met mid-morning to work around school hours. At 

the beginning of the session, we did not rush into the activities but instead informally 

chatted with hot drinks. This became a valued group ritual that gave time to the kin carers 

who often arrived feeling overwhelmed by their everyday life, and helped to establish a 

safe working space; a critical aspect of ABPR (Baker and MacDonald, 2013; Coemans 

and Hannes, 2017).  

 

4.2.2.1a Poetry workshop 
In ABPR, poetry is a valuable, although less used, art form than photovoice (Boyden et al., 

2012; Leavy, 2015). However, when used, it is often the poem that is analysed (Faulkner, 

2005; Kara, 2015) rather than the stories that unfold in talking about the poem. We 

therefore took a novel approach to poetry writing and focussed on the narratives 

generated in writing the poems. The poetry session began with an exploration of what 

poetry is. We drew on Rosen (2016, p. 9) to consider different poetic styles and agreed 

with his opening statement '[a] poem is a poem if the writer and the reader agree it's a 

poem’. However, while we acknowledged we could not predict the readers' judgment, we 

decided that it could be poetry if we agreed that it was so. This was particularly relevant 

given that the study prioritises the artistic process (when the stories are told) rather than 

the end product (that is not part of the analysis process). It is important to note that, 

although my focus was on the process, the end product was equally valuable to the kin 

carers who took pride in their poetic accomplishments. 
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After writing the poems, the kin carers read them to the group and expanded on their 

stories. Compared to the quiet, reflective poetry writing space, this part of the session was 

full of excitement in exchanging poems and stories. Throughout the process, I maintained 

a reflexive journal and, reflecting on our first session, I noted that some more enthusiastic 

voices in the group had silenced others. The next time we met, I shared these thoughts, 

and we agreed to use a listening protocol so that we heard all voices. As such, we listened 

to the stories before asking questions and refrained from interjecting our own stories into 

others. The protocol was verbally agreed upon and we visited it at the beginning of each 

session. Although this did not prevent all interruptions, the more vocal in the group 

appeared to police this by self-checking or humorously reminding others about the 

agreement.   

  

4.2.2.1b Painting  
Painting is used less in ABPR with adults (Kara, 2015) than other creative methods. The 

kin carers chose painting for its perceived therapeutic value and associated it with 

enjoyment and fun. Wright, Tisdall, and Moore (2021, p. 2) define fun in participatory 

research as ‘a desire for the research process to feel good’, something that the kin carers 

had considered in deliberating their choices and therefore aptly fits with this definition. We 

held two painting sessions and the artists attended one. The second session was 

arranged because the group wanted more time to use the skills and knowledge gained 

from the artists. In the first session, the artists brought resources, including various paint, 

paper and painting tools. Before the painting began, the artists facilitated several activities 

to expand our knowledge about the use of colour and tell us how well-known artists have 

used painting to tell their stories about lived experiences. In the second paint workshop, 

we applied our new skills and knowledge. We allocated time to reflect on the process and 

the stories underpinning the creative work. Emotionality was noticeable within all stories 

and indeed affected our fieldwork space. For example, one of the kin carers described her 
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feelings of grief about her mother's death, something she explained she had not 

previously mentioned to others. This story reinforced the significance of ABPR as an 

approach that can help create a safe space, and the sensory nature of the activities can 

enable recalling some forgotten (or hidden) memories (Rydzik et al., 2013). Once brought 

out, these stories can help to fill gaps in lived experiences and lead to different 

understandings of social worlds (Kaptani and Yuval-Davis, 2008; Coemans and Hannes, 

2017). Moreover, they endorse the need for respectful, sensitive and ethical collaborative 

working.  

 

4.2.2.1c Photovoice 
Photovoice is a popular method in ABPR, often because of its value in capturing the 

emotionality within stories (Boydell et al., 2012; Woodgate, Zurba and Tennent, 2017; 

Tarr, Gonzalez-Polledo and Cornish, 2018). Photovoice is a more creative approach than 

photo elicitation because, in photovoice, the control of capturing the image resides with 

the participants (Woodgate, Zurba and Tennent, 2017), appealing to the kin carers. The 

group chose to bring meaning-making photographs to the workshop that held special 

meaning about their everyday life (Woodgate, Zurba and Tennent 2017). This included 

photographs of special places, landmarks, personal possessions and food. 
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Image 1: The lady on the swing (Lucy) (North East Kinship Carers and Hall, 2018) 

 

We engaged in ethical discussions about the boundaries of using photographs. While 

some in the group initially wanted to include photographs of their relatives (particularly the 

kin children and other grandchildren), we explored the process of ethical consent and, 

once in the public sphere, the unknowing travel of the stories and photographs. We 

reached a group decision to only include others in photographs if they were unidentifiable.  

 

Image 2: Gone fishing (Francesca) (North East Kinship Carers and Hall, 2018) 
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The use of photovoice as a storytelling tool worked well and provided a porthole to the kin 

carers' past lived experiences, allowing them to explore existing situations and their 

connected feelings and emotions. Photovoice offered opportunities for recalling events 

differently, which Mannay (2016, p.32) refers to as 'making the familiar strange ’, 

highlighting the multiplicity of meaning behind each captured image (Mannay, 2016; 

Woodgate, Zurba and Tennent, 2017). In evaluating these art forms, the kin carers 

enjoyed painting and photovoice activities, although they preferred painting. They 

attributed this to the therapeutic value they suggested they had gained from painting and 

the enjoyment and fun from the social interaction and sensory experience. Wright, Tisdall, 

and Moore (2021) point to the importance of feelings of fun within research, suggesting it 

contributes to feelings of social inclusion and enhanced confidence to challenge the power 

dynamics within the fieldwork. This was noted in this research when some of the kin 

carers suggested we hold an additional painting session, indicating their feelings of 

agency and empowerment within the process. This highlights the consideration for the 

greater inclusion of this art form in ABPR.   

 

4.2.2.1d A day in a life timeline  
The mixed arts group's final story-generating workshop was creating a timeline outlining 

the tasks they carry out on a typical day. In their study, Patterson, Markey and Somers 

(2012) used timelines to uncover critical moments within their participants' life 

experiences. The authors argue that this method can reveal the meaning and significance 

of everyday moments (idem, p.135). However, Patterson, Markey and Somers extracted 

these critical moments from the interview data, restricting the depth of understanding of 

some key happenings. We adopted a different approach; the kin carers created a 

sequential timeline of their daily tasks, enabling them to uncover and fill the gaps in their 

narratives and knowledge. Conversely, where Patterson, Markey and Somers (ibid.) found 

their approach 'over simpli[fied]' key events, our use of timelines highlighted their routine 



112 
 

tasks as more emotionally labour intensive than the kin carers had thought. Discussions 

developed about their surprise at the number of routine family tasks they carried out most 

days. These daily practices are analysed in Chapters 6-8.  

 

Image 3: Timeline of daily tasks 

 

 

Compared to the previous and more creative activities, the timeline required more formal 

recalling of sequences of events. In evaluating this workshop, overall, the group found this 

a challenging and less interactive and enjoyable activity. The kin carers had chosen to 

write rather than draw their timeline, which perhaps removed it from an arts-based activity 

per se. This evoked a sense of disappointment which might be explained by Wright, 

Tisdall, and Moore (2021), who suggest feelings of fun are also about a sense of 

achievement. While this may indicate the kin carers did not gain a sense of achievement 

from this as a fun activity, their comments suggested they viewed the activity as beneficial 

in alerting them to their everyday tasks and generating rich stories. Thus, helping some to 

understand why they, at times, felt overwhelmed by daily life. However, it was notable that 

after the poetry, painting, and photography workshops, they suggested these activities 

would benefit other kinship carers, yet they did not make the same claim for the timeline 

activity.   
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4.2.2.2 Music group 
In the music group, we held six story-generating workshops, each lasting one and a half 

hours. The musician supported us in five sessions and brought his knowledge and 

experience of community-based work. He quickly synthesized his ideas with the group's 

aim to write and record song lyrics about kinship care. As an art form, music has 

transformative possibilities, meaning that the emotively powerful combination of lyrics and 

music has transformative potential for both writer and audience alike (McFerran and 

Saarikallio, 2014). The benefits of using music in ABPR include its potential to increase 

engagement, feelings of confidence, self-esteem and positive wellbeing (Daykin, 2004; 

Baker and MacDonald, 2013; Fairchild and McFerran, 2018). This choice was apt for the 

kin carers, given their desire to reach and emotively move diverse audiences through their 

stories of kinship care. Additionally, music enabled therapeutic feelings through the 

socially interactive enjoyment of this activity.  

        

In the first workshop, before the musician joined us, we talked about different musical 

genres and particular musical styles that effectively carry the emotional content of stories. 

While emotions were central to the storytelling, it was critical to the kin carers that the 

musical tone did not convey a sense of sadness or invite pity from the listener. Instead, 

they envisioned lively music, which they suggested was more likely to capture the 

listeners' attention indicating their sense of an imagined audience. We agreed on how 

many songs to write by discussing the difference between telling one collective story and 

telling individual stories. The kin carers chose to write one collective song, which 

according to Baker and MacDonald (2013), is a standard musical method that weaves 

individual narratives into a collective voice. The contribution of individual lyrics can be 

pulled out, recognized and owned. 
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The musician joined us in the following five workshops, bringing his guitar and other 

musical instruments, creating excitement through the liveness of the musical activity. Like 

the mixed arts group, we had an ongoing commitment to ethical considerations, which we 

built into the beginning of each session (Banks et al., 2013). Creating a safe space also 

occurred through the informality of our work together. While we devised a timetable of 

activities in the mixed art group, the music workshops were less structured and our work 

developed organically over time. Decisions made in one workshop often informed the 

following workshop, highlighting the organic growth of our project. Although this meant, as 

researcher and facilitator, I worked differently than with the mixed arts group; the small 

group size meant planning and organising for the next session was not onerous. 

Furthermore, this way of working was more inclusive for one of the kin carers managing 

multiple commitments in caring for her grandchildren.   

 

We began the songwriting activity by writing down the key phrases (Image 4) from the 

stories told to us by the kin carers. Rather than the kin carers shaping the lyrics to 

compose the song, they asked the musician to do this. Being flexible in agreeing on the 

tasks was essential and meant that, ethically, the kin carers did not feel overburdened by 

the tasks. In the next workshop, the musician brought the written song and we recognised 

the phrases from those we had written on the flip chart. The kin carers extracted and took 

ownership of different phrases, and recognized ones that had shared meaning for them 

both. After editing some lines, we experimented with different musical arrangements and 

tempos. We each expressed mixed emotional feelings when we first listened to the lyrics 

accompanied by the music. We expressed feelings of sadness in hearing the words, joy at 

the collaborative accomplishment, and pride in the novelty of the song. We collaboratively 

agreed that listening to the music felt transformative.  
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Image 4: Capturing song lyrics 

 

The kin carers chose to sing and record the song and decided to create an accompanying 

video in which they would appear. We engaged in lengthy ethical discussions about 

anonymity and the unknown traveling of the film once in the public sphere. After 

discussions with my supervisors, I submitted an ethical amendment, gained ethical 

approval from Northumbria University, and conducted risk assessments before videoing. 

The kin carers selected a local beach location for videoing and we discussed how to 

evoke the emotional sense of others through the use of the landscape and the video lens. 

The video session was the last with the musician, who left us with the recorded song and 

video on a DVD, which we included in the storied resource.   

 

4.2.2.3 Verbal storytelling and photovoice 
Five kin carers (two couples and Marjory) chose to use home-based verbal storytelling 

(unstructured interviewing). Both couples chose to tell a combined story rather than 

sharing individual narratives. In phase two, I met once with the grandparent couples and 

Marjory, and each session lasted between one and a half and two hours.   
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I met the kin carers in their respective homes and followed the advice of Banks et al. 

(2013) about the need for increased ethical awareness when working in home 

environments. Also, Coemans and Hannes (2017) assert the greater need to reduce the 

power imbalance when meeting in private homes. For example, the kin carers who 

attended the workshop in a public venue could leave at their own convenience. Therefore, 

I was mindful of agreeing on the length of the home visit beforehand and sensitively 

adhered to this. I worked flexibly in agreeing on the specifics of the fieldwork activity, 

including the dates, times and number of sessions. This helped build trusting and 

respectful relationships and reduce the power imbalance (Bergold and Thomas, 2012).  

 

These sessions followed a similar format, involving an unstructured narrative interview 

(Leavy, 2017) supplemented with photovoice. The use of photovoice occurred organically 

when each participant drew on photographs (either displayed in the house or stored on 

their mobile phones) to expand their narratives about kinship care. The use of 

photographs is also about displaying family practices (Finch, 2007). The kin carers also 

displayed their family practices by showing me items belonging to their kin children, 

including toys, clothes and artwork. The flexibility of ABPR and the use of Mosaic as a 

mixed arts tool (Clark, 2011; Clark and Moss, 2011) enables the emerging combination of 

methods, making this a more fluid and organic approach than other participatory 

processes. The use of personal items in the kin carers' homes became tools to generate 

different stories about their kinship caring life.   

 

Phase two of generating the stories was completed sooner with both couples and Marjory 

than with both groups. It was necessary, therefore, to maintain good levels of 

communication with the kin carers to update them on the progress and the estimated date 

for phase three. For the study, I used a dedicated 'fieldwork' mobile phone, which meant, 
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after gaining the kin carers' permission, I kept in regular contact through messaging and 

signposting them, for example, to local community events for them and their kinship 

children. I posted attractive cards to the kin carers, updating them on the group activities. 

While sustaining this level of communication was labour intensive, it was an effective use 

of time, as each of the twelve kin carers opted into phase three of the study.     

    

4.2.3 Phase three: Creating the storied resource  
Phase three of the fieldwork was to incorporate the stories into a story resource, and we 

agreed on producing a book to give to other kinship carers, practitioners and interested 

parties. Ideas about the resource began during the focus sessions and evolved during 

phase two. When phase three began, we had a clear idea of how to develop the resource. 

An essential part of my work in phase two was to ensure ongoing communication by 

sharing with all the kin carers the different ideas as they emerged. 

 

The kin carers have multiple ongoing commitments and busy lives, so they preferred I 

bring their stories together using their storied accounts. I did this in collaboration with 

each. I transcribed the audio recordings to give each kin carer their transcription. In line 

with a commitment to member checking (Kim, 2016), each reviewed their transcripts and, 

although invited to make changes, no one asked for any changes or omissions. I then 

used their direct quotations to create stories omitting any potentially identifying 

information. Once again, I invited the kin carers to check the stories before publication in 

the book. The kin carers chose which artwork to include, for instance, poetry, paintings 

and photography. The music group chose photographs for the book and the DVD. They 

could change or edit the video, although no changes were requested.  
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We agreed on the structure, format and aesthetics for the front and back book cover 

(Images 5 and 6), and each group member contributed to writing the introduction to the 

book or the song. The kin carers took control in generating the stories and producing the 

mechanism to get their voice out in the public domain, which O'Neil (2008) found to be a 

strength of her creative participatory research and a powerful way to change public 

perception. Although, as highlighted by Banks et al. (2013), participatory research does 

not always have to strive for change, we hoped the book carried transformational 

possibilities for the audience it reached.  

 

Image 5: Book front cover 
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Image 6: Book back cover 

 

 

4.2.4 Phase four: endings and hosting an end event     
Once the book was complete, eleven kin carers opted in to phase four, to host a public 

event and disseminate the storied resource (one kin carer was unable to participate in the 

end event planning, but we maintained contact and I communicated to her the decision-

making process). For the first time in the fieldwork, nine of the kin carers met in person to 

plan and organise the public dissemination of the book to raise awareness about kinship 

care (Appendix 3 – pre-event meeting agenda). Planning included identifying external 

speakers (including local politicians, speakers from the charitable sector, the musician, 

and academics from Northumbria University's Department of Social Work) and creating an 

invitation list. The kin carers decided on the venue, date and time (Image 7), making the 

event not only accessible to them but to other kinship carers who would attend. 
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Image 7: End event invitation 

 

 

Ten kin carers co-hosted the public event (Appendix 4 outlines the end event programme). 

The well-attended event attracted 60 audience members, including kinship carers, 

workers in local authority, education, health, academia and some from voluntary 

organisations. The book was distributed free of charge at the end of the event. Further 

copies have since been printed and disseminated because of demand from kinship care 

groups, local authority workers and academics. This event was transformative for the kin 

carers, the audience and me, and has brought together policymakers, practitioners and 

kinship carers to talk about kinship care. It created a safe space for different ways of 

seeing and thinking about kinship care families, as demonstrated by the event attendees' 

evaluation feedback. Additionally, I have received emails and word-of-mouth feedback 

about the transformative feelings generated from attending the event, reading the book 

and listening to the song.  

 

We had planned the fieldwork ending at the beginning of phase three. Planning for this in 

ABPR is essential (Coemans and Hannes, 2017), especially given the study's longevity 
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and the relationships developed during the workshops. I was mindful that we began this 

planning early to ensure the fieldwork end would not cause undue emotional stress. This 

is important, especially given the strength of feeling shared by the kin carers at their 

enjoyment of being part of the study and their sense of pride. Planning for the end should 

be an integral part of the ongoing planning of the ABPR design. The public event proved a 

helpful way to signify the ending of our time together. However, some kin carers stated 

their intentions to continue raising awareness and speaking publicly about kinship care. 

This demonstration of activism showed their feelings of increased self-confidence, self-

esteem, pride and empowerment. The kin carers evaluated the study and, while they 

expressed sadness at its end, the evaluative comments from each kin carer showed how 

the transformative nature of the study design had positively impacted their sense of self 

and feelings of pride. Pride is an emotion that is rarely referred to by participatory 

researchers (Wright, Tisdall, and Moore, 2021). Yet, many of the kin carers’ comments in 

the evaluation indicated the pride they felt from their engagement, creating the storied 

book and hosting the end event. The emotion of pride speaks to a sense of achievement 

and ownership and feelings of empowerment from the collaborative engagement. They 

also expressed feelings of enjoyment gained from being part of the research process.  

 

In evaluating their experiences at the end of the study, the kin carers indicated feelings of 

pride, hope, enjoyment, empowerment, happiness, and social inclusion. One kin carer 

illustrated their sense of feeling safe during the research when they spoke of not feeling 

judged in telling their stories, while another said that telling her stories had given her a 

sense of closure. The kin carers talked about the best part of the experience and about 

how they felt about hosting the event. One kin carer explained they felt: 

Pride, yes I did attend [the end event], was emotional at times, rewarding. Surprise 
to see them [audience] turn out, well impressed. 
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4.3 Ethical considerations  
Ethical ways of working are critical when using a creative participatory approach (Banks et 

al., 2013; Rydzik et al., 2013) and require an ongoing commitment to ethical 

considerations, even after gaining institutional ethical approval. Banks et al. (2013, p.263) 

refer to this as 'everyday ethics’. While I have described some ethical considerations in the 

sections above, I explain them in detail here, including initial ethical approval and 

recruitment forms, attention to 'everyday ethics' (Banks et al. 2013), anonymity, ethical 

dilemmas and my positionality.  

 

When applying for ethical approval, I submitted a comprehensive explanation detailing my 

intentions, including outlining the four phases of the research, what I expected to occur, 

and who the likely working partners were other than the sample group, for example, 

organisations and skilled volunteers (Appendix 6 shows a breakdown of the four phases). 

I adhered to Northumbria University’s Ethics in Research policy (2019/2020) in developing 

recruitment forms, including information, debrief sheets and consent forms (Appendix 5, 8, 

9, 10). Also, I created a list signposting helpful organisations (Appendix 7). I based these 

on the principles of beneficence (promoting safety and wellbeing), non-maleficence 

(causing no harm), having respect for others and ensuring justice through fair treatment. 

 

I adapted Northumbria University's standard forms, ensuring the written text was clear, 

jargon-free and with enough detail to inform others about the research. With my 

commitment to ongoing consent, the kin carers opted in to each of the four phases of the 

study (Appendix 5 and 6). The longevity of the fieldwork necessitated this. Before the start 

of each phase, we discussed the activity, ensuring everyone had the most up-to-date 

information enabling them to make an informed decision about participating. The kin 

carers understood they could withdraw at any point. I gained consent from the kin carers 
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for audio recording and photographing activities (Appendix 8). I sought verbal consent for 

their engagement before activities and the audio recording, alerting the kin carers to the 

recording.  

 

The data protection systems adhered to Northumbria University's guidance and GDPR 

(2018). I outlined the study's purpose to the kin carers and the systems in place to 

maintain their confidentiality and protect their privacy. I explained the exception to 

confidentiality to the kin carers so they were aware that if, during the fieldwork process, 

anything was said that indicated significant harm to a person, this information would be 

passed to a named worker from one of the two organisations (see section 4.2.1.1 above, 

Appendix 5 and 10). I outlined the safe carrying and storage of their data, the use of 

coding for names, and that paper-based data is kept in a locked cabinet and electronic 

data in password-protected files on Northumbria University's U drive and OneDrive. I 

explained to the kin carers the timescales for keeping their information and withdrawing 

their details from the research (Appendix 5 and 8).  

 

Assuring anonymity is more challenging in ABPR when there is a collaborative effort to 

shape the fieldwork, publicly disseminate the artwork, and focus on participant agency and 

empowerment (Rydzik et al., 2013; Allen and Wiles, 2016; Heard, 2022). Allen and Wiles 

(2016) note that anonymity in participatory research is increasingly problematic, 

suggesting a difference between anonymity and confidentiality. They explain that 

enforcing anonymity can be more harmful to participants when the aim is to increase 

autonomy and empowerment for those in marginalised groups. Instead, they emphasise 

the criticality of confidentiality. Rydzik et al.’s (2013) study with migrant tourism workers 

emphasises the importance of their participants organising and publicly disseminating 
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their visual art to others. This included verbally telling their stories to visitors during the art 

exhibition. As they explain: 

The dissemination phase was a crucial element and had a particularly positive 
impact on participants who could self-represent themselves, share their stories and 
experiences, and interact with visitors (2013, p. 296). 

 

Wilson (2018) discusses participant visibility and the importance of choosing autonomy 

over anonymity. She draws on Gordon's (2008) work to introduce the notion of haunting in 

research, advocating its value when working with those from marginalised communities. 

Wilson (2018) explains haunting as being when the stories about difficult life 

circumstances leave a lasting impression on the audience, leading to recognition by 

others that some form of change is needed. Stories that haunt hold transformative 

possibilities for the audience and participants. Wilson (2018) used arts-based research 

and introduced her participant, David, who tells his story, through film, about his feelings 

of moving from his residential care home to independent living. Wilson uses this as an 

example of haunting, made possible because David's visibility in telling his story holds 

power to haunt.  

 

My study centres on raising awareness about the everyday experiences of kinship carers 

and ensuring the kin carers have the right platforms to tell their stories. It was crucial to 

the kin carers that their stories were not only heard but that they haunted the listeners, 

leading to transformative possibilities. The music group saw this as an integral aspect of 

their creative storytelling and extended their songwriting by designing and performing in a 

music video.  

 

The kin carers were aware of anonymity and viewed their presence in the video as a 

crucial way to own and tell their stories. Echoing Wilson's (2018) participant, the kin carers 
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were aware of the risks to anonymity caused by being in the video and made informed 

decisions about participating. By engaging in the video, they developed and enhanced 

their skills and knowledge, for example, learning sound recording and videoing 

techniques. We included the song and video in the book.  

 

The public dissemination event was a critical part of the fieldwork design. In addition to 

raising awareness about kinship caring families, this study was committed to 

foregrounding kinship carers' voices because of the limited authority previously given. At 

the public event, along with external speakers, some kin carers spoke about kinship care 

and some of the everyday issues they encounter. 

 

In discussions about anonymity, the kin carers chose to use pseudonyms for the storied 

resource. We used pseudonyms for the kin carers, their kin children, and other relatives, 

friends or places from which they could be potentially identified. The group chose to use 

the collective name of North East Kinship Carers for the outside of the book. We used 

pseudonyms inside the book and on their artwork exhibited in the public event. 

 

Using pseudonyms raised ethical dilemmas when one of the kin carers in the mixed art 

group wished to use her name. As most in this group lived within the same locality, this 

raised concerns by some about identification through association. Following a discussion 

and compromise, the kin carer agreed to use a pseudonym, allowing the other group 

members to choose her name. The others in the group sensitively took on this task, 

helping the kin carer to find a name comfortable to her.  
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During the fieldwork, I followed the advice by Etherington (2007) and Blaisdell et al., 

(2021) about the importance of the researcher engaging in ethical mindfulness and 

emotional reflexivity, meaning that I stayed attuned to the kin carers' emotionality and the 

shifting dynamics of the research process. This enabled me to reflect on ongoing ethical 

considerations and dilemmas. I found this valuable in the unfolding of the use of arts-

based methods. Ethical considerations became routine to our work together and became 

a natural part of our honest discussions before activities began. Crucially, it meant that we 

worked together in considering solutions to ethical dilemmas. 

  

Ethical dilemmas are characteristic of ABPR because of the commitment to a democratic 

process, the importance placed on researcher and participant relationships, and working 

to address the power dynamics (Coemans and Hannes, 2017). Using reflexive practice 

and ethical mindfulness meant I could quickly respond to ethical situations. This included 

meeting more regularly with my supervisors to talk through dilemmas and explore different 

solutions. I then discussed any issues at the start of the following session with the kin 

carers to reach a solution or compromise. For example, photovoice raised the most 

dilemmas, especially around what was ethically appropriate to use. One kin carer wished 

to include a photograph of a drawing and a personal message written to her by her 

granddaughter after a family disagreement. While the message held powerful symbolic 

meaning for the kin carer, we discussed ideas of ownership, privacy, recognition and her 

granddaughter's consent. The kin carer decided not to include the photograph. On another 

occasion, we discussed copyright issues when Rosemary wanted to include a photograph 

she had taken of another's artwork. After I explored the legal issues around this, we 

agreed to exclude the photograph from the book because we did not know the original 

artist. 
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Using arts-based methods raises ethical issues of ownership (Rydzik et al., 2013; Leavy, 

2017), especially when there is a collective endeavor, including the volunteer, in creating 

the art. The kin carers used the collective name on the book and agreed with the musician 

that I held the primary copy at Northumbria University. The artists expressed their 

understanding that the art belonged to the kin carers (demonstrated in part by the 

musician’s request to use the song when busking), and we agreed to attribute the musical 

composition to the musician, although the copyright remained with me at Northumbria 

University.   

 

4.3.1 Positioning myself within the research 
The use of feminist post-structural and arts-based participatory research was central to 

this study and guided how I worked with the kinship group. I adopted an outsider role, 

meaning that I understood myself as separate from the kinship community group (Braun 

and Clarke, 2022), but I acknowledged my subjectivity and the non-neutrality of my role in 

the research process (Kesby, 2005; Kara, 2015). I understand the co-construction of 

stories and that my presence and the research decisions I made impacted our 

collaborative work and the stories. Being outside the kinship care community and 

therefore seen as 'other', I was unsure if the kinship carers would feel comfortable sharing 

their stories with me. I was mindful of my position working in a university and how others 

may interpret this role. I was surprised at the measure of trust that quickly developed in 

our working relationship, and I feel privileged to have been part of this work.  

 

Ensuring ethical ways of working, I was aware that some of my decisions may not always 

be welcomed by all in the group. For instance, in negotiating using pseudonyms to ensure 

everyone's safety, I worried that this might shift the relationship with the kin carer who 

wished to use their name. However, this did not happen because of how the other kin 
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carers respectfully selected the name and the honest relationships we developed during 

the fieldwork.  

 

I found listening to some of the stories emotionally challenging, especially when hearing 

details about why children move into their relative's care. During the fieldwork, I met more 

frequently with my supervisors to discuss ethical dilemmas, but equally because this 

became a safe space where I could talk about my feelings. On reflection, this was an 

instrumental aspect of the fieldwork and a critical activity to include within ABPR planning. 

Engaging in this supportive supervision meant that I could manage difficult feelings and, 

as such, they did not subvert data generation.  

 

 4.4 Data analysis 
Here I explain my data analysis process, including what counts as data, transcribing the 

audio recordings, and using thematic narrative analysis to generate the findings. 

Cresswell (2013, p. 182) notes that 'data analysis is not off-the-shelf; rather, it is custom-

built, revised and "choreographed."' Cresswell refers to the interrelated and 

simultaneously occurring weaving of activities of generating data, analysing and writing up 

the findings. Therefore, this process is unique to the research project.  

 

4.4.1 Data generation, audio recording and transcribing 

The data I collected for analysis are the stories of living in kinship care families (told during 

the art activities and oral storytelling) and the situated context in which the kin carers 

framed those stories during the telling. Every session (except the pre-end-event session, 

Table 3) was audio recorded to capture the storied data from kin carers as they engaged 

creatively, including in narrative style, to tell and share stories. The arts-based multi-tooled 

approach generated storied data by multiple means, yet I view all storied data as 
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belonging to one dataset. Using an art-based participatory multi-tooled approach has 

generated rich, storied data for analysis. 

 

In addition to the storied data, end products (poems, paintings, photographs and song) 

were produced during the creative sessions. These are not data to be analysed, as their 

importance lies in their use as a story-generating tool during the creative process. They 

are also the mechanisms used for reflecting on and exploring narratives. In addition, the 

end products produced during the creative storytelling have been used in the storied 

resource and are used, by me, when presenting at conferences, as they provide a 

valuable lens for framing the stories that I tell of our experience together during the 

research process. I use the end products in this thesis as illustrations of creative 

responses and as a way to 'display' our collective fieldwork experience.    

 

I have personally transcribed all 25 audio recordings (of the workshops and oral 

storytelling outlined in Table 3) verbatim. While time-consuming, this activity enabled an 

initial familiarity and analysis of the data. I considered cleaning up the data, given Gibbs' 

(2018) assertion that clean data is easier and quicker for the researcher to transcribe. 

Additionally, I reflected on the stigma and stereotypes attached to particular regional 

dialects and how the use of the kin carers' dialect may be interpreted negatively by some 

audiences. Nevertheless, cleaning up the text reduces the voice and expressions of those 

talking (Riessman, 2008) and opposes the values of arts-based participatory projects that 

look to increase self-esteem and confidence. I decided to transcribe leaving in the regional 

dialect and expressions of emotions such as laughter. 
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This left a dilemma about how the kin carers wanted their voices represented in the book. 

In discussion with the kin carers, they decided they preferred a partial tidying up of text for 

the book publication, so I created individual transcripts, partially tidied, for the book.  

 

4.4.2 Thematic narrative analysis  
I became interested in thematic analysis because it is a popular method for narrative 

inquiry research (Silverman, 2017; McAlpine, 2016) and provides a robust way to locate 

patterns and generate themes and sub-themes in the data. It is also flexible enough for 

use by various methodological and theoretical approaches. The researchers' use of 

reflexivity is a central aspect of the analytic process (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 2022), 

which was appealing as it effectively fitted with and extended my reflexive practice during 

the ABP work in generating the stories. 

 

I found that thematic analysis often sits 'within' a broader narrative analysis method, 

referred to as thematic narrative analysis (McAlpine, 2016; Silverman, 2017), which 

according to Braun and Clarke is: 

[C]entred on the development of themes within and across narratives … to explore 
both thematic content of data and narrative structure (2022, p. 296). 

 

Using thematic narrative analysis was a helpful way to analyse my rich voluminous 

‘storied’ data (Riessman, 2008), recorded during the workshops. While narrative analysis 

focuses more on the individual structure of a narrative, including the sequencing, turn-

taking and plot, thematic analysis pays closer attention to the themes across the dataset 

(Riessman, 2008; Kim, 2016; Braun and Clarke, 2022). The combined analytical method 

worked well because the kin carers wished to tell individual and collective stories about 

their kinship care experiences, making this a suitable analytical method for my study. 

Further, this method supported the inclusion of the kin carers' backstories in Chapter 5.  
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The advantages of using thematic narratives analysis, and Braun and Clarke's (2022) six-

phase tool (Table 6), enabled attention to be paid to the social interactions between the 

storyteller and the audience (including the imagined audience) in the co-construction of 

the storied account. Thematic narrative analysis can acknowledge the performative role of 

storytelling and the broader social and cultural factors at play. Therefore, given its multiple 

possibilities in data analysis, this was a more suitable tool than discourse analysis, which 

according to Riessman (2016), has a closer focus on the use of language. I considered 

discourse analysis because of its focus on power relationships, discourses and identities 

(Riessman, 2016; O'Leary, 2021). However, I wanted to keep an open mind to the multiple 

possibilities during data analysis by focusing on the stories about the daily tasks and 

experiences of the kin carers. Thus, this made thematic narrative analysis the more 

appropriate choice for the kin carers’ stories.     

 

I used inductive analysis, guided by a set of questions (Table 7), to help me consider the 

broader meaning of the data while preparing to be surprised by what I found. Inductive 

analysis is data-driven, and the researcher approaches the data with an open mind as to 

what they might find (Saldaña, 2021). Researchers using deductive analysis come to their 

data with an indication of what they are looking for. Saldaña (2021) argues that all data 

analysis will involve some deduction because of the researcher's prior knowledge about 

the topic studied. I am mindful then that my ontological and epistemological beliefs about 

the world, which led to a feminist post-structural approach, will undoubtedly guide how I 

see the data and therefore contribute to the theme generation, despite my attempts to 

analyse my data inductively.  

 

In analysing the kin carers' experiences and talk, I drew on the work of Butler (1993) to 

understand the performative role of storytelling about 'doing' (Morgan, 1996) and 
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displaying (Finch, 2007) family, both in the telling of the stories and within the stories told. 

Performativity theory (Butler, 1993) provides a helpful way to first break down and 

understand the normative ideals assigned to different groups within a society, and second, 

explore how people perform to these normative ideals through their relationships and 

embodied experiences, including their use of language, gestures, acts and familiar 

everyday practices. How we perform to given norms can mark us as successful or less 

successful group members. Understanding where we fit within a normative group can 

affect our sense of identity and inclusion within the community and the broader society in 

which we live. Therefore, using a set of questions (Table 6), performativity theory enables 

the analysis of these stories of everyday practices in kinship care families and reports on 

the significance of multiple ways of 'doing' and 'displaying' family within communities and 

the wider society. 

 

Table 6: Questions to explore the performativity of the stories and the telling of the stories 

Questions to explore the performativity of the stories and the telling of the stories   
How do the kin carers position their self within stories?  
  

How do the kin carers position the children within the stories?  
  

How do kin carers position practitioners/parents/others within stories?  
  

How do they talk about everyday tasks that identify them as a kinship carer?  
  

How do they talk about the challenges they encounter that identify them as a kinship carer?  
  

How do they talk about the practices and processes they encounter as a kinship carer?  
  

How do they talk about their family within the broader context of families?  
  

 

 

4.4.2.1 The six-phase analysis process 

Table 7 explains the six-phase analysis method used (Braun and Clarke, 2006; 2022). 
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Table 7: Phases of Reflective Thematic Analysis (taken from Braun and Clarke, 2006, p 87 and Braun and 

Clarke, 2022, p. 35) 

 Phase Description of the process 

1 Familiarizing 
yourself  
with your data  

Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the 
data, noting down initial ideas.  
  

2 Coding   Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion 
across the entire dataset, collating data relevant to each code  
  

3 Generating initial 
themes 

Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant 
to each potential theme.  
  

4 Developing and 
reviewing 
themes 

Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts 
(Level 1) and the entire dataset (Level 2), generating a thematic 
'map' of the analysis.  
  

5 Refining, 
defining and 
naming  
themes  
  

Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme and the 
overall story the analysis tells, generating clear definitions and 
names for each theme.  
  

6 Writing up  The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling 
extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating 
back to the analysis of the research question and literature, 
producing a scholarly report of the analysis.  
 

 

4.4.2.1a Phase one: familiarizing yourself with your data 
This phase is about familiarisation with data and assigning initial codes. Codes are used in 

thematic analysis to highlight and tag (assign a brief identifiable term) data that can help to 

address the research questions or is meaning-making in other ways (Braun and Clarke, 

2022). I began this phase when listening to the stories during the fieldwork and listening to 

the audio recordings before transcribing. Through repeated listening, I became immersed 

in the data and, using the question framework in Table 6, began to make initial notes 

about meaning-making commonalities and differences. Personally transcribing the audio 

recordings offered me more opportunities for familiarisation and initial identification of 

semantic coding. Semantic means coding that stays near participants' language and 

meaning (Braun and Clarke, 2022). Familiarisation occurred organically in the fieldwork 

and listening to the audio recordings. For example, during the workshops, I noticed many 

references to the concept of 'caring' and the value the kin carers placed on the caring role. 

The similarities and differences in how caring narratives were storied became an evolving 
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trail to understand these differences better. This became a prominent theme, informing the 

analysis in Chapter 6, The Emotional Work of Caring. This familiarisation led me into 

phase two. 

 

4.4.2.1b Phase two: generating initial codes 

Still immersed in the data, I expanded the coding, colour-coded segments of text, and 

assigned code labels to the data (Image 8). The coding moved between semantic and 

latent. Latent coding explores the deeper meaning of data segments or the dataset and 

the implications of the broader socio-political structures in which the stories are told 

(Braun and Clarke, 2022). I again drew on the performativity question framework (Table 6) 

to assist in developing the latent coding. For example, I found multiple references to 

'watching' in the text. I explored this using the performativity analysis questions to 

understand better the differing positions of the social actors and how the kin carers 

positioned the social actors within these stories. Using the questions gave me a deeper 

insight into the power relationships that underpinned the different 'watching' activities. 

While a labour-intensive activity, I enjoyed the interactive nature of personally working my 

way through each transcript and identifying meaningful patterns, commonalities and 

differences. However, collating the data segments under the codes was complex because 

of the crossover of meaning between the codes. For example, extracts about 'watching 

parents' fitted into 'before kinship caring' and 'relationships' and 'power'. The stories about 

‘watching’ are analysed in Chapter 7, Watching and Being Watched (Table 8).     
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Image 8: Phase two assigning code labels  

 

4.4.2.1c Phase three: Searching for themes 
Given the large volume of data, I assigned numerous labels in phase two. Phase three 

involved summarising and merging ideas to reduce codes and generate initial themes 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006; 2022). I focused on the relationships between codes (including 

where codes overlapped) to generate initial themes and grouped codes with shared 

meanings. I reflected on how codes and initial themes addressed my research questions 

and considered the broader social context in which they sat (Image 9). This again was an 

evolving and organic process, and because some codes overlapped, I moved them or 

merged them within the coded clusters. Still immersed in the data, I continued moving 

backward and forward between phases two and three. 

 

I found this phase more challenging than assigning initial codes. This might be because I 

am aware of the researchers' ethical responsibility to not cause harm to the participants 

through data analysis and interpretation (Kim, 2016; Braun and Clarke, 2022). Ensuring 

no harm through my analytical interpretation is critical to this study, given my aim to 

counter the deficit representation of kinship carers within the literature. Therefore, 

constructing an analysis method that allowed this level of scrutiny and decision-making 

was crucial. Equally, I am aware of Braun and Clarke's (2022) claims that there are many 
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ways to interpret qualitative data, and how I present the kin carers' lives to others is my 

interpretation. However, in analysing and interpreting, I am guided by my research 

questions, reflexive research practice and a commitment to ethical ways of working. 

Reflexivity and ethical practice in particular helped me to reflect on these processes, and 

develop and refine these initial themes and cluster codes ready to engage in phase four.   

Image 9: Initial themes and code relationships  

 

4.4.2.1d Phase four: reviewing themes 
After reaching data saturation, where I did not identify anything new in the data, I reviewed 

the initial themes and the codes relating to the segmented text and the overall dataset. I 

reduced, merged and refined the themes (Image 10). Braun and Clarke (2006; 2022) note 

the importance of refining this phase by removing themes and codes to focus on those 

more pertinent to addressing the research aims and questions. For example, I reflected 

that 'emotions' were embedded within all the stories and, rather than forming a theme, 

emotionality became a central focus within the remaining themes and subsequent analysis 

chapters, including Chapter 6, The Emotional Work of Familial Caring, and Chapter 8, The 

Importance of Happiness (Table 8).  
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Image 10 Refining themes and codes.  

 

 

4.4.2.1e Phase five: refining, defining and naming themes  
In this phase, I decided on three key themes with relevant sub-themes (Table 8). Here, I 

began writing ideas that led to the three analysis chapters (Chapters 6, 7 and 8).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



138 
 

Table 8: Stories about kinship care: Findings chapter themes   

 

 

4.4.2.1f Phase six: writing up 
This phase involves writing and editing to produce a coherent and convincing story (Braun 

and Clarke, 2022, p. 36) using the research data and themes. Before this phase, I began 

writing about the data findings by drawing on Richardson's (1997) notion of discovery 

writing. Engaging in this writing process contributed to my development of the analysis, 

themes and sub-themes by draft writing and editing to achieve the final versions included 

in the thesis.  

 

4.5 Chapter summary   
Using arts-based participatory research (ABPR) was a successful approach for generating 

stories of living in kinship care families. The 12 kin carers recruited for the study chose a 

mix of art-informed mechanisms to tell their stories about everyday family life, leading to 
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rich data for analysis. The evolving and democratic design of the fieldwork is a unique 

feature of this research, collaboratively agreed upon through a commitment to ongoing 

ethical considerations. The use of ABPR, while more challenging because of the ethical 

responsibility and the need to be responsive to ethical dilemmas, created safe working 

transformative spaces. The approach led to enhanced knowledge and skills for all 

involved, and increased confidence and feelings of empowerment for the kin carers.  

 

The use of thematic narrative analysis and the performativity question framework 

effectively led to the generation of three key themes and subthemes, leading to three 

findings chapters. Before the findings chapters, I introduce the 12 kin carers through their 

backstories in Chapter 5, which is a synopsis of their life before they took on the care of 

their relatives' children. These stories were written using the kin carers' narrative text and I 

have incorporated this into their stories to produce an account of their life told by them to 

others.   
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Chapter 5: Backstories: Life before kinship care and a bridge to the 

findings chapters 

 

5.1 Introduction 
This bridging chapter introduces the kin carers' backstories about their life before kinship 

care. The reason is twofold. First, presenting the stories here creates a bridge that 

connects the explanation of the fieldwork process, detailed in Chapter 4, with the 

presentation of the findings in Chapters 6, 7 and 8. Second, the narratives about life 

before kinship caring are entangled in those about kinship care, showing the continuity of 

stories, which merge past, present and future life events (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000). 

These backstories are relevant to how the kin carers talked about and made sense of their 

everyday life. The narratives contextualise and embed the stories in the findings chapters 

and the discussion in Chapter 9. The stories include data excerpts and tell a chronological 

narrative (or as near to) up to the transition to kinship (or pre-kinship, as explained in 

Chapter 6) caring. 

 

5.2 Introducing the kin carers  
 

5.2.1 Jennifer 
Jennifer was born in Riverford, in the Northeast of England. During the fieldwork, when 

talking about her kinship family, she reflected on her childhood experiences growing up in 

a large family. Jennifer recounted the story about her home birth, explaining that she: 

Was brought into the world by the flying squad. 

 

Which she informed us was: 

A team of nurses and doctors who helped you give birth and then away they went.  
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Jennifer said that many of her extended relatives lived close by when she was growing up 

and regularly gathered for social events. She explained:  

We were a very close [family]; we used to meet up on Sundays and go to church ... 
mam was a Sunday school teacher, so we were brought up with, eh, a belief that 
everything [was] to do with God. 

 

Jennifer told about her special relationship with her grandmother, whom she explained 

took responsibility for arranging the family events. Jennifer said: 

Nana used to hold a family day on a Sunday, so we all went round there after lunch 
and have tea and play cards and we sang and all the rest of it. 

 

Jennifer remembered that in her family, there was a strong emphasis on community 

responsibility in ensuring the welfare of others. From a young age, she explained that her 

mother and grandmother encouraged her to undertake caring tasks for relatives, friends 

and neighbours. Jennifer stated: 

Starting with me granny ... I used to go round and I used to wash ‘er feet. 

 

The role of caring for others became a daily routine in her life. She remembered: 

Me granny lived in a one-roomed house and when I went to see her … she would 
say “go and see Mrs Richards, go and see Mr such and such and make sure 
they've got a cup of tea”. This was in me dinner hour from school, running around 
making them cups of tea and going back on a night-time making them another cup 
of tea and making sure they'd had a sandwich or something …  

 

Jennifer did not enjoy her school years and explained that this negatively affected her 

feelings of confidence and self-esteem. She married Tom when she was eighteen and 

their two sons were in middle childhood when her parents passed away. She explained 

how this event led to her caring full time for her younger sister, Doris, stating: 

Doris has severe learning disabilities … after mam died, we [siblings] had a meeting 
and … me and Tom had already talked about having Doris before mam died … 
we're still looking after Doris now ... years on. 
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She explained that agreeing to care for Doris full time was easy as she had become the 

'go-to' person if family, friends or neighbours wanted help. 

I seem to get everybody's problems and I help them solve it and I've got quite a 
large family as well ... It's not just close family, it's near and far family as well. Just 
the way I am ... I don't know how it happened but even in the street if somebody 
died, 'go get Jennifer' and they'd come and get is.  

 

 

Jennifer said that as her children neared adulthood, she became concerned for her 

brother's child's safety, which led to her offering regular respite care. As she states: 

Rosie came ... ‘cos mam and dad were having trouble then and I thought, well if we 
took Rosie on a weekend and for the holidays that would help them out. 

 

Jennifer recounted that the situation with Rosie had deteriorated within a few years, 

leading to this arrangement becoming permanent, and Jennifer became Rosie's 

permanent carer.   

 

5.2.2 Marjorie  
Marjorie was born in the Northeast in the 1970s and discovered in adulthood that she had 

a wider extended family than she had thought. Marjory explained: 

My dad died when I was young and I didn't get to know his side of the family until I 
was a lot older ... but I was really close to my mam's side of the family. I think ... 
there was only my auntie, my dad's sister ... that I knew from when I was little, but 
my other aunties and uncles ... I didn't know them at all ... until I got older. 

 

Marjorie recounts that when growing up, her lack of contact with extended relatives was 

the driver to maintain her children's contact with her husband's relatives, even after their 

divorce. Marjorie said:   

I didn't want my kids really growing up not knowing their cousins. I'm an only child 
so they've got no cousins or anything from me so I did everything I could to keep 
them in touch with their dad's side of the family. I did all that I could to keep that 
together for them ... So that they get to know [relatives] because I wouldn't want 



143 
 

them growing up like me knowing that they had cousins and not seeing them and 
things like that. 

 

Marjorie told about her difficult marital relationship, which ended in divorce when her 

children were in their later teenage years. She reflected that shortly after the divorce, her 

relationship with her young adult daughter Sarah deteriorated and Sarah moved out of the 

family home. For the first time in many years, Marjorie said she found herself living alone 

and with available time to do things she enjoyed. She stated:  

I had like a little part time job and ... I'd be able to go out and just basically do what I 
wanted, when I wanted, and go where I wanted without any responsibility, but you 
know, no one to answer to and no one to be back for. 

 

Marjorie explained she had time to: 

Go on holiday to Scotland because I like going to Scotland because we've got 
family up there, but I thought once they're [children] away I could go up as many 
times as I like. 

 

Marjorie said she also had time to keep in regular contact with Sarah's siblings and she 

enjoyed routinely caring for her grandchildren. She told about looking after her grandson 

and said: 

Reggie would come over here one day a week. 

  

Marjorie's weekly routine revolved around her part-time employment and caring part-time 

for her young grandchildren. She explained that when Sarah gave birth to her 

granddaughter, Jane, Marjorie put aside their earlier disagreement and occasionally 

visited them, although their relationship remained strained. Marjorie remembers when her 

life changed when she received an unexpected telephone call asking her to become 

Jane's long-term carer. Marjorie said: 

It was either I have her or she went into care, so then I thought well no I can't let 
that happen. 
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She explained that she was concerned about caring for Jane because, as Marjorie stated: 

It's hard because me and Sarah have never had a good relationship from when she 
was [young].  

 

Shortly after Jane transitioned into her care, Marjorie said social workers asked her to 

care for Abbie, Sarah's second baby. She reflected: 

I didn't think twice about it, I just thought as soon as they mentioned they would go 
into care I thought, right nah they're not. 

 

Marjorie is now a full-time kinship carer, caring for Jane and Abbie. 

 

5.2.3 Chantelle 
Chantelle was born in the 1950s. Chantelle's father served in the military, and she and 

her family frequently moved home between locations. Chantelle explained that in her early 

childhood, her family mostly lived on military bases in the UK, then moved to Europe, 

where they lived for much of her teenage years. Chantelle talked about the significance of 

her high school years because of the lasting friendships she made. She meets her friends 

annually as she stated: 

The school reunion ... every year, it's nice … meeting up with people from childhood 
days. 

 

Chantelle reflected on her experience of motherhood and remembered balancing 

childcare with her employment. She referred to this as a difficult time in her life and only 

manageable because she had support from her children's grandmother. Chantelle said 

she felt unsupported by her children's father and that: 

Nana was the one that helped me so I could work to look after [the children]. 
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Chantelle explained that she remarried after her divorce and her adult children left home. 

She recounts this as a frightening time, married to a man whom she said was 'physical[ly] 

and mental[ly] abusive' towards her. With her freedom restricted for many years, Chantelle 

felt isolated from her family because she had limited contact with her adult children, 

grandchildren and friends. She stated: 

He had me a prisoner. For [many] years ... I had to cut myself off from friends, 
family. 

 

Chantelle remembered that the relationship had ended suddenly and she soon 

reconnected with her family. Trying to recoup her lost time with her grandchildren, she 

invited one of her older grandchildren to visit her for a brief holiday. She noticed that her 

grandchild was experiencing significant challenges at home, especially in her relationship 

with her mother. Chantelle became concerned that her granddaughter would need to 

move into non-related foster care. She stated she recognised this as an opportunity to 

help 'keep Natalie in the family'. Chantelle said that within a few weeks, she became a full-

time kinship carer and she talked about the importance of having regained the strong 

friendships she had made in high school, which gave her emotional support. 

 

5.2.4 Anne 
Anne often talked during the fieldwork about her childhood. She remembers the 

inconsistency of being parented. Anne stated: 

One minute my mam was there, the next she was off ... and my dad would be back 
home. Then my dad would leave, and my mum would be there, and it was like that 
for years. 

 

During her teenage years, Anne said that her mother became concerned about her 

friendship group and asked her to live permanently with her father in the South of 

England. She talked about feeling unhappy living with her father and explained that she 

returned to live in the Northeast. As she said: 
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I remember I came back up here and two years later I met George.  

 

Anne emphasised that she and George invested time in caring for their children and were 

determined they had a stable and loving family life, which Anne explained she did not 

experience. Anne stressed the importance of spending time together as a family. She 

explained: 

It's always been us and the children. Everywhere we went, [the] kids came with us 
... we've always been family orientated … Used to go up the reservoir and play 
football and tennis and things up there ... used to go all over, used to go [away] 
every weekend. 

 

Anne said that when their children grew up, she and George moved into a small 

bungalow. They enjoyed retirement and most days, they took scenic drives around the 

countryside. As she stated:  

We were out in our car everyday ... just chugging along nicely … just for drives in 
the car. Mind we would go for miles. 

 

Anne talked about her happiness in becoming a grandmother and that she and George 

regularly cared for the children who frequently stayed with them overnight. She referred to 

time with her grandchildren as enjoyable.     

 

Anne stated that she and George were concerned that their daughter was not coping well 

with parenting after forming a new relationship. As such, they offered to care for their 

grandson, Dereck, more often. Dereck regularly slept at their home, and Anne explained 

they supported their daughter with domestic tasks and bought food. Anne talked about her 

shock in hearing about social workers taking Dereck into care, and sadness in hearing 

about the trauma he had experienced. Anne instigated legal action to gain custody of her 

grandson. After a lengthy legal process, Anne told of her joy in gaining legal guardianship 

of her grandson despite them, as she explains, having to move 'from a one-bedroom 
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bungalow to a three-bedroom house'. Anne stated that shortly after they moved into their 

new home with Dereck, they gained legal guardianship of his infant sister, Kayla.  

 

5.2.5 George 
George was born in the 1950s in Northeast England. George has unhappy childhood 

memories because his mother passed away in his early teenage years, and he recalls 

having a complicated relationship with his father, whom he called 'abusive'. He stated: 

My father used to go crazy with me. 

 

 George talked about meeting and marrying Anne when they were both young adults and 

explained that: 

Me and Anne come as a team. 

 

George explained that his unhappy childhood memories have guided his fathering role 

and helped him manage difficult situations with his children. He talked about the 

importance of having a close relationship with his children. He said: 

Our kids have always been close. 

 

George talked about the challenges they have encountered as parents. As George recalls: 

Well to be honest with you, we've had it pretty hard. 

 

George describes difficult situations where his children (and adult children) have required 

his long-term support, including their other adult daughter, Leanne, whom he supported to 

become addiction free. He explained that he devised tight boundaries to support Leanne. 

George stated: 

We said, “right you come [home] but you stick to our rules. You don't go out ... if we 
go out you come with us” and in the end, we got Leanne off it. We phone called 
here there and everywhere getting all Leanne's debt and everything sorted.  
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George talked about how after that, they moved into the small bungalow, saying: 

We moved from a three-bedroom house because we always said that once our kids 
were up that was it, we would give our … house up for a young couple with family. 
So, we moved into a retirement home. 

 

George remembers this as a happy time when he and Anne could 'go where we wanted 

whenever we wanted'. George talked about his grandchildren, especially their youngest 

grandchild (at that time), Dereck. He remembered that he and Anne used to see Dereck 

every day. George said that he noticed Dereck's increasing resistance to returning home 

at the visit's end. He explained that: 

When it come to take Dereck back home, his lip was quivering, and he was crying.  

 

George reflects on the difficulty of hearing about Dereck's injuries and being placed with a 

foster carer. He said that when social workers rejected their requests to care for Dereck, 

he and Anne decided to seek legal help to oppose the decision. George reports this as an 

emotionally difficult time and stated: 

I was just thinking that we're going to lose and how are we going to see him 
[Dereck] again and all that. 

 

George explained that the legal proceedings were not going in their favour, and the social 

workers gave them an adoption plan that included the timeframe for them to say a final 

goodbye to Dereck. George explains this as a traumatic time and stated the difficulty in 

reading the plan for Dereck's adoption: 

Especially the bit where the final goodbyes ... when you thought you were [not] 
going to see [Dereck]. 

 

George refers to the last-minute intervention from a kinship care voluntary organisation 

that led to him and Anne gaining legal permanency for Dereck and, soon after that, for 

their infant granddaughter, Kayla, Dereck's sister. 
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5.2.6 Lucy 
Lucy grew up in Riverford in Northeast England and is the youngest child of a large 

sibling group. Lucy said about her family:  

I came from a big family … Me mam and dad ... when I think about it, me dad 
worked hard but me mam was a really good mother ... she always put the kids [first] 
… Me mam and dad … were like a big focus in me life. 

 

Lucy talked about how her mother's principles and qualities had influenced her mothering 

practice. She explained: 

... me mam was very caring, she used to have all the grandchildren and she used to 
look after them. I think me mam ... was a very strong woman … she always said to 
wer, 'you're not better than anybody; don't ever think you're better than anybody but 
you're as good as'. And that's always been my motto, so you're not better than that 
person sitting out there begging but you're as good as The Queen. And it's just 
always like ... if you feel a bit inferior sometimes, say listen, I'm just the same as 
you. [I] always like really respected ‘er. 

 

Lucy reveals she is the only one of her siblings still living in the local area:  

I have got a really big family, but they're spread all over ... my family [are] all over 
the world. 

 

Lucy talked about becoming a carer for her parents when her adult children left home and 

how this role extended to other relatives and friends. She explained: 

I looked after me mam when me dad died. I always was there for them; I just lived 
round the corner … I've just come to that conclusion some people are meant to 
care. And I haven't getting away from it, and I did have a little bit when I did, then I 
thought this is just that; you're meant to care, and you're meant to be strong. I think 
we're just always meant to look after somebody. Everybody seems to think that I'm 
strong. 

 

Lucy recounted her mother's death and adjusting to her life with no immediate caring 

responsibilities. She mentioned that:   

I had a couple of years when I wasn't looking after someone. I did find it a bit 
strange actually. 
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Shortly after her mother's death, Lucy reflected that her life changed when her son died 

unexpectedly. Lucy remembered about this time that: 

Me mam died just two weeks before me son. For two years I just felt in a fog. 

 

Lucy explained that while grieving for her son, she was aware that her daughter-in-law, 

Claire, was having difficulties parenting Daniel, Lucy's infant grandson. Lucy said she 

supported them by visiting often and providing respite care. As she explained: 

We had Daniel every weekend ... to give Claire a break. 

 

Lucy said this lasted a few years before intervention by children's services. Shortly after, 

Lucy became Daniel's permanent carer.   

 

5.2.7 Leyla  
Leyla grew up in Northeast England with her parents and siblings. Leyla talked about how 

her mother influenced her love of music. She said: 

I've always like[d] music. I would love to play the piano; me mam loved the piano. 
Me mam made sure there was always music.  

 

Leyla recounted her life as a young single mother bringing up her children in an area of 

high unemployment, poverty and social unrest. Leyla gave examples of what it was like 

living in her neighbourhood and how this escalated over time. She explained: 

I had the kids inside my house; I thought that looks a bit dangerous, so I brought 
them in, and I thought, what's that noise? I looked out and somebody was torching 
a car … On the field, people would be drinking, people would be shouting, and 
they'd have knives and stuff like that. I had to fight because my kids were so 
frightened of living on that estate. There was drug dealers, I knew what was going 
on … I wasn't frightened … I was frightened for me kids cos I know I had to stand 
up to people like that. 

 

As her children transitioned into middle childhood and early teenage years, Leyla said that 

her daughter, Ella, began using illegal drugs. She explained: 
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Ella was on heroin when she was [early teens] … and I knew what was happening to 
Ella … she got caught right up in it.  

 

Leyla talked about feeling helpless and unsupported in her attempts to help Ella with her 

addiction. She stated that she tried various strategies to help her, including becoming 

involved in a television programme that wanted to highlight the problematic drug use and 

crime in her neighbourhood. Leyla said this initially had good results because others in the 

community contacted her about experiencing similar issues. However, it soon led to conflict 

in her community. As she explained:  

Everybody stopped speaking to me on the estate ... in the end I had to leave.... Ella 
was away with it and I fought for Ella so many times. Everything I did was to protect 
my children. It was just horrendous. 

 

Leyla said that she moved to a different area and recognised this as an opportunity for Ella 

to become addiction free. Leyla remarried after moving house and enjoyed being part of a 

larger family, and things seemed to settle for a while. A few years later, Leyla found out that 

Ella was again using illegal drugs, and soon after, Ella left the family home. They had limited 

contact with each other until Ella's children were born. 

 

Leyla said she was worried about her grandchildren's safety and tried to engage external 

services, including children's services, without success. Within a few years, children's 

services contacted Leyla to ask her to care full time for Ella’s children (Leyla’s 

grandchildren), which she readily agreed to, although she stated this affected her marriage 

and led to her divorce. Leyla explained: 

 He was very supportive but we just didn't have a life. 
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Several years later, children's services again contacted Leyla, asking her to care for another 

grandchild. Once again, Leyla agreed and became a permanent kinship carer to her three 

grandchildren. 

5.2.8 Rosemary 
Rosemary was born in Riverford in Northeast England. Rosemary talked about having 

good childhood memories and mentioned how her mother influenced her appreciation of 

nature and the outdoor world. She explained that: 

Me mum when we were little, used to take wer to [woods], many many moons ago 
now. There was one time when we were there and I lost an apple, from sort of like 
high up where the waterfall is and I wanted to go and get it and I couldn't. She 
wouldn't let us go and get it which was obvious ... me mum did try to take me 
places. 

 

Rosemary said her mother took her and her siblings on family holidays and remembered 

the freedom of running in the fields. She elucidated: 

When we used to go on holiday with me mam ... I always used to go running up the 
fields shouting I'm free, wherever there was fields.  

 

Rosemary reflected on her mother's parenting and said: 

She was strict but she was loving. 

 

In Rosemary's late teens, her mother remarried and Rosemary had a problematic 

relationship with her stepfather. She remembered that this changed her relationship with 

her mother. She explained that:  

It was a bad time in me life really, ‘cos I didn't speak to me mam for six months. And 
I used to just go to me bedroom and do me oil paintings. 

 

The situation continued to deteriorate until Rosemary said that: 

I actually left home then, walked out because the stepfather at the time was a giant 
pain ... and of course he used to abuse [my mother] ... and he was horrible really, 
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and of course I didn't agree ... kind of thing. So, I ended up leaving, so we fell out …  
I ended up leaving, getting a flat ... with nothing, bar a mattress. 

 

Rosemary talked about this being a lonely time, and that her relationship with her mother 

only started to improve once Rosemary was married and a mother. She explained that:  

I did apologise to ‘er and the way things were with her, ‘cos she was frightened for 
‘er life ... so it was understandable. 

 

Rosemary divorced her husband when her children were in adulthood and reflected that 

her relationship with her mother became even stronger after her divorce. Rosemary talked 

about her mother passing away and that nature, especially flowers, helped her to 

remember her. As she explained:  

My mum loved daffodils, she had a lot in her garden … before she died she actually 
had a big bag of daffodil bulbs ... ready to go out the next spring. I ended up 
bringing them back home and they're … in my back garden. I've always loved 
daffodils … so it just reminds me of me mum. 

 

Rosemary said that when Jack, her first grandchild, was born, and at the request of 

children's services, Rosemary's daughter (Jack's mother) moved out of the family home, 

and Rosemary became Jack's permanent carer.  

 

5.2.9 Rebecca 
 

Since her childhood growing up in the Northeast in the 1960s, Rebecca said she had 

provided significant care for her extended family. As she explains: 

For as long as I can remember, from being about eight years old, my sister started 
to have her family, but she had to work because she was a single parent. Even in 
my teenage years, I was taking care of other children, all the way through there's 
sort of been nieces and nephews … It hasn't always been children, whilst my mam 
was at work because my grandmother was an invalid, and she was at home and 
one thing and another ... so it's just been continuous ever since I was a child from 
trying to help people. 
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Rebecca talked about her marriage and her divorce when her children were young. A few 

years later, Rebecca met and married Jon, and within a short time, their baby was born. 

Rebecca referred to this as a difficult time in her life as she explained: 

I have a [child] with Jon and that was a dreadful time. Mam was there for me so I 
feel as if I had to be there for her; well you would do it for your mam. 

 

Rebecca said that as their children grew up, both she and Jon appreciated her mother's 

childcare help and that having her support made them determined to care for her in her 

older years. Rebecca described how Jon helped care for relatives, friends and 

neighbours, and explained their shared ethos around family and community support. 

Rebecca mentioned that: 

... in the later years of my mam’s life, we had to take care of her. She did have her 
own place but I had to sort of take her shopping and things like that, and paperwork. 
I mean Jon's been a rock, I mean he's never complained about taking any of this 
responsibility on; he's helped people, he helps my niece with her paperwork, so I 
really don't know if I could have managed it all without him. 

 

Rebecca recounted her niece, Sally's, incident that left her using a wheelchair and that 

she and Jon agreed to become Sally's carers to support Rebecca's sister. Rebecca said 

she and Jon also 'did a bit of fostering'.    

 

Rebecca explained that when she and Jon became grandparents, they discontinued 

fostering, giving them more time to give regular childcare help to their adult children and 

grandchildren. Rebecca said that when she was diagnosed with a chronic health 

condition, she was still determined to help her grandchildren. She elucidated: 

I was diagnosed with this spinal condition, they said I would be in a wheelchair by 
now, but I'm stubborn, I'm stubborn. 
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Rebecca remembered that it was only a few years after this diagnosis that she and Jon 

realised that they were increasingly giving substantial childcare support to their daughter. 

Rebecca talked about having the realisation that this was likely to become permanent. 

She worried that this change in the living situation would affect her adult son, who lived 

with them. Rebecca said: 

When it came to the point when we had to start moving the kids in with us, I sat my 
son down; I said, “look we're talking about taking little Noel in". Noel was the eldest 
one. So, we took that child first and I told me son, I said, “listen, this will affect you if 
we take this child in ‘cos you're still living at home”.  

 

Rebecca can recall the day her daughter left the children with her and Jon and did not 

return for them as agreed. Rebecca explained that she and Jon agreed to care 

permanently for the children and, because of this decision, her son moved out. Rebecca 

said that although they tried to keep the children together, all the children, except Adam, 

went to live with their birth father. Rebecca said that she, Jon and Adam now have no 

contact with the other children and although she feels devastated about this, she feels 

some happiness in having legal permanency in Adam's care.  

 

5.2.10 Jon 
Jon was born in the Northeast in the 1960s and described himself as: 

An outdoors person, ... all my family is outdoor people ... my mam's 70 and my 
dad's nearly 80 and she's [mother] still active.  

 

Jon talked about his work helping his extended family, friends and neighbours in the 

community. He attributed his caring qualities to his ancestors, as he explained:  

I've gone back into my side of the family tree; my great grandfather, his, or my great 
great grandfather sorry, his mother died in childbirth and they gave the bairn to the 
grandparents while the father went to live up in Scotland.  
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Jon explained that his grandfather and father were part of a large sibling group and that 

the children in these families took on caring for the younger children when their parents 

passed away. Jon said that his family and Rebecca's had a long history of caring for 

others, as he stated: 

So [caring for others] it's gone on for years on your [Rebecca] side and my side. 

 

Jon gave some examples of his help to others in the community. He recounted: 

This is something [helping] that's been in our family for generations. I've just been 
out changing batteries in somebody’s smoke alarm because they couldn't get them 
sorted out … [I] sort out funerals and bills and debt, … putting a fuse in or anything, 
fill their paperwork in … [I] just like the idea of being able to take the load off. 

 

Jon said that after his first wife died in their early twenties, his desire to help others led him 

to meet Rebecca a few years later. He reflected on his first meeting with Rebecca:  

I had just got a van to shift your [Rebecca’s] house. A couple of weeks after that, 
she said, 'look I need some more things', and me and my dad went round and 
loaded the van up. 

 

Jon and Rebecca married, and Jon became stepfather to Rebecca's young children. Their 

first child was born one year later. Jon said that as their children grew up, he supported 

others in the community, including animals in need. He remembered rescuing cats, one of 

whom he referred to as taking a kinship role: 

We used to rescue cats as well. I think we had, twenty-three was the most we ever 
had. Well we had four, and the three of them had kittens all at the same time. 
Delphi was the grandmother to them all. She took all the kittens out of all the boxes 
and fetched them up.  

 

Jon talked about caring for Rebecca's niece, Sally, while also providing regular care for 

their grandchildren. Jon explained: 

 ...  so there was me and Rebecca trying to look after the gran-kids and Sally. 
Everybody got a little bit to the point where [it] virtually burnt us out. 
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Jon explained about some of his grandchildren coming to live permanently with them 

because their mother left them one day and did not return. He said that he and Rebecca 

only have permanent care for Adam after the other grandchildren left to live with their birth 

father.   

 

5.2.11 Francesca 
Francesca was born in the 1960s in Northeast England. She describes her childhood and 

school years as difficult. Francesca talked about feeling humiliated by her teachers at 

school, which has affected her self-confidence and self-esteem. She said: 

I used to get the ruler on the head, bang … They [schoolteachers] were horrible in 
those days though. I don't think you can ever undo it. 

 

She explained that her poor relationship with her stepfather exacerbated her lack of 

confidence.   

 

Francesca elucidated briefly on her marriage and the importance of being a good mother. 

She talked about how proud she was of her children and that she viewed them as having 

natural creative skills. Francesca reflected on her enjoyment of being creative and 

expressed her love of woodcraft and carrying out practical tasks in the home. She 

explained that although she and her husband divorced, they remained friends and 

continued to work on home projects together. As she said: 

Me and David sand things down, screwed things down measured everything 
together ... I loved it. Quite a DIY person.   

 

Francesca recounted that when all but one of her adult children left home, they regularly 

visited, especially to share traditional family holidays and celebrations. Francesca stated: 

All my children know, to me, the meaning of Christmas is spending time together 
with ya family, and a lovely meal. Then presents come therefore after. That's to me 
what family’s about. I love being together, I love reminiscing, I love it when we can 
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laugh and giggle. We're all more or less on the same page anyhow, yeah, family is 
very important to me. Very. 

 

Francesca talked about settling into a comfortable routine, and with only one of her adult 

children living at home, she enjoyed seeing her other adult children as often as possible. 

She said that: 

Weekend would be sort of, little bit ironing, little bit washing, shopping, then off to 
see family. 

 

Francesca explained about feeling happy when meeting her son's infant stepdaughter, 

Sophia, for the first time and, after regularly caring for her, she viewed Sophia as her 

granddaughter. She said that she soon realised that her son and Sophia's mother were 

having parenting difficulties and gradually increased her level of care. As she explained: 

… I'd have ‘er on the Friday, Saturday and Sunday, overnight and over the 
weekend. 

 

Even with Francesca's support, children's services intervened and she offered to care 

permanently for Sophia. Francesca said that despite the challenges she experienced in 

gaining Sophia's care and her adult child leaving home (at the request of social workers), 

she readily agreed to care permanently for Marianna, Sophia's baby sister. She gained 

legal permanency for her two grandchildren, both under three years old.  

 

5.2.12 Sandra 
Sandra lives in a seaside town in Northeast England. Sandra did not elaborate on her 

childhood or family growing up and instead talked about her life as a married mother, and 

that as her children grew up, she 'worked at the factory' part-time. She said that when her 

children were younger, it was important to her to find time to meet with friends. She 

explained: 

I used to go out and me dad babysat. 
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Over the years, Sandra said she had maintained these friendships and, although she 

rarely meets up with them, keeps in regular contact. 

Sandra remembered that when her children grew up and moved out, her life with her 

husband settled into a comfortable routine: 

I went to work, up in the morning, bus to work, came back, if I was going to be late, 
going to be late. 

 

Sandra talked about helping to care for her granddaughter, Anna, including providing 

respite care when her adult daughter stayed in an addiction rehabilitation centre. Sandra 

said that life changed for her family when her daughter experienced an unexpected, long-

term health complication that affected her ability to care for Anna. Sandra recounted how 

she and her husband offered to care permanently for her granddaughter. She described 

this as an easy decision to make, explaining: 

There was no way [Anna] was going to go into care. No way. 

Sandra said that she rarely talks about the events leading to her granddaughter moving 

into her care or about her adult daughter. She stated: 

Very few people know about it. I don't even talk about it to the people I work with ... 
they know that I'm deep and they know that I don't say much, you know. When you 
see someone, and they give you a whole life story, I'm oh god … I have to gain 
somebody’s trust.  

 

Sandra has cared permanently for her oldest grandchild for over ten years.  

 

5.3 Summarising the backstories 
The backstories both humanise and contextualise the kin carers' lives, as they 

performatively constituted themselves and their families through their past and present 

lived experiences. These historical narratives were embedded in the kinship carers' stories 
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and spoke of family, motherhood, community, parenting and caring discourses. While 

some briefly mentioned paid employment, there appeared an emphasis on sharing their 

family, mothering and parenting values. These values evoked socio-normative ideas of 

family relatedness and created a backdrop for the stories many recounted as non-

normative. For example, where some stories about the kin carers' childhood implied 

notions of abuse, the stories about their parenting appeared to emphasise moral 

motherhood and parenting. Likewise, moral parenting and motherhood were constituted 

through some accounts, like Lucy's, when she had experienced her mother as nurturing 

and moral. Therefore, the stories indicated that many experienced their kinship care 

families as non-normative compared to their childhood or their first-time parenting 

experience. I develop this analysis in the following three chapters, drawing on the 

concepts of ‘doing’ (Morgan, 1996) and displaying family (Finch, 2007).    

 

This chapter forms a bridge between documenting the 'doing' of the fieldwork and 

'showing' the findings in Chapters 6, 7 and 8. The backstories offer background context to 

show how the kinship carer arrived at permanently caring for their relatives' children. The 

findings chapters continue these stories and are presented in thematic rather than in 

chronological order. 
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5.4 Findings: Chapters 6 to 8 
 

Table 9: Findings Chapters 6-8 

 

 

•   
Chapter 6: The emotional work of caring 

 

Invisible caring tasks 

Maintaining familial relationships 

Feelings of intersecting identities  

Chapter 7: Watching and being watched 

 

Kinship caring: Monitoring and observing children’s parental visits  

Transitioning to kinship care: Under the social worker gaze 

Pre-kinship care: Practices of informal and formal watching 

Chapter 8: Stories of kinship caring: The importance of 

happiness 

Disrupted and lost happiness 

Remembering and searching for signs of happiness 

Stories about the kin carers’ happiness 

The importance of children’s happiness 
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Chapter 6: Stories of family practices. The emotional work of familial 

caring 

6.1 Introduction 
This chapter considers the stories about 'the emotional work of familial caring'. The 

concept of 'caring' and its relevance to making sense of living a kinship carer life featured 

prominently across many of the stories. Therefore, unsurprisingly, ideas of caring and 

emotions are intertwined and embedded within the three findings chapters. However, the 

stories presented here help show how the kin carers made sense of their long-term caring 

for their young relatives, and how this affected their emotions and feelings of intersecting 

identities. It is important to note that in this and the other two findings’ chapters, there are 

some quotations that some readers may find upsetting. While such quotations are used 

minimally, occasional ones are used to highlight a particular finding.  

 

Table 10 outlines this chapter's themes and subthemes related to these caring stories.  
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6.1.1 Chapter themes and subthemes 
 

Table 10: Chapter 6 themes and subthemes: The emotional work of caring  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6.2 Invisible caring tasks 
This section explores stories about what the kin carers do for their families, particularly the 

less reported invisible emotional and physical caring tasks that contributed to the sense-

making of 'doing' kinship care families. First, the accounts are considered that make 

visible the kin carers' differing perspectives in rationalising their unexpected caring 

responsibilities and subsequent change to their lifecourse. The chapter then explores how, 

The emotional work of familial caring 

 

Invisible caring tasks 

• Making sense of caring 

• Pre-kinship care is hidden care 

• Rationalising caring decisions 

• Planning children’s future care 

 

Maintaining familial relationships 

• Maintaining familial relationships with adult children and 

their families 

• Navigating barriers to familial relationships with adult 

children and other grandchildren 

Feelings of intersecting identities 

• Intersecting identities and use of familial labels 

• Making sense of intersecting identities and further sites of 

confusion 
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for most, becoming a kinship carer was an extension of the substantial and emotionally 

intensive hidden work they performed before the children entered their care. The stories 

presented next are those that showed, typically, even where pre-kinship caring work 

existed, that the task of offering the children a permanent home brought further emotional 

complications. Many stories highlighted a dichotomy in rationalising their decision to offer 

permanent care. Finally, those stories about further dilemmas experienced after gaining a 

private care order are shared, including, for a few, having to visualise and plan the 

children’s future care in the event of the kin carers’ ill-health or death.  

 

6.2.1 Making sense of caring 
In Chapter 5, many kin carers disclosed historical and contemporary caring work within 

their backstories. Most told of their recent caring for other relatives and their kinship 

children. Other caring responsibilities included adult children with mental ill-health and/or 

substance use disorder, older parents living with dementia, siblings with disabilities, 

siblings with different learning needs, non-resident grandchildren, and a niece with 

disabilities. Rosemary, for example, in addition to caring for her grandson, cares for her 

father, who has complex health needs, her adult daughter with substance use disorder 

and mental ill-health, and her non-resident infant granddaughter. In telling stories of her 

kinship care experiences, Rosemary says kinship care 'links to my other caring roles', 

suggesting it is a normalised extension of her other care work. The normalisation of care 

appears to reduce the need to question (or trouble) extensive caring responsibilities. 

Indeed, for specific kin carers, these historical and multiple caring acts appeared to signify 

an essentialist caring identity, which in turn enabled a rationalisation of their kinship carer 

self as 'meant to be'. For instance, in the mixed arts group, a discussion about life as a 

kinship carer led Lucy to ask:  

Do you feel like there's people that care and there's people who always look after 
people, like they were destined to do that? (Lucy) 
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Although posed as a question, Lucy seeks confirmation from others that they share her 

worldview. Her backstory in Chapter 5 shows her long history of caring, and there is a 

sense that the perception of 'destiny' offers a justification for continually returning to this 

work, even when she tries to resist, as she explains:  

I often think I'm fed up with this now, but it always goes back to you being a carer 
and I think that's what you're meant to be. I've just come to that conclusion now 
because I try not to be. (Lucy) 

 

Lucy's previous acts of caring were likely time-limited, meaning she imagined them ending 

within a reasonable timeframe, at which point she could re-engage in her chosen pursuits. 

Since becoming a kinship carer, Lucy’s commitment has been more significant. In ‘just 

com[ing] to that conclusion now’, Lucy suggests having to acknowledge the difference 

between shorter-term care that enabled hope for returning to future self-selected activities 

and this considerably longer-term commitment. Kinship caring therefore requires an 

adjustment to her future life goals and a recalibration of life plans.  

 

There was an indication within the backstories (Chapter 5) of customary use of gendered 

discourses of caring when reminiscing on historical and recent acts of caring. These 

narratives suggest the internalisation of values, tasks and qualities allocated to socio-

cultural gendered caring norms. Gendered caring discourses construct women with 

qualities such as nurture, love and compassion, all highly valued in caring work (May, 

2008; Ahmed, 2014), and helpful in constructing normative ideals of a 'carer'. For 

instance, Jennifer's backstory in Chapter 5 makes visible her 'apprenticeship' to caring, 

guided by her mother and grandmother. Addressing Lucy's question about being ‘meant to 

care’, Jennifer stated:  

I think you're right. I think people are made to be caring ‘cos I've done it since I was 
little … this is where I really started with the kinship care with me family, starting 
with me granny at the age of four, I used to go round and I used to wash ‘er feet, 
‘cos my life ... I've been caring for thirty years. (Jennifer) 
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Jennifer's stories about caring appeared to be about convincing others of her caring ability 

by constituting herself within the process in which she inherited these skills and qualities. 

Jennifer referred to her doubts about being a good enough parent to Rosie, which she 

attributed to social workers' observation practice when Rosie transitioned into her care. 

Jennifer said: 

Even down to doing silly little things like having a party for the kids and them turn 

round and asking questions all the time, it gets on are you good enough for them? 

At one stage when I was caring for Rosie, I thought me parenting skills were naff. 

So I went on a parenting course only to be told there's nothing wrong with ya 

parenting. (Jennifer) 

 

Other stories, in contrast, showed that caring was not always a normative gendered act. 

Both couples talked about their shared responsibility in caring for their kinship children and 

their significant historical and contemporary caring for the wider family. It is unclear if this 

finding emerged because of their dual participation in the study, meaning their joint 

narratives might blur the boundaries of individual tasks, but no reporting of this degree of 

shared responsibility occurred in other stories. Anne and George's accounts help to 

demonstrate this shared caring of historic family trauma, and in George's backstory in 

Chapter 5, he explains his work in supporting their adult daughter to become free from 

drug addiction. Anne and George refer to religious beliefs rather than destiny or 

apprenticeships in understanding their shared longevity of caring. Anne tells us:   

God, well the things we have had to go through it's unbelievable, we say, “well him 
up there [God], they reckon he just throws it to you if he thinks you can cope with it”. 
I say “I hope this is the last”. (Anne) 

 

Anne and George's narratives depict multiple historic adversities and the emotionally 

intense strategies to counter them. Religious beliefs seem to be a way to rationalise their 

family trauma and normalise their caring acts.    
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As Rebecca's narrative shows, fate was also a way to rationalise caring responsibilities:  

I mean we did feel as if we would have a bit of time to ourselves but that's not what 
was planned for us, so we've just got to get on with it. (Rebecca) 

 

The stories about fate, religion and apprenticeships, allude to an internalising of family 

trauma whereby it becomes the responsibility of the family to fix, maintain and 'get on with 

it'. This narrative links to the individualisation discourse, where strong, responsible families 

act independently to care for their relatives and communities. Families become both the 

problem and the solution, thereby situating the problem in the family without looking at the 

broader social harms, for example, policies that harmfully affect certain groups in society.  

 

Normalising and conceptualising adversity and acts of care were also visible within the 

stories of the often-hidden pre-kinship care work.  

 

6.2.2 Pre-kinship caring is hidden care 
When asked what they do for their families, most kin carers shared stories from before 

they became kinship carers. These are significant because of their multiple iterations and 

relationship to their subsequent kinship care life. It is worth noting that these early caring 

tasks exceed the boundaries of those tasks often highlighted as socio-cultural normed 

grandparenting ones (Hossain, Eisberg and Shwalb, 2018). The kin carers breached what 

might be considered normative levels of interference in the parenting practices and often 

instigated and controlled (to varying degrees) the level of engagement. These early caring 

narratives are crucial for better understanding the complexities of 'doing' kinship caring 

(Chapter 7).  
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The accounts showed that this caring work frequently included a range of assessment 

tasks to monitor the children's safety. Lucy, for instance, explained she would: 

Go up in the bedroom and I'd look and there might be half a dozen bottles in his cot 
… but there wasn't enough to say she was neglecting him. (Lucy) 

 

Another example comes from Rebecca, who wanted to reduce the pressure on her 

daughter by, as she said, taking: 

The eldest one in first because my daughter had a bad relationship with him ... we 
thought that would settle the situation. (Rebecca) 

 

And finally, Jennifer, who hoped to keep the issues in the family. She stated: 

Me and Tom took ‘er on a weekend, hoping that it was going to help them two 
(parents) out and everything would go fine. (Jennifer) 

 

The stories about this early work imply that much was initially covert and concealed from 

the public and local authority gaze. Early caring work was often longer than short-term, 

with regular support lasting between one and eight years. This work usually ended when 

the kin carers assessed the children as unsafe, the parent was no longer present, or 

social workers intervened.  

 

There were similarities as well as differences in tasks. One similarity was among those 

who talked about caring for the children on weekends and holidays to 'ease the pressure'. 

For example, Francesca cared for her granddaughter Sophia each weekend, even though 

she worked full time. She elucidated: 

If I was on lates, I would have ‘er on the Saturday, she'd go back on the Sunday, 
and when I was on earlies I'd have ‘er on the Friday, Saturday and Sunday, 
overnight and over the weekend. (Francesca) 

 

Despite providing this regular respite care, Francesca stated: 
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We all knew the girls were going to go into the care system; it was just a matter of 
time. (Francesca) 

 

So showing acceptance about the inevitability of the children's move into care. 

 

Others remained hopeful that the parents would change11 and resume responsibility for 

the children. For instance, as mentioned in her backstory, Sandra had a different task than 

others when she provided complete care for her granddaughter while her daughter 

engaged in residential alcohol rehabilitation therapy. Sandra explained that her daughter: 

Kept on drinking and drinking, she went into rehab and came out and we looked 
after Anna when she was in rehab. (Sandra) 

 

Sandra's accounts tell us that her daughter had successfully become free from alcohol 

dependency and thus capable of caring for her daughter with Sandra's support. There was 

hope within her narratives that this way of 'doing' family, albeit different from the norm, 

could work with her ongoing investment in parenting support. Sandra's account, and 

others, signify the physical and emotional investment in caring for their adult children and 

grandchildren long before acquiring the kinship carer 'label'. This signified that the kin 

carers held a dual caring role because, in addition to their caring responsibilities for the 

grandchildren (and in Jennifer’s case, niece), another family schema appears to run in 

parallel: caring responsibilities for the children’s parents.  

 

Similarities in these caring tasks included informally assessing parenting capabilities. This 

assessment helped some gauge the necessary level of their intervention work. Lucy's 

stories illustrate the months spent regularly observing and monitoring her son and his 

wife's parenting practices. However, when her son unexpectedly died, Lucy's concerns 

 
11 Change here refers to assuming greater parenting responsibility and the children being seen as not at risk. 
Also, the parent becoming addiction free. 
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about her grandson’s safety heightened and her caring work intensified. Moving from 

regular monitoring of parenting practices and providing weekend respite care, she 

explained she instigated a form of coaching to influence maternal change:  

She'd leave him crying a lot, we'd take ‘er out, we'd show ‘er what to do but it just 
doesn't come natural [to] play with him. My husband ... he'd sit and play and that … 
she wouldn't do anything unless I done it with ‘er. (Lucy) 

 

Lucy's narratives assess her against normative values of good mothering. Lucy told many 

stories about her daughter-in-law's mothering practices and drug and alcohol dependency, 

constituting her as a non-normative mother. Lucy highlighted this through her accounts of 

trying to encourage change by modelling good parenting practices, thus showing her 

cognisance of good mothering.  

 

Other similarities in pre-kinship caring work showed the importance of monitoring and 

ensuring the parent and children had adequate food. Increasing levels of food insecurity 

often triggered concern about the parents and grandchildren. As Rebecca and George 

stated:   

I did start to worry at the end because when we used to go across and visit them 
there wasn't much food in the house, so I used to take bags full of shopping, trying 
to keep them fed. (Rebecca) 

I took him [grandson] to the shop because they never had any food in, so we nearly 
emptied our freezer for giving them food; two, three bags full of food we're giving 
them. (George) 

 

While buying and monitoring food was a typical practice, only Anne told of giving money 

when she gave her daughter ‘thirty quid.' Paying for food and giving money are financially 

significant acts for Anne and George (and others), who told of living on a low income. The 

kin carers’ stories of early care showed they adapted to their adult children and 

grandchildren's needs even when this risked their own financial, physical and emotional 

state of being.   
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However, despite these often invisible caring tasks, several kin carers identified guilt in not 

supporting the parents more or being more attuned to signs of abuse and neglect. As 

Anne explains after learning of her grandson's physical abuse: 

Why didn't we blooming see it? We probably did, but there was nothing we could 
do; it was up to mam to protect her kids. (Anne) 

 

Anne was not alone in reflecting on missing vital signs that might have resulted, more 

quickly, in interventions in instances of abuse and neglect. However, specific stories 

highlighted that professional workers rejected information as lay person's knowledge when 

they reported concerns. As Leyla explains: 

I told the police and social services about me daughter; was going on for years 
when finally something happened and I said “I told you so”. (Leyla) 

 

Even with their previous reporting of abuse and neglect, kin carers reported feeling 

accused by social workers of not proactively preventing abuse. Manifestations of guilt then 

merged into their kinship caring relationship with the children. Rebecca shared her 

experience of this:  

Then all these things came pouring out that had happened; they (social workers) 
said why hadn't we noticed what was going on? … The guilt is terrible. (Rebecca) 

 

Rebecca's excerpt suggests that social workers expected that her grandmother's position 

should have qualified her to be alert and watchful for signs of abuse, again highlighting the 

other family schema coexisting with caring for the kin children. In Chapter 7, I pick up this 

thread and expand on the internal and external modes of surveillance. 

For some, coming to terms with adult children's actions was complex and frequently 

generated feelings of shock, anger, sadness and guilt when stories about the children's at-

home experiences emerged. 
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Only Rosemary and Chantelle did not share early caring stories; most likely, this was 

because of their different pathways to becoming kinship carers. As discussed in 

Rosemary's backstory in Chapter 5, she provided full-time care for her grandson from birth 

because of her daughter's mental ill-health and drug addiction. Chantelle, however, 

regretted not having the opportunity to do early caring work. Her stories in Chapter 5 tell 

us about her experiences living with a violent (then) husband who controlled and limited 

her access to her family. Chantelle imagines that with her earlier intervention, she may 

have prevented some of the harm her granddaughter experienced. She reflected on this in 

her poem, 'If only I could turn back the clock and been there in her younger days’. 

Chantelle's story illustrates that where early caring work is not possible, feelings of guilt 

can still manifest and extend into the kinship care relationship. Despite the differing pre-

kinship care work, there came the point when each of the kin carers needed to confirm 

agreement for the children's permanent care. 

  

6.2.3 Rationalising caring decisions 
Standard across all the stories was evidence of complex decision-making in offering their 

young relatives permanent care. The stories showed the complexity and differences in 

how the kin carers internalised the news of the children's removal from their birth parents. 

Choosing to care for children appeared to be informed by three key components (Diagram 

1); the knowledge and views about alternative care, feelings and emotional bonds of love, 

and familial obligation, including a view that family care was in children's best interests.    
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Diagram 1: Deciding to Care: The Components of Choice 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For several, even where pre-kinship caring work had occurred, making the decision came 

unexpectedly. Reports about children's harm, necessitating social worker intervention, 

generated feelings of shock, an experience explained by Rebecca:   

I knew nothing about this bath incident until the police told me on the telephone and 
I felt like I'd been punched in the stomach, I was really winded. I just couldn't 
believe that my own daughter was capable of such things … to find that out you 
blame yourself, like why didn't I notice? (Rebecca) 

 

Rebecca, like others, describes her feelings of guilt as physically embodied and almost 

incapacitating. Feelings and emotions can move us to action; therefore, they will likely be 

significant in their contribution when forming permanent care decisions. Accounts 

indicated that it was usual for social workers to seek a hasty permanent care decision 

soon after informing the kin carers about the children's experiences of abuse and neglect. 

Rebecca offers us her understanding of why a quick response was required: 

They said because he was just under three years old, he would've been adopted 
out straight away. (Rebecca) 

 

Her narrative speaks to the commodification of children, where she feels pressure to 

'stake her claim’, so to speak, which she does quickly to prevent her grandson's entry into 
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children's non-related social care. Rebecca's accounts strongly imply that she would have 

agreed to care for her grandson regardless of this external pressure. However, her story 

suggested this major life decision occurred under intense conditions. 

 

Rebecca was not alone in experiencing intense feelings when hearing about the children's 

harm or feeling the pressure of decision-making. Marjorie also highlighted this after 

receiving a telephone call from her daughter: 

Sarah actually rang me and said that they were going to the hospital because there 
was something wrong with Jane. (Marjorie)  

 

Marjorie's later accounts hint at the immediacy of the request asking her to offer her 

granddaughter permanent care when arriving at the hospital. Unsurprisingly, where there 

had been pre-kinship care work, there was evidence of rehearsing for just such an event, 

meaning there existed a measure of future thinking about the children's lives, as Marjorie 

tells us: 

You sit and think: well would they get adopted? Would anybody want them? What 
kind of life would they have? It could be horrible parents that they get put up with. 
(Marjorie) 

 

Rationalising different care options seems to signify that Marjorie had imagined this as a 

future possibility before any social work intervention. Leaking into her narrative is the 

feeling of fear when imagining her granddaughters living in non-related care. This perhaps 

implies that a complex mix of feelings underpinned this critical decision-making, even with 

future thinking. While reconciling intense feelings and emotions, Marjorie and Rebecca 

appeared tasked with rationally engaging in decision-making about their and the children's 

future. Making swift but critical caring decisions appears partly driven by the intensity of 

feelings and is therefore perhaps different from how foster carers may arrive at their 

decision to offer children care.  
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Surprisingly, no stories about care decisions included receiving information from social 

workers or other sources to make well-informed critical decisions. Therefore, it is less 

surprising that there are stories that cast doubt on their earlier decision to care. 

Specifically, Lucy and Rosemary's stories re-imagined a better life for the children, 

suggesting adoption might have been the better care alternative. This option held 

possibilities to sever the children's ties with their parents, a relationship Lucy and 

Rosemary viewed as problematic. Reflecting on their earlier decision to care, Lucy stated, 

'people say you've got a choice but you haven't really, not really’, to which Rosemary 

responded, 'no you're not really given a choice’. 'Choice' emerges in most narratives about 

caring decisions, yet this simple term seems highly complex and multifaceted. The stories 

indicate that knowledge and views about alternative care, feelings and emotional bonds, 

and familial obligation construct the components of choice, as shown in Diagram 1.  

 

The gaps in narratives around receiving information about alternative care options may 

suggest the kin carers' decisions were based on pre-conceived ideas about children's 

social care. The stories illuminate the prevalence of deficit imaginings and fear of 

alternative forms of care at this point in the decision-making process. Considering these 

components perhaps offers justification as to why choosing alternative care is problematic. 

These findings add to the limited knowledge about what might inform caring decisions. 

However, it raises questions about those stories about deciding 'not' to care, which Leyla 

advises comes with consequences. She tells us, 'If you make the wrong choice, you've got 

to live with it the rest of your life’. Although Sandra purports this was never an option: 

You wouldn't make that choice. Even though you think about it, you would never 
make that choice; there's no choice, there's choice but there's no choice. (Sandra) 

 

This emphasises their choice of familial care over alternative options.    
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For some, deciding to offer permanent care was out of their control because of social 

worker intervention. As Francesca informs us: 

The social worker told me that she didn't feel as though I would be a good 
candidate for Sophia and the new-born. (Francesca) 

 

Francesca understood not being 'a good candidate' as being too emotionally involved with 

her son. An inference is that social workers negatively assessed the close relationship 

between Francesca and her son, perceiving it as threatening her granddaughter's safety. 

While all relationships involve emotional exchange, this exchange is likely to be more 

intense because of familial ties, yet it is not always harmful or one of conflict. Francesca's 

story suggests that social workers expected that she would align her loyalties with her 

grandchildren or with her son but not with both. This highlights Francesca's difficulty in 

retaining a supportive relationship with her son after choosing to care for her 

grandchildren.   

 

6.2.4 Planning children's future care 
Stories about 'doing' kinship care included imagining the children's future in the 

circumstance of the kin carers' ill-health or death. While this future imagining was more 

prevalent in certain accounts than in others, these are salient stories because of their 

multiple iterations, suggesting that the kin carers understood this as an essential aspect of 

their kinship care life. For example, Rebecca explains her thoughts and concerns for 

Adam's future:  

I keep saying to Jon, if I can just live another fifteen years to get him to be 
independent, and we're trying to teach him things around the house, like how to use 
the washing machine and things. (Rebecca) 

 

Here, Rebecca draws on hope as part of this imagined future. Having hope appears to 

afford her some control by planning to prepare Adam with the necessary independent 

living skills if she cannot care for him. While becoming a kinship carer has forced Rebecca 
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to confront her imagined ill-health or death, hope has forestalled this worry by giving her a 

purpose of longevity, which is important since Rebecca and Jon have no plan for Adam, 

despite their best efforts. If they cannot care for him, he will likely move into non-related 

foster care, a move that Rebecca fears. Hope and action seem to counter these feelings 

by offering sanctuary from fear and worry.   

 

Thoughts of alternative care options also haunted other future care narratives. Sandra's 

account alludes to these thoughts underpinning her adult daughter and partners' promise 

of future care.   

Well I know my daughter, the youngest one, she had said to her partner ... she says 
'you know you do realise anything happens to me mam and dad, we'll have to have 
her [Anna]', he says 'umm I know', so even she's thought we might have to have her 
and bring her up. There was no way she was going to go into care, no way. 
(Sandra) 

 

Here, Sandra shows that imagining death has affected her wider family. This planning 

implies that both Sandra and her daughter have confronted the possibilities of Sandra's 

death or illness, and her daughter has envisaged permanently caring for her niece. These 

thoughts are likely more prevalent given the older age of the kin carers in this study when 

taking on the care of the young children. This places them at greater risk of experiencing 

illness or death than younger generational parents and kinship carers (for example, sibling 

carers).  

 

Jon's narrative about future care spoke of kinship carers belonging to a cultural group who 

gain comfort from a shared normative task, such as worrying about death and the 

children's future.     

That's always a common worry for people our age who is kinship carers. It's got to 

be in their mind somewhere; what happens if I get too old? What happens if I die 

before they reach a certain age? (Jon) 
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Jon positions this as a normative collective experience while simultaneously hoping that 

he is not alone in his thinking, possibly suggesting he often thinks about this. There is an 

impression that Jon is seeking confirmation that this is a 'normal' task of kinship carers of 

a certain age, which may offer him comfort. Given Jon's claim that this is likely to concern 

numerous kinship carers, it is surprising that so few in the study told similar accounts. 

However, sharing stories about one's illness or death is likely disquieting and can become 

a hidden issue when left out of conversations, although as Jon notes, this does not mean 

that these are not recurrent thoughts for those living in the kinship care community.  

 

Leyla shared concern about her future health because, as she explains, 'my mam had 

Alzheimer's at my age’. Leyla's narratives conveyed anxiousness about who would care 

for her three grandchildren and who would care for Leyla in circumstances of ill health. 

Much of her sadness within her stories appeared related to family disharmony and feeling 

disconnected from her wider family, although she attributes this to her adult daughter's 

lifestyle. This family disharmony appears to be a barrier to Leyla arranging plans for her 

and the children's future. 

 

There is limited understanding of preparing future care plans and the potential impact on 

family and friends. While having a plan in place may offer Sandra peace of mind, peace 

seemed missing from Rebecca, Jon, and Leyla's narratives. While these stories offer a 

measure of understanding, they also make room for broader questioning. For example, a 

key question may be about obstacles to planning and what role local authorities play, if 

any.  
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6.3 Maintaining familial relationships 
In this section, I discuss the challenges experienced in 'doing' kinship care families, most 

notably familial relationships. Here I focus on those stories about the kin carers' work to 

retain and protect familial relationships with their other adult children and families. The 

data showed that diverse and multiple factors could impress upon these relationships 

during various family life phases, constructing barriers to maintaining relationships. 

Additionally, the findings signalled the differing approaches taken to reconnect with key 

people within their families.  

 

6.3.1 Maintaining familial relationships with adult children and their families 
Common within the kin carers' stories were accounts of their extended family relationships 

and their work in maintaining these, particularly when fractured. Disharmony within 

relationships was not always a consequence of the formal transition to kinship care. For 

many, it had evolved during the pre-kinship caring phase and even before this for a few. 

Rebecca's narratives, for instance, tell us about her years involved in pre-kinship caring 

tasks (mentioned in her backstory in Chapter 5). Sustaining this over time, however, 

impacted her relationship with her other adult children. As Rebecca tells us:  

As I say, the son moved out and my [other] son's family, I was paying more 
attention to these [kinship] children because I was worried about my daughter's 
behaviour, but I think my daughter-in-law resented that I wasn't paying as much 
attention to her children, and it does change all the family dynamics. (Rebecca)  

 

Rebecca's narrative illustrates that several issues were troubling her familial relationships. 

Her stories intimate the fracturing of relationships that began during the pre-kinship phase 

and culminated when the children transitioned into her care. The children's permanent 

entry into her home precipitated her other adult child's exit, echoing other stories about 

adult child displacement at this transition phase (noted in Chapters 5 and 7). Moreover, 

the work invested by Rebecca and Jon in their attempts to ensure their grandchildren's 

safety has understandably diverted attention away from other adult children and 
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grandchildren. Rebecca did not share how cognisant her other adult children were about 

her pre-kinship caring tasks. However, it is reasonable to suggest that the kin carers tried 

hard to conceal their tasks, keeping much of this work covert and hidden to protect other 

adult children from their sibling's ongoing issues. 

 

When relationships fractured, stories revealed varied approaches to maintaining tenuous 

connections. Leyla's account explains her work to retain contact with her other 

grandchildren:    

I go on the internet and get their [other grandchildren] photograph, but no, ‘cos he 
[son] says it's always been Ella with her drink problem, so he's got a lovely lifestyle, 
a lovely friend and I'm so gutted, but I still get them birthday cards and Christmas 
boxes and stuff like that, but its due to being a kinship carer and getting no support. 
But all I wanted to do was to go and see them open their presents at Christmas like 
me other grandchildren, but it's always about Ella. I need time with me other 
grandkids. I'm hoping I can go and build something up this year they need to know 
memories of me, of their other grandma [ ], just take one day at a time. (Leyla) 

 

Like Rebecca, Leyla carried out pre-kinship caring tasks. Her backstory in Chapter 5 

informs us about the historic adversities she and her family experienced and her 

daughter's spiral into drug and alcohol addiction. Leyla’s other stories talk about her 

daughter’s criminal activity and fear for her grandchildren’s future. Conversely, Leyla's 

account constitutes her adult son and his family enjoying a 'lovely lifestyle’. There is a 

sense of pride that he has secured this life for his family, which might create a desire in 

Leyla to shield his family from his sister's lifestyle choices. Doing this, perhaps, has 

resulted in her disconnection from her son and his family, a story echoed in narratives 

about other adult children and family self-sacrifice.  

 

Specific stories indicated that connectivity with other grandchildren could be tenuous and 

difficult to retain. George's account can help to extend our understanding of this:  
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Well Sam's mam said we were actually leaving Sam out because we were more for 
Dereck and Kayla, which she's right in that way, but she's wrong in saying that to 
Sam because we would never ever leave Sam out. (George) 

 

Others in the study echoed George's fears of losing contact with other grandchildren. 

Even when relationships seemed harmonious, like those of Lucy, Rosemary and Jennifer, 

they were still fragile and precarious. George's account showed similarity to others in that 

he constructed their other grandchildren's parents as gatekeepers who regulated or 

suspended visits and therefore governed their time spent with grandchildren. These 

narratives included issues around not having other grandchildren sleep, not taking them 

on regular outings, or visiting them in their homes. While the kin carers told very few 

stories about the kinship children's relationships with wider family, it is worth noting that 

where the kin carers felt disconnected from relatives, this most likely impacted the kinship 

children and their access to familial others. In addition, stories rarely extend to the birth 

parents' familial connections (other than in disconnections), which enables questioning 

around how birth parents maintain familial relationships after social workers remove the 

children from their care.  

 

Contrasting these stories were those of firm family connections with other adult children. 

Sandra, Francesca, Marjorie and Chantelle maintained contact with at least one of their 

adult children and grandchildren. They each shared accounts about 'doing' normative 

grandparenting tasks, including 'babysitting', having children sleep, taking them on outings 

and spending time with their other adult children. However, even when they shared these 

positive stories, some identified adverse factors threatening their relationships or access 

to familial others.    
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6.3.2 Navigating barriers to familial relationships with adult children and other 

grandchildren 
The stories about having positive family connections were usually related to feeling 

supported in caring for their kin children, either physically or emotionally. However, 

possessing and nurturing close familial bonds was not a guarantee against family 

disruption. For instance, Francesca disclosed the disruption she experienced in agreeing 

to care for her grandchildren:  

My daughter did live here but she was told in a meeting in the house that for them 
to support the SGO she would have to move out. And she was the (laughs) “I'm 
never leaving home” type person and that was quite heart-breaking for me, and I 
looked at ‘er and went, “how do you feel about this”? She went, “it's fine, mam, I 
know I've got to move out eventually anyhow”, she says, “just to keep the girls 
safe”. (Francesca) 

 

Francesca later explains her daughter's relocation into social housing several miles away, 

an act that has changed the family dynamics and limited her caring support. Francesca's 

stories of 'doing' family denote the close familial bond between her, the children and her 

daughter. Therefore, it is conceivable that the children noticed and felt her daughter's 

move. Thus, the broader impact of this geographical change is significant in its ripple 

effect on multiple family relationships. Furthermore, this account speaks to the unequal 

power relationship experienced by Francesca and her daughter, weighted in the social 

worker's favour. Her story implies she understood the social worker's instruction as an 

ultimatum, requiring her to choose between her adult daughter and her grandchildren. 

This story extends the earlier issue about the kin carers' dual caring context and highlights 

the tension between these and their intersecting identities in ‘doing’ kinship families. 

Moreover, it raises questions about local authority systems and structures, and how they 

recognise and preference these caring contexts and intersecting identities. Francesca’s 

story appears to suggest that 'doing' kinship care family involved fracturing prime sources 

of familial support to comply with local authority demands.  
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6.4 Feelings of intersecting identities 
This final section is about stories of making sense of shifting identities. Identity 

disorientation often manifested after assuming the children's care, even when pre-kinship 

care tasks occurred. Stories that constituted their identities also showed the emotional 

entanglement in their performative stories in understanding and constituting their kinship 

lives. For some, this was about feeling confused about their grandparent and parent 

identities and the dilemma of familial labels. This led to a mixture of feelings, including 

loss, sadness and amusement. This appeared exacerbated because of specific tasks, 

which conflicted with the identities of parents and grandparents, highlighting the 

complexities experienced in navigating these intersecting identities. I first explore the 

tensions of familial labels before considering different narratives of the emotionality of 

identity conflict.  

 

6.4.1 Intersecting identities and use of familial labels 
A common thread across stories was the confusion of familial labels and the dilemma of 

understanding the feelings of shifting identities. Primarily, this emerged around tasks for 

the children that fell outside the socio-cultural normed ideals of traditional 'grandma', 

'granddad' or 'aunty' labels. Sandra's story about her granddaughter can help us to 

understand this more: 

She [Anna] did once say, 'well you're more like a mam’, and I says, 'well I'm not’. 
'But you are; you're more like me mam though aren't you?' But I says, 'I'm your 
nana.’ You know I didn't want ‘er calling me mam; I'm er nana yeah, I'm ‘er mam 
really because you know we make decisions together and everything, you do 
become that, but I'm still nana. (Sandra) 

 

Sandra offers us her feelings of confusion in shifting between her ‘grandmother’ and 

‘mother’ identities. Additionally, Sandra's account offers a glimpse of her granddaughter's 

perspective and sense-making about her relationship with her grandmother. When 

Sandra's granddaughter suggests that she is 'more like a mam’, she appears to be 
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associating the tasks Sandra carries out with representing what a mother is. However, the 

difficulty for Sandra materialises in the act of carrying out these socio-normative 

'mothering' tasks, while wishing to retain her 'Nana' status and label. This dichotomy was 

common among the grandmother kin carers. Resisting the 'mam' label is complicated by 

varying factors, including for Sandra, her granddaughter's mother, who also holds this 

label. Moreover, Sandra may consider that using this label with her granddaughter denies 

her the ‘mam’ label with her own children. Retaining the original labels may help to 

maintain the generational familial ‘normative’ order.  

 

Additionally, Sandra's (and others’) narratives hinted that the act of giving birth earned 

women the right to the mother label, even if they could not fulfil socio-normative mothering 

tasks. For Sandra, the mother label seemed to signify tasks that carried greater 

responsibility than a grandmother's, particularly in making decisions about her 

granddaughter’s life. Surprisingly, while Sandra resisted this last factor, her narratives 

suggest that these decision-making acts constitute her identity as a mother rather than as 

a grandmother. Therefore, although she tries hard to resist the label by rationalising what 

a mother is, making critical decisions about her granddaughter's life will always keep 

reconstituting her within the mothering role.  

 

Sandra's account shows her resistance to the mothering label and her work to correct her 

granddaughter's use. Marjorie's account also alerts us to this, as she explains:  

When she first started speaking, she would call me mam but now it's grandma. It's 

just sort of for them to know that I'm their grandmother and that they have got 

parents that they do see; I didn't want to confuse them, sort of thing, if they were 

calling me mam and then seeing and calling them mam, so it's just weird (laughing). 

(Marjorie) 
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Like Sandra, Marjorie wants to fix and stabilize the mother/grandmother labels by 

correcting her granddaughter. This suggests that attempts at fixing are grounded in 

discourses around generational constructions of families, making it problematic to shake 

free from these normative constraints. Marjorie explains that her work to correct her 

granddaughter's label use is to limit confusion. It seems that the prospect of having two 

'mams' is likely to complicate their family relationships. She tells us, 'it's just weird’. The 

use of ‘weird’ appears to signify this as perhaps a strange, different and non-normative 

way of family living and, therefore, more likely to be problematic and possibly 

misunderstood by others. Perhaps then, in correcting the label use and fixing label 

identities, Marjorie is attempting to 'normalise' her family to fit within the constraints of 

normative ways of 'doing' family. Furthermore, given Marjorie's older age, being hailed as 

a grandma in public spaces is less likely to incur attention from others and therefore fits 

more comfortably within conventional ways of 'doing' family.  

 

Jon and Rebecca, in contrast, seemed at ease and humoured with the interchanging 

labels, although they acknowledged confusion for them and others, as they explain:    

…and he calls us mam and dad. (Jon) 

Yeah it gets a bit confusing there ... (Rebecca) 

‘Mam and dad’ and ‘nanny and grandad’ does get a bit con[fusing], nanny-mum he 
calls you sometimes. (Jon) 

I'm not sure the other kids at school are quite sure who we are (laughing). 
(Rebecca) 

 

Despite feeling confused, Jon and Rebecca did not attempt to correct Adam's 

contradictory label use and instead talked about his endearing use of 'nanny-mum’. 

Adam’s new label construction appears to effectively capture Rebecca’s familial tasks 

rather than fitting into broader society's fixed label system. It seemed that Jon and 

Rebecca took a laissez-faire approach to his inconsistent terms, compared to others in the 

study. Jon and Rebecca's acceptance of Adam's use of 'mam and dad' might be owing to 
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his non-contact with his mother and rare contact with his father. Thus, there is a contrast 

with others in the study, like Sandra and Marjorie, whose kinship children retained regular 

contact with both parents. Here, it seems that it is the physical presence of birth parents 

rather than the tasks that govern the correction of label use.    

 

6.4.2. Making sense of intersecting identities and further sites of confusion 
All kin carers storied confusion in understanding their relationship with their non-resident 

grandchildren, even when they reported close relationships. An earlier section mentioned 

difficulties in carrying out tasks regularly associated with 'normative' grandparenting, like 

babysitting, sleepovers and day excursions. While Sandra, Francesca and Marjorie told of 

enjoying 'normative' tasks, they also expressed feelings of uncertainty at times in their 

approach to their relationship with non-resident grandchildren, as Marjorie helps us to 

understand:  

It's weird because I try to treat them all the same but it's different having Jane and 
Abbie, because I've got to treat them differently from the other ones to the other 
three, and it's like trying to get the balance right to treat them all the same because 
they're all grandchildren. (Marjorie) 

 

Marjorie's account again highlights this as a 'weird' situation, suggesting she views her 

relationship with her grandchildren as different from the norm. Marjorie notably used the 

term 'weird' to signify a different way of family living, as she did earlier in the chapter when 

reflecting on the use of mothering and grandmothering labels. This suggests Marjorie 

understands socio-normative ideals of family, and in displaying her family, is showing her 

cognisance of socio-norms to others by identifying how her family differs. In the excerpt 

above, Marjorie appears to be striving for common ideals of normality, but in a non-

normative family situation. When Marjorie tries to 'get the balance right to treat them all the 

same’, she indicated this mainly was around boundary setting, which frequently arose as a 

dominant issue within narratives. Finding the right balance could be about finding 

acceptable levels of boundary setting in agreement with her other adult children. However, 
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balancing boundary setting was problematic for some kin carers, who referred to 

unpleasant consequences when this was not achieved. For instance, Lucy, Rebecca, 

Jennifer and George mentioned occasions when parents met their attempts to apply a 

balanced approach to boundary setting with resentment and anger. Lucy and Rebecca 

suggested this had been instrumental in reducing visits from other adult children.  

 

Other stories highlighted complexities in constructing their grandparent identity. Rosemary 

offers us a different perspective on this issue. She is a kinship carer for Jack, her first 

grandchild, and they are both coming to terms with a change in their family dynamics 

since Erin's birth. Erin's mother is Jack's aunty and Rosemary's other daughter:  

I'm going through a very, very difficult time at the minute in my head, because I'm 
now a proper grandma. (Rosemary)  

 

Rosemary has cared for Jack since birth, and although she prefers the title of grandma, 

she views her daily tasks as parenting. Within her stories, Rosemary tells us she feels 

robbed of her grandparenting tasks, leading to a sense of loss and sadness. While her 

daughter was pregnant, Rosemary may have imagined the grandma she hoped to be for 

Erin. However, Erin's birth brought other realities, meaning there is a need to gravitate 

toward different and 'doable' tasks. Rosemary tells us this is a struggle: 

I'm grandma to Jack but I'm not and I haven't done a lot for Erin; I haven't even 
been to see ‘er ‘cos I've got a cold and it's like I think maybe I should be doing more 
but ... (Rosemary). 

 

Wearing the label 'grandma' is not enough for Rosemary to constitute her grandma self 

and, like others, she finds the shifting identities confusing and problematic. Being able to 

carry out and display 'normative' grandmothering tasks for Erin may alleviate the 

frustration that seems to permeate her narratives. While there is hope here that she can 

enact her grandma self, other factors prevent her from this enactment in the temporal 

telling of this account, for instance, feeling unwell and unable to visit her granddaughter.  
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6.5 Chapter summary  
The stories about familial caring practices revealed some of the kin carers' invisible caring 

work, including significant and multiple caring responsibilities in addition to caring for their 

young relatives. While there is a strong relationship between caring, family life and 

trauma, the kin carers developed justification strategies in accepting their historical and 

long-term kinship caring. Justifying family caring and trauma was a paradox, because 

justification was a coping mechanism while normalising family adversity, meaning that 

manifestations of trauma became the family's responsibility to fix. 

 

Invisible caring tasks highlighted the kin carers' work undertaken before the children 

transitioned into their full-time care. This 'pre-kinship caring' phase is critical in 

understanding the tensions and challenges around 'doing' kinship care families, because 

of the significant work around informal in-family intervention (before they assumed the 

children's full-time care). Moreover, minimal external input during this phase typically 

compounded family vulnerability, meaning sustaining pre-kinship care work was 

problematic without broader support. However, while pre-kinship caring work offered 

some a sense of hope in family reparation, performing (and not performing) caring tasks 

through this phase laid complex foundations for the children's future care. 

 

Feelings and emotions infused the stories and made visible the emotional effect of caring 

for their young relative, and how emotion moved the kin carers’ to action, including 

deciding to care for the children. The ‘choice’ about caring was complex, was generally 

made without external guidance, and comprised of 'emotional bonds’, familial obligation’ 

and 'knowledge and views about alternative care’.  
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The stories about intersecting identities highlighted issues in maintaining familial 

relationships and the challenge of shifting family dynamics, particularly in the complex 

use of traditional family labels. Running through many accounts was the tension of 

balancing a dual caring context between caring for adult children and their grandchildren, 

and the difficulty in maintaining this (and other familial relationships) in light of local 

authority systems and structures. Chapter 7 extends these stories and focuses on those 

acts of internal and external watching, embedded in narratives about doing and displaying 

(and not displaying) family practices.  
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Chapter 7: Watching and being watched 

7.1 Introduction 
This chapter is about the kin carers' stories about surveillance. These were usually 

described in two ways: 1) the kin carers watching the birth parents and their children; and 

2) the kin carers being (and feeling) watched by social workers. Surveillance was storied 

as sometimes beneficial and other times intrusive. Embedded within the narratives about 

watching and being watched are the kin carers' acts of emotional work. The internal and 

external family watching that occurred covertly and overtly was mainly about judging 

children's safety by informally and formally scrutinising parenting practices. Surveillance 

narratives illuminated the complexity of the changing relationship between the kin carer 

and the children's birth parents, which usually escalated during social worker intervention. 

The narratives about watching highlighted that this activity mainly occurred during three 

notable family events. First, during the pre-kinship care work undertaken before the 

children came into their care. Second, when transitioning to kinship care, and third, when 

monitoring and observing children's visits with their birth parents after gaining permanent 

care. As such, these family events form the main three themes for this chapter (Table 11).   
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Table 11: Chapter 7 themes: Watching and being watched 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.2 Pre-kinship care: Practices of informal and formal watching  
As outlined in Chapter 6, the pre-kinship caring phase is critical to better understanding 

the experiences of ‘doing' kinship care families. Therefore, this section focuses on the kin 

carers' stories about acts of watching of the parents and children before they transitioned 

into their care. These emotionally performative stories show how the informal internal 

watching shifted to a complex formalised gaze with the involvement of children's services. 

Here, many kin carers created a unique view for social workers into the lives of the 

parents and their children. However, these more formalised surveillance acts typically 

escalated conflict between the kin carers and the children's parents.   

 

Watching and being watched 

 

Pre-kinship care: Practices of informal and formal watching 

• Kinship carers’ acts of internal watching 

• Creating a view into the parents and children’s world 

 

Transitioning to kinship care: Under the social worker’s gaze 

• The intrusive external gaze 

• The disappearing external gaze 

 

 

Kinship caring: Monitoring and observing children’s visits with parents 

• Organising and observing children’s parental visits 

• The kin carers gaze: Monitoring multiple complex and 

inconsistent contact 

• Watching over children’s emotional and physical wellness 

during parental visits 
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7.2.1 Kinship carers’ acts of internal watching 
As indicated in some backstories and Chapter 6, pre-kinship caring acts included informal 

observational assessments of their relatives' parenting capacity and children's safety and 

wellness. Many of the kin carers carried out this informal surveillance work, which crucially 

helped them to evaluate how much and what type of support the parents and children 

needed, enabling an in-family fix. The kin carers viewed their surveillance as a beneficial 

family practice, leading to their intervention work and, for some, offering protection against 

attracting the external gaze of children's services. Those unable to perform this activity, 

like Chantelle, suggested it had been a missed opportunity for internal family intervention 

and that their input may have made a difference to children’s experiences. 

 

It was noticeable that within many of the narratives of early surveillance, the kin carers' 

assessments primarily focused on their children's mothering practices, even when 

including fathers in the stories. Mothering assessments resided within the discourses 

around the socio-norms of good and moral motherhood. For example, although Francesca 

tells us 'mum couldn't cope’, she does not share her thoughts about her son's level of 

coping. Jennifer also indicates this when sharing her observations of her kin child Rosie's 

mother, where she stated that: 

You could tell she [mother] had no bond with her [Rosie] at all, so that was the start 
… she couldn't even hold the baby … and by the time she came home [from 
hospital], she didn't want to hold her. (Jennifer) 

  

Jennifer's surveillance included watching for those maternal signs of warmth and nurture 

that demonstrate an emotional bond between Rosie and her mother. Jennifer's concern 

about this lack of bond began soon after Rosie's birth and thus increased her acts of 

watching and her level of family support. The following interaction between Jennifer and 

Lucy is also indicative of mothering practices. They discuss Rosie's parents and share 

their views on normative maternal qualities. 
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They've both [Rosie's parents] got learning disabilities; no alcohol or smoking or 
anything … their level of understanding wasn't the same as ours. (Jennifer) 

But was she [Rosie] nurtured? … Was she cuddled and bottled and talked to and 
read to? (Lucy) 

No mam couldn't pick ‘er up. (Jennifer) 

There's some parents that just haven't got that maternal ... I don't know, there's just 
something they don't realise. (Lucy) 

 

Although Jennifer and Lucy both include Rosie's father in their discussion, their parenting 

assessment focuses on Rosie's mother's maternal qualities and parenting practice. This 

parenting assessment criterion appeared to nestle within notions of normative moral 

motherhood, a concept that makes visible the requisite social values and norms of a good 

mother. Jennifer and Lucy's narratives draw on gendered mothering norms to inform a 

critique of Rosie's mother, despite it being Rosie's father that committed the physical act 

that eventually led to her removal from their care. As Jennifer said:   

I found out later ... ‘er dad was trying to wash er hair and she wouldn't stand still, so 
… [Jennifer continues by describing the action that caused harm to Rosie]. 
(Jennifer) 

 

Lucy's early pre-kinship care surveillance stories also suggest an internalisation of 

gendered mothering norms, something she explains when discussing the naturalness of 

maternal qualities:   

She [Daniel's mother] never thought as a mother even when she had him with ‘er ... 
she didn't nurture him when I look now. I never seen ‘er sit and cuddle him with the 
bottle in his mouth, never used to talk to him. (Lucy) 

 

Jennifer and Lucy display good moral mothering through their performative accounts 

about non-normative motherhood. Their stories reproduce mothers who love and care for 

their children, and they also construct a binary category of the failing mother, someone 

who does not signify these acts. For example, Daniel’s and Rosie's mothers are 

considered not to display these essential qualities or enact these practices. 
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Other than informal surveillance and weekend respite care during this pre-kinship care 

phase, the kin carers' stories did not refer to any alternate forms of supportive family 

intervention. This suggests that their surveillance and support may have crucially nurtured 

and increased the longevity of the parent and child relationship.   

 

Few stories referred to observing signs of positive parent and child interactions during this 

phase, which may signify the intended audience of the stories, for example, social 

workers. Lucy is the exception, when sharing a chance happy moment observed before 

her son's death and during a time of less intense surveillance work. Notably, although both 

her son and wife are present, Lucy comments only on her son's positive parenting 

interaction.  

This was just one day that we called in to see if they were alright and I went in and 
they were laughing, and he'd [son] made a paper hat ‘cos my son was daft like us, 
the bairn was just sitting … and it was just like … it was so nice to see. (Lucy) 

 

The paper hat story displays Lucy's happiness in observing her son's playful interaction 

with his infant son. She seems to identify with it when she describes the activity as ‘like 

us’. Therefore, this fun activity appears recognisable to Lucy as normative parenting and 

may offer her a measure of hope regarding an improved parent and child relationship. 

There is also a sense of relief, noticeable in her observations about this fun and normative 

family time, perhaps because, due to her son and his wife’s drug dependency, this was an 

uncommon occurrence. Although Lucy's story is a rare account (during this phase) of 

observing a positive interaction, this could suggest that these micro-moments of hope and 

happiness work to sustain the pre-kinship caring support in the hope of parental change 

and recovery. Lucy's story suggested, though, that as these moments reduced, her 

observational assessment intensified.  
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Pre-kinship care surveillance stories highlighted that the informal mode of watching 

changed with the involvement of children's services. For some, acts of watching the 

parents and children became more formalised and pseudo-professional. The narratives 

revealed a critical task of convincing those in authority of their willingness to identify deficit 

parenting practices, mainly to prove their ability to protect the children.     

 

7.2.2 Creating a view into parents' and children's worlds   
The findings showed that once the parents’ parenting practices became a concern to 

children's services, so did that of the kin carers. Therefore, observing and reporting 

parents' parenting acts helped the kin carers convince social workers that they understood 

normative and safe parenting practices. Doing this required creating a uniquely privileged 

view for social workers into the children's and their parents’ world. As Francesca 

explained, this was necessary because she 'had to prove to social services that I could put 

the children first and not my son’. This connects to the idea of the dual caring context 

mentioned in Chapter 6 and the decisions made by local authority about how families 

prioritise relationships. Several kin carers' stories alluded to the need to evidence a 

position of prioritising children over other relatives. Watching and reporting on the parents 

was one way Francesca could demonstrate her loyalty to the children. However, proving 

she is capable of 'put[ting] the children first' appeared to be interpreted by Francesca as 

the need to report more frequently on those parenting practices she thinks negative:   

I wrote that down and other things like that; that's what I had to [do] ... and hand 
that into, well, social services came out and they picked that up and went through it, 
so that was another way of me proving that I could actually jot down the rights and 
wrongs of both parents. (Francesca)  

 

Francesca provided a window into the parents' and children's lives through her 

observations to demonstrate that her grandchildren came first. However, tainting these 

narratives are her endeavours to meet the expectations of social workers.  
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George and Anne also shared their observational experiences of their daughter and her 

partner. They too worked hard to convince social workers of their capacity to prioritise the 

children's needs. 'Ah we were doing everything we could to prove that we were there for 

them kids' (Anne). These acts included covertly watching and monitoring their daughter's 

activities and relationships inside their car:  

Well social workers had told me to keep an eye on, what was the words she said? 
(Anne) 

“Keep your friends close but keep your enemies even closer”. (George) 

So we were sat outside of her [daughter's] house because we knew fine well he 
was in there, but we were watching weren't we? (Anne) 

So basically we were spying on our daughter. (George) 

 

George and Anne's surveillance work was underpinned by their knowledge about 

children's services’ adoption plans for their grandson, as mentioned in their backstories in 

Chapter 5. As such, the need to convince social workers of their suitability to care became 

paramount. The stories about the pseudo-professionalisation of observing and evidencing 

deficit parenting indicate a dichotomy. This is because demonstrating they can prioritise 

the children's needs appeared to negatively impact their relationship with their adult child. 

However, as Anne and George discovered, surveillance and reporting were no guarantee 

of gaining the children's permanent care:  

Yet we were telling social services and … they were believing what we were saying 
but ... (Anne) 

But you're still not having the kids. (George) 

 

Not all kin carers could provide this view for social workers, which had repercussions. 

Rebecca and Jon, for example, felt blamed by social workers for not doing surveillance 

and reporting: 

But then they said we should have realised what was going on and we didn't do 
enough to protect the children, we should have reported her and I says, what 
happens behind closed doors … I says, the police are telling me things that were 
happening. (Rebecca)  



197 
 

Underpinning their story about not providing a window was another narrative focused on 

Rebecca's actions when she tried to remove the children from her daughter's care, given 

her concern about their safety. Her intervention attempt ended when her daughter 

reported her to the police for child abduction, as Rebecca said:  

I had a phone call to say she [daughter] was really really drunk and when I went 
round to the house, she couldn't even speak, slurring ‘er words. I said, “right you've 
had far too much to drink; I'll take the kids with me, I'll take them home and I'll bring 
them back to you in the morning”, she dialled nine nine nine and said I was 
abducting her children, and the police threw me out and left her mortal drunk with 
three little children, these three little kids were hiding behind is, “please nanny take 
us back to your house”, and the police threw me out. (Rebecca) 

 

It is significant that Rebecca and Jon attempted a temporary in-family act of protection 

rather than report to children's services. While this story was one among others about their 

protective work, they suggested that their non-reporting to children's services signified to 

social workers that they did not do enough to protect the children. This implies that the 

professionals discounted Rebecca's actions and expected her to hand authority and 

information over to them. Therefore, while Rebecca provided supportive pre-kinship care 

tasks, her informal observations of the children and mother offered only a hazy, rather 

than clear, view into their world. Rebecca and Jon's stories suggest their pre-kinship 

caring work focused on preserving the family relationship and keeping the children 

together. However, following the children's removal from their mother, they were 

eventually separated, with Rebecca and Jon caring for Adam, and Adam's siblings placed 

with their birth father.  

  

There appeared a connection between the kin carers' stories about problematic power 

relationships between them and social workers in two main ways. First, when children's 

services intervened swiftly to remove children from their parents’ care. Second, social 

workers contested the kin carers’ application for children's care. However, where social 

workers did not perceive children to be at immediate risk of harm, and the kin carers did 
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not need to prove their caring capabilities, some, like Sandra, queried the intrusiveness of 

children's services’ intervention and the expectation that they would act as a window into 

the parents’ world:     

Well this is it … did she do this did she de de de de … how the hell are we 
supposed to know? They're 30 [ ] years old; they've got their own life. I mean how 
many cigarettes did she smoke and, phsss, I don't know you know my mam 
wouldn't have been able to tell you what I was doing with my ... kids she lived [] 
miles away. (Sandra) 

 

The knowledge that her granddaughter had not been harmed by her mother appeared to 

offer Sandra confidence in refusing to offer social workers an internal view of their home 

life together. However, many stories showed that as they moved into the transition phase 

of seeking legal permanency for the children, the social workers' gaze fell directly onto the 

kin carers' parenting practice, rather than solely the parents.    

 

7.3 Transitioning to kinship care: Under the social workers' gaze  
The critical transition phase of moving from pre-kinship caring tasks to seeking legal 

guardianship of the children increased the external surveillance directed towards the kin 

carers. The social workers' gaze was storied as time-bound because, although some 

found it overly intrusive, the gaze disappeared when the kin carers gained legal care for 

the children. While this relieved the intensity of the earlier external gaze, it also generated 

feelings of isolation in caring for the children without broader responsive support networks. 

Therefore, in sharing these accounts about transitioning to kinship care, the 'intrusive 

external gaze' is first considered before the 'disappearing external gaze’.  
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7.3.1 The intrusive external gaze  
 

When applying for legal care of the children, many kin carers told stories of being 

monitored and watched by social workers, mainly during what they explained as the 

assessment process. The kin carers understood the assessments as informing children's 

services about their suitability to care. No stories referred to this work as determining the 

needs and support for the children (other than concerning contact with parents) or family. 

The stories indicated this transitional period as an emotionally difficult time. Commonly 

this was because of hearing about the children's traumatic experiences,12 navigating the 

legal and local authority processes (for example, attending various care meetings with a 

range of professionals) and incurring social worker surveillance. Francesca shared her 

account of this time: 

I lost quite a bit of weight … ‘cos it was just constant all the time, trying to get things 
sorted, doing a lot of running around. I had to keep a diary, which I didn't really keep 
a diary … sometimes there was two or three meetings going on in one day, so it 
was quite harrowing, and to try to keep up on things but also see to the children's 
needs and that, and also to restructure the home and that had to be done pretty 
immediately. (Francesca) 

 

Francesca's (and other accounts) show some of the more formalised activities in 

transitioning from the pre-kinship caring tasks to caring full time for the children. 

Furthermore, family dynamics changed when the kin carers transitioned to full-time 

parenting responsibilities. While the kin carers referred to this time as emotionally 

exhausting or, as Francesca explains, 'harrowing,' we can assume that the kinship 

children are likely to be experiencing this as an emotionally overwhelming point within the 

kinship care phase because, as Leyla reminds us: 

They're going through so much trauma; those kids have seen trauma where they've 
been living. (Leyla) 

 

 
12 Some of the kin carers were not initially given information about the children’s experiences and only later 
did certain traumatic events come to light.  
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Social workers usually became involved at the height of the family crisis13  and the 

children's removal from their birth parents, ultimately significantly intensifying the 

emotional atmosphere. As Francesca elaborated: 

It was a massive emotional time; I was quite bubbly crying all the time, what do I do 
where do I go, how can I get over this?  

 

Therefore, during this elevated emotional period, the kin carers came under the gaze of 

children's services. Many experienced the assessments as intrusive. For example, 

Rebecca tells us, 'Oh yes we had to fill reports in. Were my mam and dad happy? Were 

my husband's mam and dad happy?' and George and Anne showed confusion about 

questions about their health and age:  

They [social workers] were saying that we were both too old and had health issues 
… there was no way we would get [the children]. (Anne) 

So we had to go through the medical [and] police checks, everything. (George) 

… And we couldn't work that one out could we, because we had our medical with 
our doctor, then the doctor sends it to the paediatrician and we thought: 
paediatrician that's for bairns, how come our medical information has gone to them? 
(Anne) 

 

Anne and George provided regular daily and overnight care for their grandson during the 

pre-kinship care phase, as outlined in their backstories in Chapter 5. However, their health 

and age, something viewed problematically by social workers, jeopardised their attempts 

to gain legal guardianship for him. Anne and George alluded to social workers 

overstepping an expected boundary of watching in assessing their caring abilities. They 

also felt confused about who had access to their health reports. The assessment and 

surveillance work contributed to their sense of distrust for social worker involvement and 

increased their level of anxiety.  

 
13 Some stories indicated some social worker involvement during the latter stages of the pre-kinship care 
phase. However, the intensity of involvement and emotional complexity heightened at the point of the 
children’s removal from their parents' care.  
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Many other stories highlighted the intrusiveness of the social worker's gaze during this 

phase, including Rebecca's, whose experience of social work assessment was the most 

extreme in terms of invasive home searches:  

When we were trying to get the guardianship of him [Adam], they wanted to speak 
to Jon's sister ... and they spoke to my children and they wanted them to write 
reports about … oh … they came and they searched the house, her [daughter's] 
clothes, in case we were letting them have contact; they went through the fridge to 
see if we had food in … oh honestly. (Rebecca) 

 

Many of Rebecca's accounts referred to feeling intimidated by the social workers' actions 

and fearful of not gaining legal care for their grandson, Adam. Rebecca stated that: 

They (social workers) were constantly, oh well if you let him see [mother], he'll be 
taken straight away from you; it was a constant threat the whole time. (Rebecca) 

 

Rebecca and Jon initially assumed interim care of their four grandchildren following their 

daughter's disappearance. At that time, they were unaware of the neglect and violence the 

children experienced, perpetrated by their daughter and partner. Rebecca suggests that 

her ‘not knowing' about the extent of the children's experiences justified the social workers' 

intrusive and intimidating house searches.  

 

Rebecca indicated that her lack of knowledge about her daughter's location was viewed 

suspiciously by social workers and equated with collusion and concealing information 

about the children's experiences. She stated: 

The social services blamed us for not doing something about it … they said we 
should have realised what was going on and we didn't do enough to protect the 
children; we should have reported her … social services used to come and search 
the house, look for her clothes seeing if we were letting her have contact with him. 
(Rebecca) 

 

Rebecca referred to feeling blamed by social workers for failing to protect the children 

from harm. She interpreted this as the social worker's justification for the intrusive house 
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searches and that the lack of evidence did not appear sufficient to disprove collusion. 

Instead, she suggested that social workers employ different strategies, which she tells us 

came from adoption threats: 

We were threatened and cajoled and made to do this, that and the other … I was 
threatened not to cause any hassle or he would be adopted by the social worker ... I 
was just so frightened that they weren't going to let me have him [Adam]. (Rebecca) 

 

Pre-caring assessments are essential to ensure children's safety and wellbeing. However, 

the findings showed they are problematic because of the unequal power relationship 

between social workers and kin carers. Given that Rebecca's daughter was the instigator 

of abuse, the officious house inspections may have occurred because social workers 

applied an intergenerational abuse discourse of 'like mother, like daughter' to their 

assessment check. Rebecca's account of the intrusive visits positions her in a dichotomy 

of accepting the invasive searching of her home or object and risk losing legal 

guardianship for Adam.14 Rebecca identified a spectrum of increased feelings and 

emotions moving through this period, including anxiety, guilt, worry, sadness, anger and 

fear, which likely required Rebecca and Jon to engage in emotional labour to conceal 

some of these feelings and emotions. Nevertheless, we might assume that children also 

sense this emotionally intense atmosphere, which may manifest or escalate their feelings 

of anxiety during this transitional period. 

 

Some kin carers, like Marjorie, accepted the invasive approach by social workers as 

necessary and acknowledged the protective responsibility of children's services:  

… and about your family and they sort of did a family tree of who's who … things 
like that, I did find that sometimes a bit intrusive but if you're wanting to look after 
them, it's what you've got to do; you've got to answer their questions. (Marjorie) 

 

 
14 The father of Adam’s siblings claimed custody of the other children several weeks after they moved in with 
Rebecca and Jon.  
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However, Marjorie still offers us a sense of the unequal power relationship within this pre-

caring assessment activity. Her compliance suggests her internalising the normative 

discourses of children's social care and child protection and a view of those within a 

professional capacity as the authoritative voice in making decisions about the children's 

lives. Marjorie experienced the assessment as something 'done' to her, rather than 

something collaborative. However, the data indicated that the unequal relationship during 

this transitional phase laid problematic foundations for communication with children's 

services past the attainment of legal care. As Jon explained, 'you're frightened to go to the 

social services for help because they look for every fault that's there'. Jon's stories reveal 

his distrust and lack of confidence in local authority systems. Many kin carers' stories 

showed that once a legal order is in place, they will only reach out for social workers' 

support in the most complicated circumstances (even though many simultaneously 

identified a need for continued support). This is likely because of their concern that 

children can still be removed, as Sandra highlights:  

Yet your own children, you wouldn't have thought of that, you would never think 
anyone was going to come in and take any of your children away would you, you 
just wouldn't. (Sandra) 

 

Significant to these stories about intense external watching is that the intensity of the 

external gaze disappeared at the point of gaining legal guardianship of the children. 

 

7.3.2 The disappearing external gaze  
Local authorities must assess and respond to the needs of children in kinship care 

relationships, whatever the children's legal status. The kin carers' stories revealed that 

legal status frequently determined access to ongoing support from local authority workers. 

Children's services involvement came to an abrupt and unexpected halt with the 

attainment of private legal orders, for instance, a special guardianship order, regardless of 

the children's circumstances. Although many kin carers welcomed the withdrawal of the 
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intrusive gaze, some felt isolated by losing access to support and guidance, even when 

this had previously felt threatening and unhelpful. For example, as she explains, Marjorie 

seemed perplexed by the withdrawal of services: 

Basically, when I got the guardianship order last January, they [social workers] 
came out I think it was February, March, and I had to sign some forms and I've 
never seen them since. And they did say they would come out once or twice after 
that, after that March visit, and just to make sure everything was going ok with the 
contacts and everything because they know how much trouble Sarah likes to cause, 
but not seen them or had a phone call from them or anything. (Marjorie) 

 

Like many kin carers, Marjorie had experienced sustained social work intervention during 

the assessment and legal process. She had complied with their invasive approach and 

expected ongoing support once the legal order was secured. The expected reciprocal 

relationship with social workers did not occur. Lucy and Sandra also experienced this and 

felt let down or abandoned by social workers, stating: 

You don't get a social worker, you don't get anybody else to come and say “how are 
ye, how you coping?” Nothing. I know you don't want social checking, but I think to 
feel like there was somebody who can come and give you some advice. (Lucy) 

Ah no I don't, because they're [children's services] not interested; the case was 
closed a long time ago, never get a phone call never get nothing, I mean it's as if 
they've just forgotten about us, we don't even exist. (Sandra) 

 

Some told stories of having to make complex decisions about their young relatives' life, 

unsure if they were making the right (or even legal) choice. The kin carers could not ask 

extended family or friends for advice and guidance because the complexity of the issues 

required a legal or professionally informed response at times. Additionally, in certain 

situations, such as arranging parental visits, fear about making the wrong decision left 

some kin carers worried about taking the initiative. While some, like Lucy, suggested they 

did not want the model of social work intervention encountered during the legal care 

process to continue, there was a strong sense of wanting support and information via a 

different model.   
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The withdrawal of the social worker's gaze, or their presence, left some kin carers feeling 

isolated and emotionally overwhelmed during the early phase of gaining a private care 

order, highlighting this as a period of increased vulnerability for the kin carers and their 

family. Further complicating this was the kin carers' work organising and observing 

children's parental visits with their parents.  

 

7.4 Kinship caring: monitoring and observing children's parental visits 
This section concerns the kin carers' family practices of monitoring and observing 

children's contact15 visits once a legal order is in place. The notion of 'watching' is more 

nuanced here and embedded within the kin carers' observation process. In exploring 

stories of parental visits, it can be assumed that acts of surveillance are ever-present. 

 

Emerging from the stories were accounts of arranging and watching often problematic 

visits, with many accounts of relationship conflict between the kin carers and the children's 

parents. As identified previously, gaining legal guardianship usually meant children's 

services withdrawal, which impacted organising and supervising visits. To provide context, 

this section first considers ‘organising and observing children's contact visits’, then 

explores stories around 'multiple complex and inconsistent contact’. It ends by highlighting 

stories of 'watching over the children's emotional and physical wellness during contact 

visits’.   

 

7.4.1 Organising and observing children's parental visits  
There was a strong indication across the stories that organising contact was complex and 

more problematic during the early stages of gaining children's legal care. This might be 

 
15 Some kin carers supervised contacts visits before they legally attained a private care order. However, this 
section focuses on the contact stories beyond this point, after children’s services withdrew.   
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because some stories implied that, initially, kin carers were unaware of their rights as the 

children's legal guardians and their ability to change contact arrangements. In addition, the 

withdrawal of social worker presence left them without access to guidance in the event of 

unanticipated contact requests. For instance, Lucy deliberated about allowing her 

grandson, Daniel, contact with his maternal grandfather:  

But her [Daniel's mother] dad is like Daniel's granddad, ‘cos he [Daniel] hasn't got a 
lot of family; come back on the scene ‘cos he hasn't been well, so he's asked to see 
him and I think it does Daniel good in some ways because he's got a little more 
family ... but I'm very cautious still. (Lucy) 

 

Regardless of the complexity of these requests, the kin carers often adopted a beneficent 

view of the children's other relatives, viewing them as significant to their children's sense 

of familial and cultural belonging. However, consenting to new requests often presented a 

dichotomy between expanding the children's familial network and ensuring their safety. 

This was something Rebecca experienced, for example:  

They [social workers] said when [daughter] was still in the area, the social services 
said, “you don't know who's still in touch with her you are not to let him go with 
anybody” … And they said, “well he'll be taken off you straight away if you let him 
have contact with her”. (Rebecca) 

 

This means Rebecca was presented with a dilemma when her grandson's birth father 

requested contact with his son. While she was keen to support the request and widen her 

grandson's familial network, she worried that children's services would remove him from 

her care if she failed to protect him. Regardless of her rights as a legal guardian or the 

withdrawal of social workers, there remained a seed of fear, planted during the 

assessment process, that continued to impact her feelings of empowerment and decision-

making. As such, Rebecca contacted children's services for guidance. She elaborated:  

So I rang them up and asked them asked the receptionist, I says, “is it alright to let 
him go with his dad? I don't think he's got any contact with the mother”, and she 
said she would get the social worker to ring back and she never did, and that was 
the last we heard of them, so the social services just dropped out of it completely. 
(Rebecca) 
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Significantly, Rebecca received no notification of the withdrawal of services after the 

intense social worker surveillance of the previous phase. However, she continued to feel a 

lingering 'imagined' intruding gaze.   

 

Some stories about difficulties in arranging contact visits were about navigating hostile or 

tense relationships with the children's parents. Many kin carers referred to experiencing 

these problematic relationships that, at times, adversely affected the quality of the visits. 

As Leyla explains, 'she [daughter] still had power over me; she was very controlling even 

though she didn't have the kids’. Complex relationships between the kin carers and their 

daughters were deep-rooted for some, like Leyla. However, many stories revealed that 

conflict increased during the kin carers' tasks of observation and reporting, or as Anne and 

George tell us, testifying against their daughter in court: 

Then going through all the court and giving evidence and things like that, ah it was 
horrendous … It's hard having to do what you do to your daughter, but you know 
you're doing it for your grandchildren, that's who you've got to think of. (George) 

 

Notably, George suggests he had to choose between supporting his grandchildren or his 

daughter. George's compliance with the legal processes contributed to the corrosion in his 

relationship with his daughter and negatively impacted the contact visits between the 

children and their mother.   

 

As mentioned in the backstories in Chapter 5 and the discussion in Chapter 6, Marjorie 

told of her historically complex relationship with her daughter. This meant supervising 

parental visits was problematic. Before gaining the special guardianship orders for her 

grandchildren, Marjorie was initially assessed as a kinship foster carer and entitled to 

agency support with the visits, as she tells us:  

So then I had phoned the social services because I was supposed to do the contact 
the next day and I refused to do it … But they says it has to go through so I still had 
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to do it, and because it was on a weekend, but then they were going to sort 
something else out, so then the contact could be taken out of my house because it 
was just bringing me down. (Marjorie) 

 

While trained and experienced workers then supervised the visits, gaining the legal care of 

the children meant the withdrawal of this service, leaving Marjorie alone to oversee often 

challenging visits: 

I've got to supervise ... they [children's services] used to have us at the contact 
centre but then ... because they couldn't keep doing it there all the time, they didn't 
have the staff and things, so once I got special guardianship over it was up to me. 

 

Removing local authority support for contact visits once a legal order is in place suggests 

that children's services adopted a lens of familial responsibility and that rather than 

children's needs influencing support, it is the legal order. Marjorie's stories allow an extra 

layer of insight as her accounts reveal that children's services practices failed to 

acknowledge this as a risky situation. This raises significant issues around safety for the 

children, the kin carers and the children's parents. Marjorie helped to make this clearer 

when she shared more of her experiences: 

And then of course arguments would start and ... that would really get me down, 
because I had the neighbour next door texting me, saying she had heard the 
shouting and yelling and everything and asked me if I was ok. (Marjorie) 

 

As Marjorie organises the parental visits without external support, she worried that if she 

reduced the number of visits, it may incur her daughter's anger. Therefore, continuing the 

visits in their present form may seem the better option despite the children experiencing 

troubling family conflict. Marjorie then explains her emotional preparation for visits, 

indicating the tension levels involved:    

The [previous] night I do get a bit anxious … thinking: right, is it going to be a good 
day? Is she going to start is she going to nit-pick? And then you just think: right, and 
then on the [day] you've just got to think: right, get up in the morning and think: right, 
here we go; just take your time do what you've got to do until she comes and then 
just see how it goes. (Marjorie) 
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Marjorie's and other kin carers' stories showed that some parental visits placed the 

children within vulnerable and potentially domestically abusive situations. While this task 

exists within a discourse of familial responsibility, it goes unsupported by children's 

services, meaning that this area remains deeply troubling for some.  

 

Not all the kin carers supervised contact within their home. A few told of supervising 

contact visits in public areas, for example, children's indoor play spaces and nature and 

recreation parks. For some, like George, this often presented a different set of dilemmas 

to home-based visits because he worried about the children's mother bringing friends or 

new partners to the visits, as he explains: 

Like the other week, we went to contact and she brought her new boyfriend along, 
it's a person she doesn't really know. (George)  

 

These out-of-home visits were usually a means to limit the intrusion into the children and 

the kin carers' private and safe space. However, conflict occurred when parents worked 

outside the agreed boundaries, meaning the kin carers were concerned about the 

children's safety and wellbeing. These stories showed that parents viewed these 

measures negatively, thus elevating relationship conflict. Anne, for example, explained 

about her daughter arriving at contact with someone unfamiliar to them. She talked about 

sharing her concerns with her daughter (daughter's response in italics): 

I says, we're leaving, well what are you leaving for, and I says, because you brought 
him along, well that's not right; you're abusing my children by bringing them in and 
then taking them out, I says, how did you get that, because you're bringing them in 
and then you're pulling them away taking them away. I says, yes I'm taking them 
away. I says, look if you've got any arguments just go back to court … then I got a 
phone call saying, is contact still on, and I says yes, as usual but from now on 
contact is you and your children and that's all. (Anne) 

 

 Anne performs this story within the realm of assuming a pseudo-professional act of child 

protection. This act further aggravates the tension between her and her daughter, and 

their deteriorating relationship increases the difficulties of the contact arrangements and 
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perhaps impacts the children's experiences with their mother. The stories indicated that 

organising and supervising multiple contact visits further increased the issues for the kin 

carer, particularly when parents failed to attend arranged visits.  

 

7.4.2 The kin carers' gaze: Monitoring multiple complex and inconsistent parental 

visits 
The focus here is on the kin carers' accounts of their practices in arranging and 

overseeing multiple complex parental visits. Multiple visits usually arose when kin carers 

cared for siblings with different fathers. However, these visits were eased for a few when 

paternal or maternal grandparents (or great grandparents) stepped in to supervise their 

own adult child's contact. The kin carers who did not have additional support talked about 

feeling overwhelmed by the work required to ensure the children's safety and wellbeing, 

like Francesca:  

All of them [mother, birth, and stepfather] were supervised at first ... and once I felt it 
was safe, it took me a year and a half to feel that mum was safe to be with the girls, 
but mum and both dads know well, they all know, that if I felt as if it wasn't safe then 
contact wouldn't go ahead, and if I felt as though the girls really wanted me to go 
with them for whatever reason, then I will go with them if they don't feel comfortable. 
Parents don't like it, but if that's what they [children] want, well I mean, I ask them, 
I'll say to them, “why do you want granny to go? It's your special time”. (Francesca) 

 

Francesca displays her developed observation skills in determining the children's safety 

during visits. She constitutes herself within acts of pseudo-professional work and, like 

many other kin carers, adopts professionalised language in explaining her processes, for 

example, her use of 'contact' to describe the children's parental visits. Furthermore, 

Francesca explains her strategies, initiated when the complexity of the visits became 

overwhelming for her and the children. Francesca adjusted the visits to monthly, however, 

this caused conflict between Francesca and the children's mother, as she tells us: 

Mum and I had to go to mediation after the SGO because she wanted more time, 
and it was discussed in mediation that I can't physically give them more time if I 
haven't got more time to give them. (Francesca)  
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Complicating this further is Francesca's frustration with the parents when they fail to show 

up for an arranged visit. It is important to note that Francesca has a close relationship with 

her son, whom she explained rarely missed a visit. Although Francesca is keen that all the 

parents abide by the agreed contact rules, her son often visits her during school hours 

when the children are absent:  

With me son ... I mean now they're at school he can pop in, erm, I'm still quite 
stringent with the contact even though it's nearly five years on, I'm still quite 
stringent with that. (Francesca) 

 

This informal visit has afforded Francesca and her son space to rebuild their fractured 

relationship following her observation and assessment activity. Significantly, re-

establishing their positive relationship seemed to act as a protective factor in sustaining 

and increasing the quality of the children's and her son's time together. Therefore, this 

may go some way to explain her son's more consistent approach to visiting the children 

compared with the children's mother and the other birth father.     

 

However, informal visiting by adult children was not always viewed positively by the kin 

carers. When parents tried to visit without the kin carers' consent, this was viewed as 

intrusive and disruptive, suggesting they stepped outside a commonly agreed boundary of 

contact behaviour. Substance addiction appeared to be the primary reason for this breach 

of protocol, and other acts of non-compliance with formal contact arrangements. This was 

something Rosemary frequently experienced, for instance: 

Like this morning, I had an issue this morning, Nadine is ... saying, “is Jack still with 
you this morning?” I went “yeah”, but I says “if there's a sniff of drugs on you there's 
no way you're coming over here”, so I mean I had that this morning and then she 
turned up on the doorstep. (Rosemary) 

 

Rosemary received frequent informal visits from her daughter and many daily text 

messages that she found emotionally overwhelming. She also told of her daughter's 

inconsistent approach to the formal agreement:   
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Nadine's time for seeing Jack is the time he comes in from school ‘til about seven 
o'clock but it never happens. (Rosemary) 

 

Like many of the stories of managing problematic visits, Rosemary's stories underpin her 

perseverance to nurture the relationship between Jack and his mother, despite 

challenging circumstances. However, Rosemary's stories, and others, raise issues about 

the emotional effect on the children when exposed to prolonged emotionally tense and 

problematic episodes of inconsistent visits and hostile relationships.  

 

7.4.3 Watching over the children's emotional and physical wellness during parental 

visits  
The focus here is on kin carers watching over the children and young people's emotional 

and physical wellness around parental visits. Many kin carers suggested that the 

children's visits with parents were often more harmful than beneficial, with most worrying 

about the manifestation of behavioural, social and emotional effects. Concern for the 

children's wellbeing usually escalated when the parents continued their substance use or 

experienced significant mental ill-health (often exacerbated by substance addiction). 

Some young relatives tried to negotiate more frequent parental contact, which brought 

another layer of complication. Leyla, for example, cares for three grandchildren, each of 

whom has regular weekly contact with their mother. Her oldest grandchild, however, wants 

more contact with his mother and approached children's services after Leyla refused this 

request. She elaborates further:   

I've said, “no way am I signing that” … that he was allowed to go and see his mam 
on [two additional days] even though he sees her [two days each week] and that 
she comes to my house [once a week]. (Leyla) 

 

Her stories tell us about frequent episodes of family conflict and her concern about her 

grandchildren because of their mother's continued illegal drug use. As such, she resists 

requests for additional visits, although her grandson finds multiple ways to be with his 

mother. Leyla's stories constitute her in an ever-present protective position, ready to 
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challenge those she perceives as threatening the children's emotional wellness, including 

their mother, social workers and educational professionals. Furthermore, overseeing these 

multiple weekly visits and ensuring the children's emotional and physical safety has 

undermined Leyla's sense of emotional wellness. Her stories make visible her continuous 

feelings of tiredness and anxiety, impacting her everyday life.   

 

Not all of the kinship children had regular contact with their parents, and for some of the 

kin carers, this brought other issues, mainly when the parents appeared not to 

acknowledge their relationship with their children. Jennifer, for example, provided long-

term emotional support to her niece Rosie, who displayed extreme emotional behaviours 

when her parents repeatedly failed to acknowledge her presence in public. Jennifer 

suggested that despite these acts of rejection, she was cognisant of Rosie's need to have 

some contact with her parents and of her responsibility to frame these within a positive 

discourse, as she explains: 

I think with Rosie, I mean I've taken her over the years to see her mam and dad and 
she's all over them like a rash, and I didn't want to burst her little bubble. 

 

These stories showed their commitment to supporting the children's relationships with 

their parents and using observational skills to attune to their feelings and needs.  

 

Only a few kin carers talked about positive contact stories. It is worth noting that historical 

contact, initiated during or shortly after the children transitioned into their care, did not 

include any positive stories. Only after caring for the children for several years did positive 

stories occur, and only in circumstances of low conflict relationships. For example, Lucy 

and Francesca revised parental arrangements following changes in the parent's life 

circumstances. Lucy reflected on the early visits when Daniel transitioned into her care:    
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It was really stressful, really really stressful, because we had loads of meetings, the 
contact, Daniel, it was horrendous because they were letting him see his mam, his 
stepdad, and it was quite stressful because a lot of the time they didn't turn up. 
(Lucy) 

 

In other parts of Lucy's story, she refers to Daniel's current contact with his mother. She 

indicates that the separation between Daniel's mother and stepfather is significant to the 

recent positive relationship between Daniel, his mother and Lucy:  

But now it's an order until he's eighteen, but he loves his mam and I'll say do you 
want to see her, so I let her see him about once a month and sometimes we 
supervise, she doesn't need supervising really because she wouldn't hurt him, but 
it's at her nanas. (Lucy) 

 

Lucy's stories show that the initial visits were problematic and that she has invested 

emotional and physical labour in supporting the visits. The new narrative around trust is 

significant within her story, which she cautiously balances with her displays of child 

protection. The stories indicated that some kin carers adapted the contact arrangements 

based on their continued observations and assessments. However, some continued to 

carry out protection tasks even when they found a change in the parent's interaction with 

the children.  

 

7.5 Chapter summary 
This chapter exposed fluctuating acts of surveillance during three prime phases of the kin 

carers' family relationship: pre-kinship care – practices of informal and formal watching; 

transitioning to kinship care – under the social worker gaze; and kinship caring – 

monitoring and observing children's parental visits. The watching activity peaked and 

waned around the transitional points of each phase and was viewed as both valuable and 

intrusive, thus affecting the emotional intensity of 'doing' kinship care families. The stories 

about watching and being watched were framed within the realms of assessment work, 
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mainly relating to notions of good and moral mothering and parenting, and emphasised 

gendered parenting norms.  

 

Emerging from the surveillance work is a dynamic shift in the relational conflict between 

the kin carer and the children's parents around these transitional points. Furthermore, 

these stories about surveillance implied a deficit model applied by children's services and 

social workers in their approach to working with the kin carers and their families. There 

appeared an expectation by social workers that the kin carers would provide a clear 

window into the children's and parents' worlds. The kin carers' compliance acts usually 

rested on their understanding that this surveillance work guaranteed legal guardianship, 

although this was not always the case.  

 

Once the private care order was in place, the social worker's presence abruptly 

disappeared even where there had been an offer of future support. There appears to be a 

clear need for social workers to instigate a handover activity before they withdraw, giving 

honest clarity about the future input of children's services and, importantly, signposting the 

kin carer to broader support networks. This is also essential because the deficit model of 

social work experienced during the 'transitioning to kinship care’ phase contributed to the 

further fracturing of the kin carer's relationship with the children's parents. This escalated 

the complexity and safety of monitoring and observing the children's parental visits, 

leaving some families exposed to domestically abusive situations.  

The findings in this chapter highlighted the kin carers’ stories that indicated their 

observance of the children's safety and wellness and how they stayed attuned to their 

needs and hopes. While the stories in the two findings chapters thus far have focused on 

sad and difficult stories, many of the narratives showed the kin carers’ sense of hope for 

children’s (and their own) futures. These narratives of hope were often about happiness. 
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Even in telling difficult stories, many of the kin carers drew on laughter to help share 

these, and equally, many shared enjoyable and humorous exchanges in telling their 

stories of ‘doing’ kinship care. Therefore, emotions of happiness were a theme running 

throughout the fieldwork and the stories. The third findings chapter explores this sense of 

happiness (and its multiple layers and meanings), expressed in various ways during the 

storytelling. Moreover, the chapter includes some artwork end products to highlight 

specific findings.  
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Chapter 8: Stories of kinship caring. The importance of happiness 

 

8.1 Introduction  
In this chapter, I analyse the kin carers' stories highlighting the importance of happiness. 

The concepts of happiness and unhappiness ran through many narratives about kinship 

care and family life, deserving closer exploration. Four subthemes were generated 

categorising the different usage of happiness within narratives (Table 12). The importance 

of displaying children's happiness emphasised notions of the children's (and their) 

deservedness, hope, and repair following children's often traumatic early life. Repair here 

is associated with the transformative potential of happiness to increase feelings of overall 

wellness. Stories that displayed the children's happy experiences helped display the kin 

carers' moral and protective parenting tasks. When happiness was in doubt, the stories 

revealed that the kin carers found alternate ways to recall joyful occasions, which seemed 

to contribute to their perseverance, increasing hope for their and the children's future. This 

included the use of emotional labour to mask their feelings from others. Stories showed 

that disruptions to happiness disrupted successful family displays, leading to hidden family 

displays. These narratives also showed that happiness could be lost or disrupted. 
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Table 12: Chapter Themes: Stories of kinship caring: The importance of happiness 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.2 The importance of children's happiness 
 

Image 11: Snowy days by Rebecca (North East Kinship Carers & Hall, 2018) 

 

 

The kin carers’ narratives revealed the importance they placed on children's happiness, 

with most highlighting that children's happy experiences held reparative and 

Stories of kinship caring: The importance of happiness 

The importance of children’s happiness 

Stories about the kin carers’ happiness 

Remembering and searching for signs of happiness 

Disrupted and lost happiness 
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transformative possibilities. This is mostly related to a sense of repair to children's overall 

wellness because of their early experiences of trauma (including the trauma the kin carers 

associated with children's transitions and stay in non-related foster care). The kin carers 

seemed to view children's engagement in enjoyable events as therapeutic, and the stories 

identified that they appreciated and actively sought opportunities for children to engage in 

enjoyable activities. These often involved visits to outdoor spaces, particularly those 

connected to nature, like beaches and woods, which may explain why Sandra and Leyla 

selected a beach location to film their video about kinship caring. Francesca, for example, 

talked about taking her granddaughters on nature visits: 

We love going down to the lake and look for sticks and conkers. We do walkabouts 
and nature trails; most days are happy days and it's what the girls like to do. We 
love playing going on a bear hunt on the way home, all three of us end up 
screaming. (Francesca)  

 

As George explained, opportunities for children's happiness also included providing play 

equipment and arranging visits to children's favoured locations:  

He [Dereck] loves soft plays ... We've been all around here [Northeast] and he loves 
them and it doesn't matter when you go, he'll always make a friend. In the summer 
he's out there [garden] on his trampoline because we got him a trampoline … We 
got a pool, we get the pool out … They [Dereck and Kayla] love the pool. (George) 

 

George outlined his responsibility and commitment to providing these opportunities for his 

grandson, Dereck, and Dereck's younger sister, Kayla. George's backstory in Chapter 5 

explains his and Anne's emotional trauma in their attempts to secure his grandchildren's 

permanent care. Therefore, these stories seem essential to George, and he displays his 

family practices by showing others his knowledge of what brings his grandchildren 

happiness and his sense of pride in enabling these opportunities. While George and Anne 

often referred to their low income, their accounts suggest they prioritise these activities, 

viewing them as essential in their grandchildren's lives.  
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Facilitating children's happiness was also about time together and jointly engaging in 

activities. Leyla referred to her kin children's laughter when they engage in dancing 

activities, something she implies they do together each morning to lift their spirits and 

change their mood. Leyla's backstory in Chapter 5 revealed her past life challenges in 

caring for her daughter and grandchildren. Therefore, her stories about the transformative, 

therapeutic and reparative potential of engaging in joint enjoyable family events are likely 

necessary. She explains, 'the kids are laughing, I'm twerking so I've got to ... I've got to be 

on their level, I've got to be young again'. Leyla identified this daily family practice as 

valuable for the children and her, suggesting this activity positively affected their home 

atmosphere. Many of Leyla's stories refer to her family conflict, including her adult 

daughter’s illicit drug use (Chapter 6), her grandson’s desire to have more contact with his 

mother (Chapter 7), her separation from her adult son and his family (Chapter 6), and the 

conflict in her relationship with professionals. As such, creating family routines that 

increase family happiness may hold greater value than it does for families who experience 

fewer everyday challenges.  

    

Rebecca, for example, talked about her regular family outings to the beach:   

We make a point on a Sunday going down to ... family day ... obviously me 
husband’s not at work that day and we go down and take the bairn onto the beach 
and just to see him [Adam] laugh about things after the terrible start he's had in life. 
(Rebecca) 

 

Rebecca's story about this happy occasion suggests Adam (and they) deserve this 

happiness because of the early adversity he has experienced. Moreover, displaying this 

family practice to others may helpfully address the doubts cast on Rebecca and Jon's 

parenting abilities during the assessment process (Chapter 7). Chapters 6 and 7 

highlighted the challenges Rebecca and Jon encountered when applying for legal 

permanency and their feelings of fear and intimidation from their engagement with 

professional workers. Rebecca felt blamed by workers for failing to notice signs of abuse, 
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which manifested in her feelings of guilt. She also discussed workers' accusations of 

collusion between Rebecca and her daughter. The notion of repair then, while relating to 

Adam's emotional wellness, may also be a source of reparation for Rebecca and Jon. 

Adam's enjoyment may seem like a reward to them after the intrusive intensity of the 

assessment process. 

 

In another part of Rebecca and Jon's narration about happiness, Rebecca talks about 

using photography to capture joyful moments (Image 11):  

I thought: there's crispy snow, there's no ice anywhere, so we had a waddle down 
to the beach and we had him all wrapped up. I've got photographs having him all 
wrapped up and he thought it was marvellous. He was running in this great big 
deep snow about this deep. But he had a great time, didn't he? (Rebecca) 

He got his favourite spot just over there (pointing to the photograph). Aye he had a 
great time. You tell him we're going to the beach, 'can we go to my favourite spot?', 
I know where he means, it's virtually, you see the waves crashing on the top from 
the road, he sits on the rocks there and likes to watch the sea coming in. (Jon) 

 

Rebecca and Jon's use of photographs helps to display Adam’s and their own enjoyable 

family practices to others. Family photographs (like image 11) can stand as evidence to 

family and friends (and the imagined audience of their narratives), and to themselves too, 

of Adam's now happier life, where he is nurtured and loved. While photographs can signify 

to others close relationships and the 'normativity' of family life, Rebecca enriches this 

familial display through accounts of her acts of protection. Her narratives seem to 

reassure the listener that Adam is safe, despite taking him out in such wintry conditions. 

She has checked for ice and has wrapped him up, ensuring his warmth.  

 

Additionally, Jon displays his good relationship with his grandson. He indicates he has 

insider knowledge of what makes Adam happy, for instance, his favourite place. Jon 

recalls previous happy occasions in this location, suggesting this is a recurring event. 

Rebecca also verifies this, telling us it is a regular feature of their family life. In making 
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their family practices visible to others, Rebecca and Jon constitute themselves as 

responsible, nurturing and protective parents to Adam. These displays perhaps are critical 

to demonstrating their good parenting practices to others. During the assessment process, 

social workers questioned their parenting skills and ability to enact safe parenting 

practices (Chapter 7). Therefore, perhaps displaying these happy but safe family practices 

publicly is necessary.      

 

Rebecca and Jon's accounts highlight the joy they feel in seeing Adam's happiness, also 

mentioned by others. Lucy also expressed joy in witnessing her grandson Daniel's 

happiness. She says: 

You see, that's what he enjoyed last year when Dave [husband] took him in the 
bloody cave and I don't know how he didn't (unclear) but he was terrified and they 
were like laughing and it was good to see, actually there's a picture on there. (Lucy) 

 

Lucy also displays these happy moments using photographs. Like Rebecca and Jon, her 

narration expands our understanding of the importance of this occasion. Lucy's story 

evokes a happy and shared family experience in which she is receptive to Daniel's 

feelings by identifying his emotions of happiness and fear. There is a sense of the good 

relationship between Daniel and Dave and their joint engagement in this perhaps new 

adventure. As the observer of their enjoyment, Lucy seems alert to Daniel's feelings, 

which perhaps can also be understood as acts of protection, which she verifies by 

photographing this family occasion. Lucy's stories tell us that her petition to care for Daniel 

was not disputed by welfare services, unlike Rebecca and Jon. However, Lucy intimated 

through her narratives the importance of showing Daniel's happy experiences to others, 

because as Daniel ages, these times occur less often, as she explained: 

Ah the anger, he cut himself ‘cos he tried to self-harm and everything, you know, 
because he was angry I had to take all the… he had a knife out to wer and 
everything, very violent, kicking and he's not actually a violent person; he just wants 
to, he's not, think he could lose his temper, but it was horrendous, horrendous and I 
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did at the time say, “I can't do this”. I felt like, I still feel: what's going to happen 
when we get older? (Lucy) 

 

Furthermore, Lucy explained her awareness that Daniel's relationship with his granddad is 

changing, something that concerns her: 

He can't be nice to me and Dave. I'm his ‘wonderful’ now; his granddad's not. (Lucy) 

 

Uncertain of how this will transpire in the future, being able to recall and display enjoyable 

family experiences may offer Lucy comfort and remind her of their commitment and love 

for Daniel.  

 

As mentioned, the kin carers often valued children's happy experiences because of their 

perceived compensatory capacity for repair. Francesca's narratives, for example, 

frequently referred to this relationship. She talked about taking her granddaughters on 

holiday and described some of their activities:  

Went onto the merry go round and everything. Loved it. The horses … and I stood 
in-between the two of them, just held them when they went up and down. They did 
learn to ride bikes and that was funny. Watching them with the cones on their 
heads, going over the obstacles and all that, and their faces, they were just totally 
elated. It was lovely. It was it was lovely and then the confidence on the bikes and 
the scooting around, laughter on their faces. So little things like that, but massive 
impacts. (Francesca) 

  

Like Rebecca, Francesca's story displays her protective acts as she stands between her 

granddaughters, holding them safely on the ride. Stories that displayed children's 

happiness and acts of protection appeared to emphasise these safety measures to an 

imagined audience. While this was more noticeable when the kin carers' permanency 

applications had met local authority resistance (which questioned their parenting skills), 

displaying acts of child protection was storied by all and often appeared in narratives 

about happy events. 
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In addition to displaying safety measures, Francesca also constitutes herself as 

knowledgeable about how fun encounters such as these are valuable occasions for her 

granddaughters. In identifying and naming her granddaughters' self-confidence, 

Francesca reveals her cognisance about their developmental progress, positioning her as 

an attuned parent. These new life events perhaps become purposeful and meaningful 

rather than frivolous. They appear to convey the benefit to children's sense of self and 

help compensate for some of the earlier life trauma. Furthermore, these narratives 

displayed Francesca's good mothering, which may counter the concerns raised by social 

workers about her ability to put her grandchildren before her son (Chapter 7). Displaying 

her and her granddaughters' happiness may affirm and validate her ability to care. 

 

8.3 Stories about the kin carers' happiness  
The kin carers also told stories that constructed their happiness. These were often about 

what brought happiness, indicating the fieldwork group's heterogeneous nature. For some, 

these feelings manifested from time spent with their kin children and from having time 

away from them through engaging in self-chosen activities. As Lucy stated: 

It's just nice to do something that's a bit fun in a way and childish, and I think you do 
forget about everything else. I think we all need time out but sometimes it's hard for 
people. I like having a couple of hours to myself and just watch something on catch 
up on the TV. I just love that. So I think it's just about having time out for yourself 
and you forget about other things and you have a laugh. That's what it's about. 
(Lucy) 

 

Some kin carers suggested a relationship between these pleasurable opportunities and 

ideas of feeling better, enabling a form of 'self' repair. The notion of repair signifies the 

transformative nature of enjoyable experiences and thus is more likely to affect and 

change feelings and emotions, leading to a better sense of wellness. Self-repair stories 

often seemed to relate to kin carers feeling better equipped to maintain their caring tasks, 

particularly communication with external agencies, especially welfare services and 

schools, and their interactions with birth parents. 
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During the workshops and oral storytelling, the kin carers drew on photographs, artifacts 

and objects to display happy occasions and experiences. This included photographs on 

mobile phones, photographs displayed in frames, and objects such as children’s play 

equipment, like trampolines and swings. Rosemary, for instance, talked about buying an 

outside table and chair for her yard. Having these new objects brought her happiness 

because, as she explained: 

I sat there this morning and had me breakfast, it's just, I'm you know (laughing), just 
having that table and that's my time. So, I can sit there and I can sit there with me 
tea. Okay so it's not very warm at the minute but this morning I sat and had me 
breakfast and I could hear the birds and I knew Jack was upstairs and the phone 
was there sort of thing. (Rosemary) 

 

Leyla explained the importance to her of engaging in enjoyable moments and showing 

others her videos of dancing with friends: 

You need to recharge your batteries. How do you recharge your batteries? Me, by 
going out … I like singing. (Leyla) 

 

George claimed that sometimes he needed to 'get out, to get just a bit of a chill time ’. 

Anne found peace in gardening and invited me to see the plants in her greenhouse. 

During the mixed arts workshops, Rosemary and Jennifer found they shared a love of 

lavender plants and brought each other small lavender gifts, expressing emotions of 

pleasure. These were symbolically meaningful as they were gifted as restorative tokens of 

peace. In telling stories about their kinship families, the association between lavender 

plants and peace often manifested with peace being synonymous with feelings of 

happiness, as this example helps to show:  

Peace and the lavender. ‘Cos when I went to lavender fields, ah yeah, I've been to 
the lavender fields in Norfolk, and when we went, it’s got the smell of the 
lavender. (Rosemary) 
 
Did that make you feel peaceful? (Lucy) 
 
Peaceful yeah. (Rosemary) 
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You know what I used to do when Rosie was having a rage, pull me lavender plants 
to bits. (Jennifer) 
 
You were breathing in? (Kim) 
 
Yes. (Jennifer) 
 
Deep breaths, deep breaths. Get a lavender plant (laughing). (Lucy) 

 
 

While many shared stories of what brought them happiness, they also explained that 

these opportunities were rare. For example, Lucy mentioned her sister offering respite 

care but stated, 'so I mean, me sister’s really good but she'll only do it once or twice a 

year’. Chantelle referred to feeling happy when her granddaughter was happy: 

It was nice, I felt a bit emotional but I knew it wouldn't last long, I knew it would be, 
there's always a calm before a storm. (Chantelle) 

 

George and Anne said they enjoyed nights out with friends but that it 'rarely happened ’. 

The commonality of this finding suggested that the stories about their happiness were for 

an imagined audience, perhaps social workers. Therefore claims of everyday happiness 

may contradict stories about feeling overwhelmed with everyday life.   

  

Accounts about self-happiness were also about attending kinship caring groups, an 

activity that also served as time away from the children. Leyla, Rebecca, Jon and 

Francesca found attending groups and talking with other kinship carers valuable. Several 

people extended their comments about the groups. For instance, Francesca tells us a little 

more, saying, 'so [I] went to me first meeting; amazed, absolutely amazed and more so 

because I didn't feel alone'. Jennifer and Jon also found pleasure in being with other 

kinship carers. Jon said, 'you get more benefit from the people in the same boat' and 

suggested he felt their lives were understood and validated rather than judged. Further, 

George and Anne regularly attended a kinship group. Here they talk about their sense of 

enjoyment gained from participating: 
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Yeah, so ... sort of going to your group and the sitting round and being with like-
minded people who are sharing their stories together, it's that what supports you the 
most. Because we can have a laugh. (George) 

We always have a laugh and carry on don't we. Fantastic group. I think it's one of 
the best groups in the Northeast … It's happy, it's friendly isn't it. (Anne) 

 

Many of the stories they told (as mentioned above) indicated that their opportunities to 

engage socially with friends had significantly reduced since becoming kinship carers, 

which might explain why so many illuminated their enjoyment of meeting other familial 

carers in groups or at arranged play events for the children. George refers to being with 

'like-minded people,' inferring that the group represents a safe place where he and Anne 

can talk about their acts of kinship caring. Perhaps enjoyment in attending groups like 

these may come from the knowledge that exchanging stories about family practices allows 

them to negotiate mutual norms of kinship caring, enabling recognition and validation by 

others. This was noted within the fieldwork activity in both groups. Narratives about 

normative family practices appeared to be tested and negotiated with others in the group, 

often using humour and laughter (as referred to by Anne in her kinship group) to share 

family accounts. Kinship caring is still a relatively new phenomenon (in terms of state and 

legal endorsement, which formalise acts of caring); therefore, it may require testing with 

others who belong to the same socio-group. This can help establish normative family 

tasks that differ from other recognised family norms.  

 

Many of the narratives highlighted the pleasure they gained from being with the children, 

emphasising that it was not only the children's happiness that emerged in their enjoyable 

activities together. Leyla, for instance, referred to enjoying singing and dancing with her 

grandchildren, and Rebecca, Lucy and Francesca enjoyed joining in with children's play. 

Anne and George found pleasure in seeing their grandson engage socially with other 

children, and Jon told of his contentment in Adam's enjoyment of being outdoors in nature. 
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In this example, Jon explains why enjoyable activities may also have a secondary 

function: 

I'm an outdoors person anyway … I'd like to get Adam the same, but then again, 
we're back down to not just an enjoyable walk, it's telling him things, “where can you 
see the sea? Can you see the sea there? Can you see the rocks? Yes. Why would 
you go there?” So, it's giving him questions all the time because who else is going 
to teach? (Jon) 

 

Jon's good feelings are about spending time with Adam, but the account also displays his 

responsibility to use these shared occasions for educational purposes. Many of Jon's and 

Rebecca's accounts about Adam are about what they see as his different behavioural 

characteristics compared to other children, which they say affect his understanding of the 

world. This may explain the focus on enjoyable opportunities as helping Adam adjust to 

his everyday world. Together, stories of enjoyment and education can signal responsible 

and moral parenting to others. Jon's story helps to convey to others his commitment to 

caring for Adam, though it involves a level of seriousness even when pleasure is involved. 

This may be partly related to issues experienced throughout the assessment process 

when Jon and Rebecca felt threatened by welfare services practices. After attaining their 

private legal care order, they continued to worry that Adam could be removed from their 

care (Chapter 7). Therefore, Jon is perhaps demonstrating his suitability and right to care 

by displaying his loving and attentive relationship with Adam.    

 

Some kin carers like Chantelle, who cared for her young adult granddaughter, talked 

about happiness as being more nuanced when with their kin children. While her stories did 

not include overt happy experiences between them, some of her accounts verified how 

she drew on different ways to display her feelings of pleasure about their relationship with 

others. This was perhaps important, given that Chantelle's granddaughter, as mentioned 

in her backstory in Chapter 5, was in her early teens when Chantelle assumed her care 

and their relationship, she said, was often tense. Chantelle explained her regret about the 
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limited contact she had with her granddaughter before this; something she attributed to 

her experiences of living in a violent and abusive marriage for many years. After the death 

of her husband, Chantelle felt able to step in and offer support for her granddaughter, 

hoping to develop their relationship. However, when Chantelle's granddaughter, Natalie, 

turned eighteen, which happened during the research process, she returned to live with 

her birth mother. Nonetheless, as part of the mixed arts group, Chantelle drew on 

occasions in their time together to show others her relationship with her granddaughter. 

Here, for instance, Chantelle tells us about the different ways her granddaughter 

communicated with her after difficult times of conflict:   

It was when Natalie, I'd been through a bad time with her and they're like her 
forgiveness, she buys like, flowers and chocolates to say sorry … quite often she 
would get them … bought the chocolates ‘cos she knows I don't eat them 
(laughing), but yeah … and when things are a difficult time … it was nice, I felt a bit 
emotional … I post them on Facebook so my friends can see that … (Chantelle) 

That it's not all bad? (Rosemary) 

Yeah. Not all bad. (Chantelle) 

But we're going through a bad time she'll just take to her bedroom, and she'll draw 
me a picture like a rose as an apology because she can't say sorry. (Chantelle) 

She does it through her art? (Jennifer) 

Yes, through her art and she drew a picture and wrote Nana, I love you but no 
apology from her. (Chantelle) 

 

Chantelle's story highlights the value she places on her granddaughter's gifts as 

communication tools. Photographing and publicly displaying these gifts to others appears 

a prime way of showing others her granddaughter's love and seems to bring Chantelle a 

sense of pleasure. These communicative gifts are symbolic as they perhaps become a 

recognised family practice, carry significance, and can help to minimise and balance 

stories about difference and family conflict and that times are 'not all bad'. This is 

important to Chantelle, who discussed this concern with her neighbour: 

When it was a bad night with her, she would create, like what happened before she 
went away, throwing things, slamming doors and everything, and the neighbour 
said, “god, Chantelle, it was terrible the noise”. (Chantelle) 
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Therefore, publicly displaying these gifts seems important and can reinforce messages 

about positive relationships and evidence her granddaughter's feelings for her. In turn, 

these gifts may become allocated with happiness and can be shared with others as happy 

objects when photographed. However, despite the happiness these objects offer, they 

also likely remind Chantelle of feeling sad during difficult times, when her granddaughter 

expresses anger and sadness.  

   

8.4 Remembering and searching for signs of happiness 
 

Image 12: Good days and bad days by Rosemary (North East Kinship Carers & Hall, 2018) 

 

Stories pointed to happiness as fluid and dynamic, with kin carers moving between 

different states, which Rosemary referred to as 'good days and bad days' (North East 

Kinship Carers & Hall, 2018) (Image 12). For some, remembering good days was a 

strategy to employ when bad days were dominant. This could involve objects that invoke a 

sense of happiness and revisiting points in time for some. Rebecca, for example, 

remembered a trip out when Adam was young and described Jon as 'brilliant, poor soul' 

because he was with Adam, 'sitting there in the little dinky cars' (laughing). The dinky cars 

in this story become symbolic objects that are charged with happiness. That Jon was 
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prepared to look silly and experience discomfort to make Adam happy simultaneously 

elicited joy, empathy, sympathy and amusement.  

 

Another strategy involved revisiting significant points in time and attaching them to 

processes, as shown by Anne, who referred to a joyous moment in her memories when a 

social worker informed her that welfare services would no longer contest the special 

guardianship claim for her grandchildren. Anne explains more about the call: 

She [social worker] says, “it was just to give you a bit of good news”, I says “good 
news, what?” She says, “well we've had a look at the paperwork and everything” 
she says “and looked into it again” and she says “we've decided to give you the 
children” and I just started crying didn't I [to George]. “Thank you [ ], thank you very 
much I'm pleased you changed your mind”. (Anne) 

 

Anne retold this story several times during the fieldwork, signifying its importance to her. 

Revisiting it helped her to return to a happy state when feeling low. However, the narrative 

is also double-edged. It can also be understood as an account of the power relationship 

between Anne, George and the social workers, suggesting that welfare practices 

governed their happiness. The narrative additionally points to the commodification of 

children and the ways that they may be positioned as objects of exchange between adults 

as part of welfare services' ‘good news’ stories. Furthermore, it indicates that the 

'paperwork' becomes an object that invokes happiness. So, while about a process, this 

happy memory could also be seen as being about objects, in the sense that the social 

worker presented the children as gifts.  

  

For Anne, though, the story generates happiness in the present and symbolises the 

promise of future happiness. To Anne and George, this narrative was positive because it 

was a turning point in the problematic process of seeking permanency for their 

grandchildren. Anne's account suggests that this historic event promised happiness and 



232 
 

enabled her to imagine better things to come, the latter being another strategy for 

returning to a happy state. Finally, the narrative can also be read as being about reward 

for their work and perseverance in attempts to gain permanency for their grandchildren.  

 

Some stories revealed that the kin carers held doubts about children's happiness or 

children's feelings towards them as kinship carers. This required renegotiating their sense 

of identity as kinship carers, their everyday practices and their relationships with the 

children. Thus, they used the strategy of searching for signs in their everyday family 

practices. For example, Sandra explained that she was searching for signs to determine 

her granddaughter, Anna's feelings about growing up in kinship care. Part of this search 

involved using a song that Sandra and Leyla had written and recorded as part of the 

music group. In conversation with Anna, the most significant element of the song proved 

to be a line referring to the emotional labour of masking their unhappy feelings from 

others. In narrating this story, Sandra shares a conversation she had with Anna during a 

routine car journey:  

Well I played that song to my granddaughter [Anna] coming home from school last 
night, cos I've had it in me car all the time. Well she was listening to a pop record 
and I put it on and she says 'uhh I was listening to that other one; yours will be 
crap', she finished her song and then I put ours on I said 'listen to the words and 
see what you think'. She was listening and then she went 'oh sometimes I'm like 
that I sit in me bedroom and I feel like crying' and I said why? And she said 'I don't 
know I just feel like crying, you know when it says laughing instead of crying'. So 
yeah, she thought it was good and she says 'ah I like this'. (Sandra) 

 

In performing this story, Sandra impressed upon us the critical act of Anna revealing her 

feelings to her and suggested this led to her feelings of joy. Sandra performatively 

constructed this as a happy story rather than a sad one. In making this moment of 

connectivity with Anna visible, Sandra also displays her good relationship with her and her 

good parenting skills. Sandra's happiness may be in discovering more about her 

granddaughter's feelings but, entangled within this, Sandra may feel a sense of relief in 
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this act of trust and sharing by her granddaughter, reinforcing her sense of hope in this 

communication exchange. For Sandra, this might be even more salient because of her 

daughter's (Anna's mother) alcohol dependency, something she explains she now worries 

about for Anna. Her daughter's dependency resulted in life-changing health issues, 

leading to long-term hospitalisation. As mentioned in Sandra's backstory in Chapter 5, this 

is a story she keeps hidden because, as she says: 

I go to work and I don't even talk about it at work; some of them, they know … that I 
look after me granddaughter but they don't know the reasons behind it, fair enough 
I'm a kinship carer and anybody can be a kinship carer, but it's the way I became a 
kinship carer that I don't tell them. (Sandra) 

 

Many of the kin carers drew on opportunities during the fieldwork to talk about the 

circumstances that led to them assuming their young relatives' care. Sandra, however, 

was different and referred to herself as 'a private person', suggesting this was not an 

aspect of her life she usually shared with others. Not revealing this part of her life means 

that Sandra's relationship with her daughter becomes a hidden story; something she does 

not display to others, despite visiting her daughter each day in the hospital. This non-

display requires work to conceal her feelings of unhappiness from others and portray a 

happier self, as failing to do so may incur questions by others. This suggests that 

searching for happiness, at times, is about utilising emotional labour to help her manage 

the emotions and behaviours of others (Chapter 2), which can become an aspect of 

everyday practice.  

 

Strategies to search for signs of happiness were also about being alert to different 

communication methods (as noted by Chantelle). For example, Jennifer mentioned this 

when talking about her relationship with Rosie. Jennifer visits Rosie daily, but their 

relationship is often one of conflict. Jennifer explains that Rosie rarely expresses signs of 

love for her and her husband; however, Jennifer is attentive to signs from Rosie about her 
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feelings. In this story, it is Jennifer's birthday, and when visiting Rosie, she finds a birthday 

card addressed to her in the waste bin in Rosie's room:            

Well she never gives birthday cards but I walked out of there and she really did buy 
us a birthday card (laughing) … but the fact that she couldn't give us it, that's 
another matter but it did make us feel ah … there's a thought there. (Jennifer) 

 

Like Chantelle, who receives apologetic gifts from her granddaughter, Jennifer shows her 

knowledge and understanding of Rosie. She demonstrates that she can interpret Rosie's 

communicative intent despite their difference from the expected culturally normed 

emotional expressions of love, such as hugging. Jennifer's account makes her insightful 

reading of the situation visible to others and constitutes her as a responsible and attentive 

carer who understands Rosie's different ways of being. Yet, since Rosie no longer lives 

with Jennifer, she disclosed her sense of confusion about the right to retain her label of 

kinship carer during the fieldwork, as she explains:  

You see I'm like that now with the kinship carers, because I haven't got Rosie, I 
don't feel as if I fit in the same way as I did when I had ‘er. (Jennifer) 

You do, you do. But you've got that experience. (Lucy) 

 

Constructing these accounts with others from a similar socio-group may enable Jennifer to 

retain a sense of her kinship caring identity, and belonging to the group. Further, they 

create opportunities to engage in socio-group experiences. During the fieldwork, the other 

group members often positioned Jennifer as a provider of kinship caring knowledge and 

they appreciated her approach to solutions, which appeared to be a source of happiness. 

Here, Francesca and Rosemary reassured Jennifer when she doubted her kinship care 

group status: 

You’re not opinionated … you listen and try to guide them to the best way possible. 
You don't dictate. (Francesca) 

No I don't dictate. (Jennifer) 

No, you can tell, you sort of like, well what about … (Francesca) 

You ask. (Rosemary)  
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While this exchange may have comforted Jennifer in the group, confusion about her 

identity may also disrupt her happiness.  

 

8.5 Disrupted and lost happiness 
This section is about disruptions to happiness and lost happiness. All the kin carers 

shared narratives of disrupted happiness. Mostly, these were related to their involvement 

with welfare services, their feelings about the absence of support, and the children’s birth 

parents. For some, like Anne, these disruptions were persistent, as while the actual events 

were in the past, they negatively impacted her sense of contentment. Anne tells us about 

a photograph taken before her grandson went into foster care, before her granddaughter, 

Kayla, was born. She explains that when she was: 

Looking at photos that I've got on the computer and I thought: you know we look so 
happy the Christmas before Dereck was taken into care. (Anne) 

 

Anne perhaps draws on this photograph to evidence to others (and herself) of her 

normative family life before the abuse that led to Dereck’s removal from his mother. 

 

In another narrative, George indicates that their adult daughter's historic inaction in 

preventing and reporting the abuse is a blockage to their happiness. He said, 'all she had 

to do was the right thing, but she didn't do it and I just can't forgive her for that’. George 

feels that Dereck's mother's silence in not reporting and disclosing the abuse was 

unacceptable, and this non-action has painful memories. Like others, Anne and George at 

first concealed their daughter’s inaction from friends and neighbours, creating a different 

narrative to share publicly. Anne says that by doing so, 'little did they know what we were 

going through’, thus signifying that their acts of emotional labour were essential to mask 

their true feelings and construct their public story. The normative public narrative enabled 

recognition by others of their family as a socio-expected normative one. Many historical 
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stories about children's birth parents and ideas of disrupted happiness indicated that birth 

parents frequently became the hidden part of the family display.  

 

There were exceptions. Lucy and Francesca often talked about their adult sons, although 

Lucy's stories were about her sadness surrounding her son's death, as mentioned in her 

backstory in Chapter 5 and accounts in Chapter 7. Lucy used the tools of photographs to 

share narratives of her feelings about her son's death and to indicate the difference in her 

happiness. For example, Lucy showed us a photograph (Image 1, Chapter 4) she named 

'the lady on the swing' (North East Kinship Carers and Hall, 2018). Lucy said, 'as a kinship 

carer, that's how I feel at times; lonely and just out swinging on a limb’.  

 

In addition, Francesca talked about rebuilding her relationship with her adult son, which 

brought her a sense of happiness, 'with me son … I mean now they're at school, he can 

pop in’. However, her happiness relies on her son's compliance with the boundaries she 

has applied to ensure her granddaughter's safety. 'I'm still quite stringent with the contact’, 

therefore, like Lucy, happiness is complex and conditional.  

 

Other disruptions included caring for other relatives, as was the case for Rosemary and 

Rebecca. In addition, envisaging future disruptions could be disruptive. Jennifer and 

Marjory, for example, tell us that thinking about the future can disrupt their happiness 

because, as Jennifer says, she worries 'about if Rosie gets pregnant’, something Marjory 

says also occupies her everyday thoughts. As she explains, in a discussion with a friend: 

... she went “you'll end up with another one” and I went “I'll not” and she went “don't 
say that” she says “because I know for a fact you will” and she is right because we 
do sit and laugh about it ... She [daughter] did say that she wouldn't stop at two. 
(Marjory)   
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Although Marjory constructs this story as humorous, she returned to it several times, 

saying, 'it's always in the back of my mind … and I think: please don't, not today, not 

today’. Her concern here highlights her use of emotional labour in her interactions with her 

friend and in performing this story for others and herself. Emotional labour may work to 

convey a sense of ambivalence to others and thus conceal her level of disquietude. 

Marjory admits that while she tells others she will not care for another grandchild, she 

'would because I wouldn't want to see any of them in the care system’. Anne also thinks 

about this, although unlike Marjory, she tells us she definitely would not care for another 

grandchild. She explains that to say “no” means not seeing the newborn baby because 

'there is no way I could take on another one’. Anne was clear about her decision, yet she 

returned to this narrative during several fieldwork sessions, showing this is a future event 

that she regularly thinks about, disrupting her present-day happiness.  

    

Some stories exhibited that the practices that constructed the kin carers as belonging to a 

kinship family required emotional labour to hide this from others (as Sandra's story 

showed earlier). Leyla equally felt a need to hide her kinship family, albeit only in certain 

circumstances. Leyla's account demonstrates her sorrow about her daughter's continued 

drug dependency. As mentioned in her backstory in Chapter 5, Leyla attributes her 

daughter's ongoing illegal activity and their difficult relationship to the cause of her divorce 

and her 'single grandma' status. Leyla is anxious that her family practices threaten the 

future of her new relationship and, therefore, her happiness, as she explains: 

Now I'm having a new relationship, I don’t want him to know anything. So, he’s 
finding little snippets when it happens and he goes “eeh my god”, worse than 
Coronation Street, he starts to have a joke about it. I didn't know you had all them 
grandkids, but it's a laugh (laughing) ... but it's really hard, because if he finds out 
he'll walk and if he does, I'll be devastated. (Leyla) 

 

Leyla's account demonstrates her work to represent her family within westernised ideals of 

a normative one. In doing this, Leyla has omitted many aspects of her everyday life, 
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revealing only minor details. Leyla seems to worry that her familial relationships may be 

viewed within the dominant discourses around 'dysfunction' and 'difference’. To avoid this, 

Leyla does not display her family, resulting in her kinship-caring family becoming a hidden 

one. This emotional labour is necessary for Leyla to retain her sense of enjoyment 

regardless of her fears that her current relationship is unlikely to hold the promise of future 

happiness, again a way of thinking about potential future disruptions that challenge joy in 

the present.  

 

Stories that alluded to happy selves in the past showed that becoming a kinship carer 

symbolised aspects of lost happiness for some, implying that something they previously 

found pleasurable is lost in the act of kinship caring. Loss was also indicated regarding the 

promise of future happiness, for instance, through a lost retirement plan or the loss of a 

grandparenting identity. For some, the loss was a physical part of their lives, while for 

others, it occurred in the constructions constituting their kinship carer self. Marjory, for 

example, referred to the physical loss in the sense of losing 'a few friends', saying that 

because she was unable to arrange a 'babysitter then they've just like stopped asking now 

because I'll say “well you know I can't come out”, but they've stopped asking’. Anne and 

George's loss occurs in their performative narratives as parents and grandparents. Since 

becoming kinship carers, Anne says, 'we have nothing to do with her [children's birth 

mother], so really we are grieving for our daughter, aren't we'. George agrees and says 

they have 'lost a daughter', but even more, they have: 

Lost grandchildren because they're basically our children ... because you can't bring 
them up like grandparents and whatnot; you've got to bring them up as parents, so 
we've lost that as well. (George) 

 

The estrangement from their daughter disrupts their happiness, but Anne and George also 

construct their feelings of lost happiness from this separation. As parents, they are 

grieving for the former relationship they shared with their daughter. In losing their adult 
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child, they also lose their grandchildren and the promise of the future they might have 

shared with them in their grandparenting role. In Chapter 6, I explored the stories about 

using familial labels and their importance in the kin carers' lives. For Anne and George, 

the familial labels carry meaning, and each label constructs a set of socio-normative tasks. 

The changing dynamics of their family relationships mean that this different way of 'doing' 

family requires adjustment. Given that the 'role' of ‘kinship caring' appears less visible 

within westernised ideals of normative families, it is more problematic to recognise the 

required tasks. Additionally, tasks that are not well recognised may not carry the same 

socio-normative value as others. Consequently, George and Anne may feel that their 

tasks of kinship caring are less appreciated and understood by others and therefore hold 

less future value regarding their happiness.    

 

Narratives that reinforced the kin carers' reasons for persevering in caring for the children, 

even during difficult times, were significant across all accounts about kinship caring. The 

examples below highlight some of these reasons: 

Jack is the only thing that keeps me going and the unconditional love sort of thing; 
the good times I get off him, that's what keeps me going, ‘cos I could quite easily 
give up. (Rosemary) 

Yeah, but life is still good even though it's stressful. (Anne) 

No, I don't think I'm a boring granny, if anything they massively bring out my 
childhood; I think they keep me young. (Francesca) 

I mean at night, the granddads all take the kids and pick them up … they've got a 
football court just outside the school … and it does the kids good, and it's doing 
them good ‘cos the kids are playing football and the granddads are all: yap yap 
(laughing), so it's quite a social thing for Dave. (Lucy) 

In fact I was quite happy playing it (kinship care song) to her really, and I was 
saying, “listen to this”, we do it for love because sometimes they don't realise that's 
why we're doing it. They think: oh well, ‘cos they got nowhere else to go and I'm 
their grandma. It's not; it's ‘cos we do it for love and we want to keep them safe. 
(Sandra) 

 

These claims, while shared in the fieldwork space and spoken to an imagined audience, 

suggest that the love and happiness the kin carers gain from caring for children, even 
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when fleeting, can contribute to their feelings of resilience, reinforcing their perseverance 

in caring for children, often, as their stories suggest, during very challenging 

circumstances.  

 

8.6 Chapter summary  
The stories in this chapter showed that the kin carers performatively shared narratives 

about their and their kin children's happiness. Displaying children's happiness is 

meaningful and can help to signify several things to others, including children's repair from 

previous trauma, acts of protection, good parenting and their commitment to children. Kin 

carers also showed their close relationships and attunement to children and young 

peoples' different modes of communication. Happiness is also about kin carers' sense of 

self-repair and can be a reward following problematic assessment processes.  

 

Equally, to retain a sense of happiness means that there may be hidden parts of the family 

display. This is because dominant discourses around risk, child protection and 

'dysfunctional' families may result in certain family practices jeopardising family life. 

Therefore, the family may be viewed outside of the accepted culturally normative family. 

Hidden displays often included children's birth parents and the circumstances of assuming 

children's care. These hidden displays appeared purposeful in enabling the displaying of 

happier family times and relationships, something viewed as critical for children's wellness 

and opportunities for repair. In Chapter 9, I synthesise the findings from this and the 

previous findings chapters, and consider them in relation to theory and literature.    
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Chapter 9: Performative stories of kinship caring 

9.1 Introduction 
The findings discussed in this chapter show how the kin carers used family display and 

non-display to tell stories about their kinship family practices and how they made sense of 

and talked about ‘doing’ kinship families. In analysing the data, the existing theoretical 

frameworks were insufficient for the layers of data generated; therefore a new one was 

created. The newly constructed framework incorporates the combined family sociological 

theories of family practices (Morgan, 2006) and family displays (Finch, 2007). While this 

offered a practical, theoretical frame, it inadequately attended to the emotionality 

embedded within the stories made visible through the feminist post-structural lens. It was 

pertinent to extend the theoretical frame by introducing the concept of emotional labour 

(Hochschild, 2012) and Ahmed’s (2010, 2014) theory on emotionality. Drawing on feminist 

post-structural perspectives opened up different ways of seeing and thinking about the kin 

carers' stories of everyday life. Applying this novel theoretical model assisted in 

understanding the everyday lives of those bringing up relatives' children and offered an 

alternative lens that led to different ways of thinking about existing ‘traditional’ kinship care 

research (Chapter 2).  

 

This chapter discusses and demonstrates how the kin carers negotiated and re-negotiated 

the displaying and non-displaying of family practices, including during the pre-kinship care 

phase, and the role of the real and imagined audience in telling these stories to others. 

The discussion focuses on those family tasks that evidenced the displaying of good 

mothering and parenting practices, and those that evidenced the importance of children's 

happiness. Moreover, hidden family displays highlighted how displays of 'rupture and 

repair' are essential storytelling tools to counter non-normative family displays. 

Furthermore, the paradox of surveillance is storied as both supportive and intrusive in the 

kin carers' family lives.  
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9.2 Stories about displaying kinship caring family practices  
Telling stories enabled the kin carers to display the family practices that performatively 

constituted them as good parents and responsible families, and enabled them to resist 

non-normative family identities. Notably, the stories depict children's right to happiness. 

The findings showed that happiness was viewed as compensatory for children's early 

adversity and held the potential for repair from trauma, thus enabling the children to 

flourish in their care. In turn, this ameliorated the kin carers' sense of happiness.  

 

9.2.1 Stories about constituting and displaying the good parent and the responsible 

family 
The findings in this research showed that the kin carers’ parenting responsibilities 

exceeded those identified as 'normative' parenting tasks in two ways. First, many of the 

kin carers responded to their adult children's needs before and after being given legal 

guardianship of the children. It is important to note that these tasks once again exceed 

those viewed as the socio-normative support given to adult children and involved 

navigating a complex set of tasks, while managing a web of intense emotionality. Second, 

as kinship carers, while some parenting tasks were storied within the realms of 

'normativity’, like taking children to school, others fell outside the typical normative 

categories. For example, organising and facilitating children's visits with birth and step-

parents, and for some, managing children's intense emotional expressions following their 

experiences of trauma. Many of the kin carers’ stories demonstrated this when, before 

becoming kinship carers, they responded to their adult children’s needs by increasingly 

providing care for children, buying food and gifting money. Most fulfilled tasks that stretch 

the boundaries of those assigned to 'normative' parenting expectations and illustrate the 

higher level of parenting intensity than that reported in parenting literature. However, while 

this higher parenting intensity might resonate with other family forms, for example, the 

sandwich generation, where parents care for their children and older relatives or those 

with ill health (Coontz, 2016), the findings showed there was a difference. Many stories 
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indicated a dual family parenting context, where the kin carers parented their adult 

children and their grandchildren (or niece) and cared for older relatives or relatives with ill 

health or differing abilities (Chapters 5 and 6). This family context added a layer of caring 

to the notion of the sandwich generation, further stretching the notion of non-normative 

family boundaries.    

 

The kin carers' accounts of family practices emphasised their awareness of the socio-

cultural norms embedded within socially constructed ideals of family and parenting. Their 

parenting stories suggested intensification of parenting, where providing for children's 

needs was central to everyday tasks. This finding resonates with literature that highlights 

an increased cultural parenting expectation where parents are positioned as needing to be 

ever more responsive to children (Pedersen, 2012; Ribbens McCarthy, Hooper and 

Gillies, 2014; Faircloth and Murray, 2015). However, the 'parenting' encapsulated in the 

literature refers to the socio-normative 'traditional' type, where children of the next 

generation are parented. 

 

The findings highlighted that despite the acknowledgment of their increased parenting 

intensity, the kin carers constituted and measured themselves within normative parenting 

ideals. It is helpful to draw on Butler's (1993) theory of performativity here to understand 

how being cognisant of socio-norms enables the constitution of 'normative' (or non-

normative) selves to others. Performativity 'works precisely by citing norms and 

conventions that already exist' (idem, p. 13). So while the stories constituted the kin carers 

in parenting tasks, the reiteration of different parenting practices revealed those that 

exceed the norm. This illustrates how the reiteration of dominant and socio-normative 

narratives about parenting positions families differently when their everyday normative 

tasks do not echo those of the privileged nuclear family model. Butler (1990) initially 
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disregarded the element of choice in what we include in our narratives to others and how 

we constitute ourselves and our families. However, Butler (1999) revised this thinking and 

accepts that in performing and constituting our identities, we bring an element of choice to 

that which we perform to others. Nevertheless, she maintains that even with this partial 

choice, we continue to perform within rules of socio-cultural norms of identity, which 

means that we may ‘mis-perform’ (even when self-selected) and as such, these 

performances may be mis-recognised by others, especially where they do not subscribe to 

the same socio-normative values. The theory of ‘family display’ (Finch, 2007) is useful 

here to understand the performativity of family life by focusing on what is selected and de-

selected for display (and what is mis-recognised), and offers insight into the imagined 

audience of those telling their stories.   

 

It was clear from the data that the kin carers were aware that parenting practices are of 

great interest and potential concern to audiences within and outside familial relationships. 

This was demonstrated by what they included in their family displays and what they did 

not. This resonates with the concept that the internal policing of relationships is required to 

achieve normativity, which Rose (1999, p. 131) refers to as a ‘normalising technology’. 

Significantly, this comes into play when family practices are at risk of being mis-

recognised by others as non-normative (Butler, 1990, 1993). The stories indicated the kin 

carers' cognisance that how they displayed their families to others is important. This is 

likely because of the broader acknowledgment that socio-normative parenting standards 

are measured and regulated through public and state gaze (May, 2008; Lahad and May, 

2021). The kin carers’ stories highlighted their familiarity with the public (and private) 

moralising gaze and incorporated this within the parenting stories. For example, most kin 

carers felt judged by others regarding their parenting practices, including by their other 

adult children, extended family and professional workers across various agencies and 

institutions. 
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The awareness of the moralising gaze perhaps makes it more critical to display successful 

family practices. Displaying successful relationships with others and having them 

recognised as 'family' can be particularly important when children are removed from 

parental care. The stories indicated how the kin carers selected to display their family and, 

importantly, their tasks of good parenting. The family practices 'displayed' by the kin 

carers were changeable depending on whether the stories related to the intra-familial 

support given to children and their parents before the children moved into their care, which 

I call pre-kinship caring tasks; or after they assumed children's permanent care. Murray 

and Barnes' (2010) family typology is helpful here (Table 13). Murray and Barnes 

analysed 26 governmental policy family documents and categorised four family types 

based on how families were positioned and discussed within the documents. Overall, they 

found that the policies drew on normative nuclear heteronormative ideals of a family, with 

women viewed as the primary carer for children. This normative family discourse was 

used as the benchmark to categorise other family forms.  

 

The findings in this study indicated that when using this typology, the kin carers’ pre-

kinship care stories appeared to fall into the socially excluded family (Table 13), when 

tasks appeared hidden from those inside and out of family relationships. Mainly, however, 

constructions represented the responsible family and the resourceful or risk-managing 

family, where families take responsibility to care for, love and protect children, and take 

responsibility for their happiness and improved wellbeing. The responsible family 

discourse sits within the rhetoric of families as individually and morally responsible for 

familial relationships. Such families are also seen as making wise decisions, including 

deciding to care for relatives. 
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Table 13 Murray and Barnes (2010) family typology. 

Family type Explanation 

The social 

excluded family 

• Based on families who become socially excluded and are therefore 

more likely to engage in anti-social behaviour. 

• Families are viewed as vulnerable and in need of access to services 

to reconnect families with communities and to services to prevent 

family breakdown. 

The anti-social 

family 

• Socially excluded families become associated with risky behaviours 

that are threatening to wider society. 

• Families are viewed as either ‘‘good’ or ‘bad’’ (P.538). 

The responsible 

family  

• This family has empowered parents who take responsibility for 

others within the family. 

• They make informed choices about their family welfare. 

• They provide care for relatives  

• As carers, they take responsibility for their health so they can 

continue to care. 

• They ensure improved outcomes for ‘children whose life chances are 

seriously undermined by the chaotic and unstable families into which 

they are born’ (Cabinet Office, 2009, NP). 

The resourceful 

family/the risk-

managing family 

• This model constructs a family haven of nurture, safety, resilience, 

and happiness. 

 

The data revealed that the kin carers had conflicting feelings in assuming children's care. 

There was a moral dichotomy in accounts. On one hand, narratives resonated with other 

research that depicted familial care as being in children's best interests, because children 

can retain their familial and cultural heritage when cared for by relatives (Broad, 2001; 

Peters, 2005), again a reference to the responsible family model. Coupled with this was a 

general mistrust of alternative stranger care, which supports similar findings (Selwyne et 
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al., 2013; Tarrant et al., 2017; Hilla, Gilligan and Connelly, 2020). These thoughts 

overlapped with awareness about the significant changes affecting their life plan, 

highlighting a sense of ambivalence in assuming the children's care.  

 

The dichotomy storied by many is perhaps underpinned by an internalising of the 

responsible family and the individualisation thesis. This is further reinforced through 

popular discourses of families as both problem and solution, whereby relatives are 

perceived as a 'reserve army' (Hilla, Gilligan and Connelly, 2020, p. 5), who can step in to 

care for children when parenting difficulties manifest. The issue here is that reinforcing 

these dominant narratives through policy and practice negates the broader structural 

factors that intersect with everyday family life, within which families exist. Stories about 

familial responsibility signified that the kin carers had internalised the individualisation 

thesis and viewed the children and birth parents as their responsibility. The findings 

indicated that they viewed themselves as responsible for their 'autonomous' family. This 

relied on embedded culturally normative family values sustained through everyday 

practices. 

 

Again, performativity usefully reminds us that once accepted and embedded, social norms 

influence self-regulatory behaviour in public spaces (Butler, 2009). This requires regular 

attendance to ensure the correct performance of expected norms. As Butler states: 

Performativity must be understood not as a singular or deliberate "act", but, rather, 
as the reiterative and citational practice by which discourse produces the effects 
that it names (1993, p.xii). 

 

Butler refers to the repetitive everyday acts that signify people to others within a given 

category, such as carer. Furthermore, although each reiteration will produce something 

new, it will continually affirm to others that a person belongs (or not) within a category and 
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will also constitute them within the assigned label for that category, making them 

recognisable to others. Failing to perform to particular category norms risks others viewing 

them as false. As such, constituting oneself as a carer within a responsible family may 

mean telling stories to others about deciding to care for relatives. This was reflected in 

how accounts about deciding to care for children formed a strong theme running through 

the narratives. 

 

Taking a 'display' perspective, however, suggests that the kin carers selected the parts 

about their caring decisions they wished others to see. Display theory proffers that the 

acceptance of a family display as being successful relies on showing others good familial 

relationships, which may be jeopardised by stories of regret about their caring decisions. 

Avoiding this relies on the stories about sadness for their 'lost future' to be balanced with 

responsible, caring decisions. While most stories evidenced this balancing, a minority of 

kin carers challenged this by suggesting their kin children may have experienced a better 

life had they been adopted outside the family. However, the kin carers' concerns were 

about the children's connection with their birth mothers rather than about their own ability 

to parent the children. As such, it was noted that these stories about making the wrong 

caring decisions reinforced images of their good parenting and therefore managed to 

achieve a successful family display.    

 

The kin carer's stories, emerging from times of family change, potential marginalisation 

and crisis, highlighted many instances of successful family displays, addressing Finch's 

(2007) question about whether display occurred more during periods of crisis, change and 

marginalisation. Kinship care families perhaps epitomise Finch's thesis because their 

relationship changes often manifest during a crisis. Many kin carers drew on happy stories 

to supplement their displays about good parenting and responsible happy families. 
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However, this remains related to how parenting discourses function as mechanisms for 

social control and a need to perform to particular category norms. This creates a tension, 

as noted above, visible in the ambivalence of some narratives. It is also significant that 

this intersects with constructions of class, as middle-class parenting discourses are 

dominant in social work policy and practice (Murray and Barnes, 2010; Gupta et al., 2018). 

Consequently, state monitoring focuses more on working-class and marginalised families 

(Gupta et al., 2018), like those of kin carers, placing such families at greater risk of state 

intervention.   

 

9.2.2 Stories displaying children's happiness  
Stories that displayed children's happiness also signified kin carers' acts of good 

parenting. While threaded throughout all accounts of kinship caring, emotionality was 

visibly displayed within narratives about children's happiness. The findings in this research 

echo Morgan's (1996, 2011) claims that in telling stories about family practices, the kin 

carers actively constituted the 'doing' of relationships. Furthermore, they support both 

Morgan's (2011) and Ahmed's (2014) position that paying attention to daily practices can 

reveal the entanglement of emotionality. Paying attention to the everyday ameliorated 

understanding of what emotions do as part of those practices. To gain a theoretical 

understanding of this, I turn to Ahmed (2014, p. 200), who proposes that telling stories that 

convey the activeness of emotionality reveals sites of justice and injustice of an injury. 

Injury, in its broadest sense, is about ‘feeling injured by others’ (Ahmed, 2014, p. 31) 

physically, socially, politically, and emotionally, and in turn, this leads to feelings of hurt 

because of these injustices. The activeness of emotionality in storytelling that reveals 

these injurious sites means emotions are not passive but can move about, rise and affect 

those who listen to the stories. In exploring injury, Ahmed (2014) refers to it as belonging 

to collective bodies within communities. As a concept, it can usefully be applied to 

consider other sites of injuries that lead to injustices. The kin carers' stories pointed to 
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injuries that belonged to children following their experiences of trauma and abuse. For 

some children, this was about time spent in non-related foster care. Injury also belonged 

to the kin carers, stemming from their involvement with local authorities and social 

workers, particularly during assessment activity. The stories showed that in paying 

attention to the emotionality, the sites of justice and injustice of injuries that mattered to 

the kin carers were exposed. Furthermore, Ahmed suggests that the telling of injuries, 

injustices and justice can lead to feelings of restoration and healing. However, the 

therapeutic value only occurs when stories are listened to by others, again emphasising 

the importance of the audience. 

 

Stories specifically about children's happiness also communicated children's right to 

happiness. Happiness currently appears to be of national interest in the Annual Population 

Survey (Office for National Statistics, 2022b), which includes measuring levels of 

happiness, and has been carried out to determine and compare the personal wellbeing of 

those aged 16 and over. In addition, understanding what brings children happiness was 

explored in the Children's Commissioner's (for England) report on the ‘Big Ask’ project 

(2021). As part of a national survey, children were asked about their happiness levels 

around, for example, family, education and mental health. The report claims that 'family 

forms a fundamental pillar of children's lives, and of their happiness' (Children's 

Commissioner, 2021, p. 8). However, while this claim incorporates children living in all 

areas of England and from all identity groups, children growing up in state care, such as 

non-related foster care, are discussed in a different section, positioning them as different 

from children in the 'general' population. It is unclear if children growing up in relative care 

are included in this section; however, the literature on kinship care frequently compares 

children's experiences living in relative care with children living in state care. Separating 

children from the general group may signify that these children's opportunities for 

happiness are of different importance to policymakers. Moreover, literature that focuses 
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on measuring and evaluating kinship children's emotional wellbeing frequently links 

children's emotional wellness and the quality of kinship carers' parenting capacity (Farmer, 

2009a; Brown and Sen, 2014; Wade et al., 2014; Wellard et al., 2017). Returning to 

Murray and Barnes’ family typology (Table 13), we can see the emphasis on securing 

children’s happiness for the ‘resourceful and risk managing’ family. Thus, it perhaps 

becomes important for kin carers to display children's happiness (and good parenting) to 

others, mainly when their adult children are held accountable for their children's trauma 

and adversities, and are seen as having placed their happiness and wellbeing in jeopardy.   

    

Kin carer stories that displayed children's happiness therefore had important functions. 

They also showed how kin carers' feelings of happiness were positively affected by that of 

the children. Moreover, these accounts pointed to the injury and injustice of children's 

former lives and trauma, with happiness signifying the justice gained from being in their 

care. It is useful to use an example here to show how these stories signified injury, 

injustice and justice. Rebecca’s stories about her grandson, Adam, indicated her sense of 

injustice for Adam’s trauma and her own experience during the legal and assessment 

process. Her emotions intersect with Adam’s in her stories, when she signifies the value of 

happiness in their lives. Adam's 'terrible start' is the injury and injustice, and his now 

happier life became a sign of justice. Adam's happy emotions rise and affect Rebecca, 

who is similarly affected, signified through her claim 'just to see him', indicating the 

pleasure she takes in witnessing his happiness. When we exchange our happiness for 

those we love, Ahmed (2010) purports that seeing their happiness can bring about new 

feelings of happiness in ourselves. Rebecca's stories about this time tell us that in 

agreeing to care for her grandson, she changed her future life plans and subjected herself 

to rigorous assessments and invasive house inspections by social workers. While 

Rebecca displayed her sense of happiness in caring for Adam, her accounts challenge 
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Ahmed's claim somewhat, as her happiness was partial, and fluctuated in many of her 

other accounts, dependent on her family display or non-display about her life.   

 

The findings demonstrated that having others listen to their stories of justice and injustice 

afforded the kin carers a temporal sense of healing (or repair). This was evidenced in the 

arts-based workshops, when the kin carers compared their feelings before and after each 

session. For example, Jennifer arrived at one session unsure if she would stay because of 

feeling overwhelmed with her everyday life. Towards the end of the session, when 

questioned by another kin carer, she informed us she felt 'over the moon’, stating she was 

pleased she had stayed. Clearly, this transformative feeling is likely related to the social 

aspect of arts-based participatory research. However, the evidence from the fieldwork 

evaluations demonstrated that the kin carers gained a sense of therapeutic feeling from 

their storytelling. It is reasonable to suggest that this is also about the kin carers' imagined 

audience, the imagined travelling of their stories, and their potential to instigate change. 

This reinforces Ahmed's (2014) claim that telling stories about injustice and justice can 

bring about therapeutic feelings and lead to a sense of emotional repair.  

 

It was evident from the data that stories of children's happiness were layered with 

meaning. Kin carers spoke of children's justice and indicated some form of repair from the 

injury received. Additionally, they displayed good parenting by showing the character of 

their relationships with children. It is perhaps significant that they equally displayed acts of 

protection. Arguably, this appeared necessary, because of the kin carers' relationship with 

the birth parents and as a mechanism for responding to criticism from social workers, that 

they had failed to enact child protection measures. These narratives support the view that 

the ideals of the happy family centre on the discourse of good parenting and that 'at times 

of crisis, the language of happiness acquires an even more powerful hold' (Ahmed, 2010, 
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p. 8). The kin carers each highlighted the familial crisis that led to them bringing up their 

relative's children, and some relayed the doubts social workers held about their ability to 

provide adequate and safe parenting. This also means that the language of happiness 

acquires greater meaning, particularly when incorporated with acts that display children's 

safety and protection, often included in stories about visits and rare holidays with the 

children.  

 

The narratives about children's happiness displayed to others their good family and 

parenting practices and their actions to safeguard children. This seemed especially 

important when doubts were raised about their parenting capacity. These professional 

doubts are reflected in the extensive literature that questions kinship carers' quality of 

parenting and ability to provide children with safe, nurturing care (Brown and Sen, 2014; 

Wade et al., 2014; Harwin et al., 2019a). Moreover, these doubts are documented within 

family policy, which claims that responsible families take action to ensure children’s safety, 

happiness and better outcomes, particularly when children have experienced life trauma 

(Table 13).  

 

Furthermore, the relationship between kinship carers and children is of concern to many, 

including Wade et al. (2014), who in discussing the assessment process for special 

guardians, highlight the importance of assessing the emotional bond between relative 

carers and children. Therefore, to attain legal permanency of children's care relies on 

kinship carers proving their close relationship, warmth and parenting qualities, and how 

they adapt parenting, to convince a court of law of their adequacy to care for children. 

According to the Public Law Working Group: 

The court will need to be satisfied that the prospective carer has come to 
understand the nature of the child's needs and development and where this is the 
case, the complexity of their needs and development and the adjustments that they 
have made to their parenting the child (2020, p. 20).  
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This highlights that relative carers must take steps to adjust their parenting to the needs of 

children and show evidence of doing this. Therefore, opportunities to display children's 

happiness and good parenting, in addition to showing practices taken to ensure children's 

safety, are perhaps more crucial than non-kinship caring parenting practices. 

 

Families are socially regulated (Rose, 1999), and the powerful moralising gaze within and 

outside familial relationships, including state surveillance, worked to regulate the 

displaying of family practices during the fieldwork, despite this being after the assessment 

period. Children's safety and wellness are critical, yet the kin carers narratives tell us that 

they received reiterated messages about risk, child protection, emotional wellbeing and 

parenting capacity. This research therefore highlights that because of the myriad 

messages overtly and covertly conveyed to kinship care families, displaying children's 

happiness (and acts of protection) through narratives about family practices is critical. Not 

doing so risks being seen as an irresponsible family. Returning to Murray and Barnes’ 

(2010) typology of families (Table 13), if families cannot display responsible acts that 

include good parenting and provision for children’s safety, happiness and improved 

wellness, there is a chance of being re-categorised as a socially excluded or anti-social 

family. This can lead to further marginalisation and stigmatisation of family types.  

 

As discussed in Chapter 2, parents receive messages that construct ideals about 

expected 'normative' parenting, that contribute to shaping socio-cultural parenting norms 

(Rose, 1999; May, 2008). Likewise, I argue that as kinship carers progress through the 

assessment and legal process, they receive both nuanced and direct communication 

about parenting expectations. This includes the importance of demonstrating their 

emotionality towards children and taking responsibility for their safety, development and 

wellness. Furthermore, the importance of protecting children is firmly woven through the 
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fabric of the assessment and legal processes. This web of communication therefore 

creates specific expected 'normative' tasks that exceed those delineated as socio-

normative parenting practices. This is problematic when kinship carers continue to be 

evaluated and assessed against 'normative' parenting standards. The findings in this 

research suggest this places higher expectations on their parenting ability, making 

normative standards more challenging for the kin carers to achieve. It was also evident 

that their everyday tasks entailed more diverse practices in caring for children than those 

undertaking non-kinship care parenting.     

 

Therefore, stories that display children's happiness to others are important ways to 

demonstrate parenting capacity, but furthermore, display a level of repair to children's 

wellness following their past adversities. These stories are about justice and showing the 

ability to care to various audiences. 

 

9.3 Stories about pre-kinship care: displaying familial rupture and 

repair  
The research findings illustrated that the pre-kinship caring time is a critical aspect of 

kinship caring stories. Significantly, the term ‘kinship care’ has come to signify the period 

when children move into their relatives' homes, leading to the distinction between the 

children’s birth family and the kinship care family as separate family forms (Roth et al., 

2011; Wijedasa, 2015). The findings in this research show that ‘kinship care’ begins during 

the phase when relatives engage in caring and monitoring tasks for the birth parents and 

children before they assume children's full-time care. This means there is a difference in 

understanding between what the relatives viewed as kinship caring tasks and what is 

typically reported. The invisibility of the pre-kinship tasks means a substantial part of 

family practices are left out of the kinship care debate. Moreover, while I have referred to 
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this as ‘pre-kinship care’ to distinguish between where and with whom children live, the kin 

carers’ stories stretch the boundaries of the ascribed kinship care label. Rather than think 

of two phases, we can instead think about a more fluid family form that does not need to 

be categorised into fixed, stable and separate family identities. Doing so may reduce the 

emphasis on the normative family as one that exists as a distinct unit and instead, we can 

think about the diversly different ways of ‘doing’ family. This is important and could 

potentially lead to greater visibility of family practices and relationships and, in turn, if 

viewed as a normative way of ‘doing’ family, families may gain support when (and how) 

they want it for their families. 

     

The data show that kin carers’ early work of intra-familial support tasks were undertaken 

away from the public gaze, often remaining hidden from others inside and out of familial 

relationships, mainly when birth parents encountered difficulties parenting their children. 

Most kin carers stepped in to provide a wide range of support to the birth parents. 

Important to note is the longevity of this support, which lasted one to eight years before 

the children moved permanently into their homes, showing the kin carers' substantial 

investment in caring for both the parents and children. 

 

The way these stories were told and displayed during the fieldwork indicated that family 

disruption occurred in the past, during the pre-kinship caring tasks. The stories about 

disruption were combined with stories displaying children and their own 'improved' health 

and wellness in the present or more recent past, so overall, these became stories about 

'rupture and repair'. Telling these stories together is important, because the 'repair' acts as 

the normalising factor of the display.  
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The findings show that the kin carers were aware that doing pre-kinship caring tasks to 

support parenting practices was overstepping an invisible cultural grandparenting 

boundary and threatened to disrupt their normative family display. This was evidenced by 

the stories about their other adult children's 'normative' family life, which offered a 

comparative view of the tasks they undertook to support these families. The hidden nature 

of the pre-kinship tasks kept them from public view, suggesting that the kin carers 

understood that, if displayed and misrecognised by others as 'non-normative', they risked 

the 'othering' of their family. This finding resonates with literature that argues that socially 

constructed grandparenting norms influence socio-normative acceptable levels of 

involvement in adult children’s parenting, which is bound up in social expectations of 

grandparents ‘being there and not interfering' (Mason, May and Clarke, 2007, p. 46). 

Mason, May and Clarke also suggest that grandparents risk criticism by others that they 

have failed to adequately prepare their children for parenting if problems occur in their 

adult children’s families, which may ‘potentially damage their reputations as good parents’ 

(idem, p.694). However, with increasing numbers of dual-earning full-time working 

parents, it appears that contemporary grandparenting entails greater childcare and 

domestic responsibility to support adult children and their families (Hossain, Eisberg and 

Shwalb, 2018). Therefore, it is likely that grandparents interfere more in family life than 

previously suggested, something Tarrant et al. argue more likely reflects contemporary 

‘realities of grandparents in everyday life’ (2017, p. 353). However, the kin carers' stories 

highlight that the tasks they assume for adult children and grandchildren differ from those 

frequently reported as grandparent practices in the general population.  

 

However, when the kin carers did not engage in these tasks, this was viewed as a missed 

stage in their kinship life. Indeed, the findings show these family practices were viewed as 

critical for establishing a close relationship with the children and as a source of protection 

against familial harm from parents. Therefore, while these tasks were storied as hidden 
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and problematic, they were seen as a significant aspect of kinship care and thus viewed 

as equally problematic if absent from kinship family practices. This illustrates that although 

these tasks were not displayed to others, perhaps to avoid misrecognition, which can lead 

to family blame and stigmatisation, they were valued as part of the kinship care story.  

   

It is helpful to consider that the kin carers maintained the invisibility of this pre-kinship 

work as a form of resistance to incurring a stigmatised social position and equally resisting 

state involvement. The current model of social work exists in a risk and child protection 

paradigm that looks to the family as individually responsible rather than investigating 

broader social harms, for example, poverty, unemployment and inadequate housing 

(Bywaters et al., 2016; Quaid, Hugman and Wilcock, 2022; Featherstone et al., 2018a, 

2018b; Gupta et al., 2018). Featherstone et al. (2018b, p. 4) refer to a ‘child protection 

story’ (Table 14) in which policy and practice operate by negating these harms, particularly 

poverty, something Morris et al. refer to as ‘the elephant in the room’ (2018, p. 364).  

 

Table 14 Child protection story (Featherstone et al., 2018b, p.4) 

The child protection story 

The harms children and young people need protecting from are normally located within 

individual families and are caused by actions of omission or commission by parents and/or other 

adult caretakers 

These actions/inactions are due to factors ranging from poor attachment patterns, dysfunctional 

family patterns, parenting capacity, faulty learning styles or poor/dangerous lifestyle choices 

The assessment of risk and parenting capacity is ‘core business’ and interventions are focused 

on effecting change in family functioning 

Developing procedures, expert risk assessment and multi-agency working are central to 

protecting children 
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If broader social issues are ignored, families become viewed as individually accountable 

for their difficulties, leading to claims of families living what are described as ‘complex 

lives’ (Broad, 2007; Wellard, 2011; Selwyn et al., 2013). Crossley (2022) argues that 

applying the term ‘complex’ reinforces family blame. Instead, he proposes thinking in 

terms of ‘social harms’, which he suggests involves various forms of harm, including 

‘relational’ (2022, p. 31). Social exclusion, for instance, is a form of relational harm, as is 

misrecognition, which is about others’ perceptions of marginalised groups, such as 

families who are misrecognised and labelled as ‘troubled families’. The invisible pre-

kinship work carried out before children moved into their relatives' care can be seen as a 

form of social exclusion imposed on kin carers through problematic state policies and 

practices that view broader social issues as the family's problem to fix. The kin carers' 

stories indicated that they had adopted a 'problem and solution' perspective to their pre-

kinship care work. This was shown in how the stories positioned the parents. Mostly, the 

children's mothers were the problem and the kin carers the solution, with the responsibility 

to overcome the issues. Adopting a ‘problem and solution’ perspective is problematic, as it 

can result in parents, especially mothers, being blamed for their social difficulties. Kin 

carers perhaps did not display these tasks to others to avoid misrecognition, leading to 

family blame and stigmatisation.  

 

9.3.1 Stories about pre-kinship care: Conceptualising the good mother and parent 
The data revealed that the stories in which the kin carers constituted their essentialist 

caring identities seemed embedded within internalised gendered discourses of the natural 

and responsible mother. While George and Jon equally constituted themselves as 

responsible, moral and natural parents, the stories about birth parents strongly indicated 

an internalising of popular discourses about maternal responsibility and mothers imbued 

with innate maternal instincts of love, care and attentiveness. This was most visible in the 

minority of stories that were told about birth fathers. It was also notable that when fathers 

were mentioned, they were held less accountable than birth mothers for inadequately 
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providing for children's care. These findings support other feminist literature that makes 

visible dominant discourses of motherhood, where mothers are viewed as more morally 

responsible for children's upbringing than fathers (Muncie and Wetherell, 2003; Segal, 

2003; May, 2008; Few-Demo, Lloyd and Allen, 2014; Kaestle, 2016). Moreover, it concurs 

with research, highlighting that mothers rather than fathers are most often blamed when 

children do not conform to societal norms (May, 2008; Lahad and May, 2021). The 

findings in this study illustrated that telling stories about their adult daughter's lack of 

intrinsic maternal qualities enabled a form of resistance from being held accountable by 

others for their adult daughters' ‘unsuccessful' parenting. May's conceptualising of moral 

motherhood is pertinent here, as she states: 

Being a 'good' mother is particularly important for a successful moral presentation of 
self and it is indeed questionable whether a 'bad' mother (or a mother who could not 
show herself to be 'good') could claim a moral self (2008, p. 471). 

 

These narratives are helpful when, as mentioned, popular discourse around good 

mothering jeopardises grandmothers' successful parenting displays. Lahad and May 

(2021, p. 1012), in their research about aunthood (particularly non-parental aunts), 

suggest that grandparents have a higher moral responsibility than aunts to intervene when 

birth parents are perceived as inadequately caring for children. This is likely linked to 

norms of good parenting, where parents who fail to show normative parenting practices 

may signify to others that their parents have not prepared them well enough for the 

parenting tasks. Therefore, grandparents may feel a stronger moral duty than siblings to 

intervene in parenting practices. However, as an aunt kinship carer, Jennifer equally 

showed a moral self in surveying and maintaining her brother and sister-in-law’s parenting 

practices. Unlike the aunts in Lahad and May’s study, Jennifer is a mother and 

grandmother. However, she also constructed herself as a natural carer who frequently 

nurtures and cares for others, constituting an essentialist caring identity and showing a 

moral maternal self. Nevertheless, dominant discourses of maternal blame may go some 

way to explain the volume of kinship care literature that evaluates the parenting capacity 
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of women carers (more than men), but most notably grandmothers who bring up relatives' 

children (Wade et al., 2014; Hunt, 2018; Harwin et al., 2019a). 

The findings in this research showed that in the temporal telling of these stories, the kin 

carers were likely mindful of the multiple audiences that may hear these maternal 

accounts. Thus, telling stories of repair and children's flourishing and having these stories 

validated by others relied on showing themselves in a moral parenting light. The findings 

highlighted that in telling stories and displaying familial practices of rupture and repair, the 

kin carers drew on a child-centric, risk, and child protection narrative to present their 

responsible moral parenting self. Child protection services that pay close attention to risk 

rather than reunification (Morris et al., 2017; Featherstone et al., 2018a; Gupta et al., 

2018) make it difficult to tell other stories. There were gaps in narratives, however, 

including the lived experiences of birth parents, children and extended family. Additionally, 

policies and practices that continue to adopt a narrow view of family, rather than viewing 

families as diversely fluid, constrain how relatives can talk about children's parents.  

 

9.3.2 Stories about state (non) involvement 
The findings showed that maintaining the invisibility of the pre-kinship caring tasks was 

also about keeping the powerful state gaze away. None of the stories included receiving 

external support, and they constructed their work as labour intensive and emotionally 

complex. Stories also pointed to kin carers feeling isolated from their external world. This 

isolation is perhaps in part is about the kin carers' awareness of intergenerational abuse 

discourse. As outlined in Chapter 2, this discourse rests on the premise that parents who 

enact violence or neglect their children's needs have experienced traumatic childhoods 

(Brown and Sen, 2014; Lanyado, 2019), and social workers may consciously or 

unconsciously assume this when working with relative carers (Peters, 2005). In this 

discourse, grandparents become seen as accountable for their adult children's perceived 

parenting 'failings' and their grandchildren's trauma. Thus, discourses about state welfare 
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and children's removal from families to state care can construct images of social work 

involvement as about family harm. Deficit discourses such as this may influence families' 

attempts to mask pre-kinship care work from public and state view. 

 

Kinship care literature has questioned the appropriateness of relative care based on an 

intergenerational abuse discourse (Kroll, 2007; Brown and Sen, 2014). Some local 

authorities resist considering families first for children's care despite governmental 

guidance in 2010, which tasked local authorities to prioritise related over non-related care, 

and to produce and publicise a ‘Family and Friends Care policy’ (Department for 

Education, 2010). It is significant that Mercer, Lindley and Hopkins (2015) noted the 

hesitancy of many local authorities to write and make public this policy, and look to 

families first. Since their publication, more local authorities have written and displayed 

their policy, yet some continue to prioritise non-related foster care over families (Tarrant et 

al., 2017). This is problematic and reinforces the rhetoric of intergenerational abuse and of 

families being less able than foster carers to provide children with adequate care. 

 

This research demonstrates that kin carers were aware of this discourse, as evidenced 

through their accounts about their other adult children and families. For example, Marjory, 

Rebecca, Jon, Leyla, Sandra, Rosemary, Lucy and Francesca told stories that displayed 

their other adult children's successful parenting. Displaying these good relationships and 

families that work enabled the kin carers to constitute themselves within the realms of 

good parenting. It is significant that even when relationships with other adult children were 

fragile, these stories held importance. These findings concur with literature that suggests 

that dominant narratives reinforce the understanding that good parenting is inherited from 

one's parents and becomes part of a strong, normative parenting ideology (Mason, May 

and Clarke, 2007). My findings illustrated that these stories strengthened family displays 
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by drawing on 'normative' responsible parenting practices, which in turn, showed their 

good parenting to self and others, and likely their imagined audience. Such stories 

signified their resistance to this popular discourse and, importantly, conveyed to others 

that although intergenerational abuse does exist, ‘this is not part of my family narrative’. 

The perpetuation of this discourse is perhaps a contributing factor to families not seeking 

earlier support when family life becomes difficult.  

   

The stories about pre-kinship care revealed the kin carers' acts of pseudo-professional 

social working. This work involved assessing and monitoring the ongoing situation to 

determine children's level of safety. This was about demonstrating parenting skills in the 

hope that birth parents would mirror these. Stories about determining the point to report to 

external agencies showed the complexity and confusion in understanding the function of 

children's services. This, in part, is likely because of dominant narratives about how social 

workers engage with families. Maher et al.'s (2020) work helps to illustrate this. The 

mothering participants hid familial and intimate partner violence because they feared 

children would be removed from their care. Once social workers became aware of the 

mothers' non-action in reporting the violence, all but one of the children were removed 

from their mother's care. Stories such as these travel, meaning children's services may 

come to be associated with child removal and family break up. It is important to say that 

the kin carers' stories were not about hiding children's trauma but about knowing when to 

contact services. The findings demonstrated that the kin carers viewed the welfare state 

as family disruption rather than family support. Stories about reporting to state services 

emphasised that their concerns about the children were received as lay knowledge and 

credited with less authority than professional knowledge. Many indicated that a family 

crisis drove eventual intervention. 
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While local authorities' reduced budgets around early help (Featherstone et al., 2018) may 

explain the kin carers' claims of feeling dismissed when they sought external agency 

support, these findings echo others about relative carers feeling dismissed or viewed 

suspiciously by social workers when reporting their concerns about children's safety 

(Selwyn et al., 2013; Tarrant et al., 2017). This is strongly amplified by the national review 

into the deaths of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes and Star Hobson (The Child Safeguarding 

Practice Review Panel, 2022). The review was commissioned to understand better what 

went wrong with the state systems, policies and practices designed to protect children. It 

highlighted that in both instances, Arthur and Star's relatives had reported their concerns 

about the children's safety to external agencies. A key finding in both cases was 'a failure 

to trigger statutory multi-agency child protection processes at a number of key moments', 

(The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2022, p. 8). Of note here is that these 

critical moments include the mistrust and tokenistic action taken when relatives passed 

information to services. While these child deaths highlight the extreme consequences of 

dismissing relatives' knowledge, it reinforces the need for relatives' voices to be given 

authority, particularly where they have engaged in significant family support work. 

Crucially, with a greater focus on sensitive early support (and the social issues impacting 

everyday family life) and collaborative working with families, children might successfully 

remain with their parents with effective (and egalitarian) support networks. The kin carers' 

stories of rupture and repair showed their commitment to supporting parenting practices 

based on feelings of hope, but also fear of state services. 

 

9.4 Stories about displaying and non-displaying of families 

9.4.1 Surveillance and local authority intervention 
The findings highlighted how familial relationships could change with local authority 

involvement. Crucially, existing kinship care literature problematises the kinship carers' 

relationship with birth parents, particularly between grandmother carers and adult 

daughters (Hunt, 2018). However, the findings in this research show that local authority 
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policy and practice can enact long-term harm to relationships. The kin carers' stories 

about social work involvement demonstrated that a risk and child protection narrative 

underpinned local authority policy and practice. The stories revealed that the kin carers, 

having negotiated their identities as carers in their pre-kinship care work, needed to re-

negotiate their identities as grandmothers and aunt carers with the involvement of 

children's services. This changed their caring practice from informal familial support to 

formalised and 'controlled' state intervention, signifying that their ‘personal’ troubles 

became seen as public issues (Mills, 1959).  

 

Contrary to the informal support in which kin carers agreed on the support agenda with 

birth parents, the more formalised approaches involved assessing, watching and reporting 

parenting practices to social workers. The findings demonstrated that the kin carers 

interpreted the messages from social workers, both subtle and strong, that reporting on 

the parenting practices was needed to attain children's care. This is also about power 

relationships, as social workers can remove children if relatives fail to follow their 

directives. Such communications may explain the kin carers' ambivalence around social 

work intervention. While there seemed to be an appreciation of support, there was a 

sense of displacement from their previous agentic position in supporting parents. This was 

replaced by having reduced authority within the more formalised state systems and 

practices. 

 

It is helpful to refer to Morgan’s (1996) concept of family practices and his notion of ‘doing’ 

families here. Morgan claims that these family practices are equally embodied practices, 

and to have them recognised and accepted by others requires public demonstrations of 

control, including bodily control. In fact, Morgan is clear that discourses and social norms 

inform what are considered acceptable family practices of self-control within the private 
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and public realms. To maintain the social order, Morgan proffers that these practices are 

also about responsibility for the control of relatives' bodily actions. For Morgan, the 

unacceptable loss of bodily self-control is when bodies impact other bodies, for example, 

intimate partner violence and violence to children. This loss causes public alarm and 

requires others within the family to publicly display their self-control and ability to control 

their relative's bodily actions. When children are harmed within the family, parents signify 

this loss of bodily control. Therefore, watching and assessing the birth parents and 

reporting to social workers is one way for the kin carers to display their self-control publicly 

and, more importantly, displays their practices in controlling the children’s parents’ bodily 

actions. The kin carers then are responsible for their adult children’s actions, once more 

connecting to the idea of families as normalising technology (Rose, 1999) and indicates 

local authority policy and practice operating within the constraints of the individualisation 

thesis. 

 

This conceptualising helps us to understand those relatives who resisted state intrusions, 

like Sandra, whose granddaughter had not experienced violence. Families where bodily 

self-control is unquestioned require fewer public displays to signify their work of 

normalising technology and responsible families. Local authority practice then operated 

within a child-centric risk and child protection paradigm, impacting the relationships 

between the kin carers and their adult children in responding to social worker requests. It 

is important to consider that the effect on the relationships likely impacts the quality of the 

children's relationships and their visits with their birth parents. Therefore, a child-centric 

view during the assessment process may harm children and adults in kinship care 

families.    
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9.4.2 The problem with emotions  
The stories about the children's transition revealed that the children either moved 

immediately into the kin carers' homes or non-related foster care. These narratives 

significantly highlighted the kin carers' understanding that escalating social work 

involvement is 'assessment' and observation of their parenting practice rather than 

support or collaborative work. This was reflected in the findings that showed that kin 

carers mainly experienced this as an oppressive practice which, in part, was about 

regulating their emotions, so they conformed with the expectations of workers. The 

findings identified this transition period as emotionally difficult for several reasons. Mainly, 

this was because of hearing about children's trauma, but also the sudden requests to 

assume children's care (or conversely be discounted), the children's move into their 

homes, and the involvement of children's services in their lives. This emotional complexity 

was amplified by issues of problematic and unequal relationships with social workers, 

intrusive monitoring and surveillance, and kin carers' uncertainty about their paths through 

the assessment and legal processes. While these findings of complicated and problematic 

assessments support existing research (Tarrant et al., 2017; Hingley-Jones et al., 2020), 

the emotional substance most visible within these stories has yet to be considered from a 

research perspective. Therefore, these findings advance understanding of how the kin 

carers emotionally experienced this phase of their kinship care life and social work 

involvement.  

  

Within this time of complex emotions, there appeared a reduction in public familial 

displays, yet increased family displays to social workers. Indeed, good parenting is at the 

heart of kinship care assessment (Family Rights Group, 2017). Displaying good parenting 

relies on understanding the social 'emotional' norms of parenting (Hochschild, 2012; 

Ahmed, 2014) and, importantly, the anticipated requisite emotions when seeking the care 

of a relative or friend's child. Hochschild's (1979, 2012) conceptualising of emotional 
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labour, which is about the nature of our relationship with others, enables further 

exploration of these findings. This is because, given the data highlighting the intensity of 

emotions arising from the multiple familial changes, the stories equally illustrated the work 

to manage emotions publicly. 

 

Being cognisant of the expected 'normative' emotionality within situations is about 'doing' 

emotional labour (Hochschild, 2012). To do emotional labour successfully means others 

view emotions as genuine expressions of feelings; however, they must fit cultural 

expectations of 'feeling rules' (Hochschild, 2012, p. 34). Feeling rules (like emotions) are 

performative and are governed by cultural and social norms (Ahmed, 2014). For example, 

Hochschild (2012) refers to westernised cultural expectations that we express happiness 

when attending a wedding and sadness at a funeral. Displaying the wrong emotion at an 

event (for example, happiness at a funeral) is something Hochschild refers to as 'misfitting 

feelings' (idem, p. 38) and can indicate dissonance from expected cultural norms, 

illuminating those dissenting from norms as different. In turn, this may lead to their 

belonging in the group being questioned by others who witness these emotions. 

 

The stories about social work interactions showed that the kin carers were aware of the 

feelings rules in being assessed for children's care, yet the findings in this research also 

showed ways that some resisted these rules. For example, Leyla explained, 'you know I 

fight and I fight and they [social workers] turned around and said, "you're very intense 

aren't you; you're very pushy”’. This resonates with Hochschild's theorising on dissenting 

from the norm, as Leyla's fight likely is viewed as a form of dissonance from the expected 

emotional response. Workers may view Leyla as hostile and uncooperative because her 

emotional display 'misfits' the worker's expectations (Hochschild, 2012). Hochschild 

suggests we read the emotional behaviour of those in the room to deduce their feelings, 
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which we can understand as about attunement and being attuned to those around us. In 

Leyla's situation, her emotions are read by others as hostile and angry, potentially raising 

concerns about her ability to care for her grandchildren. Drawing on this theoretical lens 

highlights the importance that relatives wishing to care for children know and show social 

workers the requisite emotional displays that signify good parenting. 

 

Conversely, the workers in the room likely work within the constraints set out by their 

'institutional emotional management' (Hochschild, 2012, p. 29), governing their emotional 

protocols of feeling rules in working with families. Hochschild (idem, p. 10) asserts that 

emotions act as signal systems that convey information to others about our feeling states. 

Observing and interpreting the feelings of others can affect our emotional state (Ahmed, 

2010). For example, if Leyla infers the workers are not empathic to her situation, she likely 

will be emotionally affected differently than if she senses their feelings of understanding 

and compassion. These interactions and emotions affect the emotional atmosphere in 

which children's care is discussed and are likely to impact any decisions made. That most 

kin carers in the study identified relationships with social workers during this time as 

problematic leads to concerns about the emotional and temporal space in which 

assessments and caring decisions occur.   

 

While Hochschild's concept of emotional labour and feeling rules enabled a clearer 

understanding of acts of resistance, it insufficiently attends to emotions such as fear, a 

reiterated emotion within the stories. Ahmed's (2014) concept of the operationalising of 

fear helps explore these stories. Ahmed (idem, p. 65) states that fear 'involves an 

anticipation of hurt or injury' both physical and emotional, suggesting that the injury is 

future-bound. The findings in this research highlighted that many of the kin carers' stories 

about fear were about fear of the unknown for theirs and the children's future, especially 
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during the assessment period, when local authorities challenged applications for children’s 

care. Alleviating this fear meant significant life changes, for example, when Francesca’s 

daughter moved out of the family home (Chapter 7).   

 

Fear of not gaining the care of the children appeared to underpin the kin carers’ 

compliance with requests that they felt were invasive or harmful to family life. For 

example, Anne and George told of changing their diet to lose weight to meet the social 

worker's approval, something they felt was an invasion into their family life and outside of 

their expectations for social work practice. Furthermore, the professional language 

underpinning social work practice is somewhat different from that of familial language, and 

how it is introduced to families matters. While it is important to note that some relatives 

may be cognisant of social work and legal terms either because of their professional 

background or previous experience with children's social care, the kin carers in this study 

were not. For example, terms such as assessment, private legal orders, contact and 

review panels might initially create confusion, but equally hold the potential to create an 

atmosphere of fear. 

 

For example, if wanting to assume children's care, relatives must submit to family 

assessments that determine the viability of relative care before the relatives are assessed 

(Family Rights Group, 2017). The accounts indicated that the kin carers feared not 

meeting the assessment criteria. Such experiences also communicated their feelings of 

guilt for not noticing the signs of violence experienced by children. Ahmed (2014, p. 63) 

argues that fear is socially constructed, as it first occurs outside the body and builds from 

our historical life experiences and the potential 'misreading' of others in the room. For 

example, the accounts implied that the kin carers feared that social workers intended to 

discredit their parenting ability and aimed to place the children into non-related foster care 

instead. Fear relies on the reinforcing of stereotypes that build to produce feelings of 
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anxiousness about another or an institution (Ahmed, 2014). Therefore, child protection 

systems underpinned by risk narratives are more likely associated with children's 

separation from families than reunification, thus constructing an element of fear regarding 

those involved with child protection services. 

 

The findings demonstrated that the kin carers' narratives constructed a deficit 'type' of 

social work practice, and it is not unreasonable to suggest that they tell these social work 

narratives to others. This illustrates how, before families meet workers, they may have 

constructed an image of a stereotypical 'social worker', who wields power to remove 

children from families (unless their previous experience tells them differently). The same 

systems that social workers work within likely make it difficult for them to completely free 

themselves of this stereotype. As the stories highlighted, their working protocols and 

practice may mean they continually re-constitute themselves within these stereotypes. 

Literature highlights the constraints under which social workers conduct their interactions 

with families and draws attention to issues of 'bureaucratic systems', limited time and 

inadequate skill sets (Ferguson, 2016, p. 284). This creates obstacles to working 

effectively and building relationships with families. Given this working culture, it can be 

assumed that meeting bureaucratic working expectations means completing requisite 

paperwork tasks and reports becomes more critical than engagement and working 

relationships with families. Tenuous and hierarchal relationships may indeed fuel feelings 

of fear.     

 

The findings in this study concur with Ahmed's (2014, p.71) claim that fear works 

successfully through perceptions of threats and feeling threatened which lead to potential 

loss. The stories indicated that kin carers' perceptions of children's services, social work 

and social workers' practice constructed and reinforced feelings of fear during this 
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transitional family phase because of feeling threatened that they would not be sanctioned 

for children’s care. The data showed that the kin carers understood their need to comply 

with requests when wishing to gain children’s care. These acts of compliance were 

underpinned by feelings of fear, reinforcing the narrative of fear as about threat, feeling 

threatened and loss during the assessment period.  

 

The kin carers told their stories about living in a climate of fear during the 'assessment' 

phase to both real and imagined audiences, signifying their desire for this to be visible to 

others. Kin carers welcomed outside support yet felt excluded from the decision-making 

processes. Stories indicated a lack of trust in working with social workers, with some 

decisions viewed as harmful to family life. For example, when Francesca's adult daughter 

moved out of the family home, it removed a crucial line of familial support in caring for her 

two young grandchildren. This is in contrast to Aldgate and McIntosh's (2006) findings in 

their Scottish study, who found that just under half of their kinship caring participants had 

wider familial support and who provided respite and other critical childcare help. This 

positively impacted their overall kinship caring experiences. The contrasting findings may 

reflect differing policies and practices between Scottish and Northeastern England local 

authorities and the difference in the temporal time in which the studies occurred. This may 

also reflect an increasing turn towards a risk and child protection paradigm since 2006. 

  

The dissonance of practice between the support the kin carers hoped for and the support 

they received indicated a clear need for a social model of social work that works in unison 

with families rather than against them. This reflects research by Gupta et al. (2018) that 

cited respect as a value missing from social workers' engagement with families. The 

narratives in this study emphasised a lack of respect, which appeared to exacerbate their 
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feelings of exclusion from processes and were a barrier to developing trusting 

relationships with workers. 

 

Research literature has problematised the existing model of social work as deficit-based 

thinking and practice, which undermines and excludes families from processes (Gupta et 

al., 2018, p. 253). The findings in this research add weight to this conversation about the 

need for a different practice model, characterised by a family-centric view that values 

respectful and trusting working relationships. It may be that even with policy change, 

practice will continue to follow older deficit models because of reiterated family norms that 

are embedded and can subconsciously influence family decisions. Thus, changing 

culturally embedded ways of working requires practitioners to be open to reflexive practice 

and communities of learning, where there is an appetite and desire to work in more 

egalitarian ways with families.  

    

9.5 Stories about displaying cultural group practices 
It was evident from the data that the kin carers displayed a sense of belonging to a cultural 

group, demonstrated through their stories about kinship caring practices. Morgan (1996) 

questioned whether, as well as displaying our family practices to others, we might also 

display our family type and, in doing so, make the underpinning cultural group value system 

visible to others. Some of the kin carers’ stories showed that they also displayed their 

belonging within a kinship care cultural group. As noted by Walsh, McNamee and Seymour 

(2020, p. 352), ‘whilst the primary unit of display is the family, the boundary between 

displays of family and community are in fact blurred and interdependent’. The merging of 

family and community was notable in the stories. While this occurred more often in the mixed 
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arts and music groups,16 both grandparent dyads and Marjory included narratives that 

constituted them as belonging within the cultural family category of kinship care. Quaid, 

Hugman and Wilcock (2022, p. 4) acknowledge a diversity of family types, yet emphasize 

there remains a ‘stratification in the status of what is culturally deemed to be a good family’, 

indicated in the family typology (Table 13). The characteristics of a good family are, they 

suggest, socially and politically informed. When some family types are privileged over 

others, however, there is a need for agreement from the marginalised group about what 

practices (including emotional) can and cannot be displayed, and to which audiences 

(Walsh, McNamee and Seymour, 2020). Similar to displaying family practices, it is possibly 

more important to display cultural group practices when the cultural group is part of a hidden 

and marginalised category.  

 

The importance of displaying cultural group practices perhaps partly emerges from the 

knowledge of the dominant narratives within which kinship care is commonly discussed and 

debated. The dual aspect from which kinship care is viewed constructs different value 

systems. On the one hand, the service model evaluates, compares and questions the 

effectiveness of kinship care (Brown and Sen, 2014; Wade et al., 2014; Hunt, 2018; Hallett, 

Garstang and Taylor, 2021). On the other hand, the family (vulnerability) model illuminates 

the inequality, disadvantage and marginalization commonly experienced by families bringing 

up a relative's child (Wellard and Wheatley, 2010; Gautier and Wellard, 2014; Kinship, 

2022). Sharing accounts that fit within the family vulnerability model may help reinforce this 

value system while resisting that of the service model. Telling stories that both affirm and 

‘normalize’ group practices is also about enacting agency. With reiteration, the lived 

experiences noted in the latter perspective become tools of active symbolism by those 

seeking to instigate campaigns for change. Therefore, when campaigns are taken up by 

 
16 This occurrence is likely because of the opportunities presented by the groups to exchange and confirm 
cultural group norms through stories of family and group practices. 
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those living in kinship care families, the socially constructed value systems symbolize a part 

of their cultural group and, when brought out in stories, can constitute their belonging within 

the group. 

 

Displaying cultural group belonging is also about speech acts (Butler, 1999) and how this 

constitutes ideals of ‘family’ to others. Telling stories about identities made clear that the kin 

carers, while striving to constitute ‘normative’ grandparenting or parenting identities, instead 

constituted their kinship caring self through their everyday tasks and language in describing 

these tasks to others. Understanding and agreeing that their everyday family practices 

require a somewhat different skillset to that of grandparents or parents highlights their 

difference, which likely affords entry into the kinship care group. To have this entry affirmed 

by others in the group requires demonstrating these skills, through telling stories perhaps, 

that include the use of culturally shared language, for example, professional terms like 

contact, assessment, special guardianship orders (SGO) and the language of shared 

tensions, as exemplified by ‘the fight’. Speech acts are performative, and in speaking the self 

into being, constituting a self can include or exclude from a cultural group (Butler, 1999). 

When included, it can offer a sense of belonging, but sustaining a place within the group 

relies on reiterated displays of adherence to the value system underpinning the group 

norms. 

 

The use of stories can help to reinforce messages about the cultural group. We test cultural 

group norms with others and consider if our family practices fit those norms (Butler, 1999). 

The kin carers' stories that displayed their belonging within a kinship cultural group included 

accounts about deciding to care for children, progressing through the assessment process, 

children’s ‘contact’ with birth parents, and a sense of vulnerability in feeling displaced and 

alone in their world. Telling stories about the decision-making process in agreeing to care for 
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children, for example, constitute familial carers as different from non-related paid foster 

carers or those who adopt children. Kin carers often make these decisions in haste, as their 

narratives confirm, usually during a family crisis and influenced by familial bonds of love. 

 

Similarly, stories about ‘supervising contact’ become cultural stories to live by. The kin carers 

talked about the difficulties in organising and overseeing these visits but highlighted their 

skills in managing these family tasks. The language and the strategies developed in 

organising multiple and complex visits highlighted their pseudo-professional acts that are 

recognisable as kinship caring tasks (mainly when told to other familial carers). However, 

these tasks are less likely to be recognised outside this cultural group. It is unusual, for 

example, for non-related foster carers to arrange and supervise children’s visits with birth 

parents (Farmer, 2009a; Roth et al., 2011). Therefore, these stories highlight their family 

tasks as different from ‘normative’ grandparenting, parenting and foster caring ones. 

 

Furthermore, sharing these accounts with others from their cultural group also included 

exchanging good practice stories that showcased their skillset, for example, the regular 

family tasks such as organising ‘contact’ visits. This may explain why the kin carers talked 

about this task becoming more manageable with time and most challenging when they first 

assumed the children’s care. The stories about children’s contact with parents and the 

kinship carers' perseverance in their endeavours to keep children connected with their 

parents echo similar findings elsewhere (Farmer, 2009a; Roth et al., 2011; Selwyne et al., 

2013; Hingley-Jones et al., 2020). The kin carers' accounts, however, highlighted the 

difficulties, for some, in maintaining these links, which sometimes placed kin carers, children 

and birth parents in precarious situations of conflict, at points evoking images of domestically 

violent situations. While the skills held by kinship carers to sustain the connection between 

children and birth parents might be seen as a strength, applauding this competence without 
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uncovering what sits behind these family practices risks masking familial violence and 

oppressive practices. Furthermore, where kinship carers become recognised as skilfully 

managing difficult familial situations, these tasks are more likely to be viewed as those 

belonging to individual families and as normative family practices undertaken without the 

need for other forms of external support. As Rose argues: 

The state defined as ‘private’ those aspects of life into which it would not intervene 
and then paradoxically, used this privacy as the justification for its non-interference, 
(1999, p. 127). 

 

Stories that display cultural group practices while offering a sense of recognition and 

belonging within a group can also, with reiteration, [re]produce and reinforce social norms to 

live by. Practices, once recognised, can signify to others taken for granted family and cultural 

group tasks.  

 

Like other narratives, stories about cultural group practices are told with various audiences in 

mind. Sharing these stories helps ascertain belonging within a group. It can also be used to 

make experiences of oppressive practices, inequality and different lived experiences visible 

to others. Cultural stories, therefore, can become helpful campaigning tools in advocating for 

policy change, practice and public understanding. Those living in kinship caring families 

connected to campaigning organisations (for example, Kinship and Family Rights Group) 

may have become accustomed to telling certain parts of their family stories. Each year, 

Kinship carries out a ‘state of the nation’ survey inviting kinship carers to report on different 

aspects of family life (Kinship, 2022). Their 2021 report received 1651 responses (McGrath 

and Ashley, 2021). The drivers behind the annual research are monitoring kinship caring life 

and striving for change. Where kinship carers are active in supporting campaigns and 

research, they are likely called on to respond to similar questions about their lived 

experiences (for example, Ashley and Braun, 2019; Grimshaw, Hall and Graham, 2021; 

McGrath and Ashley, 2021). This reiteration may afford some stories of lived experience 
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more value than others, leading to certain aspects of family life being valued and displayed 

more than others. The stories that displayed cultural group practices indicated that belonging 

to a marginalised group may carry specific responsibilities because of expectations by others 

about how those in the group will behave.  

 

Stories about their own or children’s happiness sometimes signified belonging to a cultural 

group. To display belonging to a marginalised group calls for the use of emotional labour. 

This is because displaying too much happiness may convey an acceptance of life despite 

disadvantage and marginalisation (Ahmed, 2010), and render any claims about adversity 

and disadvantage to others invalid. Equally, too much sadness may indicate an inability to 

cope with family life, and too much anger may be read as an intrinsic natural characteristic of 

the person. In turn, this may justify to others stereotypical speculations about those bringing 

up a relative’s child. Emotional labour is required, therefore, to ensure the right balance of 

emotions is displayed, so cultural messages of kinship family life can be successfully utilised 

within campaigns for change. This highlights that as well as moral parenting and 

grandparenting, kin carers' stories were about ‘doing’ moral kinship care.  

 

 

9.6 Chapter summary  
This chapter discussed the knowledge and application of family practices and displays 

generated by adopting a feminist post-structural informed arts-based narrative inquiry into 

the topic of kinship caring. The findings illustrate the relevancy of the theoretical 

framework (identified in the section above) in making sense of the kin carers' everyday 

practices, how they talk about and make sense of their families, and the challenges they 

encounter. The chapter has evidenced how the kin carers engage in important daily and 

group practices beyond that typically reported in academic literature. Moreover, it has 

extended an understanding of the emotionality entangled within everyday practices, 
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particularly in their interactions with local authority practitioners, and the significance of its 

effect on family relationships and wellness. In the final chapter, I highlight the study's 

original contribution to knowledge while reflecting on the uniqueness of the methodological 

approach. 
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Chapter 10: Conclusion 

10.1 Introduction  
From the outset of this study, I argued that the perspectives of kinship carers are mainly 

missing from the literature. Instead, there is an over-representation of positivist research 

that constructs kinship care families as troubled or vulnerable, and a prevalence of 

assessing the quality of kinship carers' parenting. This narrow lens restricts alternative 

ways of seeing kinship carers and their families. This thesis addressed this restricted lens 

and explored kinship carers' perceptions about their family, how they made sense of and 

talked about their family to others, and the tensions and challenges they met in 'doing' 

(Morgan, 1996) kinship caring. 

 

This was achieved by constructing an innovative methodological framework that combined 

feminist post-structurally informed narrative inquiry with arts-based participatory research. 

The storied data illustrate that the dominant narratives about socio-normative families 

embedded in policy and practice affect the kin carers' everyday family practices. Notably, 

the data shows that 'kinship care' tasks often occur before kinship carers are ascribed this 

label, yet these tasks remain hidden. They also indicate that the kin carers' acts of 

compliance when seeking children's care may rely on their surveillance and reporting of 

birth parents. Moreover, attending to emotionality within narratives showed that stories 

about theirs and the children's happiness have an important function, and can display 

good, safe parenting and children’s improved wellness. The findings also illustrate that the 

unique methodological approach achieved a safe space in which kinship carers told 

different narratives about 'doing' kinship care. This concluding chapter outlines this study's 

original contribution to knowledge, the originality of the methodological approach, 

including limitations, highlights the implications for practice, policy and research, and 

reflects on my future research plans. 
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10.2 A story about the findings  
This study offers an original contribution to knowledge on four fronts: the importance of 

‘pre-kinship care work’; social work intervention that leads to the carers' deficit reporting of 

children’s parenting; extending Ahmed’s (2010, 2014) conceptualisation of emotions, 

happiness and fear; and the innovative methodological design. 

 

The data identified that the kin carers' intra-familial support work, carried out before the 

children transitioned into their care, is a critical aspect of their kinship caring family 

relationships, which I refer to as 'pre-kinship care'. This in itself is an original contribution 

to knowledge. In fact, the tasks the kin carers carried out during this stage challenge the 

term ‘kinship care' as defining only the phase when children move into their homes. 

Instead, the data indicated that this early work was incorporated into their kinship care 

practices because the kin carers drew on these stories to constitute their kinship care 

identities. This knowledge also challenges the standard definition of ‘kinship care’, and the 

use of the label, because kin carers stretched the boundaries of how kinship care is 

defined. They did this by including the practices of pre-kinship care within their stories of 

kinship care. However, these stories are mostly missing from the pre-existing kinship 

caring literature, which suggests that when relatives engage in this work, an essential part 

of kinship care family practices remains largely unacknowledged. This work was mostly 

invisible to those outside of the family and, at times, also to extended family. The hidden 

work highlights that families are unable or unwilling to engage with the current model of 

welfare services, specifically children's services. This dissonance of practice speaks to the 

need for a different service, where families can approach without the concern that initiating 

this contact will invoke oppressive practices and child removal. 
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My research highlights pre-kinship care work as a critical aspect of intra-family support 

that has significance for kinship care relationships. While many have argued that having a 

prior relationship with the relative carer is beneficial to children's easier transition into their 

home (Broad, 2001; Peters, 2005; Brown and Sen, 2014; Wade et al., 2014; Wellard et 

al., 2017), my research suggests that literature has taken a child-centric view of this pre-

kinship care phase, whereas I have consciously taken a family-centric view. In turn, this 

child-centric view has resulted in research that has failed to recognise the extent of the kin 

carers' work and its broader influence on other relationships and family practices. 

Alternatively, taking a family-centric perspective to pre-kinship care acknowledges the 

contribution and relationship of each person in the family. This holistic view can help make 

meaningful relationships visible and the taken-for-granted familial tasks. Conversely, 

continuing a child-centric view will reinforce the invisibility of family practices and risk 

disrupting critical supportive relationships.   

 

The importance, investment and longevity of pre-kinship care work are also related to the 

decisions about caring for children. The tasks of informally monitoring and supporting birth 

parents’ and children's care meant that many of the kin carers to be (even when storied as 

a shock) had begun to imagine assuming children's permanent care. The investment in 

pre-kinship tasks and a general mistrust of non-related care appeared to drive the caring 

decision. This suggests that the kin carers subscribed to the individualisation thesis (May, 

2011), meaning they understood their family as responsible for its ‘issues’ and took action 

to fix these, including assuming children’s permanent care.  

 

The kin carers were also ambivalent about local authority involvement. Paradoxically, 

social work involvement brought a sense of hope for children's safety, but this appeared in 

tension with their fear of not having control of their future care destination. Tarrant et al. 
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(2017) report a lack of transparency in how social workers assess relative carers, and my 

findings enhance and deepen this conversation. Based on my research, Ahmed’s (2014) 

claim that fear manifests from threats, feeling threatened, and loss is justified. This is 

because the findings showed that the kin carers mainly complied with social workers' 

requests for fear of not gaining children's permanent care. Kroll (2007, p. 90) cautions the 

need for practitioners to be alert for 'secrecy, denial, [and] conflicting loyalties' in their work 

to assess relatives. However, my research shows that hidden family practices and 

relationships during social worker involvement may be because of fear of not meeting 

workers' sometimes obscure or unclear criteria. The fear of not meeting the criteria rests in 

a general fear of the power of social workers to remove children or not endorse their legal 

claims for children's care.  

 

The findings in my thesis support and expand the work of others who critique the risk and 

child protection paradigm embedded within the existing social work model (Featherstone 

et al., 2014, 2018a, 2018b, Gupta et al., 2018; MacAllister, 2022). This model has 

endorsed a child-centric focus, underpinned by a philosophy of suspicion, risk and blame 

(Featherstone et al., 2014, 2018a, 2018b; Gupta et al., 2018). My findings show that fear 

of not gaining children's care meant that some kin carers provided workers with a unique 

window into the lives of parents and children through watching and monitoring the 

parenting capacity of the birth parents and reporting their findings. These findings had to 

be negative in nature, as reporting favourably on birth parents' parenting could lead to 

allegations of collusion by workers. Therefore, reporting on parenting qualities and 

demonstrating emotional distance from the birth parents was critical, and seemed to 

require adopting a deficit parenting view in their pseudo-professional assessment. 
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Moreover, showing an understanding of 'inadequate' parenting highlighted their 

awareness of good parenting. In turn, this may display to social workers their ability to 

protect children if granted their care. However, this meant that birth parents, particularly 

mothers, had limited opportunity to resist being placed in the failing mother and parenting 

identity. The data suggest that the kin carers' compliance in gaining children's care was 

non-negotiable. This is problematic, because it highlights that the relatives could not work 

collaboratively with services to develop a cohesive familial and external support network. 

This removes the potential for more fluid family living, enabling children to remain with 

parents supported by their relatives and external (compassionate) services. The data 

showed that the kin carers had enacted this fluid way of 'doing' family during the pre-

kinship care phase and may have sustained this with suitable support mechanisms. My 

findings support the view that embedded discourses about the natural and 'normal' mother 

are central to social work practice. When internalized, these discourses may mean birth 

parents have greater difficulty retaining their children's care.  

 

My research strongly suggests that social work processes disrupt relationships with birth 

parents and extended family relationships. These processes removed some of the kin 

carers' valuable intra-family support systems when children moved into their care. While 

some research highlights that problematic conflict within family relationships harms 

children's safety (Kroll, 2007; Sen and Brown, 2014; Wade et al., 2014; Lanyado, 2019), 

my research showed that the lack of early external support contributed to the disruption of 

family relationships. Moreover, social work involvement adopted a risk approach to 

relationships, disrupting some valuable lines of intra-familial support. These findings add 

to the limited research around this area, which so far has focused on the family as the 

issue of relationship breakdown rather than policies and practice (except Cooper, 2017, 

who focused on the impact of social work intervention on the kinship carers' own children). 
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My research suggests this area would benefit from greater exploration, particularly in how 

policy and practice remove or disrupt critical family support.  

 

The theoretical use of emotionality to analyse the storied data further makes this study 

distinctive from others. The evidence from my research strongly suggests that narratives 

about children's happiness are an important tool for kinship carers in stories about their 

families. The findings showed that these accounts were also about happiness as a 

reparative tool for previous trauma.  

 

When focusing on the display of family practices (Finch, 2007) and what enables this 

display, the data showed that when the kin carers told stories about children's early 

adversity, this was invariably followed by stories about children's present-day happiness or 

their better life. This indicated that the stories served an important function, to highlight the 

early disruption to the children's and their family life, and display children's better life since 

transitioning into kinship care. Finch suggests that we only display our 'successful' family 

relationships to others. Therefore, these stories add to Finch's display theory by illustrating 

that family disruption can be displayed to others when it is supported by stories that invoke 

a sense of familial repair, particularly for children. This process of 'rupture and repair' 

display enabled the kin carers to display children's better life, wellness and safety to 

others since coming into their care, yet, equally created a space to make visible that which 

ruptured their opportunities for successful family display. Critically, this offers a better 

understanding of family relationships and experiences during times of familial adversity 

and disruption; moreover, it can evidence good parenting practices.  

 

Ahmed (2014) argues that sharing stories about happy families can indicate good 

parenting to others, while she also suggests that acts of sacrifice for those you love bring 



286 
 

happiness. My findings show that it appeared more critical for the kin carers to display 

children's happiness than family happiness to others. Further, and moving away from 

Ahmed's assessment, I found that the kin carers' act of sacrifice, for example, caring for 

children when they had been looking forward to retirement, and exposure to oppressive 

assessment practices, appeared to bring only temporary happiness, which deepens 

Ahmed's conceptualising around acts of sacrifice.  

 

However, based on my research, Ahmed's (2010, 2014) assumption that happiness can 

display to others sites of injury, justice and injustice appears justified. The stories about 

happiness often implied injuries (to both children and the kin carer) and justice. The 

injuries and injustice for children were stories about their early adversity and trauma, and 

placements in non-related foster care. For the kin carers, injury and injustice were their 

experiences of local authority assessment, policy and practice. Justice for kin carers was 

gaining legal care for children, children's opportunities to engage in joyful experiences, 

and children's flourishing while in their care. These stories appeared to indicate that 

happiness has reparative properties. It can be a reward and reparative justice for the early 

adversity (both theirs and the children's). This likely explains the stories about the kin 

carers' practices that sought 'happy' childhood experiences. These stories about children's 

happiness showed that the kin carers were responsive and active in providing children 

with experiences that they perceived as beneficial to their overall wellness. They can show 

others that children are happy in their care, which is important when happiness is often 

linked to children’s wellbeing.    

 

10.3 Reflections on a novel constructed methodology  
The use of participatory arts-based methods differentiates my research from others that 

have sought the views of kinship carers. From the outset, this study was concerned with 
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raising awareness of kinship care from the kinship carers' perspectives. The data from this 

study shows that the kin carers felt more empowered about challenging the policies and 

practices of kinship care families because of their engagement. Indeed, this was 

reinforced at the end public event, when the kin carers highlighted their plans to continue 

campaigning for change. In addition to the kin carers' evaluative responses about their 

experience in the study, the empowering displays are evidence of the transformative 

possibilities gained from engaging in the research process. This endorses Cook's (2012) 

claim that participatory research is about transformative possibilities rather than full 

process engagement. Furthermore, the local politicians and local authority workers 

attending the end event have since actively sought ways to support change for kinship 

carers living in their local authority areas (Chapter 4). For example, I received a request 

from one local authority Chief Executive Officer to assist their children’s services team in 

developing better relationships with kinship care families in their area.  

 

The construction of the methodological approach is an innovative design because it is built 

with and for the kin carers. To understand how arts-based participatory research (ABPR) 

fits within my broader methodological frame, I designed a template that I refer to as a set 

of trade-offs (Chapter 3, Table 2). This enabled me to acknowledge the strengths and 

limitations of ABPR and aided the planning and preparation for the fieldwork, including the 

data analysis. The template is flexible and can therefore be used by other researchers 

planning ABPR.      

 

Using the ABP approach with narrative inquiry worked well and, on reflection, is a strength 

of the study. It enabled attention to power relationships, including during the final 

fieldwork, a (co-hosted) public event, where the kin carers shared experiences of kinship 

caring (Chapter 4). It emphasised choice and decision-making, including how, where, 



288 
 

when and to whom the kin carers told stories. Choice meant the kin carers could opt into 

the study when and how they wanted (within the constraints of the research boundaries 

(Chapter 4)). The kin carers took ownership in how they told and shared the stories, which 

may explain why some felt empowered to suggest changes to, for example, the end phase 

of the fieldwork. While this phase was initially planned as taking the stories to different 

public events, a one-off event, bringing various audiences to us, was initiated by kin carers 

then collaboratively planned. 

 

While this created a sense of community in how we engaged with each other, from my 

researcher's perspective, facilitating the yearlong fieldwork was labour-intensive. This 

facilitation required continuous attention to the webs of communication that were 

necessary to ensure all groups felt included and able to make decisions about the 

fieldwork process. In Chapter 3, I outlined the differing debates about participatory 

research, including that 'true' participatory designs rely on everyone engaging in all the 

research stages (Mannay, 2016). However, my research strongly shows that placing 

importance on choice was an ethical decision that enabled the kin carers to opt into the 

fieldwork and engage at times (and in ways) suited to them, leading to transformational 

claims by the kin carers (Chapter 4).  

 

Moreover, using narrative inquiry meant that choice was also about what stories the kin 

carers chose to tell (or not tell) and how they constructed their relationships inside and out 

of their family. As lead researcher, I was on hand to take on any tasks necessary to steer 

us through the process. Despite being labour-intensive, this enhanced the fieldwork 

process and created opportunities for developing respectful relationships.  
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Given the marginalised status of kinship carers, it was important that the methodological 

construction, including data analysis, focused on power relationships during the fieldwork 

and in writing up the thesis. This is critical to reducing any potential harm from engaging in 

research, including how it is written up. Therefore, the choice of ABPR was pertinent. I 

was mindful of the literature highlighting the lead researcher's difficulty in achieving 'equal' 

power relationships with participants (Bergold and Thomas, 2012; Kara, 2015; Coemans 

and Hannes, 2017) and sought ways to minimise these difficulties. Notably, choice was 

instrumental in helping to reduce the power imbalance. From the outset, the kin carers 

were aware of their choice in how they engaged in the fieldwork. Importantly, given the kin 

carers' commitments, they understood that their participation did not rely on full 

engagement throughout each phase, making this an inclusive research approach.  

 

Critically, my use of reflexive practice throughout the fieldwork (and in writing this thesis) 

enabled me to think about my involvement and make changes where necessary. For 

example, during the poetry session, I noted that Rosemary invited me, as a researcher, to 

suggest changes to her poem. This suggests she viewed me as more authoritative within 

the research process, indicating an imbalance in the power relationship. Reflecting on this, 

I thought about how, as the facilitator, I introduced the workshops and how I positioned 

myself during the activities. While this led me to change my approach, I was cognisant 

that this was equally about Rosemary's sense of confidence in participating. However, on 

reflection, this may have been Rosemary’s strategy to include me in collaborating in the 

activity.  

 

This scenario emphasised the importance of paying close attention to relationships and 

building trusting and respectful relationships, which contributed to developing a safe 

fieldwork space where the kin carers felt empowered to make decisions. I feel I achieved 
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this in partnership with the kin carers, demonstrated partly by their increased negotiations 

around activity changes, including proffering new ideas to move the project forward.   

However, I was equally mindful that a feminist post-structural design problematises 

applying categories and labels within our social world. I was cognisant of the ascribed 

labels during the research and in writing this thesis. My initial intention was to reduce the 

power imbalance when writing the thesis by referring to the kin carers and myself as co-

producers of knowledge. Reflecting on this and, after discussion with colleagues, I 

decided that this term did not reflect the research process. While co-production took place 

during the fieldwork, it did not appear in other parts of the study, due to ethical reasoning. 

For example, the kin carers generously gave their time to the research during the yearlong 

fieldwork; however, they lead busy lives caring for the children and requesting additional 

input is unethical and likely an imposition in their life. Moreover, writing the thesis is my 

responsibility as a doctoral student, and expecting the kin carers to contribute their time is 

unethical. As such, participation here is defined not by the kin carers' levels of 

engagement but by the transformative opportunities amplified by the use of ‘choice’.  

 

In considering the use of labels in writing the thesis, I resisted the term 'participant' 

because this signifies (to me) a clear demarcation between researcher and participant 

(with each label already imbued with ideas about power relationships in research). The 

conversation with colleagues occurred after the fieldwork; therefore, I could not gain the 

kin carers’ perspectives. However, I was guided by the terms they used during the 

fieldwork and adopted the term ‘kin carer', shortened from kinship carer, to signify the 

difference between those recruited and those outside this research (Chapter 1). On 

reflection, while this still signifies our difference, it acknowledges the kin carers' self-

chosen 'label’, yet perhaps still insufficiently attends to the power balance, as it continues 

to separate the researcher and those recruited to the research. Nevertheless, this 
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exercise helped me understand the importance of labels and agreeing on collective 

names with ‘participants’ before the study ends.    

   

The use of narrative inquiry to generate stories of everyday life worked well, mainly when 

the kin carers chose their storytelling tools, for instance, songwriting and painting. 

Adopting an unstructured approach to storytelling enabled the generation of rich data. 

Once again, the ‘trade-offs’ template (Table 2) helpfully reminded me of the temporality of 

the data and how this created a more transparent window to see what was of temporal 

importance to the kin carers. In doing so, I explored how these temporal narratives 

reflected the socio-political dominant yet temporal discourses around families and 

children's social care. Moreover, focusing on the importance of the temporal storytelling 

space helped to construct an image of the kin carers' imagined audience and whom they 

wished their stories to reach.   

  

10.3.1 Study limitations 
All research has limitations (O'Leary, 2021), and the researcher is charged with the task of 

being cognisant of them and managing them to most accurately address a research 

question in a timely fashion. I was mindful of potential recruitment difficulties and, as such, 

drew on my existing contacts with two regional organisations working with kinship families. 

Through both organisations, a sample group was sought using leaflets, project workers' 

word of mouth, information sessions and snowballing. Despite the wide networks, this 

resulted in a relatively homogenous sample who are white, British, formal kinship carers 

and primarily women. However, given the limited understanding of kinship carers’ lived 

experiences, the data generated from this sample group significantly expands our 

knowledge about kinship caring and particularly highlights the heterogeneity (within a 

homogenous group) of lived experiences in 'doing' kinship care families. Kinship carers' 

experiences of kinship care are informed by their unique familial relationships and 
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constructed within their temporal and spatial location. The stories in this research offer 

valuable insight because of the depth of the narratives about everyday lived experiences 

from the kin carers' perspectives. They also offer rich and original contributions to help to 

address the imbalance of voices among those who hold the authority to talk about kinship 

caring, especially in Northeast England. The recruitment of a homogenous sample, rather 

than a heterogeneous one (which would have recruited kinship carers from diverse racial 

and ethnic backgrounds, differing age groups and broader family relationships, including 

family friends) helpfully extends understanding of the diversity of kinship caring and 

highlights inconsistencies in how local authority policy and practice are differently applied 

and experienced. Therefore, future research with kinship carers may benefit from the 

purposeful recruitment of a range of homogeneous groups and strive for heterogeneous 

sampling. Doing so could assist in understanding the diversity of how kinship care is 

understood and enacted within specific homogenous groups, leading to broader 

knowledge about different kinship care family practices when ‘doing’ kinship care.      

 

10.4 Looking to the future 
Here I reflect on the policy, practice and research implications of this research, and outline 

my future research plan.  

 

 10.4.1 Implications for policy, practice and research  
The Independent Children's Social Care Review (MacAllister, 2022) sets out plans for 

significant change in how local authorities work with families. The review suggests that 

local authorities focus on their early engagement with families, so parents gain support 

when needed (something this study highlights as necessary) and drive forward a whole 

family approach to children's care when welfare services receive child referrals. While 

ambitious, these proposals perhaps do not go far enough in shifting from a child-centric to 

a family-centric approach, or in considering the importance of how emotionality affects 
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practice and relationships. So, while policy may change, without considering a change to 

emotional ways of working and the embedded discourses surrounding 'family', 'parenting’, 

‘mothering' and 'poverty', practice may not change. Local authorities may therefore benefit 

from developing systems that challenge and investigate how their unconscious values and 

principles impact everyday work with others. Moreover, local authorities could reflect on 

their emotional management systems, ‘feeling rules’ (Hochschilds, 2012), and the 

importance of attunement in working with families. This may lead to honest reflections on 

how emotions can affect working relationships and influence the decision-making process 

about children's and their families' lives.  

 

I am fortunate to work in Northumbria University's Social Work, Education and Community 

Wellbeing (SWECW) department, which affords an interdisciplinary learning context 

across several programmes, including social work, childhood and early years studies, 

education, health, including infant mental health, and counselling. While my practice 

recommendation above centres on what would be preferable in the broadest sense given 

my findings, I can, on a smaller scale, disseminate these ideas among my colleagues 

lecturing in these different disciplines. This will enable cross-pollination of the research 

findings and inform teaching material, which may help reduce some of the embedded and 

reiterated oppressive practices that persist because of conscious and unconscious 

entrenched ideas about families and relationships. To support this, copies of the book, 

both hard and electronic, are held in the university library and are included on various 

module reading lists. The stories are used as case studies to deepen and enhance 

student learning about kinship families in programmes within SWECW. Moreover, 

collaborations with colleagues can create opportunities for broader dissemination of the 

findings, including engaging in co-authorship in writing academic papers and reaching 

wider professional audiences through conference presentations in different fields.  
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Given the potential for more comprehensive dissemination networks afforded by SWECW, 

I consider the implications regarding the findings around the critical work the kin carers did 

before they assumed children's care. My research highlighted that with earlier external 

support (that acknowledges the harms of social issues that can affect parenting and 

families), which works with families to build a network of support comprising relatives and 

external workers, children might safely remain with their parents. Nevertheless, as 

mentioned, these pre-kinship caring practices appear unrecognised by others and are 

mostly missing from research (for exceptions, see Aldgate and McIntosh, 2006, and 

Tarrant et al., 2018a). This means there is limited knowledge about how this work impacts 

the lived experiences of kinship care families. For example, kinship care literature 

frequently highlights the adverse effects of caring for a relative's child, including the 

kinship carers' poor mental wellbeing and difficult family relationships. The evidence from 

my research strongly suggests an entanglement between the family practices enacted 

both before and after they assume children's full-time care. Therefore, it is unclear how 

much this early work influences existing kinship care research findings, since it goes 

largely unacknowledged. 

 

Furthermore, there appears to be a gap in understanding the different experiences of 

kinship carers who either have or have not provided this early intra-familial support. This 

may benefit from further research, mainly qualitative research that pays attention to 

emotional relationships that can help give a different insight into this work's extent and 

importance. This may bring these practices to the fore, making them visible to others. 

    

The stories in my research indicated that the kin carers' attempts to engage services at 

critical times were not afforded authority by those working in professional capacities. This 

supports the findings of the review into the deaths of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes and Star 
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Hobson (The Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2022) that call for local 

authorities and other professional services to provide further credence to relatives' claims 

about children's and parents' circumstances. When workers engage with families, how 

they work with them matters. My research suggests that deficit practices harm family 

relationships and can exacerbate tension and conflict between relatives, mainly birth 

parents and grandparents, which works against the family's best interests. Given the 

recent reports by Kinship (2022) and the All Party Parliamentary Kinship Care Group 

(2021) that reiterate the need for equality for kinship care families, including a vision for a 

legally endorsed kinship care act, this area of practice is timely for further exploration. 

 

Moreover, the increase in the use of special guardianship orders has exacerbated the 

research into evaluating this as a safe mode of familial care. This may lead to increased 

positivist approaches, highlighting a need for qualitative research to redress this likely 

imbalance. This research could usefully explore how workers make sense of their 

relationship with kinship families and how they work with relatives when assessing a birth 

parent's capacity to parent their children.  

 

However, I am cognisant that in setting out implications, I am moving through a circular (or 

spiral) set of claims that continually returns to the need for a greater understanding of the 

harm of certain social issues on family life. It is important to say that even with attention 

focused on these social harms, this is unlikely to negate all children's adverse family 

experiences, and it is helpful to highlight here Featherstone et al.'s (2018b, p. 9) reminder 

of not contributing to 'a good family/bad professional binary'. While the review into 

children's social care (MacAllister, 2022) evidences the need for a policy and practice 

change in working with families, the difficulties in working with families perhaps lie in 

historic and ingrained inequalities. Thus, even with a radical change to children's social 



296 
 

care, family troubles will likely continue in some form without changes to broader social 

issues such as poverty.  

 

Based on my research, I suggest that using happy stories to display children's flourishing 

and 'repair' from their early adversity is also worthy of further research. Within the findings, 

Ahmed's (2010) suggestion that stories of happiness can highlight injury and justice to 

others was notable. These stories also formed part of 'rupture and repair' displays. While 

these findings bring something novel to this area of research and that of family sociology, 

the small sample means more research around these ideas can usefully give greater 

insight into the extent of this form of storying and family display.  

 

 10.4.2 Future research plan and making the findings public 
Here I set out my future research plan, which includes maximising the dissemination of 

this work to take the findings into the public arena. The participatory design included 

public engagement and distribution of the book to kinship care families, professional 

workers and academics. This occurred mainly at our organised public event, which had an 

unexpected impact: while we aimed to distribute the resource to raise awareness about 

kinship care, this also resulted in an opportunity to facilitate communication between a 

local authority and a local kinship care group. Together, they have developed a working 

relationship, and we have since held initial discussions about seeking funding for a 

tripartite research project. Additionally, I received a request from the local kinship group to 

collaboratively develop research exploring the needs of kinship carers in the region (see 

Grimshaw, Hall and Graham, 2021). This has led to our development of a Northeast 

Kinship Care Research Network (open to all with an interest in kinship care) that aims to 

share knowledge about kinship care and seek funding for future collaborative work. 
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A further unexpected impact occurred when the local kinship group sought funding to 

publish an additional 50 copies (further to the 100 published) of the book from this 

research. The group continues to use the book to raise awareness of kinship care and to 

raise group funds. For example, the group offers the book free of charge to new kinship 

carers joining their group, while the book is for sale at the publication price to non-kinship 

carers.  

 

Building on this work, I plan to share the study findings at the Northeast Kinship Care 

Network meetings and seek pertinent opportunities at local, national and international 

conferences to present the findings and my methodological approach. At the university, I 

continue to attend as a guest lecturer in various disciplines, to present on kinship care, 

including speaking to master's degree SENCO students. I also plan to optimise 

opportunities for internal research presentations. For example, I will present to the 

department's research network in October 2022. To maximise publication, I plan to author 

and co-author papers across various disciplines, including family studies, social work, 

health and education.  

 

Plans are in place for funding applications to extend the work from this thesis. 

Northumbria University collaborates with four other Northeast universities (through Fuse, 

the Centre for Translational Research in Public Health) and seeks to transform public 

health in the area through research collaborations that potentially change policy and 

practice. Fuse invites theme-specific research applications annually through applied 

research collaboration (ARC) funding. A recurring theme within the ARC funding has been 

children and families. This would be a pertinent avenue to seek collaborations and 

funding, as research into kinship care in the health field is minimal. Moreover, the findings 

from this research identified a gap in knowledge in several areas, including children's, 
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lived experiences, particularly children under 12 years old. This makes this funding stream 

particularly appealing. However, it is important to be realistic with funding applications, 

and rather than prioritise and wait for the most relevant funding, I will be flexible with 

funding stream criteria. 

 

Additionally, Northumbria University's research culture means that differing funding 

opportunities are disseminated, inviting applications dependent on particular funding 

streams. My research plan includes taking these opportunities as they present and 

attending funding events to establish working collaborations for applications.   

 

My final reflection is a methodological one. Mills (1959) claims that families are viewed as 

private institutions unless the state feels they are a threat to social order and, therefore, 

require intervention to bring them back into line. When families become of public interest, 

the lens through which they are scrutinised matters. This study is driven by my ontological 

and epistemological beliefs that there are multiple ways of seeing and understanding the 

world. Predominantly, researchers have taken a narrow approach to kinship care, leading 

to entrenched ways of understanding families. Changing the researcher lens, as this study 

has, has enabled other ways of seeing kinship carers and their families. To conclude, at 

the end of our public event, Leyla demonstrated the transformative potential of engaging 

in ABPR. She did this by informing the audience that although the fieldwork was at an 

end, this was not the end for her, as she aimed to continue to raise public awareness 

about kinship family lives. Like Leyla, I aim to build on this research by working 

collaboratively with others to deepen and enhance a broader understanding of kinship 

caring families. 
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Appendix 1: Private Legal Orders 
There are two main private legal orders under which children who grow up in kinship care 

are cared for; Child Arrangements Order and Special Guardianship Order (Kinship, 2020; 

Family Rights Group, 2022).   

o Child Arrangements Order  

A Child Arrangements Order is a legal order introduced in 2014 to replace Residence Orders 

and Contact Orders. The order sets out the arrangements for where children will live and 

with whom they will live until their eighteenth birthday. The person with whom the child lives 

can make most of the day-to-day decisions about the child’s life, although parental 

responsibility remains shared. Once the legal order is in place, children are no longer 

considered to be looked after by the state; despite this, local authorities must ensure they 

work with families to meet children’s needs.  

o Special Guardianship Order (SGO) 

This order was introduced by the Adoption and Children Act 2002 as an alternative to 

adoption, meaning that children can retain contact with their birth parents and family. Once 

assessed and legally approved, the special guardian cares for children until their eighteenth 

birthday. The special guardian has parental responsibility, and although they can make most 

decisions about children’s lives, they cannot change children’s surnames or take them out of 

the country for longer than three months without the parent’s permission.    
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Appendix 2: Types of Kinship Care in England 
o Types of Kinship Care in England 

There are three main types of kinship care in England, informal, formal, and formal foster 

care (or Connected Person). While there is some inconsistent use of informal and formal 

terms, the descriptions below are predominantly used (Hunt and Waterhouse, 2013; Tarrant 

et al., 2017; Hingley-Jones et al., 2020). 

o Informal kinship care 

Informal kinship care describes a family arrangement between the children’s parents and the 

relative carer. These arrangements do not usually involve children’s services, and the local 

authority does not assess the relative. While it is estimated that more children are growing 

up in informal than formal kinship care (Hunt and Waterhouse, 2013), the lack of family 

contact with local authorities means there is less knowledge about those families caring 

informally for children.    

o Formal kinship care  

Formal kinship care is a legal arrangement sanctioned by a court of law giving relatives legal 

parental rights for children’s care. Local authorities assess the suitability of the relative carer 

and family and the written report informs the court decision about children’s care. Children 

are often cared for under a Special Guardianship Order or Child Arrangement Order 

(formerly Residence Order) (see appendix 1).   

o Formal kinship foster care or Connected Person 

In this arrangement, relatives are assessed, trained, and paid as approved foster carers by 

local authorities and are subject to foster care policies and procedures (Family Rights Group, 

2022). The relative does not have parental rights, which stays between the children’s 

parents and the local authority and the child remains a looked after child (The Fostering 

Network, 2016).  
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Appendix 3: Pre-Event Meeting Agenda  
 

Living in Kinship Care Launch Event - Friday 28th September 10.30 – 12.30  

Agenda for Meeting Friday 21st September 10 – 11.30 am  

  

1. Hello and who we are?  

2. Short update on plans so far  

• YMCA  

• Numbers  

• Confirmed speakers  

• MP’s  

• Gordon Brown – stand  

3. Alan Campbell (MP) – key message to start event  

4. Kinship care speakers and key message  

5. Press coverage  

6. Tasks for day  

7. Evaluation?  

8. End of study  

9. Anything missing?  
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Appendix 4: End Event Programme  

  
Living in Kinship Care Families Launch Event  

Friday 28th September 10.30 – 12.30  

  

10.15 – Registration and refreshments  

10.30 – Event opened by Alan Campbell MP  

10.35 – Leyla  

10.40 – Kim Hall (Northumbria University)  

10.50 – Lucy, Rosemary and Jennifer   

11.10 – Dawn Jenkins (Grandparents Plus)  

11.20 – Chantelle, Rosemary and Lucy  

11.30 – Phillip Heslop (Northumbria University)  

11.40 – Sandra and Leyla joined by Kurt Max  

11.50 – Kinship carer Song  

12.00 – Final remarks by Kim Hall  

12.05 – 12.30 – Book dissemination, getting to know others and 

sharing thoughts  
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Appendix 5: Informed consent  

 
 

  
Faculty of Health & Life Sciences  

INFORMED CONSENT FORM  
Stage 1  

This information will be held and processed for the following purpose:  
Project Title:  Listening to Stories of Living in Kinship Care Families  
Principal Researcher:  Kim Hall  
                                                                                                                          please tick or 
initial   
                                                                                                                                where 
applicable  

  
I have carefully read and understood the Participant Information Sheet.  

  

I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study and I have 
received satisfactory answers.  

  

I understand the research will be divided into different stages and I have been given 
information on each of the stages as set out below.    
  

  

Stage 1:  
• Attend a one-hour focus group with other kinship care adults, to 
hear about the different ways to tell my story and ask questions if I am 
unsure.  Plan how often to meet up and agree an end date for telling the 
story.  Agree who the stories will be for.    

OR  
• Meet with the researcher on my own to hear about the different 
ways to tell my story and ask any questions if I am unsure.  Plan how 
often to meet up and agree an end date for telling the story.  Agree who 
the stories will be for.    

  

  

Stage 2:  
• I understand in stage 2 I will be meeting as a small group or on my 
own with the researcher to tell my story.    
• I understand that if I choose to be part of stage 3, I will   

a. Attend a one hour focus group with other kinship care adults, 
to plan how and when the stories will be shared with others.    
b. Discuss how information about the stories will be shared with 
others for example attending other kinship care groups, 
attending information giving events.  

   

  

Stage 3:  
• I understand that in stage 3 the group will:  

a. Prepare the finished stories into resource packs for others.  
b. Visit other kinship care groups to talk about the story packs   
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c. Visit information giving events to talk about the story packs.  
d. Agree publication date and each person to decide if they 
want to be part of stage 4.  

  
   

Stage 4:  
• I understand that I will work as part of a group to:  

a. Publish the story packs  
b. Attend information giving events to talk about being part of 
the study and the resource packs.  

  

I understand that I do not have to take part in each stage of the study and the 
researcher will seek my consent for each stage.  

  

I understand I am free to withdraw from the study at any time, without having to 
give a reason for withdrawing, and without prejudice.    

  

I understand that although I am free to withdraw from the project:  
• It will not be possible to withdraw my story after phase 2 is 
complete.    
• It will not be possible to withdraw my information after phase 3 has 
commenced.  

  

I know I do not have to answer any questions if I do not want to.  
  

  

I am aware that my name and details will be kept confidential and will not appear in 
any printed documents.    

  

I am aware that there is an exception to confidentiality and that if I say something 
that raises a concern about significant harm to a person this will be passed on to a 
named person working in [Organisation 1] or [Organisation 2]. 

 

I understand the information from the study will be stored at Northumbria 
University and on a password-protected computer.   
  

  

I am aware that the information will be used for a PhD study and will be destroyed 
at the end of the project.  

  

I agree to take part in stage 1 of this study.  
  

  

  
I confirm I have a:   

  

  
  

  
  
I agree to the University of Northumbria at Newcastle recording and processing this 
information about me.  I understand this information will be used only for the purpose(s) set 
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out in the information sheet supplied to me, and my consent is conditional upon the 
University complying with its duties and obligations under the Data Protection Act 1998.   

  
Signature of participant.......................................................    Date.....………………..  
(NAME IN BLOCK LETTERS)....................................................……………………….  

  
Signature of researcher.......................................................    Date.....………………..  
(NAME IN BLOCK LETTERS)....................................................……………………….  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

• This study and its protocol have received full ethical approval from Faculty of Health 
and Life Sciences Research Ethics Committee. If you require confirmation of this, or if you 
have  any concerns or worries concerning this research, or if you wish to register a complaint, 
please contact the Chair of this Committee (Dr Nick Neave: nick.neave@northumbria.ac.uk), 
stating the title of the research project and the name of the researcher:  
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Appendix 6: 4 phase breakdown 
Recruitment and Breakdown of the 4 Phases of the Study –  Key Planned Fieldwork Activities  
Recruitment Activity  

• Documentation for recruitment to be submitted with ethical approval application 
and in place by February 2017  
• Safe storage for data collection to be in place by February 2017 before recruitment 
begins  
• Risk assessment for site visits to be completed  
• Attendance at multiple kinship care groups in various locations in the North East to 
take place between April 2017 and May 2017 (depending on ethic submission approval) 
• Interested adults to be given full information relating to the study including option 
to opt out at any stage in the process once ethical approval has been received.   

Phase  Dates  Key Activity  

1  24th April 17 – 29th 
May 17  

• Have robust ethical systems in place for the 
ongoing wellbeing of all involved in the project  
• Undertake any necessary research or training for 
the suggested methods of gathering narratives  
• Have systems set up for safe, secure storage of 
data  
• Adult group focus meeting/s/individual meeting 
to consider and agree:  

o Method/s choice in sharing story  
o Plan for generating stories including 
dates/venue/duration  
o Agree who the story resource packs will 
be for  

• Once methods have been agreed, gather 
necessary resources for phase 2  
• Maintain a reflective journal  

  

2  6th June 17 – 15th Dec 
17  

• Work with participants to gather stories  
o Individual meetings with adults  
o Group focus meetings as agreed in phase 
1  

• Maintain a reflective journal  

3  14th January 18 – 30th 
June 18  

• Work with kinship carers to prepare stories for 
development for story resource packs.  
• Work with kinship carers to visit local kinship care 
groups to provide information about the story 
resource packs.  
• Support kinship carers in attending information 
sharing events to disseminate news of story resource 
packs.  

4  July 18 – Sept 19  • Publish story resource packs  
• Attend relevant events with kinship care adults to 
promote resource packs  
• Transcribe and analyse data   
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Appendix 7: Signposting to helpful organisations 
Study Title:  Listening to Stories of Living in Kinship Care Families  

Researcher: Kim Hall  

Helpful Organisations  
 

Organisati

on  

Email  Address/Cont

act telephone  

What do they do?  

Relative 
Experience 
project  

https://relativeexperience.wordpress.com/a
bout/  

0191 
2572504  

Grandparents and 
other relatives will 
be able to access 
support from 
trained volunteers 
who will help with 
the challenges of 
raising relative’s 
children.  

Family 
Rights 
Group  

https://www.frg.org.uk/  Free Helpline 
number  
0808 801 
0366  

A charity that 
advises parents 
and carers about 
their rights and 
options when 
social workers or 
courts make 
decisions about 
children’s welfare  

Grandpare
nts Plus  

http://www.grandparentsplus.org.uk/advice  Helpline  
0300 123 
7015  

Grandparents Plus 
is the national 
charity which 
champions the 
vital role of 
grandparents and 
the wider family in 
children’s lives – 
especially when 
they take on the 
caring role in 
difficult family 
circumstances and 
when they have 
lost contact with 
children.  

Adfam  http://www.adfam.org.uk/  No helpline  The website has 
details of over 
500 support 

https://relativeexperience.wordpress.com/volunteering/
https://relativeexperience.wordpress.com/volunteering/
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groups for families 
dealing with drug 
or alcohol use.  

Al-Anon 
Family 
Groups  

http://www.al-anonuk.org.uk/  020 7403 
0888  

Provides support 
to anyone whose 
life has been 
affected by 
someone else’s 
drinking.  

Alan 
Shearer 
Centre  

http://alanshearercentre.org.uk/  0191 267 
8118  

A specialist 
recreational, 
sensory and social 
resource for 
disabled people of 
all ages, catering to 
a wide spectrum of 
need. Facilities are 
completely free to 
use  
  

Childline  https://childline.org.uk/  0800 1111  A free private and 
confidential 
service for any 
young person in 
the UK.  

Escape 
Family 
Support  

https://www.escapefamilysupport.org.uk/  0770 2833 
944  

If you are an adult 
living in 
Northumberland 
and are affected by 
a loved one’s 
substance misuse, 
then ESCAPE can 
provide specialist 
support  

Families 
Anonymous
  

http://famanon.org.uk/  0845 1200 
660  

If concerned about 
a family member 
or friends drug 
problem.  

Family 
Lives  

http://www.familylives.org.uk/  Helpline  
0808 800 
2222  

Free helpline 
offering support to 
all family members 
- open 24 hours a 
day 7 days a week.  

FRANK  http://www.talktofrank.com/  0300 123 
6600  

National helpline 
providing advice 
and information 
about drugs.  
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Mind  http://www.mind.org.uk/  0300 123 
3393  

Helpline providing 
advice and support 
for anyone 
experiencing a 
mental health 
problem.  

NACOA  
(National 
Association 
for the 
Children of 
Alcoholics)  

http://www.nacoa.org.uk/  0800 358 
3456  

Free helpline for 
anyone whose 
parents have an 
alcohol problem.  

National 
Domestic 
Violence 
Helpline  

http://www.nationaldomesticviolencehelplin
e.org.uk/  

0808 2000 
247  

Free 24-hour 
helpline for 
women 
experiencing 
domestic violence, 
their family, 
friends and 
colleagues.  

Samaritans  http://www.samaritans.org/how-we-can-
help-
you?gclid=CIGpnOOVn9ICFe8W0wod0QcEH
w  

116 123  Helpline for 
anyone with 
concerns, worries 
or troubles.  
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Appendix 8: Image and audio consent 
FOR USE WHEN PHOTOGRAPHS/TAPE RECORDINGS WILL BE TAKEN  
Project title: Listening to Stories of Living in Kinship Care Families   

  
Principal Investigator: Kim Hall  
  
I hereby confirm that I give consent for the following recordings to be made:  
  

Recording  Purpose  Consent  
 Photographs of me engaged with 
the story telling activities.  
.  
  

To document the research journey as 
the stories are collected  

  

Voice recordings  
  

To document decisions made from 
focus groups.  The decisions will be 
used to inform the story telling 
process.  
To document the narratives  

  

  
Clause B: I understand that the recording(s) may also be used for teaching/research 
purposes and may be presented to students/researchers in an educational/research context. 
My name or other personal information will never be associated with the recording(s).  
  
Tick or initial the box to indicate your consent to Clause B               
  
Clause C: I understand that the recording(s) may be published in an appropriate 
journal/textbook or on an appropriate Northumbria University webpage, which would 
automatically mean that the recordings would potentially be available worldwide. My 
name or other personal information will never be associated with the recording(s). I understand 
that I have the right to withdraw consent at any time prior to publication, but that once the 
recording(s) are in the public domain there may be no opportunity for the effective withdrawal 
of consent  
  
Tick or initial the box to indicate your consent to Clause C            

  

  
  
Signature of research 
participant.......................................................    Date.....………………..  
  
  
.........................................................................................      Date.....………………..  
Signature of researcher.......................................................    Date.....………………..  
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Appendix 9: Debrief form 
ADULT PARTICIPANT DEBRIEF 
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• The data collected in this study may also be published in scientific journals or 

presented at conferences.  Information and data gathered during this research study 

will only be available to the research team identified in the information sheet. Should 

the research be presented or published in any form, all data will be anonymous (i.e. 

your personal information or data will not be identifiable).  

  

• All information and data gathered during this research will be stored in line with 

the Data Protection Act and will be destroyed 36 months following the conclusion of 

the study. If the research is published in a scientific journal it may be kept for longer 

before being destroyed. During that time the data may be used by members of the 

research team only for purposes appropriate to the research question, but at no point 

will your personal information or data be revealed. Insurance companies and employers 

will not be given any individual’s personal information, nor any data provided by them, 

and nor will we allow access to the police, security services, social services, relatives 

or lawyers, unless forced to do so by the courts.  

  

• If you wish to receive feedback about the findings of this research study then 

please contact the researcher at kim.hall@northumbria.ac.uk  
  

• This study and its protocol have received full ethical approval from Faculty of 

Health and Life Sciences Research Ethics Committee. If you require confirmation of 

this, or if you have  any concerns or worries concerning this research, or if you wish to 

register a complaint, please contact the Chair of this Committee (Dr Nick Neave: 

nick.neave@northumbria.ac.uk), stating the title of the research project and the name 

of the researcher:  
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Appendix 10: Information form 
   Faculty of Health & Life Sciences  
  

  

Study Title: Listening to Stories of Living in Kinship Care Families.  
Researcher: Kim Hall  

  

Participant Information Sheet  
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