
‘I would be in care  if my big sister hadn’t stepped in’
Abandoned, neglected or 
abused by their parents, for 
more than 180,000 children 
in the UK there is a stark 
choice: either go into a 
foster home or be looked 
after by a relative. The 
grandparents and siblings 
who step in reveal what 
happens next – and how 
a lack of official support 
can leave them in poverty

Malaika McGlashan, 30, and, 
opposite, her brother, Massiah, 7
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er toes digging into the soft pile of a 
pristine cream carpet, Faith dances 
across her newly decorated pink 
bedroom. Her blond hair flies out as 
she twirls, arms flung out, grinning 
widely. “I love, love, love my room,” 
she declares. “If you want to come in 

though, you have to take your shoes off.”
Behind us, the graceful Georgian rectory 

on the south Devon coast where Faith, eight, 
will soon be living with her mother’s parents, 
Marion and David Holmes, is covered in 
scaffolding. The family have recently moved 
from Wiltshire, and the house is being restored.

“We did her room first,” says Marion 
quietly. “It’s been quite an upheaval moving 
here and changing schools. We wanted her 
to feel at home.”

Marion, 62, and David, 71, have looked after 
Faith full-time for three and a half years, since 
she was five. Their daughter, whom they 
adopted when she was ten years old, was in 
a difficult relationship and, Marion says, had 
found it impossible to leave a situation that 
was getting progressively more disturbing.

After an incident one night – Marion 
doesn’t want to disclose more – she and David 
were so worried about Faith they felt they had 
no choice but to contact social services. Child 
protection social workers made it clear that 
Faith either came immediately to live with 
them, or they would escalate their concerns.

“She’d been to stay with us for short 
periods before, ever since she was a baby,” says 
Marion. “After that incident, we knew it wasn’t 
possible for Faith to live with her mum.”

Looking after Faith – committing to bring 
her up as “kinship carers”, the official term used 
by social services – has changed their lives 
completely. Although David had retired from 
the data analytics firm they founded together, 
Marion was still working full-time as the sales 
and marketing director, responsible for client 
relationships and travelling around the world. 
She felt pulled in all directions.

“Faith was terrified of being left. It was 
totally overwhelming. David was able to do 
the school run but because she was incredibly 
needy, wanting me, and I was working, it was 
very hard to cope,” Marion says.

In the living room of the cottage in 
the grounds where they’re living until the 
building works are finished, Faith starts typing 
a story into her tablet. David recalls, “When 
she came to us, she was so clingy. It was 
insecurity.” He shakes his head, upset.

Although they are financially comfortable, 
they still have to grapple with the emotional 
fallout of the situation with their daughter.

“Of course I understand being adopted 
comes with its own problems, but it is very 
difficult to rely on her,” says Marion. “She says 
she’ll turn up to see Faith and then doesn’t. 
There’s a lot of anger inside me about that, 

but I remove myself from it because I have to 
provide stability for Faith.”

I ask Faith what she remembers about living 
with her mum. She looks up. “Well, we had to 
drive in the car as fast as she could,” she says. 

“That’s the day she came to us she’s 
remembering,” Marion explains.

Faith is fiddling with her tablet. Does she 
like living with her grandparents? She glances 
up through bright purple-framed glasses. 
“It’s really good. We do fun things.” She ticks 
them off. “Ballet, gymnastics, rollerskating, 
swimming. I love writing stories and playing 
piano and I love, love, love drums.”

Does she ever see her mum?
“Sometimes.” Her tone is even, 

conversational. She starts typing again. 

The government doesn’t collect official figures, 
but based on information in the 2011 census, 
researchers at Bristol University estimate that 
180,000 children across the UK are looked 
after by family members or friends. That’s 
more than two and a half times the number 
currently in foster or residential care. 

The umbrella term for this situation is 
“kinship care”. A child sometimes goes to 
live with a “kinship carer” because of family 
tragedy – their mother or father dies or 
becomes seriously ill – or, more often, when 
domestic abuse, substance misuse, physical 
violence or neglect mean parents can’t provide 
a safe home to grow up in. Occasionally, a 
child is simply abandoned.

While a fortunate few, like Marion and 
David Holmes, can afford to look after 
someone else’s child, many cannot. The 

average household income for kinship care 
families is £17,316, compared with the national 
average of £27,200. Lucy Peake, chief executive 
of Grandparents Plus, says that kinship carers 
are “frequently plunged into poverty” as a 
result of a decision that they must often make 
under pressure, when social services ring up 
late one night and say a child or sibling group 
must either come to them, right that minute, 
or go into emergency foster care. 

“There’s an assumption that family 
members should step up and look after their 
own. And very often they do, but they need 
support,” says Peake.

Becoming a kinship carer hits middle-aged 
women particularly hard: after returning to 
the workplace after their own kids reach 
school age, they suddenly have to step back out 
again to look after distressed, often damaged 
children, losing their ability to earn and save 
for a pension. These women have done the 
right thing, and yet find themselves worried 
about being in poverty in their old age. 

Apart from a sofa, a television and a bookshelf, 
Malaika McGlashan’s living room in south 
London feels bare, but it’s as neat as a pin. 
Malaika, 30, has been looking after her 7-year-
old brother, Massiah, full-time since he was 4. 
“The process of taking him on happened 
overnight,” she says. “Although I wasn’t certain 
then that it would be permanent.”

Their mother, Malaika explains, has had 
difficult relationships and sometimes drinks too 
much. Malaika, her older brother and younger 
sister were substantially brought up by their 
grandmother (who also fostered other 
children), so it was no surprise to Malaika 
when social services contacted her about 
Massiah. “He was at risk of going into care,” 
she says. There was never any question about 
whether to take him on. “If I wasn’t here, who 
would Massiah have?” she asks. 

We walk through the park to pick him up 
from school. His behaviour deteriorated badly 
after they moved house, Malaika says. “He 
struggled going from his small school to this 
very big one,” she explains. After meetings with 
teachers, things have started to settle down, 
but it’s clear it’s not been an easy ride. In the 
playground, a small boy engulfed by his furry-
hooded winter coat dashes out to greet us.

At a nearby café, Massiah digs into an 
enormous slice of carrot cake, after checking 
with “Laika” that he can have it. “We have a 
very playful relationship, but he does know 
I’m the adult and he has to listen,” she says. 
“We have a full routine. Monday, online 
maths, English and Portuguese. Tuesday, 
kickboxing. Wednesday, cook together. 
Thursday, swimming. Friday, it changes. 
Saturday, football. Sunday, Sunday school.”

What do you think about living with 
Laika, I ask Massiah.
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“It’s fun,” he says. “She takes me to fun 
places.” He smiles up at her. “Like the funfair.”

“And he has to do chores,” she teases. 
“Yes, I do the washing-up. And hang up the 

clothes. And I clean the cat litter.”
Do you ever miss your mummy, I ask. 
“Yes,” is his immediate answer. 
How does it feel, I venture, not to be living 

with her any more?
“Sad,” he says simply. Then, “It was scary 

when I lived with her. When we used to argue 
with people.” He digs his fork into the cake. 
“Sometimes we had fun times.”

Gently, Malaika asks, “Would you say there 
were two sorts of Mummy? Sometimes fun 
and sometimes not?” A beat. He nods. 

When Malaika took in her little brother, she 
was assistant manager at a Travelodge. She had 
ambitions to save for a deposit and buy a place 
of her own. But the demands of looking after a 
young child and settling him into a new home 
and routine – Massiah moved into her studio 
flat, where they lived in cramped conditions 
for two years – became impossible to reconcile 
with the job. She applied to Travelodge for 
flexible working, and got it, but at a more 
junior level, “so it was for less money and 
fewer hours. Then I was back and forth to 
court, and social services come to visit you 
every week, and appointments at school – it 
puts extra pressure on you,” she explains. She 
had to take a lot of time off. Soon, she realised 
she had no option but to give up work.

What do she and her brother live on now? 
“I get £160 a week kinship care allowance. 

That’s due to stop this year, because I was told 
it’s only for three years,” she says. She was 
advised to apply for jobseeker’s allowance, but 
because of having to move house 12 months 
ago, and managing endless house repairs – the 
property she was allocated was not in a good 
condition – and Massiah’s emotional and 
behavioural difficulties, she doesn’t really have 
the time or mental energy to look for a job, 
which you need to prove you’re doing to 
receive the benefit. “I’m involved in the 
community shop so we’re lucky because 
we can get groceries very cheap,” she says. 

When she moved house, the kinship care 
payments stopped for three months because of 
administrative problems. She had to pawn her 
jewellery and borrow money from family and 
friends. “I’m stressed out,” she says with a 
frustrated sigh. “I’ve been advised that it’s not 
right that the allowance finishes after three 
years, but it’s another fight to get it, isn’t it? 
I’m tired of fighting, to be honest.”

Common sense suggests, and the law 
upholds, that where it’s safe, it is preferable by 
far for children to live with relatives or family 
friends when a crisis hits and their parents, 
for whatever reason, can’t look after them any 
more. The vast majority – it’s thought around 
85 per cent – of kinship care arrangements are 

made privately, with no official involvement at 
all. These carers have no right to any dedicated 
financial help other than child benefit and 
possibly tax credits. Such kinship care families 
are, essentially, invisible to the state.

There is in fact no entitlement to state 
support for looking after someone else’s child 
unless they are the subject of a care order 
and the relative or friend gets themselves 
approved as a foster carer. Even then, only 
the “maintenance” element of the locally set 
fostering fee is paid, not the so-called “reward” 
element. Only five per cent of children in 
kinship care are looked after in this way.

The remainder are looked after under 
either “child arrangement orders” made by a 
family court, typically without social services’ 
involvement, or under a special guardianship 
order, which provides the carer with legal 
parental responsibility. Judges, it seems, 
like special guardianship: as the number of 
adoptions has dropped dramatically in recent 
years, special guardianship orders have soared. 
Although these carers have been given legal 
parental responsibility by a court, financial help 
for special guardians is a postcode lottery. 

“What we’re constantly told is that despite 
the horrors that have led to people becoming 
kinship carers – the death of their own child, 
their daughter being subject to domestic 
violence, their brother’s drug addiction – the 
thing that can then make it unbearable is 
actually just trying to get help from services 
that should be there to support them to do the 
right thing by that child,” says Cathy Ashley, 
chief executive of the charity Family Rights 
Group. “If there was one thing that would 

transform the situation, it would be getting the 
children the help they need, when they need it, 
not endlessly waiting, or having to constantly 
battle and being let down time and again.”

Niki Jarvis, 50, is a social worker for adults 
with learning disabilities. For the past six 
years, she has also looked after Chloe, 13, and 
Stuart, 11, the grandchildren of her former 
partner. Chloe and Stuart were abandoned by 
their mother, who worked in the military: she 
didn’t come back to get them after finishing 
a tour in Afghanistan. 

Niki isn’t related to Chloe or Stuart by 
blood. But she helped to bring up her former 
partner’s three children, and it is clear how 
heavily it weighs on her that her stepdaughter 
rejected Chloe and Stuart.

“I felt really bad that I hadn’t done a good 
job with my stepdaughter,” she says. “There 
seemed to be a lack of proper attention when 
Chloe and Stuart lived with her. They’re the 
most gorgeous kids going, but she wasn’t 
interested in being a mum.”

What has it been like to take on the 
care of two such young children?

“Pretty hard.” She struggles to speak 
through tears. “I didn’t have any children 
myself. I was angry and upset when she left 
them with us but I couldn’t walk away. And 
there’s been no support for any of us. Chloe 
and Stuart just fell down a great big hole.”

When relatives or friends are asked to look 
after a child or sibling group, and foster care 
is the threatened alternative, often they feel 
panicked into saying an immediate “yes”, 
observes Enza Smith, a former teacher, now 
a kinship carer and founder of the charity 
Kinship Carers UK. “The first thing we tell 
people is speak to a solicitor and get some legal 
advice.” This isn’t being heartless, she points 
out: it’s about looking after the children’s best 
interests in the long term. “People often haven’t 
been in touch with social services before 
– they don’t understand what’s going on.”

The charity Family Rights Group believes 
that properly funded, free and independent 
legal advice should be offered to all 
prospective kinship carers. This would mean 
a local authority coming up with the funds. 
And although the Association of Directors 
of Children’s Services insists that family and 
friends carers are valued by local authorities, 
Nigel Priestley, senior partner at Ridley & Hall 
solicitors, which specialises in kinship care 
disputes, believes that this does not always 
play out in how they’re treated.  

“I will go to court with grandparents and 
there will have been a viability assessment [by 
the local authority]. This will say, for example, 
that they didn’t protect the child because they 
didn’t report concerns,” Priestley observes. But 
in his experience, grandparents must walk a 
delicate tightrope, desperately trying to keep 

‘There’s a lot of anger 
inside me, but I remove 
myself from it because 
I have to provide stability’

Faith, 8, with her grandparents, Marion, 62, and David, 71
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any sort of relationship with the children. 
“They know if they go trotting down to social 
services and say, ‘Florence is in a terrible 
situation,’ that might mean the parents 
withdraw all contact,” he says. And the 
children may well fare worse as a result, 
because those relatives often provide an oasis 
in a desert of parental care. “Then they’re 
hammered because social services say, ‘Well, 
you’ve allowed this to continue,’ and people 
are perplexed, because they believe they’ve 
acted in the best interests of the children.”

Local authorities are under pressure from 
budget cuts, but sometimes relatively cost-
neutral decisions that would mean a child could 
grow up in its birth family don’t get made.  
“I recently met a grandmother and grandfather 
in the northeast who had to let a baby be 
adopted because they couldn’t be rehoused  
to somewhere with another bedroom,” says 
Lucy Peake, of Grandparents Plus. “They were 
looking after that child’s siblings, so it’s not as if 
they weren’t suitable. They were heartbroken. 
Children’s services are meant to make every 
effort to keep siblings together, but these 
children will grow up with no relationship.”

Research published last year by Grandparents 
Plus, Growing up in Kinship Care, shows  
that, on a number of independent measures  
– physical health, GSCE results, university 
entry, offending rates and likelihood of being in 
education, employment or training – kinship 
care children fared considerably better than 
those who grew up in foster care (although not 
as well as the general child population). Given 
many children are looked after by family when 
otherwise they’d end up in foster care, there’s 
also no doubt that kinship carers save the state 
tens, if not hundreds of millions of pounds. 

A calculation done by Bill and Sue 
Hammond, who look after Sue’s two 
grandchildren in Kent, shows that in their case 
the council saves more than £35,000 a year 
compared with what it would pay in fostering 
fees. But they’ve been told the support they  
get is going to be cut by £6,500, despite their 
grandson having special educational needs. 

“I did ask, ‘How are we supposed to cope?’ ” 
says Bill. “And they said, ‘Well, we think 
you’ve got enough.’ ” He sighs heavily. “The 
state plays on the emotional attachment and 
takes advantage. Don’t get me wrong. We 
would never have made a different decision. 
But we’re an easy target.”

With a shortfall of more than 7,000 foster 
carers nationally, it’s not as if there are enough 
people to look after the children who don’t 
have any family or friends to take them in.  
In any case, although no one questions the 
dedication of foster carers, “Everyone would 
regard foster care as the least desirable of all 
options,” observes Priestley. “But kinship care 
seems to be at the bottom of the political pile.”

Melanie Onn, the Labour MP for Great 
Grimsby, who was brought up from the age of 
six by her great aunt, says, “There is a sense of 
moral duty that runs very deep within a family 
who want to wrap the children up in their 
care and give them love.” She believes kinship 
care households should be exempted from the 
impact of recent welfare reforms. “It’s when 
hardship starts to hit that they really feel  
the lack of support. And that’s the frustration, 
that they’re taken for granted, and if they’re 
struggling, where do they go, because they 
don’t want to disrupt the children any more.”

However, making a bigger contribution to 
the financial and emotional costs borne by 
kinship carers when they bring up other 
people’s children is not currently on the table. 
“In an ideal world, if resources weren’t an issue, 
we might be saying something very different,” 
says Charlotte Ramsden, spokesperson for the 
Association of Directors of Children’s Services. 

Unsurprisingly, the strains on kinship 
families can be immense.

Chloe and Stuart’s grandfather left the 
family home in 2016. “I think the pressure of 
everything took its toll on our relationship,” 
Niki says. She’s been off work sick for seven 
months. No matter how happy and secure 
Chloe and Stuart are now, both struggle with 
complex and painful feelings about their 
mother. The effects of his early years 
manifested in Stuart struggling with toileting, 
putting extra strain on Niki. Until the court 
agreed to give Niki and her former partner 
parental responsibility, the children lived in 
fear that their mother would arrive on the 
doorstep one day and wrench them away. 
Adding to all this, the reality of having been 

abandoned by her mum is now, as Chloe enters 
adolescence, hitting her hard. “She has a sunny 
outlook on life, but recently it’s clicked with 
her,” Niki says. “She’s told me, ‘I’m devastated.’ ”

“I don’t want to have no contact with my 
mum, because she’s my mum,” says Chloe, 
carefully, “but I don’t want to have contact with 
her too, because of all the stuff we had to do.  
I mean, it was just really bad, like hours looking 
after Stuart, and the house was so messy, and  
I was too young to do a lot. But I did do a lot.”

“I want people to know that it’s difficult not 
living with your parents, because you’ve got to 
go through all that court stuff,” says Stuart. He 
worried a lot, he says, that the judge would 
return them to their mother. “I don’t want to 
leave this home,” he says with quiet intensity. 
“I don’t want to live anywhere else.”

To give kinship carers a better chance of 
holding on to their jobs, the Kinship Care 
Alliance of charities and interested groups is 
calling on the government to grant six weeks’ 
unpaid “adjustment leave” to help people cope 
with the immediate crisis when a child initially 
moves in, plus a period of paid time off similar 
to adoption leave when someone agrees to raise 
a child that cannot be cared for by its parents. 

At Grandparents Plus, Peake says that a 
child shouldn’t have to be on a court-ordered 
care order to be entitled to help. “At 
government level, they talk about support for 
‘permanence’ for children,” she says, “but there 
is no willingness to get to grips with this very 
large population of vulnerable children.” The 
majority of children in kinship care will have 
similar experiences of trauma and neglect, and 
similar needs, but 95 per cent of them have no 
right to any support. “It’s unethical and unfair,” 
says Peake. “There has to be a step change in 
recognition of the needs of these children, 
many of whom have had terrible experiences.”

What is clear from meeting these children  
is the difference that kinship carers make.  
After we leave the cafe, I watch Massiah and 
Malaika walk back home up the hill, chatting 
companionably. He is known and loved by both 
his big sisters, his big brother and his nephews 
– who are, he grins gleefully “a bit younger” 
than him. When possible, he still sees his mum. 

Faith has two adoring grandparents whose 
faces soften when they talk about spending 
time with her, on their boat, on the beach, in 
their new home. And with maturity, and some 
of the pressure off, it turns out that Faith’s 
mum is doing much better. 

In Fife, Stuart’s eyes light up when he says 
that every February 19, the family celebrates 
“CSI” day. “It stands for Chloe and Stuart’s 
Invasion, the day we came,” he smiles shyly. 
“Although there are bad times sorting all this 
stuff out,” says his sister, “there is a straight 
road at the end, and good times.” n

kinshipcarers.co.uk

‘The state plays on the 
emotional attachment 
and takes advantage. 
We’re an easy target’

Stuart, 11 ,and Chloe, 13, with Niki Jarvis, 50, who is 
the former partner of their grandfather
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