A heavy weight, yet empowering: Grandparent Special Guardians lived experience of the role and family dynamics: An Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis

Almost half of Special Guardians are grandparents, typically single grandmothers, who are required to facilitate and maintain relationships between parents and children if deemed in the child’s best interests. Current literature suggests that Special Guardians navigate complex family situations, support children with developmental trauma histories and receive limited support. There is limited research that has examined the lived experiences of Special Guardians, especially using qualitative methods. Further exploration into lived experiences may allow for better understanding and more specialised support for Special Guardians and the children they care for. The current research involved semi-structured interviews with six grandparent Special Guardians. Using IPA for analysis five themes were constructed highlighting social, emotional, relational and financial difficulties through taking on the role. Special Guardians felt undervalued and abandoned by services compared to foster or adoptive carers. Special Guardians may benefit from trauma training, peer and therapeutic support and more whole family support after an SGO is awarded to encourage positive relationships.
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Introduction and Background
In 2005, Special Guardianship Orders (SGOs) were created as another option to provide permanence for children who could no longer live with their parent(s) and current data highlights the increase in SGOs granted from 1,240 in 2009 to 3,700 in 2020 (Department for Education, 2021). Under an SGO, a carer has full legal responsibility for all aspects of a child’s care whilst legal ties are maintained with the children’s parent(s) (Department for Education, 2005). SGOs are often granted to family or friends, referred to as kinship care, and research suggests that grandparents are the most common grouping of Special Guardians (Wellard, 2011; Wade et al., 2014).

Around 63.5% of children cared for under an SGO had experienced or been at risk of abuse or neglect whilst with their parent(s) (Wade et al., 2014) and have therefore often experienced developmental trauma (Harwin et al., 2016). This early trauma increases the risk of children experiencing behavioural and emotional difficulties, social and relational difficulties, a more reactive stress-response and executive functioning deficits (Kemmis-Riggs et al., 2018). A survey found that 50 per cent of kinship carers experienced physical violence, property damage, verbal and emotional abuse from children they cared for, on a daily or weekly basis. The majority of these kinship carers were grandparents (Breman and MacRae, 2017) and these dynamics likely created additional stress and barriers within their relationship.

Whilst Special Guardians may support children to work through adverse life experiences, they are also encouraged to maintain familial links with the children’s parent(s) if deemed in the child’s best interests. As Special Guardians are often grandparents, this may create a difficult dynamic through facilitating contact between their grandchild and their own child. Whist maintaining relationships through contact may have benefits for children such as promoting feelings of belonging and building the child’s identity (León et al., 2016); challenges may arise from the relationship between the children’s parent(s) and caregivers, and conflict around the practicalities of contact (Kiraly and Humphreys, 2013; 2015). In some cases, such conflict has resulted in violence towards the caregiver from the parent(s) (Breman, 2014). Additionally, difficulties that may have led to an SGO being in place such as parental substance misuse or parental mental health difficulties for instance, may continue to play a significant role in family relationships (Holt and Birchall, 2022). Whilst current UK policy encourages Local Authorities (LAs) to support facilitating contact and to offer greater support post placement (Department for Education, 2005), there is currently no legal entitlement to specialist support and such support varies around the country (Wade et al., 2014). A recent survey highlighted only 11% of carers received support from their LA with contact (McGrath and Ashley, 2021).

For many who become Special Guardians, it appears they have to navigate complex family situations and relationships with poor levels of support offered. Since 2016, LA’s could apply for funding through the Adoption Support Fund (ASF) if the child had previously been ‘looked after’. This change was implemented to support children’s access to therapeutic services or specialist assessments (Department for Education, 2018). However, a recent report highlighted that 76% of the 2,000 kinship carers felt they did not have enough financial support to meet the needs of the children (McGrath and Ashley, 2021). Whilst kinship carers had to opt-in to complete this survey, the results were indicative of a disparity between financial support. This appeared to depend on the legal status of the child, with Special Guardians receiving a lower weekly Special Guardianship Allowance than foster carers. These findings suggest that whilst funding for Special Guardians may be available, there are barriers and disparities in accessing these.

Reviews and reports with a particular focus on SGOs to inform law and future policy are growing (Wade et al., 2014; Simmonds et al., 2019), with charities such as Kinship (https://kinship.org.uk/) creating campaigns to raise awareness and providing recommendations for support. Research suggests that foster and adoptive carers are more likely to receive support and a wider range of services in their roles than Special Guardians (Harwin et al., 2016; LGSCO, 2018). Whilst current policy requires Special Guardians to have a support plan in place to assess and recommended support for the family (Department of Education, 2005), it appears that very few Special Guardians had this in place or received support to meet the needs of the child (Starks and Whitley, 2020; McGrath and Ashley, 2021).


Research rationale and aims
Research studies with a focus on SGOs specifically are limited (Wilkinson and Bowyer, 2017). However, a recent study suggested Grandparent Special Guardians experience negative personal impacts to their emotions, relationships, careers and finances for many years postplacement (Hingley-Jones et al., 2020).

This study focuses on Grandparent Special Guardians specifically due to wanting to explore the nature of relationships where grandparents are caring for their own child’s children. This study explores Grandparent Special Guardian’s relationships with their own children, their grandchildren, and their extended family through asking: what are Grandparents’ experiences of family relationships in the context of an SGO, and what is the experience of their role as a Special Guardian? As Special Guardians are encouraged to maintain familial links, it is important to develop further insights into the impact an SGO can have on relationships within the family and also the effects the role may have on those who hold it. Further exploration may help to provide recommendations for policy makers and services to improve support received by such families and to encourage positive outcomes for the family unit.


Theoretical frameworks
When exploring Special Guardianship, it can be helpful to consider frameworks to apply to such contexts. Family systems theory (Kerr and Bowen, 1988) suggests that family members are interconnected - what happens to one person in a family system is likely to affect others to a greater or lesser extent (Allen and Henderson, 2016). With this in mind, being a Special Guardian may have wide reaching effects on the family unit. Additionally, Attachment theory (Ainsworth and Bowlby, 1991) is concerned with the formation and disruption of relationships between two individuals (e.g. parent-child). The theory suggests that disruption to or loss of attachment can have an impact on current and future relationship dynamics. With this in mind, the circumstances around the SGO, and being a Special Guardian may cause disruptions and revisions to attachments and emotional bonds within the family (Poehlmann, 2003). Further, early attachment experiences, especially if negative, may impact the formation and development of family relationships.

Method
Ethics
Ethical approval for this study was granted by the University Research Ethics Committee. Informed consent to participate in this research was given by all participants and different names were created for anonymity. Due to the potentially emotive topic, participants were also debriefed and signposted to agencies who could offer additional support.

Design
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was utilised in this study - a research methodology that is exploratory in nature, which can be helpful when exploring under-researched topics (Smith and Osborn, 2015). IPA involves thorough exploration of an individual’s experience in order to obtain an in depth understanding of their lived experience, which can help to enable consideration of emotive and often complex issues (Smith et al., 2009; Smith, 2015). Interview questions were developed in collaboration with a Grandparent Special Guardian, who was not a part of this study’s sample, and feedback from academic supervisors. Grandparents were asked questions about their relationship with their own children, their grandchildren and extended family; and their experience of becoming and being a Special Guardian.

Recruitment
A research poster was shared via Facebook, Twitter and Kinship’s (formerly Grandparents Plus) Facebook page. If carers felt they met the inclusion criteria and were happy to take part, they made contact with the lead researcher. Inclusion criteria included: a legal responsibility to care for a biological grandchild under an SGO due to child neglect; abuse or family dysfunction; have been a Special Guardian for at least two years; children must have some contact with their birth parent(s) and the Special Guardian not the courts must arrange contact. Six participants took part in this study and participant demographics can be found in Table 1. The names within this table were created to protect participant’s confidentiality. 

Table 1. Participant Demographics
	Name
	Age
	Granted 
SGO
	No. of children
	Age of child
	Single/Couple

	Shona
Shelly
Zoe
Lola
Katie
Mary
	58
53
55
40
61
60
	2018
2019
2015
2018
2019
2014
	1
2
1
1
4
1
	13
11, 2
7
3
5, 9, 14, 16
9
	Single
Single
Couple
Single
Single
Couple



Procedure
The confidentiality procedure was explained, consent gained via completion of an online consent form and demographic questionnaires were completed. A semi-structured interview schedule was utilised during interviews to aid exploration. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, interviews were unable to take place in person, therefore participants completed their interviews via telephone or video-call via Microsoft Teams. A debrief form was sent to all participants with contact details for further support if needed. 

Reflexivity and Epistemology
As a qualitative researcher, my position was a constructionist epistemological position, where I view meaning as something which is socially constructed rather than objectively discoverable (Lyons and Coyle, 2007). I held existing knowledge around Special Guardianship through personal experience and acknowledged that my own beliefs and experiences could have influenced my interpretation of the data. I approached interpretation with an awareness of these preconceptions and made use of research supervision to explore constructed themes. Credibility and rigor were ensured in the analysis process by ensuring quotes well reflected the themes. Further, trustworthiness was ensured by having a documented analysis process to provide a clear audit trail.

Analysis
Following guidance by Smith et al, (2021), I used a layered approach, where the first stage involved reading transcripts and listening to the audio recordings several times. Then I made initial exploratory notes and statements focusing on contextual, linguistic and descriptive comments. To gather these together, connections were sought across each interview manuscript to develop Personal Experiential Themes (PETs). I looked for patterns across the PETs, noticing convergence and divergence between participants to develop Group Experiential Themes (GETs). These were collated and relevant quotes identified for inclusion in the results.

Results
Five GETs were constructed: A heavy weight yet empowering, from grandparent to parent, ‘a very wide ripple of effect’, ‘emotionally battered’, ‘an impossible position’, and five sub-themes (Table 3). All participants were grandmothers and at times, the nature of the data was clearly gendered.

Table 3. Group Experiential Themes (GETs) and sub-themes
	GETs
	Sub-themes

	A. A HEAVY WEIGHT YET EMPOWERING
	

	B. FROM GRANDPARENT TO PARENT
	

	C. ‘A VERY WIDE RIPPLE OF EFFECT’
	Friction and division

	D. 
	The guilt of displacement

	E. ‘EMOTIONALLY BATTERED’
	‘Feeling inadequate’

	F. 
	‘It’s all my fault’

	G. 
	‘Torn all the time’

	H. ‘AN IMPOSSIBLE POSITION’
	



A. A HEAVY WEIGHT YET EMPOWERING
All participants described a sense of duty to counteract the damage their grandchildren had experienced with their parent(s). When the damage was from their own child rather than their child’s partner, there was an added layer of guilt attached to this sense of duty:

‘And I feel guilty. I think every day I feel like I’m trying so hard…to continually try and make up for the damage my daughter done’. (Shelly, p.5)

 ‘I just felt a really huge responsibility to do the very best I could to repair the damage that had been done to her.’ (Zoe, p.19)

Uncertainty and worry were acknowledged, in not knowing what the future might be like for their grandchild due to the trauma and what the personal impact of supporting a traumatised child might be for themselves. There was recognition of feeling unequipped to manage such:

‘These early life experiences…I wouldn’t be surprised if there are things that are more difficult as she gets older.’ (Zoe, p.22)

 ‘You’re in a position where you’re trying to support trauma, where you haven’t got the tools yourself.’ (Katie, p.22)

Whilst the SGO came with difficulties, all participants shared the SGO enabled them to provide security and permanence for their grandchild and security for them too:

 ‘But I think an SGO makes it, you almost feel like I’ve adopted them then. It feels permanent.’ (Shelly, p.16)

 ‘Change the trajectory of her future, that is the greatest thing of the Guardian.’ (Shona, p.5)

Participants were willing and determined to support and make a difference. There was a clear sense of responsibility to do so, particularly when their own children were involved in the trauma their grandchildren experienced. Whilst the SGO empowered and enabled participants in making a difference to their grandchildren’s lives and all felt this to be the best for the child, taking on the role did not diminish the heavy weight of supporting the significant trauma experienced by their grandchildren. The knowledge of such trauma and attempting to support grandchildren through this was a heavy emotional weight for all participants to carry.

B. FROM GRANDPARENT TO PARENT
All participants acknowledged taking on the role had deviated them from their expected life trajectory, which came at a cost to their social network, work and their sense of agency. Having a child later in life limited opportunities to be with friends and could be socially isolating:

 ‘Actually changes where you can get invited to [laughs], what you can do with other people in the family...it scatters a lot of friends away.’ (Shona, p.19)

 ‘I lost a lot of friends because I’ve got a child. And they’re all doing what they’re doing and children are not welcome [laughs]. I don’t blame them really because they’ve done their children, like I have…it is difficult and sometimes it is upsetting when your friends are all going somewhere you can’t because you got children’ (Mary, p.6)

Becoming a Special Guardian reduced the opportunity and choice to work for some. Four participants described how their change of circumstance meant their working life had to stop in order to increase their availability and time to care for their grandchild. Lola and Mary described sacrifices they made to prioritise the care of their grandchildren:

 ‘I gave up the career and the relationship because I was like, I have to focus on this one thing.’ (Lola, p.3)

‘I’ve given up my job… they were both too young for me to stay working and have them.’ (Mary, p.4)

Further, five participants perceived their role to be more aligned with that of a parent than grandparent through their level of involvement with their grandchildren. It seemed this identity change was gradual over the time of the arrangement. Participants acknowledged sadness that whilst they are fundamentally grandma, the actual role of Special Guardian mirrors a parental role:

 ‘I don’t feel like I’m a grandma anymore because I’m more of a parent…’ (Shelly, p.5)

‘I don’t think of it as Special Guardianship anymore. I just think of it as he’s mine and I don’t see him any different to my son or my daughter.’ (Lola, p.7)

Additionally, Mary highlighted that being ‘mum’ to her grandchild changed the dynamic of their relationship, as there were more demands through the parenting role than the traditional grand mothering role:

‘I’m sad because I don’t have the time to do what grandmothers do in a way. Because I’m so busy being mum, I don’t have grandmother time.’ (Mary, p.17)

The sense of being a parent more than a grandparent is evident through the labels participants and grandchildren choose to use. Mary identified she viewed her grandchildren as her own children and others identified their grandchildren had made their own sense of the care arrangement and had a preference to refer to them as mum or a parent in some way:

 ‘My children, I call them my children because they are really.’ (Mary, p.13)

‘You’re sort of my mummy nana aren’t you?’ (Katie, p.17)

While the participants became more like parents, they remained both ‘parents’ and grandparents. The participants appear to be standing on shifting ground between these identities, impacting how others viewed them and their role. This shift also blocked participants from engaging in and experiencing aspects of their lives that were hoped for and expected. Through taking on the role, participants lost aspects of their identity, opportunity and choice as becoming and being a Special Guardian placed participants at the periphery of their lives whilst the focus shifted to their grandchildren.

C. ‘A VERY WIDE RIPPLE OF EFFECT’
The role had a wide reaching impact for participant’s children, their siblings and their parents. The participants referred to the difficulties family members had faced since they took on the role and how this had felt for them:

Friction and division
For some participants it appeared their family members were concerned about the weight of the role, the potential impact to participants and a sense of conflict between whether participants should be doing the role at all. Participants felt responsible for causing divides in the family or burdening family members with worry and difficult emotions:

 ‘I’ve fallen out with some of the family because of taking them on. You know, they think I’ve been stupid for doing it. And so yeah, it caused, it has caused a bit of a rift.’ (Mary, p.20)

‘They worry about me and my health and how I cope on a day-to-day basis really.’ (Katie, p.24)

Where participants had more than one of their own children, taking on a grandchild triggered difficult emotions for these aunties and uncles and disagreements around taking on the role. Shelly described the difficult interactions she had with her daughter (the child’s aunty) since becoming a Special Guardian and how their relationship dynamic had changed due to this:

‘She’s angry that I’m having to look after these children. She’s angry that I should be relaxing…you’re too old for this, it’s not fair.’ (Shelly, p.20)

The guilt of displacement
Participants generally interpreted their role as ‘mum’ to their grandchildren as disadvantaging to their own children (the aunts and uncles) through the time they had to allocate to care for another child in the home, with guilt around this imbalance of time:

‘I do feel like it had pushed my children to one side…I feel like I don’t have a lot of time because I’m always with these two.’ (Shelly, p.17)

I suppose there was a little bit of guilt as well around my son…it was a big thing for him as well, because it was like sharing me all the time.’ (Lola, p.6)

Participants faced dilemmas where they had to choose between their own children living in the family home or whether to support their grandchildren. Shelly communicated that her son (the child’s uncle) had to leave the family home to enable space for her grandchild. Whilst Lola described how her daughter, the child’s parent, had to leave by suggestion of the Local Authority. If not choosing their grandchild, this may have meant losing the opportunity to care for them:

‘I had to basically throw him out, because there was no room for him and the baby.’ (Shelly, p.18)

‘So I had to make my daughter pretty much homeless in order to keep my grandson and that was a really horrible choice to make because obviously she’s my little girl.’ (Lola, p.2)

Rather than Katie’s daughter (the child’s aunt) having to leave the family home, she had to vacate her bedroom so that Katie could care for her three grandchildren. Again, due to the role, the participant was positioned in a dilemma where their choice may ultimately disadvantage another in some way: 

 ‘These children have been sort of forced on her as well…she went into a smaller bedroom so the bigger bedroom could be for the three of them to come and sleep.’ (Katie, p.23)

The choice to take on the role affected more than just those involved in the SGO itself. This choice placed participants at odds with family members, where distance and division in relationships occurred. The weight of these changes to relationships and family dynamics triggered guilt, as participants had to grapple with their choice to do something positive for their grandchildren and the cost this may have to others in the family.

D. ‘EMOTIONALLY BATTERED’  
Participants described difficult emotional experiences they endured during their time in the role. These experiences were triggered by their own internal struggles and through interactions with family members.

‘Feeling inadequate’
All participants described a sense of inadequacy in providing the best care for their grandchild in the role. This emotional experience was triggered from the lack of support around them and the weight of the role they carry with having sole responsibility for their grandchildren:

 ‘…feeling inadequate, perhaps, you know, not measuring up on all aspects, cause you can’t. Depending on how you are going around guardianship, is there other people helping you do it? The more it’s just you; the less you’re going to measure up on all areas.’ (Shona, p.18)

 ‘I promised the court I will look after the children and that’s what I’m doing. And if I’m not getting them the right support or support for myself, I feel like I’m not doing a good job. And that doesn’t feel very good.’ (Shelly, p.3)

‘It’s all my fault’
Five participants articulated their experiences of being positioned as the baddie and therefore blamed by their children (the child’s parent) for becoming a Special Guardian. From this change to the family structure, their children appeared to project their experiences of loss on to their parents, which had a negative impact on relationships:

 ‘I became the baddie, because you’re the one keeping them from their child…I had to go through a lot of conflict and abuse from my daughter and her husband…’ (Shona, p.6)

 ‘Sometimes we get on really well…but when we don’t it’s very much that you’ve taken my son away and this is what you wanted all along, it was your game plan’. (Lola, p.9)

Participants acknowledged support for the family to explore and understand the SGO early on in the process would have been helpful in preserving relationships and developing a shared understanding of the role:

‘I think if they would have put some support in the beginning, around both of us, to sort of, kind of get our relationship on track…I don’t think our relationship would be in the state that it’s in. I mean our relationship is non-existent now.’’ (Mary, p.10)

‘It would have been nice to if there have been someone around the family who could have helped with the rebuilding of those relations and are having those conversations.’ (Lola, p.5)

‘Torn all the time’
Five participants described their emotional experience of being in the middle of their child (the child’s parent) and their grandchild due to the role, and experiencing divided loyalties in the midst of difficult circumstances that surrounded the SGO. Lola and Mary highlight that when aware of undesirable circumstances or situations they felt torn between doing what was best for their grandchild, and being mindful of what costs would come to their own children through doing so:

‘…and it’s really hard as well because when it’s your child, and you’re hearing lots of negative things about your child, your instinct is you want to defend…and she needs a lot of support around her. But then you have to see, you know, from [grandson’s name] points of view as well…I found myself being just torn all the time…I knew that it wasn’t right for [grandson’s name], but also not wanting to throw my daughter under a bus.’ (Lola, p.3)

‘It’s a hard thing to do, it really is a horrible, hard thing and you feel guilty, but at the same time you know you’ve got to do it. Because if something happens to that child because you didn’t report it, then you’re gonna feel even worse and guilty.’ (Mary, p.11)

There was consideration that support for their children (the child’s parent) may have helped to shield them from some of the emotional difficulties experienced:

 ‘If I’d known that my daughter was surrounded by support…that would have taken an awful lot of pressure off of me. Because there’s no service that actually supports you when your child is removed.’ (Lola, p.5)

Where surrounding circumstances were negative, participants were torn between providing truthful accounts to their grandchildren but not wanting to do further damage through providing negative narratives, therefore experiencing a sense of dishonesty through providing more surface level information to children:

‘…sometimes it can be hard because there’s lots of things I want to say. And I have to be very careful because I’m aware that mum is her mum and I don’t want to put her down and dad is their dad and I don’t want to put him down.’ (Katie, p.6)

‘It’s really difficult because I almost feel like I lie to my grandchildren. Because I don’t say anything negative about her to them.’ (Mary, p.12)

The role had consequences to participants’ relationships with their own child and grandchild as the role positioned them between the two. Participants had a desire to achieve balance with their support of each but were often in a position where a choice had to be made. The emotional weight of choosing between their own child and grandchild was affected by participants’ uncertainty around whether they were offering the best support to their grandchild, and through being positioned as solely responsible for the relationship experienced between their child and grandchild. 

E. ‘AN IMPOSSIBLE POSITION’
All participants wanted their grandchildren to have a relationship with their parents if it was in the child’s best interests. Participants identified local authorities had encouraged contact in many cases where children had experienced negative early experiences with their parents. In such instances, there was an acknowledgement that contact may not be beneficial for the child but is still encouraged. This triggered uncertainty for all on what they should do for the best and worries around the impact this may have on their grandchildren with them being solely responsible for the choice to facilitate:

‘you’re in an impossible position, like we’re supposed to be creating a permanent safe base for her, but what you’re asked to do is keep taking her to a place that connects her with the, you know…I think the system still doesn’t recognise trauma.’ (Zoe, p.9)

‘as soon as she’s seen them we’ll have a couple nights where she wakes up screaming.’ (Shelly, p.12)

Participants recognised certain difficulties experienced by their grandchild would stop or reduce at times when they did not engage in contact. Not engaging in contact appeared to be protective for the children’s wellbeing: 

‘When she doesn’t see them, she doesn’t have nightmares.’ (Shelly, p.12)

‘She has been sleeping all night, she’s been with us all that time and it’s taken until now. And I don’t know if it’s connected but this is the longest time we’ve had no contact with mum, because mum’s been unwell.’ (Zoe, p.5)

Further, parents could use contact as a way to undermine the child’s relationship with participants such as blaming participants for the children being unable to live with them. This could put participants in a difficult position with their grandchildren if they have a sense of loyalty towards their parents but also confusion around the arrangement itself:

‘…unable to fully accept that it’s because of her actions that the children have been taken away from her. So she tends to almost tell them that every time she sees them…she doesn’t say it in so many words, but she will say certain things and it comes back to me.’ (Mary, p.15)

All participants shared their experiences with contact had been marked by inconsistency from parent(s). There was an awareness of impact to the child especially in circumstances where a child is looking forward to seeing their parent(s). This inconsistency also placed the participants in a difficult position of having to support their grandchild on such occasions in an attempt to preserve the relationship between parent and child going forward:

‘She doesn’t always do the things she says she’s gonna. She quite often promises them things that don’t happen.’ (Katie, p.13)

‘Sometimes, you know, her mum wouldn’t be there, she wouldn’t turn up. And so you would be like, I would have to make an excuse.’ (Mary, p.12)

This difficult position was further exacerbated by a lack of support. All participants described a sense of being unsupported by Local Authorities during court proceedings and after being granted the SGO. Shona utilises the metaphor of a hospital to highlight this:

‘When you go for Special Guardianship, um, it’s much like hospital…once they leave the doors they’re not anybody’s problem but your own.’ (Shona, p.2)

 ‘…they showed the court that support would continue for three months…I had two phone calls, and I haven’t heard from them since.’ (Shelly, p.2)

This lack of support shifted the weight of responsibility firmly onto the participants, therefore positioned to provide support for themselves:

‘So you’re not going to get any help with it at all. I’ve sat down and researched for myself to try and help them through the issues that they’ve had.’ (Mary, p.7)

 ‘With SGO you get nothing. We had to take out a loan to manage because we had to make adaptations to our house.’ (Zoe, p.2)

A lack of financial support was a main feature of an SGO and participants described a sense that the SGO had been suggested to them to protect local authorities’ budgets and funding rather than how the SGO or another arrangement may benefit the family:

‘We’re doing them a big service because it’s saving them a lot of money. If they went into foster care that would be costing them four times the amount of money if they’re giving a Special Guardians any money at all.’ (Mary, p.23)

‘You don’t have the same status as adoptive parents, but you’re doing the same job. You don’t have the same status as Foster Carers, but you’re doing the same job’. (Zoe, p.10)

Being a Special Guardian shifted all responsibility to participants with minimal to no support. This disadvantage placed participants in difficult and challenging situations where they had to become self-sufficient and self-reliant, particularly when navigating relational and financial difficulties. Having this sole responsibility with a lack of support positioned participants in difficult situations with their own children where they attempted to support positive relationships between their child and grandchild through challenging contact experiences. Participants facilitated contact on a cycle of uncertainty, as they were offered no support to advise them otherwise.

Discussion and recommendations for policy and practice
This study aimed to explore the lived experience of Grandparent Special Guardians and family dynamics in the context of Special Guardianship. Five themes emerged along with five sub-themes. 

A heavy weight yet empowering
Special Guardianship enabled grandparents to provide for their grandchildren in a way that could benefit them and their future, which was viewed as a privilege. The benefits of the role also came with a heavy emotional weight stemming from the trauma children had experienced prior. Whilst positioned to support their grandchildren through this, this came with the weight of knowledge of their grandchildren’s trauma and uncertainty around how best to support, and implications for the children’s future. Such concerns are echoed in literature exploring foster and adoptive carers’ experiences of supporting a child with trauma (Allen and Vostanis, 2005) and such carers receive training around childhood trauma (Konjin et al., 2020). Training to explore attachment and trauma could increase awareness and provide strategies for therapeutic parenting. The Anna Freud National Centre for Children and Families (https://www.annafreud.org/) work with Special Guardian families, with a focus on trauma and attachment, utilising a family approach including parents along with grandparents and children to improve experiences within the family (Special guardianship and adoption, n.d). Developing accessible leaflets exploring childhood trauma with details of how to access further support and whether funding from the Adoption Support Fund could be utilised may be helpful. This could support participants to approach LAs with a clear request and rationale for the support needed. Additionally, future research could evaluate what is helpful for whole family systems, which may help shape support going forward.

From grandparent to parent
Becoming a Special Guardian triggered a transition from grandparent to parent that reduced opportunities to engage with previous pursuits and social networks. This transition changed expected identities in relation to aspects of the role aligning more with parenting, supporting current literature (Hingley-Jones et al., 2020; Wade et al., 2014). Opportunities to engage with others in similar circumstances may help to reduce social isolation and increase wellbeing through engaging with those who have a shared understanding (Starks and Whitley, 2020). Kinship charity offers a ‘Kinship Connected’ service, which provides one-to-one and peer support groups for kinship carers. Local Authorities could recommend such services so grandparents are aware of support available to them.

Further, the offer of respite could increase opportunities outside of caring for grandchildren in the absence of family support. Whilst many participants in this study were caring for one grandchild, some were caring for multiple grandchildren and it is important to consider what would need to be in place to support larger families. Additionally, as such children may have experienced trauma it is important to consider how respite could be arranged to reduce potential of distress. Most participants in this study were single which further limited their availability to engage with others and many gave up their jobs to be available. This loss of work had financial implications for most who had to utilise benefits or savings to manage this loss. Whilst funding is available for such grandparents, it appears that receiving this support is a struggle echoing previous findings (McGrath and Ashley, 2021). Resources outlining financial support available should be accessible for all and potential future expenses considered earlier in the process. This could reduce grandparents having to use their own finances when for many this has been limited or reduced through becoming a Special Guardian.

It is also important to note that all participants in this study were grandmothers and the nature of the data at times was clearly gendered. When grouped by gender, kinship carers are predominantly grandmothers. Research into gendered dynamics have highlighted that gender norms in society have penalised grandmothers in many ways leaving them unsupported and undervalued (Birchall and Holt, 2022). Further exploration of the inequalities faced by grandmother kinship carers could help to develop and implement greater support.

‘A very wide ripple of effect’
The role affected not only those involved in the SGO but also relationships and dynamics in the wider family unit. Such a wide impact triggered guilt for participants through feeling responsible for them taking on the role. This new focus on the grandchild displaced other children, which triggered anger, sadness and frustration, whilst worry and frustration was experienced by those in the family who did not agree with the choice to take on the role, leading to conflict and division in relationships. As the role appears to have a wide reaching impact on family and relationships, outlets for family members to share and adjust to these new circumstances could be beneficial. Such support has been emphasised in previous research into the experiences of biological children of foster carers, highlighting a need for peer support groups to provide a safe and neutral setting where emotional support and coping strategies can be developed for children to manage potentially challenging home environments (Younes and Harp, 2007; Sutton and Stack, 2013). There appears to be a dearth of research exploring relational dynamics present in families where grandparents are raising grandchildren (Hayslip et al., 2019) and a better understanding of this may help in the development of family-orientated interventions to positively affect the family.

‘Emotionally battered’
All experienced emotional difficulties such as feelings of inadequacy, guilt and feeling torn between their relationship with their grandchild and their own child. Participants had a desire to achieve balance between the two, but were often placed in situations where one relationship had to be chosen over the other. These experiences support current research (Hingley-Jones et al., 2020) and therapeutic support for grandparents may help to explore difficult emotions and to develop strategies to increase mental wellbeing. Additionally, as these experiences appear to be common in the role, support to normalise and validate these feelings may also be helpful. The charity Kinship offers a ‘Someone Like Me’ service which provides peer emotional support and signposting for kinship carers. Further, parenting groups for those with children under an SGO could help to enable acceptance and understanding of circumstances in a supportive environment (Thompson and Thorpe, 2004). Such support could help to facilitate improvements in the relationship between grandparents and their children. 

‘An impossible position’
Taking on the role created financial and relational difficulties through lack of support in the role. All, regardless of when their SGO was granted experienced this lack of support. This suggests that whilst developments in support may have occurred since 2005, barriers remain in accessing support. Participants acknowledged a discrepancy between the lack of support they received compared to other care arrangements around finances, family relationships, their wellbeing and that of their grandchild’s wellbeing. This fits with previous research suggesting that kinship carers received fewer support services and less financial support than foster and adoptive families (Sakai et al., 2011; Harwin et al., 2016).

Whilst participants accepted the importance of maintaining relationships and were committed to do so, being responsible for facilitating contact whilst navigating relational difficulties with their own children placed them in a seemingly impossible position. This echoes previous research which suggests the relationship between adults is a key determinant in the success of contact (Neil et al., 2013) and a significant issue in kinship care (Kiraly and Humphreys, 2015). Whilst research regarding contact in Special Guardian families specifically is limited, these findings support recent research into Grandparent Special Guardians experiences of contact (Hingley-Jones et al., 2020) and difficulties highlighted in kinship and foster care families (Kiraly and Humphreys, 2016; Farmer and Moyers, 2008; Austerberry et al., 2013). Access to life story work (Bazalgette et al., 2015; Watson et al., 2015) to develop a shared narrative of a child’s history could reduce potential conflict between grandparents and their children. Such work should be overseen and facilitated by professionals to reduce the worry and guilt grandparents’ experience around having to create their own narrative in a way that maintains family relationships. Further, having a shared narrative in place could reduce the potential for parents to attempt to undermine the relationship between grandparent and grandchild through sharing untruths. Support to improve relationships between grandparents, parents and children could help to make contact more beneficial for all and reduce the difficulties grandparents experience through facilitating. Future research should consider experiences of when contact may be traumatising or distressing for children to help inform policy and develop understanding of the impact on children. The choice of the child should also be considered, and research exploring children’s views could be invaluable.

Whilst there is a scarcity of Grandparent Special Guardian research currently, many of these findings align with previous research (Hingley-Jones et al., 2020). Both studies indicate that there are significant implications for grandparents in many aspects of their lives for years following the SGO. 

Theoretical implications
When considering Family Systems Theory (Kerr and Bowen, 1988), themes ‘a heavy weight yet empowering’ and ‘from grandparent to parent’ illustrate how participants were affected by circumstances around their children that lead to the SGO and to them transitioning from grandparents to parents. The theme ‘a very wide ripple of effect’ illustrates the interconnectedness of the family as they experienced emotional and relational changes due to the SGO which created new strains and exacerbated existing difficulties in the system (Smith and Hancock, 2010). For instance, parents have to adjust to the loss of their children and loss of role as parents, grandparents adjust to the transition back to parenting and their loss of autonomy; and other family members adjust to the sense they make of these changes. Participants acknowledged the role can be emotional but also empowering, and perhaps what balance is achieved here depends on those within their family systems and the wider systems around the family.

In regard to Attachment theory (Ainsworth and Bowlby, 1991), as participants take on primary caregiving responsibilities, they serve as a ‘secure base’ for their grandchildren, which may cause a disruption in the grandparent-parent attachment. The theme ‘emotionally battered’ highlights this, where children blame their parents for taking on the role and relational conflicts ensue. Additionally, participants often wanted to support their child and grandchild but often had to choose. Whilst choosing their grandchild provided continued opportunities to provide a secure base for them, in doing so this may have left less availability for participants to parent their own children in the same way due to the focus on their grandchild.

The theme ‘an impossible position’ highlights that facilitating contact may provide opportunities for attachments to disrupt through grandparents having to navigate concerns for their own children and the need to protect their grandchild. Contact could be difficult for the family unit to engage in for a variety of reasons, and such difficulties created frequent opportunities for attachments to be disrupted rather than developed and strengthened. It is important to note that the attachment patterns of participants in this study and their family members is unknown. However, it appears important to consider such patterns especially between parent-child prior to the SGO and how these may be strengthened to support the family in adjusting to change. 

Strengths and limitations
This research adds to limited qualitative research in this area, providing further evidence of the challenges grandparents face regarding finances, employment, relationships and contact arrangements. It also provides insight into the emotional experiences throughout the journey and recommendations to support future wellbeing. Whilst only six participants were interviewed, making it difficult to generalise findings to the wider Grandparent Special Guardian population, this study provides an interesting insight that despite the different age of children in their care and the different lengths of time they had an SGO, there were clear patterns of experience.

Conclusion
The findings suggest that Local Authorities are largely failing to take up their responsibilities to support Special Guardians. A mismatch between support offered and the complexity of the role Special Guardians navigate is apparent. Recommendations for policy and practice include access to life story work, support with facilitating contact, trauma and attachment training, systemic support around the family and opportunities for respite. Resources outlining what financial support is available and potential future expenses should be considered earlier in the SGO process. Additionally, support for emotional and psychological wellbeing should be outlined and encouraged due to the emotional weight being a Special Guardian can carry.
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