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Abstract

This article addresses knowledge production on formal kinship foster care. In spite of growing
interest in this phenomenon, little attention has been paid to how kinship care should be
understood in research — as a service under child protective services or as upbringing by
relatives. Each of these understandings leads to different research questions and creates
guidelines for what falls into or outwith the focus of research. In kinship care research, this
phenomenon has primarily been studied as a service. Research that seeks to evaluate the effect
of kinship care compared to non-kinship care is used as a case to discuss the implications for
the type of knowledge that researchers produce. While we acknowledge the importance of this
research, we demonstrate the many challenges it involves and why this should not be the
primary focus in kinship care research. On the background of these limitations, we argue in
favour of approaching kinship care as upbringing by relatives — as ways in which family life
can be organised and structured. This can lead to relevant knowledge that will enable us to
obtain a better understanding of what kinship care is and involves.

Sammendrag

Denne artikkelen retter sgkelys mot kunnskapsproduksjonen om slektsfosterhjem. Til tross for
en gkt interesse for dette fenomenet blant forskere i en rekke land har spgrsmalet om hvordan
vi skal forsta slektsfosterhjem uteblitt i forskning: som barneverntiltak eller som oppvekst i
slekt. Hvilke forstaelse man velger gir retningslinjer for spgrsmalene som stilles og for hva
som faller innenfor og utenfor forskningens fokus. Flertallet av studier som retter seg mot
slektsfosterhjem har tilneermet seg fenomenet forstatt som tiltak. I artikkelen spar vi hvilke
implikasjoner dette ensidige fokuset har for kunnskapen som produseres. Effektstudier som
sgker & evaluere slektsfosterhjem brukes som utgangspunkt for diskusjon. I artikkelen lgfter vi
frem en rekke utfordringer ved denne forskningen og viser hvorfor dette ikke bar veere det
primare fokuset i forskning knyttet til slektsfosterhjem. P& bakgrunn av begrensningene som
laftes frem argumenterer vi for forskning som tilneermer seg slektsfosternjem som oppvekst i
slekt — som en av flere ulike mater familieliv kan strukturers og organiseres. Dette kan gi
relevant kunnskap som kan gi oss en bedre forstaelse av hva

slektsfosterhjem er og involverer.
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‘Like many features of a landscape, knowledge looks different from different angles.
Approach it from an unexpected route, glimpse it from an unusual vantage point, and

at first it may not be recognizable.” (Bloor, 1976, p. 144)

Evidence-based thinking has influenced a wide range of sectors in the past few years,
from health care to management. Briefly, the intention with evidence, understood as a
systematic approach to policy and practice, is to increase transparency by the use of rigorous,
standardised and up-to-date evaluations (Gray, Plath, & Webb, 2009, p. xiv). Social work
practice and research are no exceptions to this influence, as it has gained much support
amongst politicians and bureaucrats internationally.

The adoption of evidence-based thinking and practice (EBP) has been a much-debated
topic among social work researchers in many countries for several years. The arguments in
favour of embracing EBP in social work practice and research has ranged from the ethical and
ideological to the highly practical (Boaz & Blewett, 2010, p. 38). On the other hand,
constructivist and qualitatively oriented researchers have challenged this dominant positivist
paradigm in social work research, by arguing that positivism does not have the only claim to
knowledge (Pease, 2010, p. 99). These critical voices have been important, as they have
showed the importance of embracing a wider notion of knowledge, thus creating space for a
range of research approaches in social work research.

One area in which these critical voices have been sparse, however, is the research
field of formal kinship foster care,! hereby referred to as kinship care. This article aims to
encourage researchers to engage in a critical knowledge discussion of what future research
should focus on and to open up for a diversity of philosophical research traditions and

research methodologies in the study of kinship care.

!t Kinship foster care is also known as family and friends care in the United Kingdom and kith and kin care in
Australia (Winokur, Holtan, & Batchelder, 2014, p. 3). In Norway, kinship care is known as slektsfosterhjem.



To contribute to such a discussion, we seek to stimulate reflection on the
implications of what understanding we base kinship care on in research. As an analytical point
of departure, we make a distinction between two main ways of understanding kinship care: as
a service within child protective services and as upbringing by relatives — as ways in which
family life can be structured and organised in different cultural and social environments.
While the first understanding represents a positivist epistemology, the latter is based on an
interpretive epistemology. Whichever of the two that we choose in research will offer
guidelines for the type of questions asked (and not), and what falls within and outwith the
focus of our research. If we understand kinship care predominantly as a service within child
protective services, this directs the researcher towards topics such as stability and breakdown,
risk, effects and comparisons of kinship care with other services. Understood as upbringing by
relatives, on the other hand, it opens up questions regarding how family, childhood and
parenthood are negotiated and lived among woman and men, boys and girls. From this
perspective, kinship care is not studied as a thing-like object, but as a context in which family
life is practised. This construction builds on contemporary understandings of family found
within the sociology of family life and makes theoretical and empirical studies from this
tradition relevant to the study of kinship care. In other words, how we understand kinship care
has major implications for what type of knowledge researchers produce.

With few exceptions represented in the research literature (e.g. Holtan, 2008; Thgrnblad
& Holtan, 2011b), upbringing by relatives has primarily been studied as a service (e.g. Andersen
& Fallesen, 2015; Chamberlain, Price, Reid, Landsverk, Fisher, & Stoolmiller, 2006;
Cuddeback, 2004; Font, 2015; Winokur et al., 2014). Here, we use evaluative effect studies as
a means of exploring the fruitfulness of this understanding in research. By demonstrating its
limitations, we attempt first to show that this often reductionist approach can produce

misleading knowledge regarding what kinship care is and involves for the woman and men,



boys and girls we find behind this category. Secondly, we seek to show what type of knowledge
we can gain from shifting our understanding of kinship care in research from service to
upbringing by relatives. This, we argue, will lead to a different and much needed type of

knowledge, which is necessary if we are to obtain a better understanding of kinship care.

2. Kinship Care: Under the Gaze of Social Work Research

Upbringing by relatives is a long-standing tradition in many cultures. Kinship care, as
category and a service, however, is a relatively new construction within child protective
services. Researchers in several countries have documented a general skepticism in social
workers’ attitudes to kinship care, especially to grandparents who did not succeed in raising
the child’s parent (Egelund, 1997; Havik & Backe-Hansen, 1998; Hessle & Vinnerljung,
1999; Linderot, 2006; Sinclair, Baker, Lee, & Gibbs, 2007). However, in Western Europe, the
United States, New Zealand and Australia, there has been a shift in child protective services
that encourage the use of kinship care when children cannot live with their birth parents. As a
result, many countries have witnessed an increased use of kinship care placements in the
course of the past 25 years.

There are several reasons for this transition. Although its causes differ from country to
country, they include a rising need for out-of-home care, a shortage of foster care homes,
concerns about research showing poor outcomes for young adults leaving foster care,
economic factors and a growing emphasis on cultural belonging (Berrick, 1998; Berrick,
Barth, & Needell, 1994; Gibbs & Miiller, 2000; Thernblad, 2009).

As Kinship care has become a significant part of child protective services, the research
field of kinship care has emerged. The first research contributions came from the American

context in the 1990s, soon followed by the first Nordic study conducted by Vinnerljung in



1993. In the UK, the emergence of kinship care research can be traced to the pioneering work
of Broad and others (Broad, 2001; Broad, Hayes, & Rushforth, 2001; Flynn, 2002; Pitcher,
1999).

While kinship care is a relatively recent phenomenon in social work research,
upbringing by relatives, childhood, parenthood and grandparents’ involvement in child
rearing have all been areas of interest to sociologists, anthropologists and historians for
decades. Within these fields, family life and kinship have been studied in relation to a wider
exploration of change, stability and diversity of family life and kinship practices within
different social and cultural contexts (e.g. Cheal, 2002; Gullestad & Segalen, 1997; Morgan,

1996). In kinship care research however, these traditions have been paid little attention.

2.1 Kinship care versus non-kinship care

Becoming a foster care option incorporated into child protective services has involved
several changes, both for the families involved and child protective services. However, this
transition has also contributed to a new understanding of an old phenomenon: from a private
family solution to a service under child protective services inscribed with an institutional
definition and goals.

With the growing importance of kinship care placements, politicians, bureaucrats,
social workers and researchers have raised questions about the ‘quality’ of kinship care, and
whether placing children with relatives is better, worse or about the same as non-kinship care.
Proponents of kinship care have argued that preexisting bonds between child and relative can
facilitate positive attachments and reduce the trauma children may experience when placed
with strangers. Furthermore, growing up with kin can reinforce children’s sense of identity
and self-esteem, which flows from their family history and culture (Dubowitz, 1994; Iglehart,

1994; Knudsen & Egelund, 2011). On the other hand, those more critical to kinship care



placements have raised concerns about the ability of kinship caregivers to protect children
from continued neglect and abuse by birth parents, the quality of their care and in general, the
outcomes for the children involved (Bartholet, 1999; Pierce, 1999).

During the past few years, much research on kinship care has attempted to contribute
to this debate by evaluating the ‘effects’ of kinship care placements compared to non-kinship
care placements (Backe-Hansen, Egelund, & Havik, 2010; Brown & Sen, 2014; Cuddeback,
2004). Most of this research has shown positive outcomes for children growing up with kin
caregivers (Winokur, Holtan, & Batchelder, 2014). In that respect, it has played a key role as a
counterweight to negative perceptions of kinship care. Nevertheless, researchers still disagree
on which out-of-home placement option is preferable. As such, the effect of kinship care
compared to non-kinship care continues to be one of the central issues guiding the knowledge
production on kinship care (e.g. Andersen & Fallesen, 2015; Bell & Romano, 2015; Font,
2014, 2015; O'Brien, 2012; Winokur et al., 2014).

At first sight, the ongoing focus on evaluating the effect of kinship care versus foster
care may appear to be self-evident: when children cannot live at home, we need to know
which placement option is the better. However, we argue that these questions and problems
only occur when we approach kinship care as a service provided by child protective services.
If we uncritically adopt this understanding, we cannot escape the very logic and legislation of
child protective services — the categories, language and problems that appear to us as self-
evident. Following Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), we can say that this is because this
understanding represents the preconstructed understanding of kinship care. As a result, as
soon as we say ‘kinship care’, questions regarding the results or effects of growing up with
kin automatically appear while other issues disappear. This may to a certain extent explain

why the sociology of family life has been paid so little attention in the study of kinship care:



under the gaze of social work research, this phenomenon has been studied more as a

technology (Ulvik, 2009) and less as family.

3. A Critique beyond the fields represented challenges

Researchers’ preoccupation with the effect of kinship care compared to non-kinship
care is reflected in the range of outcome studies conducted the past years. Here, researchers
attempt to gain knowledge on the ability of each type of care to meet the three recognized
goals of child protection services: safety, permanency, and well-being (Bell & Romano, 2015;
Cuddeback, 2004; Winokur et al., 2014; Wu, White, & Coleman, 2015). As Winokur et al.
(2014) have shown, this is no longer a trend only in American research, but in many other
countries where kinship care has become significant. Despite the hegemonic position given to
effect studies above other approaches, many positivist-oriented researchers have identified a
number of methodological weaknesses in these studies (e.g., Cuddeback, 2004; Gleeson &
Hairston, 1999; Nixon, 2007; O'Brien, 2012). The constraints and challenges described in the
literature have particularly concerned the lack of representative studies and adequate control
groups. Many have pointed to the need for longitudinal studies in addition to more
standardised measures to permit greater comparability of results. These examples are
illustrations of this research field’s own ‘represented challenges’ and it is through them that
we see the limits of its own critical awareness. We can say that instead of critically addressing
the question of what type of knowledge we gain from these studies, the focus has been on
how to overcome methodological obstacles, providing more ‘robust evidence’. This is what
Ulvik (2009) calls internal paradigm method criticism - wanting more of the same.

Recent studies of the effect of kinship care are good examples to illustrate how these
obstacles contributes to a continued legitimisation of this focus. While meta-analyses have

been published to overcome the lack of representative studies in the field (e.g., Bell &



Romano, 2015; Cuddeback, 2004; Winokur et al., 2014), recent work has argued that the
studies represented in the meta-analysis does not truly reflect the effects of kinship care.
According to Font (2014), they do not take into account the favourable starting point of
children in kinship care. Referring to previous American studies, she highlights that these
children are younger and less likely to suffer from disabilities or health problems. If these
characteristics are not taken into account, the results will automatically show better outcomes
for children and young people who grow up with kin. In line with this argument, Andersen
and Fallesen (2015, p. 70) argue that earlier research on the effects of kinship care is useful as
descriptive evidence; ‘but has limited use if we aim at giving policy recommendations on
whether or not to use kinship care.’

When they emphasise the methodological limitations of previous effect studies, these
researchers are not only indicating that their research is a step closer to the truth, but that this
truth is possible to find. Implicit in this approach is the understanding that there is a reality out
there to be studied, captured and understood (Guba, 1990, p. 22). Within this positivist
position the object of research does not appear to be constructed at all. However, to not
consciously construct is still to construct, because it ‘amounts to recording — and thus to
ratifying- something already constructed’ (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 236). This means
that effect studies do not develop new categories, theories and ways of understanding kinship
care. Rather, they end up by documenting which social problems are taken to be legitimate

when studied under the gaze of social work research.

3.1 Transferability to practice
The relevance of research that compare the effects of kinship care to non-kinship care
rarely needs further explanation. Additionally, many politicians, bureaucrats and practitioners

wish for simple, comparable and accurate measures, which can be used for policy



development and in decision-making processes. From this perspective, effect studies are the
very definition of what constitutes ‘useful research’ (Staunas & Sendergaard, 2005, p. 51).
However, as McCarthy and Edwards (2011, p. 68) highlight, we cannot transfer findings from
effect studies to individual children. This means that a caseworker who has decided to initiate
an out-of-home placement cannot use this research to determine what the best option for that
particular child is.

In his critique of the evidence based practice movement, Frost (2002, p. 43) makes a
similar point in his discussion of the problem of applying evidence to practice. Using kinship
care research as an example, Frost argues that even though we accept that children in kinship
care generally have better outcomes than children in foster care, it does not mean that any
particular placement in kinship care will be successful. According to Frost, all we can say is
that a given child is likely to do better if placed with a relative, but the research evidence
cannot be determinate in a given situation. In other words, knowledge produced from effect

studies does not easily transfer to relevant knowledge for social work practice.

3.2 The ‘thingliness’ of kinship care and generalisation of context-dependent research
findings

The list of challenges involved when seeking to evaluate the effect of kinship care
compared to non-kinship care is long. One of the most obvious challenges is that the
experiences of members of the families within these categories are rarely included. Studying
‘effects’ distinct from the people who live in such families is a challenge, because how
children and adolescents understand and give meaning to their life situation is important for
how they experience the ‘outcome’ of the placement.

Furthermore, this type of research often fails to take into account the diversity of the

relationships and family compositions we can find within the categories of kinship care and



non-kinship care. Instead of acknowledging this diversity, kinship care and non-kinship care
are treated as homogeneous categories, which can be measured and compared. Moreover,
kinship care involves not only caregivers and children, but is different in relation to
socioeconomic status, age, support from child protective services and so on. Some children
grow up with grandmothers, others with aunts and uncles. Similarly, children may have lived
with grandparents or other relatives their whole lives, prior to this becoming an official
kinship care placement. Further ways in which these families differ are the relationships that
make up these families. Holtan’s (2008) study exemplifies this. Using data from her mixed
method study, Holtan developed five archetypal constructions based on how caregivers, birth
parents and children experienced their family relationships.

While acknowledgement of family diversity is one thing, another is recognising the
very social and cultural contexts within which these families are practised. Like kinship care,
childhood, parenting and family are not static categories, but vary from country to country,
within nations and cultures and changes with time. A grandmother raising a grandchild might
be two very different projects in the US and in Norway. Similarly, what it means to raise a
grandchild in contemporary Norway today is not necessarily the same thing as it was only few
decades ago.

The problem of ignoring social and cultural contexts in research is intensified by
studies that attempt to generalise effects of kinship care across national borders and
continents. While such a mission obviously need to be the subject of meta-analyses, and
literature reviews, we can also find examples of this in single-population studies. In their
study of the effects of kinship care on foster care disruption rates in Denmark, Andersen and
Fallesen (2015, p. 69) argue that their findings can be generalised to other Western countries.
Despite the generous Danish welfare state and the extensive social safety net, they claim that

kinship care in Denmark is ‘very similar to kinship care in other Western countries’. Their

10



argument is based on the many quantitative studies showing that kinship caregivers in
Denmark, as in many other Western countries, tend to have fewer socio-economic resources
than other caregivers, and are likely to live in troubled neighbourhoods. Furthermore,
compared to caregivers in regular foster care, caregivers in kinship care receive less support
from child protective services. Finally, kinship care takes place in a familiar environment,
which can secure a degree of continuity in the lives of the children involved. As Andersen and
Fallesen show, we can find many similar characteristics throughout the kinship care category
in many countries. However, what they do not take into account are the different social and
cultural conditions we can find in Denmark and in the U.S. Furthermore, as showed by
Berrick, Peckover, P6s6, and Skivenes (2015), Nordic countries and the US have different
child protective services and policies. This means that generalisations in social work research
are difficult to make, and that the value of transferring context-dependent research findings
from one country to another is limited.

To sum up, our critique moves beyond represented challenges in effect studies towards
a paradigm approaching reality as stable set of delineated phenomena — or what can be called
a reality ascertainable optic (Staunas & Sendergaard, 2005, p. 51). Social ‘reality’ is not
fixed, but consists of complex processes. If kinship care is stripped of these complexities, the
experiences of the members involved, the variety of family forms and relationships within the
kinship care category and the social and cultural context within which family is practised, we
are not only reducing a complex phenomenon to factors — but kinship care as a category

becomes a ‘thing’.
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4. Reflexive empirical research

Transferring ideals from the natural sciences into the study of social phenomenona is
difficult. However, when we argue in favour of new approaches in the study of kinship care,
we are not against positivist quantitative studies per se, but rather in favour of more ‘reflexive

empirical research’, which means that:

‘(...) serious attention is paid to the way different kinds of linguistic, social, political
and theoretical elements are woven together in the process of knowledge development,
during which empirical material is constructed, interpreted and written’ (Alvesson &

Skoldberg, 2009, p. 9).

A reflexive mode involves a scepticism to how previously well-established
understandings and categories influence the questions we ask, how we perform our research,
and how we write it up. Furthermore, we need to remember that children who grow up with
their relatives and the relatives who care for these children have been subject to the category
kinship care, from which they cannot escape. More grounded research, based on actual
understandings and experiences of children and young people growing up in kinship care, has
shown that many do not identify themselves as foster children growing up in foster care. In a
longitudinal study of kinship care, Thagrnblad and Holtan (2011a) explored young adults’
experiences of growing up in kinship care. One of their major findings was that the
participants emphasised normality and kinship bonds when talking about family relationships.
While Thernblad & Holtan’s study took place in a Norwegian context, similar findings have
been found in Denmark (Egelund, Jakobsen, & Steen, 2010) and Scotland (Burgess, Rossvoll,
Wallace, & Daniel, 2010). As Thegrnblad & Holtan emphasise, an upbringing among relatives
can be very different from traditional foster care placements, as it is often based on already

established social and emotional bonds. Based on their findings, the authors question the
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fruitfulness of similar models and formal frameworks for these families as those established
for other foster homes.

What these studies illustrate is that many children and adolescents growing up with
relatives do not identify themselves as objects of a foster care service — they do not talk about
themselves as foster children and their kin as foster parents. They do not use words such as
service or effects. Rather, they talk about growing up with grandmother or their aunt and
uncle, about what they do together, about their birth parents and their siblings. In other words,
they talk about different childhoods lived in different families where relationships are
negotiated and family is practised in everyday life.

As researchers, we have the power to influence the meaning of the categories we
study. How we do this should always reflect the meaning of the people who fall under these
categories. Hence, the unintended consequence of approaching kinship care as a service in
research is that we end up providing misleading knowledge not only about what kinship care

is, but also what it involves.

4.1 Upbringing by relatives: the alternative understanding

The alternative construction we argue in favour of understands kinship care as
upbringing by relatives. In short, this involves approaching kinship care as ways in which
family life can be organised and structured in all its diversity and complexity. When
emphasising such a shift, we are not arguing that one should give up the word kinship care per
se. Rather, we seek to contribute with a tool that can challenge the preconstructed
understanding of kinship care.

When studied as family, empirical and theoretical contributions from the study of
family life becomes relevant. Thus, if we are to understand what type of knowledge we can

gain from this understanding we also need to look more closely at some of the key theoretical
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developments within this research field. However, before doing so, it is important to
emphasise that the study of family life occupies a wide range of research traditions, including
anthropology, history, psychology and legal studies, to name but a few. Between, and within,
each of these disciplines, families are understood and explored in different ways. The primary
discipline that creates our perspective here is sociology.

One of the key aims of the sociology of family life has been to explore the relationship
between societal changes and family structure and practices (Smart, 2007). In recent decades,
expectations, commitments and practices have changed significantly in intimate relationships
and family life, resulting in single-parent families, post-divorce and ‘blended families’, same-
sex unions, friends as families, living apart together (LAT), cohabiting couples and other
relationships and living arrangements living side by side.

Within the field of sociology of family life, there has been widespread agreement that
we need concepts sensitive enough to be capable of identifying and explaining the diversity
and complexity of today’s family life (Chambers, 2012). David Morgan’s (1996, 2011)
notion of ‘family practices’ has emerged as a fruitful concept in that respect. Developing the
concept as a means of capturing the flux and fluidity of family life, Morgan has attempted to
divert researchers’ attention from understanding ‘family’ as a static category determined by
legal bonds, blood ties or residence: * there is no such thing as ‘The Family’ ’(Morgan, 2011,
p. 3). Rather, families are constantly undergoing change, both in historical time and in the
individual family moving through that time. From this constructivist perspective, families are
actively created by its members; rather than understanding family as something people are,
the focus is on what people ‘do’.

The move from treating family as a ‘thing’ towards an emphasis on fluidity has
emerged as a fruitful approach in many empirical studies of family life, from the explorations

of post-separation parenting arrangements (Smart & Neale, 1999) to analysis of same-sex
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intimacies (Weeks, Heaphy, & Donovan, 2001). We believe that the concept of practices,
along with empirical writing and other theoretical contributions from the field of sociology of
family life, is also fruitful for the study of kinship care.

Many families who fall under the category of kinship foster care have divided
parenthoods where the kin caregiver raising the child is responsible for everyday care while
the birthparents have the parental responsibility. Just as in families in which the parents are
divorced and live in separate households, the different parties need to negotiate how this
should be done in the process of family construction. As Holtan (2008) showed, the
negotiations of family relationships leave room for different types of collaborations between
birth parents and caregivers. Holtan argues that if the parties have friendly relationships
among themselves and experience a sense of solidarity and community, this will have a
positive impact on the social integration of the child. What Holtans’ study showed is that
when understood as constituted through practice we can explore different ways of ‘doing’
kinship care. Future exploration of family practices in these families can provide important
insights into how different family practices give different childhood experiences and
relationships between children and their birth parents, and children and their caregivers.
Furthermore, it enables us to explore kinship care in relation to different family forms. As we
have pointed out, knowledge production on kinship care has predominantly evolved around
comparing kinship care to non-kinship foster care. Some researchers have argued that since
kinship care families in many ways are so fundamentally different from other foster care
arrangements, a direct comparison might not be as fruitful (e.g. Flynn, 2002; Nixon, 2007).
However, when constructed as a service in research, it is difficult to envisage alternative ways
of approaching this topic. Constructed as upbringing by relatives - as families, not as a service
- gives us this opportunity. The concept of family practices contrasts to earlier sociological

understandings, where families were studied as an institution in society (e.g. Parsons & Bales,
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1955), and builds on the individualisation thesis (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995; Giddens,
1992). Briefly, these concepts refer to the decreased regulation of traditional structures and
the increase of reflexivity regarding how social life is lived. However, many of the empirical
studies have also challenged these concepts, displaying a continuing focus on commitment
and connectedness within the diversity of family forms (Smart & Neale, 1999; Williams,
2004). We believe that theoretical and empirical concepts on the relationship between new
possibilities and cultural constrains are relevant in explorations of families within the category
kinship care. An example is in analysis of family contact. Compared to children in non-
kinship care, children in kinship care have more contact with birthparents and other family
members. One possibility would be to explore how adolescents and young adults relate to
their birth parents when they themselves have the opportunity to “choose” what this
relationship is going to involve. Such knowledge can give important insights into an
undeveloped area in kinship care research (Kiraly & Humphreys, 2013), and can contribute
with insights into contemporary debates over individualisation and what it means for family
life.

The above examples offer insights into what type of knowledge we can gain from
approaching kinship care as upbringing by relatives. In brief, this construction allows us to
ask new questions in research and gives access to theoretical and empirical contributions from
fields outside social work research. However, the relevance of changing approach is not
restricted to research. The social worker who takes on this perspective acknowledges the
diversity of family forms and relationships that can be found within the category kinship care.
The concept of family practices can be especially helpful in this regard, as it gives knowledge
about how family is negotiated and lived. As we showed above with Holtan’s study, the

relationship between caregivers and birthparents is essential to understand what kinship care
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entails. With that said, it is important not to reduce family life in kinship care to involve only
children, birth parents and caregivers — family can also involve friends and extended family.
Understanding how family life is practised and who is included in these projects is
important for many reasons. One of the most obvious is that child welfare measures cannot be
adapted to fit all families, but must be accommodated to meet the different needs found in
different families. However, it is also a way of giving people power to define what kinship
care is to them. For some children, this means growing up with grandma, for others it can
mean growing up with an aunt and uncle whom they call mum and dad. From these
perspectives, the language used in child protective services is not transferrable; the word
kinship care might not even be recognisable. In other words, approaching kinship care as
upbringing by relatives involves acknowledging the perspective of the people involved — both

in social work practice and in research.

5. Conclusions: the need for new understandings in kinship care research

In this article, we have distinguished between two main ways of understanding kinship
foster care in research — as a service and as upbringing by relatives. While research based on
the first understanding refers a positivist epistemology, the latter is based on an interpretive
epistemology. We believe that both understandings can offer important insights into kinship
care. However, as researchers we need to understand and acknowledge that the understanding
we adopt in research will guide and limit our research focus. Kinship care is a socially
constructed category, inscribed with meaning and goals based on the logic and legislation of
child protective services. Following this preconstructed understanding will lead to one type of
knowledge. What is challenging, however, is when this perspective becomes the primary lens

through which we see kinship care.
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Underlying the category of kinship care, we find women and men, boys and girls who
in their own ways practise childhoods, parenting and family life. These areas have been paid
little attention in research. The sociology of family life can contribute empirical and
theoretical concepts to help us explore these areas. Most importantly, these perspectives
enable us to break with existing language and problems represented in child protective
services, enabling us to ask new questions. This can lead to important knowledge that will
enable us to better understand what kinship care involves for the persons we find within this

category.
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