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More than 2.5 million children are being raised by grandparents and other relatives because their parents are 
unable—for a variety of reasons—to care for them. 1 These relative caregivers  are willing to care for the 
children—but they may require financial help in order to meet the children’s needs. A number of states have 
utilized subsidized guardianship programs as a way of supporting such families, often called “kinship 
families.” Such placements help the child to, among other things, maintain family—and oftentimes community—
connections. These programs provide subsidies to relatives and, in some cases, other interested, non-relative 
adults who are caring for and have a close emotional bond with children who are not biologically their own.  
 
Subsidized guardianship is consistent with national policy preferences espoused in both the Personal 
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 and the Adoption and Safe Families Act of 
1997,2 and there is considerable evidence of the value of subsidized guardianship programs. Still, some wonder 
whether kinship care is a good thing—and how we know this. This fact sheet addresses these often unasked but 
crucial questions. 
 

Children in kinship care experience greater stability. 
 

 Children in kinship foster care have been found to experience fewer placement changes than children placed 
with non-kin foster parents do.3 

 
 Multiple studies indicate the value of placing siblings together, when safe and appropriate.4 Perhaps equally 

as important, children in foster care consistently express the desire to be with their siblings. Research has 
shown that children in foster care are more likely to live with their siblings if they are placed with kin.5 

 
 Fewer children in kinship care report having changed schools (63 percent) than do children in non-relative 

foster care (80 percent) or those in group care (93 percent).6 
 

 Children who reunify with their birth parent(s) after kinship care are less likely to re-enter foster care than 
those who had been in non-relative foster placements or in group care facilities.7 

 
 The Child and Family Services Reviews (CFSR) are designed to ensure that states are achieving safety, 

permanency, and child and family well-being. Kinship care bolsters states’ ability to comply with federal 
requirements by providing children with stability and permanency.8 

 

Children in kinship care report more positive perceptions of their placements and have fewer behavioral 
problems. 

 
 Compared to children in non-relative foster care and those in group care, children in kinship care are: 

 
 More likely to report liking those with whom they live (93 percent vs. 79 percent [non-relative foster 

care] and 51 percent [group care]) 
 More likely to report wanting their current placement to be their permanent home (61 percent vs. 27 

percent and 2 percent)9 
 Less likely to report having tried to leave or run away (6 percent vs. 16 percent and 35 percent)10 
 More likely to report that they “always felt loved” (94 percent vs. 82 percent [non-relative foster care])11 

Center for Law and Social Policy    •   www.clasp.org  



Center for Law and Social Policy    •   www.clasp.org  
 

2 

 
 In terms of scores in physical, cognitive, emotional, and skill-based domains, children in kinship care have 

scores more like those of children who are able to remain at home following a child abuse and neglect 
investigation than do children in foster or group care.12 

 
 Both teachers and caregivers tend to rate children in kinship care as having fewer behavioral problems than 

do their peers in other out-of-home placement settings.13 
 

Kinship care respects cultural traditions and may reduce racial disparities in a variety of outcomes. 
 
In a number of cultures—including many communities of color—the family and home are understood to include 
the extended family, and in some cases the community. Kinship care represents an opportunity for states to provide 
federally required safety and permanency to a greater number of children who come into contact with the child 
welfare system, while enhancing their well-being by providing them with access to their ethnic, racial, and cultural 
traditions.14 
 

Kinship caregivers provide stability to children and youth with incarcerated parents. 
 

According to a 2000 report from the Bureau of Justice Statistics, over 75 percent of mothers and about 18 percent 
of fathers incarcerated in state prisons in 1997 reported that their children were being cared for by a grandparent or 
other relative.15 The incarceration of a parent is often traumatic on a variety of levels for children, and living with 
family members can provide some measure of stability. 
 

In spite of the numerous benefits associated with kinship care, myths remain. 
 

Myth: “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” 
In fact, research shows that children living with relatives are no more likely—and are perhaps less likely—than 
children living with non-kin foster parents to experience abuse or neglect after being removed from their homes. A 
1997 study found that non-kin foster parents were twice as likely as licensed kinship foster parents to have a 
confirmed report of maltreatment.16 Furthermore, Illinois found that children in kinship foster care are at lower risk 
for maltreatment than are children in either specialized or non-relative foster care.17 
 
Myth: “It’s your moral responsibility.” 
Clearly, kinship caregivers agree. They take the responsibility of raising their grandchildren, nieces, and nephews 
when the children’s parents, for a variety of reasons, cannot. These caregivers lack neither morals nor a sense of 
responsibility; they do, however, lack resources. They may be living on a fixed income or be retired; whatever the 
reason, it is highly unlikely that they planned financially for raising a relative’s child.18 
 

 The United States Department of Agriculture estimates that it costs at least $7,000 per year to raise a child.19  
 

 The vast majority of children living with relative caregivers are eligible for the Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (TANF) child-only grant. However, 70 percent of relative caregivers do not access TANF 
or any other public financial assistance.  

 
 Even when caregivers access TANF child-only grants,  this assistance amounts to, on average, just over 

$4,000 per year—or about 57 percent of the anticipated cost of raising a child.20 
 

Research debunks these old fears about the risk of placing children with kin. 
 

In fact, the research tells us that many children who cannot live with their parents benefit from living with 
grandparents and other family members. Supporting kinship caregivers in their efforts to address the needs of 
these children thus provides an opportunity to improve the lives of many children who have already experienced 
trauma. 
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