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Introduction and overview

I am pleased to share Scotland’s Adoption Register’s annual report for 1st April 2020 
to 31st March 2021.

Scotland’s Adoption Register continues to be a statutory service fully funded by 
the Scottish Government which provides a free service to support local authorities 
and voluntary agencies with family finding activity. The Register is committed to 
facilitating social workers’ overall goal of securing children’s futures through moves 
to/links with permanent family homes. 

In April 2020 the Register moved to its new host agency, AFA Scotland. Robin 
Duncan, formerly Manager of the Register, took this opportunity to focus on his role 
as AFA’s Director and to oversee the running of the Register in that capacity. I was 
delighted to take up the dual role of Manager/Practitioner of the Register in May 
2020 and I benefit greatly from the close working relationship with Robin and his 
colleagues at AFA as well as from the knowledge and dedication of Jess Austin the 
Register’s Administrative and Communications coordinator.

Due to the circumstances of moving host organisation amid the unsettled time of the initial months of Covid-19, 
Scottish Government agreed that there would not be a report produced for the year 2019/2020.  This report will 
detail the figures for that time period for the benefit of the reader.

The year of 2020/21 has been a remarkable year dominated by Covid-19 restrictions. Scotland’s Adoption Register 
has been privileged to support practitioners who have continued working hard to achieve permanence for children in 
Scotland in difficult circumstances. Despite the resulting complications the Register is pleased to note that there was 
a small increase in matches for the year 20/21 with a total of 81 children matched with adoptive families. Behind each 
and every one of these matches is a story of loss and change accompanied by love and hope for the future. 

As face-to-face events could not proceed in the usual formats of Adoption Exchange Days and Adoption Activity 
Days the Register facilitated family finding through the delivery of online webinars where prospective adopters had 
the opportunity to see video profiles of children waiting for permanent homes and hear from their foster carers. 9 
matches were made as a result of these events. Indeed, in February 2021, the Register celebrated its 700th match 
of a child through one of these events.  Our 700th match is a 5-year-old boy from West Dunbartonshire.

It was noted in the previous year that the number of children from England and Wales being placed with adopters 
approved in Scotland was continuing to increase. It was agreed with Scottish Government for the Register to apply 
some of the savings from the postponed Exchange and Activity Days to fund a rapid research project into cross-
border placements with the aim of identifying and understanding the reasons behind prospective adopters looking 
outwith Scotland to grow their families through adoption. An update on this research is provided in this report and 
the findings will be published later in 2021.

The number of families approved for three children or more continues to be extremely low – in the year 2020/2021 
only two prospective adoptive families in Scotland were looking to adopt larger sibling groups (1 approved for 3 
children, 1 approved for 4 children). This continues to have serious implications for children being enabled to stay 
together. The Register continues to have an overview of this issue and frequently asks questions of local authorities 
and voluntary agencies as to their focus on recruitment and approval remits.

The publication of The Promise and the Children (Scotland) Act 2020 highlights the importance of maintaining 
family relationships, with an emphasis on siblings. The Register, an active member of Stand Up For Siblings, 
continues to ensure this is a priority in all aspects of its work.

Adoption UK published their second Adoption Barometer of the UK in 2020. That report was based on information 
provided by adopters (including 366 in Scotland) and gave nation by nation comparisons that rated different 
aspects of adoption services as good, fair, or poor. Services in Scotland did not emerge well from this comparison 
with all ratings fair or poor. The Register joined AFA Scotland in a meeting with AFA Cymru - given that services 
in Wales are rated more positively in the barometer report, it was interesting to hear how developments in their 
National Adoption Service may be having an impact. The development by AFA Cymru of national good practice 
guidance was one example of work that might be a useful model to consider in Scotland. This links with previous 
discussions emerging from the independent review of the Register completed in 2019 by Caroline Thomas, which 
argued that the Register could do more to become a central resource for Scotland’s local authorities and voluntary 
agencies with the aim of achieving greater consistency of practice. The Register is keen to produce Good Practice 

Kate Richardson                                                                         
Register Manager
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Guides applicable to Scotland. Adoption UK launched their 3rd Adoption Barometer on 29th June 2021 in which 
330 adopters from Scotland participated. Scotland’s Adoption Register will work alongside Adoption UK Scotland to 
support their recommendation of a six point plan to improve the life chances of adopted young people.

In the Independent Review of the Register by Thomas and Blackmore – one of the key messages for policy makers 
was to “explore the potential for the Register’s services to be extended to other kinds of permanent placements in 
Scotland.” (2019 p29). Since the demise of ‘Be My Parent’ there has been no resource for workers seeking families 
for children registered for a Permanence Order. Workers tell us that they continue to struggle to find permanent 
foster placements for children. The Register has reached an agreement with the SAR Advisory Group and Scottish 
Government to develop a proposal for expanding the Register’s role to incorporate permanent fostering. The 
Register is keen to hear from interested parties as to their views on this proposition.

In 2021 we celebrate 10 years since Scotland’s Adoption Register was formed which we hope to mark this coming 
year with a national adoption campaign. We look forward to working with Scotland’s Local Authorities and Voluntary 
Adoption Agencies to spread the adoption message and will be focusing particularly on the importance of adopting 
children over 4 years of age, brothers and sisters and children with additional support needs.

The Register appreciates the engagement and collaboration with our partner agencies of local authorities and 
those within the voluntary sector, only by working together to refine practice can we continue to meet the needs of 
Scotland’s children.

This is particularly evident within the membership of the Register’s Advisory Group and we appreciate the 
dedication and time given to helping the Register achieve its goals.

We would also like to give special thanks to our host organisation AFA Scotland and our colleagues within the AFA 
team for their support and commitment to the role of the Register. Their contributions to our practice have been 
invaluable and we look forward to continuing our partnership for the coming years. 

Kate Richardson                                                                        
Register Manager
Scotland’s Adoption Register Manager

HEADLINE ACHIEVEMENTS 2020-21
• 81 children were matched during the year – an increase on the previous year despite the impact of 

Covid:19.
• The milestone of 700 matches since the Register began ten years ago was reached in February 2021.
• The engagement of 20 local authorities and all four of the voluntary agencies in Scotland with the online 

family finding webinar events. 
• 30 local authorities referred children and/or prospective adopters to the Register and all four of the voluntary 

adoption agencies (VAAs) referred prospective adopters.
• The online linking service supported by Link Maker has been operational since 2016 and has been used by 

all local authorities and voluntary agencies in Scotland.
• 5 family finding webinar events were held in the latter six months of the year, one of which featured videos 

made by 23 prospective adoptive families. A total of 49 children were featured and 98 prospective families 
attended over the course of all the events.

• Financing and participating in a research project exploring ‘cross-border’ adoptions.
• Working closely with AFA Scotland and Adoption UK (Scotland) to plan and facilitate Adoption Week 

Scotland 2020.
• Delivering online training and development workshops on family finding for 5 local authorities and 1 

voluntary agency. 
• Working alongside AFA Scotland to deliver online ‘spotlight’ sessions in the early months of Covid:19.
• Actively engaging with the group Stand Up For Siblings (SUFS) to promote the importance of keeping 

children together wherever it is in their best interests and maintaining relationships where it is not.
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Scotland’s Adoption Register in numbers

We continually look at new ways to 
improve the process and to support 
adoption agencies in reducing 
delays placing children with adoptive 
families. Most adoption matches 
continue to be arranged by agencies 
themselves within their own adoptive 
families. As you can see in the chart 
to the right in the year 2019/20 there 
was a noticeable drop in the number 
of matches which tallied with the 
decrease in the number of children 
being referred to the Register. It is 
not possible to attribute this to any 
one causal factor, however, if we 
return to the comments made in the 
annual report of 2017/18, certain 
notable court cases may have been 
continuing to influence decision making for children requiring care away from home. 

It is pleasing to note that in the year 2020/21 matches rose again despite Covid-19, perhaps indicating a more 
confident approach to seeking permanence for children through adoption. The longer-term impact of Covid-19 
will not be felt until the coming year and the Register will monitor any changes. It should be noted that the trend 
for fewer adoptions in Scotland reflects the UK wide experience of lower numbers of children moving to adoptive 
families. 

NUMBER OF CHILDREN AND FAMILIES ON THE REGISTER
At 31st March 2021 there were: 171 (157) children and 169 (159) adopters on the Register (figures for 2019/2020 
in brackets).

REFERRAL RATE TRENDS
There continues to be a decrease in referrals for children to the Register albeit marginal. 160 children were referred 
in 2020/2021 compared to the 166 referred in 2019/2020. 

The continuing reduction in referrals of children to the Register tallies with the increased numbers of younger 
children being placed with Kinship Carers. Whilst there is not up to date statistics for 2020, anecdotal evidence 
highlights the ongoing practice of prioritizing children’s birth kith and kin as permanent carers for Scotland’s 
children. Scottish Government have continually emphasised the importance of keeping children within their families 
of origin and this has been further promoted through the publication of The Promise following the Independent Care 
Review. 

MATCHES MADE VIA THE REGISTER 2011-2021
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There was an increase in referrals for prospective adoptive families with 157 families referred to the Register in 
2020/2021 compared with 147 in 2019/2020. The Register has noted that a large number of families are continuing 
to be approved for children under the age of 3 years and 11 months. This does not fulfill the variety of ages and 
needs of many of the children on the Register. Anecdotal evidence gathered during the cross-border research 
project indicates that the continued exploration of matches with children from the other UK nations with adopters 
approved in Scotland is due to the low numbers of children in this age range on Scotland’s Adoption Register as 
opposed to the numbers of prospective adopters. 

MATCHES - TRENDS
Despite the continued downward trend of referrals over the past two years matches continue to be successfully 
made via the Online Register and its activities. The increase from 75 (2019/2020) to 81 (2020/2021) is positive 
given the circumstances surrounding the Covid-19 pandemic and is evidence that social workers and families have 
made good use of alternative means of sharing information and ‘meeting’ via online platforms to ensure children’s 
plans are not impacted negatively by the restrictions across Scotland.

The majority of matches continue to be made via the use of the online register, supported by Link Maker. 9 of the 
matches listed for this year originate from social workers and families engaging with an Adoption Exchange Day 
and an Activity Day, both of which were held in the final Quarter of 2019/2020. The online webinar events were also 
very well attended with positive feedback received from prospective adopters who found them to be informative. 
The resulting 9 matches made via the webinars was encouraging but the Register is keen to return to face-to-face 
events later in 2021.

Where the matches came from . . .

 Online Register               Webinar events            
 Adoption Activity Day held at the end of the 2019/2020 year
 Adoption Exchange Day held at the end of the 2019/2020 year  

63
5

9

4
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GENDER
Of the 160 referred in 20/21 69 (43%) were girls and 91 (57%) were boys. This 
continues the pattern of more boys than girls referred. However, in a similar trend to 
2019/2020 figures where 77 (46%) of referrals were girls, there has been a steady 
increase in the percentage of girls referred over the last two years. In 2018/19, only 
35% of referrals were girls. 

ETHNICITY
145 (91%) were white (142 White Scottish) and (3 White English) ethnicity.
4 (2.5%) were of Asian ethnicity. 
8 (5%) were of multi-ethnic origin. 
2 (1.5%) were of Black African ethnicity.

AGE

 0-1yr 11m   2-3yr 11m    4-5yr 11m    6-7yr 11m     8+

40% of the children between 0 and 3 years 11 months were part of a sibling group. 

SIBLINGS
41% of the children referred to the register in 2020/21 were part of a sibling group.  This is slightly less than the 
44% referred in 2019/20

The number of matches is a much higher percentage than the 35% of matches made in the previous year 
(2019/20) being sibling groups. 13 sets of sibling groups of 2. 

CHILDREN WITHDRAWN FROM THE REGISTER
25 children were removed from the online register this year without an adoption placement being achieved. For 24 
of these children their plan was altered to permanent fostering. For one child, they were found a kinship placement. 
This number is smaller than the 34 removed in 2019/2020 and the 47 removed in 2018/2019. 

This may not necessarily be because children are being found more adoptive placements on a national level.  
We are aware anecdotally, that agencies are prioritising kinship placements over adoptive placements and are not 
referring these children to the Register, hence a decrease in referrals. What it may show is that more children who 
make it to the online register are found adoptive placements than in previous years. 

Who are the children referred?

6991

38%
60

27%
43

25%
40

9%
15

1%
2

Siblings referred to the Register

26

of referrals

(52 children)

Siblings referred to the Register

41% 3 (9 children)

1 (4 children)

17 (34 children)48%
1 (3 children)

of matches
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OUTCOMES FOR CHILDREN 
Not all children referred to the Register are matched with an adoptive family. There are also many children who 
wait a lot longer, currently these are children over the age of four years, sibling groups, and children with significant 
health and development difficulties including children from Black and Minority Ethnic families (BME). There 
continues to be a disconnect between the numbers of prospective adopters approved for these children. 

Outcomes are also further complicated by legal uncertainty about children’s adoption plans, continued high levels 
of contact with birth family members and developmental uncertainty in younger children. 

HOW LONG DO CHILDREN WAIT? 
In 2018-2019 and 2019-2020, the 
average time taken from referral 
to match for all age groups was 
between 6-12 months.

In 2020-2021, we can see that in 
the age bracket of 0- 1 year 11 
months and 4- 5 years 11 months 
the average time has decreased 
to between 3-6 months which is a 
positive step in the right direction.

Throughout the three years 
measured, the youngest children 
aged 0- 1 year 11 months 
have the highest percentage of 
matches on the online register. 
However, there was a higher 
proportion of children over 4 years 
old matched in 2020-21 than in 
2019-2020. 
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Who Are The Adopters?

157 families were referred to the Register in 2020/21. A small increase from the 
147 referred in 19/20. Of the 157, 95(60%) were from Voluntary Organisations and 
62(40%) were from local authorities. As noted in the Introduction to this report, we 
have noted a continuing increase in Scottish families being matched with children 
from England and Wales. This may be due to the lower numbers of children in 
Scotland requiring adoptive placements as opposed to the increased number of 
prospective adopters. 

There is also a disparity in the approval remits of prospective adopters with the 
majority continuing to be approved for children under the age of three years as 
opposed to those children waiting longest who are over the age of four years. 
Families approved for two children or more also continue to be very low.

ETHNICITY
93% of the 152 adopters referred in 2018/2019 were of Caucasian ethnicity with 13 adopters (individuals) from an 
Asian background; 3 from a mixed or multi ethnic background and 1 from a Black African background. 2 adopters 
were of a Middle Eastern ethnicity. 

FAMILY COMPOSITION 
The family composition of the adopters referred was;

19 13% 2 1% 97 61% 31 20% 8 5%

A quarter (25%) of the families referred to the register in 20/21 were same sex adopters. 

APPROVAL RANGES    

ADOPTERS REFERRED

60%

Voluntary 
Organisation

40%

Local 
Authority

Approval Ranges
Approved for 1 child

79 families (51%)
Approved for 1-2 children    

60 families (38%)
Approved for 2 children       

16 families (10%)
Approved for 3 children        

1   family (0.5%)
Approved for 4 children        

1  family (0.5%)

20 19/2020 
Approved for a child/ren 

0-2 years 
15 families (10%)  

Approved for a child/ren 
0-4 years 

59 families (40%)     
Approved for a child/ren 

0 to 6 years    
55 families (47%)

Approved for a child/ren 
0- 6 + years      

18 families (13%)

2020/2 1  
Approved for a child/ren 

0-2 years          
7 families (4.5%)

Approved for a child/ren 
0-4 years          

78 families (50%)
Approved for a child/ren 

0 to 6 years     
51 families (32.5%)

Approved for a child/ren 
0- 6 + years       

21 families (13%)
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The Online Register

The online register facilitated by Link Maker is now firmly established in Scotland with all 32 local authorities and 
the 4 voluntary adoption agencies referring children and families within the statutory timescale set out in legislation 
by the Scottish Government.

We continue to provide support, advice, and guidance for practitioners 
and prospective adopters in their use of the online service. This is also 
included in bespoke development workshops run by the Register for the 
benefit of all agencies across Scotland. Alongside the practical aspect of 
accessing the online register we have been providing support with the 
making and editing of videos which go on to be added to both children’s 
and families’ profiles on Link Maker. 

Prospective adopters continue to require both practical and emotional 
support with their engagement with the online service. Many families are 
choosing to step back from the process and allow their workers to search 
on their behalf with the aim of reducing anxieties associated with feelings 
of competing with others for children. Whilst other families prefer to take 
more control over the process.  

We continue to  
provide support, 

advice, and guidance 
for practitioners and 
prospective adopters  

in their use of the  
online service

“

”
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Webinars

FACILITATING FAMILY FINDING DURING COVID-19 RESTRICTIONS
Due to the restrictions imposed by UK and Scotland’s parliaments during the Covid-19 pandemic, the Register was 
not able to run Activity and Exchange Days during the 2020/2021 year. The last Exchange Day took place on 14th 
February and the last Activity Day was held on 14th March 2020.

The Register explored alternative platforms to engage social workers and prospective adopters in family finding. 
The Register worked with Link Maker to provide online events in the form of webinars, using a secure platform 
which complied with all regulations and had the added benefit of only those registered with Link Maker being able 
to access each event. The Register provided written guidance alongside telephone and email advice and support 
for the making of the videos which was informed by the work of the Moving Images Project of 2018.  The Register 
then completed the editing process for each video for the events.

The webinar events comprised of videos featuring children; each video was overlaid with audio from the child/ren’s 
foster carer/s talking about the child. The aim was for carers to give the same information they would when talking 
to a prospective adopter at an Exchange Day. The videos were then available to be added to the child/ren’s profiles 
on Link Maker as well as being added to ongoing Life Story Work/Memory Boxes.

Between October 2020 and March 2021, the Register hosted three events featuring children, each run over three 
nights. As a result of these webinars as of 30th June 2021, 16 children progressed to a match with prospective 
adopters. 

In response to requests from Social Workers across Scotland the Register also ran a webinar event featuring 23 
videos made by prospective adopters. This ran over three days in February and provided Family Finding/Area/
Practice Team Social Workers with the opportunity to get a real sense of families and what they can bring to a 
child’s life. These videos could also be attached to their profiles on Link Maker.

The webinars have been a positive way of bringing children and families to life and during the Covid-19 restrictions 
it was a way of filling the gap of meeting workers at Exchange Days/Activity Days. 

I thought the videos  
were good and helped 

the children ‘come to life’ 
as opposed to  

written material

“
”

Hearing what the foster 
carers had to say about 
the children was really 
helpful. It gave a true 
insight into home life  

and how the child could 
be with us

“

”

social work practitioner

prospective adopter  
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700th Match

The Register reached a further milestone  
in its ten years of existence in February 
2021 when the 700th child was matched  

with an adoptive family.  
(via a webinar)
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Developing Practice

The Covid-19 restrictions did not prevent the Register from continuing to provide training and development 
sessions for adoption agencies across Scotland. We have made use of the online platform provided by Microsoft 
Teams to facilitate presentations and discussions with workers involved in securing permanence for children in both 
Local Authorities and Voluntary Agencies.

Our training workshops have responded to requests for bespoke practice development, covering all aspects of 
family finding, recruitment of prospective adopters, consideration of the children who are waiting, the needs of 
sibling groups and the ongoing maintenance of sibling relationships wherever they are living. Incorporating the 
message of The Promise and addressing implications for the Children (Scotland) Act which comes into force on 
July 26th 2021.

We all found the  
session really helpful 

and as you say got 
everyone thinking. You 
gave us key points to 

consider and we will take 
that discussion into a 
practice development 
session and grow the 

plans from there. Thanks 
again and we would be 

eager to work alongside 
others to improve the 

outcomes for Scotland’s 
(our) children.

“

”Team Manager 
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Cross Border Adoption

CROSS BORDER ADOPTION RESEARCH PROJECT UPDATE
Data collected by Scotland’s Adoption Register indicates an increase in the number of adopters approved in 
Scotland being matched with children from local authorities in other parts of the UK. However, currently there is 
a notable gap in any empirical data which explores the possible factors underlying this trend within the Scottish 
context. Therefore, AFA Scotland has been funded to gather national data on the prevalence of cross border 
adoptions as well as the experiences and perceptions of adopters and agencies involved in these placements. 
The aim of this project is to better understand the circumstances and implications of current practices and 
policies, including in other parts of the UK, to fully consider what could be done to better support the placement of 
Scotland’s children. 

The research team created an online survey which was circulated to all 32 Local Authorities and the 4 voluntary 
adoption agencies across Scotland. This survey gathered data on the number of cross-border adoptive placements 
within each agency between 2017-20, as well as the respondent’s experience and opinion regarding adoptions 
between Scottish parents and children from other parts of the UK. The survey closed on 23rd April with a 97% 
response rate (n = 35/ 36 agencies). Alongside the survey, the research team conducted 15 one-to-one interviews 
(4 VAAs, 5 LAs, 6 adopters) and 1 VAA focus group.

The quantitative data and the audio recording of the interviews are currently being analysed alongside the survey 
responses to identify the key themes emerging from the data. From the analysis so far, several noteworthy 
themes have emerged including: the impact of different legal systems and routes to adoption; localised social 
work practices; finding the best match; the role of Link Maker; financial impact and support; as well as learning 
from England and Wales. Once data analysis is complete the full report will be circulated to SAR’s advisory group, 
with an aim to then share the findings from this project with all those involved in supporting adoption throughout 
Scotland. Based on this report, the research team and SAR will plan how best to share the learning from this 
project more widely, such as via a practice briefing and/or academic publication. 
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Plans for 21/22

Now that restrictions are slowly lifting the Register is delighted to be planning some face-to-face events for the 
coming year. This begins with an Adoption Exchange Day on 10th September and an Adoption Activity Day at the 
end of November. These will be quickly followed up with more events in the months running up to the end of the 
21/22 year including webinars interspersed with in-person activities.

The Register will once again be closely involved in organising and facilitating events for Adoption Week Scotland 
2021 and will engage with other policy initiatives, specifically The Promise Plan 21-24 and the Children (Scotland) 
Act 2020.

Other aspects of our work in supporting workers and carers to secure permanence for Scotland’s children are as 
follows:

• Media campaign to encourage people to consider providing permanent homes for those children who wait the 
longest.

• Develop guidance sessions for foster carers

• Providing a written proposal for Scottish Government to expand the Register to include permanent fostering

• Hosting a quarterly Family Finding Practitioners Forum to bring together workers from across Scotland to explore 
current and changing practice

• Development of national practice guides to inform practitioners, foster carers and prospective adopters.

• Using the Register to influence and improve practice for example through training/workshops – There is an 
ongoing focus on engagement with the online register and Webinars, with an emphasis on the production of 
video and audio footage to support family finding.

• Promoting the needs of siblings and recruitment of families for sibling groups. – The Register proposed the 
highlighting of this issue through Adoption Week Scotland 2020 and it was one of the three main themes. The 
Register is also promoting this in all training run by SAR and in conjunction with AFA.

• Proposal of SAR being promoted as a national resource – to provide support, advice, and guidance for practice 
in adoption and fostering. Helping to highlight national issues and provide some consistency across Scotland.

 

Kate Richardson (Register Manager) and 
Jess Austin (Administrative Communications Coordinator)
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