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Links to Common Core
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Key Reading

N17
Understanding the contribution 
of the extended
family

30 minutesGroups 1-8 (Working Together 2010)

To assess family and environmental factors that may affect a child and 
their needs.

Common Core 3  Safeguarding and promoting the welfare of the child (skills: relate, recognize and take 
considered action). Make considered judgements about how to act to safeguard and promote a child or 
young person’s welfare, where appropriate consulting with the child, young person, parent or carer to 
inform your thinking.
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Discussion point:  How do participants conceptualise family networks 
and what influences them?  Networks: economic forces, cultural forces? 
Before moving into consideration of neglected children it is helpful to 
consider the broader context in contemporary Britain and ways in which 
family networks are shaped and maintained. 

Cleaver (2006) gives a good overview of the changes in the nature of our 
understanding of ‘family’ over recent decades. Participants will be able 
to identify many of the factors that have contributed to our changing 
understandings of family, and consequently, of extended family.

There can be a tendency for assessment to provide scant attention to 
issues of wider family in relation to parents and to children. Reports may 
contain brief statements such as ‘this family is isolated’ or ‘the family has 
little contact with extended family.’ Such statements need much greater 
elaboration – ideally the networks of parents and children should both 
be described and their significance analysed.

In a general introduction it will be helpful to discuss what ‘extended’ 
family is. 

6

The concept of resilience is helpful in relation to both adults and 
children. The availability of wider support is a well-established protective 
factor at any age or developmental stage.

Learning outcomes.
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Discussion point:  Participants could be asked to discuss or work in pairs 
to explore some of the assumptions held in relation to family life. Where 
there is significant disharmony, for example, two parents living in the 
same household may not be better for children. Contact with extended 
family can be supportive, but can also be damaging, as will be explored 
in more detail as the presentation develops. 

There is a separate presentation available ‘Assessing the role of father 
figures’ (presentation 16) that goes into much more detail about the role 
of men with neglected children.

Whilst being cautious about making assumptions, this slide offers 
generalities about the tendency within families in contemporary Britain 
and provides the background context for the next slide. The most 
common type of support offered includes:

 � advice about the children
 � personal relationships
 � financial problems
 � practical help.

This source of support is not to the exclusion of others, for example, 
health visitors are a source of advice about pre-school children’s 
behaviour and friends are often a source of support for more private 
emotional matters. 

9

This slide draws on research by Coohey (1995) that explored the 
relationships between mothers whose children are neglected and 
their own mothers. Although they lived close to them and saw them 
often the relationships were less positive than the kind of relationships 
described by non-neglecting mothers. They saw their mothers as 
lacking warmth, being uncaring and unable to control their anger. They 
were less interested in receiving emotional support and the help they 
received tended to be baby-sitting. They also gave less support back to 
their mothers. 

Given that neglect often presents as an inter-generational pattern this 
finding is not surprising. Links can be made with theory – especially the 
importance of taking a developmental and ecological approach and 
considering the history of relationships and their impact upon current 
functioning. 
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As well as including minimal assessment of wider family relationships, 
plans can also include vague aims to improve family relationships. 
However, there may be good reasons why people have distanced 
themselves from extended family. Their own experiences may have 
been of abuse and / or neglect – in some cases abuse and neglect may 
be ongoing. 

For example, a mother who avoids her parents’ home may herself have 
been sexually abused by her father and may want to keep her children 
safe:

‘Practitioners should bear in mind that the maternal grandmother 
may well have maltreated her own children and may have poor 
parenting skills.’

(Coohey 2005, p90)

In particular when assessing the potential for grandparents and others 
to provide care for children, practitioners are encouraged to assess 
knowledge about parenting and levels of insight into the quality of 
parenting they provided. 

This slide is a prompt to practitioners to make sure that in their 
assessments they should not only describe who is in the family network, 
they should also assess the nature and quality of the relationships. 

This is a point at which to take stock with practitioners about the 
implications of the information for their own assessment, analysis and 
planning practice. They can be asked to reflect how much attention is 
routinely paid to extended family in assessment and planning. They 
could also be asked to reflect what they could do to improve practice 
within their own setting.

Moving to focus more on children’s experiences, this slide gives a pointer 
to the broad context for children in the population about the extent to 
which extended family members can be important.
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Practitioners will know from their own experience about the complexity 
of many neglected children’s family circumstances. The research 
into practice with fathers and father-figures points to the paucity of 
practitioner attention to men in children’s lives, so looking more broadly 
it is clear that understanding of wider networks is likely to be limited 
(Daniel and Taylor 2005). Families with neglected children often have 
larger numbers of children than the general population and the children 
often have different fathers. 

Siblings (including half-siblings and step-siblings) can be sources of 
support and sources of stress and harm. No generalisations can be made 
about siblings in the context of neglect other than to emphasise the 
importance of assessing the nature and quality of relationships from 
each child’s perspective.

There may also be re-constituted and blended families. The children may not always be clear 
about their biological relationships with members of extended families. They may, in particular, 
have limited contact with paternal extended family. Knowledge of biological links is not 
necessarily important for children – if a child has contact with someone in their wider circle who is 
kind to them it may not be important for them to know the exact relationships. 

However, it is important for an assessment of a child’s family network to be accurate about the 
nature and quality of relationships. The language used in the family may not reflect fact. For 
example, many people use the term ‘step’ to describe half siblings; they may describe a child with 
whom they share a parent as a ‘step-sister’ when in fact she is a ‘half-sister’ and vice-versa. 

Ecomaps and family trees can be very helpful here and should consider people and relationships, 
not just households. It is also very important for practitioners to find out from parents about what 
the children’s understandings are about the family connections – for example, it could be very 
damaging for a child to hear from a practitioner that a loved grandmother is not, in fact, their 
biological father’s mother. 

15

Practitioners are encouraged to look at the extended family when 
exploring potential sources of support for children and this is important. 
This slide encourages participants to consider the positive support that 
extended family can offer to children.
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This slide tempers the previous slide by showing ways in which the 
family relationships can be fractured and complex. Children can be 
frequently caught up in these complex family dynamics, may be used as 
go-betweens, and are often more aware of tensions and acrimony than 
the adults involved realise.

This slide reminds participants of some of the concerns about substitute 
care by foster carers. There is a full presentation (presentation 22) about 
looked after children ‘Working with looked after children’ – here the 
slide is a reminder of some of the spurs towards considering relatives as 
possible respite or more longer-term carers for children.  

Where there are intermittent problems with parenting, extended family 
often step in on an informal basis. For example, parental mental health 
problems can be associated with fluctuations in parenting capacity and 
grandparents and others can assist with childcare during periods of 
problems. 

Assessment, analysis and planning can explore what informal 
arrangements are in place and their quality. In some cases a continuation 
of informal patterns of care may be appropriate; sometimes there 
is a need for more structure to be built around informal plans. And 
sometimes, there is a need to move towards longer term care by 
relatives.

There is an increased body of research about kinship care, although 
there is a need for further research. Broad (2007) provides a good 
review, and Aldgate and MacIntosh (2006) and Burgess et al. (2010) have 
undertaken research on children’s perspectives of kinship care.

There is a potential for bias in qualitative studies of kinship care because 
samples tend to be of young people who are doing well in kinship care, 
but with that proviso, research on young people’s views suggests that 
they feel safe, cared for and loved when placed with kin (Aldgate and 
MacIntosh 2006; Broad et al. 2001; Broad 2004; Burgess et al. 2010). 

There is an aversion to being accommodated in stranger foster care, 
which is perceived as marking them out as different from their friends 
and carries stigma. Contact with parents seems to be more frequent and 
informally arranged for young people living in kinship care, although 
Burgess et al. (2010) found that the informality could be a problem 
where relationships with parents were not good. Young people feel a 
sense of connection with their family of origin and their original family 
unit is important to them.
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This slide suggests some of the tools that can be used to help assess 
children’s extended family relationships. 

Overall, the participants should understand the need to assess the 
importance of extended family relationships to parents and children. 
They should consider the ways in which they may be helpful or 
unhelpful and how to plan to ameliorate the harm or build on the 
potential. The fact that parents are often isolated, and often for good 
reasons, is one of the factors that contributes to the need for longer-term 
formal and semi-formal support from services in cases of child neglect. 

20

In Burgess et al.’s study (2010) of 12 young people’s views many of the 
transitions to kinship care had been fluid – many children and young 
people had moved back and forth between their parent and relatives’ 
houses; in other cases all had been in the same household and parents 
had moved out. 

Concepts of kin were also fluid with, for example, two young 
people  living with their mother’s ex-partner’s mother who was not 
a blood relation. The young people felt very positive about their 
living arrangements, received a lot of support from their kin carers, 
had adapted well to their circumstances and understood the kin 
relationships.

Notes


