
UNDERSTANDING THE 
HOUSING NEEDS OF KINSHIP 
FAMILIES: A KNOWLEDGE 
EXCHANGE PROJECT
FINAL REPORT, AUGUST 2024

DR ROBIN SEN (UNIVERSITY OF EDINBURGH)
DR ANDREW BURNS (AFKA) 
DR AUTUMN ROESCH-MARSH (UNIVERSITY OF EDINBURGH)



UNDERSTANDING THE HOUSING  
NEEDS OF KINSHIP FAMILIES

This report details findings, analysis, 
and recommendations developed 
from a collaborative knowledge 
exchange project undertaken by 
researchers from the University 
of Edinburgh and the Association 
for Fostering, Kinship & Adoption 
Scotland (AFKA). The seeds of this 
project lay in consistent, albeit often 
anecdotal, evidence that issues of 
housing need were affecting many 
kinship families in Scotland. In 
addition, there was a noticeable 
gap in the research literature 
relating to housing issues for kinship 
families. Kinship care is now the 
largest form of out of home care 
in Scotland.  This, taken alongside 
the recent strengthening of the 
rights of care experienced siblings 
within the legislative and regulatory 
framework, suggested there was 
a need to build an evidence base 
on this important issue to assist 
kinship families, practitioners, and 
policymakers to clarify the nature 
and extent of the problem and begin 
to formulate potential solutions.

This project sought to explore and 
exchange kinship carers’ and kinship 
practitioners’ experiences of these 
issues following a successful bid 
to the University of Edinburgh’s 
Knowledge and Impact Grant Fund. 

In this report, we first set out 
the context and wider research 
literature in relation to kinship care 
and housing need before setting out 
the methodology for this project 
and its limitations. The findings of 
two surveys are then presented, 
one of kinship carers and another 
of kinship practitioners. These 
are returned to in the context of 
findings from two roundtable 
events, an action orientated 
workshop, and a dissemination 
event that involved kinship carers, 
kinship practitioners, housing and 
homelessness practitioners, and 
academics in related fields. The 
report concludes after a discussion 
and key recommendations have 
been laid out.

INTRODUCTION
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Kinship care is when a child lives 
full-time or most of the time with 
a relative or friend who is not their 
parent, usually because their parents 
are not able to care for them (Kinship, 
nd). Most countries differentiate 
between formal and informal kinship 
care (Selwyn and Nandy, 2012). 
In Scotland, informal kinship care 
is when a private arrangement is 
made between the parent(s) and the 
kinship carer(s) with no involvement 
of the state (Wijedasa, 2017a). Formal 
kinship care is when a child has been 
placed with a kinship carer either 
by the Local Authority following 
assessment, or by an order of the 
court or the children’s hearing system 
(ibid). Typically, only formal kinship 
carers will be entitled to financial 
and other supports from the Local 
Authority (Selwyn and Nandy, 2012).

Kinship care is the most common 
form of out of home care for looked 

after children in Scotland, accounting 
for 34% (n=4,249) of placement 
types in 2022, followed by foster 
care (33%), at home with parents 
(21%) and residential childcare 
(10%) (Scottish Government, 2023). 
However, determining the prevalence 
of formal kinship care arrangements 
is relatively straightforward because 
records are kept by local authority 
and court systems while informal 
arrangements are more difficult to 
track as these families may remain 
unknown to services and systems. 
Studies using 2001 and 2011 census 
data (Wijedasa, 2017a; Selwyn 
and Nandy, 2012) estimated the 
total number of children living in 
both formal and informal kinship 
arrangements were between 1.2% 
and 1.3% of the total population 
of children in Scotland. Wijedasa 
(2017a) estimated a total of 12,630 
children in kinship care in Scotland in 
2011, of which 4,513 were in a formal 
arrangement. If these ratios were 
applied to the 2022 formal placement 
figures, this would give an estimate 

CONTEXT

CONTEXT/LITERATURE

DEFINITION AND 
PREVALENCE
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that the total number of children in 
kinship placements, including both 
formal and informal, was 11,901 in 
that year.

old, with the highest prevalence in 
the ages 15-17. This age profile, based 
on 2011 census data, is similar to that 
from the 2001 census. However, the 
number of children aged 0-4 grew 
by 9% between these census years 
(ibid). This differs from the age profile 
of looked after children in Scotland 
generally, where 65% are aged 11 and 
under and there are more boys than 
girls (Scottish Government, 2023). 

DEMOGRAPHICS OF 
KINSHIP CARERS AND 
CHILDREN

While there is variability in the 
demographics of kinship carers 
across studies, overall, they tend to 
be female, aged 45 and over, and the 
grandmothers of the children they 
look after. Using 2001 census data, 
Selwyn and Nandy (2012) estimated 
that 55% of kinship carers in Scotland 
were grandparents, 37% were 
siblings, and 8% were other relations. 
This data indicated that most kinship 
care was provided by single females 
(Selwyn et al, 2013). Wijedasa (2017a; 
2017b) estimated that this had 
changed in the 2011 census data with 
grandparents accounting for 72% of 
kinship carers in Scotland followed by 
other relationships (20%) and siblings 
(8%). In a UK-wide survey of kinship 
carers, 91% of respondents were 
female, 59% were grandmothers, and 
71% were aged between 45 and 64 
years old (Ashley and Braun, 2019). 
For Scottish respondents to this 
survey (n=54) 98% were female, 71% 
were aged between 45 and 64, and 
65% were grandmothers (Young and 
Hill, 2020).

According to Wijedasa (2017a) most 
children in kinship care in Scotland 
were aged between 10 and 17 years 

BENEFITS AND 
CHALLENGES

Kinship care may bring benefits to 
children and young people and result 
in better outcomes than other types 
of care due to better placement 
stability and improving opportunities 
to stay connected to extended family, 
school, community, and culture (Bell 
and Romano, 2015). The correlation 
between this type of placement 
and outcomes such as placement 
stability may relate to the nature of 
relationships between children and 
kinship carers, and the commitment 
of kinship carers to the children that 

Banging the drum to change policy and promote 
equality for families in Scotland
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they care for (Selwyn et al, 2013) 
although child characteristics and 
placement preferences may also 
feature (Font, 2015). Nonetheless, 
there is evidence from across the 
literature that children in kinship 
arrangements ‘generally experience 
greater permanency in terms of lower 
risk for re-entry into care, fewer 
placement breakdowns, and longer 
lengths of stay’ (Bell and Romano, 
2015: 279).

However, there is less evidence 
on the safety of children placed 
in kinship care and no significant 
differences have been found between 
kinship care and foster care (Bell 
and Romano, 2015). Moreover, 
research over the last two decades 
has highlighted multiple areas of 
disadvantage impacting on kinship 
families. Ehrle and Green (2002) 
found that children in kinship in 
the US experienced more hardship 
because they lived in poorer families, 
experienced food insecurity, and 
lived with a single carer. They also 
found that kinship families received 
less support for these issues. These 
findings were supported by Sakai, 
Lin and Flores (2011) who also 
highlighted that kinship carers are 
more likely to be socioeconomically 
disadvantaged and receive fewer 
supports. In Australia, Boetto 
(2010) highlighted key themes of 
disadvantage for kinship carers 
including poverty, poor health, 
and structural issues because most 
kinship carers are older females. She 
argues that a failure to address these 

issues risks the wellbeing of children 
in kinship placements. Multiple areas 
of disadvantage have also been 
highlighted for kinship carers in the 
UK and Ireland including poverty, 
intergenerational abuse and neglect, 
interfamilial relationship issues, and 
health inequalities (McCartan et al, 
2018; MacDonald et al, 2016; O’Leary 
and Butler; and Selwyn et al, 2013). 
In a recent Scottish Study, Cusworth 
et al (2019) found that kinship carers 
received markedly less support than 
other carers from both formal and 
informal sources.

CONTEXT

KINSHIP AND HOUSING
There is a paucity of research into 
housing needs within kinship 
specifically. A UK-wide survey of 
kinship carers found that 80% of 
them had made some changes to 
their accommodation after becoming 
kinship carers such as refurbishment, 
extension, or moved to a bigger 
home and 86% of those said that 
they had not received any help with 
this (Ashley and Braun, 2019). In this 
same survey, 30% of respondents 
indicated that their home was not 
suitable because it was overcrowded 
(19%) or needed refurbishment 
(11%). In further analysis of the 
Scottish data from this survey, a 
third of respondents indicated 
that their housing was unsuitable 
primarily due to overcrowding and 
needing refurbishment, although 
some respondents also indicated 
issues with Housing Benefit and 
employment when taking on the care 
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Scotland (The Independent Care 
Review, 2020) [referred to as ‘the 
Promise’ from this point on in this 
document]. The Promise contains 
the recommendations of the three-
year independent review of the care 
system in Scotland and contains a 
number of asks of a range of service 
providers in order that Scotland 
keeps its promise to improve the 
care system substantially by 2030. 
The Promise has an implementation 
team who are tasked with ensuring 
implementation of recommendations 
and some funding has been made 
available to support service providers 
to make required changes. Of 
particular relevance to kinship 
families, the Promise (p.20) states: 
‘Scotland must hold the hands of 
the hands that hold the child’; and: 
‘Whatever the mode of arrangement, 
Scotland must ensure that children 
living in kinship care get the support 
they need to thrive. Kinship must be 
actively explored as a positive place 
for children to be cared for.’  The 
Promise sits alongside legislation and 
government guidance which provide 
Local Authorities and the Scottish 
Housing Regulator with a clear duty 
to ‘uphold the rights and safeguard 
the wellbeing of a looked after child 
or care leaver’ (Children and Young 
People (Scotland) Act 2014).  

of a child (Young and Hill, 2020).

Although not specifically focussing 
on housing issues, Selwyn et al 
(2013) do analyse income prior to 
housing costs, acknowledge issues of 
overcrowding, and recommend that 
kinship carers should be considered 
for priority status on housing waiting 
lists and given access to funds to 
extend their own home when needed.

More broadly, Sen et al. (2022) argue 
that housing can be a contributory 
factor in families’ engagement with 
social work services in relation to 
child welfare concerns and that the 
fragmentation between housing and 
social work services can reinforce and 
amplify the problems experienced 
by families in relation to housing and 
other issues.

Housing issues in kinship care sit 
within the wider context of two wider 
pressing social issues in Scotland, 
though neither is unique to Scotland: 
addressing the crisis of quality, 
affordable housing, and improving 
the care system. In respect of the 
first, a national housing emergency 
has been recently declared in 
Scotland(Scottish Parliament, 2024) 
with Shelter Scotland (2024) arguing 
that 1.5 million people are living in 
overcrowded, dangerous, unstable or 
unaffordable accommodation.  

Second, long-standing calls 
to improve the care system in 
Scotland were given new focus 
and impetus by the Promise 
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We undertook two surveys: one with 
kinship carers and one with kinship 
practitioners both of which were 
tested with practitioners and carers 
to ensure reliability and suitability 
of the questions being asked. 
These were available in online and 
printed formats and were promoted 
via various networks and partner 
organisations including the Kinship 
Care Advice Service for Scotland 
(KCASS), the Office of the Chief Social 
Work Advisor (OCSWA), and AFKA 
Scotland’s Kinship Practitioner’s 
Forum. They were open from 23rd 
of August until 30th November 2023. 
Ethical approval for these surveys 
was granted via the University of 

Edinburgh’s Ethics Committee.

Both surveys principally used closed 
questions from pre-set responses 
with some open text options via, 
first, an ‘Other’ category to some 
pre-set responses that included 
an open text facility, and open 
questions at the end of the surveys 
that allowed respondents to include 
any other comments they wished 
about housing and non-housing 
needs. The kinship carer survey 
included 19 questions while the 
practitioner survey had 12 questions. 
All questions in these surveys were 
optional and not all respondents 
answered each question. 

We received responses from 127 
kinship carers to the kinship carer 
survey who were based in 25 of the 32 
Scottish Local Authorities. Questions 
were not mandatory and not all 
carers answered every question. 
We received responses from 39 
practitioners to the practitioner 
survey who were based in 19 of the 32 
Scottish Local Authorities. 

METHODOLOGY

METHODOLOGY

SURVEYS

Collaboration with housing colleagues for joint 
understanding to help kinship families
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We undertook two online routable 
events (R1 & R2) and an action 
orientated workshop (final workshop) 
that included kinship carers, 
kinship practitioners, a kinship care 
consultant, a local authority housing 
practitioner, a third sector housing 
and homelessness support service 
representative, a representative from 
the Promise and researchers and 
academics with interests in social 
work and housing/homelessness. 
The first roundtable was held on 26th 
October 2023 and was focussed on 
understanding the nature and extent 
of housing ‘issues and challenges’ 
for kinship families and made use 
of a case study to facilitate small 
group discussions that fed into a 
wider plenary session. The second 
roundtable was held on 11th 
December 2023 and was focussed on 
potential solutions and ways forward 
to address the issues that had been 
raised in the first meeting and 
those issues that emerged from the 
survey data. Detailed notes of each 
roundtable were taken by members 
of the research team, who cross 
referenced them and then arranged 
them into key themes and points. 
The final workshop served a dual 
function as a dissemination event 
of key findings from the surveys 
and roundtable events, and allowed 
further ‘member checking’ discussion 
of potential issues and way forward. 

The workshop was hybrid to allow 
face to face interaction for those who 
could attend in person in Edinburgh 
while facilitating wider participation 
of those who could not. Two artists 
helped storyboard this event (the 
cover illustration) and they also led 
an arts-based activity with those who 
could attend in person. This consisted 
of developing an image, along with 
a statement, encapsulating a key 
issue in respect of kinship care and 
housing. Copies of these images 
are interspersed throughout this 
report. Further discussion of the 
ideas arising then took place. An 
alternative discursive activity on 
priorities for future action took place 
for those attending online.  Further 
discussion of the recommendations 
took place at an online all Scotland 
kinship practitioners forum which 
AFKA facilitates. Here, one of the 
authors discussed the key findings 
and recommendations and provided 
a forum where further discussion of 
the issues and recommendations 
took place. 

ROUNDTABLE 
EVENTS AND ACTION 
ORIENTATED 
WORKSHOP

LIMITATIONS 
This was a time limited knowledge 
exchange project to build on 
anecdotal evidence around kinship 
families and housing and disseminate 
information between parties rather 
than a more in-depth research study. 
Neither survey conducted had the 
means of including a representative 
sample of kinship carers or kinship 
practitioners. As noted the, best 
estimate we currently have, is that 
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there are around 12,000 children 
living in kinship care in Scotland 
(developed from Wijedasa, 2017a). 
If we assume that there are roughly 
similar numbers of kinship carers, 
then the kinship survey comprised 
around 1% of kinship carers in 
Scotland but not much is known 
about how our sample of carers 
compares with that of the wider 
kinship carer population in Scotland 
in terms of other characteristics. We 
do know the sample is from a healthy 
geographical spread in Scotland in 
terms of Local Authority areas. 

Data on the number of kinship 
practitioners in Scotland (social 
work or otherwise) is not known 
so we cannot say what proportion 
of practitioners our sample 
represents. The geographical 
spread of practitioners was also 
healthy, though narrower than for 
carers. Different ‘interest groups’ 
were represented more strongly at 
different points in the project than 
others. Kinship carers’ perspectives 
were most strongly evident in the 
carers’ survey. Although a couple of 
kinship carers attended and strongly 
fed into each roundtable, as well as 
the final workshop, we acknowledge 
that these were more heavily 
attended by professionals with the 
effect that the policy issues and 
recommendations bear the views of 
professionals more markedly.

 We did not survey housing 
practitioners for this project and, 
while a number of representatives 

of housing organisations attended 
and strongly fed into discussions at 
the roundtables and final workshop, 
housing practitioners’ perspectives 
are less well captured. Finally, while 
both kinship carers and kinship 
practitioners spoke about kinship 
children’s perspectives, we did not 
access these directly in this project.

METHODOLOGY
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125 respondents completed their 
relationship details with the majority 
being grandparents. Overall, most 

FINDINGS

FINDINGS

KINSHIP CARER SURVEY
DEMOGRAPHICS AND 
DESCRIPTIVE FINDINGS

Relationship to children No. % No. of kinship children they are 
looking after

1 2 3 4 5

Grandparent 82 65.6% 51 24 6 1 0

Aunt/Uncle 26 20.8% 14 8 3 0 1

Sibling 1 0.8% 0 0 1 0 0

Cousin 4 3.2% 2 2 0 0 0

Friend of family 2 1.6% 1 1 0 0 0

Other1 10 8% 6 4 0 0 0

Total 125 100% 74 
(52%)

39 
(31%)

10 
(8%)

1 1

Table 1 - Relationship to kinship children and how many looked after

1 Seven of these indicated they were a great aunt, two indicated great grandparent, and one indicated ‘connected 
person’.

respondents were looking after one 
child in a kinship arrangement. 26 
respondents also indicated that they 
were looking after children other 
than those that they were a kinship 
carer for.
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Of the 124 responses that indicated 
the number of adults in the 
household 40% (n=50) were in a two-
adult household, 36% (n=45) were in 
a single adult household, 19% (n=24) 
were in a three-adult household, and 
4% (n=4) in a four-adult household.

Of the 125 respondents that indicated 
their housing type, almost half (n=59) 
were owner occupiers with a further 
44% in either local authority (n=31) or 
housing association (n=24) tenancies. 
Eleven respondents indicated 
that they were in private rented 
accommodation.

Over half (n=70) had three bedrooms, 
followed by two bedrooms (n=37) 
and four bedrooms (n=14). A small 
number had one bedroom (2), five 
bedrooms (1), and six bedrooms (1). 

meet their needs.3 Almost a third of 
owner occupiers (n=19/59) indicated 
that their housing did not meet their 
needs. Of those who said it did meet 
their needs, seven indicated that 
they did not think it would meet their 
needs into the future. Just over half 
(n=29/55) of those in Local Authority 
or Housing Association tenancies 
indicated that their housing did not 
meet their needs. All of those in these 
tenancies who said it did meet their 
needs (n=26) thought that it would 
continue to do so into the future. 
Nine of the eleven respondents (82%) 
in private rented accommodation 
indicated that their current 
accommodation did not meet their 
needs. The other two respondents 
in private rented accommodation 
who indicated that their current 
accommodation did meet their 
needs, thought it would continue to 
do so in the future.  

HOUSING NEED

Of 127 respondents, 54% (n=68) 
indicated that their current housing 
did meet their needs. Of those, 
thirteen were unsure if it would 
continue to meet their needs into the 
future.2 Five respondents indicated 
that the housing situation of the birth 
parents was a contributing barrier to 
reunification. 

Overall,  46% of respondents (n=59) 
indicated that their housing did not 

2 Some text responses indicate that this may relate to the health issues of the carer rather than caring 
responsibilities.
3 Two respondents who answered that their housing did meet their needs did not provide their housing tenure. 
All who answered ‘No’ did.

On the precipice and holding on to compassion
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FINDINGS

Of the 59 respondents whose 
housing did not meet their needs, 
overcrowding was the most common 
issue (n=46), followed by affordability 
(n=22).4 Relatively small numbers 
indicated other needs including too 
near difficult relationships, too far 

from family/friends, insecure tenancy, 
poor condition of tenancy, too far 
from school/other services, local anti-
social behaviour, and other (which 
included two comments relating to 
small size/lack of space).

4 Respondents could indicate more than one issue.

TENANCY TYPE BY MEETS NEEDS

(blank)

Private rented

Local Authority rented

Owner occupied

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Figure 1 - Tenancy Type and whether it currently meets the family’s needs
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Figure 2 - If your housing does not currently meet your needs, please choose from 
the options below which best describe your housing issues.
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36 out of 62 comments in the text 
box ‘how do your housing issues 
affect you’ indicated an issue of 

needs compared to 43% (n=30) 
of those in a three bedroomed 
household.

65% (n=82) indicated that they 
needed more financial resources than 
they currently have. However, there 
was substantial variation in current 
income.

Given that overcrowding was the 
predominant issue highlighted, it 
was unsurprising that those with 
fewer bedrooms were more likely to 
indicate that their current housing 
does not meet their needs. For 
example, 76% (n=23) of those in two 
bedroomed households indicated 
their housing did not meet their 

“Niece doesn’t have own room, shares with me, so I don’t have my space 
but more importantly she doesn’t have hers. She is 3 but this will be an 
issue in coming years, my children are too old and 1 is ASN (Additional 
Support Needs) so requires own room, so sharing isn’t an option. I worry 
that niece could be removed because I can’t give her, her own room. 
Private lets are way out my reach financially for 4 bedroom and local 
authority has massive waiting list for 4 bedrooms in my area. My house 
is messy, things everywhere, wardrobes in dining room (for niece’s 
clothing).”

overcrowding or a lack of space (often 
in addition to other issues such as 
finance and affordability).

COUNT OF HOUSEHOLDS BY WEEKLY INCOME

0
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10

15

20

25

100-199
Blank

200-299

300-399

400-499

500-599

600-699

700-700

800-899

900-999
1000+

Figure 3 - Households by weekly income (based on 114 responses)
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FINDINGS

Where a need for more financial 
resources was indicated, along 
with figures for current and needed 
weekly income (n=80), there was 
also substantial variation in the level 
of increase needed. The minimum 
increase indicated was 1% and the 
maximum 902% (a respondent who 
indicated they currently receive 

5 Without the 902% increase (which is arguably an outlier), the average increase indicated in the 100-199 weekly 
income band was 159%.

£100pw and needed £1002pw). 
The average (mean) increase 
needed was 79% (SD 1.203) more 
than current income; the median 
increase was 49% and the mode 50%. 
Unsurprisingly, the largest required 
increases were among those on the 
lowest incomes.5

56 respondents did not think 
that they required any rehousing 
including two where they had 
indicated that their housing did 
not meet their needs. Interestingly, 
fifteen respondents indicated that, 
while their housing was not ideal, 
they did not wish to move out of 
their home. A small number (5) 

REQUIRING CHANGES TO 
HOUSING

indicated that they had tried to get 
added to a housing waiting list but 
had been unsuccessful. Of concern, 
five indicated that they did not know 
how to get rehoused. We provided 
contact details for advice and support 
services as part of the survey. Some 
respondents were on housing waiting 
lists (31) and one individual was 
seeking alternative private rental 
arrangements.

AVERAGE REQUIRED INCREASE BY WEEKLY INCOME

1000+)

0% 50% 100% 150% 200% 250%

Figure 4 - Average required increase in income by current weekly income bands 
(based on 80 responses)
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While only two respondents indicated 
that they had had support with an 
extension, conversion, or adaptation 
to their home, seven added a 
comment in the ‘Other Housing 
Information’ text box to indicate that 
they needed or were seeking support 
for this. Two respondents indicated 
that they had undertaken this work at 
their own expense without support.

AGE AND HEALTH EFFECTS

While we did not gather data on 
the age profile of kinship carers, 
65% (n=82) of respondents were 
grandparents in addition to two 
great grandparents and seven great 
aunts. Across the open text boxes, 24 
comments make specific mention of 
the impact of age and health issues, 
including both physical and mental 
health impacts.

“As I have arthritis someone to take him to school in the morning. My 
pills take an hour or so to kick in. I am retired 68 years old. My grandson 
is 5.”

“Forces to work in to our late 60s to pay a mortgage on a house that’s 
too big for us.”

“Mental health is suffering, adults and children.”

AWAITING REHOUSING BY ‘MEETS NEED’

(blank)

Yes - Seeking private arrangement

No - unable to get added to a waiting list

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Figure 5 - ‘Awaiting rehousing’ by ‘Does your housing meet your family’s needs?’

Yes - On LA/HA  waiting lists

Doesmeet needs

No - we don’t need to be rehoused

No - we don’t know how to get rehoused

No - don’t want to move

Does not meet needs
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FINDINGS

6 For the ‘Other’ category, respondents indicated: Residency Order (4), Permanency Order (4), Section 11 (3) 
Multiple (3), Special Guardianship Order (2), seeking an order (2), and Unclear/Unrelated Comment (2)

95% of 126 respondents either 
currently worked with a social worker 
(n=68) or had previously worked 
with a social worker (n=52). Only six 
respondents indicated that they had 
never worked with a social worker. 
89% (n=112) of respondents indicated 
that their kinship arrangement was 
subject to some form of legal order.6  

INFORMATION AND 
SUPPORT

Relatively small numbers indicated 
that they had received support with 
rent/mortgage costs (25 (20%)), 
housing items (5), extension/
adaptation (2), housing applications 
(7), priority on the housing list (11), 
and letters of support (22).  What was 
notable, however, was the apparent 

variability of experience in this area: 
while some had received meaningful 
support from the answers to this 
question, of the 26 comments left 
in the ‘Other Issues’ text box, 19 
related to a lack of support of some 
kind (e.g., financial, practical, etc.) 
The most marked comments were 

COUNT OF ORDER

(blank)

I don’t know

No

Yes - a Compulsory Supervision Order (CSO)

Other 

Yes - a Kinship Care Order

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Figure 6 - Is your kinship care arrangement subject to a legal order?

Yes - Section 25

 The Local Authority must hold the hand of those 
who hold the hand of the child
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about a perceived lack of social work 
support that seemed a broader issue 
around support kinship families more 

“We have begged for Social Work support (and school put in referral) 
when going through difficult times but getting sent away as we are not 
statutory. This has caused a huge amount of stress & pressure on our 
family life.”

“No support from social work and have had over 12 different social 
workers.”

broadly, of which housing was one 
part.

Only one comment indicated 
that they did not receive enough 
information. There were comments 
that indicated that support 

services and aspects of the policy 
environment were not responsive to 
some kinship families’ needs.

“We are for the most part unrecognised, have no legal rights unless we 
go for RO which then mostly removes social work support and services 
from our lives when it can be needed. It’s a battle when dealing with 
housing, benefits etc as you often run into someone not knowing what 
kinship is what help you’re entitled to or support you can access. You 
are given a child with nothing, given £50 a week to look after them (until 
kinship assessment is completed) and having to find everything child 
needs, dealing with reducing hours or having to give up employment 
completely, juggling appointments, visits, contact with parents etc 
etc and have no rights to time off even unpaid - legally we are not 
supported.”

There were 39 respondents in total; 
not all respondents answered 
each question. Thirty-seven of the 
respondents answered an open text 
question on their job role, and these 
are summarised in Table 2.

KINSHIP PRACTITIONERS 
SURVEY

 Homes are where lives are lived
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Job roles of respondents No.

Social worker in direct practice 20

First line manager or equivalent 8

Family support or social work assistants 6

Health Service professionals in direct practice 2

Project worker 1

No response 2

Total 39

Table 2 - Job Role of Practitioners

degrees, worked with smaller 
numbers of families in their current 
role (see Figure 7). Overall, although 
there was some variation, on average 
respondents had experience of 
working with very substantive 
numbers of kinship families in 
Scotland in current roles.

The majority of respondents (21) 
stated that all of their current job 
role entailed working with kinship 
families and the same number stated 
that they had worked with more 
than 50 families living in kinship 
arrangements during their current 
job role. The rest had, by varying 

NUMBER OF KINSHIP FAMILIES WORKED WITH

1-10

0 10 205 15 25

Figure 7 - How many families living in kinship arrangements have you worked 
with in your current role? (Respondents = 39)

11-20

21-30

31-40

More than 50
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family time sessions. The health 
needs of either carers or children, 
including physical and mental health, 
were the third most common answer 
(n=8). 
When asked how much of a factor 
housing needs have been, overall, for 
kinship families ‘A major factor’ was 
the clear modal response, followed 
by ‘A moderate factor’. Small numbers 
stated that it had either been ‘A small 
factor’ or ‘The greatest factor’. None 
reported that it had not been a factor 
at all (Table 3).

THE NEEDS OF FAMILIES 
LIVING IN KINSHIP 
ARRANGEMENTS

Practitioners were first asked in an 
open-text question what they thought 
families’ non-housing needs were. 
The most commonly identified need 
was financial support and/or poverty 
(n=21).  Responding to difficult family 
dynamics (n=14) was the next most 
common answer, with eight of these 
specifically referring to difficulties 
in managing relationships with 
children’s birth parents, including 

Overall, how much of a factor have 
housing needs been for the families living 
in kinship arrangements you have worked 
with?

% Count

A small factor 8% 3

A moderate factor 21% 8

A major factor 66% 25

The greatest factor 5% 2

Not a factor at all 0% 0

Total 100% 38

Table 3 - Housing needs as a factor for kinship families

Lets shift the (im)balance for kinship families
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Practitioners were next asked to 
identify housing problems that had 
occurred for kinship families from 
a pre-set list of options (Figure 8).  
Overcrowding was noted as the 
most common and poor housing 
conditions the second most common 
problem. Issues of connection 
linked to the locale of the family’s 
housing - closeness to difficult 
personal relationships or distance 
from supports - were noted by 
practitioners to be the next most 
notable housing issues. This ties in 
with practitioners’ identification 
that ‘difficult family relationships’ 
were a notable non-housing need 
for kinship families. It suggests the 
inter-connections between housing 
and broader family issues for kinship 
families. Finally, practitioners 
reported rent or mortgage 
affordability as the least common 
housing issue for kinship families. 

The response regarding affordability 

was slightly surprising given that 
financial issues and poverty were 
identified as the most significant non-
housing issue by practitioners in the 
first survey question. In the kinship 
carer survey overcrowding was also 
the most common housing issues, 
but the lack of affordability of either 
their rent or mortgage the second 
most common. Carers reported poor 
housing conditions to be only the 
sixth most common of nine issues. 
It is possible that this divergence 
is based on practitioners working 
with a different profile of kinship 
carers to those filling out the carers’ 
survey: almost half of carers survey 
respondents were owner-occupiers, 
some of whom had no ongoing 
social work involvement. However, it 
could also reflect that poor housing 
conditions are more easily visible and 
memorable to social work and health 
practitioners than rent or mortgage 
affordability. It is also possible 
that practitioners may erroneously 

FAMILY HOUSING PROBLEMS

Rent/mortgage is unaffordable

Threat eviction/reposession

Local anti-social behaviour

Too near to difficult personal relationships

Too far away from friends/family/support

House in poor condition

0% 10% 20%5% 15% 25%

Figure 8 - Practitioner experience of types of housing problem for kinship families 
(respondents = 38)

Too far away from school/services

House too small/overcrowded
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assume that affordability is not an 
issue for owner-occupier kinship 
carers and therefore do not inquire 
about it (see also the roundtable 
discussions on this).

The most common impacts of 
housing problems on kinship families 
which practitioners identified from 
a pre-set list are shown in Figure 9. 
Negative impacts on mental well-
being for carers (21%), kinship 
children (21%), and other children in 

the household (15%) were the three 
most commonly identified impacts. 
Physical impacts on the carers (13%) 
were noted as the next most common 
impact. Children’s placement 
breakdown (11% of responses) was 
the fifth most common response. 
One practitioner used the open 
text function to add: ‘Despite 
overcrowding kinship carers often 
hold placements together at great 
personal cost.’ 

Next, practitioners were asked to 
select from a pre-set list as to which 
supports they were aware kinship 
families had received in respect of 
their housing needs (Figure 10). 
The responses indicated that just 
under a quarter of practitioners 
had knowledge of kinship families 
receiving some kind of housing 
support. This level was similar, 
if marginally greater, than carers 
themselves indicated in the carers’ 
survey, though there was some 
divergence in which supports were 

most common in their experiences: 
most notably practitioners had less 
knowledge of kinship carers receiving 
help with rent or mortgage costs 
than carers reported occurring. The 
supports practitioners were more 
aware were those that were generally 
easier for social work organisations 
to provide (letters of support for 
housing applications, support with 
housing items and support with 
housing applications). Support with 
priority on housing lists, housing 
extensions/adaptations, and rent/

IMPACTS OF HOUSING PROBLEMS IN KINSHIP FAMILIES

No effects I have noticed

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Figure 9 - Please mark any of the following which have resulted from housing 
problems of kinship families you have directly worked with (respondents = 37)

Other
Negative physical health other children

Negative physical health kinship children
Placement with carers broken down

Negative physical health kinship carers
Negative psychol & emotional other children

Negative psychol & emotional kinship children
Negative psychol & emotional kinship carers
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mortgage costs happened less 
regularly to practitioners’ knowledge: 
this could reflect that these things 
could be provided by other agencies 
such as housing providers and 
Jobcentre Plus. However, it would 
seem more likely – as also suggested 
by other data in this project – that this 
was because these supports were less 
regularly provided to kinship families.  
Notably these supports are ones that 
might help directly address some of 

the most pressing housing needs for 
kinship families that practitioners 
identified elsewhere in the survey. 
Three of the four open text responses 
left in the ‘Other’ box to this question 
were ‘Transport’, ‘Support from MP’ 
and ‘House swaps also supported 
by staff where appropriate’: the 
latter was also mentioned within 
the Roundtable discussions and is 
described in more detail later in this 
report.

In terms of what practitioners 
reported would allow them to better 
support kinship carers to meet their 
housing needs, practitioners were 
asked to rank five pre-set options 
and an ‘Other’ option as to which 
developments they felt would be 
the most important (score of 1) or 
less important (a score of more than 
1) (see Table 4). The answer with 
the lowest mean response was the 
option, therefore, that practitioners 
felt would most help them to better 
support kinship carers.  Respondents 
did not have to reply to all options 

offered in the pre-set list and could 
leave some options unranked. 

By some margin, the response 
with the lowest mean score was 
‘Changes to housing policy aimed 
at supporting kinship carers (e.g. 
priority status on local housing lists)’. 
Specialist organisations to provide 
housing support to kinship carers 
was the second most suggested 
helpful development, followed by 
financial support for kinship carers 
to extend or adapt their current 
tenancy and then improved financial 

SUPPORT PROVIDED TO KINSHIP FAMILIES

Other

Support with rent/mortgage costs

Support with extension/adaptation

Support with housing items

Support with housing applications

Letters of support for housing application

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30%

Figure 10 - Have the kinship families you have worked with received any of the 
following support in relation to housing issues? (Respondents = 37)

Priority on housing lists
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support to kinship carers. Improving 
practitioners’ own knowledge of 
housing law and policy was the 
lowest ranked of the pre-set options 
(fifth). From the Roundtable events 
it seems unlikely that this reflected 
that the social care, social work and 
health respondents completing the 
survey felt this was because they 
were fully informed about housing 
law and policy, but rather that they 
do not see advising kinship families 
on housing entitlements as a core 
part of their expertise and role. This 

assertion is given support by the 
fact that ‘Specialist organisations 
to refer to with housing expertise 
which could support kinship carers’ 
was ranked as the second most 
helpful development by these 
same practitioners. Three open 
text responses noted the following 
developments would also be helpful: 
‘A designated housing manager with 
oversight of kinship’; ‘Transport’; 
and ‘Increased social housing stock. 
Houses with gardens rather than 
flats.’

What would allow you to provide kinship carers with better support to meet 
their housing needs? Please rank the following options in order of importance (1 
= most important, 6 the least important)

Options: Min Max Mean Count

Changes to housing policy 
aimed at supporting kinship 
carers (e.g. priority status on 
local housing lists)

1 3 1.16 37

Specialist organisations 
to refer to with housing 
expertise which could 
support kinship carers

1 6 2.67 33

Financial support for 
extension/adaptation of 
tenancy

1 5 2.89 36

Additional housing benefit/
finance to support with rent/
mortgage

1 5 3.15 34

Improving my own 
knowledge of housing law 
and policy

2 6 4.47 32

Other (please specify) 1 6 4.56 9

Table 4 - What support is needed (respondents = 38)
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The final question was open text and 
invited respondents to add anything 
else they wished to about the issue of 
housing and kinship families. There 

were 14 responses which raised 
nine issues. These are categorised 
alongside their frequency in Table 5.

Further comments regarding the housing needs & support needs of kinship 
families

Housing support issues:

1.	 The time taken for a house to be allocated to kinship families/lack of suitable housing 
stock in the Local Authority (LA) area (n=3)

2.	 The need for priority for kinship carers in social housing allocation (n=3)  
3.	 Protocol to prioritise kinship carers in housing allocation exists in LA but inconsistently 

applied (n=1) 
4.	 Need for finance to support home adaptations and extensions to kinship carers’ 

properties (n=3) 
5.	 A lack of understanding about the housing needs of those in kinship care (n=2)
6.	 Older kinship carers who have mobility issues and reside in high rise flats with children 

(n=1)
7.	 Overcrowding and damp housing are the biggest issues (n=1)

SW practice issues in respect of housing:

8.    Initial kinship assessments which identify problems with carers’ property size but will 
        not assess the carers as unsuitable due to a lack of space, creating overcrowding (n=1)

Other:

9.    The need for transport to support family links of children in kinship arrangements (n=1)

Table 5 - Further comments (respondents = 14)

 Kinship care has good 
outcomes for children and 
saves the public purse 
lots of money but it is 
chronically underfunded so 
carers and children pay the 
price of a ‘family friendly’ 
policy at the moment
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The findings from R1, R2 and the 
final workshop are presented, 
below, with links made to the 
survey data. Although R1 and 
R2 were respectively structured 
around ‘Issues and Challenges’ and 
‘Solutions’, unsurprisingly discussion 
in R1 sometimes raised potential 
solutions and some of the discussion 
in R2 referred back to issues and 
challenges. 

Discussion in the action orientated 
workshop, and further feedback 
in the kinship practitioners’ 
dissemination meeting, contained 
additional discussion of issues 
and solutions raised in R1 and R2, 
alongside some further insights and 
details. 

As a result, the discussion below 
is structured around the modified 
categories of ‘Issues and Challenges’ 
identified in R1 under which have 
been added discussion around 
solutions from the later project 
sources cited above. As appropriate 
we also cross refer back to survey 
findings. Following the section below 
we present a suggested solutions 
section taking account of suggestions 
offered across the whole project. 

DISCUSSIONS FROM 
ROUNDTABLES ONE (R1) 
& TWO (R2) AND THE 
FINAL WORKSHOP

Kinship carers, and potential kinship 
carers, lacking clear information, 
advice and support was raised in 
the roundtable discussions. This 
was noted to include their rights to 
housing allocation, funded housing 
adaptations/extensions and other 
forms of available support as a 
result of them becoming kinship 
carers. Small numbers of kinship 
carers in the survey also reported 
unsuccessfully trying to get on 
housing waiting lists and not knowing 
how to start the process of getting 
rehoused. The need to get realistic 
information to carers on housing 
options at the earliest stage of their 
engagement around becoming 
kinship carers was highlighted in 
the roundtable and dissemination 
events. Given that just under half of 
kinship carers indicated that their 
housing was not meeting their needs, 
and some other carers were unsure 
if their housing would be suitable 
going forward, it is clear that housing 
and future housing needs should 
be part of all social work kinship 
assessments of carers, and part of an 
ongoing discussion between social 
workers and kinship carers. Such 
housing discussions need to take 
place in a context of transparency 
with carers about the realistic time 
kinship childen are likely to be placed 

1. MEETING INFORMATONAL 
CHALLENGES

ISSUES, CHALLENGES, 
AND POTENTIAL 
SOLUTIONS
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with them.

The current project identified 
there are additionally sometimes 
communicative gaps between 
housing providers (LA or 
otherwise), and social work 
services around kinship families’ 
housing needs. There can also be 
gaps in communication between 
housing providers in different Local 
Authorities (LAs), where more 
than one LA is involved (e.g. the LA 
responsible for the kinship children is 
different to the LA where the kinship 
carers reside). A lack of collaboration 
between neighbouring LAs can 
narrow knowledge of potential 
housing options in each LA for kinship 
families. 

A lack of mutual understanding 
between social work and housing 
services contributes to the difficulties 
in getting the right information 
and advice to kinship carers at an 
early stage. It was identified that 
promoting better understanding 
of kinship care as a care option, 
alongside promoting knowledge of 
the Promise across relevant services, 
would be of benefit. 

A lack of knowledge of housing 
processes and entitlements in 
their area was also raised as an 
information gap for some social 
workers: while detailed advice 
on housing allocation processes 
and housing policy and law may 
fall outside their role, possessing 
an overview of these things, and 

knowing where else to signpost 
carers to for further advice on 
housing entitlements should be 
achievable. 

One innovative solution, which has 
worked for some kinship carers, is 
kinship carers coming together to 
help collectively discuss and problem 
solve housing issues through sharing 
information about housing needs 
and, in some cases, undertaking 
mutually beneficial ‘housing swaps’ 
with each other. Housing services 
professionals in attendance noted 
that there exists a national UK 
website, Mutual exchange partners 
(https://www.b-with-us.com/
content/Aboutus/MutualExchange), 
which sets out information on the 
practicalities of social housing 
swaps, and provides details of four 
other websites where such mutual 
exchanges are publicised.  Other 
known examples of kinship carer led 
solutions included kinship carers 
approaching an LA to ask them to 
consider converting unoccupied 
or unused LA property for kinship 
carers’ use. Improving kinship 
carer and practitioner awareness 
of the possibility of these options is 
important. 

2. SEEKING TO MITIGAGE THE 
IMPACTS OF INADEQUATE 
HOUSING ON KINSHIP 
HOUSEHOLDS

Overcrowding was consistently 
indicated as the primary housing 
issue of concern for kinship families, 
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though not the sole one. The negative 
impacts of poor housing on health 
were noted, most of all the mental 
health and general well-being of 
all members of the household. The 
roundtables and engagement events, 
as well as the open text answers 
in the carers’ survey, powerfully 
illustrated the ways in which a lack 
of privacy and space could impact 
kinship families’ daily lives.  The 
importance of remembering the 
negative impacts of inadequate 
housing on carers’ birth children 
living in the household was also 
emphasised in the roundtables. 

The physical impact on kinship 
carers of overcrowding was noted 
in both surveys. It was noted that 
kinship carers tend to be older than 
many other carers given the largest 
proportion are grandparents (see 
Selwyn and Nandy, 2012). Having 
to sleep on makeshift beds was 
noted to be one example of living 
arrangements that particularly 
impacted on older kinship carers 
through exacerbating back problems 
and other physical aches and pains.

The survey data indicated that 
the impact of housing issues 
could contribute to placement 
breakdown for kinship children, 
though it was rarely suggested to 
be the sole factor in breakdowns. 
As in other areas of social work and 
housing problems (see Sen et al., 
2022), this suggests that there are 
intersections between a kinship 
family’s housing and the pressure 

it puts on family functioning. It was 
also suggested that kinship carers 
could maintain placements despite 
housing difficulties, particularly 
overcrowding, but this came at a cost 
to the family, particularly the carers.
In the roundtables the importance of 
social work practitioners considering 
interim supports that could help 
families was emphasised: while a 
housing move or extension would be 
the ultimate solution, if this were not 
a realistic short-term option to ease 
overcrowding, then social workers 
should consider accessing financial 
supports to make the current 
accommodation as easy to live in as 
possible (e.g. help for purchasing a 
sofa bed if the living room was also 
being used as a sleeping space). 
Social workers should ensure there 
have been discussions around 
alternative spaces for children to 
do homework tasks, such as school 
homework clubs and libraries. 
Some social workers will already 
be doing this, but kinship carers 

Justice and Rights for housing
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comments in the survey made clear 
that this was not always happening. 
Additionally, there is some evidence 
from the surveys that practitioners 
working with kinship carers may 
underestimate affordability issues 
for kinship carers: social work 
practitioners regularly discussing 
issues of housing affordability, and 
offering available support is also 
important. 

3. A LACK OF SUPPORT FOR 
AND UNDERSTANDING OF 
KINSHIP CARE

A notable issue raised across the 
roundtables and final workshop 
was a lack of understanding of 
kinship care among professionals. 
Some housing professionals lack 
knowledge of kinship care as a 
specific care arrangement. More 
widely, the roundtables highlighted 
that there could be problematic 
assumptions about kinship carers 
among multiple service providers 

which were viewed as linked to 
the denial of needed support. One 
such assumption which carers at 
the roundtables spoke about was a 
belief that kinship carers should be 
responsible for caring for kinship 
children by themselves because 
kinship children were part of their 
network. A second assumption was 
that kinship carers who lived in 
owner-occupied accommodation 
should be able to finance any housing 
adaptations, or housing move, 
themselves through 
re-mortgaging, savings or other 
borrowing. Information from both 
the roundtables and carers’ survey 
identified the negative impacts of 
taking these options. These could 
include kinship carers having to work 
longer into older age, using savings 
earmarked for retirement and facing 
the potential of losing these savings 
as the housing extension/adaptation 
costs would not be reflected in the 
property value. Finally, the issue 
of the lack of needed support for 
‘informal’ kinship carers who were 
not caring for kinship children on a 
statutory order was mentioned in the 
carers’ survey and did also come up 
in the final workshop.

The need to improve the profile 
of kinship care among relevant 
professionals is a clear implication 
of the above discussion. At the final 
workshop the need for publicising 
the cost savings (and other benefits) 
that kinship care provides compared 
to children going into unrelated State 
care was emphasised as something We must not forget the love and care in these 

homes which Kinship carers offer
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which could help in this task, as well 
as in highlighting the contribution 
of kinship care to national policy 
makers and national agencies.

In addition to broader, national-
level, requests around the status of 
kinship care, specific issues around 
LA policies and entitlements for 
kinship carers were raised. The 
project identified some variability in 
the housing priority given to kinship 
families across different LAs: one 
housing practitioner mentioned 
that kinship carers are given social 
housing priority in their LA, in the 
same way that foster carers are. 
Other social work practitioners 
stated they had unsuccessfully tried 
to get kinship carers prioritised with 
housing providers in their LA areas. 
This suggests information sharing on 
good practice between professionals 
regarding housing allocation for 
kinship families would be a useful 
way forward. The issue of school 
housing priority for kinship children 
was also raised by some social work 
practitioners at the final workshop: 
if children in kinship arrangements 
have to move (either when moving 
into kinship care arrangements or 
as the kinship family have to move 
properties) and this means the 
children need to move schools, then 
it was argued that children in the 
household should be given priority 
in admission to local schools. In 
England, state schools are required 
by national government to give top 
priority to children who are, or have 
been, in allocating pupil places (see 

UK Government, no date).

The specific issue of Local Authority 
(LA) grants for housing extensions 
for kinship carers was discussed in 
detail in R1 and R2. These grants 
were mentioned as something that 
carers sought to help extend or 
adapt housing after kinship children 
moved in, and which were extremely 
attractive as they avoided families 
having to move from support 
networks, services and communities. 
The kinship carer survey gave some 
supporting evidence that carers 
are generally reluctant to move. 
However, only two of 127 kinship 
carer respondents in the survey 
had received a housing adaptation 
grant, and the practitioner survey 
also suggested these were relatively 
rare to receive. Discussion in the 
roundtables suggested LA funds for 
kinship carers to access housing 
adaptations are generally held 
within a wider LA budget for any 
person seeking support for a housing 
adaptation: this may include, for 
instance, those needing housing 
adaptations due to physical care 
needs. It was also voiced that there 
was insufficient national funding to 
LAs to meet the requests made of this 
support, resulting in long waits and 
considerable screening of requests. 
It appeared that funding to kinship 
carers for a housing adaptation 
would only be granted once it was 
clear that the children would be 
staying there long-term. Some 
practitioners noted that, over and 
above this, the process of getting a 
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grant is a very slow, bureaucratic one, 
which could be off-putting for kinship 
carers, especially if not forewarned. 
The fact that a few practitioners 
spoke of more positive experiences 
of carers receiving grants in their 
own LAs, again suggests there may 
be unacceptable regional variations 
in the support kinship carers receive 
across Scotland. 

Greater clarity on LA and housing 
association ‘offers’ to kinship carers 
around housing prioritisation, 
housing adaptation grants, and 
school allocation prioritisation 
for kinship children appears to 
be required. Once such clarity is 
obtained, the details need to be 
publicised to kinship carers and the 
professionals supporting them.

4. RESPONDING TO PRACTICE 
CHALLENGES IN HOUSING 
AND SOCIAL WORK 
PRACTICE

The informational challenges 
between social work and housing 
services, raised under point 1, 
were the subject of substantive 
discussion at the roundtables 
and final workshop. It should be 
reiterated at this point that there was 
greater input into the project from 
social workers than housing officers. 
Nonetheless the difficulties from each 
professional group were heard during 
the project, and each professional 
group was clear that underlying 
structural issues (essentially a 
lack of housing, particularly social 

housing, and housing grants for 
adaptations) were the key issues, 
rather than professional practices. 
Indeed, both professional groupings 
acknowledged the volume of work 
both housing officers and social 
workers have. That acknowledged, 
it was agreed that while housing 
professionals are not social workers, 
and social workers are not housing 
officers, each having a better 
understanding of the processes and 
policies involved in the other’s role 
would help both when working with a 
kinship family in housing need. 

For housing officers, the lack of four 
bedroom, or lager, social housing 
properties was raised as a core 
structural restriction on what could 
be offered to larger families. Social 
housing stock is a relatively fixed 
asset that does not increase quickly. 
This situation was reflected in some 
comments from kinship carers who 
indicated that they had been told 
that there were no larger tenancies 
available, and was also reflected in 
the time some had spent on social 
housing waiting lists. 

It was also voiced that housing 
officers have to balance priority and 
choice in making an offer of social 
housing - if a family is accepted as 
being in urgent need of re-housing 
then they are likely to receive a 
quicker offer of a suitably sized 
property, but also be given less, or 
no, choice of tenancy. Such a lack 
of choice could prove difficult for 
some kinship carers offered a larger 
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property housing property but in 
a ‘less desirable’ area, or an area 
where they did not have the same 
connections as in their current 
community, including schools 
that children were attending. The 
preference for staying in current 
accommodation was reflected in 
some of the comments of kinship 
carers in the survey who were seeking 
support to enable to them to extend 
or adapt their current property so 
that they did not need to move. 

The issue that ‘system responses are 
deeply ingrained’ was also raised 
at the roundtables. In housing 
allocation, it was noted that better 
shorter-term outcomes may not be 
considered, even though they are 
an improvement on the existing 
situation. For example, a family 
with three children may only be 
considered for a social housing 
property with four bedrooms, 
rather than three, as they would 
still be overcrowded in a three-
bedroom house, even if this would 
be an improvement on their current 
accommodation. This refusal to 
consider a better interim option 
could mean the search for housing 
was prolonged or took a family 
outside their local area.

Social work practitioners also 
voiced frustration with the 
structural difficulty of accessing 
funds for kinship carers, and in 
particular LA housing adaptation 
grants for carers. They also noted 
that this was not something they 

themselves could influence given 
it related to wider LA and national 
budgets. Additionally, while many 
participants acknowledged that 
assessment of kinship carers 
should integrate discussion of 
housing needs and future housing 
needs – acknowledging the GIRFEC 
framework and the Promise 
commitments - some complexity 
around this issue was identified 
through discussion at the final 
workshop. When children move into 
kinship arrangements in emergency 
situations, especially at evenings or 
weekends, consideration of medium 
to longer term housing needs is 
unlikely to be feasible. Some initially 
‘emergency’ kinship placements 
can then develop into longer term 
arrangements. Nonetheless, the need 
for social workers to have transparent 
discussions with carers about their 
short and longer-term housing needs, 
at the earliest possible juncture, is 
still underlined.

5. RECOGNISING AND 
SEEKING TO ADDRESS 
POLICY CHALLENGES AND 
SOLUTIONS

Policy was noted to be central to 
informing and affecting practice. It 
was noted that both children’s service 
plans and housing service plans 
could improve from including Kinship 
carers’ needs explicitly. The need for 
senior leaders in LAs and in housing 
associations to raise the profile of 
kinship carers’ housing needs in their 
own services was noted. It was also 
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suggested that clear joint local-level 
protocols between housing and social 
work were a good first step, but that 
they require to be monitored and 
enforced if they are to be effective. It 
was noted that each LA could provide 
greater clarity on the support that is 
available to kinship carers financially 
and in respect of housing, such as 
realistic information about accessing 
LA housing adaptation grants. LAs 
could also be clear whether they 
grant kinship families any social 
housing priority allocation, and seek 
similar clarification from Registered 
Social Landlords operating in their 
jurisdiction. This information needs 
to be cascaded down to frontline 
housing and social work practitioners 
so they can help kinship families 
understand the processes and trade-
offs that lie ahead when first getting 
into discussions with them so kinship 
carers can make well-informed 
decisions regarding their housing. 

At a national level, the largest 
single issue, which clearly goes 
beyond kinship care, is the lack of 
affordable, quality housing, and 
particularly social housing. At the 
final workshop it was discussed that 
while new housing would be the 
ideal solution to this, addressing the 
issues did not only mean building 
new properties. LAs re-purposing 
unused or unoccupied properties 
was also suggested as one way 
forward. Another suggestion was 
that LAs could incentivise current 
older occupants of larger social 
housing properties who were able 

to downsize to do so by ensuring 
appropriate other properties were 
available for them to move into, such 
as bungalows. It was acknowledged 
that given the lack of social housing 
the private sector housing could 
potentially help some families 
address housing needs. If so, some 
kinship families may need help with 
advance deposits and the LA to act 
as a guarantor. It is also worth noting 
that the carer survey highlighted 
issues of precarity in private sector 
housing with 9/11 carers in these 
tenancies indicating they faced 
housing tenure insecurity and 
affordability challenges. 

While participants acknowledged 
that public funding is stretched, 
many argued that the public purse 
saves substantial funds through 
kinship care placements when 
compared to placing a child in 
unrelated care. Some suggested 
this money could be repurposed 
to aid kinship carers financially to 
help with housing, or via Council 
Tax discounts. An additional funding 
issue concerned the funds available 
for housing adaptations in each LA, 
and the question of whether or not 
earmarked funding can be made 
available for kinship carers taking on 
caring responsibilities. 

The progressive policy and legislation 
(or planned policy and legislation) in 
Scotland in both the areas of housing 
and social work was acknowledged 
across the stages of this project. The 
Promise was mentioned in relation to 
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social work, alongside Getting it Right 
For Every Child (GIRFEC) (Scottish 
Government, ND). Several national 
developments in respect of housing 
were identified. The potential of a 
homelessness prevention duty was 
noted and it was also voiced that 
at the time of writing an ‘Ask & Act’ 
statutory duty is currently being 
proposed as part of the Housing 
(Scotland) Bill 2024, which would 
give certain public sector bodies and 
Registered Social Landlords a duty to 
enquire if a person is homeless, or at 
risk of homelessness. While it is not 
yet known if this proposed duty will 
become statute, the proposal reflects 
a sense that a range of bodies need 
to be more pro-active in identifying 
and preventing homelessness. The 
national Housing to 2040 strategy 
(Scottish Government, 2021, no page 
numbers) was also mentioned: this 
aims ‘to ensure housing in 2040 will 
support people to live in homes they 
want to live in which are affordable 
and meet their needs’. 

At the same time, it was unclear how 
these housing policy initiatives tied 
in with priorities identified in the 
Promise. For instance, the Scottish 
Government has formally removed 
the use of ‘priority need’ in housing 
allocation, based on the sound 
principle that everyone has the 
right to a home. While laudable, the 
current severe shortage of housing 
means prioritisation still has to occur. 
It is not clear how the principles of 
the Promise in respect of supporting 
kinship care match up with housing 

policy which offers no prioritisation 
to kinship families whose housing 
needs principally arise due to 
them becoming kinship families. 
Discussions at the roundtables and 
final workshop did acknowledge the 
challenges for national government 
given difficult decisions around 
public spending priorities in the 
current economic context: however 
it was also emphasised that kinship 
care saves the state money and that 
aspirational policy aims need to be 
appropriately funded if they are to 
become a reality in practice on the 
ground.  

Many paths/ options needed to reach the goal
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Some of the findings in this project 
align with wider claims in previous 
literature that identify how kinship 
carers typically receive less support 
than other carers (Cusworth et al, 
2019; Sakai et al, 2011), and indeed 
less support than many themselves 
want. The majority of respondents 
to the practitioner survey indicated 
that the impact of housing issues 
could contribute to placement 
breakdown for kinship children, 
though it was rarely suggested to be 
the sole factor in breakdowns that 
did occur. This points toward the 
intersection of housing with multiple 
areas of disadvantage for kinship 
carers including poverty and health 
inequalities (McCartan et al, 2018; 
MacDonald et al, 2016; O’Leary and 
Butler; and Selwyn et al, 2013), an 
intersection which has also been 
found to exist in housing and child 
and family social work more broadly 
(Sen et al., 2022). 

It should be reiterated that housing 

issues are not a pressing issue for 
all kinship families. While we do not 
know how representative the finding 
is of all carers in Scotland, just over 
half of carers who responded to the 
carers’ survey indicated that their 
current accommodation did meet 
their needs, though around a fifth 
of these carers were unsure if their 
accommodation would continue 
to. That the proportion of kinship 
families in housing need was not 
higher is a positive. For the 46% of 
carers who noted that their housing 
was an a problem it clearly posed 
marked difficulties, most prominently 
due to overcrowding, but also due 
to affordability issues. Perhaps most 
concerningly, for several of these 
kinship families support services and 
systems had not helped them address 
their housing needs sufficiently, or 
sometimes at all. Carers’ frustrations 
could be compounded by the lack 
of clear information they received 
at the outset of becoming a kinship 
carer on the implications for their 
daily home environment, and 

DISCUSSION AND 
KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

DISCUSSION

DISCUSSION
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the limited readily accessible 
support to address this problem. 
Practitioners also sometimes voiced 
their own frustrations about the 
lack of available support for kinship 
families’ housing needs. It also 
should be noted that mitigating 
the worst impacts of overcrowding 
through providing funds to better 
equip kinship families’ current 
accommodation, or to ease rental or 
mortgage pressures, were supports 
that some kinship carers, but not all, 
had received. Similarly, there was 
shared frustration that a seemingly 
obvious way of helping carers 
by extending/adapting existing 
accommodation so that it had more 
bedrooms, and which avoided 
kinship families having to uproot, was 
often stymied by difficulties accessing 
LA housing adaptation grants. 
While awareness of the possibility 
of getting a grant was widespread, 

small proportions of carers and 
practitioners had experience of a 
kinship family actually receiving one.
 
Some of the informational 
solutions which were voiced 
during the project, and which we 
list as recommendations below, 
are immediately achievable, if 
less satisfying in that they will not 
address underlying housing needs. 
Other practice level changes in 
terms of support are also suggested 
which will require senior leadership 
involvement to fully address. 
Changes to local and organisational 
policies will similarly need to involve 
such buy in. Finally, national level 
changes of policy and funding 
will be the hardest to achieve but, 
accordingly, are the ones that are 
capable of addressing the root causes 
of kinship families’ housing needs. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

ISSUE
Informational issues around kinship carers getting the information they 
need on housing

RECOMMENDATIONS
The present and future housing needs of kinship families should be integrated 
into all social work kinship carer assessment at all stages, including the earliest 
stage. Clear and realistic information should be provided to carers on the 
possibilities of gaining a larger tenancy, accessing an LA housing grant and 
other forms of shorter-term support for their housing needs.

Kinship carers with housing needs should be, with their consent, networked 
with each other and advice on the possibility of housing swaps should be given.  
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ISSUE
Practice issues between housing and social work services

RECOMMENDATIONS
Housing services colleagues should be aware of the distinct characteristics of 
kinship care and the Promise commitments. 

Social work colleagues should be aware of how the housing allocation 
processes work in their local area. 

Opportunities for housing and social work colleagues to come together at an LA 
level to discuss practice challenges for each around re-housing kinship families 
should be sought. 

Senior leadership should see that there are functional protocols between 
housing and social work services that refer to kinship care and clarify if kinship 
carers are to be given special consideration for social housing allocation.

ISSUE
Support issues

RECOMMENDATIONS
There is need for a nationally driven strategy on kinship carer support that sets 
out minimum requirements of financial and practical support and includes 
housing and school enrolment for kinship children within this strategy.
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ISSUE
Structural issues

RECOMMENDATIONS
The needs of kinship families emphasise the ongoing need for more social 
housing, including larger tenancies. In the interim period, consideration 
should be given to ways of freeing up existing larger social housing properties 
occupied by incentivising those wanting to downsize, and to repurposing 
unused LA property or unoccupied properties. The use of private sector 
accommodation may be an option for some kinship families with appropriate 
financial support in place. 

Housing adaptation grants being more readily available for kinship carers 
appear to be the most obvious single solution for owner-occupying kinship 
carers. This will require additional and, perhaps, ring-fenced funding for 
kinship carers.

ISSUE
Future research needs

RECOMMENDATIONS
There is need for a representative picture of kinship families’ housing needs in 
Scotland. 

A comprehensive picture of housing providers and social work services practice 
towards kinship families would help in drawing up minimum standards across 
LA areas.

There is need for more detail on the lived experiences of kinship families in 
different housing situations.

There is need to directly gain the perspectives of kinship children and birth 
children living in kinship families about their housing situations and what they 
would find most helpful.
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The social context for this work is, 
first, the current housing crisis in 
Scotland, particularly of quality 
affordable housing, and particularly 
of larger social housing properties. 
Second, kinship care has become the 
largest type of  ‘out of home care’ 
in Scotland during the last fifteen 
years, with even greater numbers 
of children in ‘informal’ kinship 
care outside the care system. There 
exists legislative and policy guidance 
that kinship care should always be 
considered when children cannot 
remain in their birth parents’ care, 
which is now further underpinned 
by recommendation in the Promise. 
Research suggests that there are 
good reasons to value kinship care 
as a placement option as it compares 
well in several respects, including 
children’s connection to birth family 
members and communities of origin, 
and placement stability. However, 
research has also shown that kinship 
carers in Scotland tend to be less well 
formally supported by services than 
unrelated foster carers. 

The issue of housing and kinship care 
has received no focus in research or 
policy in Scotland specifically, and 
only fleeting attention in the UK 
more broadly to date. Arising from 
anecdotal reports of widespread 
housing challenges for kinship 
families, this time-limited project 
has sought to start addressing that 
gap and to identify ways forward. 
The findings confirm that notable 
numbers of kinship carers – in our 
survey just under a half – are living 
in housing need, with overcrowding 
and affordability issues the most 
prominent concerns.  It also 
suggested that where housing needs 
exist they impact on the mental well-
being of all kinship family members 
– kinship carers, kinship children 
and birth children in the household. 
The effects of overcrowding and 
poor quality housing are also likely 
to negatively impact physical health, 
especially the health of older kinship 
carers, such as grandparents.  The 
data in the project suggested how 
housing pressures can also put 

CONCLUSION

CONCLUSION
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substantial additional pressure on 
kinship placements, though they are 
unlikely to be the sole reason behind 
a kinship placement breaking down.

Three overarching ways forward were 
suggested from the findings in this 
project. First are changes that are 
primarily around getting information 
to kinship carers, housing officers and 
kinship practitioners about kinship 
families’ needs and housing options 
when their current accommodation 
is inadequate. There were also 
examples of good practice shared 
which may be useful to particular 
housing providers and LAs seeking 
to learn how other agencies have 
supported kinship families with 
housing needs. The current project 
has sought to contribute towards 
this solution by developing three 
short briefings aimed respectively at 
kinship carers; housing professionals; 
and, kinship practitioners. These can 
be found here:

Second, the project identified that 
better inter-agency working between 
housing professionals and social 
workers working with kinship carers 
would benefit kinship families. This 
will require senior leadership in both 
sectors to develop more effective 
protocols, and to establish joint fora 
where housing officers and social 
workers can share examples of good 
practice, as well as challenges either 
group has encountered where kinship 
families have not been able to find 
housing that fully meets their needs. 

Finally, addressing the root causes 
of kinship families housing needs 
will require better structural 
infrastructure through greater 
availability of larger bedroomed 
properties. Such a change is also 
the most difficult to achieve given 
that increasing the amount of 
quality housing will take time 
and will require substantial new 
investment. Nonetheless, it is one 
that will be required if Scotland is 
to make good on the aspirations set 
out in the Promise and the Scottish 
Government’s housing policy goals. 

KINSHIP CARER BRIEFING: 
https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/sites/
default/files/assets/pdf/research-
projects/Kinship_care_Carer_brief_
digital_2024.pdf

HOUSING PROFESSIONALS 
BRIEFING: 
https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/sites/
default/files/assets/pdf/research-
projects/Kinship_care_Housing_
officer_brief_digital_2024.pdf

KINSHIP PRACTITIONERS 
BRIEFING:
https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/sites/
default/files/assets/pdf/research-
projects/Kinship_care_Practitioner_
brief_digital_2024.pdf
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ARTWORK FROM FINAL WORKSHOP ATTENDEES 
IMAGES REPRESENTING KINSHIP CARE & HOUSING

Assessing housing needs early onTaking action for kinship carers

Homes are where lives are livedDon’t make families wait

Holding the hand of those who hold the 
hand of the child

Listen to kinship carers, children and 
young people
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Thank you to all carers and 
practitioners who filled out the 
surveys. 

We would like to thank by name 
attendees at the roundtable 
events: two experienced kinship 
carers, Christine and Bob, Ath Croft 
(Aberdeen City Council Housing 
Service) Anne Currie (then Kinship 
Care consultant AFKA and Chair 
Kinship Practitioners Forum), 
Prof. Sarah Johnsen (Chair in 
Homelessness and Inclusion, 
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