Project Brief: It takes a village: The support needs of non‑familial kinship carers       updated February 2016
Definition of non-familial kinship care: Care by adults known to a child through family or community connections, a component of kinship care.  These carers are sometimes known as ‘kith’.
Background
Kinship care as a protective response is growing rapidly across Australia and many other countries.  Policy is developing to respond to this social trend.  

In 2009-2013 the University of Melbourne Children Youth and Families Research Cluster conducted a research project Family Links: Kinship Care and Family Contact.  This project comprised a survey of kinship carers and focus groups and interviews with carers, young people, parents and support workers. An unexpected finding of the survey was that 20 percent of the identified kinship caregivers classified their relationship to the children as other than family, i.e. they were apparently ‘family friends’ or ‘kith’ carers.  They proved to be a diverse group, and included a number of carers who did not understand themselves to be kinship carers.  Some considered themselves to be foster carers; others indicated that they had little prior connection to the children.  A number suggested that they had little assessment or support.  A small number of interviews with non-familial carers in this study suggested that in addition to providing care to children, some such carers may also be particularly well‑placed to provide support to the children’s parents.

The limited international research that has reported on non-familial kinship care suggests that these placements break down at a significantly greater rate than familial kinship care Perry, Daly, & Kotler, 2012(; Sallnas, Vinnerljung, & Westermark, 2004)
. This literature suggests that non-familial kinship carers may be a poorly understood group, possibly with different characteristics to familial kinship carers.  
In June 2014, there were reported to be 3,877 children in statutory kinship care in Victoria Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2015()
.  If 20 percent of these were in non-familial kinship care, this would suggest that around 775 Victorian children were subject to such arrangements.  Given that this estimate is based on a non-random survey sample, the true number may be much higher.
Non-familial kinship care is not specifically addressed in the current Victorian kinship care program model DHS, 2008(; State of Victoria, 2005)
. Support to non-familial kinship carers is predicated on the assumption that non-familial kinship carer placements are similar to familial kinship care arrangements, and have similar support needs. The lack of specific identification of non‑familial kinship carers and their support needs suggests that children in non-familial kinship care in Victoria, as elsewhere in the world, may be particularly vulnerable to placement breakdown.  It also suggests that there may be an opportunity to stabilise some of these placements by targeted assessment and support, improving the life chances of children.

In partnership with a peak body and a major community service provider concerned about this group, we are undertaking a small exploratory project to identify the characteristics and support needs of children in non-familial kinship care, and of the non-familial kinship carers themselves.  We are undertaking a survey, in‑depth interviews, and (with relevant approval) reanalysis of small number of pre-existing interview transcripts of non-familial kinship carers and young people in non-familial kinship care.  
Project outcomes may include:
· Greater attention to the particular needs of children in non-familial kinship care.

· Better understanding by policymakers of issues of non-familial kinship care, in particular relating to placements at greater risk of breakdown.

· Greater attention to the support needs of non-familial kinship carers, including better training in the assessment and support of non-familial kinship placements.

· Greater attention to opportunities to support parents of children in kinship care through their relationships with non-familial kinship carers.
The research project

Project Aims

1. To explore the prevalence, characteristics and support needs of non-familial kinship care arrangements in Victoria and to compare these with the various types of familial kinship care arrangements.

2. To inform policymakers and practitioners about the particular support needs of non-familial kinship carers and children in their care.

Research questions

1. What are the characteristics of non-familial kinship care arrangements?
2. How are they similar and different to familial kinship care?
3. What are the support needs of non-familial kinship carers and children in their care?

4. What support do they receive, and what if any unmet support needs do they have?

Methodology
· Online and hard copy survey using Survey Monkey.

· Interviews with kinship care support workers, non-familial kinship carers and young people age 18+ who have experience of non-familial kinship care.

· Focus groups with kinship care support staff.

· Data analysis using Microsoft Excel (survey) and NVivo (interviews and focus groups).

Staffing and governance

Staffing
The project is being undertaken by Meredith Kiraly, Research Fellow in collaboration with Professor Cathy Humphreys.  
Steering committee
Members include representatives of the Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare; the Commission for Children and Young People; OzChild; Berry Street, the Victorian Department of Human Services, Kinship Care Victoria, the Victorian Aboriginal Child Care Agency and the Mirabel Foundation.  The committee meets approximately three times a year to monitor and advise about implementation and reporting of the research.
Ethics approval
This project has approval from the Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Melbourne as project No 1340631.1.
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