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FROM THE GUEST EDITOR

AUSTRALIAN CHILDREN IN KINSHIP CARE–
HIDDEN IN PLAIN SIGHT?
DR MEREDITH KIRALY 
Senior Research Fellow
University of Melbourne
Meredith Kiraly Consulting

Welcome to the first of two Special 
Issues of developing practice devoted 
to kinship care. We know of no less 
than five US Special Issues on kinship 
care (Children and Youth Services 
Review 1994, 2002 & 2004, and 
Journal of Family Social Work 2013 & 
2014), and one in the United Kingdom 
(Adoption & Fostering 2009); but this is 
a first for Australia. Given the explosion 
of both informal and formal (statutory) 
kinship care in Australia and the relative 
lack of Australian research and 
literature, an Australian special issue is 
indeed overdue and to be the Guest 
Editor is a privilege. The response to 
our invitations to write for this issue 
exceeded expectations, hence the two 
Issues (51 & 52). We expect–and 
certainly hope–that this will not be the 
last time an Australian journal shines a 
light on kinship care.

Australia is now using kinship care as a 
statutory response to child protection 
issues more than most other English-
speaking countries (Kiraly & 
Humphreys, 2017). Fifty-one percent of 
the 45,800 children in out-of-home care 
in 2018 were in kinship care (AIHW, 
2019). However, the number of children 
in kinship care is actually far greater 
than this. Current census data do not 

allow for an accurate estimate, although 
this may change with the inclusion of a 
new question about household and 
family relationships anticipated in the 
2021 census (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 2018). In both the United 
Kingdom and United States, census 
data indicate that around 95% of all 
kinship care arrangements are made 
informally (Selwyn & Nandy, 2014; The 
Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2012). 
These international figures suggest that 
the number of children in informal 
kinship care in Australia may also 
exceed by a massive margin the 
number of those under statutory 
orders–our best estimates at present 
range from 100,000 to 450,000 
children. These are large numbers, way 
more than the approximately 17,900 
children in foster care in 2018. 
Anecdotally, most of us know someone 
raised by a relative. Are these children 
hidden in plain sight?

Data on relationships between children 
and their kinship carers are also limited, 
again due to limitations in data available 
from the census. The Australian 
Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 
has produced preliminary estimates 
about children in statutory kinship care, 
suggesting that around half the carers 
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are grandparents, with the other half 
including aunts and uncles, siblings, 
other relatives, and ‘family friends’ 
(AIHW, 2019). These figures are, 
however, also limited by large amounts 
of missing data. Clearly, we have a 
number of data issues to address 
before an accurate and detailed profile 
of Australian kinship care households, 
both informal and formal, will be 
possible.

A particular concern highlighted in the 
AIHW data is that Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander (Indigenous) children are 
placed in statutory out-of-home care at 
nine times the rate for non-Indigenous 
children (AIHW, 2019). Colonisation 
and endemic racism including forced 
child removal (the Stolen Generations) 
have caused massive trauma and 
fractured family relationships, leading 
directly to these appalling figures. This 
is an unacceptable situation, and both 
of these Special Issues will include a 
focus on ways to address it.

The lack of attention to kinship care in 
Australia is thus concerning given the 
number of children involved, but also 
because of the range of serious 
challenges faced by children in kinship 
care and their carers. I have conducted 
research in this field for 10 years and 
have spoken with hundreds of children, 
carers and support workers, as well as 
with mothers and fathers of children in 
kinship care. The stories I have heard 
support the picture presented in the 
research literature of kinship families 
who are frequently dealing with 
complex and troubled intrafamilial 
relationships on top of caring for their 
traumatised young relatives. In too 
many cases, as recent Australian 
research has demonstrated, these 
conflicted relationships include 
incidents of violence (Breman & 

MacRae, 2017). Kinship carers also 
have greater practical challenges as 
compared with foster carers. Poverty is 
an overwhelming issue for many and 
includes overcrowded housing. Many 
grandparent carers have health issues. 
In relation to all these issues we see 
evidence of striking inequality in support 
of children in statutory kinship care as 
compared with foster care, and an 
almost complete lack of recognition and 
support of children and carers with 
informal care arrangements.

Australian research of significant size 
are generally dependent upon financial 
support from the Australian Research 
Council (ARC). We know of only two 
ARC-funded kinship care projects: one 
about kinship care in New South Wales 
(Yardley, Mason, & Watson, 2009), and 
one that explored grandparent care 
nationally (Brennan et al., 2013). Some 
smaller research projects have been 
conducted with grants from 
government, non government and 
philanthropic funds, mostly focused on 
grandparent care. Of particular note is 
the dearth of research about Aboriginal 
children in kinship care. Much of the 
research that has been conducted 
about Aboriginal people has frequently 
been of little benefit to their 
communities, with insufficient 
information provided about the purpose 
of the research, a lack of respect for 
participants, and a lack of feedback to 
communities (Onemda, 2008). Clearly, 
if we are to see effective and useful 
research about Aboriginal kinship care, 
it will need to be controlled by 
Aboriginal communities, ensuring trust 
between community and researchers 
and proper accountability.

The limited Australian research base 
has allowed policy to be established in 
something of a knowledge vacuum, and 
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thus, for myths to take hold. Perhaps 
the most powerful and obstructive myth 
is that, unlike foster care, kinship care 
families can be treated as ‘normal 
families’, requiring little additional 
support. The ‘normal family’ myth has 
much to answer for in perpetuating a 
lack of equity in support services for 
foster care and statutory kinship care, 
and the lack of recognition and support 
for informal kinship care families. We 
urge more Australian researchers to 
consider the fertile ground here, and to 
help build the knowledge base for 
advocacy to improve the lives of this 
vulnerable group of children, both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous.

The first paper in this Issue is not 
specifically about kinship care. It is, 
however, a powerful reminder of our 
mission to care for vulnerable children, 
from the ever-articulate and 
compassionate Commissioner Robert 
Fitzgerald AM of the Royal Commission 
into Institutional Responses to Child 

Sexual Abuse. Commissioner 
Fitzgerald’s speech to the 2018 ACWA 
Annual General Meeting is published to 
celebrate ACWA’s 60th Anniversary, 
and serves to remind us of the broader 
context of children’s services. In 
speaking of the heartbreaking stories 
told to Commissioners by survivors of 
child sexual abuse, Commissioner 
Fitzgerald suggested that that one of 
the greatest lessons of the Inquiry was 
that organisations which said they 
cared for children in fact did not talk to 
them, listen to them, or appreciate what 
they had to say. Had we spent more 
time talking to the children, he 
suggested, they would have told us 
what was wrong, commenting that in 
the Commission’s hearings, they indeed 
did so. He challenged his audience to 
reflect, take time to read and examine 
new practices, to listen to children and 
adults from all sectors, to be willing to 
collaborate, and to adapt. ‘The answers 
are all out there’, he asserted. In this 
context, we also note Commissioner 
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Fitzgerald’s comment in his address to 
the 2015 Annual General Meeting of the 
Centre for Excellence in Child and 
Family Welfare in Victoria:

One of our greatest concerns is 
kinship care…Our narrow view of 
out-of-home care will not serve us 
going forward.1

The decision to commission a Special 
Issue of developing practice devoted to 
kinship care was part of ACWA’s 2018 
project Kinship Care: Making it a 
National Issue, an initiative underwritten 
by the Sidney Myer Fund. The central 
feature of this project was a National 
Kinship Care Forum held on 23 August 
2018 at the Australian Human Rights 
Commission in Sydney and co-
convened by the National Children’s 
Commissioner, Megan Mitchell, and Dr 
Wendy Foote of ACWA. The Forum 
brought together stakeholders from 
across the country to consider key 
issues for policy and program 
development in the 21st century. In this 
Issue we publish a Keynote Address to 
the Forum by Caryn Batty. At 25, with 
four children of their own including a 
toddler and a baby, Caryn and her 
husband assumed the care of their 
newborn niece. A year later, their 
newborn nephew arrived. Like many 
other young kin carers, Caryn put her 
studies on hold for this incredible 
mission. Amazingly, five years later and 
still managing a large household of 
growing children, she is in the final year 
of an Honours Social Work degree, and 
has been participating in advocacy for 
young kinship carers, a group even 
more hidden than older kinship carers.

1 Fitzgerald AM, R. (2015). Address to the Annual 
General Meeting of the Centre for Excellence in 
Child and Family Welfare (Victoria), 27 November 
2015.

The ACWA Kinship Care project also 
extended its influence into the 2018 
ACWA Conference to promote kinship 
care as a particular theme of the 
Conference. As a result there were 
more papers on kinship care at this 
Conference than any previous 
Australian conference. Several articles 
in this Issue derive from these 
presentations. Tim Ireland’s Keynote 
Address on behalf of AbSec (NSW 
Aboriginal Child, Family and 
Community Care State Secretariat) and 
which also includes content developed 
by SNAICC (Secretariat of National 
Aboriginal and Islander Child Care), 
articulates serious concerns about 
current statutory placement-making for 
Indigenous children. Aboriginal kinship 
systems are complex and vary across 
the many nations that make up 
Australian Aboriginal society; Torres 
Strait Islander culture and systems of 
kin are different again. While the 
Aboriginal Child Placement Principle 
included in most State legislation 
requires consideration to be given first 
to placement of Indigenous children 
within their family and community 
networks, a lack of Indigenous control 
of care planning is still resulting in 
placements of children with Indigenous 
or non-Indigenous people other than 
their significant kin. Clearly, proper care 
of Indigenous children according to their 
particular kinship systems can only be 
ensured when Indigenous organisations 
and children’s own communities 
manage their care arrangements.

I was also privileged to be invited to 
give a Keynote Address at the ACWA 
Conference. I used this chance to 
outline the benefits and issues 
pertaining to kinship care in Australia at 
the present time as I saw them, and 
opportunities to advocate for better 
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support for children and carers. This 
speech also appears in this Issue.

Three papers from the kinship care 
stream of the Conference address the 
development of practice in the support 
of kinship care families involved with 
the statutory child protection system. 
Each makes the observation that while 
kinship care has been historically 
associated with foster care, it is in 
reality a very different and more 
complex thing. In light of the limited 
theoretical underpinnings of policy and 
practice in this area, the article by 
Juliette Borenstein, Margarita Frederico 
and Patricia McNamara is of particular 
interest. Borenstein and her colleagues 
report on the first component of a 
Victorian research project that grappled 
with the essential issues of what a 
model of statutory kinship care support 
should look like. Through a survey and 
focus groups, the researchers explored 
how practitioners have adapted their 
practice to this new field and present 
findings about best practice.

Also in Victoria, Merilyn Di-Blasio 
describes a collaboration of OzChild 
with the University of Melbourne to 
develop a kinship care practice 
framework that draws on a life course 
approach (Harms, 2010), articulating 
the issues for carers in different life 
stages and their associated support 
needs. This framework stands to 
provide practitioners with an accessible 
tool for supporting kinship families to 
provide children with the best possible 
care.

Kerry Moore’s paper reflects on the 
practice experience of a statutory 
kinship care service at Barnardos 
Australia, a large NSW non-government 
children’s service with a long history in 
out-of-home care. Moore comments 

that kinship care provision within a child 
protection context is fraught with 
ambiguity and contradictions for both 
carers and the State. The paper 
describes the development of a hybrid 
casework model blending family 
preservation with formal out-of-home 
care case management and statutory 
compliance activities. This is a model 
that aims to respect the position of kin 
seeking to provide a ‘normalised’ family 
caring environment while struggling 
under a burden of care that is anything 
but normal. It is suggested that 
children’s needs for safety, permanency 
and nurturing can be met within a 
kinship living arrangement that is 
supported by sensitive and skilful 
casework alongside practical and 
community supports.

Kinship Care: Making it a National Issue 
was thus a significant, multi-faceted 
project that has raised the profile of 
kinship care in Australia considerably. 
Apart from being totally exhausting for 
those of us involved, it must be 
considered a credit to the creative 
thinking of the indefatigable Dr Wendy 
Foote, then Deputy CEO of ACWA and 
now Associate Professor at the 
University of Newcastle, who 
responded positively to an idea 
presented to her and extended it so 
widely.

A particular feature of these two Special 
Issues is that we have invited 
experienced practitioners in the kinship 
care domain to write about significant 
local innovations and achievements that 
have not previously appeared in the 
formal literature. For several writers 
across the two Special Issues, this has 
been their first venture into the world of 
academic writing, certainly a different 
experience from the daily writing tasks 
of the practice world. It also presented 
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a particular challenge for these 
stretched practitioners to find time to 
write for a journal when faced with the 
urgent demands of their day-to-day 
work. It is the unique role of developing 
practice that the Editors are able to 
provide additional support in readying 
practitioner articles for publication. In 
this Issue, Joanne Roff and Daina 
Adamovskis present a really interesting 
account of how IFYS (Integrated Family 
and Youth Services) initiated an 
intensive approach to Family Finding 
for children and young people in 
out-of-home care. This is a program 
that has had proven success not only in 
finding family placements, but also in 
establishing relationships for life 
between children and their wider family, 
connecting Aboriginal children to 
community and culture, and 
establishing respite options within 
children’s own families.

In the resources sections, Sheila 
Donoghue and Jaimee Stacey review 
the 2016 book Kinship Care by Ramona 
Denby, and there is an alert to a new 
resource from the Australian Institute of 
Health and Welfare (AIHW). The 
ever-useful annual Child Protection 
Report provides comprehensive data 
about children who come to the 
attention of State and Territory child 
protection services, and in particular, 
children in out-of-home care.

There is a postscript to the ACWA 
project Kinship Care: Making it a 
National Issue. In early 2018 I was 
privileged to be awarded a Vera 
Scantlebury Brown Travelling 
Scholarship to visit the United Kingdom 
for a study tour exploring kinship care 
initiatives, and to present my own 
research at the triennial Congress of 
BASPCAN (British Association for the 
Study and Prevention of Child Abuse 

and Neglect). In developing an itinerary, 
I was greatly assisted by Dr Lucy 
Peake, CEO of Grandparents Plus, a 
prominent organisation representing the 
interests of all kinship carers in England 
and Wales, and providing advocacy, 
support and training. Grandparents Plus 
has gone from strength to strength in 
recent years, advocating for kinship 
care families, developing innovative 
practices, and extending its reach. A 
spin-off from the ACWA project has 
been that, thanks to the Creswick 
Foundation in Victoria, ACWA was able 
to sponsor Dr Peake to visit Australia in 
August-September 2019 for a shared 
learning exchange. Lucy participated in 
forums and workshops around the 
country where she shared her 
experience in raising awareness, 
influencing strategy, and delivering 
evidence-based approaches to 
supporting kinship carers. We were also 
pleased to be able to share Australian 
approaches and challenges in this 
developing area of care. We now hope 
that Lucy’s visit will prompt further work 
towards better support for all Australian 
children in kinship care, whether 
informal or statutory.
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