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Executive Summary

This report identifies opportunities and challenges in co-producing research on kinship care. The
findings are targeted at all types of kinship carers, researchers and research organisations, funders,
children’s services, NGOs, commissioners, and policy-makers. Both the report and toolkit have been
co-produced by a team at Lancaster University and Kinship that builds on a long-standing partnership
between the two organisations. The project was funded by an ESRC Impact Acceleration Account
and the Department for Education. The linked toolkit builds on the findings of this study and provides
guidance on best practice. The study was carried out between 2022-2025.

It was set up to address the concern of Clare Walsh, researcher and special guardian, that current
research into kinship care does not give carers the opportunity to influence the way that research is
designed and undertaken. Instead, kinship carers and their families are the subject of research but
not equal partners. Studies that draw on the perspectives and experiences of kinship carers have

a long tradition (for example: Hunt et al. 2008; Wade et al, 2014; Wellard et al. 2017, Cusworth et al,
2019; Harwin et al. 2019) and they continue to be the main way in which kinship carers inform research
evidence today (e.g. Rees Centre, 2025). They capture the voices and experiences of kinship carers
and their families, but they are not based on the principle of co-production, which is well established
in other fields, most notably in health and disability research. Our project called for a new approach
which would involve kinship carers from the outset and build on their lived experiences with the
potential to produce new highly relevant research for practice and policy. More recently, a number
of studies have adopted this approach, such as (Iah and Selwyn, 2025, Thomas et al, in progress;
Cusworth et al, in progress).

Clare was a member of the Adoption and Special Guardianship Leadership Board's Task Group on
Special Guardianship, that was chaired by Lucy Peake, CEO of Kinship. Professor Judith Harwin was
also a member. With support from other members of the Task Group, Clare, Lucy and Judith worked
together to develop a funding proposal for a project to address Clare's concerns.

The project was originally funded

to explore the availability and What is co-produced research?
potential for co-produced research
in relation to kinship carers with a
special guardianship order. Recent
significant policy and proposed
legislative changes currently going

There is no single definition of co-production.

Sometimes it is used interchangeably with other
terms including ‘co-design’, ‘collaborative’ or ‘participatory
approaches’ or ‘participatory action research’.

through Parliament led us to widen It is a radically different approach from the more common
the reach of the report and toolkit model of university-led and funded research. It requires
to prioritise inclusivity and the need different relationships between all participants, different
for a research strategy that does practices and a shift in mindset and culture as well as

not give precedence to a single power.

category of kinship carer on the
basis of legal status. For this reason,
although the research took place
with special guardians, we use

the term kinship carer throughout,

In this report we use the term ‘co-production’ for clarity
and simplicity, unless there is a specific reason to use an
alternative.


https://www.cfj-lancaster.org.uk/projects/co-producing-research-into-kinship-care-opportunities-and-challenges
https://kinship.org.uk/our-work-and-impact/research/increasing-participation-in-kinship-care-research/
https://kinship.org.uk/our-work-and-impact/news/lancaster-university-and-kinship-launch-ground-breaking-research-project/
https://kinship.org.uk/our-work-and-impact/news/lancaster-university-and-kinship-launch-ground-breaking-research-project/
https://www.ukri.org/what-we-do/supporting-collaboration/supporting-collaboration-esrc/impact-acceleration-accounts/
https://kinship.org.uk/our-work-and-impact/research/increasing-participation-in-kinship-care-research/
https://research-information.bris.ac.uk/en/publications/keeping-them-in-the-family-outcomes-for-children-placed-in-kinshi/
https://pure.york.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/investigating-special-guardianship-experiences-challenges-and-out/
https://kinship.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/Growing-up-in-kinship-care-2017-report.pdf
https://dspace.stir.ac.uk/handle/1893/30234
https://dspace.stir.ac.uk/handle/1893/30234
https://www.cfj-lancaster.org.uk/app/nuffield/files-module/local/documents/HARWIN_SO_SGO_FinalReport_V2.1_19Mar2019.pdf
https://www.education.ox.ac.uk/rees-centre/project/family-routes-growing-up-in-adoptive-and-special-guardianship-families/
https://kinship.org.uk/our-work-and-impact/research/raised-by-relatives/ 
https://kinship.org.uk/our-work-and-impact/research/understanding-kinship-carer-networks-to-inform-targeted-support/ 
https://kinship.org.uk/our-work-and-impact/research/the-forgotten-10-private-family-law-cases-involving-non-parents/ 
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3909
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unless there is a specific reason to refer to special guardians. This decision was taken jointly with the
project participants, some of whom were caring for children under different arrangements as well as
special guardianship.

Aims

The report aims to address the following questions:

1. What research into kinship care, if any, has been co-produced since 2000 and on what issues?
2. Arethere any co-produced toolkits to guide best practice?

3. Isthere an appetite for co-production amongst kinship carers?

4. If so, what are the opportunities and barriers, and how can they be addressed?

Methods

To address these questions, we carried out a multi-strand study over three years. It comprised a
literature review, three online focus groups with 21 kinship carers, three face to face workshops with
a smaller number of these kinship carers, and an online roundtable with six researchers who had
experience in participatory research.

Findings

The scoping review

There were two elements to the literature review. The first was a rigorous scoping review

of co-produced research with kinship carers. This type of review is used when the literature is
scattered and insufficient to draw conclusions about its quality (Arksey and O'Malley. 2017:

Munn et al. 2018; Mak and Thomas, 2022). The second was a broader review of participatory research
and toolkits in allied fields.

The scoping review revealed a major lack of co-produced research that had been published since
2000 internationally in countries with similar child protection systems. There were just two articles
and two PhDs on participatory research (Herod, 2013; Hill and Hart, 2017; Hall. 2022; Moldow et al
2023) and none with co-production in the title or abstract.

Despite the low number of studies in the scoping review, they had important learning points on four
themes - (1) investment; (2) power; (3) safety and ethics; and (4) ownership and belonging.


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/1364557032000119616
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1186/s12874-018-0611-x.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9580325/
https://researchonline.ljmu.ac.uk/id/eprint/4567/1/157475_PHD%20Thesis.pdf
https://research.brighton.ac.uk/en/publications/gaining-knowledge-about-resilient-therapy-how-can-it-support-kins
https://www.proquest.com/openview/573217d9d7eeccae6f3df9e54fbfc297/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2026366&diss=y
https://researchinvolvement.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s40900-023-00487-6
https://researchinvolvement.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s40900-023-00487-6
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TABLE 1: Themes from the scoping review

Investment

Compared to traditional research methods, participatory research
required a higher level of investment from researchers and
commissioners. This included providing resources for kinship carers
(equipment, training and renumeration) and support.

It was important to build in flexibility in the kinship carers’ involvement
when projects were long-term to sustain participation.

Power

All the research teams attempted to address power imbalances with
varying degrees of success. Researchers required a high level of
skill and reflexivity to the challenges around power-sharing, which
included awareness of structural inequalities.

Safety
and ethics

Establishing a safe working space was essential. Some preferred to
carry out the research at home. Others preferred a community venue.
Training should be made available on ethical research and the
research arrangements that are needed to implement it.

Ownership and
belonging

Kinship carers needed to feel that they owned the research. \When
they did, it made them feel proud of their input and more likely to stay
involved. They wished to be named as authors and valued taking part
in dissemination.

Regular whole team meetings to reflect on the project and the
co-production process increased the sense of ownership.

Interest from the research commissioners increased commitment

to the project.

The literature review

The last decade has seen a major growth in participatory and co-produced research in allied fields,
particularly in health and social care, children’s services and disability. It has been welcomed by
funders who have also produced guidance for research applications and best practice (ESRC 2024
NIHR, 2024; SCIE, 2022). Universities have also welcomed co-produced research which fits well

with their widening participation agendas. It has led to many different initiatives, such as public
engagement hubs, the development of modules and training events as well as funded research and
publications and community initiatives including theatre productions.

All endorse the premise that research is immeasurably enriched by involving stakeholders who do
not automatically have a say in university-led research. But there are also challenges:

Although trust is essential, it takes time to build

Co-produced research is more time-consuming and complex to carry out than the more
common model of university-led research

There is much less evidence on the impact of participatory and co- produced research on service
and policy reform than on the benefits of the principles and methods of working.

The review of toolkits in allied fields was valuable. The most useful toolkits:

Set out the key principles and features of co-production

Had concrete strategies to address crucial issues such as recruitment of minoritised

ethnic groups

Offered training for all team members.


https://www.ukri.org/manage-your-award/good-research-resource-hub/research-co-production/
https://www.learningforinvolvement.org.uk/content/resource/nihr-guidance-on-co-producing-a-research-project/#:~:text=involvement%20in%20research
https://www.scie.org.uk/co-production/what-how/#whatis
https://www.ucas.com/money-and-student-life/money/scholarships-grants-and-bursaries/widening-participation#:~:text=Widening%20participation%20aims%20to%20support,bursaries%20as%20part%20of%20this
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Conclusions

The wide-ranging and specific issues that face kinship carers make clear that it is not enough
to borrow from other fields but that a dedicated toolkit is needed on best practice in co-
producing kinship care research.

The focus groups with kinship carers

Twenty-one kinship carers took part in the online focus groups. They were a diverse group. They
came from all parts of England and included one person from Wales. Fourteen were female. Thirteen
were grandparents but the participants also included aunts, uncles and siblings. Where information
was available, fourteen participants were aged between 45 and 64. Fourteen identified as White and
four identified as as biracial or multiracial. The children and young people they were caring for were
aged between two and 20. A majority of the special guardianship orders were made between 2017
and 2022. Nine kinship carers had research experience.

The purpose of the focus groups was to explore the reasons for taking part in the project, to identify
opportunities and barriers to developing co-produced research and put forward suggestions of how
the barriers could be resolved.

The focus groups generated powerful insights and messages on all these issues. A prime reason for
taking part in this project was the wish "to improve the system” so that future kinship carers did not
face the same difficulties that had beset members of the focus groups. Some people felt there would
be personal benefits such as becoming part of a community.

An overarching message was that the kinship carers thought it would be possible to develop a
research community of kinship carers committed to co-production, and that there was an urgent
need to fill the gap in research that reflected their own experiences.

They considered that multiple approaches would be needed to make co-production integral to
research on kinship care and they identified practical and concrete ways to address the many
obstacles that currently prevent involvement from the outset. Below is a summary of these barriers,
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TABLE 2: Barriers to co-producing research into kinship care

“The ones we should really be
researching are the ones that stay
under the rock. They are the 90%

Under- Kinship carers from ethnic minorities; males;
representation of | younger carers; those without a legal order;
the diversity and | from rural coommunities; with few

. . , _ , who don't come forward”
range of kinship | educational qualifications; and those
carers who lack confidence and feel they are invisible.
Practical A lack of digital access; lack of time and availability; difficulties with childcare
constraints arrangements, including childcare costs and delays in reimbursement;

difficulties in travelling to face-to-face events, especially when looking after
young children:; finding childcare when children have additional needs.

Knowledge Few digital skills and a lack of confidence; lack of access to information about
constraints current research and opportunities to take part; lack of access to training on
research methods and ethics.

Trauma Kinship carers felt bruised

by their experiences of
becoming kinship carers

that often had fostered a
deep mistrust of the local
authority and reluctance to
become involved in research.

Power A lack of recognition that lived experience is equal to the contribution of
imbalances professionals and academic researchers.

Distrust of local

authorities and ‘No-one [has] really captured the impact of the lack of local authority
holding them to effectiveness in fulfilling their legal responsibilities with what's already there..
account So what I'm hoping is that through this research we can capture what life is

really lire for special guardians .. with some very, very firm recommendations
that will hopefully then inform the statutory requirements for local
authorities, but hopefully with a bit of punch, where if you don't do it, there's
a consequence.”

Scepticism about | Research doesn't lead to change
the possibility of | and is perceived as irrelevant to

research leading | the kinship care community: " )
to change | still get emails come through

on research and .. | think I'm
reading the same stuff | was

‘In my head, research conjures up, you
know white females... and males. It's not
speakRing to me. It's not speaking about

reading twenty years ago and. ...
I just kRind of think I'm done with
research because we just talk

me. There’s not really much | can relate to"

and talk and talk’.
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Conclusions

The focus groups were important because they established that there is an appetite for co-
production amongst kinship carers. To make it a viable reality, in their view a wide-ranging
strategy would be needed to tackle engagement issues, knowledge, financial and resource
issues. These themes tied in with, and amplified the messages from the literature and helped
establish the key areas that the workshops would need to take on board to develop a toolkit
to guide best practice.

The workshops with kinship carers

The main aim of the face-to face workshops was to collaboratively agree the content and design

of the draft toolkit, incorporating the key learning from all aspects of the project. Three face-to-

face workshops were held in central London in Apriland July 2023 and June 2024. All travel and
subsistence costs of attendance were paid by Kinship including childcare as needed. The workshops
ran from 10.30am-3.30pm to accommodate school hours.

Six themes were explored in the workshops. They were:
1. Building understanding of research and the research journey

2. Establishing motivations and generating personal messages to foster engagement with future
kinship carers accessing the toolkit

Power dynamics - how to address inequalities between partner organisations
Recruitment and retention strategies that are inclusive and represent diverse kinship care groups
Barriers, obstacles and support - identifying the issues and strategies to tackle the barriers

O

Thanking and valuing special guardians - what are the different ways in which this can be
achieved?

The workshops were designed to be fun so as to build engagement and create a friendly and warm
atmosphere in which to share experiences and identify practical ways forward. The sessions were
facilitated by two members of staff at Kinship who had expertise in co-production in relation to
service development, and one also had experience as a kinship carer. A sketch artist captured the
themes as they were being discussed. Tasks were first discussed in small groups and summarised

in post-it notes which were then placed around the room for comment by all the participants. In the
later groups, the kinship carers looked at different toolkits in other fields and decided on the look and
design of the draft toolkit. This was important to promote ownership and belonging.

The kinship carers were enthusiastic about the sessions and their involvement in the toolkit
development. They felt proud of their work and wanted to be named as co-authors. They felt
that this was an important way of showing they are valued, respected and treated

as equals and not as subjects of research. They also want researchers
to treat them with empathy and to remember that every
journey is unique.

“We're putting hope, love and care into this project”

‘I loved it [today's workshopl. It's the best thing
I've done since | became a special guardian’.
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Conclusions

The kinship carers want to contribute to all stages of the research journey, from the first
step to the last. They see opportunities for wider partnerships with universities, research
organisations, frontline services and with health services.

For this to happen, they set out the key issues and their suggestions to address them.

TABLE 3: Key issues and ways forward identified by kinship carers

A

Concerns about participation

in research. It may:

- Put other family
members at risk
Exacerbate pre-existing
difficult relations with
birth families
Have negative impacts
on mental health
Create extra pressures
and conflict with
childcare responsibilities.

Ways forward

Ensure high levels of confidentiality to protect kinship carers
and the children they are caring for

Emphasise how engaging in research can help normalise
negative experiences, reduce stigma and isolation, and
contribute to the wellbeing of other kinship carers and their
children

Create a 'safe research space’ so that participants feel listened
to, empowered and valued and motivated to reach out to
other kinship carers to get involved.

Supporting kinship carers to
take part in co-production

Develop mentoring schemes

Create a bank of peer researchers to act as consultants at all
stages of a project

Work with trusted organisations.

Widening options for kinship
carers to co-produce
research

Provide full information on projects, the funders, the research
goals, methods, outcomes and dissemination plans

Provide research training, including on safety, ethics and
confidentiality and on research processes

Offer a variety of research methods (surveys, interviews, artistic
expressions such as the performing arts).

Financial and practical
barriers

Ensure research applications reflect the full costs of kinship
carer involvement

Pay travel costs in advance to prevent kinship carers being out
of pocket

Provide opportunities to participate online or in person

Build in flexibility to maximise involvement in the project

e.g. offer a range of time slots to attend meetings.

Making the toolkit meaningful
to kinship carers so as to
promote engagement

Kinship carers should lead on the language, design and
appearance of the toolkit
The toolkit needs to be jargon free and visually attractive.

12
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The online roundtable with researchers
The purpose of the roundtable was to draw on the experience of researchers who had carried out
participatory research. The aims were to:

1. Identify their views on opportunities and obstacles to co-production in the light of the findings
from the focus groups and workshops

2. Canvass their views on the essential ingredients of co-produced research
3. Obtain their perspectives on how the sector can increase opportunities for co-produced research.

Six researchers took part and included both early career researchers and senior academics. They
had links or positions in three different universities, and one member held a position as an embedded
researcher within a local authority. Two participants were also kinship carers who were currently
engaged in research involving co-production in the field of children’s services and health and

social care.

The roundtable members identified three essential ingredients (Table 4) in order to create a
collaborative research framework for co-production in kinship care research:

1. Asustainable infrastructure based on strong partnerships with community organisations and
universities. These partnerships need to be held by trusted organisations

2. Aninclusive research strategy to build capacity
3. Universities have systems in place to promote engagement with kinship carers.

13
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TABLE 4: How the sector can increase opportunities for co-produced kinship care research

Sustainable
infrastructure

Kinship should play a lead role in helping build a sustainable
infrastructure as a trusted organisation because of its close
contact with kinship carers, well established links with policy-
makers, local authorities and practice and research communities
Other organisations with in-depth engagement with kinship
carers, policy-makers, practitioners and children’s services could
play a similar role.

A strategy to build
capacity

Widen the pool of kinship carers to include all categories. This
would increase numbers in the pool and enrich the diversity of
issues to research
Create a bank of skilled and trained peer kinship care researchers
to assist in recruitment, build on personal motivators, and offer
support to new kinship care researchers
Ensure that the pool incorporates new voices to remain dynamic
and captures new experiences for research and avoids co-
production being a tick-box exercise
Embed ‘community connectors' (Lambeth Council, n.d)) from
research organisations into formal and community-led services to
tap into kinship carers' networks and facilitate direct contact with
mistrusted organisations to promote engagement and change
Ensure that academic researchers embarking on co-production:
o Pay attention to ways of communicating with kinship
carers, including choice of language and preferred
methods of contact
o Bring a different mindset and specific communication skills
and capacity to reach out into the community to foster and
sustain engagement.

Universities and funders

They have an important role to play in promoting engagement
Those already involved in kinship care research should undertake
training, independent learning or other development processes
in co-production to help change the research culture from ‘doing
to' to ‘working in partnership with' Minimising power imbalances
should be a top priority

Involvement with universities can enhance peer researcher self-
esteem and create new research opportunities

Universities need to make it easier for kinship carers to access
their facilities and resources

Funders need to check whether peer researchers are integrally
involved in grant applications.

14
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Conclusion

The roundtable provides a roadmap of the actions needed to embed co-production into
kinship care research from the outset. Co-production requires commitment from all partners,
a coordinated strategy across systems, and places distinct demands on academic partners
and trusted organisations.

This study set out to identify the opportunities and obstacles to co-producing research into kinship
care. To the best of our knowledge, this report and toolkit are the first to address this important topic
in England and Wales.

This study has been prepared against a background of major legal and policy development which
recognises the importance of all types of kinship care, irrespective of legal status. The Independent
Review of Children's Social Care foregrounded the important role that kinship carers play in
supporting children who might otherwise grow up in the care system or be placed for adoption and
lose ties with their own birth families. The Kinship Care Strategy 2023 also reflects a new interest in
this type of care that has been overshadowed by research into foster care and adoption.

Whilst recent policy and legislation are in line with this agenda in relation to practice, it has not been
linked to research. Although there is growing interest in incorporating lived experience into research
there is a lack of evidence and guidance on how this should be done. This report and accompanying
toolkit offer a roadmap that recognises both opportunities and challenges for the research
community.

A particular challenge is the lack of evidence on the impact of co-produced research on service
delivery and policy development. It needs to be recognised that impact can take a long time to be
felt and collecting evidence is not straightforward. Future research should aim to address this issue.
The present research is focused on the more immediate issues of how to develop and implement
co-produced research..

There were many useful lessons in co-producing this study which could be helpful for others to
reflect on when setting up a co-produced project.

Recruitment is clearly a crucial issue. We deliberately partnered with two kinship carers who had
excellent networks in their communities including with under-represented groups. We succeeded in
meeting our minimum numbers, including some under-represented groups, but we had hoped for
more participants. Recruitment also took longer than anticipated and required a significant amount of
engagement activities prior to taking part. Not all kinship carers who expressed an interest went on to
Jjoin the project. This highlights how recruitment needs to be carefully planned in terms of clarity on
the purpose of the study, engagement and resources.

In addition to recruitment taking longer than planned, the entire project also took longer than
anticipated. As happens in many studies, there was staff turnover meaning that both Kinship and
Lancaster University had to bring in additional resources. This meant that it was a challenge to
maintain continuity in the research team over the course of the project which affected the delivery
deadlines. Despite this, the research team and all kinship carers remained actively engaged until
completion.


https://www.cfj-lancaster.org.uk/projects/co-producing-research-into-kinship-care-opportunities-and-challenges
https://kinship.org.uk/our-work-and-impact/research/increasing-participation-in-kinship-care-research/
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20230308122535mp_/https://childrenssocialcare.independent-review.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/The-independent-review-of-childrens-social-care-Final-report.pdf
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20230308122535mp_/https://childrenssocialcare.independent-review.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/The-independent-review-of-childrens-social-care-Final-report.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6579c7f40467eb001355f755/Championing_kinship_care_the_national_kinship_care_strategy.pdf
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Finally, there was much shared learning about the importance of mindset. Expectations amongst
kinship carers about the impact of research on bringing about swift change needed scaling back.
For academic researchers navigating power imbalances was challenging and difficult to raise.
Understanding the complexity of carrying out co-produced research, being true to its principles,
and recognising the time it takes and challenges within university environments was a steep
learning curve,

Limitations

This was a small-scale study with very modest funding. Inevitably it has impacted on what we could
achieve within the timescales. The initial focus on special guardians meant that we were unable

to reach out to other types of kinship carers. This could limit the relevance of the findings and the
messages in the toolkit. We acknowledge there are diverse experiences and perspectives within the
kinship carer community and future research should seek to obtain these.

Despite these limitations, this study breaks new ground. It will have achieved its goals if it raises
awareness of why the voices and experiences of all kinship carers should shape research from the
get-go and if the toolkit can help drive forward implementation. There are many hurdles to overcome
but they must be addressed to achieve policy relevant research that benefits all kinship carers and
the children they are raising.

Opportunities

Kinship carers and researchers wish to see the introduction of co-produced research that
draws on kinship carers' lived experience. They believe co-production has the potential to
create new highly relevant knowledge for service providers, policy-makers, kinship carers,
practitioners, researchers and funders alike

Kinship carers feel they can play a part in all types of research, subject to relevant training,
peer and organisational support, appropriate remuneration, and recognition of their

own practical commitments

Kinship carers see commonalities in their experiences. They challenge the siloing of the
kinship carer community by type of kinship arrangement

Some universities have developed pioneering initiatives to promote engagement with peer
researchers and facilitate co-produced research. Although these initiatives are not targeted at
kinship carers, they provide a useful framework that can be adapted and built upon.

Challenges

Kinship carers feel excluded from the opportunity to produce research that involves them
from the get-go through to the final output and dissemination.

There is a major gap in the evidence base on co-produced kinship care research and no
specific toolkits to guide best practice

Kinship carers call for research to be more inclusive of the diversity of kinship carers. They
consider the following groups under-represented:

o Ethnic minorities
o Younger kinship carers
o Men
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o Kinship carers without Special Guardianship Orders, especially those in an informal
arrangement

o Those from rural communities

o Those with a private law order

o Those with few formal educational qualifications

o Those who lack confidence and feel invisible, and that their experience is not valued

Kinship carers recognise that grandparents who are white and female feature most
commonly in research about kinship care. However, even this group reports that they feel
marginalised and patronised and want opportunities to co-produce research rather than to
only be the subjects

There are specific issues that must be considered when involving kinship carers in co-
produced research. These relate to: the multiple needs of the children they are caring for; the
lack of financial, practical and emotional support they receive for their caring role; experiences
of trauma; and the complex system they navigate. The impact of local authority assessments,
family court processes and navigating systems that can feel biased against cultural practices,
too often without the appropriate support, contribute to broken bridges of trust towards
professionals and engagement in research activities

Engagement with universities can be hampered by their administrative processes to
employing and involving kinship carers as co-producers

Significant changes in research culture, infrastructure and practice are needed if co-
production is to become a viable reality

Without financial support to trusted organisations, such as Kinship, to lead the research
strategy with key partners, co-produced research is likely to be piecemeal and limited in
impact.

Recommendations

Principles
Co-production should be the default methodology, wherever possible, for all kinship care
research projects

All co-produced research projects should prioritise inclusivity and lay out a practical strategy
to this end.

Building capacity and sustainability

The core ingredients are:

o A trusted organisation with strong community networks and national policy influence
should lead a coordinated research strategy. Kinship would be well placed to take on this
role in partnership with other organisations

o A pool of diverse, well trained and supported peer researchers
o Academics trained in participatory research approaches

o Recognition of the additional time needed to implement the strategy, compared to
university-led research

o Organisational structures and trusted partnerships to support participation at all levels of
the organisation.



Developing best practice

Non-traditional methods to recruit peer researchers, including videos and podcasts, should
be used

The early stages of recruitment should:

o Allow sufficient time to consult with kinship carers about the project, so they have full
understanding of its goals and their own role and responsibilities

o Consider and plan for kinship carer participation needs (i.e. financial, physical, emotional,
practical, communication methods)

o Incorporate trauma-informed research practices

o Set out clear expectations for the whole team, including outputs and impacts
o Ensure that all research processes and plans of work are revisited regularly
Co-producers should work together to build relationships of trust.

Implications for funders and research organisations

3.

Funders, whether charities or research organisations, have a vital role to play in catalysing a
coordinated programme of co-produced research into kinship care

Funders should consider:
o Setting up a dedicated funding stream to catalyse new initiatives
o Making inclusive research design a condition of funding

Grant applicants should realistically cost the time and money needed to undertake
co-produced research

Research organisations should review their internal processes to maximise peer researcher
engagement and access to their resources.

There is an appetite, need and opportunity to develop co-produced research into
kinship care

Future co-produced research needs to target all types of kinship carers. This will enrich
the scope, volume and relevance of studies to policy-makers and practitioners

It will require financial investment, organisational support and a strategy to build capacity.
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Introduction

This report examines the opportunities and obstacles to developing co-produced research in

kinship care. The report has been written with and for kinship carers, peer researchers, charities, local
authorities, policy makers and others working with kinship families, universities and funders.

It draws together learning from all the sources of evidence and its findings underpin the toolkit that

is the practical sister output, designed to chart best practice and deal with challenges in a visually
compelling way. Both documents are standalone but are best read together.

Background

The project was set up to address the concern of Clare Walsh, researcher and special guardian, that
current research into kinship care does not give carers the opportunity to influence the way that
research is designed and undertaken. Instead, kinship carers and their families are the subject of
research but not equal partners. Studies that draw on the perspectives and experiences of kinship
carers have a long tradition (for example: Hunt et al. 2008; Selwyn et al. 2013; Wade et al, 2014;
Wellard et al, 2017, Cusworth et al, 2019; Harwin et al, 2019: Hunt, 2020) and they continue to be

the main way in which kinship carers inform research evidence today (e.g. Rees Centre, 2025). They
capture the voices and experiences of kinship carers and their families, but they are not based on
the principle of co-production, which is well established in other fields, most notably in health and
disability research, but also increasingly in social work (Ali et al, 2024).

Our project called for a new approach which would involve kinship carers from the outset and build
on their lived experiences with the potential to produce new highly relevant research for practice and
policy. More recently, a number of studies have adopted this approach, such as (Borenstein et al,
2025; Tah and Selwyn. 2025; Thomas et al. in progress; Cusworth et al. in progress).

Clare was a member of the Adoption and Special Guardianship Leadership Board's Task Group on
Special Guardianship that met from 2021 to 2022. It was chaired by Lucy Peake, CEO of Kinship and
Professor Judith Harwin was also a member. With support from other members of the Task Group,
Clare, Lucy and Judith worked together to develop a funding proposal for a project to address Clare's
concerns, which was successful. It was funded by a grant from the Economic and Social Research
Council Impact Acceleration Account (ESRC IAA) and the Department for Education (DfE).

Lancaster University and Kinship already had a well-established partnership. In 2019 they had
received ESRC IAA funding to co-produce two films (with CoramBAAF), The First Day of Forever:
Becoming a Special Guardian and Special Guardianship: An Agenda for Change with accompanying
materials and policy and practice recommendations. In the first film, special guardians powerfully
charted their experiences of the practice and legal system and the profound and often troubling
impacts on their own lives and those of the children they were caring for. Senior policy makers from
government and family justice provided their recommendations in the second film. A key finding
from both films was that special guardians lacked a voice in policy and practice arenas. The present
project builds on this finding and takes it into the research arena.
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INTRODUCTION

Original objectives for the project

To develop a research framework with special guardians so that research is designed in a way
that reflects and respects their views and experiences. The framework will help guide and inform
best practice for those undertaking research into special guardianship

To work with special guardians to develop a written guide and tools that can be used by anyone
planning on carrying out research into special guardianship.

For all stakeholders the common purpose was to support the co-production of innovative and robust
research that reflects the primary concerns of special guardians and kinship carers, enriches the
scope and nature of future research and brings their valuable expertise to policy makers, funders,
academics and universities.

Policy developments and their impact on the project

The project was originally funded with a focus on special guardians rather than on all types of kinship
carers. This reflected the policy context and research focus at the time of the project's inception
which consequently shaped the funding available for the project. At that time, the policy focus

at central government level was dominated by special guardianship as opposed to other forms

of kinship care. Structures such as the ASGLB and funding for significant research projects often
reflected this.

However, since the study was first mooted, there have been major changes in policy relating to
kinship care. The Independent Review of Children's Social Care and the government's subsequent
first ever national Kinship Care Strategy for England (2023) and policy developments during

2024 heralded a shift to a more inclusive approach to developing research, policy and practice
that recognises and supports all forms of kinship care. At the same time the ASGLB and Special
Guardianship Task Group were dissolved by government in 2022, and a new government was
elected.

The shift in policy was welcomed by the research team and it led to our decision to target this report
and toolkit at all kinship carers. There are many reasons for this:

We wished to include of all types of kinship carers as a matter of principle

Allkinship carers are bringing up a child who cannot be raised by their own birth parents but
where links with the birth family are retained (even if this is only in principle as it is not always
practically possible)

The participants in this study endorsed this approach. Some of the special guardians were
themselves looking after children with different types of arrangement, both with and without a
legal order. The academic researchers in the roundtable also supported this inclusive approach

In our collective significant research and personal experience in this area, both special guardians
and other kinship carers experience poor levels of support. Kinship's 2023 annual survey found
that 25% of kinship carers rated local authority support as very poor. Kinship carers are significantly
more likely to report poor health, loneliness, and financial hardship than the general population
(Nandy and Selwyn, 2012; ONS, 2023)

An inclusive research strategy is likely to have greater strategic impact and generate a wider pool
of future peer researchers than if the learning is only relevant to a sub-group of kinship carers.
There are currently approximately 141,000 children in kinship care in England and Wales (Office
for National Statistics, 2021), but only 21,000 children on a special guardianship order. Given the
commonality of needs, it makes sense to provide all kinship carers with an opportunity to take
part in co-production from the get-go
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CO-PRODUCING RESEARCH INTO KINSHIP CARE INTRODUCTION

® The publication of the government's national Kinship Care Strategy has led to a welcome focus
on improving support for all kinship families and recent policy developments are likely to embed
this approach at local and national level. For example, the Department for Education is funding
two national services that are for all kinship carers - the national Training and Support Service and
Peer Support Service, both delivered by Kinship. New statutory guidance focuses local authorities
on improving the ‘Local Offer’ of support for all kinship carers, and this should be developed in
consultation with kinship carers. This builds on significant evidence that kinship care support is
determined by legal arrangement and varies by local authority (Smyth et al, 2024).

Project aims and target audience

The project and its outputs have been developed for kinship carers, researchers, universities, funders
and policymakers. The study has several aims:

1. To find out if kinship carers support the concept and development of co-produced research and
to identify how they perceive the benefits and challenges, and ways of addressing challenges

2. To carry out a scoping review of the literature to draw together evidence on:
a. Participatory and co-produced research with special guardians and kinship carers, and
b. The existence of co-produced toolkits prepared with and for kinship carers

3. Depending on the response to aim 1.

a. To develop the core ingredients of a co-produced strategy to stimulate and develop
sustainable co-produced research into kinship care

b. To produce a dedicated toolkit that sets out best practice and identifies challenges and ways
in which they might be resolved

4. To generate recommendations for universities and research funders, informed by all available
evidence, on the rationale, advantages and challenges of investing in co-produced research with
kinship carers, and identify ways in which they might invest.

Concepts and definitions

A number of key concepts underpin this report. Below we set out the way in which we use the terms
and their definitions.

Special guardians and other types of kinship carers

Kinship carers are grandparents, aunts, uncles, older sisters and brothers, cousins, other family
members and friends. They have stepped up to raise the child of a relative or friend. Different legal
arrangements mean that they experience systems differently, and their legal arrangement usually
determines the support available to them and their kinship children. Kinship carers often report that
social workers tell them that the local authority does not have a duty to their family because they are
in a ‘private arrangement’ In many of these cases, including the case of a researcher on this project,
Clare Walsh, the kinship carers fight to have their arrangement recognised as being the responsibility
of the local authority. This is another way in which kinship carers are excluded. Black and Asian
kinship carers are more likely to be caring for children in an informal arrangement (MacAlister, 2022)
reflective of their cultural family support practices (Tah and Selwyn, 2025).
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The National Kinship Care Strategy for England (2023) sets out different types of
kinship carers:

Informal kinship care arrangements are when a close family member or friend look after a
child for a temporary or permanent amount of time. This arrangement is agreed privately with
the parents and parental responsibility for the child remains with the parents.

Kinship carers with a Child Arrangements Order (CAQO). Child Arrangements Orders are
granted by the family court and determine who a child can live with and/or who a child can
stay with and for how long. The kinship carer shares parental responsibility with the child's
parents, or others with parental responsibility, until the age of 18 unless the court states
otherwise. In 2014, Child Arrangements Orders replaced Residence Orders and Contact Orders.

Kinship carers with a Special Guardianship Order (SGO) have parental responsibility for a child
following an order made by the family court. Kinship carers live permanently with their children
until the age of 18 but need permission from the court to make important decisions, such as
changing the child's surname.

Kinship foster carers look after children who are “looked after” by the local authority
following a voluntary agreement, if a child spends more than 24 hours in local authority care
under section 20 of the Children Act 1989 or if a Care Order is made by the family court.

Co-design is a collaborative approach to designing services, systems or products that involves
multiple partners. The rationale is that co-designed services better reflect the needs of their users
than those that are designed “top down".

Co-production: The term ‘co-production’ applies to a range of fields, including “the provision and
generation of services, goods and research” (Campbell and Vanderhoven, 2016; Rahman et al, 2022).
There is no single definition of co-production (Sutton, 2020). Sometimes it is used interchangeably
with other terms including ‘co-design’, ‘collaborative’ or ‘participatory approaches or participatory
action research’ (Pain et al. 2019). In this report we use the term ‘co-production’ for clarity and
simplicity, unless there is a specific reason to use an alternative.

Participatory research: Participatory research is a “collaborative research approach that involves
people who are affected by the research topic as equal partners in the research process. The goal is
to improve people's lives and create social change.” (King's College London, 2025)

Peer researchers: "Peer researchers (also referred to as ‘community researchers’) use their lived
experience and understanding of a social or geographical community to help generate information
about their peers for research purposes. They may be involved in assisting with research design,
developing research tools, collecting and analysing data, or writing up and disseminating findings”.
(Yang and Dibb. 2020).

Scoping review: A scoping review collates the evidence on a topic in a systematic way, according
to pre-agreed criteria (Arksey and O'Malley, 2017, Munn et al. 2018; Mak and Thomas, 2022). It is
used where the knowledge base is scattered and, unlike a systematic review, insufficient to draw
conclusions about the quality of the literature. Sometimes scoping reviews are called scoping
studies.

Sketch artist: Sketch artists are frequently used in court rooms and draw pictures of the judge or jury
and defendant. In this project the function of the sketch artist was to capture visually and in real time
the emerging themes from the workshops.
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Toolkit: A toolkit is a practical ‘how to’ document (Sood. 2018). It identifies steps to promote
implementation (IThoele et al. 2020) and ways in which to tackle challenges.

Traditional research: In this report we use this phrase to describe research that does not routinely
involve people with lived experience as co-producers and co-owners of the research and who have
co-designed the aims and outputs from the get-go.

Co-production, its strengths and challenges

Co-produced research differs FIGURE 1: Typical Stages In Participatory Action Research
significantly from approaches Adapted from: Pain et al. 2019

where “the main involvement
subjects to be investigated or as

commissioners and recipients Action - Establish relationships and common agenda with all
of research findings" (Campbell
and Vanderhoven, 2016). In co-
produced research, participants Reflection
should be incorporated from the
beginning of a project, helping
to define and design it, through
all stages to influencing and
shaping the desired outcomes
and ensuring implementation Reflection | On research questions, design, working relationships and
and dissemination. It is a radically information required

different approach from the more
common model of university-
led and funded research, and it
requires different relationships
between all participants, different

stakeholders
Collaboratively decide on issues

On research design, ethics, knowledge and accountability

Action - Build relationships

Identify roles and responsibilities

Collectively design research processes and tools
Discuss potential outcomes

Action - Work together to implement research and collect data
Enable participation of all members

Collaboratively analyse findings

Collaboratively plan future actions

practices and a shift in mindset HpiEEl | o0 Onwendng egser

and culture as well as power. o e peitlelbaion vorkes

These processes and relationships ¢ Wretelse co e neeclio g

are illustrated by the following Action Begin to work on feeding research back to all participants
figures (Pain et al, 2019; Ageing and plan for feedback on process and findings

Better, 2021; NIHR SPHR, 2022)
used this diagram to visualize the
process.

Reflection | Evaluate both the action and reflection processes as a
whole

Action Collectively identify future research and impacts
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FIGURE 2: The PAR cycle and worked examples
Source: NIHR SPHR. 2022

Worked example Pla n Act Worked example

PAR students discuss how .
they feel their school might Explanation Explanation
not be doing enough to

support student mental health.

Students discuss interventions Students implement the
they may want to use in their discussed intervention
school. They come to a with the support of
decision regarding a PAR staff members.
specific intervention

they want to use.

year groups abot
can access mental health
support in their school.

Students want to educate
their peers about where
students can go for mental
health support in school.

Worked example Reflect Observe [worked example
Using the data results and - Exol . PAR students use ‘light touch’
verbal responses from the EXPIanahon xplanation data collection to measure
assembly to help them identify | ¢4\ dents discuss how the Students observe the responses from the assembly.
areas of concern to stud: R tad interventions implemented intervention. | They create and send out
PAR members might come up (- pave /have not impacted upon Here is where ‘light touch | @ short survey to assess

with a plan to address these their school and what they data collection’ is used. their delivery and whether

or not students found their

problems, e.g.. lack of mental ; i
might do going forwards. information useful.

health signposting in school,
therefore entering another
stage of the cycle.

Co-production has grown out of the use of participatory approaches in research. The literature points
to a wide range of benefits of participatory research:

® [tis the right thing to do morally (Case et al. 2014)
® |t empowers marginalised people (Rustage et al. 2021)

® |[tis collaborative and recognises that all team members have different skills, knowledge and
experience which are all equally valuable (Case et al. 2014).

® |t can contribute to social justice (Jagosh et al, 2012).
® The research is more effective because it has considered a wider range of those affected

(Cargo and Mercer, 2008)
® Research is disseminated in ways that are accessible, impactful and help ensure that all partners
feel their input is valued (Fruhauf et al, 2022).

Participatory research aims to ensure that power within the research process is evenly distributed.
According to Jagosh et al (2012) it leads to sustainable collaboration and enhanced empowerment
that can result in increased capacity on the part of all the project partners (Postavaru, 2014) and
greater self-determination (Cargo and Mercer, 2008). This collaboration enables knowledge to

be shared so that both ‘professionals’ and ‘'non-professionals’ learn from the experience, and this
can lead to better community relationships (Wallerstein, 2021) and enhanced mutual respect
(Henderson et al., 2017). The benefits are summarised in Figure 3 below:
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FIGURE 3: Benefits Of Co-Production
Source: Ageing Better, 2021

®

Benefits for individuals Benefits for professionals Benefits for services

« Feeling valued, respected + Better understanding « Greater authenticity
and empowered of lived experiences of and credibility

* Improved confidence the pacple they support * Increased engagement,
and a sense of purpose + Greater sense of job appeal and accessibility

A i satisfaction -

+ Contributing to positive » More responsive, relevant

outcomes in their community » Opportunity to think and useful services

differently and challenge
established ways
of working

+ Ability to take a
collaborative approach
and learn from others

« Social connections and
peer support

« Ownership of services
by users encourages their
support

FIGURE 4: The Journey Of Participatory Research

Source: Centre of Social Justice and Community Action, 2022

These PR Islands are: '

The Island of Input
and Resources

The Island of
Initiating Engagement
and Maintaining Relationships

The Island of Process
and Ownership

The Island of Shared
Understanding

Bon Voyage!
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The growth of participatory and co-produced
research

The last decade has seen a major growth in participatory and co-produced research in allied fields,
particularly in health and social care. It has been welcomed by funders who have also produced
guidance for research applications and best practice (ESRC 2024: NIHR 2024; NICE, n.d.; SCIE
2022). Universities have also welcomed co-produced research which fits well with their widening
participation agendas and strategy for the Research Excellence Framework where high value is
placed on real world research, with requirements for universities to generate case impact studies.
Examples of the impact of co-production on universities are:

® The creation of public engagement hubs
® The development of modules and training events on co-production for the wider community

® Funded research and publications on co-production, its benefits and challenges in different
sectors

® Community initiatives including theatre productions.

Allendorse the premise that research is immeasurably enriched by involving stakeholders who do

not have a say in university-led research. Alongside reports on the benefits of co-produced research,

the findings have been translated into co-produced toolkits, often visually arresting and with helpful
podcasts or other non-traditional outreach methods (Canning, 2023).

There are a number of challenges associated with co-produced research:
® Trustis key, but it takes time to build (Cargo and Mercer, 2008)

® [tis more time-consuming and complex to carry out than traditional models of research
(SCIE. 2022)

® There is no single definition of co-production (Sutton, 2020). It is an umbrella term used variably.
Sometimes it is lumped together with the terms ‘co-design', ‘collaborative’ and 'participatory’
research (Masterson et al, 2022)

® There is much less evidence on the impact of participatory and co- produced research on
service and policy reform than on the benefits of the principles and methods of working
(Oliver et al, 2019).
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Methodology

We conducted a multi-strand project over 3 years:
1. A scoping review

2. A broader literature review

3. Online focus groups with kinship carers

4. In-person workshops with kinship carers

5. An online roundtable with researchers

We collated the learning from each of these strands into this report and the associated toolkit.
We co-designed the application for funding, agreed the aims and methodology, and how the roles
and responsibilities would be shared between the team. Figure 5 shows how we went about the

study once funding was received. Full ethical approval was granted by Lancaster University. Details
of our methodology are provided in Appendix A.

FIGURE 5: The Study Methodology

Phase 1 - Research strands

Scoping and 3 focus groups with 3 workshops with 1researchers’
toolkit reviews kinship carers kinship carers (5-9 roundtable
(21 participants) participants in each) (6 participants)

\ 4

Phase 2 - Draft report and toolkit consultation

Prepare report Prepare toolkit

I Consultation on draft report I
and toolkit preparation

\ 4

Phase 3 - Report and toolkit finalised




Strand 1: Scoping review

Key findings from the scoping review

There is a major shortage of published evidence on co-produced kinship care
research.

We did not find any published articles using “co-production” in their title.
We did not find any co-produced toolkits for and about kinship care.

Only four studies met the inclusion criteria (Appendix B) but they provided important
messages for researchers, organisations and funders on promoting co-production. The key
themes were: Investment; Power; Safety and Ethics; Ownership and Belonging.

Co-production requires a higher level of investment from those involved than traditional
university-led approaches.

Researchers involved in participatory research require a high level of skill and reflexivity.

Co-production, whilst challenging, can feasibly be applied in kinship care research but must
be implemented with great care.

The evidence gaps highlight the need for a greater breadth and depth of research to
establish what best and inclusive practice might look like.

Our overarching aim was to provide an overview of participatory methods in kinship research. Four
specific research aims were identified. They were to:

1. Establish what co-produced and participatory research has been carried out with kinship carers
since 2000

2. Establish whether any co-produced toolkits have been produced detailing best practice and
challenges since 2000

3. ldentify gaps in the evidence base
Learn lessons for our own study:.

To this end we opted for a scoping review because it fitted most closely with our objectives. It
allowed us to pose an exploratory research question and to draw together a scattered literature
without the requirement to make a judgement about the quality of the studies, whilst still using a
rigorous methodology (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005; Munn et al, 2018).
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THE SCOPING REVIEW

Details of the processes involved in the scoping review are set out fully in Appendix B. The starting
point was for the lead researchers from Lancaster University and Kinship to discuss and develop

a consensus on the inclusion criteria and search strategy. Initially the geographical location of the
research was to be limited to the United Kingdom. However due to the limited research available in
this area, eligibility was extended to all countries with cognate child protection systems. We agreed
that our search terms were:

‘kinship care” OR “special guardianship” OR “relative care” OR "family and friends care” OR “kin
care" AND

‘participatory” OR “collaborative” OR "action research” OR “co-produced”

The inclusion criteria agreed by the team were:

1. Primary qualitative, quantitative or mixed-methods research; evaluation reports; peer-reviewed
Jjournal articles; doctoral theses

2. Participant group referred to adult kinship carers who were looking after a child on a near or
full-time basis

Inclusion of detail on participatory methods
Studies conducted in countries with cognate child protection legal systems to England
English language publications

O

Published between 2000 and 2024.

The following databases were searched: Academic Search Ultimate, Dissertations and Theses
Global, Google Scholar, JSTOR, OpenAlex, PubMed, Scopus, Sage Journals, SocINDEX and Web
of Sciences. The search was conducted between March and April 2025. 197 unique records were
identified and their titles and abstracts screened, 15 of which progressed to full-text screening of
which four met the inclusion criteria.

The scoping review revealed a major shortage of published evidence on co-produced kinship care
participatory research. We did not find any published articles using “co-production” in their title. We
did not find any co-produced toolkits for and about kinship care. Only four studies met the inclusion
criteria. Of these, two were PhD dissertations. Only one operated on a 'collegiate’ model (Herod. 2013)
whereby kinship carers took part in directing and conducting the research and could be seen as
‘peer research’ (Moldow et al., 2023). The other three papers tended to sit in the ‘collaborative’ space
on the pyramid or move between levels during different parts of the research process (see Figure 6
below).
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THE SCOPING REVIEW

FIGURE 6: The four modes of participation

Source: (Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995)

COLLEGIATE
Researchers and
those with lived
experience are equal
partners and share
ownership and control
of the research.

COLLABORATIVE
Co-production in several aspects
of the research process.

CONSULTATIVE
People with lived experience consulted as
part of the research design process.

CONTRACTUAL
Process entirely owned and led by
academic researchers.

The low number of studies on participatory approaches, all small-scale, has highlighted that the
knowledge base on participatory approaches and co-produced research on kinship care is very
limited. There is an urgent need to understand how to conduct co-production successfully and
ethically in this field.

But the four studies still provide a valuable starting point. They all had important learning points for
developing our own toolkit and contained important messages for researchers wishing to engage in
participatory research, and for funders. These were focused on four main themes:

o Investment, Power, Safety and Ethics, and Ownership and Belonging.

Investment

Compared to traditional research methods, participatory research required a higher level
of investment from researchers and commissioners

More time was needed overall for the project (Moldow et al, 2023) and the research
process was long and labour-intensive for kinship carers and the academic researchers
(Hilland Hart, 2017; Hall, 2022).
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All partners had to make a long-term commitment to the project, but this was problematic for
some kinship carer researchers. So their involvement changed to being able to opt in and out
of the research (Hall, 2022). This level of flexibility and communication was labour-intensive but
enabled continued participation of researchers with lived experience

Commitment to the process from connected organisations was important to ensure the success
of the work. This included (Moldow et al, 2023):

o A commitment to a participatory approach from the outset

o The organisation’s directors were available to the kinship carer researchers
o Resources for the kinship carers (equipment, training and renumeration).

Investment - key learning points

Kinship carers have multiple demands on their time. To get the full
benefits of their lived experience, partner organisations need to
provide equipment, training, offer flexible contracts and emotional
support.
Funders need to make sure that research applications include realistic costings for all these
items.
Further work is needed on how to balance up the needs of kinship carers for flexibility in their
project involvement without risking delays in project completion. This issue is addressed in
the toolkit.

Power

The standout points that may affect the likely success of participatory approaches are:
The ability of the academic researchers to effectively share power with those who are experts by
experience by:
0 Being sensitive to their role in upholding or addressing longstanding inequalities

o 'Reflecting honestly' on the power dynamics throughout the research process and consciously
working to acknowledge and address them (Hall. 2022)

o Being flexible and able to flip’ the power dynamic by giving the kinship carer researchers the
power to critically assess the performance of social services. In Moldow and colleagues' study,
four kinship carers were recruited as professional researchers. All were Black and grandparents,
The academic researchers felt the participatory methodology aiming to address power and
inequality allowed the evaluation to ‘deeply engage’ historically marginalised groups
(Moldow et al, 2023)

o Recognising that reducing the power differential may be challenging given that kinship carers

are assessed by formal organisations and it may trigger unhappy experiences. In Herod's study,
conducted with the NSPCC, it also created conflicts with ethics and safeguarding (Herod, 2013).
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Power sharing: key learning points

The planning stage of a research application should explicitly consider how
kinship carers will be involved and promote choice on how, and how much,
they engage with the fieldwork, and where and when to share their stories

Power sharing is vital to address historical inequalities and power imbalances
Consider options to flip' the power dynamic between social services and kinship carers
Tackle 'the elephant in the room": engage in a process of mutual learning by regularly

evaluating the research process and receiving and responding to feedback from kinship
carer researchers on their experience of power sharing.

Safety and Ethics

The standout messages were:
Establishing a safe working space was considered essential. Some kinship carers preferred to
carry out the research in their own home and others at a community venue. Provide a transition
time at the start of each fieldwork session to have a hot drink or chat so that peer researchers
have time and space to move from their everyday life into the research space (Hall. 2022)
Hold open discussions on ethics and safety, including around the use of personal and sensitive
information and images, and anonymisation in light of respecting legal privacy obligations
(Herod, 2013; Hall, 2022)
Provide training on key topics in ethical research including risks and benefits to participants,
consent and confidentiality
Take particular care about involving kinship carers who are currently experiencing difficulties to
avoid harm and increasing their vulnerability (Herod. 2013).

Safety and ethics: key learning points
Kinship carer co-researchers should receive training on research ethics and
safety issues to give them the skills and confidence to lead fieldwork interviews.

Establishing the boundaries of the research is important to ensure safe and ethical
participatory research with families who are actively involved with services, especially where
the service is being researched at the same time.

Ownership and Belonging

The studies highlighted how important it was for kinship carer researchers to feel that they owned
the research. It made them feel empowered and proud of their contribution and more likely to stay
involved. This was achieved in different ways:
Kinship carers were encouraged to engage with the research process in ways that suited them
Events were held to promote a sense of belonging, e.g. by sharing family photos with other
researchers and kinship carers in the research team
Regular whole team meetings took place at each stage of the research with reflections on the
project and the co-production process

34


https://www.proquest.com/openview/573217d9d7eeccae6f3df9e54fbfc297/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2026366&diss=y
https://researchonline.ljmu.ac.uk/id/eprint/4567/
https://www.proquest.com/openview/573217d9d7eeccae6f3df9e54fbfc297/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=2026366&diss=y
https://researchonline.ljmu.ac.uk/id/eprint/4567/

THE SCOPING REVIEW

The commissioning organisation took an active interest in the project and in its findings
The kinship carer researchers took a full part in dissemination
The kinship carers were fully credited and named in the research outputs as co-authors,

It was, however, more difficult to promote a sense of ownership when families were still receiving
services from the organisations participating in the research. This was an issue about power
inequalities but also resulted in a failure to secure belonging and pride in the project.

Ownership and belonging: key learning points

Promoting a sense of belonging and ownership increases the chances of peer
researcher involvement

It seems likely that all the strategies used increased the chances of kinship
carers feeling valued and that their input was essential to the project's success

There is a particular challenge when vulnerable families are involved. Attention needs to be
given to this issue.

Evidence Gaps

This scoping review highlights the significant gaps in the literature on participatory research methods
with kinship carers. Whilst there is useful learning from the four studies included, each one used a
different approach, or multiple approaches to participatory research, providing insufficient evidence
on which to evaluate what might be best practice in this field. Each study sat at a different place on
Cornwall and Jewkes (1095) modes of participation, so we are limited in our ability to compare across
studies to assess ‘what works' in participatory research with kinship carers.

Whilst touched upon in some of the literature, the level of sustained engagement required to
complete a traditional research cycle can prove to be a barrier to co-researchers who have the
additional responsibility of being a kinship carer. The studies made some recommendations around
flexible scheduling and communication methods but did not fully explore how the variable levels of
engagement impacted on the co-production process and the experiences of the kinship carers and
academic researchers.

The studies themselves, whilst reflective from the point of view of the lead researcher, do not
thoroughly capture the experiences of the kinship carers involved in the work and what their
recommendations would be for improvement. These gaps mean we are unable to assess whether
participatory methods are delivering any benefit to kinship carers that is different to, or better than
that of traditional methods. The topic of how to assess and address power was touched upon
throughout with all studies attempting to share power in some way. However, the specific ways
power in research is experienced by kinship carers was not explored. This gap is important as kinship
carers may experience unique and specific power imbalances as a result of their experiences of
caring for someone else's child.

All the studies made some mention of the structural inequalities inherent in a traditional research
process that their participatory approach was trying to address. However, the recommendations
made in power sharing mainly reflected the dichotomy between the roles of academic researcher
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and lived-experience researcher. The impact of other identities such as race, gender, age, sexuality
and class and the intersection of these on the process and experience of participatory research was
not explored.

Co-produced research with kinship carers is in its infancy as shown by our searches resulting in only
four published studies suitable for inclusion, all of which were small scale. This review has highlighted
that the knowledge base is extremely limited, and extensive research is needed to understand

how to conduct participatory research successfully and ethically in this area. The limited research
available also prevents us from being able to assess whether the additional complexities of this
method result in a benefit to the kinship carer researchers involved or to the fields of kinship care
research in general when compared to ‘traditional' methods.

However, the studies in this review do provide a useful starting point for researchers wishing

to explore this methodology and provide valuable reflections on elements to consider when
designing a participatory study with kinship carers. It is clear from all four studies that participatory
methods require a higher level of investment from those involved than traditional transactional
approaches. This additional investment spans institutional, academic and lived experience researcher
time, research methods training, consistent communication, remuneration and researcher skill

and reflection. For the researchers with lived experience, the personal investment is higher for
participatory research than when responding to a survey or an interview. This is because they are
tasked with not only researching their own experiences, but coming into sustained contact with the
stories and experiences of others which may have a direct relation to their own experiences. This
could place additional emotional labour on researchers with lived experience that is not experienced
by the academic researchers. Lead researchers on participatory work must be responsive to this and
ensure care and support of their whole research team.

Participatory research is often valued in its attempt to reduce the power imbalance between
researchers and their 'subjects’. The power imbalance is expressed in most conventional research
as there is a dichotomy between the ‘all knowing' research institution and the participant group
of interest who the research is ‘done to' This imbalance can be exacerbated further by structural
inequalities such as gender, race, income, age, education. How power has been used or misused
may be particularly pertinent to kinship carers who may have had a negative experience of
interacting with ‘professionals’ in the child protection and legal systems. All of the research teams
attempted to address the power imbalance in some way, to varying degrees of success, and these
desires to share power brought with them many challenges and tensions and no easy answers,
Researchers involved in participatory research require a high level of skill and reflexivity to be
sensitive and responsive to these challenges.

Evidence from this scoping review demonstrates that participatory methods, whilst challenging, can
feasibly be applied in kinship care research but must be implemented with great care. The evidence
gaps identified highlight the need for a greater breadth and depth of research to establish what best
and inclusive practice might look like in participatory research with kinship carers.
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Strand 2: Toolkit and literature review

As we had not found any toolkits specifically co-produced with kinship carers in our scoping
review, we explored toolkits in other fields that were explicitly designed to facilitate co-produced or
participatory research.

The overarching aim was to see what practical lessons the toolkits in allied fields could offer us when
designing our own toolkit for kinship carers. More specifically, we wanted to learn if and how the
toolkits:

Addressed issues around exclusion and inclusion of underserved communities
Identified ways of tackling challenges and obstacles to implementation
Addressed ways of measuring impact.

All these themes were informed by the messages that had emerged from the focus groups.

It was beyond the scope of this study to carry out a systematic review of toolkits in allied fields. But
we had clear criteria for selecting the toolkits for review. They were selected because they had been
carried out by research institutions such as universities, the UN, or organisations that had worked
with a recognised research institution to produce their toolkit, and involved a partnership between
universities, external stakeholders and those with lived experience. The toolkits had to address at
least one of the following:

Diversity, equalities and inclusion (of marginalised and excluded groups)

Lessons for funders, universities, NGOs and those with lived experience

Opportunities and obstacles

1
2
3
4. Provide practical examples of best practice -the 'how to'
5. Evaluation and outcomes

6

Capacity building (Agyepong et al. 2021).

\We then carried out a google search using the following terms:
"Participatory research toolkit”
‘Co-produced research toolkit” OR “co-production toolkit”
“Participatory research framework” AND “minoritised ethnicities’
"Participatory research toolkit” AND ‘race’
"Participatory research ethnic minorities”
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To meet our inclusion criteria the toolkits had to have been published since 2000 and designed for
UK stakeholders to ensure the service and policy context was relevant. We reviewed toolkits that
covered the fields of adult social care and health, minoritised ethnic communities, disability, asylum
seekers and vulnerable children.

Key findings

The toolkit review was very useful. It helped us think through the issues we needed to address
when developing our own toolkit and the choices to be made regarding content, structure, design
and appearance. All the toolkits were based on a repeated cycle of planning, action, reflection and
evaluation that is considered fundamental to participatory research.

The toolkits varied as to whether they included a literature review, case studies, and the level of
detail they contained. For example, the NIHR toolkit guidance written in particular for co-produced
research in health and social care was “principle-driven rather than being a fixed set of tools or
techniques” (NIHR, 2024). At the opposite end of the spectrum, the toolkit prepared by Sood et al
(2018) for UNICEF for use in low and middle-income countries was highly detailed. This toolkit was
designed for a wide range of issues including gender, parenting and protection especially where
practices are harmful, such as FGM and child marriage. Nine participatory tools were presented,
explaining how to use them and what each of them measures. Each example covered the results,
data analysis and interpretation of the findings.

The toolkits also varied in how they summarised their evidence. Some provided a list of guidance
points and others used top tips. Recommendations also varied in their specificity. With just a few
exceptions (Sood et al, 2018) there was a notable lack of focus on measuring outcomes and how
to measure the success of a co-produced research project or learning when things went wrong
(Rory, 2020). How to build research capacity amongst those with lived experience was not routinely
included (Dembele et al, 2024).

The toolkits consider what each member of the research team can contribute to the projects.

(Pain et al, 2019) point out that research itself is not the only aspect of a project. They refer to
organising meetings, note-taking and communications as other required roles. As discussed

above, there was a propensity in the toolkits to delineate between the professional researchers

and specifically those with lived experience, or experts by experience, but nevertheless there was
generally recognition that the process of participatory research was a learning pathway for all parties.
For example, in the Centre for Social Justice and Community Action Toolkit (2022) the authors explore
the potential of training to enhance ".capacity for academia, communities, policy makers and funders
to carry out PR hoting how this can democratise the research process and empower all researchers
(Banks, 2015).

From our review, we identified some important evidence based transferable messages:

1. Make sure the toolkit sets out clearly at the outset its purpose, who it is designed for, and what it
will cover

2. Ensure that the toolkit is built around an iterative cycle of planning, action, reflection and
evaluation

3. Start with defining the community of interest. This is essential as it will shape the content, design,
language and messaging of the final toolkit
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Build sustainable relationships with stakeholders so as to develop trust as the foundation
for collaboration and co-production (Durham Community Research Team, 2022)

The best methods depend on the context

Ensure that the toolkit addresses best practice and challenges to implementation and
comes up with concrete strategies to address the challenges (for example on power sharing)
(Durham Community Research Team, 2022)

Pay attention to the design of the toolkit and the language used

Make sure the research team is diverse and culturally competent, and that roles and
responsibilities are specified clearly

Make sure extra time is built into co-production and that the extra costs to carry it out are
properly costed and reflected in grant applications

10. Visualisation is increasingly used and helps make toolkits attractive and accessible

(Canning., 2023)

Overall, the toolkits that were most useful for us:

1

2.

3. Offered training for all team members (Centre for Social Justice and Community Action, 2022)

Set out the key principles and features of co-production. The NIHR 2024 guidance was
particularly helpful. It listed five principles:

the research is jointly owned and people work together to achieve a joint understanding

includes all perspectives and skills and make sures the research team includes all those who

can make a contribution

respects and values the knowledge of all those working together on the research - everyone

is of equal importance
reciprocity — everybody benefits from working together

building and maintaining relationships — an emphasis on relationships is key to sharing power.

The key features were:
establishing ground rules
continuing dialogue
joint ownership of key decisions
a commitment to relationship building
opportunities for personal growth and development
flexibility
continuous reflection
valuing and evaluating the impact of co-producing research.

Had concrete strategies to address crucial issues such as recruitment of minoritised ethnic

groups (Faroogi et al, 2022). For example, tips for recruiting and retention.
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CO-PRODUCING RESEARCH INTO KINSHIP CARE

Strand 3: Online focus groups

“l would do it [research] any time. It is a privilege. It is a sacrifice
too, but as you all know, it is the greatest investment”

Based on the views of 21 kinship carers with a special guardianship order*

0 Key findings from the focus groups
@ They highlighted several barriers to taking part in research.
® They identified several ways of tackling the barriers. A main message was that multiple
approaches are needed. Specific recommendations included:

o0 Set up local co-production groups with children's services

o Create a central repository of research briefings to be disseminated through Kinship and/or
university centres

o Provide research training opportunities and qualifications

o Create a ring-fenced funding pot to promote the development of a kinship carer research
community.

o Use mixed methods of engagement to improve participation from kinship carers who are
particularly marginalised.

Introduction

The focus groups were led by the two peer researchers. Twenty-one special guardians took part, and
they came from all parts of England and included one person from Wales. The majority (n= 13) were
grandparents but also included seven aunts and one parental acquaintance. Females predominated
(n=14) and where information was provided, a majority (n= 14) were aged between 45 -64. The majority
identified as White but also included four participants who identified as Mixed heritage, Asian and
Black. A majority were co-parenting (n=13). The children they were caring for varied in age from two

to twenty. The Special Guardianship Orders were made between 2012 and 2022, and the majority
were made between 2017 -2022. Most participants did not tell us whether their order was a public or
private law order but at least three were private law and five were made as an outcome of public law
care proceedings.

In reporting on the findings, we looked for patterns in the responses of the participants and indicate
where the themes were mentioned frequently or infrequently. We have, however, also included
outliers where only one or two people raised an issue, but we thought it was important to capture
minority views. Wherever possible we have drawn on the kinship carers’ own words.

1 We have deliberately updated our terminology to include all types of kinship carers (see page 6, Executive Summary)

to ensure maximum inclusivity and relevance to future research. 40



CO-PRODUCING RESEARCH INTO KINSHIP CARE THE ONLINE FOCUS GROUPS: KEY FINDINGS

In each focus group we asked the kinship carers the same seven research questions:

1. Why had they decided to take part in this study?

What opportunities did they identify to take part in research studies about special guardianship?
What barriers did they identify?

How did they envisage collaboration with academic researchers?

oA WD

What did they want to come out of the study? How would we know if the project had achieved
its goals?

o

What were their priorities for a research agenda on special guardianship?
What were their views on what needed to happen next?

As some of the themes overlapped, we have clustered the answers to tell an integrated and
succinct story.

What motivated the kinship carers to take part in this study?

Understanding why the kinship carers decided to participate in this research was central to its

likely success. Without an appreciation of the motivators, it would be difficult to build on the key
issues as seen by the kinship carers and take forward the opportunities, barriers and solutions they
identified. The participants outlined several different reasons for joining the study. They included the
opportunity to ensure that their personal experiences could inform future research, their availability,
curiosity, wanting to benefit future kinship carers, being an example, providing encouragement to
other minoritised carers to participate in the future, and seeing a value to their own well-being.

A main driver was the wish to “improve the system’ so that future prospective and actual special
guardians did not face the same difficulties that had beset the participants. Improving the system
most frequently meant addressing the way in which their own individual case had been handled by
local authorities. Often there was a sense of burning injustice that could still be felt even when their
case had been dealt with several years ago. The following quotations illustrate these points vividly:

“No-one [has] really captured the impact of the lack of local authority effectiveness in fulfilling
their legal responsibilities with what's already there.. “.. So what I'm hoping is through this
research that we can capture what life is really like for special guardians .. with some very,
very firm recommendations that will hopefully then inform the statutory requirements for local
authorities, but hopefully with a bit of punch, where if you don't do it, there's a consequence.”
Colin, family friend ®

‘I don't want other people to go through the same thing I've been through. So the system must
change and research is actually very, very powerful because you've got this... body of evidence
of people saying the same things, but at the same time allowing the diversity of a particular
group to be explored as well”

Colin, family friend

“My outlook on what it's like to look after, you know, our vulnerable children and I just feel that
we just don't get the support that we need .. when we are caring for traumatised and vulnerable
children .. we are just left to sort of just get on with it

Kate, great-aunt

2 Allnames used in this research report are pseudonyms to protect the privacy and anonymity of participants
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Having a body of evidence on special guardianship research to challenge the system was seen

as very important. Participants contrasted their perception of the success of foster carers and
adopters in bringing about change through research with their own perceived lack of impact. They
felt that whereas the general public understand what foster carers and adopters do, a lack of public
awareness on the role of kinship carers prevents them from wielding any influence on policy and
practice. So strong was this feeling that in one instance a participant explained that:

“..suddenly | actually say when | meet people that | have adopted my little boy... because I just
can't, | don't wanna go throughout the whole thing of explaining what a special guardian is,
which I've had to do in the past.”

Kate, great-aunt

The possibility of being able to use a research platform to convey what kinship care is, was an
important motivator for several others and was frequently mentioned:

“We need to get kinship out there because people really still in this day and age don't know
what a Rinship carer is. And | think it's just so important to.. tell everybody who we are, what
we are, what we do and how we should be valued for this... | am a Kinship Champion [a kinship
carer who raises awareness with the charity Kinshipl and so anything | can do to further our
cause, you know | will do it gladly.”

Alison, grandmother

Not everyone had a clear purpose in joining the study. One participant commented that “she didn't
know exactly why she had joined but was “intrigued” (Gurpreet, aunt) by the study aims. One person
joined because she had been recruited by one of the two peer researchers. ‘I just do as Sharon

tells me really’, she commented half-jokingly, but with a strong sense of a personal connection and
trust between her and the peer researcher. Another participant reflected on their her motivations for
joining: “..to be honest, I'm not quite sure what I'm coming to..I just noticed some kind of research..but
I'm kind of looking forward to you know, finding out how it all fits together and how | can contribute

and what | can learn as well" (Denise, aunt).

Several kinship carers mentioned the personal benefits that participation in research can bring. This
point was made whether or not the participants had previous experience of involvement in research.
These benefits are encapsulated well by the following comments:

“.to feel part of a community for me... Not just giving to the research, but also feeling that

I'm gaining something as well.. So sometimes I think it's important to feel part of that network
for me.”

Denise, aunt

“.I'm a bit of a campaigner and try and make things better for people and yeah, just out of my
frustration to try and get things changed.”
Colin, family friend

‘I would do it [research] any time. It is a privilege. It is a sacrifice too, but as you all know, it is the
greatest investment.”
Rochelle, grandmother

42



THE ONLINE FOCUS GROUPS: KEY FINDINGS

Kinship carers had many different reasons for joining this research. They wanted to:

Raise public awareness about the crucial role that kinship carers play as carers bringing up
vulnerable children from the care system

Bring about system change in children’s services and help families in the future from
experiencing the problems they had faced

Help encourage more families and friends to become kinship carers
Make an impact on policy and frontline practice

Become less isolated and part of a community

Reduce isolation as a minoritised kinship carer.

Opportunities and barriers to research participation

To better understand the opportunities and barriers to initiating or taking part in research we asked
the kinship carers whether they had ever taken part in research. A substantial minority had research
experience, but not necessarily about special guardianship. A few were professional researchers
and had held academic positions while one person had written her student dissertation on special
guardianship. Several had contributed to other pieces of research on special guardianship or
kinship care.

The issue of what counts as research was not addressed directly but many members of the group
described as research their struggles to find out about the role and their entitlements to support
when information from children's services was not forthcoming. They had gone to libraries and
accessed the internet to widen their knowledge, as well as reaching out to online groups such as the
Facebook groups from which we recruited some of them. Here the issues that they mentioned most
frequently that they researched were access to legal advice, financial support, housing and support
for themselves and their children.

The special guardians were initially more forthcoming on the barriers to taking part in research than
on the opportunities. The latter emerged from their discussion of the barriers and ways of addressing
them. Their answers regarding the barriers covered a wide range of factors that sometimes
overlapped and included:

Practical constraints

Knowledge and skills issues

A narrow focus of current research, largely limited to grandparents
Expectations and experiences of the impact of research.

Practical constraints and knowledge issues

These included:
A lack of digital access, digital skills and confidence
A lack of time and availability

Difficulties with childcare arrangements including childcare costs, particularly when having to
pay for the childcare upfront and then wait to be reimbursed

Difficulties in travelling to face-to-face events, especially when looking after young children
The challenge of finding childcare when children have additional needs.
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For example, one of the participants, previously a researcher, described how her life “sort of stopped
working and disappeared down this black hole” when she became a kinship carer. The present study
made her feel ‘excited’ by the opportunity to ‘dip a toe back in and see other people doing research
and be in the middle of it" (Lynne, Aunt). Another highlighted the financial obstacles when attendance
at research meetings involved travel and the costs of childcare help.

A substantial minority noted how availability was not only a practical but an emotional and
psychological issue. Their comments illustrate how opportunities to draw on their personal stories
and lived experience could be stifled due to a bruising experience when the SGO was being made
or a lack of time that made them feel isolated and eroded their confidence. The comments below
illustrate both these points.

‘I had to fight .. for everything and when | got my SGO I just deflated.. | was like, | was pretty
traumatised, so if | was approached at that moment to then talk about it Imy SGOI all over
again, | wasn't able to do that and it took me three years to be able to actually get back to that
like conversation.. | can imagine a lot of people who don't have a good time are just mentally
drained from everything from the process.”

Natalie, kinship carer

“Yeah, barriers, obviously time is the obvious one, but | also think when you're not listened to
and you're invisible for so long, you just sort of think well, | probably haven't got anything to say
so that's got to be a barrier”

Lynne, aunt

Under-representation of diverse kinship carer communities

The narrow focus of much research was mentioned by most of the kinship carers. Members of

the focus groups felt that at present research is largely limited to charting the experiences of
grandparents, mainly grandmothers, mainly White, and mainly from an older generation. Even here
however, some grandparents commented that their perspectives and views were often not listened
to. They attributed their lack of voice to a combination of cultural attitudes that frequently render
older people invisible and ‘patronising’ attitudes by social workers,

The other main participants considered to be under-represented were:
Ethnic minorities
Younger kinship carers
Men
Kinship carers without Special Guardianship Orders, especially those in an informal arrangement
Those from rural communities
Those with a private law order
Those with few formal educational qualifications
Those who lack confidence and feel invisible, and that their experience is not valued.

These themes, often interconnected, are summarised in the following quotations:

‘In my head, research conjures up, you know White females... and males. It's not speaking to
me. It's not speaking about me. There's not really much | can relate to.”
Gurpreet, aunt
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‘I still get emails come through on research and .. | think I'm reading the same stuff | was
reading twenty years ago and .. | just kind of think I'm done with research because we just talk
and talk and talk. I've not come across another female Asian guardian or a male guardian,
even on any of these forums that I've been part of. And | kind of think you exist, you're out there.’
Gurpreet, aunt

4

“If there is research, it's probably based mostly around that.. generation [grandparents]. |
haven't been able to connect with anyone for me. I'd love to meet another working [special
guardian] - single or married, it doesn't matter. But somebody around my age, who's kind of
living the same sort of experience. So in terms of diversity, you know, .. | think it's age as well as
demographics and gender and race .. and life experience situations, you know.”

Gurpreet, aunt

A less common but important theme was how to reach groups with few educational qualifications.
For example a grandfather (Declan) put it like this: “without wishing to offend anyone, lower class
people- just the average working man like myself and kids coming through the care system” (Declan,
grandfather). It would be easy to "skate over people who find communication difficult, aren't computer
savvy and aren't necessarily in a realm where they're going to be normally seen.”

There was a clear consensus that all these groups which often intersect, lack the opportunity

to take part in research. One of the reasons to explain this situation was a lack of will to actively
seek out under-represented communities. In the words of one kinship carer, ‘the ones we should
really be researching are the ones that stay hidden under the rock. They are the 90% who don't come
forward" (Stuart, grandfather). Another member of the group commented that in her near ten years
of experience, she had never been approached to take part in research. For another kinship carer it
was the lack of shared experience and understanding that created the barrier to widening research
participation. It meant that the potentially important research themes were lost.

‘It can be very hard if .. the people who are judging you perhaps haven't got the life experience
that you have.. You know;, it's like a White middle class guy coming to do an assessment on a
Black person, a Black woman who's maybe disabled, and they've got nothing in common.”
Gavin, grandfather

Scepticism about the capacity of research to bring about positive change

Several members of the focus groups raised this as an issue, especially those who had been a
special guardian for several years. They noted that they had seen a number of research reports
and surveys over the years that provided recommendations to address financial and housing
difficulties, access to legal advice and psychosocial and health related supports for their children
and themselves, Yet the situation confronting new prospective special guardians remained largely
unchanged in practice and policy. It made them question the value of carrying out research.

They wanted to know what happened to the information they had provided to researchers.
“So it [research]l may be important to us in this room and we go and do everything we can, we
put it in our in nice report and we present it. But then what happens? It's just another report on

a minister's desk and false promises”
Gurpreet, aunt
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Opportunities to take part in research

All the participants felt that the barriers they had identified could be tackled, and they put forward
many different and interconnected measures to address them. Their single clearest message was
that nurturing and expanding the research community will require a range of approaches. A ‘one-size
fits all' approach will not work.

The task of exploring the elements needed to build research capacity and infrastructure enthused
them:

“It's brilliant because we are starting to look at how to find people to participate. And then
we're looking at how to find researchers and then we're going on to looking at how to publicise
studies that have been done. So we've got that right from the beginning. Where it's hard to find
participants if we can make that easier, if we can make it easier to find researchers and then if
we can publicise what is found, then | think we've got a chain that leads us towards where we
need to be."

Elise, grandmother

Links in the chain included measures to:

Inform kinship carers about current research

Create opportunities for kinship carers to participate in new studies

Provide research training

Help manage expectations about the potential of research to transform practice and policy
Provide proper reimbursement when kinship carers take part in research

Set up a dedicated funding pot to catalyse research that builds on lived experience
Encourage those with lived experience to lead generation of research topics and questions,

Informing kinship carers about current research

Two main options were discussed on the question of how to enable special guardians to be well
informed about special guardianship research. The first was to link special guardians to university
research centres and the second was to create a research repository through Kinship. Some people
were enthusiastic about the opportunity to join a university research centre and described it as
‘brilliant. Not only could it potentially open up opportunities to hear about research projects but
could lead to direct involvement in new research and the chance to co-write academic papers.

But others thought that hearing about research via university centres could lead to duplication and
potentially overwhelm hard-pressed kinship carers if information flooded in from muiltiple sources. In
their view a more strategic approach would be to have a central dissemination point. They suggested
that Kinship, given its national role and networks and its dedicated focus, could fulfil this role more
effectively than universities and also reach more special guardians and from a wider range of
backgrounds. They suggested the Kinship Compass information hub on Kinship's website could be
used for this.

Members of the groups were very clear regarding the information they wanted about research
studies and its format. They wanted:

Short abstracts and briefing papers written in clear and accessible language

Electronic links to the full published report

Materials to be available online with regular updates

Use of social media platforms that could offer audio updates

Research updates shared by Kinship in its community newsletters.
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Widening representation

Expanding the breadth and profiles of the special guardianship research community was seen

by all as a top priority. Many suggestions were made and there was agreement that a strategic
organisational approach was needed. At national level, participants suggested that Kinship could
send out information when new studies were being conducted and seeking participants. Attractive
ways of recruiting special guardians included providing short videos and podcasts on the purpose of
the research rather than relying only on written descriptions.

At local level, peer support communities were also singled out as a potentially valuable and under-
used forum for recruitment. Members of the focus groups suggested that those who run the groups
could systematically keep a note of commonly occurring themes. Another option would be to invite
researchers to attend the peer-to-peer support group sessions. As well as potentially providing an
opportunity to meet researchers for the first time, it could also help peer researchers feel valued.
Joining these groups, which also include other types of kinship carers, could also bring benefits to
researchers who would gain a broader view of the issues. Summarising the potential of peer support
groups, this is how one participant outlined their benefits:

‘“Maybe it's a confidence thing, but when they're in a group, they just want to pour out [their
experiences] because they've not had this opportunity to do it. It would be great for the people
who were running the groups to capture that information or for researchers to take part to
come and just listen to those experiences and ask some, you know, just come with one or two
questions. | think that will make kinship carers feel really, really valued.”

Colin, family friend

The power of language to act as an enabler or barrier was also recognised. To reach people who
might lack confidence about taking part in research, there was support for the idea of ‘changing the
narrative” (Elise, grandmother). Instead of talking about contributing to research, people would be
encouraged to ‘share their experiences’ as kinship carers. This was not seen as a simple task but
could help build bridges between researchers and kinship carers.

The importance of building on locality and connected networks to reach new and under-represented
groups of special guardians was fleshed out by one participant. Describing it as an ‘epiphany’, he
explained how recruitment would work by working with and through local communities:

‘Really it is like spider web research where you have these people who are interested in
research who are special guardians, who you've got in this network of special guardians. And
so that's like the spider in the middle .. but then we've all got these little these connections

of people that we see on a regular basis. It might be through peer-to-peer groups, it might

be online. So wherever you are, you're basically saying, what is the question that you really
want to have answered for this week or for this month? What is it? So then as your little spider,
you're sending out these spindles of this question to the people that you know, and then they're
coming back to you with the responses and then you're feeding that up through your spider's
web, you know, coming up to whichever research group or wherever that is.”

Colin, family friend

The advantage would be that you ‘wouldn’t need to contact everybody, but you use the people you've
got in place already and the communities to ask the questions” (Colin, family friend)
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Another key element in the strategy to widen participation that was identified was to involve
members of that particular community in the research project itself. Several reasons to explain why
this is important were mentioned, summarised below:

‘If you're .. like an outsider, you're not going to have any of those connections .. so how [will youl
contact these people? And you're probably not going to be asking the right questions either.
And there might have to be other things that you have to do like taking time to develop those
connections, but also making some money available to pay those advisers.”

Helen, aunt

The groups also discussed longer term measures that could be introduced to help sustain the
development of a research community of kinship carers. They drew on other areas of research, in
particular health related, for their proposals. The main ones to be mentioned, albeit without much
detail, were to introduce opportunities for:

Research training
A qualification on research knowledge and skills
Financial support.

The possibility of creating a dedicated research fund for kinship carers akin to that for care

leavers to access higher education or other skills and training related to research was one of the
recommendations. Financial support however also included ‘proper’ remuneration when individual
guardians take part in research and are willing to share their experiences.

“.also making some money available to pay those advisers. So you're actually really properly
sort of. You know, uh, showing that the expertise equal to yours because people working on the
research project will also kind of be paid and remunerated for their time.”

Helen, aunt

Other questions raised in the focus groups

We noted at the beginning of this section that the focus groups aimed to explore some further
questions. They were as follows:

How the kinship carers envisaged collaboration with academic researchers would operate
Their research priorities

How they would know if the current project has achieved its goals

Recommendations for next steps.

We did not gain much direct information on these issues. This was mainly because of the importance
given to building rapport with the participants (see methodology) which reduced the time available
to discuss these questions. Whilst it was important to ensure that the workshops covered these
matters head-on, it is likely that the reasons for joining the study comprise the special guardians’ own
research priorities. As noted earlier, the majority called for ‘'system change’ and this was what they
wanted to come out of the present study. We did not however, find out how members of the focus
groups would know if this project has achieved their objectives or what they considered needed to
happen next.
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Discussion and conclusions

The focus groups provided in-depth insights on the opportunities and barriers to involving kinship
carers as researchers and thereby generating more impactful research. Several high-level messages
stand out. There was clear agreement that at present, the under-representation of different groups
of special guardians and other kinship carers is impoverishing the research agenda. It is both a cause
and consequence of exclusion. It was striking just how many groups of special guardians told us

that they feel excluded from research. Indeed, when compared with foster carers and adopters,
they all reported feeling marginalised and consider that their influence on research is marginal.

Their description of themselves as ‘a forgotten army’ is deeply troubling. It underlines the need for

a wide range of strategies to bring about changes in the shorter and longer term and to break the
cycle whereby, due to a lack of public profile, ‘hone of the research has come from our perspectives”
(Wendy, grandmother).

There were however also some positive messages. First, everybody agreed that it is possible

to develop a committed research community of kinship carers with mechanisms to make the
community sustainable in the longer term that will build research knowledge and skills. Second, the
focus groups endorsed the need for both small and largescale research that makes use of different
methods to include interviews and largescale surveys and that can be online or face to face. Third,
members of the focus groups produced many practical and concrete ways of addressing obstacles.
They included both short- and longer-term measures that were fine-tuned to address specific issues
and needs. All these measures have informed the development of the toolkit and helped shape the
recommendations in the report.

Some issues however need further probing. For example, we gained little information on exactly
how the kinship carers perceived their needs for research development or their expectations

of collaboration with academic researchers. Understanding these issues was essential for the
development of the toolkit and it was a main reason to hold face to face workshops with the special
guardians. These are described in the next section.
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Strand 4: In-person workshops

Key findings from the three in-person workshops held at Kinship's central
London headquarters

All participants confirmed that they are committed to co-produced research as a
new direction in kinship care research

They thought it was very important to develop a toolkit tailored to addressing the specific
needs of kinship carers

They took the lead on design, appearance and language to make sure the toolkit “spoke”
most directly to prospective peer researchers.

The main aim of the workshops was to collaboratively agree the content and design of the draft
toolkit, incorporating the key learning from all aspects of the project. Three face-to-face workshops
were held in central London in April and July 2023 and June 2024. All the travel and subsistence costs
of attendance were paid by Kinship. The workshops ran from 10.30am-3.30pm.

The participants

All the special guardians who took part in the focus groups were invited to join the workshops. Nine
took part in the first workshop, six participated in the second including one special guardian who
had participated in the researchers’' roundtable, and one external researcher. Five special guardians
joined the third one. They came from all over England and were a diverse group. Both men and
women took part, of different age-groups and ethnicities . Some had substantial experience in
research, others had none. A few had been to university. Some were still working and others were
retired. Some had been special guardians for many years whilst a few were new to their special
guardianship order. Some were looking after more than one child, and others were caring for just
one. What united them was their SGO, but a few were also bringing up children on a residence order
or a child arrangements order. From the available information, the age of the children the special
guardians were caring for ranged from 11-190.

Workshop planning was led by Kinship's Participation and Involvement Manager. We agreed a set of
principles and themes to underpin the workshops. Five key principles were agreed at the outset:

1. We should establish with the participants a set of ground rules to ensure that everyone feels
equally respected and valued throughout

2. The ethos of the workshops is crucial. All the sessions were designed to be interactive, and this
was why they were face-to-face rather than online. They also needed to be enjoyable. For this
reason the activities were designed to be fun and creative, whilst addressing the specific tasks
for developing the toolkit content
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THE FACE-TO-FACE WORKSHOPS

Visualisation of the workshop discussions and outputs was essential to maximise impact
The design of the toolkit was to be led by the special guardians
Messages needed to be personalised with accompanying photos of all the participants.

In terms of topic coverage, the questions to be covered in the workshops built on the themes
identified in the focus groups but were intended to generate concrete strategies. These were the
issues that the team thought were important for the workshops to address.

How do we engage with people who have not engaged with research before?

How do we develop relationships of trust from the start of the research process and maintain
them throughout?

How do we put in place and maintain a research support system that reflects a wide range
of life experiences for carers with different skill sets at different stages of life? What does this
support system consist of? How do we accommodate and celebrate each other's needs and
contributions?

What skills are needed for the research processes? How can co-researchers contribute to these
processes? Are there any areas where co-researchers could be helped and supported by training
or other kinds of learning?

What types of knowledge-gathering and methods might be appropriate for different research
projects involving kinship carers as co-producers

Consider the resources of kinship carers- (i.e. financial, physical, emotional, practical,
communication methods). Ask kinship carers to identify their needs and the research team should
discuss how to meet them while maintaining project feasibility.

How is the ‘ownership’ question managed? \Who owns the processes that the co-researchers
decide on? Who owns the outputs, including minutes and transcripts of conversations between
co-researchers? How is the question and order of authorship decided?

Accountability issues - who is accountable for what?

What are carer views about the concept of a ‘safe space'’ in the research process and the need
for it?

Will there be opportunities to revise team member roles agreed at the outset of the project to
allow for the possibility of new skillsets developing?

Will members of the team be able to contribute to and comment on each other's work? Will this
be an iterative process or will final decisions lie with the grant holder?

These questions coalesced around some core themes that were taken forward in each workshop,
building on the findings of the previous workshop. They were:

1
2.

Building understanding of research and the research journey

Establishing motivations and building on these with personal messages from the participants to
foster engagement with other special guardians accessing the toolkit

Power dynamics - how to address inequalities between partner organisations?

Recruitment and retention strategies that are inclusive, community-led and represent diverse
kinship care groups

Barriers, obstacles and support - identifying the issues and strategies to tackle the barriers

Thanking and valuing special guardians - what are the different ways in which this can be
achieved?
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The team had originally planned to hold only one workshop. This underestimated the amount of
time and work needed to co-produce the toolkit, the importance of building relations with members
of the group, the iterative approach that required time for reflection and discussion to develop the
content and look of the toolkit. Each workshop built on the previous one. In the final workshop, the
group reviewed some sample toolkits, and strategies from other organisations. They picked out
what they liked or disliked about them, focusing on the structure and design. Images, quotations
and notes from the previous two workshops were put out on the table and the groups placed these
on flipcharts, along with additional notes of points they wanted to include. Time was set aside for
each person to write their own pen portrait as all members of the group wanted to be named as co-
authors of the toolkit.

Key themes from the workshops

While the earlier workshops articulated some of the concerns voiced in the focus groups, the
emphasis was on identifying ways forward. A main message was that kinship carers want to
contribute to all stages of the research journey, from the first step to the last. They saw opportunities
for wider partnerships with universities, frontline services and with health services. They were
enthused by their involvement in the workshops and toolkit development. They felt proud of their
work and want to be named as co-authors. They wanted to be valued, respected and treated as
equals and not subjects of research. And they wanted researchers to treat them with empathy and to
remember that every special guardianship journey is unique.

Fears about participation in research
This was a concern voiced particularly in the first workshop. The fears were that participating in
research could:

Put other members of their family at risk

Exacerbate pre-existing difficult relations with birth parents and other members of the birth family

Have a negative impact on kinship carers' mental health by being asked to recall traumatic
experiences, including assessments by children's services perceived by the kinship carers as
research

Create extra practical and emotional pressures on their role of caring for their children, many of
whom have additional needs. This includes the need to find suitable carers whilst participating in
research.

Addressing the barriers

The participants suggested several ways of addressing these issues:

Ensure high levels of confidentiality to protect kinship carers and the children they are
caring for

Create a 'safe research space’ so that participants feel:

o Listened to, empowered and valued

o Feel motivated to reach out to other kinship carers to get involved

Develop mentoring schemes to support new kinship carers as researchers
Create banks of peer researchers to act as consultants at all stages of a project

Help reframe negative perceptions of research by emphasising that engagement in research has
the potential to help normalise negative experiences, reduce stigma and isolation, and contribute
to the wellbeing of other kinship carers and their children
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Overcome practical barriers by:

o Paying in advance for travel

o Providing hybrid opportunities to participate either online or in person

o Offering different time slots to attend meetings rather than at a set time

Offer a variety of methods to promote wider engagement -e.g. surveys, interviews, artistic
expressions

Provide full information on projects, the funders, the research goals, methods, outcomes and
dissemination in order to overcome mistrust

Address training needs for peer researchers and the bank of consultants

o Skills training to include IT, research ethics, research methods and processes, ways of
measuring outcomes, public speaking and safeguarding.

Discussion and conclusions

The workshops played a vital role. They were an essential step in developing practical co-produced
recommendations for the toolkit that built on the focus group findings and messages from the
literature. Feedback from the participants showed that the strategies to make the sessions fun, fast-
paced and to capture in real time the themes visually, proved a highly effective way to engage them.
But a learning point for the team was that we had underestimated the number of sessions needed.
This had both cost and time implications. It underlines the importance of estimating realistically
project duration when applying to research funders. This learning point should not detract from the
valuable recommendations generated in the workshops detailed below.

Kinship carers need a toolkit tailored to the specifics of kinship care

The workshops amplified findings from the focus groups regarding the specific issues that must be
considered when involving kinship carers in research. The kinship carers were clear that adapting
toolkits in allied fields is not the right way forward, and they put forward practical suggestions
regarding the content of the toolkit and its design.

The specific issues relate to:
The complex needs of the children kinship carers are caring for
The dearth of financial, practical and emotional support they receive for their caring role
The complexity of the system they have to navigate.

Some kinship carers will have been subject to local authority assessments amid a family crisis. Some
will have gone through challenging court processes. Many will have struggled to access the support
that they and their children need. Many will report not being provided with clear information about
what support is available. Consequently, there are issues of distrust towards professionals that can
stand in the way of co-production. Key concerns were:

Confidentiality and safeguarding issues and potential conflicts of interest between protecting

the needs and experiences of the children they are caring for and managing relations with birth

parents

The need for flexibility when negotiating contracts for peer co-produced research. How will this

work in practice?
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Kinship carers wish to lead on the language, design and appearance of the toolkit in
order to engage other kinship carers as researchers

The kinship carers produced their own jargon-free definitions of research, ethics and toolkits.

They felt that these would be far more meaningful to potential peer researchers than the standard
definitions and therefore likely to generate recruits by demystifying the terms. This was possible
because the workshops generated or confirmed understandings of what research entails and the
various processes, captured visually through the bus journey metaphor. The kinship carers were as
important in co-design as in content. They looked at various toolkits before choosing the format and
style of the final product.

The kinship carers wanted us to convey some messages to the roundtable held for academics
involved in research on kinship care or with experience of co-production in allied fields. The
messages are straightforward. They are committed to co-production of research because of their
belief that it will provide a unique perspective that cannot otherwise be obtained. These were their
messages:

“Value and respect us because we're experts. Treat us as adults and not subjects”

“Co-production from the get-go”

‘Be mindful that we are the voices for the children. They [the researchers] are hearing their story
from us”

‘I would consider any research that I'm asked to take part in”
“We're putting hope, love and care into this project”

‘I loved it [today's workshopl. It's the best thing I've done since | became a special guardian’.

The children of kinship carers need to be involved in research as co-researchers in their
own right and to have a toolkit co-designed with them

Kinship carers in the workshops felt they were “telling the stories of their children or young people” to
researchers rather than hearing directly from children and young people as co-designers and equal
participants in research projects. This is entirely in line with Article 12 of the UN Convention and the
Children Act 1984. It means that a toolkit about best practice in kinship care should be developed

specifically for young people. It was beyond the scope of this study to take this recommendation
any further.
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Strand 5: Online roundtable

Key findings

Roundtable members confirmed that, to the best of their knowledge, there is a
dearth of published co-produced kinship care research

Increasing the opportunities for co-production will require a strategic approach. It will take
time to implement and may need to be staged

Members endorsed the proposals from the focus groups and toolkits to:

o Develop a pool of peer researchers representing all types of kinship care that reaches out
to the most marginalised and provides support to all. Make sure the pool brings in new
researchers regularly so that different voices and experiences are heard

o Provide tailor made support and training that takes account of the specific needs of peer
researchers

o Involve Kinship and other trusted organisations with significant networks of kinship carers,
links with children’s services and policy influence to develop and coordinate the strategy

Universities have an important role to play as partners, but need to make it easier for peer
researchers to access their facilities and resources

Academic researchers embarking on co-production need:

o To pay attention to ways of communicating with kinship carers, including choice of
language and preferred methods of contact

o Adifferent mindset and specific communication skills and capacity to reach out into the
community to foster and sustain engagement

Co-production is time-consuming. The extra time needed to carry out co-produced research
needs to be costed into research applications with clear specification of the different roles of
all partners. Funders need to take this into account when deciding whether to award a grant.

The purpose of the roundtable was to draw on the experience of academics who had carried out
research on special guardianship or kinship care and to identify their views on opportunities and
obstacles to co-production in the light of the findings from the focus groups and workshops. It was
led by Judith Harwin, Lucy Peake and Sharon McPherson. Six academics took part. They had links
or positions in three separate universities and were at different stages in their research careers. One
member also had a position as an “*embedded researcher” within a local authority children's services
department. Two participants were kinship carers who were currently engaged in research involving
co-production and participatory research in children's services and health and social care. In short,
they brought a wide range of experience to the roundtable.
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The main questions that were considered were:
1. What are the essential ingredients of a collaborative research framework for kinship carers?

2. How can the sector increase the opportunities for kinship carers to take part in co-produced
research?

3. What are the barriers that face kinship carers in co-producing research?
How can the barriers be addressed?

5. Are there any additional ways to enhance the influence of kinship carers on shaping the research
agenda amongst the research community, policy makers and funders?

These were broadly the same questions that had been put to the kinship carers in the focus groups
and workshops. In the following account, the focus is on the first two questions, whilst taking into
account the barriers and ways of addressing them.

Question 1

What are the essential ingredients of a
collaborative research framework for
kinship carers?

Participants emphasised the importance of building a sustainable infrastructure based on strong
partnerships with community organisations and universities. The partnerships need to be with trusted
organisations that have a track record of:

® Systems to support kinship carers in their role of peer researchers
® Strong engagement with kinship carers

® Anin-depth understanding of, and ability to represent the needs of kinship carers to policy
makers, local authorities, practitioners with evidence of impact

Carrying out research on special guardianship and kinship care
Strong links with universities and community organisations
A coherent vision for building a long-term co-production research strategy

Academic researchers who are willing to take on a different role and to proactively engage with
the community.

Capacity building was also seen as crucial to the success of a strategy on co-production. It would
need to be:

® Inclusive and reach marginalised groups of kinship carers
® Dynamic to ensure that the pool of researchers grows and brings in ‘new blood'
® Provides appropriate tailor-made training.

Two other features were seen as essential ingredients. They were as follows:
® Universities have systems in place to promote engagement
® Regular monitoring and review of the strategy and its success.
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Question 2
How can the sector increase the opportunities for
kinship carers to co-produce research?

The proposals to address this question arose directly from the specification of the essential features
needed to develop a collaborative research framework as outlined above. Roundtable members
made several suggestions:

Kinship should play a lead role in helping build a sustainable
infrastructure

Members or the roundtable agreed with the recommendation from the focus groups and workshops
that Kinship should play a lead role as a trusted organisation because of its close contacts with
kinship carers, well established links with policy-makers, local authorities and practice and research
communities. As one participant put it;

“*Kinship's a bit of a linchpin in terms of involving special guardians and finding out what
the problems are for special guardians.. from my experience everywhere | turn it's Kinship,
Kinship, Kinship.”

At the present time there is no clear mechanism to relay the research ideas and concerns of kinship
carers based on their lived experience to researchers. If this role were developed, it could prevent
the frequent situation currently where researchers contact Kinship at a late stage when their research
has already been funded and the aim is purely to provide access to kinship carers and their families.

Whilst Kinship was mentioned most frequently as a connector pathway between kinship carers and
the research community because of its exclusive focus on kinship carers, members of the roundtable
took the view that other organisations with in-depth involvement with kinship carers could play a
similar role.

Widen the pool of researchers to include all types of kinship carers

The roundtable participants recognised the specific features of being a special guardian, but they felt
that they had more in common with other types of kinship carers than issues that divided them. If this
approach were adopted, it would automatically widen the potential pool of researchers and enrich
the diversity of issues that might be identified and studied. It would also mean that in the words of
one participant:

‘I hope that the toolkit could be designed to apply to any type of kinship carer.”

Whilst noting the specifics of special guardianship, particularly involvement in court proceedings

the point was made that, as for special guardians, there are also legal issues for carers with a child
arrangements order. Another participant whose work focused on international kinship care thought
that the toolkit could be valuable to this group of carers too. She pointed out that little is known about
their experiences, the legal issues and how the formal and informal arrangements work in practice.
Not everyone in the roundtable commented on the advantages and any drawbacks of extending

the target group for the toolkit. However, nobody said that they disagreed with this proposal, and this
included the two members who were special guardians as well as researchers.
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Peer researchers should act as community connectors to promote
engagement

Two participants were involved in research where a ‘community connector’ - or a ‘community partner’
- monitored community groups who might be interested in taking part in research based on their
lived experience. They reported that it had proved a very successful strategy to reach and engage
marginalised groups (including kinship carers) with children’s services and mental health services.

It did so by creating enduring trusted partnerships that were highly valued by their members. Both
these roundtable members thought that the approach was entirely transferable and could tap

into kinship carers’ current support networks and link them up with children’s services and mental
health services. In their view, the ‘community connectors' facilitated direct contact with the very
organisations where the marginalised groups wanted to bring about change but had a legacy of
unhappy experiences and ingrained mistrust. These community connectors enabled each side

to listen to the other and better understand what they were both trying to achieve and where the
goals might be different. Just as important, these roundtable members said that the opportunity to
directly put the goals into practice ‘in real time' was essential to promoting engagement. It made the
researchers with lived experience feel valued. They could see the direct results of their meetings with
children’s services and mental health services and it extended their research skill sets by involving
them in analysis of the data and providing training for the professionals.

Create a bank of skilled kinship care researchers

The participants welcomed this proposal which had been made by kinship carers in the face-to-face
workshops. They fleshed out the various elements, starting with recruitment. Recruiters would need
to carefully establish motivations, availability, ‘readiness’ understanding of likely remuneration and
ability to commit to agreed tasks. Even more basically there would need to be a discussion of what
the term ‘research’ means to applicants since it can carry negative as well as positive connotations.
As a core principle, ‘co-production probably is of best value if it's of great value to the kRinship carers
themselves, whatever it is that is getting co-produced.”

Alongside recruitment, peer researcher support systems need to be available at all stages in the
research process from initial involvement to dissemination. This support will be essential to help
sustain engagement and facilitate peer researcher development and co-working.

However, there was a warning that creating a pool of researchers is not without its risks. Drawing
on her experience of patient participation involvement in the health sector, one member of the
roundtable warned that it can become a tick box exercise. She highlighted a further risk.

“People who start off as experts by experience then get asked to do so many bits of research
that over time, they sort of become professional Patient and Public Involvement (PPI) people.
And there’s a very real risk, then, that they start to become a little bit institutionalised with
academic research, but also that they become the voice of authority in the field and that
shuts down opportunities for other people to get involved. And it's very often not the more
marginalised people who are in a position to be able to take part in these bits of research.”

She recommended that it will be important to consider how to bring people into the bank of
researchers and revisit the approach quite frequently “so that you're bringing in new voices.”

Providing training and support to the pool of peer researchers would be essential. There would need

to be special attention to the ethical issues, particularly the need to protect the peer researcher,
the interviewee - (also a kinship carer)- and their children, and how to preserve anonymity. In cases

58



THE ROUNDTABLE

where a ‘peer researcher' has a need to be anonymous there would need to be careful consideration
about what kind of co-production is possible in that circumstance.

Peer researchers would also need induction into the wider context of research, the role of the
universities and funders, as well as more concretely, steps in the research process.

Some issues were raised but without any concrete recommendation. For example, there was a
detailed discussion of the pros and cons of kinship carer peer researchers interviewing other kinship
carers. Did it promote engagement and facilitate a more in-depth exploration of the issues, or could
it deter people from being open for fear of any negative repercussions if difficulties were revealed?
Whilst the discussion was inconclusive there was a consensus that there was a duty to protect all
parties, and that training was needed to ensure that the peer researchers understand and are able to
preserve boundaries between themselves and the interviewee.

Another important issue was whether peer researchers need to be involved at all stages in the
research or not, and if there are some tasks that they should not undertake. Nobody disagreed with
the suggestion that it would be unfair to peer researchers to expect them to manage budgets.

Universities need to actively commit to promoting engagement

In the workshops kinship carers noted that they thought that a partnership between Kinship and
Lancaster University brought kudos to the research outputs. Some were also interested in the
possibility of becoming affiliated to university research centres as a way of accessing latest relevant
research and becoming part of a wider research community. Others were unsure. However, the
majority view was that kinship carers would prefer Kinship to take on the role of keeping them in
touch with the research community rather than universities.

In the roundtable, several points were made about the role of universities that brought out

both positive messages and barriers to peer researcher engagement. Participants agreed that
involvement with a university could enhance peer researcher self-esteem, confidence and create
new research opportunities. One participant noted that this is exactly what had happened in a health
project involving community partners from low-income groups. As a result of participation in this
project, the peer researchers had become involved in other types of research. Peer researcher
access to university-based training programmes was also seen as a positive development.

However, the roundtable members also made some criticisms of universities which in their view
undermine engagement, despite ‘shouting about the fact that it's great at doing this kind of stuff”
Several mentioned that their university systems and processes were slow, bureaucratic and caused
delays.

“Everything seems to be a battle - the IT systems and everything’s a long process to do
anything or to get anything to change.”

The difficulties include delays over getting a university email account set up and a library card, and
being reimbursed for travel and subsistence expenses. When this happened, it meant that other
partners had to step in and cover travel and subsistence costs because the kinship carers depended
on receiving timely reimbursement.

“We find back routes to sorting things out which is better than going through the main route.”
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“Those are the hurdles that we have to go through that really put people off a lot of the time
I[froml engaging.. we have to fight just to be able to pay someone’s bus fare so they can get to
a workshop in advance because our system doesn't allow that very easily and being able to
get cash to pay people, you know, all these things that need thinking through that make things
unnecessarily problematic and really delay things.”

Other negative consequences arose from these practical difficulties for the peer researchers. For
example, it meant that they do not have access to the same resources as the university researcher
when conducting a literature review. This was seen as a practical problem but as one roundtable
member put it:

‘I think it goes into the power balance as well..as a peer researcher you want to have access to
the same things that the main researcher has access to.”

The roundtable members also pointed out that these internal system problems risk deterring the
very groups that universities wish to engage with as part of their widening participation agenda. In the
words of one participant ‘just the word academia or academic or university can be very, very frightening
for some people. And a lot of people would be like, well, | don't know nothing about that. That's not

for me, you know, that's not what my family does." A practical suggestion to tackle this was that peer
researchers could act as a "kind of buddy and mentor” acting as a peer network around researchers.”

Academic researchers need effective co-production skills

The roundtable members made it very clear that co-production is a very different way of working
from traditional university-based research. In their view it requires a different mindset, with a
willingness and ability to reach out into the community and differing communication skills. One
member highlighted the importance of recognising that the research needs to have value and
meaning to the peer researcher. Being involved, in his view, means:

being willing to go out into the community
volunteering and helping with tasks such as funding applications
feeding into group meetings to share research findings.

In this way “it's not just an extractive exercise.. but you're actually kind of directly involved and there's
a reciprocal nature to it" This researcher considered that taking this approach on board at an early
stage of developing co-production partnerships is more likely to lead to successful engagement,
especially with marginalised groups and people who would not hormally take part in research.

The importance of effective communication skills was mentioned several times. The message was
not to underestimate the importance of the mechanisms of communication. It's about:

“What we say, but also about how we say it. Too often we assume that prospective researchers
will use emails on a daily basis but often they are more likely to use other mechanisms such as
WhatsApp. Unless we find out how people want to be contacted, we are creating an obstacle
which can reduce engagement.”

This also applied to the actual choice of language. As the focus groups revealed, the term ‘research’
itself can be off-putting and within certain cultures carries particularly negative connotations.
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The roundtable members endorsed all the key points made by the kinship carers in the focus
groups and workshops. They emphasised the importance of trusted relationships with organisations
in order to build the necessary infrastructure for co-production and to develop a dynamic pool of
peer researchers. They endorsed the view that motivation is a key driver and that peer, as well as
organisational support, are essential ingredients of an effective strategy, as is appropriate training.
What they brought to the table was their own practical experience of carrying out co-production in
closely related fields and to identify opportunities and pitfalls. They had encountered many of the
opportunities and barriers and had many concrete strategies to address the issues. The example of
embedding a researcher within children’s services was particularly interesting because it addresses
sustainability issues as well as creating an opportunity to develop individual new projects. Their
messages about universities setting up modules for peer researchers -even though not specifically
for kinship carers, was also helpful So were their suggestions about checking how peer researchers
wish to communicate with university-based staff. This is clearly easier to address than appreciation of
the nuances of language and its meaning to different communities. Sociocultural awareness cannot
be taken for granted.

A key new message from the roundtable is that co-production is time-consuming and creates
significant extra demands on the academic partners, as well as on Kinship and other trusted
organisations. How universities should address this was not discussed, for example whether staff
workload allocation needs to reflect these extra commitments. There is every incentive to do so
insofar as real-world case impact studies form an important well-funded component of the Research
Excellence Framework. What is clear is that individual researchers cannot take on these extra
responsibilities single handed. This is an issue that will also need discussion with funders as it may
impact on the size of grant being sought.

Another important message was that funders need to carefully check whether peer researchers are
integrally involved in grant applications, rather than in a tokenistic way and are provided with support.
However, in general, the roundtable focused less on funder expectations and requirements than on
the other issues where the roundtable members had more personal experience. So too, there was
little discussion about how to measure impact and evaluate the success of co-produced research.

In short, the roundtable helpfully shed light on the ingredients of a co-production kinship care
research infrastructure and highlighting transferable learning from allied sectors. It also raised
important questions that were not highlighted within the session and therefore helped us to identify
gaps in our project that would need tackling in our recommendations.
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DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

This study set out to identify the opportunities and obstacles to co-producing research with, and for,
special guardians and all categories of kinship carers. To the best our knowledge, the findings of this
report and the practical toolkit we have co-produced are the first in England and Wales to consider
how to make co-production in kinship care research a viable reality. It is striking just how far allied
fields, most notably health, have progressed this agenda. By comparison, co-produced research
with kinship carers is in its infancy.

Opportunities

A commitment to co-produced research and a practical plan going
forwards

A main conclusion of this study is that there is an appetite amongst kinship carers to co-produce
research on kinship care. Crucially, kinship carers believe that co-production is feasible, and that

with appropriate training and support, they can take part in all types of research on kinship care.
Some kinship carers thought that as well as having an opportunity to help shape and influence future
research agendas, there could be a personal benefit by engaging with new communities based on a
shared purpose. The workshops demonstrated that point well. All members took huge pride in their
work and wanted to be hamed as co-authors.

The feedback from researchers built on the perspectives of the kinship carers and, with examples
of engagement strategies and pitfalls from allied fields, confirmed the potential of co-production
to catalyse and breathe new life into research into kinship care that starts with kinship carers’ own
concerns,

The time is ripe for developing and implementing a co-produced kinship
care research strategy

Recent policy and legislative change foregrounds the vital contribution that kinship carers make to
keep children safely within their communities (MacAlister, 2022). Evidence from this report suggests
that there is now a significant opportunity for government, policy-makers, funders and research
organisations and charities to kick-start a coordinated research strategy to involve kinship carers from
the get-go that values their lived experience. The new legal and policy focus on the commonalities

amongst kinship carers, irrespective of legal order, provides an opportunity to grow research capacity.

It means that potentially there will be a larger pool of carers with greater diversity in their experience
to take part in co-produced research.

Towards a viable implementation strategy for co-produced research

The study generated many important insights into the core ingredients of a coherent co-production
research strategy and infrastructure. They are a pool of diverse, well trained and supported peer
researchers; academics trained in participatory research approaches; a recognition of the additional
time needed to implement a coordinated strategy when compared to university-led research;

and organisational structures and trusted partnerships to support participation at all levels of the
organisation.
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The roundtable provided evidence, based on the practical experience of the core features by some
of the participants, of the essential elements of a kinship care co-production strategy. The literature
review in allied fields also enriched our understanding of core ingredients and directly fed into the
toolkit and its guidance on best practice. However, the focus groups and workshops made clear
that kinship carers face a range of issues specific to their own role, the children they look after and
the system they navigate. For this reason, there was a clear consensus that a specific co-production
research strategy for kinship care with short and long term measurable goals is necessary. Future
research should address this issue.

Kinship carers face many barriers to participating in co-produced
research

The focus groups highlighted some very specific issues that face kinship carers that were detailed in
earlier sections and in the key messages. The investigative nature of research may re-trigger fears of
Jjudgment or of losing their children- a fear that relates to the lasting impact of traumatic experiences
with children's services that many reported. The kinship carers described how the nature of traditional
research could be a reminder of intrusive assessments and poor experiences with other ‘authority’
figures. They also brought out their lack of access to relevant research and access to digital tools.
They also foregrounded the array of practical barriers that reduce their opportunities to take part in
co-produced research. These include a lack of spare time, financial pressures and finding childcare.
All these are particularly important because kinship carers frequently lack finances and have special
responsibilities for the children, who frequently have complex needs due to their early experiences.
This is why it is essential to have an inclusive co-production kinship care strategy that takes on board
these systemic issues.

All these considerations helped shape our collective understanding of the core components to grow
participatory co-produced research. There needs to be:

A pool of diverse, well trained and supported peer researchers; academics trained in participatory
research approaches; a recognition of the additional time it takes to implement a coordinated
strategy; and organisational structures to support participation at all levels of the organisation

A trusted organisation to play a lead role in harnessing the potential of kinship carers as
researchers. The kinship carers in this study felt that Kinship should take on this role which would
include strategies to:

o Develop a bank of trained and supported peer researchers to ensure a steady flow of new and
diverse peer researchers to maximise the opportunities for creating and participating in new
research

o Act as a repository of research opportunities and evidence by providing regular briefing papers
to make sure they can access up-to-date summaries of research and its impact.

There are many challenges in developing a sustainable strategy for co-producing kinship care
research. The wider literature review and the scoping study show clearly that co-production
involves a change in mindset and culture in universities and academic partners and participating
organizations. It is time-consuming to build engagement and requires a gear shift to forge equal
partnerships. Because it is time-consuming, it is inevitably costly. That means that it is essential to
include in any research application the full costs of kinship carer participation.
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Ethical and accountability issues

There are also ethical and accountability issues. Although universities have co-created innovative
new partnerships and research projects in other fields, their internal systems have been criticised
(Blueprint Writing Collective, 2022) for their administrative processes that cause delay and barriers to
engagement. This project faced the same issues. Co-researchers funded by Kinship were not able to
access the University's e-journals when carrying out the scoping review due to licensing subscription
arrangements- a problem that applies to all universities. The original aim had been for Kinship and
Lancaster University to independently review all the same sources.

Funding

Another major challenge is funding. Without investing in the development of co-produced kinship
care research, most clearly illustrated in the suggested role for Kinship, it will be difficult to build the
necessary and sustainable infrastructure. As we noted in the headline findings, this is an opportunity
for funders as well as a challenge.

Co-producing this report has also provided us with firsthand experience of the challenges as well

as the opportunities. The most important lesson for us was that co-production takes time, a point
also made in the scoping review. The recommendations in the report and toolkit put forward various
ways to address time issues that include realistic costings for kinship carer involvement in research
projects but other concerns may be more difficult to resolve. The question of how to build in flexibility
to cater for kinship carers’ own needs whilst ensuring projects can deliver on time is a complicated
balancing act and there are no obvious answers. It would need to be negotiated and resolved on a
case by case basis.

Evidence of co-produced research on service delivery and policy is limited

A further challenge identified in the scoping review and broader literature on co-production is the
lack of evidence of its impact on service delivery and policy development - impact can take a long
time to be felt and collecting evidence is not straightforward. As a starting point, when kinship carers
and researchers co-produce research applications, it is important to be clear about their goals and
to have a plan as to how they will measure outcomes. For the present research, the challenge is
how to measure its impacts. Some short- and longer-term outcomes we would like to see from

the study are:

The creation of a bank of peer researchers that grows year on year
The development of new co-produced projects exploring new themes
The development of a sustainable funded infrastructure to support co-production

Research that is undertaken by marginalised groups of kinship carers who currently lack access
and opportunities to participate.

Limitations of the study

This was a small-scale study with very modest funding. Inevitably it has impacted on what we could
achieve within the timescales. The initial focus on special guardians meant that we were unable

to reach out to other types of kinship carers. This could limit the relevance of the findings and the
messages in the toolkit. We acknowledge that there are diverse experiences and perspectives within
the kinship carer community and future research should seek to obtain these.

Despite these constraints, the study has opened up an important area of inquiry that has hitherto
received very little attention. The kinship carers were proud to take part and to contribute to the
creation of a new chapter in kinship care research. For some it has already created life-changing
opportunities to be part of a wider research and practice community.
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Conclusions

The team at Lancaster University and Kinship and all participants have co-produced this study and
provided first hand experiences of the opportunities and challenges. The recommendations of this
report are based on that shared experience. The overall conclusion is that there is an opportunity,
need and commitment to developing co-produced research into kinship care. A second main
conclusion is that future co-produced research needs to target all types of kinship carers and in this
way, enrich the scope, volume and relevance of studies to policymakers and practitioners. Whilst
recent policy and legislation are in line with this agenda in relation to practice, it has not been linked
to research. It is clear that a co-produced kinship care strategy will require financial investment. It will
also need organisational support and a strategy to build capacity. The challenges are considerable
but they must be addressed if the broader goals of policy and legislation are to be achieved to the
benefit of all kinship carers and the children they are caring for.
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Principles
Co-production should be the default methodology, wherever possible, for all kinship care
research projects

All co-produced research projects should prioritise inclusivity and lay out a practical strategy
to this end.

Building capacity and sustainability

The core ingredients are:

o A trusted organisation with strong community networks and national policy influence
should lead a coordinated research strategy. Kinship would be well placed to take on this
role in partnership with other organisations

o A pool of diverse, well trained and supported peer researchers
o Academics trained in participatory research approaches

o Recognition of the additional time needed to implement the strategy, compared to
university-led research

o Organisational structures and trusted partnerships to support participation at all levels of
the organisation.

Developing best practice
Non-traditional methods to recruit peer researchers, including videos and podcasts, should
be used
The early stages of recruitment should:

o Allow sufficient time to consult with kinship carers about the project, so they have full
understanding of its goals and their own role and responsibilities

o Consider and plan for kinship carer participation needs (i.e. financial, physical, emotional,
practical, communication methods)

o Incorporate trauma-informed research practices

o Set out clear expectations for the whole team, including outputs and impacts
o Ensure that all research processes and plans of work are revisited regularly
Co-producers should work together to build relationships of trust.

Implications for funders and research organisations
Funders, whether charities or research organisations, have a vital role to play in catalysing a
coordinated programme of co-produced research into kinship care
Funders should consider:
o Setting up a dedicated funding stream to catalyse new initiatives
o Making inclusive research design a condition of funding

Grant applicants should realistically cost the time and money needed to undertake
co-produced research

Research organisations should review their internal processes to maximise peer researcher
engagement and access to their resources.



Appendices

Appendix A:
How we went about the study

Appendix B:
The scoping review methodology and findings



Appendix A: How we went about the
study

We conducted a multi-strand project over 3 years:
A scoping review

A broader literature review

Online focus groups with kinship carers
In-person workshops with kinship carers

ok w N

Online roundtable with researchers

Scoping review and broader literature review

We undertook a desk-based scoping review to establish the evidence base for co-produced kinship
care research and existence of any toolkits co-produced with kinship carers that provided guidance

on best practice and challenges. We also carried out a separate review of the literature on toolkits in
related fields. Full details of the scoping review can be found in Appendix B.

Online focus groups with kinship carers

Twenty-one kinship carers participated in one of three online focus groups, led by Clare Walsh

and Sharon McPherson. Judith Harwin took part in all of them. Each focus group was based on a
pre-agreed set of questions to draw out the kinship carers' views of opportunities and obstacles to
developing co-produced research with kinship carers. The focus groups ran for up to two hours and
were recorded and transcribed using Teams.

Recruitment of the kinship carers

Peer researchers who were employed by Kinship as Research Associates recruited the kinship carers
through Kinship's networks, Families in Harmony, via their relationships within the sector and with
kinship carers directly via Facebook and WhatsApp. These networks were seen as our best way

of reaching kinship carers and maximising diversity. Joining the project was open to all male and
female special guardians:

Aged 18 or over, to include grandparents and other relatives of birth parents

With a legal order made via care proceedings or by a private law order

From diverse ethnic backgrounds

From different parts of the country

Not engaged with other services

Had taken part in making the film The First Day of Forever. Becoming a Special Guardian

Previous experience of research involvement was not necessary. The post on the Facebook pages
provided a brief description of the project and the criteria for participation with the secure email
address as the contact route. The peer researchers, Clare Walsh and Sharon McPherson, were
responsible for recruitment because they are both kinship carers as well as researchers and are
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involved in policy and practice development. They had access to a wide range of networks. Sharon,
in her role as co-founder of Families in Harmony was particularly well placed to recruit from the Black
African and Caribbean community. They followed up with everyone who expressed an interest in
joining the project to explain:

The project aims

\WWhat participation would entail

The support that would be available before and after the focus groups.

We considered that support was essential as we recognised that some of the topics might trigger
difficult memories. We had used this approach in the previous films, and it is part of the offer

by Kinship to all kinship carers participating in its research. Signed consent was a requirement to
taking part.

We set a minimum target of recruiting 20 kinship carers and a maximum of 40. The final number of
participants was 21.

An online roundtable with academic researchers

Six researchers were recruited to provide an additional perspective on the kinship carers’
recommendations and on the toolkit and its value to the research community, policy-makers
and funders.

They were recruited via Kinship's Kinship Researchers’ Network, by Lancaster University's Centre
for Child and Family Justice Research networks, and our involvement on advisory boards dealing
with special guardianship. We also used the Kinship Researchers’ Network to check out whether
members were aware of ongoing participatory research initiatives with kinship carers.

Minimum criteria for inclusion in the roundtable were that the researchers had carried out research
into kinship care. We were also however looking for researchers with experience of co-production
and, where possible, were kinship carers. The final number of participants was six. They worked in
university and local authority settings. Two were kinship carers. Their length of research experience
ranged from PhD involvement to more than forty years.

The roundtable was recorded and transcribed.

Analysis of the focus groups and roundtable

The focus groups and roundtable were analysed thematically (Braun and Clarke, 2012) to identify
the key findings and messages to take forward to inform the in-person workshops. These messages
were also linked to the findings of the scoping review and toolkit appraisal.

In-person workshops with kinship carers

Three in-person workshops were held in central London in April and July 2023 and June 2024. All
the travel and subsistence costs of attendance were paid by Kinship and kinship carers received a
voucher to thank them for their participation in the study. The workshops ran from 10.30- 3.30pm.

All the kinship carers who participated in the focus groups and researchers' roundtable were invited
to join the workshops. Nine took part in the first workshop, seven participated in the second together
with external researcher Rachel Stemp from Anna Freud, and five special guardians joined the third
workshop. The kinship carers came from all over England.
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The workshops were led by Laura Bradley, Participation and Involvement Manager at Kinship and
Victoria Grey, Regional Programmes Manager at Kinship who has experience as a kinship carer. Lucy
Peake attended three; Clare Walsh, Sharon McPherson and Judith Harwin took part in two. Members
of the team contributed to the content and design of the three workshops. Vikkie Chapman managed
practical arrangements pre- and post- the workshops, including making travel arrangements for

the kinship carers. A special feature of the workshops was the involvement of a sketch artist, Mandy
Johnson, who was present at the first and second sessions, and has extensive experience of visually
explaining the process of co-creation. Her role was to:

® capture important points and messages succinctly and visually
® identify themes and representations of the co-production journey to prompt discussion.

Key points were also charted on flip charts and post-it notes.

Analysis of the workshops

Findings from the three workshops were synthesised and provided the content of the toolkit from the
perspective of the kinship carers.

Phase 2: Draft report and toolkit consultation

All sources of evidence were used to draft the report and toolkit. Special attention was paid to
ensure that the messages across both outputs were consistent and supported one another. The
drafts were then shared with all participants and their feedback was sought and taken into account
in the final outputs.

Phase 3 - Report and toolkit finalised
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Appendix B: The scoping review
methodology and findings

There are many different types of evidence reviews, such as systematic reviews, rapid evidence
reviews (Bouck et al, 2022) and scoping reviews. We opted for a scoping review because it fitted
most closely with our objectives. It allowed us to pose an exploratory research question and to draw
together a scattered literature without the requirement to make a judgement about the quality of
the studies whilst still using a rigorous methodology (Arksey and O'Malley, 2005, Munn et al, 2018).
By contrast, a systematic review requires pre-agreed eligibility criteria regarding the robustness of
the methodology and the reliability of the findings for each study. Given that research into special
guardianship in generalis limited (Harwin et al, 2021), although growing (Rees Centre, 2025), we ruled
out carrying out a systematic literature review as we wanted our evidence base to be as inclusive

as possible. A rapid evidence review was also excluded as we wanted to use explicit strategies and
including grey literature to limit potential bias (Munn et al. 2018). A scoping review was identified as
the best approach for this work as it maps out the evidence and the evidence gaps, in a way that
aims to reduce bias in selection and not limit inclusivity.

We had four main research questions:

1. Establish what co-produced and participatory research has been carried out with kinship carers
since 2000

2. Establish whether any co-produced toolkits have been produced detailing best practice and
challenges since 2000

3. Identify gaps in the evidence base
Learn lessons for our own study.

Method

This scoping review uses Arksey and O'Malley's scoping review methodology (Arksey and O'Malley.
200A/). The aim of a scoping review is to identify and map literature on a topic, rather than to assess
questions of effectiveness. Using a scoping review allowed us to explore the depth and breadth

of literature to provide an overview of participatory methods in kinship research. We followed the
Preferred Reporting ltems for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews
(PRISMA-SCR,; Tricco et al., 2018) approach when conducting this review.

Search Strategy

We collaborated to refine our search strategy and sought guidance from the faculty librarian, Paul
Newnham, at Lancaster University to refine our approach. The search terms were developed using an
iterative process until we were confident our search terms captured the range of literature relevant to
our research questions. For example, we conducted a test search including the term ‘Grandparents’
but found this produced more literature on non-kinship care relationships than kinship relationships,
so this term was excluded.
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The following databases were searched: Academic Search Ultimate, Dissertations and Theses Global,
Google Scholar, JSTOR, OpenAlex, PubMed, Scopus, Sage Journals, SocINDEX and Web of Sciences.
The search was conducted between March and April 2024 and was re-run with the faculty librarian, Paul
Newnham, in 2025 to ensure we had included all publications to the end of 2024. They were limited to

APPENDIX B

English language only. See Table 5 for the search terms.

TABLE 5: SEARCH TERMS (within a category combined with OR, between categories combined

with AND)

Experience ‘kinship care," "special guardianship,” “relative care," “family and friends
care’, *kin care’
Method ‘participatory’, “‘collaborative’, "action research’, “co-produced”

Lead researchers discussed the inclusion criteria to develop a consensus. Initially the geographical
location of the research was to be limited to the United Kingdom, however, due to the limited
research available in this area the eligibility was extended to all countries with cognate child
protection systems. The criteria are listed in Table 6.

Title and abstract screening were conducted independently by the two researchers. To ensure
consistently in approach, one database was screened co-currently by the two researchers via
video conferencing. A safety-first approach was adopted whereby if one reviewer recommended a
paper for inclusion following the title and abstract screen, then the full text was examined by both
researchers (Shemilt et al., 2016). The search process is outlined in Figure 7.

FIGURE 7: PRISMA-ScR Process Map

Records identified through

database searching Additional records identified
Academic Search Ultimate (n = 6) through other sources
JSTOR (n=7) Dissertations and these
PubMed (n = 4) global (n = 14)
Sage Journals (n = 8) Google Scholar (n = 84)
Scopus (n = 21) OpenAlex (n = 47)
Web of Science (n = 12) SocINDEX (n = 5)

Records after duplicates removed
(n =197)

Records screened Records excluded
(n =197) (n=182)

Full-text articles
assessed for eligibility
(n = 15)

Records excluded
(n=11)

Studies included in
qualitative synthesis
(n=4)
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TABLE 6: Inclusion criteria

1. | Primary qualitative, quantitative or mixed-methods research; evaluation reports; peer-reviewed
journal articles; doctoral theses.

2. | Participant group included adult kinship carers who were looking after a child on a near or
full-time basis.

3. | Inclusion of detail on participatory methods.

4. | Studies conducted in countries with cognate child protection legal systems to England.

5. | English language publications.

6. | Published between 2000 and 2024.

Study characteristics were extracted including author, citation, year of publication, country,
participants, methods, results and recommendations as detailed in Table 7.

There was no assessment of study quality. This was in line with the recommendations of the scoping
review methodology which intends to map out conceptual findings in the research field rather than
examine studies for quality.

Challenges of working across organisations

This scoping review was conducted by Professor Harwin, who is based at Lancaster University, and
supported by Lydia Yeomans, former Research Manager at Kinship, and by Paul Newnham, faculty
librarian at Lancaster University. A challenge of working collaboratively across organisations is that
Jjournals and databases traditionally available to academic institutions were not accessible by the
charity researcher. As a solution, Professor Harwin searched the paid-for journals (Web of Science
and Scopus) and Lydia Yeomans searched the more easily accessed journals or databases (JSTOR
and Sage Journals) and the open and grey literature. The reviewers then met via video conferencing
to compare the outputs from these searches. Accessing electronic databases and journals paid

for by universities through subscriptions is a common barrier when conducting reviews with non-
academic partners.,

Summarising the results

Following the review, four papers were identified which met the inclusion criteria, two of which were
doctoral theses. One of these papers was an evaluation conducted in the USA and the other three
were from England. The data extraction can be seen in Table 7.

Both researchers reviewed the full text articles of the included studies to identify core themes and
lessons learned. These reflections were then discussed with the full research team, including the
lead peer researchers who advised on interpretation and narrative,
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