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Overview of Scotland’s Adoption Register

Scotland’s Adoption Register aims to support agencies across Scotland to make the family-
finding system work as well as possible for children identified as needing adoptive
placements. The desired outcomes identified for the Register by the Scottish Government
are:

e improved opportunities for identifying matches between children and
prospective adopters across Scotland

e increased involvement of, and effective working between, all relevant agencies
within Scotland and across the UK

Another desired outcome that emerged during the Review is for the Register to encourage
innovative family-finding practice in Scotland.

In addition to a core national online register, Scotland’s Adoption Register currently provides
a range of family-finding support services and events, including Adoption Activity Days and
Adoption Exchange Days. The Register offers training and support to individual agencies and
support to individual agency workers. It also contributes to Adoption Week Scotland and
engages with national policy initiatives, such as the recent review of the inter-agency fee and
ongoing Independent Care Review.

Evolution of Scotland’s Adoption Register

The Register has been operating since 2011 and was originally hosted by BAAF Scotland.
More recently, since the closure of BAAF Scotland, it has been accommodated by St.
Andrew’s Children’s Society, an independent adoption and foster care agency.

Scotland’s Adoption Register was built on Scotland’s long history of initiatives for the sharing
of prospective adopters between adoption agencies, which began in the 1970’s.

The novel aspects of it were that it was a statutory service funded by the Scottish
Government and, importantly, there was no cost to either local authority or voluntary
agencies for using it.

In its early days Scotland’s Adoption Register provided three main services. First, a national
linking service, which was a database of children with a plan for adoption and prospective
adoptive families. Social workers made referrals to the linking service through a secure
portal account online. The Register’s staff used the software to search the database to
generate potential links between children and families, which were then communicated to
agency workers. Second, a newsletter entitled Scottish Children Waiting was published
about twice a year. It contained profiles and photographs of some of the children referred to
the linking service. It was the only Scotland-specific family-finding publication. Third,
adopter-led matching events referred to as Adoption Exchange Days were held every six
months. These were events which enabled adopters to meet social workers and foster
carers, to hear directly from them about children needing adoptive families.

These main services were briefly complemented by Film Feature Events which were small
events to share moving images of children waiting for adoption with prospective adopters.
There was also experimentation with webinar film featuring events. These allowed
prospective adopters to watch on their home computers short films about children in need
of adoptive placements. The film events were designed to keep adoption agency’s family-
finding momentum going between Adoption Exchange Days. They were not, however,
sustained. The need for them and the publication of Scottish Children Waiting has been
superseded by other service developments.



There have been three main developments in the Register’s services over the last eight
years. First, the introduction of a core national online register. This register is directly
accessible to both social workers and prospective adopters, meaning that the Register’s staff
no longer generate the proposed links. Second, regulations which changed the national
online register from a voluntary to mandatory service in 2016. Third, the introduction of
Adoption Activity Days. These are events for children who need adoptive families to meet
and play with prospective adopters.

Online register

The possibility of moving the Register to an online system, to allow adopters and social
workers direct access to information on a linking service, was carefully considered over a
long period of time by the Register’s Team and other stakeholders. Part of the impetus was
the development of an online linking system in England which had provided evidence that it
could be achieved without compromising data security. The main arguments for the change
were:

e an online register would make the service provided by the Register quicker,
more responsive and more accessible, helping to speed up the linking and
matching process for children

e the great majority of people now seek to access information online: to remain
well used and relevant the Register needed to make best use of the available
technology

e anonline service lent itself to an approach based on adopter- or child-led
linking which the Register had been seeking to promote, in the light of
emerging research evidence (Farmer, et al: 2010; Dance, et al: 2010;

Quinton: 2012; Dance: 2015)

e the use of an online system would fit well with the wider functions of the
Register, particularly the organisation of events that allowed potential links and
matches to be considered more fully than through the simple exchange of
profiles

Online Register became a mandatory service

The Scottish Government implemented regulations in 2016 that require local authorities
and adoption agencies in Scotland to refer children and adopters to the national online
register. The regulations aimed to improve family-finding practice and reduce unnecessary
delays in the process. Local authority and voluntary adoption agencies are now required to:

e refer all children to Scotland’s Adoption Register a minimum of three months
after either the agency has made the decision that adoption is in the best
interests of a child, or an application has been made for a permanence order
granting authority for a child to be adopted

e refer all adopters to Scotland’s Adoption Register a minimum of three months
after their approval by an adoption panel

Adoption Activity Days

A steering group was set up in 2015 by the Register in conjunction with the West of Scotland
and the North East Consortiums to prepare for Scotland’s first Adoption Activity Day.
Adoption Activity Days allowed adopters to meet with a range of children waiting to be

1" The Scotland’s Adoption Register Regulations 2016. Available:
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2016/154/contents/made
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adopted in a prepared, supported, safe and fun environment. The Adoption Activity Days
were themed, day events, which offered children and prospective adopters a wide range of
child-centred activities. The development of Scotland’s model for Adoption Activity Days was
informed by the learning from long-established practices in America and the introduction of
Adoption Activities Days in England by BAAF in 2011.

There was a strong commitment to running pilot events in Scotland based on the growing
body of evidence about the positive outcomes of the days south of the border. The evidence
suggested that care needed to be taken to manage the risks for all involved. It also showed
the approach offered something additional and valuable to family finding, particularly for
children who are hard to place with adoptive families through more traditional routes. The
Register has recently hosted its 10" Adoption Activity Day after incorporating them into its
main programme of family-finding events in the financial year 2017-18.

Coherence of the Register’s services

The Register’s current services — its online register, events, and training and support — were
generally thought to inter-relate and complement each other well. The most positive aspects
of the events identified by prospective adopters and the professionals involved was the
‘human contact’ they offer. They valued the opportunities the events offered to speak to
and make personal connections with prospective adopters, social workers, foster carers and
children. The benefits of being able to make personal connections and have informal
discussions were contrasted with the lack of human contact offered by the online register.

There was a suggestion, however, from some Review participants that the introduction of
the online register may have reduced some of the value of Adoption Exchange Days. Some
prospective adopters expressed frustration that their attendance at Adoption Exchange Days
had not provided them with enough additional information to make their attendance feel
worthwhile. Occasionally they had attended to seek follow-up information about children
they had seen profiled on Link Maker. They had been disappointed when the foster carers
and social workers of those children were absent. They had been therefore been
disappointed when the ‘human contact’ they had anticipated was missing.



Overview of the Independent Review of Scotland’s Adoption Register

The overarching aims of the Independent Review were to take stock of the progress made by
the Register since its introduction and consider how well it is currently working in relation to
the aims of the service. The Review also explored ideas for the Register’s future
development.

The Review’s key questions were:

e How well is the Register achieving it purpose — particularly in relation to the
desired outcomes identified for the Register by the Scottish Government?

e How do children, prospective adopters, and practitioners experience the
Register’s services — what impact do the services have on them?

Methods
To answer these questions, the Review took a simple mixed-methods approach to data

collection. The methods included the collection of primary interview and social-work team
discussion data; observations of events; and secondary analysis of data collected by, and
reports and other information produced by, the Register’s Team. The following data were

collected and analysed:

Review participants Method No. of
participants

Permanence Teams, Team Discussions 6

including managers

Adoptive/Prospective Adoptive In-depth, semi-structured 8

Parents phone interviews

Steering Group Members In-depth, semi-structured 4
face-to-face interviews

Scotland’s Adoption Register In-depth, semi-structured 4

Team Members face-to-face interviews

'Founders' of the Register In-depth, semi-structured 1
face-to-face interview

Adoption UK in Scotland Team Discussion 1

Scottish Adoption Team Discussion 1

The Fostering Network Phone interview 1

Link Maker In-depth, semi-structured 1
face-to-face interview

Other data source

Method

Exchange Day

Observation

Activity Day

Observation

SAR routinely collected statistics

Secondary analysis

Minutes of Steering Group meetings

Documentary analysis

Correspondence between SAR and
Link Maker

Documentary analysis




The Review’s data collection was small scale. It was not possible to assess the national
representativeness of the views and experiences the Review heard. Nevertheless, the
researchers heard the views reported in this Briefing — both positive and negative views —
repeatedly during the fieldwork. Where possible, the researchers related the Review’s
findings to key messages from wider research about family finding and matching.

An action-learning approach was applied to support the Register Team’s reflective-learning
approach to their work, and to allow for the ongoing and future development of the Register
to be informed by the emerging findings. There was an open dialogue between the
Register’s Team and the Independent Reviewers throughout the Review period.
Furthermore, the design of the Review evolved over the course of the Review period. A
pragmatic approach was taken to ensure both the data collection and analysis were feasible
given the resources available for the work.

The Reporting of Findings

The findings that answer the Review’s two key questions about outcomes and service-user
experiences are presented in relation to the Register’s overall services and then each of its
main services — the online register, the events, and the Team’s training and support. Findings
are also reported about the Register’s Team, and the hosting and governance of the
Register.

Family finding and matching have a profound effect on the lives of the children and families
involved. It is therefore vital that approaches to these processes remain rigorous and are
increasingly informed by research evidence. Other key research findings on these aspects of
the adoption process are therefore briefly summarised in Appendix 1.



Key findings: how well is the Register achieving its purpose?

The Review heard many positive views about Scotland’s Adoption Register. Collectively,
those who participated in the Review generally thought positively about both the Register’s
Team and its package of services.

The overarching view was that the Register’s services have over the last few years facilitated
and supported matches that would not have otherwise happened. The Register’s
achievement of its desired outcome — of improving opportunities for identifying matches
between children and adopters across Scotland —is supported by the statistics the Register
produces for monitoring purposes.

Improving opportunities for identifying matches between children and adopters
across Scotland
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The number of matches resulting from the Register’s services has risen each year since the
introduction of the Register in 2011. It has increased from 20 in the financial year 2012-13 to
96 in 2018-19. This period has covered both the introduction of the new online register and
implementation of the 2016 regulations.

The rate of increase in the numbers of matches in the first three years was higher than it was
in subsequent years, as might have been expected from the introduction of a new service.
The rate of increase in the last four years has been relatively low but remained fairly steady.

It is difficult for the Register to determine which of its services result in matches. The Team
recognises it is often a combination of services (such as use of the online register followed
by participation in an Activity Day) rather than single services that lead to matches.
Nevertheless, for monitoring purposes the Register attempts to attribute matches to
particular services by considering which service initially linked a child with their prospective
adopters.

The number of matches made by the linking service when it was provided by the Register’s
staff increased from 17 in 2012-13 to 57 in 2015-16. Subsequent to the introduction of the
online register, it has risen from 55 in 2016-17 to 73 in 2018-19.



The number of matches made by the Register’s services

Matches from: 2012-13 | 2013-14 | 2014-15 | 2015-16 | 2016-17 | 2017-18 | 2018-19
Linking service 17 43 54 57 55 59 73
Exchange days 17 15 23 27 32 31 13
Adoption activity Day 5 5 6 14
Newsletter 1

For the three years between 2015-16 and 2017-18, the numbers of matches made from the
linking service, Adoption Exchange Days and Adoption Activity Days all increased a little. In
the year 2018-2019, however, there was a different distribution, with increases in the
number of matches made from the linking service and Adoption Activity Days and a
reduction in the number made from Adoption Exchange Days. It will be interesting to see if
the distribution for 2019-2020 is similar and whether the figures reflect a slight shift in the
overall relative value of the Register’s services, which was hinted at by some of the Review’s
participants.
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There have been more children than families referred to the Register in each year of the
seven years of the Register’s operation. The number of children and families referred has
been more evenly balanced in the last three years than in the previous four. The number of
referrals for both children and families has also remained fairly constant in the last three
years. There has, however, been a slight fall in numbers of referrals for both children and
families in the latest financial year, with 173 children and 152 families referred in 2018-19. It
will be interesting to see if this in turn has had an impact on the number of matches in the
financial year 2019-20.

Appendix 3 provides further statistical information about the children and families referred,
and the matches made. Figures are provided for gender at referral; age of children at




referral; sibling group referrals and matches; source of referral; adopter approval ages and
family composition. The figures do not suggest there have been any particularly meaningful
changes in patterns in these data over the years. However, the numbers in some of the sub-
groups of children and families used in the tables and charts are small. In addition, some of
the categories the Register has used for its data analysis have changed over time. Both these
factors make it difficult to discern changes in trends.

The Register’s Team and Steering Group are highly committed to using data to monitoring
the Register’s effectiveness in improving opportunities for identifying matches between
children and adopters across Scotland. It is important that they continue to do so. As the
Register’s dataset grows any future changes in trends may be more obvious.

As noted above, the online register moved from a voluntary to mandatory service in 2016.
Data collected by the Register's Team, however, suggests that not all local authority
adoption agencies are making referrals to the online register, or are not making referrals
regularly.

The Review also learnt that the Register is continuing to focus on supporting agencies to
fulfil their statutory obligations to make referrals. The Team is continuing to encourage and
support agencies to become familiar with the practical process of using the online system to
its best advantage. It has produced guidance on the online system. It also initiated
discussions with the Care Inspectorate which resulted in them agreeing to address agency
compliance with the regulations in inspections and to begin to include it in inspection
reports.

The Review learned that some authorities have not needed to make referrals, or make
many, because they have been able to match their small numbers of children needing
adoption with local prospective adopters within three months. However, there were also
suggestions that other authorities may not be complying with the regulations. The Register is
also aware that there may be some individual workers within agencies that routinely miss
the three-month deadline.

Participants in the Review gave various possible explanations for the non-compliance
including agencies' or individual social workers’ desire to continue to ‘do things the way
they’ve always been done them’ and/or simply a continuing lack of awareness of the
regulations. Non-compliance was also explained in terms of some agencies’ reluctance to
make inter-agency placements.

Increasing the involvement of, and effective working between, all relevant agencies
within Scotland and across the UK

Agencies may be reluctant to make inter-agency placements because they are perceived to
be more costly than within agency placements. Research on the inter-agency fee in England
and Wales, however, suggests that historically inter-agency placements have not been more
costly than those provided by ‘in-house’ by local authorities. They have costed virtually the
same as ‘in-house’ placements when overheads are taken into account. The research
suggested that adoption agency policies and practices which do not consider inter-agency
placements or consider them only as the ‘last resort’ may be based on misconceptions about
the costs. It also found that in the wider context of commissioning of children’s services, the
inter-agency fee was similar to the cost of a child being looked after for 18 months (Selwyn,
et al: 2009).



Despite a few agencies’ residual reluctance to make inter-agency placements, overall the
Register is achieving its second desired outcome. It is increasing the involvement of, and
effective working between, all relevant agencies within Scotland and across the UK.

Particularly positive views were expressed during the Review about the ways in which the
Register has encouraged and supported inter-agency co-operation and resource sharing
across Scotland.

It has spread the sense that all these children are our responsibilities, not
just the ones in our geographical area. That’s not completely gone but it
has really shifted and that’s crucial.

The Review heard, however, how inter-agency working frequently creates challenges for
both practitioners and prospective adopters. The challenges relate to agencies having
different local practices and organisational systems that impact on family finding processes.
For instance, there are differences in relation to the sharing of information about children
and families. There are differences in policies about the exchange of written reports about,
and photographs and moving images of children. The challenges also often relate to
agencies having different levels of staffing and employment of agency staff, and financial
and other resources. Such differences often have a significant impact on the availability of
future adoption support services. The Review learned that the differences in policies,
practice and resources require agencies to be extremely flexible in their approaches to
processes. Agencies also need to work hard to understand local differences in the use of
language to describe their processes.

Prospective adopters also need to be well prepared by their agencies for contact with other
agencies that work in a variety of ways. The Register’s Team plays an important role in
resolving difficulties in inter-agency working. The Team shares their knowledge and
understanding of differences between agencies. It facilitates constructive communication
and helpfully ‘mediates’ between agencies when working relationships become strained
across agency boundaries.

Despite the many new challenges resulting from greater inter-agency working, on balance, it
was regarded as helpful.

It does represent a change for us. More inter-agency placements are taking
place now. It’s interesting to see how we can now see very different
practice in a particular area of work. For example, in linking meetings, how
introductions are carried out — there are diverse and good areas of practice
out there which we can learn from and bring back to our authority.

After a consultation with the sector, standard adoption inter-agency fees were established in
Scotland in 2016. Inter-agency fees are charged when adopters approved by one adoption
agency are matched with children in the care of another. The Scottish Government endorsed
the inter-agency fee structure used in England. The fees cover the costs of recruiting and
assessing prospective adopters, matching, placements, and supervision and support up to
the point of adoption orders. In 2017, the Consortium of Voluntary Adoption Agencies
(CVAA) undertook a review of the inter-agency fee structure in England and a new structure
was established in April 2018. After a further consultation, the Scottish Government
endorsed and implemented on 15t April 2019 the revised fee structure which is used in
England. It is hoped the standardisation of fees means agencies are more confident they can



cover the costs of recruiting prospective adopters, and will continue to invest in recruitment
even if the adopters are matched with children from out-with their local areas.?

Key findings: how do children, prospective adopters and practitioners
experience the Register’s services?

This section describes separately the children’s, and prospective adopters’ and practitioners’
general experience of the Register’s services. It is followed by sections which describe
prospective adopters’ and practitioners’ experiences of specific services — the online
register, events, and training and support.

Children’s experiences

The Review did not include an exploration of children’s direct experiences of the Register’s
services. The inclusion of children in the Review would have required significant additional
resources to ensure that their involvement was well supported and in compliance with the
Scottish Executive’s Research Governance Framework for Health and Community Care.
There are, however, some key messages from research which have captured children’s views
and experiences of adoption and the adoption process, including family finding and
matching. These can helpfully be used to compensate for this particular gap in the evidence
gathered for the Review.

The number of UK studies over the last 20 years that have included the views and
experiences of adopted children is small. With the exception of a survey of adopted children
conducted by the Children’s Rights Director (Morgan: 2016), studies’ samples of children
have also often been small. There have also been different rates of participation in studies.
Younger children and those with disabilities have tended to be excluded. Samples have
differed in relation to key characteristics. The heterogeneity of samples has made it difficult
for researchers to generalise from their findings. Also, the children in the samples who had
clear memories of being matched and wanted to share them, were generally older than the
children who are referred to Scotland’s Adoption Register. Nevertheless, the studies have
produced a few fairly consistent messages that are relevant to the Register’s services.

Some children who participated in a study of children’s views and experiences of the
adoption process, and for whom a family was not found quickly, described a growing sense
of upset at ‘not being wanted’ (Thomas, et al: 1999). This feeling was particularly
exacerbated if they were aware that they had been ‘advertised’” without success. One of the
girls said poignantly and simply that it was not very nice to know she had not been chosen.
By contrast, other children described having had their self-esteem boosted by the
knowledge that families had responded positively to their advertisements. However, some
children who had later seen their advertisements which social workers had developed
without their involvement, had been angered and upset by what they perceived to be as
negative and inaccurate descriptions of themselves.

About one quarter of the children and young people who participated in the Children’s
Rights Director’s survey had had the opportunity to meet with other children who were also
‘going through adoption at the same time’. The majority of these children (85%) had found
this helpful. The meetings gave them the knowledge that they were ‘not the only person in
the situation — you were not alone’. This particular message resonates with the feedback the

2 See:
https://corambaaf.org.uk/sites/default/files/Interagency%20fee%20for%20adoption%20placements%20in%

20Scotland.pdf
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Register has been able to gather from a small number of children who have participated in
its Adoption Activity Days.

Some of the children who completed the Children’s Rights Director’s survey had also been
old enough to, and found it helpful being able to, ‘compare how things were going with
other people’. Some of these children also valued the friendships they had made with others
in the same situation. Of the children who had not had the chance to meet with others being
adopted, almost half noted they would have liked the opportunity to have done so.

Prospective adopters’ and practitioners’ experiences

The Review’s following findings about prospective adopters’ and practitioners’ experiences
of the Register’s services highlight some key issues which need to be addressed in both
policy and practice. They also need to be considered in the context of wider research
findings about prospective adopters’ experiences of linking and matching. Larger-scale and
more in-depth studies conducted in the UK and USA have found clear evidence that
exclusively professionally-led linking and matching processes can have disempowering
effects on prospective adopters (Quinton: 2012; Farmer, et al: 2010). Historically some
prospective adopters have experienced much ‘frustration at not being able to put
themselves forward’ (Dance, 2015). As noted above, messages from such research have
been used carefully to inform the Register’s development of more adopter-led approaches.

Preparation and training on family finding for prospective adopters

Social workers usually discuss approaches to family finding and Scotland's Adoption Register
with prospective adopters on a one-to-one or one-to-couple basis during the assessment
period, especially in the lead up to the Panel meeting. Historically, family finding has also
been covered routinely in preparation courses for prospective adopters.

The Review learnt that if this aspect of preparation and training is delivered before
prospective adopters have been to panel, the learning is valuable but cannot be applied
straight away and consequently may be easily lost. Some agencies have therefore
introduced at least one supplementary training and preparation session post approval.?
These extra sessions were considered to be helpful for re-introducing prospective adopters
to the Register’s various services — the online register, Adoption Exchange Days and
Adoption Activity Days — in a focused and timely way.

Family finding can be experienced as an emotional roller coaster by

prospective adopters

Research suggests that prospective adopters may want and need considerable support with
the ups and downs of family finding (Farmer, et al: 2010; Dance: 2015). Prospective
adopters’ feelings of rejection are especially difficult for them to manage.

It’s been a hard year of putting loads and loads of requests in for children
and lots of them coming back with ‘no’. That’s hard!

Participants in the Review suggested that the highs and lows may be experienced more
frequently than in the past with the availability of the online register, with the associated

3 In some agencies, the information sharing and training on family finding is part of their wider post-approval
training programmes. These programmes can be flexible and rolling. Examples of the other topics covered in
the programmes include the Children's Hearing System and legal aspects of adoption; promoting attachment
through nurture and play; the impact of drugs and alcohol on child development; and contact between
children and their birth families.
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potential for prospective adopters to express interest in more children than they would have
done historically.

Attending the Register’s events can also be highly charged and emotional experiences for
prospective adopters. One couple described their experience of an Adoption Exchange Day
as ‘quite harrowing and difficult’ and felt under pressure to consider children whose high
levels of needs did not match their preferences.

The difficulty is that you can’t help all of them. It’s a huge source of stress
looking at children’s profiles, wishing you could help all of them ... It’s hard
walking past profiles of children and children’s social workers. We had
some conversations with children’s social workers and they were lovely.
You’d stop and talk. But at the same time you knew that they [the children]
weren’t right ... That whole situation of it not being right but at the same
time being strong enough to walk past is not right for us.*

Prospective adopters described different coping strategies for the emotional challenges they
face.

... because there was a child there we’d expressed an interest in, | thought
it would be quite overwhelming emotionally to meet them and further on
down the line, if he wasn’t the one for us, to have met him, maybe made a
connection. So prior to going, and even minutes in, | thought it would be
quite emotional. Actually going in to it, self-preservation kicked in and |
actually felt quite emotionally detached when there.

Prospective adopters may therefore need higher levels of support than they would have
when the matching process was led by professionals; the number of children’s profiles to
which they were exposed was much more limited, and there were more limited
opportunities to meet and make connections with children prior to matching.

Adopter-led matching can be experienced as an additional responsibility/burden

by prospective adopters

A strong message from the Review was that not all prospective adopters want to take a lead
in finding a family. Some would rather use more traditional family-finding methods and want
professionals and their adoption agencies to do so. They would prefer professionals to have
the responsibility of finding a match for them.

In the past you’d just get a call about a potential match and | guess in a
way I’m yearning for that. | wish we could just get a call from the social
worker saying, ‘We’ve found the right match ...

Some prospective adopters feel pressured by their social workers into taking a more active
role in family finding than they feel is natural and comfortable for them. They fear they will
be perceived negatively if they do not attend the Register’s events.

There are also prospective adopters who feel it would not be appropriate, perhaps for
professional reasons, to share details of their personal lives widely and/or on an online
forum.

4 After discussion with their social worker, this particular couple subsequently decided not to attend an
Adoption Activity Day. They felt it was likely to be too intense and potentially an upsetting experience.
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In addition to a desire for professionally-led family finding to continue to be available to
prospective adopters, the Review also found prospective adopters valued ‘chemistry’ in
matching differently. Within the Review’s small sample of prospective adopters who were
interviewed there were contrasting perspectives on the importance of experiencing a ‘click’
with children before matching. There were prospective adopters who were clear that they
needed to see a child at least on video or in the flesh as a critical part of matching to see if
they felt a ‘connection’. Another spoke of her discomfort with talk of ‘connections’, notions
that fate plays a part in matching, and the use of romantic match-making language in family
finding. She added,

A few people have said to me about [the child I've been linked with], ‘Have
you met him yet?’ And | was thinking, ‘D’you know, he’s four, it’s unlikely
he’ll have seen the same movies that I've seen. And he’s never read 'The
Unbearable Lightness of Being’. He’s just a wee guy, d’you know! And a
new part of that life and development and things will start when you get
together.

Outdated assumptions about what matters in matching

Some prospective adopters interviewed suggested that they had been disadvantaged in the
family finding process by residual negative views within the social work profession about
prospective adopters with particular characteristics. Older, single, highly-educated and
professional prospective adopters, and those from minority ethnic backgrounds. As one
prospective adopter explained, there was

... hot much interest in me ... There are barriers, being a single adopter — as
much as | don’t think anyone means it, there are barriers for us out there.
Personal opinions of social workers and what they think is best for kids —

| tend to disagree with them.

This prospective adopter’s view resonates with messages from international research
literature on the outcomes of adoption was examined in the late 2000s to identify the
characteristics of adoptive parents that relate to successful placements. Little evidence was
found that many previously emphasised characteristics are bars to success. This was true for
age, single parent status, ethnicity of adopter or child, occupation, income and educational
level (Quinton: 2012).

Ambivalence about family-finding practices

The Review also heard some participants express an underlying ambivalence about family-
finding practices which have developed over the last few years. Unease was voiced about
ethical aspects of family-finding practices.

There was concern that children were by implication ‘being lied to’ if they were considered
to be too young to understand the purpose of the day. In addition, there were concerns
about whether children receive appropriate and/or adequate support after Adoption Activity
Days if they are not subsequently matched. There was an unease that the introduction of the
online register means highly sensitive personal information about children and families is
being shared with much larger numbers of prospective adopters than in the past. One
consequence is that adoptive families who come together for post-adoption support may
unwittingly know information about each other’s children they might not have chosen to
share.
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Nevertheless, some of the Review participants who expressed such concerns also valued the
continuing development of approaches to family finding. They acknowledged that new
approaches introduced by the Register have resulted in matches which may otherwise not
have happened.

Involvement of foster carers

Some foster carers feel their social workers are extremely supportive and involve them in
every step of children's adoption journeys. Others feel their views as foster carers are
disregarded. They feel frustrated not to be considered a member of the professional team
around the child. For instance, some foster carer describe being 'completely kept out of the
loop' but are suddenly asked to arrange introductory meetings between children and their
prospective adopters, perhaps on dates when they are unavailable.

Variable quality of profiles of children

The Review learnt that the quality of profiles that are shared on the online register and at
events is extremely variable. Some profiles contain minimal information about children. One
particular concern was that profiles often do not include enough about the spirit of the child
— their personalities and likes and dislikes.

The information the social workers give us tends to be about the biological
parents, and why the child went into care ... What’s the child like? That
would be more interesting. What does she actually like to do? Is she a quiet
kid? Do they like to run around? Their toys? There is a section on the form
for this but depending on who writes it there isn’t as much information
certainly as there should be. That tends to be the shortest section ... That
sort of information tends to be pretty minimal. That’s the kind of
information we’d like to hear or read.

There is also a problem with the language that is used in profiles. The Review learnt that
social workers and Adoption UK are often involved in ‘translating’ and ‘deciphering’ the
content of profiles for prospective adopters.

Profiles also need to be personalised. There was concern that information contained in
profiles is sometimes obviously copied and pasted from the children’s other social work,
health or other records, and is not tailored to the profile’s purpose.
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Key findings: how do prospective adopters and practitioners experience
the national online register?

As noted above, the national online register enables social workers to share information
about children who have plans for adoption directly with approved adopters. It allows social
workers to create children’s and prospective adopter profiles, and conduct family finding on
their behalf. The online register also allows social workers to manage the extent to which
children’s and adopters’ profiles are made visible on the register. Prospective adopters are
also given direct access to the online register to enable them to create their own profiles and
register interest in the children who are profiled.

The national online register currently uses an information technology (IT) platform provided
by the social enterprise Link Maker. Written and photographic data is shared within the
system and is protected by high levels of security. All messages and attachments exchanged
using Link Maker’s IT platform are encrypted and can only be accessed by the intended
recipient using their password.

Scotland’s Adoption Register provides phone and email support to social workers or
adopters who experience difficulties in using the online register. Link Maker also offers
technical support to the register’s users. These support services are available during
weekday office hours.

The Register has also developed a ‘Step-by-Step — How to Guide’ which takes users through
the registration process and supports them to use the system for family finding. During the
year 2017 to 2018 the Register's Team delivered training sessions on the online register to
20 local authorities across Scotland and the three voluntary agencies. Information leaflets
for practitioners and adopters were also produced about the online system and how to
access it.

It was evident from participants in the Review that the online register was generally
appreciated as a ‘potentially good tool’ by prospective adopters and the social work
practitioners who use it. Prospective adopters who considered themselves ‘tech savvy’
found it easy to negotiate their way around the website and use its various family-finding
functions. The site was also particularly valued as being educative about the matching
process and financial issues related to adoption. Some prospective adopters described how
it helpfully included information about matching that their family-finding social worker had
mistakenly assumed they knew from their training and assessment. The site helped to fill
gaps in the prospective adopters’ knowledge.

Nevertheless, the Review also heard some ambivalence about the ‘commercialisation’ of the
Register’s linking service. The introduction and expansion of Link Maker was perceived to be
an example of a wider trend towards the commercialisation and outsourcing of children’s
services.

Related to this were concerns that within the last few months Link Maker has become the
sole provider of online register family-finding services in the UK. Currently it has a monopoly
and faces little competition. Participants in the Review recognised many advantages in the
emergence of a single platform that offers UK-wide coverage. Also, Link Maker was
considered to be collaborating well with Scotland’s Adoption Register. As a social enterprise
set up by adoptive parents, Link Maker was generally viewed as operating ethically, and
having honesty and integrity in its approach to the provision of its services. The Register also
knows from the tendering process it managed in 2016 for its online register that there are
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other IT companies that would have an interest in designing an alternative, bespoke
platform. Nevertheless, there was also a little nervousness expressed about the increased
power Link Maker may have as a monopoly in its future negotiations with Scotland’s
Adoption Register, and in setting its future prices for services.

The Review also heard some concerns about some ‘unintended consequences’ of the
introduction of the online register. In the main these seemed to be related to the sector’s
use of the online platform rather than the platform itself.

From a technology point of view, Link Maker has all the functions you need.
It’s where humans are involved that it falls down. We’ve certainly seen
some delays, lack of response and the general timing of things. It’s not
been great from our perspective. But personally | think that’s more to do
with the individuals than anything to do with the Register.

Online family finding can become a compulsion for prospective adopters

There can be a considerable emotional cost to prospective adopters with the online register
being available to them in their homes, 24/7. Some described how the online register had
become an obsession that had completely taken over their lives. They needed significant
social work and/or peer help and support to limit their searching. Others also described
finding it very difficult to put boundaries around their searching on the online register and
described needing to change their approach,

Checked it every night to start with. Got a wee bit frustrating and
overwhelming. Spoke to people early on in process before being approved
and they’d said don’t sit on your own and go through profiles on your own
as it’s really difficult. But me being stubborn | did. Couple of times | had to
stand back a bit and take a rest for a while. Sometimes I’d have to have
more trust in the social worker ... So probably | was checking it every few
days once I’d backed off.

The use of filters to limit interest in the profiles of children who are likely to

generate high levels of prospective adopter interest

The introduction of the online register has generated significant additional work for family-
finding social workers. Some of the prospective adopters interviewed for the Review had
observed that their social workers seemed to struggling to manage the demands of family
finding within their overall workloads.

In the team discussions, many social workers described how they can feel overwhelmed
when children’s profiles attract especially high levels of interest from prospective adopters.
This particular issue was anticipated by Link Maker when it designed the system. There is
concern within Link Maker that, despite its many efforts to encourage and support the use
of filters within the online system that would help to contain prospective adopters’ interest,
these features may not be being used well.

Online register’s feedback to prospective adopters

Prospective adopters can be deeply frustrated and upset by a lack of information and
feedback from social workers after they have expressed interest in children. They described
their discomfort when they are ‘left hanging’. When they received rejections via the online
register — sometimes after significant time delay — often minimal explanatory information
was provided. They were frustrated to be told only that they ‘didn’t meet the criteria’ for a
particular match. A lack of timely and meaningful feedback sometimes has a significant
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impact on their emotional state, and particularly exacerbates their feelings of rejection and
sense of loss.

No prospective parent is going to complain if someone comes back and
says I’'m sorry this match won’t happen because we’ve found one more
local in the area. That’s brilliant. Or we’ve found one where another sibling
is in placement already in an adoptive home. Or ... All these different things
it could be. Just communicate that. Let people know what’s happening so
that people don’t remain invested to the extent that people do. That’s the
big thing we come back to time and time again — communication, and
that’s where this breaks down.

Online register’s feedback to social workers

Social workers also expressed frustration about receiving little or no explanatory information
from their social work colleagues in other agencies about why prospective matches were not
being pursued. It was pointed out that this was not an entirely new experience that
exclusively resulted from the introduction of the online register. The Review heard that
‘social workers didn’t always phone back in the old days’ to provide feedback. However,
what does seem to have changed is the frequency of this particular experience related to
increased levels of family-finding activities, which result from the use of the online register.

Exchanging of information via the online register

The Review heard that many social workers experience frustrating technical problems when
they attempt to use the online register to upload and download documents they need to
exchange. Occasionally this results in the bypassing of the online register’s systems and they
exchange documents via email instead. Social workers and prospective adopters reported
that they also sometimes prefer to correspond by email rather than via the online register. It
was unclear to the Reviewers whether the email systems being used for these purposes are
sufficiently secure for the exchange of highly sensitive personal data.

Out-of-date profiles on the online register

Prospective adopters and social workers expressed much frustration about out-of-date
information within profiles on the online register. The profiles which are visible on the
system need to be updated routinely and regularly.

Link Maker’s IT support for social work practitioners who generally may not use

computer software intuitively

There are practitioners in the workforce who find learning new software and IT systems
challenging and daunting, and also may not be using the online register very frequently.
There are practitioners who may not use software intuitively. Participants in the Review
expressed the view that some workers may therefore need particularly patient support from
the online register’s technical support staff.

Information about social work concepts and processes

The information provided within the online register’s system that explains social work
concepts and processes has not been reviewed for some time. This information may
therefore not reflect the latest research evidence or good practice guidance and needs to be
reviewed on a regular basis.
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Key findings: how do prospective adopters and practitioners experience
the Register’s events?

As noted above, Scotland’s Adoption Register currently provides two kinds of adopter-led
events — Adoption Exchange Days and Adoption Activity Days.

Adoption Exchange Days are events which enable prospective adopters to meet social
workers and foster carers, to hear directly from them about children needing adoptive
families.

Adoption Activity Days are events for children who need adoptive families to meet with
prospective adopters. Children are accompanied by their foster carers and social workers.
Prospective adopters attend Activity Days with their social workers. The events are held in
child-friendly venues.

The Register’s Team currently works closely with PuppetShip CIC>, a community arts social
enterprise, and volunteers to create a fun environment. Games, crafts, dressing up, face-
painting and puppet making are organised. Opportunities are created for children and
prospective adopters to play and have fun together on an individual and group basis.

The most positive aspect of the events identified by prospective adopters and the
practitioners involved was the ‘human contact’ they offer — the opportunities for
prospective adopters, social workers, foster carers and children, to meet and make a
personal connection. As noted above, the events were valued as opportunities to have,
‘quick, face-to-face discussions without having to wait too long’. The benefits of the human
contact offered at the events were contrasted with the costs of a lack of human contact
offered by the online register.

The Adoption Exchange Days are the outward-looking face of the Register.
Social workers see other councils bringing children to these things. They see
there are social workers and adopters actively looking. In a way the online
thing could be just like any dating site — there’s just like there’s no human
feel to it.

Prospective adopters described a wide range of feelings in advance of attending events —
anxiety, nervousness, excitement, curiosity, and relief at being given an opportunity to be
proactive. Some felt an inhibiting fear of being observed and judged, despite the Register
Team’s reassurances that participants were not being assessed. Most felt fairly well
informed about what to expect from the Adoption Exchange Days but a little less sure about
what happens at Adoption Activity Days. The majority had had opportunities to do at least
one of the following — read leaflets, view the DVDs, use forums on the online register and/or
watch similar events on television. Most had also had some helpful individual preparation
from their social workers. The prospective adopters valued the Briefing sessions from the
Register’s manager.

He was very good about saying just to relax, have fun. And the group
they’ve chosen to do the event said just join in as you want. Hang back if
you don’t feel comfortable ...

5 See http://www.puppetship.com/
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The events were considered to be well organised by prospective adopters and practitioners.
The venues and catering were generally thought to be fine. The provision of quiet spaces
and efforts the Register’s Team made to make the venues as comfortable as possible were
much appreciated, although some prospective adopters would have liked more privacy for
some of the conversations that took place in the main halls during Adoption Exchange Days.

The activities provided on Adoption Activity Days were well-regarded, and the adults
involved were confident that the children generally enjoy them.

The team that they’ve got for Activity Days — | forget their name — they
were really good in that they were just upbeat ... They have themes for
each one we’ve been to — super-heroes, scary characters ... They’ve thought
about it and structured it to provide some differences each time so it’s not
always the same for the kids and the adults. They try and make it different
each time and the Register folks have been really good about explaining
the process.

The Team and volunteers were also commended for being highly visible, approachable and
calm at the events.

Nevertheless, the events were also variously described as being strange, artificial and
unnatural situations in which ‘... everyone’s just feeling a wee bit uptight and awkward.’
There were additional concerns about the following specific aspects of the events.

Family-finding events can be experienced as competitive by prospective adopters
Prospective adopters can feel they are in a competitive market for children in need of
adoption.® Their competitive feelings can be heightened when they attend Adoption
Exchange Days and Adoption Activity Days, and meet other prospective adopters more
generally. There is competition for social workers’, foster carers’ and children’s time at
events — some prospective adopters can be more demanding than others. Some wanted
more professional support than they were offered to manage the additional stresses and
pressures associated with the adoption-related situations they experienced as competitive.

Family-finding events can be experienced as an extension of the assessment
Despite many reassurances from the Register’s Team that the events are not part of any
assessment process, prospective adopters can experience them as such.

I think people are definitely being watched — the team leader was definitely
watching how we were interacting — it was quite obvious. But it’s hard to
be natural when you’re being watched.

During the agency team discussions the Review heard social workers describe observations
they had made during events that had immediately or later influenced their decision making
about possible matches.

In reality it may be difficult, if not impossible, for social workers in their decision making to
ignore completely their observations of prospective adopters’ general behaviour and
responses to information shared at events. More particularly, it may be hard for them to
discount their observations of prospective adopters’ interactions with children and their
foster carers at Adoption Activity Days. It is important, however, that social workers reflect

& Competitiveness has been recognised as a feature of Adoption Exchange Days since the early days of
Scotland’s Adoption Register. It was noted in the Scotland’s Adoption Register: Annual Report 2012-2013,
page 9. It was also noted in Dance, 2015.
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carefully on the significance of their observations in the context of the stresses and
pressures the prospective adopters may have been feeling and the unusual nature of the
events.

It’s not compatible with how the Register's Team are portraying it — but if
that’s how they all want to use it for then that’s fine, but they should tell
people that — that SWs are here for that purpose — and to make it very
clear and up front because if we don’t know that, ... you just feel a little ..
[it’s hard] — I don’t know that the people from the Register do know how
it’s being used, or maybe they do but haven’t quite realised.

This is an aspect of the events that may benefit from further consideration by the Register’s
Team.

Advance information about the children who will be featured in or

attending events

Prospective adopters were keen to know about the ‘characteristics’ and needs of children in
advance of Adoption Exchange Days and Adoption Activity Days to make better informed
decisions about whether to attend. They had experiences of attending events and
discovering that there were no children featured or attending with whom they could
potentially be matched. They were therefore keen to have access to more non-identifying
information about the children in advance of events to help them make decisions about
their attendance.

We’re looking for a sibling group so that already limits the particular
information in the children we’d be interested in. There wasn’t really
anyone we hadn’t already seen on the register. So, it was helpful if you
wanted to get more information on a particular child or siblings but ... If
there’s nothing new there for you, then maybe you feel a little bit
discounted. So then it may not be that worthwhile for you.

Geographical location of the events

The Register’s Team has taken care to arrange Adoption Exchange Days and Adoption
Activity Days in the northeast and northwest of Scotland. The Team has also begun to
experiment with the use of teleconferencing to link workers in the north of Scotland with
prospective adopters attending events. Nevertheless, the Review heard from prospective
adopters who felt disadvantaged by the geographical locations of these events, and were
frustrated at having to travel significant distances to attend. Their sense of disadvantage and
frustration seemed to be exacerbated if their social worker had given them little notice of
the event and/or they had not been aware of the Register’s webpage that advertises the
events well in advance. Agency teams that were not located in Scotland’s Central Belt also
felt disadvantaged and frustrated by the main locations for events.

Agencies’ support for foster carers and social workers’ participation in events

The Review learned that foster carers can feel very unsure about their role at the Register's
events. There can be difficult judgements for them to make at both Adoption Exchange Days
and Adoption Activity Days about the nature of, and how much, information about the
children they share with prospective adopters. For instance, if foster carers are talking to
prospective adopters they may want to let them know if there have been some particular
financial costs involved in caring for some children. They may want to be upfront about the
children’s needs that are not being met by statutory services and for which they have been
paying privately. Also, the Review heard that foster carers who are paying privately for
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therapy to support them in their caring role may want to share this information with
prospective adopters. They may be unsure about the appropriateness of discussing any of
this kind of information in the context of the Register’s events.

Foster carers’ conversations with prospective adopters can be particularly hard if the foster
carers are aware of their love for the children and/or a desire for the prospective adopters
to love them too. Foster carers can be wondering whether the prospective adopters will
offer the children good enough care and/or care that is at least as good as their own.
Participation in the Register's events is especially challenging for foster carers who have
wanted to adopt the children themselves but have not been supported by social workers to
apply to, or not been approved to, do so.

Foster carers need social work support to prepare for and attend Adoption Exchange Days
and Adoption Activity Days, but sometimes feel their social workers are unable to provide
this. Bespoke training may therefore be needed to support foster carers’ participation in
events. Training could helpfully cover foster carers’

e contributions to the preparations for the events, including written profiles,
photographs and moving images

e information sharing with prospective adopters at events

e emotional attachments to children they have been caring for, and the sense of
loss and grief they may experience during the children's adoption process

It could also address the difficult judgements they may need to make in relation to their
personal and families’ decisions about whether to apply to adopt the children themselves.

Some agencies currently have restrictive policies on travel and other budgets that make it
hard for foster carers and workers to participate fully in Adoption Exchange Days and
Adoption Activity Days. Agency resources and support are needed for professionals’, foster
carers’ and children’s travel, overnight accommodation and/or child care costs for foster
carers. Prospective adopters explained that having their social worker there was ‘almost a
must’ and that to attend without them would have been an intimidating experience.

Balance between the numbers of children and adults attending

Adoption Activity Days

The Review heard that the Register’s Team has made significant efforts to ensure a
comfortable balance between the numbers of children and adults attending Adoption
Activity Days, in response to feedback from participants about these events. Recent Activity
Days were still, however, viewed as having too many adults present in relation to the
number of children. This was considered to be a particular issue for children who appear to
be shy and quiet, and may feel uncomfortable interacting with unfamiliar adults.
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Key findings: how do prospective adopters and practitioners experience
the Register’'s Team

The Team is staffed by a Manager who is a qualified social worker and currently works for
the Register two days a week; a senior social-work practitioner who works four days a week;
and an administrative coordinator who works full time.

Members of the Team were commended for their specialist knowledge about adoption and
broader child-welfare issues, and their understanding of the complexity of the professional
task involved in family-finding for children needing adoptive placements. The Register’s
Team was also appreciated for their professionalism and dedication to their work. They were
recognised as being thoughtful and careful in the way they approached all aspects of their
roles. Their commitment to providing high-quality services, and also service improvement
and development, were considered to be exemplary.

The Team were viewed as being particularly open and responsive to feedback. The Review
learned that they invite feedback and suggestions on all aspects of the services they deliver.
The Register’s users are invited to share positive experiences or any ideas for improvement
by email. The website also provides clear information about procedures for sharing concerns
and lodging complaints about any aspect of the services.” Evaluation forms are circulated to
all participants at the end of each Adoption Exchange Day and Adoption Activity Day. In
December 2017, the Team circulated a survey to adopters and practitioners to explore their
experiences of the family-finding process and the extent to which the Register’s contribution
was helpful.

The Register’s promotional and training materials produced by the Team were generally well
regarded by the Review participants but the awareness of them was variable within
agencies. There was particularly variable awareness of the information pack the Register
produced in 2018, which included DVDs about Adoption Exchange Days and Adoption
Activity Days. This lack of awareness was explained by agency teams in terms of practitioners
who were familiar with them having moved on and also materials simply being forgotten
about.

The Review heard positive feedback about the training provided by the Register’s Team on
different aspects of family finding, including much-needed training on the development of
children’s profiles. The Team were considered to be ‘tenacious’ in offering agencies
workshops on family finding.

They chip away and chip away. And that’s how it should be.

Other benefits of the ‘roadshow-type’ events were thought be the opportunities they create
for practitioners to see the human face of the online register.

During the Review’s discussions with social work teams, a need was identified for a clear
rolling programme of training. There is instability within the workforce and social work
practitioners with experience of the current approaches to family finding move on. The
Register’s Team were identified as having a continuing and important role in supporting
agencies to ensure all social workers involved in family finding have the relevant up-to-date
knowledge and expertise they need. The Team provide agency teams with post-training
support and consultancy to implement changes in practice and systems. The Review’s

7 See http://www.scotlandsadoptionregister.org.uk/feedback/
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evidence suggested that agencies may benefit from this support and consultancy being
offered more clearly as an extension of training and in a more planned way in the future.

There was much support for the Team’s approach to highlighting policy and practice issues,
and disseminating evidence-informed good practice. It was commended for its recent
collaborations with AfA Scotland, Scottish universities and agencies to develop the use of
moving images and ‘bump-into’ meetings in the family finding process, and children’s
transitions from foster care to adoptive placements.

Some participants in the Review stressed the need for the Register’s Team to continue to
raise awareness of and support innovative family-finding and matching practices. They
suggested that over time the Team could develop this particular aspect of their work.
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Key findings: the hosting and governance of the Register

There was a general consensus that over the last few years the hosting and governance
arrangements have worked well for the Register, despite the great haste in which they were
established after the closure of BAAF Scotland.

The Review heard that all those working in adoption in Scotland were ‘blindsided’ by the
announcement that BAAF had gone into administration in August 2015. The suddenness of
the organisation’s closure meant the Government had just two weeks in which to find the
Register an alternative home. At the time there was a widely-held assumption the Register
had to be placed with a registered adoption agency, although this was not required by either
legislation or regulation. The Government was also keen to avoid an interruption in the
provision of its services.

The independent adoption and fostering agency that agreed to host the Register offered
accommodation and financial oversight of its services. It was motivated to do so by a strong
desire to preserve the Register’s valuable services. The agency perceived the Register as
being crucial in helping agencies to secure more and better early links for children with
prospective adopters in Scotland.

Soon after the Register’s transition from BAAF Scotland to its new host organisation,
concerns were raised with the Government about the fairness of the new arrangements.
Other adoption agencies were worried that the new host could benefit unfairly from its role.
They argued that the hosting agency could potentially have privileged and early access to
information about children needing adoption before their information was shared with
other agencies. This in turn could have resulted in the agency placing more children, more
quickly with their own adopters, and the agency benefiting financially from the
arrangement.

The new host, however, was acutely aware of the need to maintain the Register’s
independence. It limited its management responsibilities to financial management,
monitoring its income and expenditure. Responsibility for the Register’s operational
management remained with the Register’s Manager, whose employment was transferred
from BAAF Scotland to the agency. The new host preserved the Register’s branding and
identity. It provided the Register with a separate office and IT system, and dedicated phone
lines.

The Review learnt that the concerns about the new arrangements that were expressed when
the post-BAAF Scotland arrangements were first put in place have been unfounded. The
Register’s current host is not considered to have unfairly benefitted from the arrangements.
It is well regarded for the way in which it has fulfilled it role and thought to have done so
with integrity. It is considered to have been highly principled in its custodianship and
financial management of the service. It is also viewed positively as having enabled positive
change and development within the Register’s services, particularly the Register’s move
from a paper-based to online register.

However, the current hosting arrangements were originally intended to be temporary. They
have been extended several times while alternative arrangements and procurement
procedures have been explored. At this point in the Register’s development, it is generally
recognised that alternative hosting arrangements need to be pursued.
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I don’t think it looks good that the Register is attached to one particular
adoption agency that recruits adoptive families. It would be better if it had
detachment. Having said that | think it is quite separate. But the perception
of some agencies is still that it is a bit too close — it would be better
separated.

There was also general agreement that the Register might be better placed in the future
within an organisation that has a strong commitment to, and focus on, service improvement
clearly linked to a research, policy and practice development function. As noted above, a
desired outcome that emerged during the Review is for the Register to encourage innovative
family-finding practice in Scotland. A new host organisation therefore needs to be able to
support the Register to offer evidence-informed training and support for the
implementation of existing, as well as new and emerging, family-finding practices. It also
needs to enable the Register to take a strategic approach to the delivery of its training and
support, which is well informed by changes and developments in the wider child care
system.

There was also general agreement that the Register would additionally benefit from being
hosted by an organisation that has wide and well-established links with childcare policy
makers and practitioners across Scotland. This would help the Register in its continuing
efforts to influence and support positive systemic changes (for instance, in relation to
permanency planning, the recruitment of adopters, and use of the inter-agency fee) which
have an impact on family-finding practices in Scotland.

The continuation of, and also the development and refinement of, the Register’s research
function was also considered to be particularly important.

There’s a need for the Register to pull together good quality information
and give some analysis so practice in Scotland can be examined a little.
Why is that? What is it about the system here and what’s different in
England? How can we help effect more matches for children in Scotland?
The Register should probably do a bit more of that ... Scottish Government
may be interested in that too.

If the Register had specialist in-house research expertise on which it could draw routinely, it
may also be possible for a system of monitoring and evaluation of the longer-term impacts
of the Register’s services to be further developed. In the short term, in-house research
expertise could help with the Register’s exploration of the potential for the data collected by
Link Maker to contribute to an understanding of outcomes for looked after children in
Scotland. It could routinely keep track of information collected by the Care Inspectorate
about adopter recruitment and adoption agencies’ compliance with the statutory
requirements to refer children and prospective adopters to the Register under the 2016
Regulations. This data could then be explored in relation to the Register’s data on referrals
and matches. In the longer term, specialist in-house research expertise could be used to
track and study in-depth a sample of case studies that have been matched through the
Register’s services. The research could include assessments of the outcomes and quality of
the Register’s matches.

Given that the Register is a statutory service, the Review also heard that any new host
organisation would need to be able to allow and support the Register to maintain its own
identify and a degree of independence from the organisation’s other service functions.
Measures would also need to be taken to try to ensure the Register can, if necessary, be
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easily moved again. The Register would therefore need to continue to have, for instance, its
own distinct branding, separate website and IT systems, and discrete financial accounting
arrangements.

Governance

Aspects of the Scottish Government’s grant to Scotland’s Adoption Register are managed
and overseen on the Government’s behalf by the CORRA Foundation®. The Register’s Team
reports to the Foundation on a quarterly basis. The Foundation rigorously monitors the
Register against the aims and objective of its services.

The Register also has a Steering Group. The Group’s meetings provide a supportive forum in
which the Team discusses and explores the effectiveness of its services, and ideas about
their future development. It occasionally challenges the Register’s Team with a little ‘probing
and gentle pushing’.

We recently challenged the Team to look deeper into the number of
children placed in Scotland from England. Of course everyone on the
Register wants the best outcomes for children but there is something about
the need not to disadvantage children from Scotland. Why is it that it’s
become more attractive to prospective adopters in Scotland to adopt
children from England? In one agency all the children were adopted from
England. The Register is now monitoring this.

The Group’s current membership represents most of the key stakeholders in the Register’s
services. It includes members who have adopted children. The Review heard suggestions
that careful consideration be given to extending its membership to include foster carer
representation, and also a representative of young people with personal experience of
contemporary adoption. Given the centrality of the online register to the Register’s services,
consideration also needs to be given to the regular inclusion of a representative from Link
Maker in meetings.

It was also suggested that the reviewing of the Group’s membership be linked to the review
of its terms of reference. Members of the Group who participated in the Review were clear
that it is not a management committee or Board of Trustees. However, they identified a
need to clarify its purpose and structure, and the timing of meetings. It was also suggested
that only three rather than four meetings a year might be needed.

8 See https://www.corra.scot/
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Conclusion

| think, although I’ve kind of got comments and suggestions, | see it very
positively. It works — obviously with all the caveats — but it definitely works.
It just needs a bit of bolstering.

Over the last few years the Register has facilitated and supported matches that would not
have otherwise happened. The Register’s achievement of its desired outcome — of improving
opportunities for identifying matches between children and adopters across Scotland —is
supported by the statistics the Register produces for monitoring purposes. The number of
matches resulting from the Register’s services has risen each year since the introduction of
the Register in 2011. It has increased from 20 in the financial year 2012-13 to 96 in 2018-19.

There was also general optimism that the use of the Register will continue to grow.

Because eventually if people see that they’re placing children that they
otherwise wouldn’t have, that will encourage them to make more use of
the Register.

The Register is operating within the complex childcare system in Scotland which has some
enduring problems. Its outcomes are likely to be affected over time by problems within the
Children’s Hearing System and legal system, and permanency planning within children’s
services.? Case law also has a strong influence on permanency planning for children. Recent
court judgements have increased the level of uncertainty about adoption applications as
part of permanence planning for children, and the number of children registered for
adoption has fallen in some local authorities. Financial constraints, and the related shortages
of staff and other resources within the broader childcare system, may also be impacting
negatively on the work of the Register.

Consideration of these systemic issues was beyond the scope of the Review. However, the
issues highlight the desirability of the Register being hosted in the future within a childcare
organisation that would support its ‘understanding of performance in context’ (Munro &
Hubbard: 2011) and aim to address national systemic conditions that could positively impact
on the outcomes of its family-finding services.

The Review heard many positive messages about prospective adopters’ and practitioners’
experiences of Scotland’s Adoption Register. Those who participated generally spoke
favourably about its collection of services and their coherence, and the Register’s Team.

Testament to this positivity was the Review participants’ main responses to questions about
the future development of the Register’s services. There were suggestions that the
possibility of the Register’s services being extended be explored. More particularly, it was
suggested that they be expanded to include family finding for children needing other kinds
of permanent placements, particularly permanent foster care placements.

The Review also noted some mixed views and experiences about individual services provided
by the Register. Many participants expressed positivity about them but we also heard some
negative views and experiences, and concerns about some ‘unintended consequences’ of
some of the Register’s relatively new approaches to family finding. More particularly, there

9 Systemic problems within the Children’s Hearing System, legal system and children’s services have been
identified and discussed in the recently published reports from the research study Permanently Progressing:
Building Secure Futures for Children in Scotland. See: https://afascotland.com/learning-zone/permanently-

progressing
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was unease about what may be lost — or be in danger of being lost — with the introduction of
new approaches. The fears were mainly about the potential loss of ‘a human touch’ in the
family-finding process and professionals’ loss of control over the sharing of highly-sensitive
personal information about children’s and families’ lives.

Within agencies there were also particular concerns that the introduction of the online
register has generated significant additional work for family-finding social workers. Social
workers can feel overwhelmed when children’s profiles attract especially high levels of
interest from prospective adopters. The Review learnt that this particular issue was
anticipated by Link Maker when it designed the system and filters can be used to help
contain prospective adopters’ interest. More and careful use needs to be made of these
filters.

Implementation science suggests that it takes between two and four years for a new social
care intervention to reach full implementation, and longer for it to be sustained. The
literature refers to implementation stages to conceptualise and evaluate the
implementation process. The number of stages included in models varies, from four to eight,
but it is generally accepted that the stages include exploration, installation, initial
implementation, full implementation, and sustained implementation (Ghate: 2015). For the
introduction of the online register and Adoption Activity Days, the Register's Team has
completed the first three stages of this five-stage model and is now embarking on the
fourth. It will need to reach full implementation before it can move to sustainability. The
Review nevertheless identifies several characteristics of the Register which are likely to
enhance its sustainability. They include the need for the Register, which is recognised at a
national policy level and the related statutory nature of the service, and the Register's
Team's outstanding reputation.

The sustainability of the Register may also be enhanced by the production of some new
Coram-BAAF-like® practice guidance. It needs to cover the full range of contemporary
family-finding practices and services that have been implemented in recent years. More
particularly, the guidance needs to address the difficult issues raised by adopter-led and
online approaches to family finding, and the challenges posed by the associated increases in
inter-agency working.

10 CoramBAAF is an independent membership organisation for professionals, foster carers and adopters, and
anyone else working with or looking after children in or from care, or adults who have been affected by
adoption. It is a successor organisation to the British Association for Adoption and Fostering (BAAF) in
England and is hosted by the children's charity Coram.
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Messages for policy and practice

The overarching message from the Review is summed up by the following quote from a
participant in the Review:

I only hope that as it [Scotland's Adoption Register] moves forward it can
build on a good mix of effective linking processes and an understanding of
the complexity of the professional task underlying all such important
[matching] decisions.

In the main, the negative feedback that the Review heard about the Register’s services was
about things that could potentially be addressed with:

e additional training and support on family-finding practices for social work
practitioners

e additional kinds of preparation and support for prospective adopters — extra
preparation and support that specifically relates to family finding

e more consistent practical support across agencies for foster carers’
participation in the Register’s services, particularly Adoption Exchange Days
and Adoption Activity Days

Message for policy makers — strategic level/government level

e review the organisation context of the Register and its governance

e explore the potential for the data held within the Link Maker system to
contribute to our understanding of outcomes for looked after children

e explore the potential for the Register’s services to be extended to other kinds
of permanent placements in Scotland. It was suggested that this should not
happen before decisions are made about the Register’s future hosting and
governance arrangements. It was also suggested the Register would ‘need to
start small’ and plan some piloting in discussion with key players

Messages for the Register's Team

The overarching message for the Register’s Team is ‘Continue what you’re doing as you're
doing it’. Continue to:

e engage with the ambivalence about new approaches to family finding, including
their benefits and risks

e provide information about your services, using various media and, most
importantly, review how best to continue to disseminate information about
services

e consider sharing with prospective participants in advance of events, non-
identifying information about children who will be featured/attending — the
information needs to be additional to that available to prospective adopters on
the online register

e review the balance between the number of children and number of adults that
attend Adoption Activity Days. These events are still sometimes experienced as
involving too many adults in relation to the number of children

e choose the geographical location of the events with great care to create
opportunities for children, prospective adopters, foster carers and social
workers from across Scotland to participate
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e provide training on different aspects of family finding and repeat training on a
regular basis to compensate for churn within the family-finding social work
workforce
consider publishing a Good Practice Guide for Family Finding in Scotland
consider extending the membership of the Steering Group to include a foster
carer representative and a representative of young people with direct
experience of contemporary adoption

e review the terms of reference of the Steering Group

Messages for Link Maker

e review the system’s approach to providing feedback to prospective adopters
when an expression of interest is not or is no longer being pursued

e review the information that is provided in the drop-down boxes that explains
social work concepts and processes. This may need to be updated to take
account of research findings and changes in social work practice

e review the online register’s approach to providing IT support to social work
practitioners who generally do not use computer software intuitively

Messages for practice

The Review heard that many social workers are acutely aware of and responsive to these
messages:

e adopter-led matching can be experienced as an additional responsibility or
burden by prospective adopters
online family finding can become a compulsion for prospective adopters
family finding can be experienced as competitive by prospective adopters

e family finding can be experienced as an emotional roller coaster by prospective
adopters

e more and careful use of the various filters embedded within the online register
needs to be made. They can be used to limit the interest that may be generated
by the profiles of children who are likely to generate high levels of prospective
adopter interest

e children’s profiles need to be updated regularly

Messages for policy — operational level
e support foster carers’ and social workers’ participation in Scotland’s Adoption
Register’s events
e consider carefully and review the breadth, depth and timing of preparation and
training on family finding for prospective adopters
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Appendix 1

Key points from research on matching!?

Currently, we only know a little from research about what matters in family-finding policy
and practice. There are many different opinions about what is important but it is difficult to
connect some of them to the evidence base. Studies within the Adoption Research Initiative
(ARi) represented the first attempts to assess systematically the effectiveness of various
family-finding and matching practices in the England and Wales. They were not able to
assess the relative effectiveness of different approaches because of small samples,
insufficient data and the blurring of boundaries between approaches. Nevertheless, the
findings do help us to begin to understand what matters in family-finding practice. The
findings have been added to in more recent years with research from England and America.
These findings may have relevance to practice in Scotland, despite significant differences in
legislative and policy context:

e assessing children’s developmental needs during matching is inevitably partly
speculative. It should therefore be viewed as part of the ‘ecology’ of parenting
and be closely related to the provision of adoption support

e children with significant health or developmental difficulties, those from
minority-ethnic backgrounds, and those who were part of large sibling groups
or were older wait the longest for matches

e delays in the family-finding process are often caused by the late exploration of
inter-agency options, and agencies’ unwillingness to widen the search for
adoptive families or place children out of area

e professionals’ striving for an ‘ideal’ family for children can also add to delays.
However, prospective adoptive families may have successful adoptions with
any number of children, and children may be adopted successfully by any
number of families

e the possibility of the development of ‘chemistry’ between prospective adopters
and children who are waiting for adoption is driving experimentation with
adopter-led matches. The first in-depth research in the UK on these matches
which explored their short-term outcomes, undertaken by Elaine Farmer and
Cherilyn Dance, suggested they are just as successful as those led by
professionals

e thereis no clear and decisive evidence about the benefits of matching on
ethnicity. However, young people who were not matched on ethnicity have
reported difficulties, especially around their sense of ethnic identity

e families who can demonstrate cultural competence need to be sought for
minority-ethnic children

e in relation to matching on ethnicity, professionals expressed confusion about
whether they were matching children to preserve their present identities or to
enable the future development of other minority-ethnic identities to which
children had genetic connections

e generally, tight organisational management and monitoring of the matching
process with adoption agencies ensures that decisions were timely

11 Based on a Research Briefing on Matching drafted by Caroline Thomas and produced for an Adoption
Support Project by the Colebrooke Centre for Evidence and Implementation. See: www.cevi.org.uk and a
summary of findings in Thomas, C. (2013) Adoption for looked after children: messages from research. An
overview of the Adoption Research Initiative. London, BAAF.
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to share the responsibilities of matching, in some agencies the key decisions
are taken in Matching Meetings. Sometimes a Matching Matrix is used to help
with choosing a family

the quality of matches was enhanced by the early transfer of cases from the
children’s social worker to adoption workers. Some agencies use a ‘co-working’
approach that clearly allocates specific tasks to each worker

prospective adopters value open and accurate information from professionals
about children’s needs

there needs to be congruence between the children’s characteristics and
needs, and the adopters’ preferences. Poor-quality matches were associated
with adopters having made serious compromises

high-quality matches (i.e. those with congruence between the children’s needs
and adopter’s preferences) were clearly associated with stable and high-quality
placements
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Appendix 2

Members of Scotland’s Adoption Register’s Steering Group

Current members

Jacquie Roberts

Independent Representative and Chair

Jess Austin

Administrative Coordinator, Scotland’s Adoption Register

Joanne Bradley

Assistant Service Manager, Families For Children, Glasgow City
Health and Social Care Partnership

Tara Clark

Scottish Government Policy Manager: Family Care, Looked After
Children, Care and Protection, Children and Families Directorate

Fiona Dunbar

Development Director Scotland, Adoption UK

Robin Duncan

Manager, Scotland’s Adoption Register

Paula Harkins

Head of Services, St Margaret’s CFCS

Amy McKellar

Team Lead — Adoption and Permanence, Inverclyde Council

Wendy McKitterick

Team Leader Adoption and Fostering, Stirling Council

Pascaline Mollard

Senior Practitioner, Scotland's Adoption Register

Stephen Small

Director, St Andrew’s Children’s Society

Robert Swift

Independent Representative

Other members during the Independent Review

Fiona Egan

Senior Practitioner, Scotland’s Adoption Register

Fiona McDiarmid

Scottish Government Team Leader: Family Care, Looked After
Children, Care and Protection, Children and Families
Directorate

Aileen Shaw

Service Manager, Families For Children, Glasgow City Health
and Social Care Partnership
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Appendix 3

Statistical information about the children and families referred, and the
matches made

Where matches are from

2012-13 | 2013-14 | 2014-15 | 2015-16 | 2016-17 | 2017-18 | 2018-19
Linking service 17 43 54 57 55 59 73
Exchange days 17 15 23 27 32 31 13
Adoption activity Day 5 5 6 14
Newsletter 1

Gender of children at referral

2012-13 | 2013-14 | 2014-15 | 2015-16 | 2016-17 | 2017-18 | 2018-19
Male 74 100 118 97 106 122
Female 72 84 85 74 76 68
Male % 51 54 58 57 58 64
Female % 49 46 42 43 42 36

Age of children at referral

2012-13 | 2013-14 | 2014-15 | 2015-16 | 2016-17 | 2017-18 | 2018-19
0 to under 2 29 50 72 52 62 36
2 tounder 4 40 61 63 52 61 57
4 to under 6 51 49 44 41 40 56
6 to under 8 20 24 24 26 19 32
8 and over 6 9

Age of children at referral
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Sibling group referrals

2012-13 | 2013-14 | 2014-15 | 2015-16 | 2016-17 | 2017-18
One child 115 102 119 107
Two children 38 30 27 37
Three children 4 3 3 3
Sibling group matches
2012-13 | 2013-14 | 2014-15 | 2015-16 | 2016-17 | 2017-18
One child 67 73 61
Two children 8 8 16
Three children 2 1 1
Adopters —approval ages
2012-13 | 2013-14 | 2014-15 | 2015-16 |2016-17 |2017-18 | 2018-19
0-2 n/a n/a 13 18 20
years
0-4 65 40 38 38 86
years
0-5 27 37 n/a n/a n/a
years
0-6 30 16 51 51 45
years
0-6+ n/a 17 21 21 27
years
n/a = not applicable (i.e. category not reported in a given year)
Family composition
2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18
n % n % n % n %
Single female 9 8.2 19 15.4 22 12.6 25 14.0
Single male 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 2 1.1
Mixed couple 89 80.9 91 74.0 131 74.9 124 69.7
Female couple 4 3.6 5 4.1 6 34 7 3.9
Male couple 8 7.3 8 6.5 16 9.1 20 11.2
110 | 100.0 123 | 100.0 175 | 100.0 178 | 100.0
Source of adopters’ referral
2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18
VAA 45 59 45 39 44
LA 55 41 40 54 56
English register 15 7
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Appendix 4
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